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Foreword

The International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) was established 
as an international financing institution within the United Nations system with 
the specific mandate to reach out to the rural poor in general and to women in 
particular. The powerlessness and the inability of these groups to participate in 
the decision-making processes that affect their lives has been a major concern 
of the Fund. Over the past 22 years, there has been a continuing search for 
participatory approaches that could empower the rural poor to have a greater 
say in improving their coping strategies. Through these years, we have met 
many NGOs who share our concern and who are proactively addressing lack of 
voice of the rural poor.

In 1999, IFAD started a collaboration with a regional institution – the Centre for 
Integrated Rural Development in Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP) – and a regional 
NGO – the Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and Rural Development 
(ANGOC) – to document the experiences with participatory processes in project 
design, implementation and evaluation of NGOs and IFAD-funded projects. The 
identified processes were documented and then discussed in Bangalore, India, 
in a 14-day participatory workshop organised by the International Institute 
of Rural Reconstruction (IIRR). Papers were presented by staff from non-
government organisations (NGOs), research centres and IFAD. 

Early in the workshop, the participants also brainstormed ideas for new topics 
(other than those already prepared) that should be part of the resource book. 
These new topics were assigned to knowledgeable participants for development 
and presentation during the workshop.

The inputs of all participants were discussed, re-edited several times, dropped 
or validated by all the participants. Permanent backstopping was assured by 
resource persons, editors, artists and experts in desktop publishing.

The result is this resource book which describes a broad range of first-hand 
experiences with participatory approaches in the context of projects funded by 
IFAD, NGOs and governments in the Asia and Pacific area.
It also contains details of some of the newer approaches that are being tried in 
the region.

viiForeword
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While working closely with CIRDAP, ANGOC, IIRR, MYRADA, SEARSOLIN and 
other NGOs, we have come to develop a deeper and broader knowledge of the 
participatory approaches that are being used in the region. We are grateful to all 
the partners for their extremely valuable experience.

This resource book was originally intended to be used only by IFAD staff. 
However, during the Bangalore workshop, we agreed that it shall be made 
available to all development workers who share our concern about the rural 
poor.

We hope that this publication will help all of us to help the rural poor to 
overcome their lack of freedom of choice of action.

Phrang Roy
Director, Asia and the Pacific Division

International Fund for Agricultural Development
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Introduction to the 
Resource Book

Introduction to the Resource Book

New participatory tools for learning and action are constantly being developed 
and tested in the field. These experiences yield valuable lessons for improving 
project delivery and effectiveness and for increasing sensitivity to local 
indigenous participatory processes and gender concerns.

There has been a growing recognition worldwide on the need for more civil 
society participation - especially of beneficiary groups - in the formulation, 
implementation and evaluation of development projects. In Asia, non-
government organizations (NGOs) and people’s organizations (POs) have 
emphasised various participatory approaches in their work. Participation is seen 
not just as a means to improve project delivery but more so as a measure to 
ensure that benefits accrue to the intended target groups and that capacities of 
local people, groups and communities are built. More importantly, participation 
motivates communities to assert their collective ownership over projects, thus 
ensuring that development impacts are sustained in the long run.

The International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) has always been 
searching for ways to integrate participatory approaches in various phases of 
its project cycle. In 1998, IFAD defined its two most important objectives for 
its work programme as (a) emphasis on beneficiary-driven projects; and (b) 
development of systems for periodic impact assessments.

It is within this context that IFAD provided a grant to Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP) and Asian NGO Coalition for 
Agrarian Reform and Rural Development (ANGOC) to carry out a project on 
“Participatory Processes: Learning from NGO Experiences in Asia and the Pacific”, 
to document the experiences of NGOs in promoting participation at various 
stages of the project cycle. As a complementary activity to this initiative, IFAD 
asked ANGOC and the International Institute of Rural Reconstruction (IIRR) to 
organise an effort to compile a sourcebook of ideas, drawing upon field-tested 
experiences in a few Asian countries: Philippines, India, Vietnam, Nepal and 
Bangladesh. The effort involved the use of a participatory approach to produce 
educational materials in a “writeshop” environment. Institutions like MYRADA, 
CIRDAP and Southeast Asia Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN) were 
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invited to join in as partners in organising and conducting the workshop, which 
took place in Bangalore, India on July 3-14, 2000. Key staff from IFAD were 
present. A total of 61 papers were presented. Artists, editors and desktop 
publishing specialists helped revise materials during the workshop itself. The 
result is this “resource book” for development managers and trainers involved in 
project management.

The publication focuses on participatory processes and their management, and 
presents a broad range of concrete experience with different tools.  It is assumed 
that the reader is already familiar with the use of tools like PRA/PLA/PME and 
is now interested in second generation issues related to project design, training 
and measurement of impact associated with the use of participatory processes. 
Each article reflects a specific experience. As such, it has its own validity.

This compilation was originally designed for use in IFAD-supported initiatives, 
but the range and nature of the topics would make it useful to local government 
units, NGOs and networks of community-based institutions. This effort to 
document ongoing experiences with specific participatory approaches and 
interventions, drawn primarily from among Asian NGOs, has a strong potential 
for replication in the region. IFAD’s future project design and implementation will  
benefit from this compilation of field-tested practices and the lessons derived 
therefrom.

The participatory workshop process which was pioneered by IIRR involved key 
presentors of field experiences as well as editors, artists and desktop publishing 
specialists. In the course of the workshop, illustrations were added and repeated 
draft versions were produced - typically two or three drafts per paper. These 
papers were greatly enriched, thanks to peer-review of each version undertaken 
during the workshop. Key staff from IFAD, ANGOC, CIRDAP, SEARSOLIN and IIRR 
guided the process, from the original planning to the production of the finished 
versions. The resource book benefited greatly from post workshop reviews by 
Phrang Roy and Bernadette Trottier of IFAD, Tony Quizon and Don Marquez of 
ANGOC, Vidya Ramachandran of MYRADA, Rachel Polestico from SEARSOLIN, 
P. Subrahmanyam from CIRDAP and Julian Gonsalves and Joy Caminade of IIRR. 
Special thanks is given to Jel Montoya who coordinated the final publishing of 
the manuscript and brought the manuscript to print, under the overall guidance 
of Phrang Roy, Ganesh Thapa, Tony Quizon, Joy Caminade and Julian Gonsalves.

This resource book is copyright free and readers are encouraged to use material 
extensively, with no restrictions on photocopies, lending, or other uses - 
provided that the authors and source are duly acknowledged.
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Poverty, Indigenous Peoples and 
the Upland Poor: Design Issues

Why Do We Need to Opt for the Poor?

  ntil recently, East and Southeast Asia were the world’s best examples of what could be   
               achieved in human development. Between 1975 and 1995, populations of the absolute poor  
 (i.e., people living on less than one dollar a day) in East Asia declined by two-thirds from 720 
million to 350 million and critical social indicators such as life expectancy at birth, infant mortality and 
literacy rates improved significantly. These achievements were, however, seriously threatened by the 
financial crisis that gripped the region during 1997-99, leading to the collapse of employment, declining 
real wages, sharp increases in prices and significant public spending cuts. In Indonesia, the crisis gave 
rise to widespread unrest and ethnic violence as the food security of the poorer households came under 
increasing pressure.

The Asian crisis exposed the consequences of a development paradigm that has largely ignored the 
sectors of food-growing and subsistence agriculture in the marginal rural areas and over-emphasised 
income from cash crops in high potential areas and out-migration. It was a timely reminder about the 
scope and severity of poverty in the region. 

In the past, spectacular macro-economic performance had distracted attention from the plight of the 
rural poor, including the fact that East and Southeast Asia has more poor people than elsewhere in the 
world. Indeed, the stark reality is that, despite the dramatic reduction in poverty mentioned above, 
many groups of people who are politically marginalised have remained very poor.

U
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The Marginalisation Process
These groups include the indigenous peoples 

living on the outer islands and in the hilly 
areas of Indonesia and the Philippines and 
throughout the hinterlands of Southeast 
Asia. Most of them combine swidden 
and terraced rainfed cultivation with the 
gathering of forest products; they can be 
called “farmers in the forest”. Another 
group of marginalised peoples comprises 
the highlanders or mountain dwellers of 

the Himalayas and the surrounding ranges, who rely even 
more on gathering of non-timber forest products and animal 

husbandry. Although it is true that their isolation has to some extent 
buffered them from the Asian crisis, theirs is a situation of persistent and rising crisis.

What little development assistance the upland populations have received has until recently been 
guided by the primary concerns of the lowlands and the mainstream societies. Indeed, the conventional 
industrial and agrarian sectors rarely flourish in the hills and mountains, due to strong comparative 
disadvantages (e.g., in terms of production costs). The uplands do have attractive assets, but past 
efforts to exploit their comparative advantages have tended to dispossess the local populations. The 
current process of globalisation enhances the risks of further marginalisation, disempowerment and 
desperation. Measures specially adapted for these areas are urgently needed to prevent this.

Indeed, upland timber, fuelwood, hydropower, minerals, uncultivated soils, biodiversity and 
opportunities for eco-tourism are very attractive to outside investors and capital. However, their 
development to date has followed the classical exploitation (extractive) mode rather than an 
empowerment approach based on genuine involvement and generation of real benefits to the local 
populations. If this is allowed to continue, the conflicts already experienced in many countries could 
spread throughout the uplands of Asia.

The marginalisation of indigenous peoples is leading to a rapid social and environmental breakdown. 
Building up their resilience against future economic adversities is an important and strategic necessity 
for enabling recovery and for the promotion of broad-based  economic growth for the region. The 
traditional coping strategy of the upland poor has been out-migration, an immediate response to rising 
population pressures and deterioration of their basic renewable resources. However, when migration 
is motivated by marginalisation induced by external forces, it is often associated with violence and 
conflict. 

Having subsisted at the margins of the economic miracle for the past 30 years and becoming 
increasingly aware of their own marginalisation, a silent but growing discontent is developing amongst 
the upland poor. Shortages generated by rising population pressures and environmental changes have 
already provoked destabilising population movements that appear, in turn, to be the main cause of 
many of the ongoing upland conflicts and wars.
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Some Windows of Opportunities
Fortunately, there is a small awakening of the need to redefine the paradigm for the development of 
the uplands. The value of regenerative and environmentally-sound agricultural practices that maximise 
the use of locally adapted resource-conserving technologies has been recognised. Upland poor people 
think about their resources holistically. They plan their household economics on the basis of all the 
local resources available to them. Upland dwellers have an important role to play as the stewards of 
biodiversity and the environment, and hence in the sustainability of life on our globe. 

Indeed, an interesting opportunity for the development of these areas is linked to their potential 
for generating positive effects on world living conditions. The Kyoto conference on the environment 
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highlighted the need to reduce hydrocarbon emissions as one of the most pressing environmental 
issues. Asia’s vast uplands, with their steep slopes and marginal soils, are well suited for afforestation 
and the empowerment mode is a way to do this sustainably. Innovative ways are being explored for 
linking up those willing to pay for environmental services with the deprived populations who need 
finance for development. Instrumentalities that are being tested include: the commoditisation and 
sale of watershed and landscape services, the financing of biodiversity conservation through bio-
prospecting fees, carbon offsets, etc. Opportunities for investment include value-adding activities in 
forestry and agroforestry, the harvesting of valuable non-timber products, medicinal and aromatic 
plants, environment-friendly production of high-value products such as vegetable seed, mushrooms, 
cardamom, ginger and fine wool. Finally, the uplands and mountainous regions in Asia have some of the 
world’s most pristine settings, eminently suitable for eco-tourism.

Elements of a Development Strategy for the Upland Poor

Process
Win the confidence of the upland poor by developing a 
participatory and people-centred approach to design. 
Take time to undertake a diagonostic review 
and institutionalise a periodic impact 
monitoring system by the upland 
poor themselves. An analysis of the 
changing gender relations amongst 
the upland poor is crucial. Some 
key indicators relate to decision-
making at the household and community 
levels, control over assets, access to new 
knowledge and technology, and savings and 
investment decisions.

Tenure
Improve practices aimed at securing access 
to and control over natural resources by 
the marginalised upland poor. Transform 
the relations between the upland poor 
and outsiders from exploitation to 
empowerment and partnership-building, 
with a special emphasis on gender and 
equity. In matrilineal societies, note the 
growing breakdown of women’s control 
over natural resources. 
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Technology
Develop and disseminate locally developed 
technologies using indigenous technologies as 
the starting point and – where feasible – try 
to create niches for the benefit of the upland 
poor. Promote regenerative agriculture and 
forestry for the local people.

Market linkages
Maximise financial and subsistence benefits by 
exploiting new market opportunities.

Participatory methods
Use systematic and widespread participatory techniques, including participatory monitoring and 
evaluation.

Equity and Gender
Share equitably the benefits from improved access to and management of local forest products. 
Develop participatory indicators with the upland poor to assess the trends of local capital formation. 
Promote self-help groups for using saving methods already known to the people themselves.

Transform gender relations in ways that emphasise women’s 
control over resources and their involvement in household and 
community decision-making. Include strong participatory 
gender analysis in the design and implementation of projects 
and programmes intended for the indigenous peoples and 
the upland poor.

Institution-building
Focus on local institution-building through a process of 
participatory learning and networking.

Networks
Mobilise local knowledge networks and cultural 
traditions of experimentation. Use indigenous 
knowledge as the starting point for blending local and 
new technologies especially where resource pressures 
are high and traditional practices need to be adapted 
accordingly. Use innovative learning and networking 
approaches to develop local champions and 
national/international mentors of the upland poor. 
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Examples of Successful Upland Development Initiatives

Prepared by: 
Phrang Roy

Ningnan County (West Sichuan, China): From stagnation to progress
In Ningnan, one of the poorest counties of China, people’s income and product availability 
increased manifold within a period of 15 years. The vital emphasis of the development 
approach was on selecting agricultural activities and overall land-use patterns according to 

natural suitability, i.e., harnessing the niche and rehabilitation/upgrading of marginal 
land resources. Decentralisation, people’s involvement, use of new technologies and 
market links were the key instruments. Besides agroforestry, high-value crops such 
as cereals, vegetables, oilseeds, fruit and other food crops were promoted according 
to location suitability. Post-harvest processing, marketing and agro-industries further 
enhanced the overall income and resource generation for reinvestment in a chronically 
poor area.

Meghalaya (India): Savings method of the Khasis
The Presbyterian Churches in the Khasi Hills in Meghalaya (India) have been 

built with funds raised through a traditional savings mechanism whereby each 
household sets aside a handful of rice before a meal is prepared. This rice is taken 

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).



9Poverty Reduction Strategies: A Part for the Poor?

Poverty Reduction Strategies: 
A Part for the Poor?

Poverty Reduction Strategies

             overty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) are at the 
 heart of a new anti-poverty framework announced in 
 late 1999 by the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). They are intended to ensure that 
debt relief provided under the enhanced Highly Indebted 
Poor Countries (HIPC) Initiative, and concessional loans from 
the international financial institutions, truly help to reduce 
poverty in the poorest, most indebted Southern countries. 

P
This Policy Briefing (Issue No. 13, April 
2000) was written by Rosemary McGee 
and edited by Geoff Barnard, with input 
from John Gaventa, Andy Norton and Mel 
Speight. Much of the material comes from 
a synthesis produced by Rosemary McGee 
with funding from DFID. Other ideas 
emerged at an international workshop at 
IDS in February 2000, co-sponsored by IDS, 
the NGO Working Group on the World Bank 
and the World Bank. The opinions 
expressed 

To get creditors’ approval for debt relief, countries have to prepare a PRSP outlining their poverty 
reduction goals and plans for attaining them. Countries must then demonstrate progress towards these 
goals before any funds are released. There is time pressure on both sides. Countries want to benefit 
from debt relief as soon as possible, while the financial institutions want to be seen to be taking swift 
action. Of the 40 countries currently eligible for HIPC debt relief, about 25 hope to have PRSPs in place 
by the end of 2000. 

The focus of PRSPs, according to the World Bank, is to “identify in a participatory manner the poverty 
reduction outcomes a country wishes to achieve and the key public actions-policy changes, institutional 
reforms, programmes and projects which are needed to achieve the desired outcomes”.
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In many respects, this new approach is a triumph for the non-
government organisations (NGOs) and the concerned public 
around the world who have campaigned for debt relief. It offers 
an unprecedented opportunity for development efforts to re-
focus on poverty reduction, and for civil society organisations 
(a term that includes NGOs, labour unions, business and 
professional associations, religious bodies and other citizens’ 
groups) to influence anti-poverty policy. 

But it also raises many concerns: 
 Will it be seen by poor countries as yet another imposition 

from abroad – just the latest form of aid conditionality to be 
accommodated?

 How do we ensure that the rushed timetable and conflicting 
interests do not undermine the proposed participatory 
approach?

 How do we avoid excessive emphasis on the paper, as 
opposed to the underlying strategy, which is, after all, the 
point of the exercise?

There are many who doubt whether the good intentions enshrined in the PRSP principles can be 
achieved in practice, especially given the tight timeframe. Yet one thing is clear: if the PRSP 
approach is to succeed in its ambitious objectives, building effective participation into the 
process will be essential.

Who Should be Involved?
Besides central government, who is expected to take 
the lead in the process, many other “stakeholders” 
need to be involved. Most important are the poor 
themselves. Finding ways to engage their input is 
critical. Others who have a significant stake in the 
process, or a role to play as enablers, advocates, or 
channels for information, include:
 local governments;
 politicians and political parties;
 organisations representing poor people 

(community groups, religious leaders, trade 
unions, farmers’ associations, traditional 
authorities, NGOs);

 academic researchers and analysts; and
 the press and broadcast media.

Underlying Principles

PRSPs cover a three-year period 
initially and should be:
 Country-driven: with 

governments leading the 
process and broad-based 
participation in the adoption 
and monitoring of the resulting 
strategy; 

 Results-oriented: identifying 
desired outcomes and planning 
the way towards them;

 Comprehensive: taking account 
of the multi-dimensional nature 
of poverty;

 Long-term in approach: 
recognising the depth and 
complexity of some of the 

changes needed; and
 Based on partnership: between 

governments and other 
actors in civil society, the 
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Two other important groups also have a legitimate stake in the process – donor agencies and the 
better-off sectors of the population. Both are likely to have a strong influence on the success of any anti-
poverty strategy. Efforts are therefore needed to win their commitment, or to at least ensure they are 
not against the process. 

Building Participation into the Process
Participation can happen at various stages in the process 
of formulating a poverty reduction strategy and to varying 
degrees. It can range from simple information-sharing, to 
more extensive consultation and joint decision-making, 
and to situations where the relevant stakeholders take on 
responsibility for monitoring the process and evaluating its 
success.

The process of drawing up and implementing a poverty reduction strategy will vary from 
country to country and it will take place against the backdrop of national planning and electoral cycles. 
To identify opportunities for participation, it is helpful to think of the process as having five basic stages, 
as sketched out in the diagram (see next page). At each stage, particular activities will be happening and 
different forms of input may be appropriate. However, there is no fixed blueprint to follow: countries 
need to map out their own process and define who exactly needs to be involved, and when.

Building meaningful participation into the process will be a challenge for all concerned. In some 
countries, governments already consult with civil society organisations when drawing up an 
implementing policy. But in others there is no such tradition – participatory approaches are new and 
unfamiliar, and little rapport exists between government and civil society actors. Here, governments will 
often have much to learn from the NGOs and other agencies. 

Lessons from Experience
Countries now embarking on PRSPs are heading into uncharted territory. However, there is valuable 
experience to build on from previous efforts to build participation into policy. 

Encouraging ownership
For participation to be meaningful, those involved need to feel they “own” the process to a significant 
extent. Although governments and donor agencies are increasingly adopting participatory approaches, 
many have difficulty “taking the back seat”. Ownership tends to stay with the donors; sometimes it 
stretches to national governments, but it rarely extends to the civil society. 

There are exceptions. In Bolivia, the government recently convened a second national dialogue on 
development in which NGOs were invited to participate. The NGOs set their conditions relating to 
access to information, adequate follow-up and other procedures, and only agreed to participate once 
these were accepted. 
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Where Participation Fits In

Stages in the Poverty Reduction Strategy How Participatory Approaches Can Help

Stage 1. Analytical and Diagnostic Work
Research to deepen the understanding 
of poverty and reflect the diversity of 
experiences (e.g.,  according to gender, 
age, ethnic or regional groups)

Participatory Poverty Assessments can 
supplement conventional data-gathering 
and capture the multi-dimensional 
nature of poverty and different groups’ 

Stage 2. Formulation of the Strategy
 Analysis of the poverty impact of a range 

of public expenditure options.  
 Identification of public actions which will 

have most impact on poverty.

Participatory analysis of the poverty 
impact of public expenditure can 
generate deeper understanding than 
analysis by officials and “experts” only.

Negotiation between different national 
stakeholders over priorities can lead 
to broader ownership and more widely 
accepted consensus.

Stage 3. Approval
Approval at country level, then formal 
approval by the World Bank and IMF 
Boards – at which point debt relief and/or 
concessional loans become available. 

Also important is public approval, 
reached through extensive 
consultation between  civil 
society representatives and  their 
constituencies. Though non-
binding, this is vital for broadening 

Negotiation of roles and 
responsibilities with civil society 
can help generate agreed standards 
for performance, transparency and 

Participatory research can enhance 
people’s awareness of their rights and 
strengthen the poor’s claims.

Participatory monitoring of 
effectiveness of policy measures, 
public service performance and 
budgeting can contribute to efficiency 

Stage 5. Impact Assessment
Retrospective evaluation of the poverty 
reduction strategy to derive lessons for 
subsequent versions.

Stage 4. Implementation
 Agreeing roles and responsibilities with 

government and service providers at local 
level.

  Monitoring implementation.
 Feedback to revise the strategy and 

Participatory evaluation can bring 
to bear the perceptions of actors at 
different levels and their experience of 

Feedback 
to next 
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Nurturing  in-country ownership of PRSPs will not be easy, given their origin in Washington D. C., USA. 
Their very broad scope also makes ownership problematic. They have to cover macroeconomic policy, for 
example, an area where global financial institutions have a tight grip in poor countries and power relations 
are deeply entrenched. To avoid undermining local ownership, donors and creditors will have to 
learn to step back from their traditional dominant position. 

Promoting two-way information flow
Good information flows, both upward and downward, are 
essential. Upward flows are needed to help policy-makers 
understand better the realities and perspectives of those 
living in poverty. Participatory research has proved useful in 
this regard. Downward flows are needed to inform people 
of their rights and to let them know what policies are being 
enacted on their behalf. Research suggests that only when 
they are translated into a concrete policy, advertised widely, 
and implemented and monitored, do people realise that 
rights or entitlements are theirs to claim.

To ensure good information flows, governments need to announce early on that a poverty reduction 
strategy is being developed, explain the stages involved, and highlight where the civil society can take part. 
This should be followed up with regular information updates and steps to encourage media coverage and 
public debate. 

Being involved 
The process of participation can be as important as the information it generates. Broad public participation 
helps raise public awareness and build consensus, and it can overcome some of the political constraints 
that stall policy change. It also creates ownership of the resulting policies and helps enhance their 
legitimacy. 

For civil servants, activities that bring them into contact with NGO workers and the people directly 
affected by state policies can transform their outlook. In Uganda, central and local government, NGOs and 
academics are working together to bring the voices of the poor into policy. Besides generating valuable 
information, this is building capacity and forging lasting relationships between the very diverse actors 
involved. 

Enhancing accountability 
Participatory approaches can be used to make governments and service providers, such as health officers, 
more accountable. This can be particularly important for the poor, given their weak voice. In some cases, 
initiatives have been prompted by governments; in others, citizens’ groups have taken the lead. 

The South African Women’s Budget Initiative, for example, set out to make the national budget more 
gender-equitable. In this model, researchers, NGOs and parliamentarians are analysing budgets as part of 
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the national budget cycle. One offshoot is Budget Transparency 
and Participation Scorecards, designed for monitoring fiscal 
performance and delivery at the provincial level.
In a PRSP context, accountability means: 
 ensuring that the process of drawing up the PRSP explicitly 

reflects the needs and priorities of the poor; 
 establishing realistic mechanisms so that ordinary people can 

hold government and service providers answerable for the 
delivery of policies and goods, and for the spending of public 
funds; and

 involving citizens directly in monitoring how the strategies 
laid down in the PRSP are being implemented and whether 
anti-poverty commitments are being fulfilled. 

Setting up these mechanisms will be difficult and will require
strengthening the capacity for budget and policy analysis in PRSP 
countries, particularly among civil society groups. Development 
agencies could play a useful role by supporting this.

What can go wrong?

Participatory initiatives often suffer 
from weaknesses that can jeopardise 
the process and reduce their impact.

Common problems
 Unrealistic or unstated expectations  

which can create frustration and 
cynicism among participants.

 Insufficient time allowed for proper 
participation or consultation.

 Inadequate dissemination of 
information, or providing it in an 
inaccessible style or language.

 Lack of transparency over the 
criteria for selecting participants, 
and failure to represent the  

       poorest, most marginalised   
         groups.
    Lack of follow-up and 
         feedback, and failure to follow  
         the process through to its 
         conclusion.

Monitoring the Quality of Participation
Making participatory approaches mandatory in PRSP formulation raises the question of what standard 
of participation is acceptable, and who judges it. New indicators are being developed to assess the 
quality and impact of participatory processes. These seek to capture:
 the level and nature of participation in the process;
 the impact on the participants and on their capacity to become involved and influence policy 

processes in the future; and
 the ultimate impact of participation on policy and change.

General quality standards for participation in poverty reduction strategies can be agreed at a global 
level, covering basic principles of transparency, accountability and ownership. But detailed monitoring 
in specific cases demands a more tailored approach. Ideally, it should be designed and undertaken by a 
multi-stakeholder group including government, civil society organisations and donors. This two-tiered 
approach allows for diversity between countries while ensuring that there are some non-negotiable 
starting points to prevent standards from being pushed down to the lowest common denominator 
acceptable to all.

Being Realistic about PRSPs
It remains to be seen to what extent the new approach can really offer a meaningful part to the 
poor. Providing poor people with the chance to contribute to PRSPs, directly or via their civil society 
representatives, is an important start. But it is only the first step in making development strategies truly 
responsive to the needs of the poor.
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The PRSP model is highly ambitious and, as yet, untested. Inevitably, there will be flaws in the first batch 
of papers. If an honest and open “learning approach” is adopted, however, early errors should lead to 
improvements.

Ensuring a high level of participation in the process is vital. But participation needs to be viewed 
realistically. Expecting all stakeholders to be involved at every stage is neither feasible nor desirable. 
Decisions as to who participates, when and how, are therefore crucial. These decisions need to be made 
transparently, in a way that commands the respect of civil society organisations and the broader public. 

With the pressure on to complete PRSPs, all of the main stakeholders face significant challenges. In 
particular:
 Organisations representing the poor need to learn fast how they can 

make the most of this opportunity, both to feed into the PRSP 
and to build up their influence and legitimacy in the longer 
term. This will require strengthening their links with poor 
constituencies and acquiring a range of 
new skills. 

 Governments and borrowers need to take 
participation seriously and embark on the process 
with a commitment to broad-based involvement 
over the whole life of the Strategy, not merely as a 
cosmetic exercise during the preparatory phase.

 Donors and other outside agencies need to strike a 
fine balance in how they channel their support, and 
learn to facilitate the process, without dominating 
it. 

Further Reading
Healey, J., et. al. 2000. Towards national public expenditure strategies for poverty reduction. ODI Poverty 

Briefing No. 7. London: Overseas Development Institute.
IDS. 2000. Accountability through participation: Developing workable partnership models in the health sector. 

IDS Bulletin Vol 31 (1), January.
McGee, R. 2000. Participation in poverty reduction strategies: A synthesis of experience with participatory 

approaches to policy design, implementation and monitoring. IDS Working Paper No 109, Brighton: IDS, 
United Kingdom.

Useful Web Sites
IDS Participation Group: www.ids.ac.uk/ids/particip 
Institute for Democracy in South Africa: www.idasa.org.za
International Budget Project: www.internationalbudget.org

World Bank: www.worldbank.org/poverty/strategies
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                 ecentralisation is a key element in empowering local 
   communities to take decisions. For decentralisation to 
 succeed in the long run, the capacity building and  participation of 
community organisations at the grassroots level are crucial.

During 1960-1990, the Panchayat (party-less) political system of 
Nepal, introduced “participation”  as a tool to legitimatise its system 
as democratic. A number of policies and practices were introduced 
but most of these did not reflect the people’s aspirations. It was 
only during the 1990s, during the advent of the multiparty system, that opportunities were opened 
up for people’s participation. However, the feudal and autocratic attitude of many leaders remained 
unchanged. Leaders were often unwilling to share power and to come to terms with the concept of 
decentralisation and people’s participation.

Today, a number of programmes, such as PDDP and Local Governance Programme (LGP), are working 
towards advocating decentralisation, participation and capacity building of communities at the 
grassroots level. The Local Self-Governance Act of Nepal (1998) has opened up new avenues to facilitate 
and nurture the decentralisation process by assigning increased authority, responsibility and resources 
to local bodies to plan, manage and coordinate development activities by themselves.

Decentralisation and 
Participation

This paper is based on the 
UNDP-assisted Participatory 
District Development Program 
(PDDP) in Nepal where capacity 
building and participation of 
community organisations (COs) 
are critical components of the 
process of decentralisation. 

D
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Policies Initiated by the Local Self-
Governance Act of Nepal (1998)
 Coordination and integration of the rural development 

programmes being carried out by different agencies.
 Emphasis on the delegation of authority, allocation 

of budgets to local bodies, development of human 
resources at local level, technical capacity and flow of 
information to local bodies.

 Developing competence, autonomy and accountability 
of local institutions in order to mobilise local resources 
and technologies effectively.

 Mobilisation of community-based organisations and 
non-government organisations (NGOs).

 Transparency in the functioning of local bodies.
 Participation of women and oppressed ethnic peoples 

in decision-making processes.
 Enhancing of the bureaucracy’s responsiveness 

towards local bodies.
 Institutionalisation of a decentralised monitoring systems in all levels of governance. 

Enabling Participation and Capacity Building
The first step to ensure participation and to sustain the process at an institutional level begins with 
social mobilisation resulting in the formation of self-governing institutions at the grassroots. This 
not only provides support for organisational development, skill enhancement and capital generation 
for creating community assets but also helps in the process of identifying community needs and 
preparing plans for implementation. It is also necessary to provide training for skills development and 
management of community organisations (COs).

The second step is to give priority to the areas of capital formation and human resource development to 
strengthen the communities as self-governing institutions.

Once the COs and functional groups firmly develop themselves as 
self-reliant grassroots level institutions, they further expand their 
links (vertical and horizontal) for development and 
management with government line agencies, 
NGOs, civic societies, banks, etc. This stage is 
the upper level of achievement of the Village 
Development Programme. The COs also receive 
support in the transfer of technology, i.e., 
improved seeds, off-season vegetable production, 
farming systems, non-farm activities, etc. 
         

Changing Perceptions on 
Participation

 1950: After the popular revolution of 1950, 
there was a tendency to promote welfare-
oriented approaches.

 1960-1970: The advent of technology 
transfer from outside. Sharing of these 
technologies was considered as participation. 

 1970s: The integrated rural development 
concept was introduced and participation 
was considered as volunteerism or “free 
labour” provided by beneficiaries at the 
grassroots level. The participation of local 
people in decision-making processes was  
never considered. 

  Today, participation is viewed more 
    as a partnership, coordination or 
    ownership of the programme 
    leading towards people’s 
    control over their resources. 
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Process of Self-Governance Initiated by the PDDP

Phase II
Graduation of 

community 
organisations

Phase III
Activating 

community-based 
enterpreneurial 

services

Phase IV
Implementing 

priority 
productive 

 Self-reliance 
 Empowerment
 Local governance
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CO Formation

A series of dialogues are conducted at the village level between the 
community and a team of social mobilisers. Once the people are ready, the 
CO is formed. COs can be of three types: for men, women or mixed. The 
COs meet regularly, make weekly collections of savings and discuss various 
issues of their community.

Strengthening and Graduation

During this stage, the process and impact of decentralisation resulting from 
participatory activities of the COs is evident.
 Regular weekly meetings are held and mandatory weekly savings are 

collected. 
 Activities that need to be carried out are prioritised, e.g., building roads, 

digging tracks and trails, preserving the environment, plantation activities 
and literacy campaign. 

 Planning and launching enterprise development to augment income is 
pursued.

 “Maturity certificates” are awarded to the COs; this becomes the departure 
point for the COs to receive seed grants, credit capital and skill 
development activities.

Enterprise Development

Community organisations start undertaking individual and collective 
enterprises in farming and non-farming activities of their choice. The savings 
generated by the organisations are invested amongst fellow members to 
implement the enterprise plan.

Productive Infrastructure

Planning and implementation processes are initiated. These may include 
activities such as irrigation, water supply, community forestry and 
environmental conservation.

Phase I
Formation of 
community 

organisations

Maturity 
point

Preparation

 Meetings are held at the village level to sensitise people about the need 
for social mobilisation.

 A baseline study using PRA processes is conducted, in order to identify 
and analyse the indigenous groups, organisations and systems at village 
level.

 A team of external “social mobilisers” continue this process until at least 
80% of the village households become ready for community organisation 
(CO) formation.

Preparatory Stage
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Some Benefits of Participation

More achievements at lower cost
Through participation, local government and 
donor agencies can create an environment 
where resource sharing is possible at grassroots 
level. Participation also promotes transparency. 

Politically attractive slogan
The use of “participation” as a political slogan 
has its pros and cons. However, this can create 
a greater awareness amongst people at the 
grassroots level about the importance and 
benefits of getting involved. 

Economically appealing proposition
It  is now recognised that the long-term sustainabil ity of investments is l inked to the 
active participation of  the poor, e.g., the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh has proven that the poor are 
as reliable as clients as any other acategory. Similarly, the experience of COs in Nepal has proven that 
participation ensures that resources are equally distributed and utilised.

Breaking barriers
Participation brings the poor in direct contact 
with funders and authorities. In a decentralised 
participatory system, decision-making is 
facilitated resulting in quicker responses to the 
needs of the poor. Government units have thus 
begun to advocate and apply “participatory 
tools” in its work. 

Promotion of human resources
Participation helps the community to improve 
their social cohesion, cooperation relationships 
and knowledge of local realities. All these 
are necessary to make any investment at the 
grassroots fruitful. Participation also provides 
the venue for managing all these human 
dimensions needed for development.

Indicators of a Mature Self-Governing 
Community Organisation

 The organisation has rules to govern its affairs 
and transparent accounts.

 At least 80% of members are active.
 The organisation has its own assets or budget.
 Each member benefits and the benefits should 

exceed the costs.
 Decisions are based on consensus; not just on 

majority-rule.
 Sanctions for breaking rules are applied.
 Conflict resolution is fair, legitimate and mutually 

agreed to.
 There are self-initiated community 

activities.
 The CO shows respect for autonomy, 
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Scope for exercising decentralised 
power
Participation enhances the process of 
decentralisation pattern at different levels. 
If all the people of a village, including 
women, participate in the planning and 
decision-making processes, widespread 
changes and benefits can be brought 
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“Hidden” Costs-Benefits to 
Participating Communities

 
             roject funds normally provide financial overheads to cover direct operational costs but tend to 
 overlook the “hidden” costs (such as human costs, social costs and time costs) incurred by 
 communities participating in projects and programmes. These are “hidden” for two reasons: 
 they are not incurred by projects, but by communities; and
 they are not always incurred in terms of money even individuals and communities normally do not 

perceive them as “costs”. Benefits, similarly, are not always monetary.

For local people to invest in any participatory arrangement, they must be convinced that collective 
action brings greater benefit (relative to cost) than individual action. It is therefore important to gain 
a deeper understanding of the value of these hidden costs and benefits as these affect villagers’ 
participation in project activities. This link between hidden costs and benefits and participation needs to 
be understood at various levels. Project managers and staff need to realise that the level of community 
participation can be extended if these hidden benefits and costs are recognised and explicitly 
considered in project processes. Also, external agencies need to see just how investments in social 
capital formation through participatory approaches can result in sustainable projects. 

I have joined an 
SHG. Today we have

a meeting on 
banking . . .

Who will do 
the household 

chores?
Take care of 

the kids? Cook 
the food? . . .

P
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Recognising Hidden Costs and Benefits

Examples of hidden costs
Intangible and non-monetary costs are often not recognised as costs even by those incurring them. 
Thus, it is important to identify and describe them in more detail, so that project stakeholders recognise 
their true nature.

Individual costs
  Time
Individual participation in project activity has a cost. The farmer has to take time off regular work, 
the poor may have to lose daily wages, women may have to spend extra time later to catch up on 
postponed housework. While wage labour can be easily monetised, other costs may be more difficult to 
measure.

 Voluntary contributions

Somewhat more recognisable are the voluntary contributions of material, cash and labour for 
participatory project activities. Since they deal with either money or tangible items (like bricks, cement, 
stones, etc.), these are more easily recognised, even by villagers, as costs. While project management 
considers these “participants’ contributions”, they are actually costs.

 consequences of “speaking out”
While participatory exercises encourage villagers to “speak out”, there may be adverse consequences 
for those who do so, especially in caste-ridden or male-dominated communities. At the individual level, 
women may have to contend with husbands displeased with having domestic information “shared” 
during participatory exercises.

  Hosting project teams

The tea and biscuits that appear somewhat magically 
when project teams arrive in a village, or in the 

middle of a participatory exercise, have 
a cost. These are either contributed 
by an individual, or have been paid 
out of community funds. Similarly, 
a “free” drop to the bus stop on 
a villagers’ motorcycle costs him 
money. And his generous offer to 
guard you overnight in a dangerous 
locality means he goes without sleep 
– and will have to postpone the work 

he planned to do the next day.
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 Domestic DiscorD

Participation in project activities may sometimes result in domestic discord. For example, the wife 
may take time off domestic chores, resulting in either work lying undone or the husbands having to 
do them. Husbands may express their resentment directly (verbally or physically), or indirectly (lack 
of cooperation, constant criticism, etc.). Men who neglect their regular work, including sharing of 
household tasks, may cause wives to express the same resentments.

 loss of competitiVe aDVantage

When individuals volunteer to share their skills with others in the community, they may be losing future 
income. For example, if the demand for the skills (and the consequent output) is fixed, an increase in 
supply will reduce the earnings per person. 

 loss of inDiViDual ownersHip of iDeas

When an individual brings up a “good” idea which is adopted by the village group, there could be a 
perceived loss of ownership (comparable to the loss of intellectual property rights).

 Volunteering responsibility

Men or women who step up to take on project-
related responsibility usually do so on a 
voluntary basis. While the project usually views 
this as “delegation of responsibility”, the cost to 
the individual is not usually taken into account. 
Apart from time, such action can involve tedious 
work (e.g., chasing people to contribute, 
managing inter-personal conflicts, making 
logistical arrangements, etc.).

 tHe risks of social posturing

Individuals may feel the need to put on a 
“pleasant mask” (e.g., village elites wanting 
to cultivate relationships with project staff 
so that their village is chosen to be part of 
the project) or try to please everyone (e.g., 
individuals within the groups). These people 
often find themselves “stuck” in between and 
pleasing no one.

Community costs
 accentuateD conflict

Social change processes can imply a shift in power balances between groups and within groups, which 
can accentuate social conflict in the village. The effects of such conflict are felt by the entire village, and 
could last a long time.
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 loss of power

When village elites have to sit down in the same group as labourers or lower castes, they may feel a loss 
of power, which may be expressed in several subtle ways, some of which may be detrimental to group 
building. Similarly, negotiations across unequal social groups can lead to a feeling of a loss of social 
power by one group, with adverse consequences for meaningful participation.

 costs of negotiation

When a village community negotiates with another as part of a project’s participatory process, the 
give-and-take may imply costs to the community. These may include giving up some customary water 
rights, rights to collecting forest products, or just the loss of village identity or sovereignty when making 
joint decisions. However, costs of negotiation can also be felt at the level of the institution attempting 
to promote participation. When a negotiation involves many stakeholders, as in many participatory 
projects, considerable time and effort has to be spent to facilitate the process. This give-and-take 
process involves patience, diplomacy, flexibility, openness and compromise – all of which imply “costs”.

 tHe burDen of “carrying on”
Participation in project activities also implies that the community must take up the responsibility 
of carrying on the work even after the project has withdrawn. Without the support structure of the 
project, these may prove too much for the village community – unless they realise significant benefits 
from “carrying on”.

Examples of “hidden” benefits
Apart from tangible improvements, participation in projects can also bring the following less visible 
“benefits”; many are non-monetary and based on perceptions.

Individual level
 confiDence anD self-respect

Villagers, particularly in remote rural areas, tend to be shy and to suffer from a feeling of inferiority. 
But participation in project activities, especially in groups, builds trust, confidence and self-respect. 
Although this is a more visible benefit of participation especially, among women, it is often taken 
for granted or reduced to anecdotal reporting.

When asked what an IFAD project 
in Maharashtra had done for her, 
a lower-caste woman replied, “I 
no longer walk on the edge of 
the road, but walk on the middle 
of the village with my head held 
high.”

 liberation from fear

Closely related to confidence, and yet distinct, is liberation from a 
variety of fears. By engendering social change or even by simply  
providing information – projects can “liberate” individuals and 
community groups from fears of oppression, social stigma, fallacies 
and superstitions, and more.

 training anD skills

Another intangible benefit of participating in projects is attending training programmes which develop 
individual skills and enhance income opportunities.
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 awareness anD information

Participating in project processes builds awareness about other issues. 

 rapport builDing

Participatory project processes allow villagers to meet 
in different groups than what they are accustomed to 
(e.g., clan, kinship or neighbourhood groups). This 
could have the positive consequence of building 
new rapport between group members.

 recognition anD social status

Taking up project-related responsibility in 
villages can bring increased recognition and 
social status. Both these can have important future 
consequences (e.g., election to political posts).

 entertainment Value

Although it may sound trivial, a large part of the reason 
why initial meetings or PRAs draw a crowd is the desire to 
see new faces, clothes and vehicles. Project teams do have 
entertainment value.

Community benefits
 trust anD reciprocity

Development of trust among individuals in communities facilitates co-operation by reducing transaction 
cost and this liberates resources needed for project implementation. Trust is reciprocated by trust, 
resulting in group unity and the creation of a social obligation.

 unity

Participating in project activities can increase unity within the community. For instance, the formation 
and fostering of self-help groups, and even attending project meetings, can demonstrate the power of 
joint work. The resulting recognition of the power of group action can lead to other related activities, 
such as joint lobbying for community development.

 group ownersHip

Sharing the joys of success and the pain of failure in groups increases the sense of “belongingness”. 
Success also raises group esteem and increases members’ sense of social responsibility.

 networks anD linkages

Participating in projects brings more members of the village community in contact with potentially 
useful people (starting with project management, but including government officials responsible for 
their village, local business people, NGO staff, etc.). Establishing personal relationships can give village 
communities and groups the confidence that they “know important people” for future assistance. Such 
networks can also lead to potentially beneficial linkages. 
 

Several community women who were 
selected and trained to be project 
“social organisers” by the Doon 
Valley Watershed Management Project 
(Dehradun, India) contested successfully 
for village elections after working for a 
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 seeing tHe larger picture 
Recognising village-level (as opposed to individual level) impacts of everyday activities (e.g., fuel and 
fodder collection, grazing, groundwater use, etc.) is an important learning for the community as a 
whole, and may bring the added benefit of community-level decisions to change their patterns of 
resource use.

Hidden Costs-Benefits and Participation

Hidden costs and benefits affect participation
In most cases, individuals and groups do not compute the costs they incur in participation because 
they do not even perceive them as “costs”, but as their share in the project, etc. Coming to 
meetings, hosting meetings, volunteering responsibility and mobilising participation do involve 
costs. These are the costs that are sometimes weighed (in an informal and mental “benefit-cost 
analysis”) against perceived benefits, leading some individuals to decide not to participate. At the 
start of a project, it is often difficult to demonstrate the future benefits. This is largely why initial 
levels of participation are low. Once project benefits become visible, participation increases. If 
the project fails to demonstrate successes – or to overcome the “limits to participation” (e.g., 
distrust and inappropriate management systems), the resulting delays, confusion, dissatisfaction 
and demoralisation could cause participation to decline. In other words, when costs do not fall 
sufficiently or benefits do not rise enough, new costs appear and participation begins to decline.

If she feels that the potential 
benefits (B) is greater than the 
costs of participating in the 
project (C), then she begins 
climbing the hill of project 
participation. But after a while, 
she reaches a point of decision: 
if she is now convinced that 
future benefits will be greater 
than costs, she will continue 
to participate in the project; if 
not, she will begin to withdraw 
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Participation affects hidden costs and benefits
The converse relationship is also true. Participation levels can pass a certain threshold, beyond which 
they rise rapidly. This threshold which marks the tapping of the synergy of participatory activity, usually 
follows the initial successes of project-led group activity. The realisation that participation can work, 
leads more people to participate. But this stage can only be reached given an enabling environment 
including capacity-building, policy support, etc.

Tapping group synergy can lead to a fall in costs (e.g., responsibilities and burdens are shared more 
equally and within a larger group) and to a rise in benefits (e.g., growth in self-help group funds, 
economies of scale in non-farm production, etc.). The graph depicts that as the outward shift in the 
benefit curve and the downward shift in the cost curve.

How to Increase Participation in Projects
Participation can be increased by reducing costs and increasing the benefits of participation. Conversely, 
participation will fall if costs rise or benefits fall. Participating communities and project management 
should understand the value of hidden costs and benefits and should put more emphasis on them (even 
though they are not monetised) within any participatory arrangement, as these affect project outputs. 
It is also important to put more effort in building local capacities, interests and commitments, so that 
participating communities have their stake in maintaining structures or practices once the flow of 
monetised incentives stop.

The cost to 
communities of 
participating in 
a project are 
typically higher 
at the start of 
the project, when 
benefits are still 
to be realised. 
But continued 
participation, and 
the realisation 
that there are 
real benefits to 
participation, can 
trigger off synergy 
within the group. 
This, in turn, can 
reduce future costs 
and raise future 
benefits, which can 
sustain even after 
the project ends.

Community Benefits and Costs of Project Participation

Community benefits and costs 
of project participation

Total benefits to 
the community of 

participating in the 
project

Point where group 
synergy is tapped

Lower-than-
expected costs 
of participation

Normal 
benefits 

of project 

Normal costs 
of project 

participation

Higher-than-
expected benefits 
of participationEnd of 

project

Total costs to 
the community of 

participating in the 
project

Time
Start of 
project

Non-zero 
initial 

costs to 
community 

of 
participation

Late 
perception of 

community 
benefits to 
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Informing participants about the costs and benefits of their participation (although not monetised) is 
to foster positive attitudinal changes, such as the feeling of ownership, confidence, self-respect. Such 
“benefits” might make it “worthwhile” to bear the burdens of participation. Such “benefits” contribute 
to the creation of long-term obligations between people. This can be done through reflective exercises 
where participants engage in a visioning workshop.

Measuring hidden costs and benefits is difficult because they are perceived with differing subjectivity, 
occur at different points in time and are affected by a variety of circumstances. It is best to understand 
what they were from the past experience, acknowledge they exist and appreciate them as projects are 
implemented with real people.
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Social and Equity Concerns 
in Participatory Watershed 
Management in India

 oday, watershed development has become the main
	 intervention	in	natural	resource	management	in	India.	 
	 Watershed	development	programmes	not	only	protect	
and	conserve	the	environment,	but	also	contribute	to	livelihood	
security.	Watershed	development	programmes	in	the	country	are	
funded	largely	by	the	government,	which	has	made	substantial	
budgetary	provisions	for	the	rehabilitation	and	development	of	
micro-watersheds.	Programmes	are	funded	also	by	international	
organisations	such	as		World	Bank,	DANIDA,	DFID,	SIDA,	SDC,	IFAD	
and	the	Indo-German	Watershed	Programme.

Evolution of “Watershed Plus” 
In	the	past,	watershed	development	programmes	in	India	mainly	concentrated	on	the	technical	aspects	
of	soil	and	water	conservation.	These	programmes	often	failed	to	achieve	their	objectives,	or	were	not	
sustained,	because	the	intended	beneficiaries	of	these	programs	were	not	involved.	In	fact,	watershed	
projects	sometimes	increased	disparities	between	small	and	big	farmers,	because	technical	inputs	were	
“hijacked”	by	the	large	farmers	who	were	the	dominant	groups	in	the	village.	

Out of a total geographical area of 
329 million hectares, 175 million 
hectares of land in India has been 
classified as “degraded”. Most of 
this area is rainfed and prone 
to recurring drought. Further, 
about 65% of the net sown area 
in India falls into the category of 
“rainfed”. The purpose of watershed 
development is to rehabilitate 
and conserve the land and water 
resources in these areas for food 
and livelihood security.

T
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Experience	and	learning	from	the	field	has	brought	into	focus	
various	issues	and	dimensions	of	watershed	development,	
which	had	not	been	recognised	before.	Several	local	initiatives	
by	non-government	organisations	(NGOs)	highlighted	the	need	
for	community	participation,	and	the	government	responded	
by	integrating	this	learning	into	what	is	now	referred	to	as	the	
“Common	Guidelines	for	Watershed	Development”	of	the	Ministry	
of	Rural	Development.	These	guidelines	came	into	effect	in	1995.

With	the	understanding	that	community	involvement	was	the	
pre-requisite	for	the	successful	implementation	of	the	watershed	
development	programme	came	the	concept	of	“watershed	plus”,	
which	implies	that	watershed	development	goes	beyond	soil	and	
water	conservation	to	encompass	social	and	equity	aspects	as	well.	
It	also	emphasises	that	watershed	development	is	an	integrated,	
inter-sectoral	programme	whose	success	depends	on	how	
“integrated”	the	approach	is	in	its	implementation.
 

Constraints to Participation in Watershed Management Projects
In	the	Indian	context,	many	factors	influence	an	individual’s	ability	to	participate	in	the	planning	and	
implementing	process	of	a	watershed	management	project.	These	factors	may	relate	to	the	individual’s	
access	to	and	dependence	on	the	natural	resource	base,	or,	they	may	be	related	to	the	individual’s	
bargaining	power	in	the	community.

Factors that Influence Participation within the Watershed Context

Location of 
land in the 

Size of 
landholding and 

Extent of land 
degradation

Access to agricultural 
inputs and non-

farm resources for 

Landowners and landless, 
small and big farmers, 

labourers

Gender

Political 

Degree of dependence on 
natural resource base for 
livelihood or subsistence 

Caste, 
ethnic
tribal 

Current Approach to 
Watershed Management 
in India

 Village is taken as the unit 
of development.

 Unit of micro-watershed 
taken for development 
within the village is 500 
hectares.

 Implementing agencies 
are government as well 
as non-government 
organisations.

 People’s participation 
in the planning and 
implementation of 
the programme 
is emphasised 
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 Degree of dependence on the natural resource base 
	 The	degree	of	dependence	on	the	natural	resource	base	for	

livelihood	or	subsistence	needs	is	determined	by	land	ownership	
and	size	of	the	landholding,	e.g.,	poor	landless	households	have	
a	high	degree	of	dependence	on	common	land.	Land-owning	
households	can	obtain	fuel	wood	and	fodder	from	their	own	land,	
but	if	their	landowning	is	small,	then	there	will	be	some	degree	of	
dependence	on	common	lands.	Better-off	households	might	switch	
to	kerosene	or	gas.	Similarly,	some	livelihoods	like	leaf	plate	
making	are	completely	dependent	on	the	natural	resource	base.

 Gender
	 As	a	group,	women	are	landless	and	have	less	control	over	resources	than	men.	However,	the	

degree	of	dependence	on	the	natural	resource	base	is	also	determined	by	whether	or	not	they	
belong	to	land	owning	families.	It	has	been	observed	that	women	from	“higher	caste”	or	“better-off	
families”	are	less	interested	in	the	management	of	common	lands.	Women	also	generally	have	lower	
bargaining	power	in	the	community.

 Caste, ethnic/tribal affiliation
	 Traditional,	caste-based	occupations	still	exist	and	many	of	them	(e.g.,		those	of	craftsmen	and	

artisans)	depend	on	the	natural	resource	base.	In	some	villages	it	is	found	that	certain	castes	are	
landowners	and	others	are	landless.	Caste	also	influences	bargaining	power	in	the	community,	
with	lower-caste	people	frequently	having	little	say	in	issues	affecting	the	whole	community.	Tribal	
populations	are	also	more	dependent	upon	the	natural	resource	base	and	often	have	less	control	
over	these	resources.

 Political affiliation
	 Affiliation	to	the	dominant	political	

party	in	the	region	facilitates	
access	to	natural	resources	and	to	
bargaining	power	in	the	community.

 Location of land in the watershed
	 This	is	important,	since	lands	in	the	

valleys	often	receive	the	most	benefit	
from	treatment	in	the	watershed.	
Also,	greater	investments	are	
required	for	treating	lands	on	the	upper	
slopes and the farmers may not be able to 
afford	them.	Fertile	lowlands	are	generally	
owned by richer farmers while it is the poorer 
farmers	who	own	the	uplands.
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 Size of landholding and land 
ownership

	 The	size	of	landholding	determines	
the	economic	status	and	bargaining	
power of the farmer as well as the 
extent of his/her dependence on 
the	common	lands	for	fulfilling	
subsistence	needs.

 Extent of land degradation
	 This	affects	the	productivity	and	

also	the	investments	required	for	
rehabilitating	the	land.	

 Access to agricultural inputs 
and non-farm resources for 
development

 Large	farmers	have	greater	access	to	
agricultural	inputs	than	small	farmers.	
Women farmers rarely have access to 
resources	and	extension	services.

These	factors	determine	an	individual’s	capacity	to	contribute	to	the	planning	and	implementation	of	
watershed	project	activities.	Decisions	taken	for	project	implementation,	in	turn,	have	an	impact	on	the	
livelihood	of	the	individual.

Effect of Access to and Control of Natural Resources on Participation
	 In	most	watershed	management	projects,	access	to	common	lands	–	which	are	often	located	on	the	

upper	slopes	–	is	closed	off	in	order	to	allow	the	land	to	regenerate.	Most	poor	households	depend	
upon	these	common	lands	for	meeting	their	subsistence	needs.	When	their	access	is	cut	off,	women	
have	to	go	further	away	to	collect	fuel	and	fodder.	In	some	instances,	women	have	had	to	sell	off	
their	goats,	which	were	a	source	of	personal	income	to	them,	because	they	had	no	place	to	graze	
them.	In	addition,	when	these	areas	are	opened	up,	grass	and	fuel	wood	is	often	sold	on	a	“cut	and	
carry”	basis,	or	auctioned.	If	this	happens,	households	have	to	buy	resources	that	they	never	had	
to	pay	for	earlier,	which	increases	their	financial	burden.	The	control	of	these	common	property	
resources	lies	in	the	hands	of	the	local	village-level	governing	body	and	they	are	the	ones	who	take	
the	decisions.

	 With	the	recognition	that	cost-sharing	by	stakeholders	contributes	to	the	sustainability	of	the	
project,	members	of	the	watershed	community	are	expected	to	contribute	in	cash	or	through	labour	
towards	project	activities.	The	contribution	is	determined	as	a	percentage	of	the	cost	of	the	activity.	
Different	percentages	need	to	be	fixed	for	private	and	common	lands	based	on	the	benefits	that	
are	expected	from	the	activity.	While	the	poorer	households	will	benefit	more	from	treatment	on	
common	lands,	they	may	not	be	able	to	contribute	a	high	percentage	of	the	costs.

How much 
of common 

land?

How many?? 
Farmers??. . 
Landless??

What is the
land holding

pattern?
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Whereas	individual	landowners	will	benefit	from	treatment	on	private	lands,	some	small	landholders	
may	not	be	able	to	contribute	as	much	as	the	larger	ones.	If	a	high	percentage	contribution	is	
determined	for	landowners,	the	small	farmers	may	not	be	able	to	take	advantage	of	the	project	activity.

	 Where	work	on	common	lands	is	concerned,	people	are	not	willing	to	contribute	unless	they	
perceive	some	benefit	for	themselves.	NGOs	have	found	that	fuel	wood	and	fodder	security	
motivates	community	members	to	contribute	to	treatment	of	common	lands.	However,	this	happens	
only	after	there	has	been	some	demonstration	of	the	impact	of	watershed	works.

 Conflicts	sometimes	arise	when	
decisions	have	to	be	taken	in	
relation	to	the	location	of	water	
harvesting	structures,	soil	erosion	
control	measures	and	the	use	
of	common	lands.	Seva	Mandir,	
an	NGO	in	Rajasthan,	has	been	
working	to	free	common	lands	
from	“encroachment”	by	private	
individuals,	so	that	these	common	
lands can be made accessible to the 
poorer	households	in	the	villages.	One	of	the	strategies	used	to	motivate	the	villagers	to	come	
together	to	oppose	the	encroachments	is	to	demonstrate,	on	other	lands,	the	impact	of	watershed	
development	interventions.	Privatisation	of	grazing	land	has	increased	pressure	on	smaller	land	
areas,	leading	to	further	degradation	of	these	lands.

Effect of Bargaining Power on Participation 
	 When	a	watershed	project	is	introduced	in	the	village,	it	is	usually	the	landowners	and	dominant	

groups		that	come	forward	to	participate	in	the	project.	Special	effort	needs	to	be	made	to	identify	
and	involve	the	other	stakeholders	and	ensure	their	representation	on	the	decision-making	bodies.

	 Watershed	Committees	(WCs)	at	the	village	level	are	expected	to	have	representatives	from	the	
“landless”	villagers,	“backward	castes”	and	“women”.	However,	marginalised	groups	are	often	
unable	to	voice	their	concerns	in	meetings	that	are	dominated	by	the	better-off,	“upper	caste”	or	
predominantly	male	groups.	The	representation	must	be	made	effective	and	capable	of	influencing	
the	decision-making	process.	One	way	in	which	this	can	be	ensured	is	through	capacity-building	
activities	for	the	committee	members.

	 Specifically,	women	find	it	very	difficult	to	voice	their	needs	in	a	male-dominated	meeting.	Also,	
one	woman	cannot	represent	the	needs	of	all	the	women	belonging	to	different	sub-groups	in	the	
community	whose	needs	are	varied.	Women	are	generally	able	to	participate	if	they	are	in	a	group	
and	if	they	are	given	special	space	in	the	meeting	to	communicate	their	views.
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	 NGOs	have	developed	their	own	strategies	and	have	succeeded	to	a	great	extent	in	involving	
marginalised	sections	of	the	communities	in	decision-making.	A	common	strategy	is	to	form	
homogeneous	sub-groups	within	the	watershed.	However,	care	should	be	taken	that	these	sub-
groups	are	involved	in	the	decision-making	process;	otherwise	they	remain	outside	mainstream	
watershed	activities.	Women’s	self-help	groups	(SHGs)	are	a	classic	example	of	this	–	these	SHGs	
have	become	an	“add-on”	activity	for	women	in	most	watershed	projects	but	they	are	rarely	
involved	in	decision	making	in	the	context	of	watershed	activities.	While	SHGs	have	many	other	
advantages,	they	need	to	play	a	specific	role	within	the	watershed	context	as	well,	in	order	to	ensure	
that	women’s	needs	are	addressed	by	the	project.	NGOs	like	OUTREACH	are	building	the	capacities	
of	women’s	SHGs	to	manage	the	watershed	projects.

	 Political	affiliations	create	power	centres	in	the	village	communities.	Decisions	related	to	the	
management	of	natural	resources	are	influenced	by	these	power	centres,	making	it	difficult	for	other	
villagers	to	voice	their	needs	and	opinions.	This	constraint	can	be	addressed	by	forming	committees	
and	local	institutions	for	the	project	outside	the	Panchayat	(local	decentralised	government	elected	
body	at	the	village	level)	and	political	system.	Efforts	are	increasingly	made	to	work	together	with	
the	Panchayat	and	to	build	a	common	platform	where	local	institutions	at	the	village	level	can	work	
together	for	a	common	purpose.

	 Bargaining	power	is	conditioned	by	ability	to	take	advantage		of	new	resources.	Water-harvesting	
measures	create	new	water	bodies	like	percolation	tanks,	farm	ponds,	ponds	of	water	formed	
behind	nullah	bunds,	etc.	and	these	can	favour	groundwater	recharge	which	increases	the	potential	
for	irrigation.	Various	decisions	need	to	be	taken	in	relation	to	these	water	bodies	and	the	use	of	
groundwater,	e.g.,	should	the	water	be	left	to	percolate	(recharge	the	groundwater)	or	can	some	of	it	
be	used	for	irrigation?	Sometimes,	farmers	who	have	the	resources	lift	this	water	for	irrigation,	while	
the	poorer	farmers	are	unable	to	do	so.	In	areas	where	water	is	scarce,	decisions	need	to	be	taken	
regarding	cropping	patterns	to	be	adopted	by	the	farmers	(e.g.,	to	grow	less	thirsty	crops	instead	of	
crops	like	sugarcane	which	are	water	intensive).	Farmers	cannot	resist	changing	to	cash	crops	once	
water	becomes	available	and,	since	it	is	the	large	farmers	who	have	the	resources	as	well	as	the	
decision-making	powers	already	referred	to,	they	are	the	first	to	do	so.

In Ralegan Siddhi village situated in a 
drought-prone area of Maharashtra, 
the better-off farmers wanted to grow 
sugarcane but the villagers decided 
they would not do so, although 
water became available for irrigation 
due to the success of the watershed 
development programme. In the Pani 
Panchayat movement, the landless 
were also given water rights which 
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	 The	most	immediate	perceived	benefit	of	watershed	development	is	
wage	employment	during	implementation	of	conservation	measures.	
Most	of	the	physical	works	are	undertaken	during	the	summer	when	
the	poor	need	wage	employment.	Although	the	official	wages	are	
the	same	for	men	and	women	(as	declared	by	the	government	
and	NGOs),	in	practice	it	is	sometimes	found	that	different	
wage	rates	are	paid,	even	for	the	same	work.	One	reason	
why	this	happens	is	that	NGOs	prefer	to	structure	
the	payment	of	the	wages	on	the	basis	of	the	current	
agricultural	wages	in	the	village	and	local	men	do	not	
want	to	accept	the	same	wages	as	the	women.	A	study	
conducted	by	the	author	(1996-98)	showed	that	the	
wages	paid	to	the	women	were	30%	less	than	the	wages	paid	to	
the	men	in	some	projects.

Overcoming Constraints to Participation in a Watershed Project
Watershed	development	aims	primarily	to	secure	the	livelihoods	of	the	people	and	ensure	increased	
and	optimal	access	to	the	resources	within	the	community.	It	does	not	aim	to	re-distribute	resources	
within	the	watershed.	In	the	short	term,	rather,	it	aims	to	secure	access	to	the	people	who	now	rely	on	
them.	It	is	extremely	important	that	different	members	of	the	community	perceive	benefits	from	the	
project.	For	example,	if	prosperity	in	the	village	increases,	there	is	a	rise	in	agricultural	wages,	along	
with	availability	of	work	within	the	village	itself;	this	is	a	direct	benefit	to	the	landless	labourers,	and	an	
indirect,	perceived	benefit	to	the	others.	Similarly,	a	small	farmer	whose	land	is	submerged	during	the	
rainy	season	because	he	donated	it	for	a	percolation	tank,	may	be	able	to	grow	a	crop	in	the	dry	season.	
For	him,	this	may	be	adequate	compensation	for	donating	his	land	to	the	village.

There	have	been	different	experiments	for	overcoming	constraints	related	to	differential	access	to	
resources	and	bargaining	power.	For	example,	usufruct	rights	to	common	lands	have	been	given	to	
groups	of	landless	villagers	for	securing	access	to	meet	subsistence	and	livelihood	needs	as	well	as	
increase	their	bargaining	power	in	the	community.	Another	experiment	is	to	promote	and	invest	in	
capacity	building	of	small	homogeneous	groups	of	poor	people	within	the	watershed	area	who	are	
included	in	the	watershed	committee.	Although	several	NGOs	have	adopted	these	strategies,	they	have	
yet	to	be	used	on	a	large	scale.
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             articipatory Poverty Assessments (PPA) seek to understand 
 poverty in its social, institutional and political context. 
 Conventional approaches have focused mainly on the 
material and measurable aspects of poverty and deprivation such 
as income levels and nutritional intake. PPAs recognise that other 
aspects of deprivation and well-being, such as dignity, respect 
within the community, love and religion, may be equally, if not 
more, important for the poor in determining their livelihood 
strategies. These subjective aspects of poverty, which lie in the 
domain of the psychological and spiritual, are difficult to measure 
and are best captured by qualitative measures.  Many of the 
techniques used in PPAs are therefore participatory and iterative.
 

Participatory Poverty 
Assessment

A Participatory Poverty Assessment (PPA) is an iterative, participatory 
research process that seeks to understand poverty from the perspective 
of a range of stakeholders especially the poor.
           Narayan

P Principles of PPA

 Poverty must be analysed and 
understood in a holistic fashion.

 The perceptions of the poor, 
themselves, must be incorporated 
in poverty assessments.

 The role of the poor as 
researchers and planners must 
be recognised and they must be 
actively engaged in identifying 
the causal factors of poverty and 
in planning poverty alleviation 
strategies.

 Other stakeholders must also be 
involved in the process if 
lasting solutions are to 
be found. 

 PPAs can contain hard
data, too.
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A central principle of PPAs is that the poor can play a critical role in 
identifying the real issues that underlie poverty. In other words, the 
poor are not just providers of information, they are analysts and 
researchers too. 

Views of the poor
 Different priorities
 Different choices

Gender differences 
 Social norms, violence, 

empowerment
 Employment, status, 

politics, entitlement

How the poor cope with
 Poor basic infrastructure
	 Corrupt	 officials
 Stock and contingencies

Subjective views of poverty
 Insecurity
 Isolation
 Powerlessness
 Lack of respect
 Lack of freedom

Complexity of poverty
Its variability over
 Time  
 Season

Role of assets
 Financial
 Natural
 Physical
 Political
 Social
 Human

Role of 
 Institutions
  Laws

PPAs	 do	 not	 have	 a	 fixed	 duration,	
scope or number of stages but 
attempt to identify as many 
significant	 themes	 and	 issues	
relevant to poverty as possible 
within a given timeframe and 
resource structure. Although the most important stakeholders are the poor themselves, 

other actors are also part of the process. Secondary and tertiary 
stakeholders include government officials at all levels, civil society organisations (a term that includes 
NGOs, labour unions, business and professional associations, religious bodies and other citizens 
groups) and local leaders.  Perhaps more attention also needs to be given to the specific perspectives 
and concerns of children. By revealing and reconciling different interests and perceptions, solutions 
are more likely to be viewed positively by the various stakeholders. Follow-up actions to problem-
identification are likely to be more focused, widely accepted, prompt and successful if a range of 
stakeholders is involved and a best compromise is found. 

PPA helps us to 
understand:
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Participatory, Open-ended and Iterative
A key feature of PPA is continuous learning, which feeds 
into the research strategy. At every stage, new dimensions 
and characteristics of poverty are revealed and further 
investigation is based on this. At the same time, whatever 
has been collected is analysed to piece together a 
picture of how different details fit together vertically, 
horizontally, historically and seasonally. PPA  is almost 
diametrically opposite to conventional approaches whose 
pre-determined questions and definitions are rigid and 
preclude a multidimensional understanding of poverty. 

Understanding Poverty

 The poor can play a critical role 
in identifying the real issues that 
underlie poverty.

 Pre-determined questions and 
rigid	 definitions	 preclude	 a	

multidimensional understanding of 

Complementing Quantitative Data
Poverty data has typically attempted to express phenomena quantitatively due to the widespread 
conviction that hard numerical data are superior. Such measures yield results that leave many gaps 
in the story. For example, poverty lines based on nutritional levels cannot tell us anything about the 
overall vulnerability context of a person or her/his prospects for exiting from poverty. There is no 
information on what endowments and assets she/he can draw upon in terms of education, health, 
social background, employment and kinship networks or anything about the services available locally. 
Therefore, it is entirely possible that a woman within a household that is above the poverty line may 
be absolutely poor herself.  She may have very few assets which leaves her vulnerable to contingencies. 
PPAs are particularly good at identifying less visible and vulnerable groups of people – casual agricultural 
labourers, street vendors, disabled people, new immigrants, people with no access to safety nets – and 
giving a voice to their concerns with a view to finding solutions that will help them. PPAs are a good 
starting point for dealing with the difficult subject of illegal or taboo activities – which could actually be 
an important livelihood support.

PPAs can help us in the interpretation of data collected through surveys. For instance, official data show 
that there was a deceleration in non-agricultural employment growth and a shift towards agricultural 
work in the post-reform period in many locations across India. There was also an increase in subsidiary 
workers, who are mainly women, engaged in agricultural work. It is not clear from the 
data alone whether this was a positive development or 
a distress measure related to lower 
rural non-agricultural opportunities 
and higher poverty. In such a case, 
qualitative research is needed. PPAs can 
also generate hypotheses that can then 
be tested through surveys. Therefore, 
the two methods – surveys and PPAs – 
complement each other. 

poverty.
 Poverty lines based on 

nutritional levels do not tell us 
much anything about overall 
vulnerability.

 The skills of the researcher 



39Participatory Poverty Assessment

Issues Aspects addressed through PPA Aspects addressed by conventional surveys

Sanitation

Corruption

Definitions	 of	 poverty

Risk and vulnerability

Access

Lack of access to clean water and toilets

How	 corrupt	 officials	 can	 prevent	 poor	 people	
from obtaining facilities that they are entitled to

How	 the	 poor	 understand,	 define,	 interpret	
poverty, its causes and effects

What kinds of events could pose a threat to 
livelihood patterns and what coping mechanisms 
the poor employ

Access to services, institutions infrastructure, 
common property resources

Presence or absence of handpump or water point with 
very little information about the working condition 

Not usually addressed by poverty surveys 

Poverty	 externally	 defined	 in	 terms	 of	 nutritional 
intake	 or	 income/expenditure

Not covered in depth by poverty surveys

Yields	 or	 physical	 structures	 are	 taken	 as	 a	 proxy 
for access and availability

The PPA Process 
In order to understand poverty holistically, we need information on many aspects that are not 
measurable – such as access to resources and services, the role of institutions and social networks in 
people’s lives and seasonal fluctuations in vulnerability. PPAs use a range of participatory and open-
ended methods to gain an understanding of such factors. However, PPAs can contain quantitative 
information and are therefore not strictly qualitative.

The PPA research process follows many of the norms developed in other contexts, e.g., anthropological 
practice, participatory rural appraisal (PRA), social assessment and gender analysis. Good rapport 
and trust are essential and the results of the exercise depend on this. The skills of the researcher 
are of paramount importance. Researchers must be good listeners, willing to understand different 
perceptions and not impose their own, have good analytical skills and be good communicators. In 
fact, the capabilities of the research team are key in the PPA process and are its greatest asset; they 
could also jeopardise the quality of the PPA. A commitment to change on the part of government and 
other formal institutions is a prerequisite for PPAs to succeed. 

Information collection and analysis
Many of the methods used are already tried and tested: PRA; rapid rural appraisal (RRA); beneficiary 
assessment; self-esteem, associated strength, resourcefulness, action planning and responsibility 
(SARAR); semi-structured interviews; and, focus groups.  Some earlier PRAs used these methods in a 
more extractive manner than they have been in a project context because the results feed into policy 
and the impacts of these changes may not be felt by the poor immediately.

PPAs can yield large quantities of information that may make it difficult to incorporate them into existing 
findings or to use them for policy purposes. Recurrent themes in the results of PPAs can be identified 
using methods such as systematic content analysis. Qualitative data analysis software like non-numerical 
unstructured data indexing searching and theorising (QSR NUDIST) is available.

Some of the issues that have emerged through PPAs and how their coverage differs from conventional 
methods are shown below.
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Analytical framework
Different practitioners may use PPA with different analytical 
frameworks in mind.  Implicit in many of the more recent PPAs is the 
sustainable livelihoods (SL) approach. The SL approach helps us to 
recognise that a poor person’s vulnerability context is determined by 
his or her ability to draw upon six different kinds of assets – physical, 
financial, political, social, human and natural – as well as the influence 
of transforming structures and processes, namely institutions, laws 
and regulations. What a person does for a living – his or her livelihood 
strategies – depends on this context (see chart on page 37). The 
livelihood strategies also reflect what the person intends to achieve in 
the longer term or in his or her livelihood outcomes.

Prepared by: 
Priya Deshingkar

Some Limitations of PPA

 Multiple skills and 
capabilities required in 
researchers.

 Places ethical demands on 
researchers.
	 Superficial	 investigations	
may be passed off as PPAs.

 Ideally requires long 
timeframe.
 Sometimes viewed as 
exploitative	 of	 people’s	 time	
and resources.

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development	 for	 Asia	 and	 the	 Pacific	 (CIRDAP),	 South	
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).

While PPAs have tried to appreciate that the poor may have a different worldview, there is still reluctance to accept 
livelihood outcomes that do not “make sense” in terms of our rationality.  At the centre of the PPA researcher’s 
thinking is still an image of the “economic man” – a person who is bound to want to improve his lot materially and 
to amass personal wealth and other assets, given the right conditions. But is this necessarily true?
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This paper is based on study conducted by 
Cabinet de Consultants Associês and a paper 
by John Hoddinot and Saul Morris, IFPRI.

	 mplementation	teams	of	rural 
	 development	projects	have	to	make 
	 choices	about	village	selection.	Even	
projects	with	clear	poverty	alleviation	
objectives	often	lack	clear	poverty-based	
criteria	for	screening	villages.	In	the	absence	
of	explicit	poverty-related	criteria,	there	may	
be	a	tendency	to	favor	richer	and	less	remote	
villages	because	they	are	better	organised,	
easier	to	work	with	and	more	accessible.	The	
poverty	alleviation	objective	can	become	
no	more	than	empty	rhetoric	in	practice	–	
something	that	happens	all	too	often.

Targeting Poor Communities:  
An Example from Africa

I Approach in Targeting Poor Communities

The approach is a tool for making comparisons across 
large numbers of villages to enable implementers to 
initially screen potential villages for project interventions 
based on a set of poverty criteria.

The approach can be used:

 for making poverty a more central concern to project 
implementers;

 for identifying "pockets" of poor communities;
 for identifying "poorest of the poor" communities;
 for prioritising district and sub-district infrastructure 

investments that reach the maximum number of poor people;
 for monitoring and evaluating the equity impact of project 

interventions; and
 as a supplement or pre-cursor to participatory approaches.

The approach does not:

  provide a definitive choice of where investments will
be made; or 

 substitute for participatory diagnostic and planning exercises 
within individual villages.
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While	participatory	approaches	are	useful	for	poverty	ranking	within	villages,	they	may	be	less	useful	
for	making	wealth	comparisons	across	a	large	number	of	villages.	For	making	large-scale	comparisons,	
judicious	use	of	quantitative	approaches	can	also	complement	participatory	approaches	to	enable	
development	projects	to	more	effectively	reach	poor	people.

The Project Zone
The	International	Fund	for	Agricultural	Development	(IFAD)-supported	Rural	Development	Project	in	
the	Zanzan	Region	of	Cote	d’lvoire	was	designed	in	1998.	With	a	population	of	about	600,000	and	over	
1,000	villages	spread	over	a	large	area,	the	region	is	comprised	of	three	administrative	departments	–	
Bondoukou,	Bouna	and	Tanda	–	which	are	very	heterogeneous	in	terms	of	population	density,	economic	
activity	and	potential,	and	income	levels.	The	northern	most	department,	Bouna,	is	in	the	Savannah	
zone,	while	Bondoukou	and	Tanda	are	transition	zones	between	Savannah	and	forest.	Zanzan	is	among	
the	poorest	regions	in	the	country,	although	agricultural	potential	does	exist	and	much	of	the	region	has	
strong,	but	informal,	commercial	agricultural	links	with	urban	areas.

Rural	social	and	physical	infrastructure	investment	in	Zanzan	has	been	minimal	relative	to	other	regions,	
seriously	hampering	agricultural	development.

Calculate a community-level index of poverty 
indicators using a statistical model

Design a community questionnaire to survey
the indicators

Design a household expenditure questionnaire 
to validate the poverty indicators

Carry out the community survey in all potential 
project villages and the household survey in a 

small number of villages and households

Study Objectives and Methodology
In	early	1999,	with	IFAD	support,	two	economists	
from	the	Intemational	Food	Policy	Research	
Institute	(IFPRI)	trained	a	nationally-recruited	
team	to	launch	a	survey	in	order	to	more	
effectively	target	interventions	to	the	rural	poor	
in	the	project	zone	through	development	of	an	
initial	screening	mechanism	for	village	choice.

Additional objective
		Included	testing	the	specific	method	for	
reliability,	practicality,	cost-effectiveness,	and	
clarity	for	non-economists.	

STEP 1 is to select proxy indicators for poverty 
using pre-existing survey data.	One	identifies	a	
limited	number	of	easily	observable	community-
level	variables	that	strongly	correlate	with	income	
poverty	by	estimating	a	regression	equation	to	
weight	the	respective	coefficients	to	arrive	at	a	
village-level	score.

Steps in the Approach

Compute and map village scores
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Cote	d’Ivoire	has	a	particularly	rich	set	of	data	on	poverty,	having	
been	one	of	the	first	countries	to	participate	in	the	World	Bank’s	
Living	Standards	Measurement	Surveys	(LSMS).	Nationwide	surveys	
were	conducted	in	1986,	1987	and	1988.	In	rural	areas,	data	were	
collected	both	at	household	and	community	levels.

Per	capita	annual	household	expenditure	was	used	as	the	
basic	measure	of	welfare.	All	variables	in	the	LSMS	community	
questionnaire	were	examined	to	determine	whether	or	not	they	
were	associated	with	household	expenditure	levels.	The	variables	
that	resulted	in	the	strongest	statistical	model	included	presence	of	
nuclear	and	satellite	settlements,	length	of	time	the	village	was	cut	
off	during	the	rainy	season,	distance	to	a	post	office,	the	portion	of	
village	girls	attending	school	and	proportion	of	births	in	clinics.

STEP 2 is to design a community-level 
survey questionnaire with	questions	
related	to	the	proxy	indicators	as	well	
as	to	other	community-level	information	
of	potential	practical	value	for	project	
implementation.	Care	is	taken	to	keep	the	
questionnaire	short,	but	to	also	gather	
additional	information	of	practical	value	for	
project	implementation.	

There	were	a	total	of	18	questions	on	
the	following	topics:	geographical	
background	of	the	village	and	access	
problems;	presence	of	community	
health	and	education	infrastructure	and	
service	providers;	main	types	of	housing;	sources	of	potable	water	supply;	presence	of	
development	projects	and	existence	of	village	and	sub-village	associations.

STEP 3 involves designing a detailed household-level expenditure survey	to	be	carried	out	in	a	limited	
number	of	villages	for	purposes	of	validating	the	relevance	of	the	proxy	indicators	to	poverty	in	the	
project	zone.	Without	this	step,	it	is	dangerous	to	assume	that	the	proxies	are	valid	indirect	measures	of	
income	poverty	in	the	project	zone.

STEP 4 involves carrying out the community-level survey in all villages in the project zone,	or	in	all	
villages	with	population	greater	than	a	pre-determined	cut-off	point.	At	the	same	time,	the	household	
expenditure	survey	is	also	implemented	in	a	limited	number	of	villages	to	double-check	that	the	
variables	derived	from	the	national	survey	are	valid	in	the	project	zone.

Proxy variables are easily observable 
substitutes for variables that are 
more time-consuming and costly 
to directly identify. The most 
direct measure of income poverty 
is expenditure level, but this is 
prohibitively costly to measure on 
a large-scale. Carefully selected 
community-level variables can serve 
as indirect measures of poverty if 
one is reasonably confident that 
they approximate the true situation. 
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The	IFPRI	experts	stayed	in	the	country	for	10	days,	during	which	they	trained	a	local	team	composed	of	
an	economist,	a	statistician	(who	also	served	as	field	supervisor)	and	eight	enumerators	from	the	region.	
The	team	field	tested	and	finalised	the	questionnaire,	developed	data	entry	and	synthesis	procedures	
and	carried	out	the	household-level	expenditure	survey.

The	actual	time	required	to	conduct	village	interviews	was	10-20	minutes.	However,	village	protocol	
required	a	longer	stay	of	as	much	as	two	hours	to	be	properly	introduced	to	the	village	chief	and	
dignitaries,	accept	hospitality	(at	a	minimum,	a	drink	of	water,	soda,	or	palm	wine,	but	sometimes	
reception	of	chickens	or	yams)	and	answer	questions	from	the	villagers	about	the	new	project.	The	most	
time-consuming	part	of	the	exercise	was	reaching	the	villages	(including	fair	amounts	of	time	getting	
lost)	rather	than	completing	the	questionnaire.	In	retrospect,	the	opportunity	cost	of	including	a	richer	
set	of	community-level	questions	would	not	have	been	very	high	(in	terms	of	data	collection	and	entry,	
not	necessarily	in	terms	of	analysis	later).

The	household-level	expenditure	survey	(for	purposes	of	validation)	was	carried	out	in	2-6	villages	per	
department,	with	1-2	villages	each	considered	rich,	median	or	poor	(as	determined	by	the	community	
survey).		In	each	village,	30-50	households	were	randomly	interviewed.	Results	of	the	household	survey	
confirmed	the	validity	of	the	community	survey	as	there	was	a	good	correlation	of	income	poverty	as	
measured	at	household-level	and	community	ranking.

The	survey	covered	17	districts	and	1,073	villages.	Initially,	the	team	intended	to	survey	only	villages	
with	more	than	200	inhabitants.	However,	this	idea	was	discarded	because	of	the	small	average	size	of	
villages	in	Bouna	(only	about	130).	The	decision	was	therefore	taken	to	visit	all	villages	in	the	project	
zone.

STEP 5 is to compute and map village scores.	Results	for	individual	indicators	are	also	useful	to	analyse	
and	map.	Using	the	statistical	index,	an	example	of	how	the	scoring	was	calculated	for	an	individual	
village	is	shown	in	the	following	table.
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Results of the Village Scoring Exercise
For	ease	of	presentation,	villages	were	divided	into	five	categories	with	scores	of	50-point	intervals.	
A	solid	majority	of	villages	(about	60%)	were	in	either	category	one	or	two	(the	poorest	categories),	
confirming	the	general	impression	of	the	Zanzan	region	as	having	very	poor	access	to	infrastructure	and	
services.		Yet	results	highly	vary	between	departments.	By	far,	Bouna	is	the	least	blessed	with	nearly	
80%	of	villages	in	the	two	lowest	categories.	In	contrast,	Tanda	has	only	about	one-fifth	of	villages	in	
category	2	and	none	in	the	lowest	category.	Almost	half	of	the	Bondoukou	villages	are	in	the	second	
category.

While	Tanda	is	clearly	better	off,	the	number	of	less	well-off	villages	is	not	negligible:	about	one-fifth	
of	its	villages	are	in	the	second	category.	Almost	half	of	Bondoukou’s	villages	are	in	this	category.	This	
points	to	the	potential	usefulness	of	the	approach	for	identifying	pockets	of	poverty	in	otherwise	better-
off	zones.

Question

Regression constant

Are there satellite settlements 
(campenents) attached to the 
main village?

In general, how many months 
per year is the road cut?

How far is the village from the 
post office or telephone?

About what percent of school-
age girls attend school? 
1= nearly all 
2= more than half, but not all 
3= half 
4= less than half 
5= Just a few 
6= None

Where do the majority of women 
give birth?
1= at home 
2= at a clinic (maternite) 
3= in a hospital 

Response

Same for all villages

If yes, -10.24 points; if no,

Number of points

(example)

0 point

Response multiplied by -7.8 
points

If located in the village, 37.45 
points; if not, 0 points

Response multiplied by -10.15 
points

164

Yes -10.24

1 month  1 x-7.8 

10 km 0

2, more than ½  2x-10.15

4= other

If response is 2 or 3, 30.32 points; if 
1 or 4, 0 points 1, at home  0

Example of a Village Score Calculation

Result = 164 + -10.24 + (1x-7.8) + 0 + (2x10.15) + 0 = 125.66 points
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Tanda Villages

Boundokou Villages

Bouna Villages

Generally	“poor	zones”	are	often	
assumed	to	be	uniformly	poor,	thus	
discounting	the	need	for	targeting	
within	those	zones.	However,	the	
survey	team	found	that	variability	
of	village	scores	(as	measured	by	
the	coefficients	of	variation)	was	
significantly	greater	in	Bouna	than	
in	the	other	departments.	Twenty	
percent	of	villages	were	in	the	
bottom	category	and	could	be	
classified	as	“poorest	of	the	poor”	
while	58%	of	villages	were	in	the	
second	category.	If	the	goal	of	a	
development	project	is	truly	to	
reach	the	poorest	of	the	poor,	this	
approach	can	also	be	of	assistance	
in	not	only	poor	villages	but	also	the	
poorest	villages.

The design team of an earlier 
IFAD project in Cote d’lvoire 
attempted to use “minimum 
distance from a paved road” as 
a major decision rule for initial 
village selection. It had been 
specified that at least 75% of 
the villages selected for project 
interventions should be situated 
more than 5 km from a paved 
road. This was partly due to 
the tendency of projects to 
concentrate activities in villages 
where access was easy, and 
partly due to analysis from other 
countries demonstrating links 
between access to infrastructure 
and rural poverty. Yet these 
nuances were lost in the debate 
that ensued. Government officials 
viewed it as arbitrary and not 
reflecting local reality. The idea 
was dropped, and subsequently, 
the IFAD country portfolio 
manager was often kiddingly 
referred to as “Mister Five 
Kilometers”. 

No. of villages

Village Score Classification by Department

Beyond	village	rankings,	it	is	also	possible	to	provide	a	rich	level	of	
reporting	on	individual	variables	for	each	zone	such	as	access	to	
health,	education	and	communication	facilities,	transport	and	water	
problems,	extent	of	village	organization,	and	involvement	with	on-
going	development	projects.

Potential	practical	uses	include	identifying	poverty	“pockets”	and	
the	poorest	communities.	It	can	be	a	powerful	supplement	(or	
pre-cursor)	to	participatory	diagnostic	and	planning	approaches.		
For	investments	at	levels	higher	than	individual	villages	(district	
and	sub-district)	like	roads,	a	mapping	of	villages	by	their	scores	
and	populations	can	enable	decision-makers	to	prioritise	roads	for	
rehabilitation	that	reach	the	maximum	number	of	poor	people.	The	
approach	can	also	be	used	for	monitoring	and	evaluating	the	equity	
impact	of	project	interventions.

In	the	specific	context	of	Cote	d’lvoire,	the	approach	appeared	to	be	
politically	acceptable.	An	array	of	indicators	was	seen	as	consistent	
with	common-sense	notions	of	poverty.	In	addition,	while	variables	
were	aggregated	to	derive	a	village	score,	the	individual	variables	
were	generally	consistent	with	common-sense	notions	of	poverty.	It	
also	mattered	very	much	to	ministry	technicians	that	practical	uses	
were	obvious	and	that	results	were	generated	quickly.

Categories
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Future Considerations
As	this	is	a	new	approach,	it	is	worth	considering	different	options	for	improving	upon	it.	Could	
indicators	be	derived	in	more	participatory	ways?	Using	participatory	approaches,	villagers	in	a	project	
area	could	be	surveyed	about	what	they	consider	to	be	easily	observable	characteristics	of	poverty	at	
community	level.	If	their	perceptions	are	fairly	uniform	or	varied	in	ways	that	could	be	easily	stratified	
and	adapted	by	zone	or	ethnic	group,	questionnaires	and	indices	could	be	designed	using	locally-derived	
variables.	This	could	potentially	be	more	locally	reliable,	save	time	and	be	less	demanding	in	technical	
expertise.	The	survey	data	could	also	be	entered	
into	a	Geographical	Information	Systems	(GIS).		
Additional	data	(including	results	of	participatory	
exercises)	could	also	be	incorporated	to	enhance	
project	planning.		

Whatever	the	technique	chosen,	one	thing	is	
clear:	there	is	a	need	to	introduce	more	rigour	
into	village	selection	in	self-proclaimed	rural	
poverty	alleviation	projects.

Summary of Strengths and Limitations

Limitations

Only for initial screening across villages; not a
substitute for village-level participatory diagnosis and 
planning

Income-based, but poverty has many dimensions

Quantitative approaches may be sensitive to the 
choice of variables and their weighting

Reliable household expenditure and community survey 
data must already exist

May miss significant numbers of the poor if wealth 
disparities are greatest within villages

Strengths

Cost-effective in time and money for large-scale
exercises (4-5 months duration and 0.5% of project costs)

Appears valid for making poverty comparisons
across communities

Can  supplement  or  precede  participatory
diagnostic and planning

By making poverty criteria explicit in village selection, 
helps avoid natural tendency of implementers to work in 
“easier” villages

Can be used to identify “pockets” of poor villages and 
“poorest of the poor” villages

Prepared by: 
David Kingsbury

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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Whose Learning?

	 		articipatory	learning	is	based	on	the	principle	of	open	expression	where	all	sections	of	the 
	 		community	and	external	stakeholders	enjoy	equal	access	to	the	information	generated	as	a			
													result	of	a	joint	sharing	process.	The	information	generated	in	the	process	would	not	only	be	of	
use	to	the	secondary	stakeholders	but	would	also	to	members	of	the	community.	

What is Participation?
The	word	participation	often	has	different	connotations	for	different	people	in	different	contexts.		
Definitions	of	participation	have	also	changed	over	time.	It	is	therefore	useful	to	differentiate	between	
different	levels	of	participation	–	each	describing	varying	levels	of	involvement	of	the	community,	
ranging	from	material	contribution,	to	organisation,	to	empowerment.	

Participation	has	been	categorised	by	Pretty,	Satterthwaite,	Adna,	et	al	and	Hart	1	into	seven	stages.	(See	
typology	overleaf.)	

Participatory Learning 
Approaches

1 International Institute for Environment and Development. 1995. Participatory Learning and Action, A 
Trainer’s Guide. IIED, London, United Kingdom.

P
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A typology of participation

Participation in information giving
People participate by answering questions posed by extractive researchers using 
questionnaire surveys or similar approaches. People do not have the opportunity to 
influence proceedings, as the findings of the research are neither shared nor checked for 
accuracy.

Participation by consultation
People participate by being consulted, and external people listen to views. These 
external professionals define both problems and solutions, and may modify these 
in the light of people’s responses. Such a consultative process does not concede 
any share in decision-making, and professionals are under no obligation to take 
on board people’s views.

Participation for material incentives
People participate by providing resources such as labour, in return for 
food, cash or other material incentives. Most on-farm research today 
falls in this category - farmers provide the fields for demonstration 
but are not involved in the experimentation or the process of 
learning. It is very common to see this called participation, yet people 
have no stake in prolonging activities when the incentives end.

Functional participation
People participate by forming groups, which are externally 
initiated to meet predetermined objectives related to the project. 
Involvement of the community is not solicited at early stages of 
the project cycle but rather after major decisions have been made. 
These groups tend to be dependent on external initiators and 
facilitators, but may eventually become self-dependent.

Interactive participation
People participate in joint analysis, which leads to action 
plans and the formation of new local institutions or 
the strengthening of existing ones. It tends to involve 
interdisciplinary methodologies that seek multiple 
perspectives and make use of systematic and structured 
learning processes. These groups take control over local 
decisions, and so people have a stake in maintaining 
structures or practices.

Self-mobilisation
People participate by taking initiatives to change 
systems independent of external institutions. 
They develop contacts with external institutions 
for resources and technical advice they need, but 
retain control over how resources are used. Such 
self-initiated mobilisation and collective action 
may or may not challenge existing inequitable 
distributions of wealth and power.

Catalysing change
An eighth level of participation may 
be added to this typology, vis. the 
involvement and stakes of community 
members in influencing others in the 
environment to initiate change.

A sustained commitment to the 
participatory learning approach 
will trigger a process, enabling a 
progression from lower to higher 
levels of participation in the 
community.

Passive participation
People participate by being told what is going to happen or has already happened.  A unilateral 
announcement is made by the administration or project management without listening to people’s 
responses. The information being shared belongs only to external professionals. 
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The Need for Participatory Learning 
The	evolution	of	participatory	approaches	indicates	a	shift	from	a	“top-down”	to	a	“bottom-up”	
approach	that	is	popularly	known	as	the	“paradigm	shift”	(Chambers,	1995).		There	are	several	
limitations	inherent	in	the	top-down	approach	which	brought	about	this	shift:

	 Traditionally,	the	information-gathering	process	took	the	form	of	extraction	where	communities	had	
no	say	in	the	content	or	type	of	information	required	in	designing	a	project.	The	questionnaire	type	
of	survey	is	not	only	extractive	but	also	results	in	restrictive	“yes”	or	“no”	responses.		

	 When	the	analysis	of	such	data	takes	place,	the	causal	factors	depicted	in	a	current	situation	are	not	
revealed	so	that	learning	from	the	analysis	is	also	restricted.		

	 Field	experience	shows	that	in	many	instances	pre-determined	conclusions	from	restricted	
information	have	failed	to	answer	the	reality	of	problems	faced	by	different	sections	of	the	
community.	This	is	particularly	true	for	the	vulnerable	sections	of	society	whose	voices	are	not	heard	
and	who	are	frequently	left	out	in	an	extractive	mode	of	information-gathering.	

	 In	many	instances,	the	process	is	limited	to	validating	pre-conceived	project	ideas	of	policy-makers	
and	funders.	Such	a	process	is	not	transparent	and	the	cross-checking	possibilities	are	extremely	
limited.

The		participatory	learning	approach	(PLA)	has	the	potential	for	eliminating	many	of	the	problems	
described	above	by	being	transparent,	allowing	for	cross-checking,	providing	space	for	the	vulnerable	to	

Experience shows that best results 
are obtained through harmonising 
methodologies and making use of 
the strong elements in each for 
achieving the common objective of 
a participatory learning process. 
There is no way in which a 
prescription for the use of these 
tools may be given – the idea is 
to master the different alternatives 
and to pick, choose, adapt and 
innovate to suit the purpose. The 
mechanical use of tools runs the 
danger of turning “participation” 
to “manipulation”. The spirit and 
attitude that accompanies 
the methodology is crucial 
for creating the space for 
the different stakeholders 
– more so that the 
primary stakeholder may 
participate.

voice	their	opinions	and	for	delving	beyond	results	to	discuss	issues	
of	causality	with	the	community.

Prerequisites for Participatory Learning
	 The	attitudes	and	behaviour	of	different	stakeholders	should	

be	supportive.	Willingness	to	listen	to	others’	views,	patience,	
respect,	free	expression	and	above	all,	the	willingness	to	learn	
through	an	in-depth	analysis	of	causes	and	effects	of	problems	
and	issues	are	attitudes	which	enhance	a	participatory	approach.

	 The	tools	and	techniques	used	in	this	approach	must	provide	
the	means	through	which	participatory	information	generation,	
analysis,	findings	and	conclusions	are	arrived	at.		The	
situation	analysis	is	further	enhanced	by	the	visualisation	that	
accompanies	the	tools	and	techniques.	The	potential	of	the	
visual	in	empowering	the	vulnerable	communities	to	express	
themselves	in	front	of	authority,	the	powerful	and	the	rich	is	of	
great	significance.

	 There	must	be	commitment to the process and learning 
through sharing of knowledge. 
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Using Participatory Learning Effectively 
	 The	role	of	facilitation	is	a	key	element	in	the	use	of	participatory	approaches.	Much	emphasis	is	

needed	in	the	training	of	facilitators	and	training	of	trainers	if	“paying	lip-service”	to	participation	is	
to	be	avoided.

 The	strength	of	harmonising	the	positive	elements	of	different	methodologies	with	a	strong	
emphasis	on	participation	requires	attention.	Experience	shows	that	PRA	types	of	information	
generation	lends	itself	to	a	log-frame	kind	of	consolidation	by	adapting	to	the	need.	Tailor-made	
approaches	are	essential	in	the	application	of	participatory	methodology	in	different	contexts.	The	
tendency	to	use	rigid	methodology	does	not	recognise	the	complexity	of	socio-cultural-economic	
contexts.

Secondary data analysis  

Social and resource mapping      

Seasonality charts     

Historical timeline      

Daily activity charts     

Wealth and well-being ranking      

Livelihood profiles     

Matrix ranking/paired ranking    

Venn diagramming      

Semi-structured interviews       

Problem analysis     

Objectives analysis     

Alternatives analysis/  
options assessment     

Project planning matrix     

Gantt/flowchart      

Stakeholders workshops     

SWOT* analysis       

Group discussion     

Joint field visits     

Brainstorming     

Tools for Enabling Participatory Learning at Different Stages in the Project Development Cycle

Tools Situation  Planning Implementation  Monitoring Evaluation 
 analysis

* Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats
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ImplementationMonitoring

Evaluation 

Situation 

analysis 

Planning

Implementation
Planning

The	participatory	learning	approach	may	be	used	
at	all	stages	of	the	project	cycle	to	empower	
communities	and	ensure	the	sustainability	of	
development	interventions.

Participation: Building Micro-Macro Linkages

Prepared by: 
Mallika Samaranayake

	 Field	officers	and	facilitators	end	up	in	
frustration	if	enabling	environments	do	not	
exist	within	organisations.	Frequently,	middle-
level	management	within	organisations	are	
the	most	resistant	to	change.		This	calls	for	
adequate	orientation	of	all	levels	in	a	system	
towards	participatory	learning	and	also	
for	providing	space	for	institutionalising	a	
process-	oriented	approach	to	development.	
High	expectations	from	one-off	training	
programmes	affect	the	quality	and	use	of	the	
participatory	approach.	Many	organisations,	
both	government	and	non-government,	do	
not	realise	the	need	for	a	long-term	training	
package	targeted	at	structural	reorientation.

	 At	the	planning	stage,	care	should	be	taken	
to	allow	adequate	time	for	the	participatory	
process	so	that	realistic	targets	are	set	during	
the	time-frame	for	implementation.	Donors	
and	funders	must	be	adequately	aware	of	
time	constraints	in	the	use	of	participatory	
approaches.

	 In	designing	research	using	participatory	
methodology,	adequate	attention	is	needed	in	
selecting	the	appropriate	tools	for	generating	
the	information	required.	There	are	instances	
where	stereotypical	use	of	tools	has	ended	up	
producing	a	mass	of	information	resulting	in	
chaos	at	the	data	analysis	stage.

The common allegation that participatory approaches are 
useful only for micro-planning or small-scale operations is 
wrong. Macro-level policy formulation is best achieved by 
collating the perceptions and inputs from the micro level. 
The learning approaches discussed in this paper have the 
potential to influence policy, if those concerned have the 
 patience and commitment to go through the process.     
In the past, valuable insights have been elicited from 

community perceptions which had an impact 
on policy formulation – e.g., social forestry, 
sustainable use of coastal fisheries, wildlife 

conservation and protected area management, etc., 
and in poverty reduction strategies.

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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                lternative views and critiques of conventional research started to appear in the literature and 
                became subjects in development discussions in the early 1960s. These were triggered when 
                agriculture-based action-research revealed that many findings in laboratory and conventional 
research are irrelevant. This is because the research was not tested in the real-life situation of the 
farmers and did not benefit from the lifelong experience of those who are familiar with the situation 
being researched.

Conventional research only recognised knowledge generated in supposedly “scientific” ways. Other 
forms of knowledge that were generated were trivialised. This resulted in devaluing and almost 
total obliteration of centuries-old indigenous knowledge that was beyond the ability of reductionist 
science to encompass.

Overview of Participatory Rural 
Appraisal (PRA)

A
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The Need for an Alternative to Traditional Research 
There was a need to find a research method that would give power to the powerless 
and make people the subject, not the object of research. The methodologies 
employed by the anthropologists marked a radical departure from the research 
methodologies of the social sciences and the mathematical objective systems of the 
physical sciences. These methodologies provided “windows” that took people’s own 
words and ideas at face value. As participant-observers, the anthropologists, the 
social activists and the development workers lived together with communities and 
chronicled their felt needs, priorities, art and worldviews. This marked the beginning 
of the practice of a participatory alternative to conventional research.

There was also an intellectual ferment that permeated the academe during the 1960s 
that questioned the “ivory tower” stance of research and how the results were
being used. 

The Change in Development Thinking

The work of Latin American scholars and practitioners such 
as Paulo Freire and Fals Borda pointed out that crucial to the 
people’s taking responsibility of their own development is the 
conscientisation of the people themselves to the problems and 
structures that render them powerless and to their collective 
ability to change that situation. The other challenge was how to 
manage change together, as a community, to reap benefits for the 
good of the most disadvantaged groups if not for all members of a 
community. Another challenge was how to make those who are in 
a position (to allocate resources for the poor) to view this shift 
as necessary. 

Earlier work on community animation as practised by 
humanitarian NGOs provided insights that for community 
development to occur, the people needed skills to organise 
themselves, to generate information and ideas, and to mobilise 
their resources. Many programmes designed to empower the 
poor followed the formula of organising, education and resource 
mobilisation, before they tackled the work of influencing social 
structures.  
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PRA as a Participatory Alternative in Development and Research
The pioneering work of Robert Chambers and Gordon Conway in a technique called rapid rural appraisal 
(RRA) was one example of an attempt to include the interests of the poor in the design of programmes 
and projects. The importance of RRA was that it recognised the need to consult the poor on their needs 
and that it very quickly showed the inherent limitations of this superficial tour to reality. RRA is mainly 
seen as a means for outsiders to gather information; and hence, the need to replace or supplement 
it with participatory rural appraisal (PRA) which empowers the local people. PRA is a method that 
facilitates the community’s own in-depth look at themselves and of their possibilities, and enables them 
to articulate these discoveries in their own colourful, meaningful, useable and realistic way. 

Perhaps because of the work of Robert Chambers and other development practitioners advocating 
the shift in development thinking embodied in the PRA approach, many agencies, governments and 
financial institutions now prescribe the use of PRA in their development programmes. There is now a 
wealth of experiences and insights with which to view, define and practise PRA.

PRA as a Set of Principles
After years of advocating for PRA, and after seeing the contribution of this technique in enabling 
the poor to articulate their needs and to act on them, Robert Chambers would prefer PRA to be 
remembered as participation, reflection and action. This places PRA in the company of other pioneering 
explorations of how to mainstream the interests of the disadvantaged groups by putting the “farmers 
first”. These explorations share the following principles:

 That development workers are prepared to learn from the people, adapt to the flexible learning 
process and pace of the community, and to seek out the poorer people and learn their concerns and 
priorities.

 That the main role of the development worker is to facilitate the investigation, analysis, presentation 
and learning, by the rural people themselves, so that they are able to articulate and own the 
outcomes of their activities.

 That development workers continuously examine their 
behaviours so as to recognise error and to constantly 
learn to be better facilitators of development with the 
people. 

 That relaxed rapport between outsiders and rural people 
can and should be established early on in the process.

 That the people have a greater capacity to map, model, 
quantify and estimate, rank, score and diagram their 
own realities than any outsider. That the sharing of these 
products is popular and powerful because the information is 
visible, public, checked and owned by the participants.

 That the sequence of PRA exercises builds upon the commitment of the participants to 
further action and self-learning measures.

 That different PRA exercises have the cumulative effect of adding a few more dimensions to the 
community’s understanding of itself. That all concerned learn through the process of sharing, 
observing and analysing.
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PRA as a Set of Data-Gathering and Awareness-Raising Tools
PRA is often also understood as a set of tools with which the community can visualise its own reality. 
It deals with space, time and relationships. PRA tools can be grouped together according to what kind 
of data or information they are sensitive in capturing. Some examples are the following.

The process of constructing these tools normally starts with an objective of why this information is 
gathered, and once the PRA tool is constructed, it is subjected to deeper analysis.

Spatial data
Deals with data relating to land and land uses and the different ways in 
which they may be viewed. The tools that are commonly used to draw 
spatial information are land-use maps, resource maps, farm sketches, spot 
maps, transects, thematic maps and three-dimensional models.

Temporal data
Includes time-related data such as those contained in 
time lines, trend lines, seasonal calendars and time-
allocation diagrams.

Social/Institutional information
Sketches the relationships of the people with one another or with outsiders or 
with different organisations. The tools rank and/or score the relative values of 
these relationships as derived in social maps, Venn or institutional diagrams, 
wealth ranking, flow charts, etc.

Discrete data
There is also some information that stands alone. This is gathered by such tools 
as census mapping, demographic profiles, simplified survey forms, sectoral 
consultations, matrices, etc.

1940

1950

1970

1985

1990

Year Forest Agri lands Water Livestock Yield

Indigenous or local data
These are artefacts or cultural forms within the community that have 
symbolism or histories behind them such as images, ceremonies, sculpture, 
songs, dances, weaving patterns, life stories, legends, myths and other 
indigenous ways of expressing realities.
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Baseline   Year I Year II Year III Year IV Year V Targets

1. Dirty water from               Build (1) artesian 
 shallow well      well by youth group

2. Muddy road      Improve road by
       men’s group

3. Wasted land area      Grow vegetable
       gardens (40) by 
       each family

4. No day-care    	  One school with
 facility      day care centre by 
       mother’s group

Analysing each of the PRA tools results in an 
awareness of the deeper causes of the problem 
that the PRA tool reveals and also engages the 
community in possible ways to address these 
problems by themselves. It has also been noted 
that for a community to be able to view and 
analyse their own situation reverses their role from 
being objects to being subjects of research. Hence, 
the community takes the initiative to make their 
recommendations come true simply because the 
idea of the change was theirs. This has been one of 
the satisfactions the villagers take home with them 
after a PRA exercise.

One way of analysing the situation is to ask the 
following questions:
 What are the observations that can be 

extracted from the PRA tool?
 What problems do the data suggest?
 What is the cause of the problem suggested 

by the PRA tool?
 What are the gender or environmental 

implications?
 What should be the ideal situation?
 What can be done to attain the ideal 

situation or to eradicate the cause of the 
problem?

Example
A community draws 
a sketch map of their 
settlement featuring 
houses, infrastructure, 
roads, boundaries, etc. 
Once the map is drawn, 
the community looks 
at it and identifies the 
features they want 
eliminated or added in 
five years time. They 
then draw a map of the 
future settlement which 
contains their plans. 
They identify the new 
elements they want to 
see in the community 
and spell out steps they 
must take to achieve this. 
They make estimates 

Plan for a Better Bolisong Community

Approaches
 The community 

works together
 Training in 

gardening and 
sustainable 
agriculture

 Fund-raising for 
well and school

Village map today Village map after 5 years

PRA as a Method of Participatory Project Management
PRA is more commonly defined as a family of approaches, methods and behaviours that enable people 
to express and analyse the realities of their lives and conditions, to plan themselves what actions to 
take, and to monitor and evaluate the results. PRA has the potential of being used for participatory 
project formulation, planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation. In this sense PRA can be 
used for participatory project management. This process can be done with just one PRA tool or with a 
series of PRA tools that can be used in the entire project cycle.
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There are also creative ways of meeting the demands of donor organisations for solid quantitative 
data with the development imperative to involve people. There are projects that conduct surveys or 
RRAs first in order to prioritise target areas or target beneficiaries. Then PRAs are conducted in those 
communities that are already sure of being included in the project. This ensures that the people 
involved will have a greater say in what should be done in their own communities.  

of the time and resources needed and identify the people who will be responsible for each of the steps. 
They then use this as a record to monitor and track whether these activities have been carried out and 
whether their development objectives have been achieved.

Another way of using PRA in project management is to match the different PRA tools for each step in 
the project cycle.

Matching the Different PRA Tools for Each Step in the Project Cycle

Project cycle stages

2. Project 

formulation

3. Project 

planning

4. Resource 

mobilisation

5. Project 

implementation

6. Monitoring 

and evaluation

Street theatre, 
consultations, 
focus-group 
discussions, 
consultations, 
reporting the 
results of a 
previous study 

Data-gathering 
tools such as 
stakeholders’ 
analysis, wealth 
ranking, census 
mapping, 
timelines, story 
with a gap, 
demographic 
profiles, seasonal 
calendars, 
Venn diagrams,  
transect, etc.

Strengths, 
weaknessess, 
opportunities 
and threats 
(SWOT) analysis, 
community action 
plans, problem 
tree, objective 
tree, Gantt chart, 
organisational 
chart, budget

Consultations 
where the PRA 
reports are 
presented to 
justify need 
for support 
from external 
agencies 
and from 
community 
contribution

Alternative 
technologies or 
methods like 
micro-finance, 
sustainable 
agriculture, 
alternative 
medicine, co-
operatives, 
indigenous forest 
management, 
appropriate 
technologies for 
livelihoods, etc.

Gantt charts, 
focus-group 
discussions, 
community-
based 
monitoring tools 
based on the 
data-gathering 
PRA tools, other 
scales built for 
M&E, reflection 
sessions

1.  Awareness raising 

of the problems
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The RRAs provide data that can be compared across communities and could be tracked over time, 
whereas the PRA results provide qualitative information for community-based monitoring and 
evaluation systems.

PRA for Addressing Specific Issues
PRA is also useful for addressing specific concerns or sectoral issues. It is a matter of asking the 
appropriate questions so that the tool captures the specific data and the analysis needed. Some 
examples are listed in the table below:

The PRA results that are gathered for these specific issues can be used very effectively in campaigns 
for reforms and advocacy. The articulations of PRA have the advantage of being very reflective of 
the realities of the proponents. They are also semi-abstract and are hence accessible to both the 
proponents and the policy makers. 

Issues/Concerns

Land improvement 
and development

Marketing systems

Credit programme

Health improvement

Targetting assistance to 
the poorest

Agrarian reform

PRA Tools 

Resource and social mapping, transect 
mapping, farm sketching, trend-line, three-
dimensional participatory modelling

Service mapping, Venn diagramming,  flow 
charts 

Census mapping, seasonal calendar, Venn 
diagram, sociogram for credit sources

Census mapping, seasonal diagram, service 
mapping, demographic profile

Wealth ranking, census mapping, 
demographic profile

Mapping tools, Venn diagrams, sociograms, 
resource mapping, etc.
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PRA as a Work in Progress
Because PRA has widespread acceptability and is being used extensively, there 
are bound to be many problems or “mistakes” with its implementation. Questions 
arise regarding the quality of data gathered through PRA and the varying levels of 
competence among PRA facilitators. In some instances, PRA has been conducted in 
the same extractive way as conventional research. There will be more criticism as 
praxis intensifies in the years to come. 

The challenge is not to stop altogether the use of PRA but to find ways of improving 
the application of PRA. Stopping it completely carries the risk of closing the 
opportunities of people to participate in the development process. The results of 
PRA may not meet statistical standards and may not have the characteristics of solid 
quantitative data. However, as long as they are a product of the collective thinking 
of the community and the community is able to use the results for their own self 
improvement, then PRA is its own excuse for being.
 
Because PRA depends so much on the creativity of its practitioners, it has undergone 
modifications and these modifications are known by other names. Already there 
are several variants to PRA that are popular. There are now other methods such as 
training for transformation (TFT) which originated in Zimbabwe as a Freirean approach 
to enable people to understand the structural causes of their problems. There is the 
productivity systems assessment and planning (PSA) popularised by the Institute 
of Philippine Culture for the agrarian reform programme and the participation 
and learning methods (PALM) demonstrated by 
MYRADA, an NGO based in India, to enable villagers 
to handle and process voluminous amounts of data 
for their projects.

More recent methods include the participatory 
learning approach (PLA) and the linked local 
learning (LLL) that utilise the inherent power 
of participation and visualisation to expand the 
possibilities of the people. PRA is a “Perpetually 
Rejuvenating Approach” and has been an 
important underlying theme in the whole series of 
evolution of participatory approaches. 

In many countries, PRA is 
the domain of development 
workers and social development 
organisations. Its power in 
inspiring the grassroots is 
so dramatic and lasting that 
it should be the domain of 
all interested in uplifting the 
poor. The use of PRA should 
be second nature to the next 
generation of development 
workers coming from the 
academe or for those who seek 
learning with the people. 

?!

RRA
PAR

PRATFT
P

A

L

M

M
AP

C

I
D
S

PSAP

LLL

IIRR

PL
A

PME

PIM
NYZ

Prepared by: 
Rachel Polestico

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).

REFLECT
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Scaling Up Participatory 
Rural Appraisal: Lessons from 
Vietnam

T            his paper gives a brief overview of the use of participatory rural appraisal (PRA) in Vietnam 
           from 1991 to 1996, focusing on considerations given and experiences gained in scaling up  
           applications of PRA in the Vietnam-Sweden Forestry Cooperation Programme (FCP). It 
summarises the main lessons learned from this “experiment” – a term that aptly describes the 
development context in which the methodology was applied.

PRA as a planning tool and catalyst for participatory development has been used in Vietnam since late 
1991. Prior to that time, there had been some use of rapid rural appraisal (RRA) for such activities as 
project identification. Widespread use of the methodology amongst foreign-based non-government 
organisations (NGOs) started a few years later. However, the Swedish International Development Agency 
(SIDA)-funded FCP is the only programme in which PRA has been used systematically on a large scale 
over an extended period of years. Even so, in the first four years of the programme, only 70 villages in 
five provinces were covered.

PRA was introduced to the FCP in December 1991, and the first two years were spent trying out and 
modifying the methodology to suit the specific needs of the programme and the variable settings in 
which it was being introduced. At the end of this period, a fairly standardised PRA package was in use 
throughout the FCP.
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This was a transition period when most Vietnamese organisations were moving out from under the 
protective umbrella of a subsidised system, and consequently were facing greater risks and uncertainties 
than before. Because of the long years of war and the almost total dedication of productive resources 
to support the war effort, all infrastructure development was adversely affected and the state of 
development of human resources was poor.

It was within this context that the FCP introduced PRA. There was no existing organisation or system 
for extension, so nothing “old” had to be broken down or changed. Moreover, the Vietnamese were 
interested in trying out new things. The PRA approach seemed to fit in well with one of Uncle Ho’s 
dictums, that in order to create a successful revolution the People’s Army had to “live with the people, 
work with the people and learn from the people.”

Several other factors were also supportive. The “doi moi” policy of economic reform shifted the basis of 
economic development from the cooperative to the individual households, creating new markets and 
freedom to produce for these markets. There was a rising demand for extension services. The allocation 
of forest land to individuals and groups also created additional demands for technical and material 
support for developing these lands.

Other enabling factors were the high levels of literacy and education among the population, and the 
presence of strong managerial and professional skills within many village communities. This made 
possible the establishment of strong community organisations capable of running project activities with 
minimal outside help.

The funding agency SIDA was very tolerant about the time required to develop  and test out new 
methodologies. SIDA supplied large-scale funding to the forestry sector and supported some of the 
experimental activities.

How PRA Was Used
In the beginning, PRA was used mainly as a method for extension 
workers to find out about local village conditions before 
initiating extension support activities. In the process 
of working together, government staff 
and farmers learned how to 
use the methodology. They 
also gained a much better 
understanding of one another.
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PRA  became a catalyst for initiating a development process in each village. At the end of every PRA, a 
preliminary village development plan was formulated, this was finalised a little later by the villagers with 
the help of extension staff. The result of this process was a plan based on local realities and preferences 
that gave local people a genuine sense of ownership in its creation and implementation.

PRA was also used for thematic analyses of specific issues, such as livestock or the dynamics of village 
marketing. Indirectly, PRA was a factor in changing individual and institutional thinking, as well as how 
people and organisations functioned.

What Was Achieved
The PRA approach was found to be a useful 
method for gathering data and analysing 
conditions within a wide range of 
environmental and socio-economic conditions. 
Extension workers became sensitised to the 
knowledge and capabilities of farmers, 
and accepted the importance of involving 
farmers in the planning and development 
process. They also came to recognise the 
wide diversity of conditions within and 
between communities, and that there were 
no simple solutions to the farmer’s problems.

Over time, there was a noticeable change in the way extension staff approached and worked with 
problems of local resource management and village development. They were eventually able to provide 
a more diversified and relevant set of responses to local needs. As they built up trust, they became 
more and more confident in delegating responsibilities to villagers to carry out on their own. Eventually, 
this delegation of responsibilities spread throughout the system.

As a catalytic influence for jump-starting the development process, PRA proved to be unrivaled. It was 
an effective method for involving local people in project planning and implementation. Eventually, 
villagers were successfully carrying out PRAs on their own in neighbouring villages, and they provided 
follow-up services and back-up support to other communities.

Constraints of Scaling Up PRA
One of the major objectives of FCP was to develop methodologies that could be scaled up. After four 
years, it was clear that PRA could be used effectively on a larger scale. However, there were some 
natural constraints and certain basic requirements would have to be met in order to achieve its 
successful application on a wider scale.
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The main constraints relate to the context in 
which it is used – institutions, personnel and the 
overall system in which development takes place.

A Systems Approach
PRA is not a stand-alone methodology. It is 
never an end in itself because it is always serving 
some other purpose. It has to be part of a 
systemic approach that is applied to achieving 
a broader development objective. As such, it is 
one of the many steps taken in the project cycle 
and development process. Understanding its 
placement and timing in the process and how 
it should be designed to fit in with the other 
components in the system is critical for successful 
application.

The relationship among institutions has to be well understood. Most development programmes 
involve a variety of players and support mechanisms – politicians, policy-makers, managers, training 
support, financial support (subsidies and credit), material supply and technical support. Their 
roles, responsibilities and lines of authority have to be made clear. The application of PRA and the 
consequences of using PRA must be properly fitted within this institutional framework.

The Institutional Context
Under the influence of PRA, institutional dynamics change over time. Tasks maybe initiated at one level 
in the system and then shift to another level at a later date. This may be part of a gradual process of 
decentralisation and delegation that develops out of the use of PRA (e.g., a training task may start at the 
province level, move to the district, and then end up being carried out at the village level). It helps if this 
process of change is anticipated and planned for, or at the very least, if some allowance is made for the 
fact that changes will happen. This kind of planning requires special skills and attitudes.

There are generally two kinds of institutional realities that have to be managed in relationship to the 
PRA. The first is the formal establishment – government and officially sanctioned organisations. The 
second is at the village level – informal, local institutions. Each of these institutional realities has to be 
carefully considered when working with PRA-led projects. 

Strong local organisations are needed to support the use of PRA and the process that follows PRA. The 
strength and cohesiveness of local leadership have an important impact on the success of PRA-initiated 
activities. Using local people and organisations to carry out PRAs in surrounding communities has 
proven to be a very effective strategy for spreading-out and scaling-up. Costs are lower and results are 
more rooted in local realities, resulting in more effective and more efficient use of all resources.
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Institutionalising PRA requires a stable and legitimate institutional environment. Uncertainity about the 
future can be tremendously demoralising. Staff must be permanently allocated for a fixed number of 
years, and they must receive appropriate remuneration.

PRA usually works best with a multi-disciplinary group of people. However, there may be inter-
institutional barriers that prevent the bringing together of people from different sectors and this must 
be considered in planning for PRA interventions.

Personnel and Training
PRA is totally people-dependent. It requires a minimal, critical mass of people with specific technical 
and communication skills. People must also feel motivated and not become sidelined due to a lack of 
appropriate salary or incentives.

It is especially important to have a few key people in the right place who really understand what PRA 
is all about (preferably from first-hand experience). One right-minded person can make a tremendous 
difference in the quality of the work that takes place. However, it is more often a matter of good fortune 
to have such people in the appropriate position, as it is seldom possible to influence this condition.

Training people to be effective PRA practitioners is not easy. Learning how to use the tools is relatively 
straightforward, but it often takes several years to gain sufficient understanding and self-confidence to 
move beyond this point and to become more creative and analytical. The most important learning takes 
place in the field. Classroom training on its own has limited value. Trainers themselves require special 
training. Very often there are not sufficient resources available for training, which means building these 
resources up before you can provide training to staff and farmers. This is a factor that can significantly 
delay the spread of the methodology.

PRA training is almost totally dependent 
on village-level field training. This in 
itself can be a major limitation for 
scaling-up. Using a village for training 
without the prospect of post-PRA 
activities in that village can limit the 
quality of involvement from local 
people and thereby compromise the 
usefulness of the learning experience. 
If training always has to be linked to 
a commitment for project-supported 
village development, it can limit the 
number of villages that can be used for 
training.
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Another limitation linked to using a village as a training base is that there are only a relatively small 
number of persons that can be accommodated during a PRA. This can be a major restriction on the 
potential numbers trained.

Requirements for Scaling Up PRA
It is essential to distinguish between the techniques of PRA and the philosophy or spirit behind it. PRA 
is driven by a philosophy that dictates how it should be done – it cannot be done properly in any other 
way. What is often missed is how to carry this same philosophy into other aspects of the work that 
precede and follow the PRA. If we do not use the same attitudes and philosophy in other aspects of the 
work, the good outputs from the PRA can easily be distorted or even lost.

This reality is by far the biggest challenge to widespread use and scaling-up of the methodology.  
Allowances have to be built into projects and programmes for the “conversion” of those who will never 
experience a PRA, yet who will have some involvement in some part of the process that is generated 
by PRA. We all know how nearly impossible it is to teach PRA without any direct involvement, so what 
methods can be used to change the attitudes of those who will never be directly involved?  What kind 
of training can be used for this purpose?

This poses a very serious challenge: how do we introduce the same approach to the rest of the system?  
Is there some systematic way this can be done? Has anyone attempted to do it? Because ultimately 
it requires major institutional changes to take place. Or is it sufficient to be satisfied with the small, 
yet important gains made through farmers’ involvement in processes and activities that affect them 
directly?

To summarise, the main requirements for scaling-up are:
 the use of PRA has to be carefully designed to fit within and be part of an overall development 

system;
 the development system has to be matched with existing institutional realities;
 methodologies used throughout the system have to be philosophically consistent; additional 

specialised training is likely to be required to achieve this;
 PRA requires sufficient numbers of trained persons if it is to be implemented on a large scale;
 training in PRA and related skills takes time, and requires specialised training resources which very 

often have to be built up;
 donors and recipients must allow sufficient time for the build-up of experience and skills before 

sustainable large-scale expansion can take place; and
 the use of PRA causes changes that cannot easily be foreseen – donors and recipients have to leave 

room for unforeseen operational and structural changes to take place.
Prepared by: 
Bardolf Paul
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onitoring refers to the regular and systematic 
   collection, analysis and distribution of information 
   about programme activities. It is carried out 
continuously, as periodic reviews during programme 
implementation. An experience in participatory monitoring 
from the Participatory District Development Programme (PDDP) 
in Nepal is highlighted here. 

Participatory Monitoring:
An Experience from Nepal

The participatory monitoring system 
in PDDP is contributing significantly to 
empowerment, resource management 
and confidence-building of community 
members. It helps them to improve 
understanding of the problems and find 
the solutions themselves, ultimately 
contributing to improve the livelihood of 
poor people.

PROGRAMME

M

In conventional development practice, monitoring used to be carried out by external personnel (e.g., 
programme reviewer). In participatory monitoring, all the stakeholders of the programme, especially 
the beneficiaries, are regarded as partners of the monitoring process. Beneficiaries are given access to 
whatever is needed to track the programme and to take corrective measures.

Participatory Monitoring Process
The overall objective of monitoring is to bring the programme on to the desirable path through 
feedback and suggestions.
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For higher level management with a view to:
 changing programmatic vision of the programme;
 changing or revising programme strategies;
 strategic shifting of the organisation;
 rationales for evolution of new programming; and
 information on overall evaluation of the programme.

Sources:
Reports, memos, 
other publications, 
meetings, 
instructions from 
the management, 
and field visits

Suggestions 
and advice

Monitoring

Feedback

For management at implementation level with a view to:
 taking corrective measures beforehand;
 protecting quality of the programme;
 changing certain procedures at implementation level; and 
 managing additional efforts.

Involvement of Stakeholders
Merely involving the beneficiaries in the 
monitoring team does not make the monitoring 
process participatory. Rather, the stakeholders 
should be involved in:
 deciding what to monitor and when;
 selecting indicators for monitoring;
 selecting tools and methods;
 processing and analysing information; and
 using information as outcomes of monitoring.

Responsible Levels for Participatory 
Monitoring
 Grassroot level
 Field staff, other partners and beneficiaries 

who are directly involved in implementation

 Project level
 Project manager along with support staff

 State level
 Donors and counterparts in the region

Area

Purpose

Frequency

Involvement

Use

Focus 

Reporting

Monitoring

Quality control
Correction

Regularly

Mostly/only internal 

Project, beneficiaries 
and donors

Inputs and outputs

Internal reporting 

Evaluation

Learning lessons
Not repeating mistakes

Mid-term, final and 
after project

Internal and external

Project, beneficiaries, 
donors, counterparts 
and other agencies

Effects and impacts

External reporting 

Differences Between Monitoring and EvaluationDifference between Monitoring 
and Evaluation
Monitoring and evaluation are different 
but complementary processes. A 
programme could be small or big in terms 
of funding or areas of coverage, but its 
basic elements remain – i.e., inputs, 
activities, outputs, effects and impacts. 
There is a considerable overlap between 
monitoring and evaluation, particularly in 
the outputs they generate. However, the 
focus areas of monitoring and evaluation 
are different. Information and analysis 
generated by regular monitoring can 
be used in evaluating a programme. 
Thus, monitoring is a part of the whole 
evaluation process of a programme.
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Areas for Monitoring

Inputs
 Are inputs (human, financial and other resources) for programme implementation reasonable? If 

not, what changes are necessary in the ongoing programme?  If change is not required, what could 
be the status of the expected result of the programme? 

Activities
 Are appropriate procedures that are visualised by the programme followed? 
 Are the activities designed by the programme appropriate and in line with the programme goal? 
 Are all the activities being implemented following appropriate processes and timing? 

Outputs
 Have expected outputs been achieved? 
 What are the qualities and quantities of the outputs? 
 Do these match with the programme objectives? 

Effects and impacts
 What indications of effects and impacts of the programme interventions are visualised in the 

targeted communities? 
 Are the existing indications leading the communities towards the ultimate goal of the programme? 

Programme Monitoring System in PDDP
At grassroots level, primary stakeholders sit 
together and analyse the information collected 
about the programme. This has been successfully 
practised and institutionalised in the Village 
Development Programme implemented by the 
PDDP.

All community organisation (CO) members sit 
together once every three months, analyse their 
progress and update the impact indicators. This 
is compiled at the village, district and national 
levels. 

Nepal’s Local Self-Governance Act (1998) made provision for monitoring sub-committees at the district 
and national levels. In this context, PDDP perceived that participatory monitoring is the main tool to 
improve programmes according to the needs of the villagers. 
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Sharing at District level

Sharing at VDC level

Feedback

Some Features of Participatory Monitoring by PDDP
 Empowering process
 Participatory monitoring equips the communities with confidence and motivation so that they, 

themselves, can initiate a process of verifying activity-related strengths and weaknesses regularly. 
A good monitoring process involves a range of tools that fosters community empowerment and 
confidence-building. 

 Mutual sharing and learning
 The process builds on existing local knowledge rather than on formal research processes. Trust is 

built by listening to each other’s opinions and ideas.

Household

Community Organisation (CO)

 Keep household level information
 Review quarterly

Village Development Committee (VDC)

 Keep CO level information
 Update/analyse quarterly

District

 Keep VDC-level information
 Update/analyse quarterly

National Level (Kathmandu Office)

 Analyse quarterly
 Prepare monitoring report (half-yearly)

Report 
to VDC

Publish information for 
public sharing, advocacy 
and policy influence at 
national level

Feedback

Monitoring System in PDDP

Report 
to District Feedback

Report 
to Centre Feedback

Report 
to UNDP/

Government
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 Enrichment of programmatic relationship
 The process aims to produce a multi-dimensional relationship among the stakeholders involved in 

programme interventions. Participants are involved in the decisions about the issues and changes 
that may happen from the information generated and analysed.

 Process of being informed
 The outputs of monitoring, such as reports and publications, must be made available to all the 

stakeholders involved in the monitoring processes. These publications enrich transparency and help 
the stakeholders to be informed.

 On-the-spot analysis
 Visual tools and methods are more important than the formal and exhausting process of information 

collection. Successful monitoring deserves on-the-spot analysis by the stakeholders.

 The public is on top of the process
 People at grassroots know how to check the progress if they are allowed to do so. They also know 

how to assess the strengths and weaknesses and make suggestions about corrective actions. 
Participatory monitoring is carried out for the people, by the people, and with the people. It cannot 
be imposed, but it can be adapted and modified as required.

Prepared by: 
Nani Ram Subedi
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Participatory Rural Appraisal 
(PRA): Some Concerns from 
the Field

	 articipatory	rural	appraisal	(PRA)	marks	a	paradigm	shift 
	 in	development	thinking	that	promises	far-reaching	benefits. 
	 It	has	undoubtedly	gone	a	long	way	towards	making	the	
development	process	more	participatory.	However,	despite	the	
rapid	spread	of	PRA,	there	are	concerns	about	the	quality	of	the	
research,	the	degree	of	participation	that	is	actually	achieved	and	
the	interpretation	of	results.	It	must	be	emphasised,	nevertheless,	
that	these	concerns	have	to	do	with	PRA	practice,	and	not	with	the	
approach	or	method.	
 
This	paper	discusses	a	few	recurrent	themes	with	regard	to	the	
many	articles	that	have	criticised	the	way	PRA	is	practised.	Some	key	
reading	material	is	listed	at	the	end.		To	this	list	we	have	added	some	
concerns	which	have	emerged	from	our	own	experience	of	using	
PRA.

The “Tyranny of Tools”

Although these concerns have to 
do with ALL participatory methods 
(including RRA, PRRA, PLA, etc.), the 
focus on PRA is basically because 
of its popularity and high profile.

P

Legitimisation of Agendas 
Fears	have	been	expressed	about	PRA	being	used	to	legitimise	projects	that	communities	might	have	
challenged	given	more	information,	time	and	political	clout.

’
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Depth of Coverage
Unless	specified	by	the	practitioners,	or	the	project,	it	is	assumed	that	PRA	will	cover	all	of	the	primary	
stakeholders.	But	this	may	not	always	be	the	case.	There	is	no	established	norm	for	the	depth	that	
a	PRA	must	achieve	–	for	instance,	what	level	of	disaggregation	of	different	stakeholder	groups	is	
appropriate?	Some	PRAs	may	stop	at	the	level	of	caste	or	differentiating	groups	of	men	and	women.	But	
there	can	be	many	different	subcastes	or	subcategories	of	people,	and	the	women	from	these	groups	
are	also	likely	to	have	different	allegiances.	If	the	livelihood	constraints	and	concerns	are	significantly	
different,	then	this	could	actually	have	an	impact	on	the	project	or	policy	in	question.		

Difficult to Distinguish between Detailed and Shallow PRAs
The		term	PRA	is	used	loosely	to	describe	an	exercise	that	could	have	taken	a	day,	
a	month	or	even	six	months.		This	underplays	the	importance	of	really	sound	and	
detailed	studies	and	gives	credibility	to	hastily	done	or	shallow	studies.

PRA to Fit Pre-Defined Project Requirements
Experience	shows	that	where	PRAs	have	been	undertaken	after	

the	focus	of	the	project	has	been	decided,	practitioners	may	
“facipulate”	the	process	so	that	the	communities	also	identify	
the	project	sector	as	“their”	primary	concern.		

Added	to	this	is	the	possibility	of	the	“Pygmalion	Effect”:		If	
practitioners	project	their	own	preconceptions	of	the	capabilities,	

expectations	and	development	needs	of	the	community	on	to	
community	members,	they	may	actually	create	a	self-fulfilling	

prophecy.	

The Pressure of Deadlines
For	many	donors,	the	pressure	of	deadlines	creates	the	dilemma	of	wanting	to	conduct	a	PRA	
thoroughly	but	having	to	rush	the	whole	process	through	the	system	of	project	approval	and	
formulation.		As	PRAs	are	now	mandatory	in	most	programmes,	they	must	be	incorporated;	but	the	
resulting	process	–	rush	to	find	suitable	PRA	persons,	rush	to	get	it	done	and	rush	to	write	the	report	–	
leads	to	poor	participation,	inaccurate	results	and	shoddy	reporting.

Varying	Competence	and	Attitudes	of	
Practitioners
The	quality	of	the	research	depends	not	only	
on	familiarity	with	PRA	tools,	but	also	on	the	
attributes	and	competencies	of	the	researcher:	
communication	skills,	personality,	attitude	and	
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nature,	analytical	skills.	It	also	needs	to	be	recognised	that	when	a	professional	is	being	trained	in	PRA	
a	lot	of	unlearning	has	to	take	place.	Many	old	thinking	habits	have	to	be	forgotten	and	this	is	often	
not	achieved,	say,	through	a	three-day	workshop.	Also,	under	pressure	to	get	funded	projects,	many	
professionals	and	institutions	rush	to	proclaim	themselves	as	“PRA	experts”,	even	though	they	clearly	
lack	the	necessary	skills	(or	attitude).

PRA	practitioners	have	been	accused	of	being	unparticipatory	themselves,	while	asking	rural	
communities	to	participate.		They	may	not	be	good	listeners,	may	not	treat	people	respectfully	and	
equally,	or	may	not	share	decision-making	with	others;	they	only	display	the	“right”	attitude	when	they	
are	in	front	of 
an	“audience”.

PRAs Yield Vast Amounts of Qualitative 
Information 
More	detailed	PRAs	may	yield	vast	quantities	of	information	
that	are	difficult	to	assimilate	for	policy	makers	and	other	
researchers.	For	instance,	in	the	project	design	of	a	
recent	rural	livelihoods	project,	14	studies	produced	
voluminous	qualitative	information	on	various	aspects	
of	project	design,	which	were	extremely	difficult	to	
compare	and	assimilate	into	one	project	document.	
In	ongoing	projects,	project	managers	find	it	difficult	
to	sift	through	the	qualitative	information	produced	–	
even	by	annual	assessments	of	just	100	communities,	
on	different	aspects	of	the	project.

PRA Results are Difficult to Compare 
The	results	between	PRAs	undertaken	in	the	same	area	by	different	field	teams	at	different	points	of	
time	may	not	be	comparable,	due	to	differences	in	methods	and	the	depth	of	the	investigation.

Institutional Limitations 
Many	of	the	constraints	experienced	in	attempting	
to	scale-up	or	mainstream	PRA	are	institutional.	
Established	institutions	that	were	developed	on	the	
basis	of	a	certain	understanding	of	poverty	and	
its	solutions	may	have	difficulty	in	adapting	to	the	
new	agenda	and	methods	of	PRA.		
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Contracting Out PRA
Several	institutional	arrangements	are	being	piloted	
and	a	few	early	lessons	have	emerged.		While	
contracting	out	of	PRA	by	aid	agencies	and	government	
has	advantages	-	complementary	capacity,	more	

honesty	in	the	process	and	better	communication	with	
communities	-	there	are	also	problems.	Contracting	out	of	

PRA	can	limit	learning	and	policy	feedback	within	organisations	by	
compartmentalising	the	participatory	element	in	projects.	

A	prime	concern	of	practitioners	is	that	they	are	asked	to	conduct	a	PRA	for	an	externally	defined	
purpose	and	their	involvement	in	the	process	may	not	continue	after	the	PRA	exercise	is	over.		They	may	
not	have	any	control	over	how	the	results	are	used.		They	also	feel	that	such	exercises	leave	them	in	a	
moral	dilemma	vis-a-vis	their	accountability	to	the	communities	they	work	with.	

PRAs Focus on the Negative
PRAs	may	tend	to	focus	too	much	on	problems	
within	a	community	and	consequently	people	may	
be	reluctant	to	go	into	details,	particularly	if	they	
think	that	there	is	no	direct	or	immediate	
benefit	associated	with	it.	A	method	like	
appreciative	inquiry,	in	contrast,	focuses	on	
and	builds	on	positive	experiences	and	energies.
 

Some PRAs are Extractive
The	purpose	for	undertaking	PRA	varies,	and	this	
determines	whether	the	process	is	extractive	or	
empowering.		For	example,	if	undertaken	by	
a	technical	department	to	sharpen	its	own	
understanding	of	people’s	needs	with	respect	
to	a	particular	output,	there	is	a	tendency	
to	limit	the	exercise	to	that	rather	than	seek	

opinions	about	wider	issues	or	sharing	of	benefits.		
On	the	other	hand	if	the	PRA	is	conducted	by	those	

interested	in	social	mobilisation,	to	encourage	people	to	
articulate	their	concerns	and	create	awareness	about	their	

rights,	then	it	is	more	likely	to	lead	to	genuine	empowerment.
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PRAs Raise Expectations
PRAs	may	have	unintended	consequences	of	raising	people’s	
expectations	which	may	not	be	fulfilled.		This	is	particularly	stark	
where	PRA	is	conducted	for		project	design,	and	the	community	
cannot	be	promised	any	benefits	for	a	long	time.		Some	
practitioners	have	suggested	undertaking	“pre-project	activities”	
in	order	to	give	something	back	immediately	to	the	communities.		
There	are	also	
instances	where	
PRAs	may	be	
conducted	and	
then	a	decision	
is	taken	to	locate	
the	project	
elsewhere.					

Those who are not used to being 
innovative in the field have a 
tendency to follow PRA manuals 
rigidly and to treat them as 
commandments. This has led 
to ridiculous situations where 
PRA practitioners have insisted 
on using “traditional” materials 
such as dung and sticks to the 
amusement of villagers who may 
have been more comfortable with 
a blackboard.

PRA Fatigue!
Frequent	PRAs	on	different	issues	can	create	
community	fatigue	for	future	participatory	
initiatives,	and	could	affect	the	participation	
and	the	quality	of	information	that	villagers	are	
prepared	to	share.	

PRAs Can Have Serious Personal 
Consequences For Information Providers
In	faction-ridden	locations	or	highly	feudal	societies,	
PRAs	could	actually	trigger	conflicts	which	can	put	
vulnerable	people	in	danger	after	the	outside	team	
has	left.		Imagine	a	situation	where	a	bonded	
labourer	speaks	up	during	a	focus	group	
discussion.		Even	if	the	meeting	does	not	include	
the	landlord,	word	does	get	around.		What	
happens	to	the	labourer	after	the	PRA	team	has	
left?
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What Now?
Such	concerns	have	led	to	many	discussions	on	
the	requirement	for	some	kind	of	quality	control	
and	greater	ethical	standards	in	the	practice	
of	PRA.	As	far	as	ethics	are	concerned,	greater	
introspection	and	self-evaluation	is	necessary.		
Peer	review,	especially	in	the	case	of	PRAs	
conducted	in	sensitive	areas	and	subjects	should	
be	considered.	But	it	needs	to	be	addressed	in	
more	detail.

The	notion	of	introducing	formal	qualifications	
for	PRA	has	been	widely	discredited	because	it	
would	create	centralised	control	mechanisms	
over	a	method	that	is	essentially	seen	as	free	
and	for	the	people.		At	the	same	time,	some	
kind	of	check	on	how	PRA	is	done	is	necessary.		
Probably	the	most	effective	approach	from	the	
point	of	view	of	any	user	(of	PRA	results)	would	
be	to	insist	on	certain	minimum	standards	in	
PRA	design	and	reporting.	
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Indicative Suggestions for PRA Practitioners

Planning
 Draw	up	a	plan	of	 analysis,	 based	on	all	 available	 secondary	

information	and	discussions	with	 resource	persons,	 on	 the	
details	 of	 the	planned	PRA.	 This	 should	 include	 the	 reasons	
why	 the	PRA	 is	 being	 conducted,	 the	 issues	 to	be	 covered,	 the	
selection	of	 appropriate	 tools,	 and	 the	number	of	 sites	 to	be	
covered.

Appraisal
	 Be	 innovative	and	adapt	 tools	 to	fit	 the	 context,	 and	not	 the	

other	way	around!	Use	 complementary	 tools	 (like	Appreciative	
Inquiry)	when	appropriate.

	 Be	honest	 and	 transparent	 about	possible	benefits	 to	 the	
community	 from	 the	project	 (even	whether	or	not	 the	project	
will	 come	 to	 that	 village).

	 Cover	 all	 socio-economic	 strata	 in	 the	 village,	 and	not	 just	 the	
“visible”	 and	articulate	 groups.

	 Listen	 to	what	 the	 villagers	 are	 saying	 and	don’t	 assume	on	 their	
behalf;	 and	don’t	 listen	only	 to	 the	 vocal.

	 Encourage	debate	 since	 this	may	bring	up	new	and	 interesting	
issues	 and	perspectives.

	 Be	 sensitive	 to	 community	 conflicts	 and	 capture	 these	 in	 the	
analysis.

	 Don’t	 force	 respondents	who	are	unwilling	 to	 speak	out	 in	 a	
group	 -	 it	may	be	out	of	 fear	 –	 instead,	meet	 them	 later	 to	
discuss	 the	 issue.

	 Invite	questions	 from	 the	 community;	 they	may	also	want	 some	
information	 from	you.

	 Present	findings	back	 to	 the	 community,	 so	 that	 they	 can	 learn	
from	 the	analysis.

	 Facilitate	 community-level	 learning;	 the	ultimate	objective	after	
all	 is	 to	make	 the	 community	 an	 independent	 and	effective	
decision-making	unit.

	 Leave	 information	behind	especially	 the	 tools	 and	
the	maps.

Reporting
 Write	 a	 clear	 report,	mentioning	 the	final	 details	

of	 the	process	 followed	 in	 the	field,	 and	 changes	
from	 the	 initial	 analysis	 plan,	with	 reasons.

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
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    ost PRA in Nepal is understood and 
	 			practised	within	the	context	of	the 
	 			project	cycle.	When	used	in	this	
context,	PRA	is	understood	as	a	technique	for	
gathering	and	starting	to	analyse	information	
to	inform	project	design,	implementation,	
monitoring	and	evaluation.	Practitioners	who	
use	PRA	for	this	purpose	compare	it	favourably	
to	other	methods,	especially	surveys.	They	say	
it	provides	information	that	better	reflects	the	
local	reality	as	seen	by	local	people,	it	is	faster,	
and	the	information	is	easier	to	analyse	and	
record	in	reports.	They	also	say	that	it	can	have	
empowering	effects.	However,	the	empowering	
nature	of	PRA	is	a	major	topic	for	debate	and	
disagreement	among	practitioners.

Critical Reflections on PRA 
and the Project Cycle: 
Practitioner Perspectives 
from Nepal 

M The Pathways to Participation project, initiated by IDS 
in January 1999, aims to support critical reflection on 
PRA, in order to improve the quality and impact of 
participatory work. The activities embrace analysis of 
the successes and strengths of PRA practice, and also 
the challenges and weaknesses, looking back at the last 
decade of PRA experience. These reflections are based on 
a series of interviews with approximately 50 Nepali PRA 
practitioners about their own experiences with PRA, and 
about the general trends in PRA in Nepal.

This paper is a summary of the 
Practitioners’ Critical Reflections 
on PRA and Participation in Nepal, 
2001 by Garett Pratt. The paper is 
published in IDS Working Paper No. 
122.
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Using PRA within the Project Cycle
Over	the	last	ten	years,	PRA	has	been	used	at	more	and	more	points	in	the	project	cycle	at	which	
development	organisations	need	to	gather	and	analyse	information	–	and	to	discuss	with	other	project	
stakeholders.	At	first,	PRA	was	used	at	the	appraisal	stage.	Later,	some	organisations	began	to	use	it	for	
monitoring	and	evaluation	exercises,	including	impact-monitoring	and	evaluation.

With	experience,	some	organisations	have	gradually	expanded	their	use	of	PRA	to	other	stages	of	the	
project	cycle	but	many	organisations	“discovered”	PRA	very	recently	and	are	still	learning	to	use	it	at	the	
exploratory	appraisal	stage	of	projects.	Rarely	is	PRA	used	for	detailed	planning	of	projects,	this	is
usually	done	by	development	professionals	based	on	the	information	gained	during	appraisal.	

PRA for action
One	standard	by	which	practitioners	judge	“good”	
versus	“bad”	PRA	is	whether	or	not	it	is	directly	
tied	to	development	action.	Many	practitioners	
operating	in	a	project	cycle	framework	say	that	if	
PRA	does	not	lead	to	action,	it	is	an	abuse	of	PRA.	
They	worry	that	when	there	is	PRA	without	clear	
follow-up,	local	people	will	be	disappointed,	and	
will	become	hostile	to	development	workers	
who	come	to	their	communities	in	the	future.	
Some	practitioners	argue	that	PRA	without	
action	is	an	abuse	even	when	PRA	is	used	
for	another	developmental	purpose,	such	
as	policy	or	advocacy-related	research.	Practitioners	who	use	
PRA	in	this	research-oriented	way	argue	that	it	is	important	to	be	honest	about	what	follow-up	will	
happen	afterwards,	but	that	follow-up	does	not	necessarily	have	to	happen	in	the	form	of	development	
projects.	For	example,	it	is	important	to	share	the	final	findings	of	the	study	with	community	members.

Hidden agendas
Practitioners	criticise	the	use	of	PRA	by	
organisations	that	hide	their	agenda	upon	
entering	the	community.	Often,	organisations	
taking	a	project	cycle	approach	to	development	
already	have	a	specific	budget	
in	mind,	or	know	which	sector	they	want	to	work	
in	even	before	they	begin	communicating	with	
the	community	through	PRA	exercises.	Outsiders	
may	“facipulate”	the	PRA	to	see	that	the	sector	
they	have	decided	to	work	in	is	chosen	by	the	
community	as	“their”	priority.	
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Practitioners	claim	that	this	is	an	abuse	of	PRA,	as	it	makes	a	sham	of	participation	while	trying	to	enlist	
local	people	in	outsiders’	projects.	To	avoid	this,	organisations	should	be	open	about	the	decisions	that	
have	already	been	made,	and	the	constraints	under	which	they	are	working.	If	priorities	do	not	match	
those	of	the	outside	organisation,	it	has	some	responsibility	for	connecting	the	local	people	to	other	
organisations	who	can	offer	expertise	and	support	in	their	priority	sector.	

Does PRA lead to empowerment?
Practitioners	disagree	about	the	extent	to	which	PRA	is	“empowering”	when	used	within	the	project	
cycle.	Many	say	that	they	see	local	people	gain	confidence	in	their	own	knowledge	and	articulate	that	
knowledge	during	PRA	processes.	Groups	of	people	may	develop	new	shared	understandings	of	the	
problems	and	opportunities	in	their	community,	which	can	spark	new	development	actions.	Outside	
organisations	also	come	to	share	this	new	common	understanding	which	can	reduce	conflict	and	
misunderstanding	between	them	and	local	people.	

But	does	an	increase	in	the	confidence	by	local	people	already	
deserve	the	label	“empowerment”?	As	one	practitioner	said,	“These	
tools	are	as	strong	or	as	weak	as	we	make	them	and	we	are	choosing	
to	make	them	weak.”	After	all,	PRA	does	not	automatically	change	
the	balance	in	power	between	the	outside	organisation,	which	has	
the	resources	for	the	project,	and	the	community	members.	Using	
PRA	does	not	lead	all	development	workers	to	question	their	self-
image	as	the	people	primarily	responsible	for	development.	Also,	by	
being	practised	in	many	cases	as	if	very	different	community	
members	share	the	same	interests,	the	“consensus”	
that	comes	out	of	PRA	can	reflect	the	interests	of	
the	more	powerful	people	in	the	community,	in	
effect	further	disempowering	more	marginalised	
community	members.	Often,	PRA	for	the	
project	cycle	is	not	linked	to	a	community	
organising	process,	or	if	
it	is,	the	organisations	
reinforce	existing	power	
relations	in	the	community.	
And	often,	using	PRA	within	
the	project	cycle	does	
not	allow	local	people	to	
escape	project	time-frames	
set	elsewhere,	that	may	
not	reflect	their	own	learning	and	
organising	processes.	The	practitioners	who	raise	these	criticisms	
question	not	just	PRA	within	the	project	cycle,	but	the	project	approach	to	development	itself.

Does an increase in confidence  
by local people deserve the 
label “empowerment”?  After 
all, PRA does not change the 
balance in power between the 
outside organisation and the 
community members.
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Some practitioners do not even 
display good attitudes and 
behaviours during PRA exercises. 
In the current professional climate 
it is often considered necessary 
to make a display of being 
participatory.

Attitudes and behaviour of PRA practitioners
PRA	has	raised	other	issues	for	practitioners	that	reach	beyond	
the	project	cycle.	In	Nepal,	much	of	the	analysis	and	criticism	of	
PRA	centres	on	attitudes	and	behaviours.	Practitioners	often	say	
that	PRA	is	a	“way	of	life”.	They	argue	that	practitioners	should	
internalise	the	characteristics	and	outlook	of	a	“participatory”	
person,	but	that	in	reality,	many	people	only	do	PRA	as	a	job.	Some	
practitioners	do	not	even	display	good	attitudes	and	behaviour	
during	PRA	exercises.	But	practitioners	also	criticise	people	who	
act	in	a	positive	way	during	PRA	events,	but	otherwise	fail	to	
be	good	listeners,	to	treat	people	respectfully	and	equally,	or	to	
share	decision-making	with	others,	whether	in	the	office	or	even	
at	home.	Practitioners	observe	that	there	are	many	reasons	to	
display	a	“right”	attitude	and	behaviour	in	front	of	some	“audience”	
without	internalising	them	more	deeply.	In	the	current	professional	
climate,	it	is	often	considered	necessary	to	make	a	display	of	being	
participatory	in	front	of	other	development	professionals	to	market	
oneself,	even	if	one	does	not	believe	deeply	in	participatory	ideals.	

Actionaid Nepal has been supporting a REFLECT circle of people from an 
untouchable caste, who have been analysing the social origins of their 
poverty and marginalisation through PRA diagramming and discussions. 
Their analysis led them to decide that as long as they continued 
performing their traditional but socially stigmatising role of removing 
dead animal carcasses from their village, they would continue to be 
marginalised by other members of the community. They organised a 
“strike”, refusing to perform their traditional duty. Another group of 
untouchable women in a REFLECT circle began analysing how their lack 
of education, and their inability to educate their children, traps them in 
poverty. The women directly lobbied with local government officials to 
grant their children’s right to waive school fees, a right for untouchable 
children that they had not been claiming before.

Exploring PRA Beyond the Project Cycle

Using PRA in new development frameworks
Some	practitioners	who	deeply	question	the	project	cycle	are	exploring	different	development	
frameworks,	and	the	way	they	can	use	PRA	beyond	the	project	cycle.	For	example:

	 Some	are	drawing	on	the	Freirean	tradition	of	adult	education.	The	Freirean	approach	to	
development	concentrates	on	conscientisation,	a	process	through	which	people	explore	their	social	
situation	and	the	social	causes	of	poverty	and	marginalisation.	In	an	approach	called	REFLECT,	
community	members	explore	these	questions	through	PRA-style	diagramming	and	discussions.	

	 Another	development	is	the	“rights-	
based”	approach,	which	leads	NGOs	
to	focus	on	increasing	the	awareness,	
confidence	and	organisation	of	poor	
people	to	claim	their	rights	as	citizens	to	
their	entitlements	from	the	State.	The	
actions	flowing	from	these	applications	
can	be	more	overtly	conflictual	and	
political,	as	poor	people	assert	claims	
against	more	powerful	people	in	their	
communities	or	against	government.	
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Management styles in organisations
The	logic	of	participatory	interaction	between	development	organisations	and	community	members	
is	being	applied	increasingly	to	interactions	within	organisations.	For	example,	the	manager	of	a	new	
project	waited	until	his	newly	hired	staff	joined	the	office	weeks	later,	and	only	then	sent	them	to	
choose	their	own	furniture	in	order	that	they	would	be	happy	with	it.	When	a	funding	NGO	wanted	
to	find	partners	to	work	with	in	a	new	district,	the	manager	used	matrix	ranking	in	a	participatory	
meeting	among	all	the	NGOs	in	the	district	so	that	the	NGOs	could	decide	among	themselves	which	
ones	would	be	the	best	partners.	When	an	NGO	was	deciding	where	to	hold	a	staff	meeting,	the	
drivers	were	the	ones	who	had	the	final	say	because	of	their	knowledge	about	the	security	situation	
on	the	way	to	the	possible	venues.	The	participatory	philosophy	that	has	been	transmitted	along	with	
PRA	has	reinforced	a	trend	in	Nepal	towards	participatory	management.	

Need for Critical Self-Reflection
When	PRA	is	used	in	any	context	including	the	project	
cycle,	Nepalese	practitioners	argue	that	critical	reflection	
is	one	of	the	most	important	factors	in	continued	
learning	and	improvement.	Critical	reflection	has	become	
institutionalised	in	the	culture	of	PRA	practitioners	and	
networks	in	Nepal.	Practitioners	say	that	to	honestly	
analyse	oneself	and	the	work	one	is	doing,	is	often	the	
greatest	source	of	insight	and	learning.	Observations,	
comments	and	questioning	from	other	practitioners	may	
help	one	to	see	one’s	own	PRA	practice	with	fresh	eyes,	
whether	from	a	senior	colleague	or	a	co-trainee	on	a	
PRA	training	course.	But	in	the	end,	PRA	practitioners	
must	be	willing	to	continue	their	self-analysis	and	learn	
to	find	their	own	pathways	to	participation.	

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
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MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
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86 ENHANCING OWNERSHIP AND SUSTAINABILITY: a resource book on participation 

              his paper provides an overview of Appreciative Inquiry, an 
 approach to organisational and social development that 
 identifies peak moments within a community and discovers 
and reinforces the conditions that made past achievements 
possible. While the approach recognises that problems may exist, 
it encourages change by focusing on the positive and life-giving 
forces that exist within all communities. The paper presents the 
four stages of Appreciative Inquiry, explains the principles behind 
its success and explores possible applications and limitations of the 
approach.

Rationale for an Appreciative Approach
Most development projects are designed and delivered 
using a combination of participatory techniques – including 
participatory rural appraisal, participatory learning and action, 
and various workshop methods – to uncover local problems, 
resource constraints, deficiencies and unmet basic needs. These 
approaches encourage participation, emphasise the importance 
of local knowledge and address real problems. 

The Appreciative Inquiry 
Approach

TAll the greatest and most 
important problems of life are 
fundamentally insoluble. They 
can never be solved, but only 
outgrown. This “outgrowing” 
proves on further investigation 
to require a new level of 
consciousness. Some higher 
or wider interest appeared 
on the horizon and through 
this broadening of outlook 
the insoluble problem lost its 
urgency. It was not solved 
logically in its own terms but 
faded when confronted with a 
new and stronger life urge.

Carl Jung 

“

”

DREAM
“What might be?”

Envisioning
Impact

DISCOVERY
“What gives life?” 

(The best of what is)
Appreciating

DESTINY
“How to empower, learn 
and adjust/improvise?”

Sustaining

DESIGN
“What should be the ideal?”

Co-constructing

The  Appreciative Cycle



87The Appreciative Inquiry Approach

Yet they often fail to sustain community participation after the implementing organisation withdraws – 
possibly because they leave local people with the impression that their community is full of problems 
and needs, most of which require the help of outsiders to overcome. The focus on needs entrenches 
a sense of dependency that reduces the motivation of local people to initiate their own development 
activities. These unintended consequences illustrate the need for a shift away from problem-oriented 
methods toward processes that build on local strengths and achievements and generate a sense of hope 
in the community. 

The Appreciative Approach
Appreciative Inquiry is a strategy for purposeful change that identifies the best of “what is” to pursue 
dreams and possibilities of “what could be”. It is a cooperative search for the strengths, passions and 
life-giving forces that are found within every system – those factors that hold the potential for inspired, 
positive change.

Appreciative Inquiry turns the problem-solving approach on its head. 
It focuses on a community’s achievements rather than its problems, 
and seeks to foster inspiration at the grassroots level.  

The appreciative approach involves:
 collaborative inquiry based on interviews and affirmative 

questioning, to collect and celebrate the good news stories of a 
community; and

 being attentive to and affirming of the best and highest qualities in a system, a situation or another 
human being. 

Appreciative Inquiry is consistent with a livelihood approach to development that recognises people 
as resourceful and adaptive to changing circumstances. A person is not simply a wage earner but part 
of a larger family unit with multiple skills and assets that are employed in innovative ways to create a 
resilient livelihood system. 

The Four Stages of Appreciative Inquiry

1. Discovery
In this stage, development practitioners work with members of self-help groups, watershed 
management associations, or other community groups to identify significant past achievements and 
periods of excellence within the community. 

During interviews, local people are encouraged to reflect on periods when the community was 
functioning at its best. This might involve storytelling about the construction of a local temple or school, 
the rebuilding of local livelihoods after a natural disaster, or the management of shared common 
property resources such as forests and water. 

Appreciative Inquiry was 
developed in the early 1990s 
by David Cooperrider at Case 
Western Reserve University, 
primarily to help corporations 
sharpen their competitive 
advantage. 
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Participants then seek to understand the unique 
conditions that made the high points possible, 
such as leadership, relationships, technologies, 
values and capacity-building or external 
relationships. They deliberately choose not to 
analyse deficits, but rather systematically seek to 
isolate and learn from even the smallest victories. 

Remember when we built that temple?. . .

What about a school for our village?. . . 

2. Dream
In the dream stage, local people discuss how 
they could build on the positive and unique 
characteristics of their group to create a better 
community. Through storytelling they have 
discovered what their group looks like when it is at 
its best. Now they begin to explore their purpose or 
destiny. What will the group be in five years? What 
will be its greatest achievement? What role will the 
group members play in the development of their 
village? 

Aspects of the group’s vision are likely to 
encompass social and economic relationships, 
cultural traditions, natural and man-made 
environments, governance structures, employment 
opportunities and social infrastructure. Because the 
images of the group’s future that emerge are based 
on their past successes, they represent compelling 
possibilities. In this stage, the people become 
inspired and begin to understand the need for 
common action.

Typical Appreciative 
Questions

 Tell me about a time when you 
felt really excited to be part of 
this group.

 Tell me about the greatest 
achievement this group has had. 

 Who was there? Who did what? 
How did you feel?
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3. Design
This stage is intended to be provocative and aims to develop, through consensus, short- and long-run 
goals that will contribute to the community’s overall vision. These goals are likely to take the form of 
statements such as: 

Let’s plan for the school building. . .

We did it again. . . now let’s. . .

4. Delivery
In this stage, group members turn their 
imagination and inspiration into meaningful 
direction by establishing roles and responsibilities, 
developing strategies, forging institutional 
relationships and mobilising resources to achieve 
their goals. As a result of the appreciative process, 
local people gain a better understanding of the 
relevance of new initiatives to their long-term 
vision of the community.

5. Begin the cycle again
Because Appreciative Inquiry is a continuous 
cycle, a new round of discovery, dreaming, 
designing and delivery can take place at any time. 
After a community has begun to implement an 
action plan for example, Appreciative 

 This group will mobilise the necessary resources 
and build a school within the next year.

 This community will plant one thousand trees over 
the next two years to ensure the forest’s survival for 
future generations.

 This group will concentrate its efforts over the next 
six months on eliminating gambling and drinking in  
the village. 

With these goals in mind, people begin to consider 
how to build a social architecture for their community 
that might, for example, re-define approaches to 
leadership, governance, participation or capacity-
building. As they compose strategies to achieve their 
provocative propositions, local people incorporate the 
qualities of community life that they want to protect 
and the relationships that they want to achieve.
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Inquiry can be used to reflect back on peak experiences and to identify and reinforce those conditions 
that enabled these achievements. New goals and action plans emerge which address current priorities 
and build on recent successes. In this sense, Appreciative Inquiry is more responsive to the changing 
circumstances and preferences than a static action plan where targets are set and not revisited. 

Why Appreciative Inquiry Works
Practitioners of Appreciative Inquiry believe this approach is true to human nature because it allows 
room for emotional response as well as intellectual analysis, room for imagination as well as rational 
thought. 

Appreciative Inquiry is based on an understanding that:
 reality is a collectively defined interpretation of a situation based on a group's history, assumptions 

and expectations; 
 reality is an evolving story that is constantly being co-authored as it is passed from person to person 

and generation to generation; and 
 people derive their identities and devise their strategies on the basis of the reality that they see 

constructed around them. As such, their identity and destinies are interwoven. 

Inquiry and change are therefore not separate moments, but occur simultaneously. Inquiry is 
intervention. The seeds of change are implicit in the first questions we ask. We can choose to inquire 
into the nature of alienation or of joy. We can choose to study moments of creativity and innovation, or 
choose to focus on moments of stress and failure. 

Locating and sustaining the energy for change requires positive thinking and social bonding. By using 
positive questions to discover the strengths and successes that exist in every individual and community, 
a sense of hope is generated  through which people can anticipate a better future. Buoyed by the 
confidence of their past successes and inspired by a vision of a better future, people are better able to 
take up the many challenges that they face in achieving their dreams. 

Possible Applications
Appreciative Inquiry can be used to:
 stimulate change and redefine the purpose of a 

group, community or individual;
 establish goals and develop action plans to 

achieve them; 
 generate constructive relationships and a 

sense of common purpose; and 
 build on past achievements.
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Sustaining Positive Change

= Positive change

= Confusion

= Corruption

= Diffusion

= Frustration

= Fatique

= Crawl

= Doubt

Vision Values Strategy Resources Capability Motivation Feedback

?

?

?

?

?

?

?

Potential Limitations
 Successfully applying Appreciative Inquiry requires creative and energetic facilitation, and an 

expectation that the group is capable of success. If the facilitator lacks these skills and attitude, the 
group members will not challenge themselves in their goals and may not come to recognise all of 
their strengths. Enthusiasm for the process will be low and initiatives may not be sustained. 

 Appreciative Inquiry takes time. If it is attempted as a short exercise, energy and enthusiasm might 
initially rise, but a deeper analysis of strengths and a thoughtful vision-building and action-planning 
process will not occur.

 The process may also create conflict if there is an imbalance in power relationships which results in 
group members disagreeing on the vision and action plan, or not participating. Effective facilitation 
skills are necessary to return the emphasis to positive and shared values, and to ensure that all 
participants have a chance to tell their stories and contribute to the group goals and action plan. 

Appreciative Inquiry Within a Broader Strategy
While Appreciative Inquiry is very useful in generating community visions and action plans that motivate 
people to collective action, it should be seen as part of a larger development strategy. To understand 
this better, the table below explains some of the more important factors that enable positive change. 
When one of the factors is not present, change may be difficult to sustain. The table suggests possible 
outcomes when a particular factor is absent. In the second row for example, a group vision is lacking 
which can result in people becoming confused as to their purpose. Similarly, in the third row, when 
values are not shared the process can be corrupted. Where no strategy exists to coordinate actions, 
efforts may be weakened, etc.
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The Relationship between Appreciative Inquiry and Participatory Rural Appraisal 

The relationship between Appreciative Inquiry and 
participatory rural appraisal (PRA) should be seen as 
complementary; one enriches the other. They can be 
used together.
 Appreciative Inquiry is a process to discover 

people's strengths and to use the momentum 
and energy generated to build a group vision and 
action plan. PRA refers to a set of systematic, 
semi-structured tools and methods for 
participatory learning and project planning. 

 Both Appreciative Inquiry and PRA are based 
on values of mutual respect between various 
participants and an ethic of inclusion and 
participation. 

 Appreciative Inquiry makes use of storytelling and 
personal reflection, while PRA focuses on cause-
effect relationships, organisational linkages, time-
lines, seasonal calendars, transects and other data 
collection exercises. 

 While Appreciative Inquiry is most effective as a 
complete and continuous cycle, PRA exercises do 
not have to follow any particular order and are 
capable of standing alone. 

 Both Appreciative Inquiry and PRA can be used 
in a variety of circumstances and for different 
purposes. Practitioners often use PRA to gather 
data on problems and needs, but the exercises 
themselves tend to be neutral. As such, they 
can easily be used to facilitate the discovery of 
strengths, the documentation of a vision or the 
development of an action plan.  

	Due to its emphasis on stories of personal 
or group experiences, Appreciative Inquiry 
tends to have a strong emotional element. 
Participants and practitioners alike can 
find it quite transformative. When used in 
combination with PRA drawing exercises, 
images with metaphorical qualities are often 
produced. For example, an electrical pole 
might be used to represent “empowerment”. 
Resource maps drawn in PRA tend to 
represent existing situations, whereas those 
drawn in Appreciative Inquiry exercises depict 
an ideal environment as envisioned by the 
participants. 

	Community development practitioners require 
both accurate data of current conditions and 
inspiring images of what a community can be 
at its best. As such, they will find value in the 
use of both PRA and Appreciative Inquiry. 

While the diagram greatly simplifies a very complex problem, it helps to clarify how Appreciative Inquiry 
contributes to a larger development strategy. Appreciative Inquiry can be very effective in establishing 
an inspiring group vision, articulating shared values, developing strategies and engendering interest in 
implementing them. Appreciative Inquiry creates a sense of ownership in new initiatives. It can also be 
a useful feedback tool. However, while it may helpful to reveal hidden resources and skills, it does not 
in and of itself create resources, build new skills or establish new institutional relationships. These are 
areas where alternative measures need to be considered. And, as always, all of the key stakeholders 
need to be involved in the process to ensure that the strengths, goals and action plans are inclusive 
and representative. Nonetheless, by providing people with an effective tool to understand how they 
successfully addressed past problems, Appreciative Inquiry generates new ideas for more secure and 
sustainable livelihoods.
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Case Study: Using Appreciative Inquiry in Resource Management Conflicts

In 1999, the International Institute for Sustainable 
Development (IISD) began a partnership project with 
Skownan First Nation to develop alternative resource 
management strategies within the community’s traditional 
land use area through the use of Appreciative Inquiry. 
The project is intended to lead to a more effective 
partnership between Aboriginal people and decision-
makers in the provincial government and resource 
industries.

Background

Skownan First Nation is an indigenous community located 
in a remote part of central Canada. With the signing 
of a treaty in 1871, the community members moved 
from a 7,100-sq km area in which they had lived in 
for countless generations to a 1,856-hectare reserve. 
Although the area around the reserve has great spiritual 
significance for the community and is integral to their 
identity as a people, they have had very limited control 
over the resources it contains. Consequently, there have 
been protracted conflicts between the community, and 
the provincial government and forestry companies over 
resource management decisions in the area.

Project Objectives 

To move from a situation of conflict to one of 
cooperation, IISD, Skownan First Nation and the provincial 
and federal governments began a pilot project in order 
to:
1. Use Appreciative Inquiry to determine how an 

Aboriginal community values the forest around it 
through the course of a year. This valuation will be as 
holistic as possible. 

2. Build a community vision and action plan based on 
the shared values that have been identified using 
Appreciative Inquiry.

3. Record the results of the Appreciative Inquiry on 
videotape and produce a set of programmes that 
portray community values accurately and powerfully. 

4. Enable community representatives to communicate 
local values to decision-makers in the provincial 
government and to other stakeholders through 
focus-group sessions in which the video programmes 
are played and discussed. 

Results

Although the project is still being implemented (July 
2000) the results are encouraging. Local values were 
easily identified and the emerging community vision/
action plan is very internally oriented, requiring little 
external investment. Further, the emerging vision 
is very holistic, going beyond cooperative economic 
development strategies to address family, health, 
educational, religious and recreational goals. For 
instance, instead of looking to the government to 
provide a new road, the community is looking to itself 
to reestablish community gardens, plant trees, organise 
community celebrations, teach their children traditional 
skills and values, develop eco-tourism, and revive their 
local language. And, although the project 
has only recently begun, the community 
is already seeing benefits – people are 
visiting each other more, self and 
community respect is increasing, 
and people are finding new ways of 
becoming independent.

For more information on 
Appreciative Inquiry, please 
see website: http://iisd.ca/ai
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L

Building Institutional Capacity: 
The Use of Appreciative Inquiry 
in Rural Communities

Sustainable Development and Building Institutional Capacities

             ooking toward sustainable development requires not only 
             technical and managerial skills, but a vision. It requires 
	 collective	thinking	and	effort.	While	much	has	been	debated	
about sustainable development at macro levels, today’s challenge is 
to go beyond rhetoric to actually work at the micro level. To keep a 
focus	on	the	global	issues	while	implementing	the	various	activities	
at	the	field	level,	without	losing	sight	of	the	values	underlined,	
requires a delicate balancing act.

This paper outlines MYRADA’s 
experience with the use of the 
appreciative inquiry approach 
to facilitate vision building and 
planning by local-level institutions 
with success. It looks at the 
need to strengthen institutional 
capacities so that rural 
communities can manage change 
with confidence.
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In	this	context,	participation	has	no	meaning	
unless	it	results	in	building	appropriate	institutions.	
Building	institutions	takes	time	and	commitment	on	
the	part	the	facilitator.	A	theoretical	framework	has	
been developed by MYRADA for the assessment of 
organisations	using	the	characteristics	shown	in	the	
diagram. 

Experiences from the Field
During	participatory	assessments,	it	was	found	that	
many	community-based	organisations	(CBOs)	did	
not	have	a	clear	and	written	mission	or	vision.	Some	
had Dream Books with a few needs listed as visions 
or	goals	but	very	few	could	articulate	why	their	CBOs	
existed beyond solving problems related to credit or 
soil erosion.

Characteristics of a Healthy Organisation

Some	doubts	arose	among	the	MYRADA	staff.	How	far	could	such	people	participate	in	development	
initiatives	let	alone	manage	self-initiated	programmes?	Project	staff	realised	that	leverage	could	
come	only	when	institutions	set	a	purpose	for	their	existence,	have	long-term	goals	or	visions	and	are	
guided by values.

Applying Appreciative Inquiry
Appreciative Inquiry

Appreciative Inquiry was 
introduced to MYRADA 
through the Canada-based 
International Institute for 
Sustainable Development, with 
financial support from the 
United Kingdom’s Department 
for International Development. 
Though new, the strength of the 
approach was striking and CBOs 
who participated were able to 
develop clear visions 
within the span of a 
single day. Over 200 
CBOs have been involved 
and vision-building is a 
compulsory module in 
MYRADA’s capacity-
building programme 
for CBOs.

At the organisational level
	 It	draws	on	the	strengths	of	individual	staff,	teams	and	projects	

and brings forth the reciprocity of strengths between individuals 
and	the	organisation.	

 It can be used as an approach for self-renewal from individual to 
organisational	level.	

	 It	can	help	envision	qualities	that	can	retain	and	build	excellence	
in	the	organisation.	

	 It	can	also	help	staff	right	down	to	the	grassroots	level	to	see	the	
larger	perspective	that	one	gets	from	the	top	level.	

      Self-monitoring.	Staff	appraisals	are	much	maligned	becausethey	
tend	to	see	“what	there	is	not”	in	the	staff.	As	a	part	of	
appreciative	inquiry,	staff	on	certain	projects	are	trying	to	design	
appraisal systems that focus on achievements and factors that 
contribute	to	successes	and	build	an	action-learning	programme	
to	do	better	the	next	time.

Clear vision/
mission Strong 

organisational 
management

Sound financial 
management

Organisational 
accountability

Appropriate 
linkages

Reflective 
learning and 

evaluation
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In the communities
Appreciative	inquiry	is	used	as	a	capacity-
and partnership-building process with the 
community	with	CBOs,	children	and	families.	
The	field	staff	facilitates	the	discovery,	dream	
and design stages. The results so far have 
compelled	the	communities	and	institutions	
to work towards their visions on their own. 
The process has also helped MYRADA to plan 
and	budget	for	future	projects	in	congruence	
with these visions.

The Sarvashakti Story

In December 1999, a group of MYRADA staff facilitated 
appreciative inquiry in the Sarvashakti Federation in 
Talavadi.  Federation members consisted of confident 
and enthusiastic men and women from several SHGs. 
Appreciative inquiry was then a new concept and the field 
team was apprehensive about the whole exercise. The 
discovery phase went along well. However, in the dream 
phase the facilitators were groping for words to describe 
visions and vision-building and what to do next. 

One of the participants then stood up and said, “We are a 
small seed now, and you want to know what we will look 
like when we grow up to be a big tree. Is that all? All 
right leave us alone we will sort it out.” 

An hour later they called us in. On a chart paper was a 
beautifully drawn picture of a big well with an electric 
pump. Water from the well flowed into several paddy 
fields and a banana and fruit orchards. A farmer stood 
beside the channels regulating the water flow. 

“Oh, no! They want us to electrify those old Government 
sponsored wells”, exclaimed the Project Officer. And then 
the Federation began its presentation.

“We are like the water from this well, we will always 
be useful and life-giving. These paddy fields are the 
SHGs that form the Federation. Their prosperity will be 
the Federation’s priority. The fruit orchards and banana 
plants are like other institutions and individuals in our 
community. We shall help them, too. Finally, the farmer 

Sarvashakti SHG Federation
(Mantpuram Talavadi, December 1999)

Vision for 2005

depicted the Federation representative”, who shall always be 
responsible to see that the efforts and utility of the federation goes to the right place.”
Saying this, they presented a list of activities and programmes they had planned for the next ten years.
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Prepared by: 
Saleela Patkar and
Graham Ashford

Issues in Facilitating Appreciative Inquiry

Facilitating skills
The	quality	of	a	good	appreciative	inquiry	depends	heavily	on	the	
skills	and	attitudes	of	the	facilitator.	This	includes	both	process	
and contents skills as well as the ability to inspire. It is therefore 
important for the facilitator to have personally experienced the 
approach.	Facilitation	also	includes	the	ability	to	be	transparent,	
maintain	confidentiality	and	not	raise	undue	expectations	from	the	
participants.	Experience	shows	that	appreciative	inquiry	can	foster	
self-directed	initiatives	and	expectations	can	be	levelled.

Can a young group go through Appreciative Inquiry?
Facilitators need to work harder on younger groups who do not 
have	the	experience	of	working	together.	But	as	appreciative	inquiry	
also helps individuals, the process has its own merits with younger 
groups, facilitators usually ask how individual strengths can support 
the strengthening of a group.

Limitations

 Appreciative Inquiry like any 
other approach is as good as the 
practitioner that uses it. 

 Appreciative Inquiry 
is an inspirational 
process that cannot 
be done by the 
uninitiated and that 
cannot be replicated in 
very short times. 

 Experiences suggest a 
strong case for creative, 
honest and inspired 
facilitation. 

 In a couple of very 
heterogeneous groups 
(a village progressive farmers’ 
association and a local resources 
management committee) the 
process did not succeed, but 
better facilitation might have 
turned things around.

Appreciative Inquiry in heterogenous groups and stratified societies
Appreciative	inquiry	has	to	be	applied	carefully	in	heterogenous	groups.	In	exploitative	social	structures,	
there	will	be	conflict	between	visions	of	various	constituent	groups.	The	“ideal”	community	for	the	
landlord	would	not	be	the	same	as	for	the	tenant.	Accepting	appreciative	inquiry	as	a	useful	approach	
for development does not mean that problems do not exist. It is the value of past successes that 
support	us	to	even	try	to	work	in	such	difficult	circumstances.

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
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MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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A

Appreciative Inquiry 
With Community-Based 
Organisations: A Sample Module

               ppreciative inquiry has been successfully applied around the world and it is increasingly applied   
               in development activities. Personal experience in conducting appreciative inquiry is an essential  
               factor for anyone intending to be an appreciative inquiry facilitator. The following is a suggested 
module for appreciative inquiry with community-based organisations (CBOs).

Purpose of the Module 
 Enhance self-confidence and self-awareness of the human potential in each member of the CBO. 
 Release the constructive potential of the CBO in working towards the development and 

empowerment of its members.
 Enhance their role in the community.

Objectives of the Module
At the end of the module, the participants will be able to:   
 clearly state their individual strengths as well as their CBO’s strengths;
 have a written vision, mission or credo; and
 develop a detailed plan to achieve their vision (incorporating values, qualities and physical targets to 

be met, responsibilities and time frames).
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Duration
2-3 days in one or several phases

Materials
 Chart paper, pencils, erasers, markers, wax crayons, still cameras.
 Lunch for all participants plus tea with biscuits will help make the programme a success.

Facilitator Team Preparation 
 Prepare a tentative methodology with contingency measures. The exact methodology will depend on 

the nature of the group and its age.
 Discuss the code of conduct that enhances the effectiveness of the inquiry. 
 Set yourself a “Best Possible Outcome” for the exercise. 
 Always have someone who knows the local language and dialect.

The Field Work
1. Welcome and introduction: Brief the community about the visit and introduce the visit as a 

relationship-building one or a “special” training programme. Clarify that the purpose of the exercise, 
in case they are apprehensive of your motives. Insist that, for this module, the focus will be on 
positive experiences only. Do not raise expectations.

2. Introduction of participants: Use this step to build good relationship with the group. Use social 
games or stories. During introductions, ask participants to include details of family, strengths or why 
people joined the group. If done well, it may lead to straight to the Discovery Phase.

3. Learning more about the CBO: Ask open-ended questions about the CBO, such as, “So this is the 
Jyoti Mahila Sangha, can you tell us some more about your group”. With such a background, move 
on to the “Discovery Phase” in a formal manner. Do not forget to take down notes. Keep track of how 
people react to questions. 

4. Discovering individual strengths: This is perhaps the most important and also the most challenging 
part of the appreciative inquiry process. The key question 
is usually “Tell us the story of a time when you faced a 
challenge and achieved something that you feel happy 
about”. The quality of this stage determines all the others to 
come. Challenges include:
 getting reticent members to speak;  
 getting the “right” kinds of stories, the one that are not 

tragic, or happy without an element of challenge and 
success in them;
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 getting out of the “problem” mode;
 managing emotions; and
 documenting the process in detail.

 At the end of the exercise, you will surely have a huge list of strengths presented by the participants. 
Read this out to them and confirm.

5. Discovering the CBO’s strengths: Examples of key questions are: “What are the greatest/various 
achievements of your CBO?” or “Why do you consider them your achievements?” “How would you 
rate them in terms of challenge and outcomes and why?” “What are the strengths in your group that 
have contributed to your successes?” “Did you know that you had these strengths in you?” “How has 
being in the CBO helped you personally?” Seek stories and not lists of facts.

6. Once the strengths are gathered take a break to allow time for the input to sink in.

7. The Dream Phase – Visioning: Based on the strengths discovered, ask them questions:
 to envision what their CBO would like to be five years from now;
 the emphasis is on what they will be; and 
 not really what they will do.

 Drawing exercises work well here and in most instances, the quality and depth of the pictures 
are revealing. In case the group is literate, it may be possible to develop visions as “provocative 
propositions”. In fact, the CBO can remember these as a poem, credo or a song. Use a mix of verbal 
and non-verbal methods.

8. The Design Phase – Co-constructing: Guide 
the planning process where the CBO members 
can use their skills in project management 
to develop an action plan to achieve their 
vision. This requires them to state goals and 
objectives, prioritise them and then make 
a concrete action plan with indicators for 
achievement. Many groups can do this on 
their own. The exercise may take a day or 
more. This could be the last stage facilitated by 
the external agency. Thank the participants for 
their cooperation and invite them to reflect on 
the process. Obtain their commitment to take 
the process through.
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9. Do/Delivery – Making it happen: This is a stage that has been very internally 
driven for CBOs. Facilitators are really not in the scene except to monitor 
progress for the project itself. It is interesting to note that groups with long-
term visions have managed to achieve their goals in a matter of months. A 
new self-help group (SHG) in Gulbarga, India thought its most important 
achievement was to file a candidate to the Gram Panchayat elections. 
Their vision for the next five years was to field someone from the 
SHG for the Gram Panchayat president’s post. They simply 
went ahead, lobbied for their candidate and won. Two 
months after another group indicated that they 
wanted to get all the poor women in their 
village into a SHG; the process was completed 
in two months.

Prepared by: 
Saleela Patkar and
Graham Ashford

Notes from the Field

The protocol for PRA holds true for Appreciative Inquiry though there are other 
considerations such as:
 Appreciative Inquiry works best in a team. 
	Prepare well, phrase your questions clearly and keep examples 

handy. 
	 A	 facilitator	 is	 like	 a	midwife.	What	 finally	 emerges	 in	 an	

Appreciative Inquiry process should be the community’s vision for 
themselves and not yours for them.

 The Appreciative Inquiry interview should be “rapport talk”. 
 Appreciative Inquiry deals with the personal and very deep 

emotions;	 give	 people	 time	 to	 think,	 reflect	 and	 then	
respond. Do not push them to give you answers right away.

 Assign a person in the team to warn you if you are going into a 
“problem” or “criticising” mode.

 Relax and be creative.
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the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development	 for	 Asia	 and	 the	 Pacific	 (CIRDAP),	 South	
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Stakeholder Analysis:  
A Process Approach

            ailure to identify all stakeholders can have severe 
 implications in development initiatives/projects:

 It can have devastating consequences on the livelihoods of 
some people;

 It can slow down project implementation. For example,  the 
disregard of some government agencies and/or private 
sector (middle-level traders) may lead these stakeholders to 
“boycott” project initiatives;

 It may even stop implementation altogether. For example,  
watershed projects often fail to recognise the stakes and the 
ensuing competition between communities (upstream and 
downstream interests with regard to water, soil conservation, 
etc.), between individuals (commercial vs. subsistence 
agriculture) and/or between national interests vs. local 
livelihoods. This often leads to conflicts that may, at times, 
bring projects to a grinding halt.

STAKEHOLDERS

People

Government

NGOs

Private sector

Donor

FThe Risks of Overlooking a 
Stakeholder

The establishment and implementation 
of community forestry in Nepal has 
considerably improved the status of 
forest resources. However, the closing 
of areas under community forestry 
to “outsiders” meant that pastoralists 
from the northern areas who used to 
take sheep and goats to the south for 
trade (carrying salt and other goods) as 
well as to bring their herds to greener 
pastures, lost their traditional rights of 
transit through some of these forests.  

As a consequence, pastoralists 
h a d to slaughter or sell their 

animals, thus losing their 
most important livelihood 

assets.
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Stakeholder analysis is crucial in project design and implementation as it seeks to identify all 
stakeholders, in particular the disadvantaged and less powerful groups – who are generally voiceless – 
and seeks to integrate their interests and concerns. Stakeholder analysis is critical for the identification 
of appropriate project initiatives as well as for targeting them. Stakeholder analysis is an integral 
part of participative diagnostic studies (see related topic on Participatory Diagnostic Study in Project 
Formulation and Beyond: A Process Approach) which focus on primary beneficiaries, particularly the 
poor and the marginalised. 

Who is a Stakeholder?  
In the context of a development project, a stakeholder can be 
defined as any group or individual who can affect, or is affected by, 
any initiative undertaken by that project.

What is a Stakeholder Analysis? 
“Stakeholder analysis can be defined as an approach for understanding a system by identifying the 
key actors -or stakeholders – in the system and assessing their respective interest in that system” 
(Grimble et. al. 1995). 
It refers to a range of tools for the identification and description of stakeholders on the basis of their 
attributes, interrelationships and interests related to a given initiative or resource.

Why do we Need a Stakeholder Analysis?
There are several reasons to carry out a 
stakeholder analysis:
 empirically discover existing patterns of 

interactions;
 improve and target interventions;
 as a management tool in policy-making; and
 as a tool to predict and/or manage conflicts.

What is the Purpose of a Stakeholder Analysis? 
The basic objectives of stakeholder analysis are to: 
 identify all those – people, groups or institutions – who

might be affected by an intervention or can affect its 
outcome;

 identify local institutions and processes upon
which to build; and

 provide a foundation and strategy for participation.

Stakeholder Analysis: Steps and Tools 
 Identify the main purpose of the analysis;
 Develop an understanding of the system 

and decision-makers in the system;
 Identify principal stakeholders;
 Investigate stakeholders’ interests, 

characteristics and circumstances;
 Identify patterns and contexts of 
 interaction between stakeholders; and
 Define options for management.

Categories of Stakeholders
 Primary stakeholders: These are project beneficiaries. 

IFAD regards the poor and marginalised groups as the 
primary beneficiaries and tries to focus its efforts on 
fostering their participation.

 Secondary stakeholders: They comprise government 
agencies, NGOs, research institutions, etc. They 
participate in the project because they either have a 
stake/interest in or can contribute to it.

 External-or other-stakeholders: These are people
     groups and/or institutions that are not formally 
  involved in specific project activities but can have 

       an impact on or be affected by a project.
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Although differentiation between stakeholders is a necessary 
step in stakeholder analysis, the distinction is often based on 
qualitative criteria that are difficult to generalise. The use of 
matrices is a common tool in stakeholder analysis, in which 
stakeholder groups appear on one axis and a list of criteria 
or attributes appears on the other. For each cell, a qualitative 
description or a quantitative ranking is given in the table.

The identification of stakeholders is best achieved through a 
series of brainstorming sessions at various levels, whereby a 
list of all likely stakeholders is drawn up. Then, depending on 
the type of stakeholders, interviews, workshops and participatory analysis are undertaken during 
the project formulation process, to ensure that their voices/concerns are heard and their interests are 
identified. The table below illustrates how the methods that best fit different types of stakeholders can 
be identified.

Methods to be used

Ordinary households    X 

Poor farmers    X 

Women and youth    X

Ethnic groups/caste    X

Questions to Ask for Identifying 
Important Categories of 
Stakeholders

 What issues are at stake for this 
category of stakeholders?

 How important is this stakeholder 
for the success of the project?

 How much influence does this 
stakeholder have over the project?

 How can this stakeholder 
contribute to the project?

Plan for a Stakeholder Consultation

 Stakeholder  How to be    When to be 
 Consulted Interview Workshop Participatory Consulted
    Diagnostic 

IFAD evaluation committee     Choice of evaluation

Cooperating institution     Prior to and after mission

Co-financier Review TORs    Prior to and after mission

Country Programme Review TORs, participate  X  Prior to, during mission 
Manager (CPM) in workshop and    wrap-up and during 
 wrap-up meeting    writing and review

Office of Evaluation (OE)     

Borrower (MOF)  X   Etc.

MOA HQ  X X  

MOA district   X  

Front line    X     
implementing staff  

Implementing NGOs  X X  

Environmental lobbies/   X 
NGOs  

District local government   X   

Private contractors  X   

Local leaders   X X 
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Likely Primary Stakeholders
 Farmers: smallholders, commercial, landless 

households
 Male/female, young/old, wealthy/poor, ethnicity
 Crop growers, mixed farmers, pastoralists, 

fishermen, forest dwellers, casual labourers,  
handicraft producers, etc.

 Producers for local market, export crop growers 
 Food secure; food insecure
 Local groups (formal/informal): cooperatives, 

women’s groups, self-help groups, exchange 
labour groups, etc.

Likely Secondary Stakeholders
 Local government (village, ward, district)
 Implementing agencies (ministries, 

departments, NGOs, etc.)
 Private input suppliers, traders, 

transporters, processors, etc.

An essential step in stakeholder analysis is to 
identify all primary stakeholders, especially those 
who are less “visible” and voiceless, e.g., the 
marginalised groups. 

Process in Stakeholder Analysis 
1. Brainstorming: list all possible stakeholders in 

project
2. Group stakeholders: public sector, private 

sector, NGOs, intended beneficiaries, other 
affected people

3. Assessment of stakeholders’ interest and 
potential impact of the project on these 
interests (Table 1)

4. Assessment of stakeholders influence and 
importance (Table 2)

5. Outline of a stakeholder participation strategy 
(Table 3)

Tables 1 to 3 show 
analytical grids 
that can be used to 
identify: (a) which 
stakeholders are 
most important for 
the programme; 
(b) which stakeholders 
are most able to make 
their voice heard; and 
(c) which important 
stakeholders are 
likely to be bypassed 
unless special efforts 
are made to consult 
them.

Identification of Stakeholders
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Note: Influence refers to the power which a stakeholder has over a project. Importance relates to which achievement of project objectives depends 
on the active involvement of a given stakeholder group.

Table 1. Identification of Stakeholder Groups, Interest, Importance and Influence

Degree of Influence 
over Project
(rank 1 to 5)

Stakeholder Groups
(Illustrative list)  
 

Farmers
- Smallholders
- Commercial
- Landless
- Women 

  
Other private sector 
- Input suppliers
- Agro-processors
- Farmers’ association
- Farm lobbies
- Local NGOs
- Universities
- Consulting firms
- Elected councils

Borrower (MoF)
- Central
- Districts
- Other

Other ministries
- Planning
- Agriculture
- Natural resources
- Others (land, women, etc.) 

   
Donors/ Major NGOs

Interests at Stake 
Relative to Project

                (list) 

Effect of Project on   
those Interests

positive/negative
        (insert +, 0,  or -) 

Importance of Stakeholder 
for Project Success

(1 - highest, 5 - lowest) 

Note: Each stakeholder has a set of grids by type of activity or component.

 Not Little/No Some Moderate High Critical
 known importance importance importance importance player

Unknown           +       000

Little/No influence      

Some influence      

Moderate influence      

Significant influence      

Very influential

Table 2. Mapping Key Stakeholders’ Relative Influence and Importance

Importance of Activity to Stakeholder (0)
Influence of Stakeholder

on activity (+)
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Empowerment 
(transfer control over 

decisions and resources)

Type of Participation

Project 
formulation

Appraisal  
  
Implementation, 
supervision and 
monitoring 
 
Evaluation  
  

Note: Insert specific participation strategies for key stakeholders, e.g., information campaign for general public, workshop with ministries and NGOs; 
PRA with communities and groups, etc.

Information sharing              
(one way flow)

Consultation     
(two way flow)

Collaboration 
(increasing control over      

       decision-making) 

Table 3. Formulation of Stakeholder Participation Strategy

Stage in Project 
Process

After the stakeholder analysis is carried out, a series of consultation meetings at different levels (local, 
regional and/or national workshops) are organised in order to identify areas of convergence/divergence 
among key stakeholders. Given the unequal distribution of power among stakeholders, care must 
be taken that those with less power (women and other marginalised groups) are provided with the 
necessary “space” to voice their concerns and priorities. In some circumstances, external partners/
agencies need to play, at least in the beginning, an advocacy role in favour of the powerless group.

In case of divergence of interest/concerns, negotiations/conflict management tools need to be 
employed.

Since changes are likely to take place during project implementation, stakeholder analysis is not a 
discrete activity but rather a process – though an intermittent one. Therefore, groups/individuals/
agencies who are not stakeholders at project formulation may become such during implementation 
either owing to project activities or to totally external factors. Thus, the need for flexible projects and a 
“learning” approach based on re-diagnosis and planning. This will allow, among others, for inclusion of 
new stakeholders.

Prepared by: 
Vanda Altarelli

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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Participatory Diagnostic Study 
in Project Formulation and 
Beyond: A Process Approach

         t is now widely recognised that participation of all 
 stakeholders is crucial during the whole project cycle, 
 including project formulation. This holds particularly true 
for projects meant to be innovative, demand-driven, poverty-
oriented and based on the principles of decentralisation and 
support for bottom-up village initiatives. For this type of projects, 
in fact, it is important that all stakeholders are involved early on 
and participate in project  design and formulation so as to ensure 
the following:
 a common understanding of the issues  that a project expects 

to address;
 capacity-building of would-be implementors and all other 

stakeholders in the process; and
 fostering beneficiaries-and other stakeholders-ownership of 

the project concepts and methods. 

I A participatory diagnostic study 
(PDS) is an analytical instrument 
and an iterative methodology 
which allows for:
 establishing a typology of 

livelihood systems;
 identifying causes and effects 

of their evolution 
	focusing on the vulnerability 

contexts of different socio-
economic groups;

 revealing the untapped 
potentials, strengths and 
priorities of different groups; 
and

 rapid and progressive learning.

The methodology described 
in this paper is the result 
of progressive learning and 
adaptation by the staff of TCII over 15 
years.  It draws upon the work of many 
colleagues, especially Ms. Alice Carloni.
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Why a Participatory Diagnostic Study(PDS) 
Several reviews of investment projects conclude that problems encountered at implementation stage 
can be traced to misjudgments that occurred during the course of project design formulation. These 
problems are attributed to poor diagnosis of the issues the project was meant to address or to poor 
institutional arrangements. Similarly, governments formulate most proposals for investment projects 
in response to national priorities, i.e. increasing production, reducing regional disparities or poverty 
alleviation, but the success of these projects rests upon beneficiaries’ perceptions, motivations and 
priorities. It is therefore important to understand the latter – differentiated by socio-economic strata, 
caste and gender – and to examine whether the priorities of the intended beneficiaries converge with 
those of government. The convergence (or lack thereof) is best illustrated by the diagrams below which 
indicate farmers’ perception of their problems versus the problems as perceived by technicians in South 
Kalimantan, Indonesia, during a diagnostic exercise.

Source: 
FAO/TCII. 
1997. South 
Kalimantan 
Agricultural 
Area 
Development 
Project - Social 
Assessment 
Report. 
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Hard to market 
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The farmers perceived their main problems as 
economic; poor road access caused low income by 
making it difficult to market produce. Income from 
rubber was low due to labour shortage. Lack of cash 
was a result of a series of problems, not the reason 
for non-adoption. According to the technicians who 
accompanied the diagnostic team, the main problem 
in the area was low production – attributed to lack 
of high yielding seeds, fertilisers and pesticides – 
which, in turn, was traced to lack of money and low 
knowledge of agriculture. Inevitably the solution 
became credit and agricultural extension.

As a result of participating in the diagnostic study 
and of talking to farmers,  government technicians 
gradually saw the problems through the farmers’ 
eyes. Farmers’ views prevailed and consensus was 
reached on the project concept and its components. 

What is PDS?
PDS is an analytical instrument, which uses comparisons between a limited number of cases to facilitate 
analysis of differences between agro-ecological zones, livelihood systems, and type of villages and of 
households, as a basis for project design. Each case is analysed as a system, to shed light on the relationships 
between the parts and the whole (see chart on the next page). Cases are grouped into types, which are 
then compared in order to generate hypotheses about cause and effects and the evolution of the livelihood 
systems over time. PDS can reveal untapped potentials, strengths and priorities of different types of 
communities and categories of people, but it cannot tell us how many villages are of a particular type or 
how many households belong to the same category. It relies on qualitative methods, e.g., participatory rapid 
appraisal (PRA); it is an exploratory and highly iterative methodology which allows for a process of rapid and 
progressive learning to take place. 

The purpose of a PDS is to:
 acquire a thorough understanding of the people in the project area, of their livelihood systems and of the 

vulnerability context of each group – differentiated by socio-economic strata, gender, ethnic groups/caste 
– of the strengths, potentials and priorities of each sub-group as a basis for project design;

 facilitate a dialogue between the key stakeholders – intended beneficiaries (smallholders, landless 
households, rural women and youth, ethnic/caste households), government agencies, NGOs and financing 
agencies – as a basis for reaching a consensus about project objectives, scope and activities; and 

 generate information required for project preparation, which can then be used for several other purposes.

 Training of diagnostic team
 Review of secondary data and key informant 

interviews
 Zoning of project area
 Study design and analysis plan
 Village-level diagnosis
 Cross-cutting analysis
 Local-level workshops
 Project planning workshops (national)

 Appraisal
 Pre-implementation activities

 Establishment of a mentoring team
 Stakeholder analysis (see paper on Stakeholder 

Analysis: A Process Approach)

Participatory Diagnostics Study
 Establishment of diagnostic team

Process in Project Evaluation/Design (TCII 
Experience)

 Formulation
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Complexity of Livelihood Systems

  Men 
  Women

Who Carries Out a PDS? 
Depending on the circumstances, two or more multi-disciplinary teams of national specialists are 
constituted, each with three to four members (a rural sociologist/anthropologist, technical specialists 
– depending on the type of project, agronomist/livestock expert/natural resources expert – and an 
economist). Experience indicates that it is better to mix government technicians with NGOs and/or 
university personnel. Each team in general covers about 8 to 10 villages, spending two to three full 
working days per village. Local authorities, line agencies staff, private sector input suppliers, produce 
traders and relevant NGOs are also interviewed. Prior to going into the field, team members are trained/
refreshed in the utilisation of diagnostic participative tools and on drawing implications for project 
design both in a classroom situation and in the field by an experienced TCII staff member. 
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Main Techniques Utilised 
in a PDS 

In the  sample villages, the 
main data-gathering techniques 
consist of the following. 
 Participatory rural appraisal 

(PRA) tools
 Key informant interviews: 

district/local officials, line 
agencies’ extension workers, 
village leaders and other 
knowledgeable persons

 Site visits to community 
projects, if any 

 Focus group meetings 
(separately with men, women, 
landless, youths, etc.)

 Household interviews

How Do We Carry Out a PDS? 
Generally, the work for the diagnostic study is divided into several 
phases.

 Review of secondary data, especially “grey” literature

 Key informant interviews

 Zoning of project area: a number of homogenous areas, 
each with similar agro-ecological conditions and production 
systems (e.g. similar soils, topography, dominant crops, market 
opportunities) are delimited. These zones  are then overlaid with 
zoning based on human settlement patterns and/or distance 
from main roads, tribal/caste areas, poor versus non-poor 
areas, etc. Sample villages are then selected within each zone 
to represent the range of variation in natural resource base, 
livelihood systems and socio-economic conditions.

 Field work: participatory consultation 
and interviews in villages

 Preliminary data analysis: one full 
day of data analysis after completing 
each village; the teams come together 
in the same place and compare and 
contrast findings from the villages. 
After completion of diagnostic work in 
a cluster of 4 to 6 villages, they draw 
a preliminary typology of villages, 
livelihood systems and households 
characteristics of the cluster

 Cross-cutting analysis and synthesis of main 
findings by agro-ecological zone and socio-
economic strata
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 Spatial dimension: 
Participatory mapping

 Time dimension: Time line 
(with old men/women)

 Time dimension: Trend lines
 Transect walk 

Village Level Participatory Sequence (2-3 days per village)

Group Meeting
Introduce team and discuss 

purpose of PDS

SUB-TEAM A
Development Context

SUB-TEAM B
Livelihood Analysis

 Production system diagram
 Benefits analysis flow chart
 Seasonal activity calendars
 Gender role in production 

systems (resource picture cards 
and daily activity clocks)

Focus Group MeetingsWith crop farmers, livestock 
keepers, fishermen, etc.

With women, youth,
landless, etc.

Wealth ranking
Indigenous ranking criteria, 
household listing by socio-

economic stratum

Community groups and 
international linkages

Venn diagram and linkage 
maps; group profiles



 

Household Interviews

HH 1
Upper

HH 2
Middle

HH 3
Lower

HH 5
Landless

HH 6
Middle

HH 4
Female head

    

     

Cross-cutting analysis of
household interviews

Restitution

Priority analysis

Community action plan

Pre-implementation activities
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What PRA Tools Do We Use? 
In each village, after explaining the purpose of 
the study to village leaders, a group meeting is 
generally held with up to 50 farmers (men and 
women). During this group meeting several PRA 
tools can be used. Some of the tools that may 
be considered are shown in the box here beside 
and an example of the output of an exercise is 
presented on the next page.

PRA Tools Used

Development context tools      Livelihood tools

	Village resource map
 Village social map
 Time line
 Trend lines
 Transects (or cross 

section)
 Institutional profiles
 – Venn diagrams
 – Institutional linkage map

 Focus group discussion
 In each village, focus group discussions are then held with separate sub-groups of 10-20 people per 

group. Each focus group selects a spokesperson. At the end of the group discussion, he/she, or a 
literate person on her/his behalf, will write down each strength, skill and potential identified and 
the group’s views on the initiatives to undertake. Recently, through the use of appreciative inquiry, 
there has been a shift from identifying peoples’ problems to highlighting strengths, potentials and 
opportunities of each group. Attempts are currently being devised in Nepal to link the results of 
appreciative inquiry with inventories of assets and (untapped) potentials of natural resources of 
each locality. Visioning this encompasses the people and their institutions as well as their natural 
resources.

 Household interviews
 During the focus group meeting, at least six households are selected for interviews. The selection is 

based on representation of different types of villagers, as exemplified by the wealth ranking exercise. 
For instance, a very poor landless labouring household, a tenant farmer, an average smallholder, a 
better-off smallholder, a farmer/innovator and one or two female headed households. Household 
interviews are usually conducted at peoples’ house at a previously agreed upon time. These have 
been found crucial in providing insights on the strengths and potentials of different socio-economic 
groups and in trying to address issues related to the poor segments of society. 

	Restitution and planning meeting
 After completing the household interviews and at a time agreed to with villagers, a public meeting 

is held in the village, chaired by the village headman (or someone designated by him). At this 
meeting, a spokesperson for each of the focus groups presents the initiatives selected by the 
group. The villagers then discuss the proposals, agree or disagree, and suggest changes. The 
proposed interventions are entered into a matrix and scored on several criteria selected by the 
people (e.g., extent of impact on livelihoods, number of people able to benefit, feasibility and ease 
of implementation with local resources, etc.). On the basis of the scores obtained, interventions 
are ranked in order of priority. The diagnostic teams make a copy of all the tools prepared by the 
villagers/groups as well as of the results of the micro-planning exercises and leave the originals in the 
village. 

 Livelihood systems 
diagrams

 Benefits analysis 
flow chart

 Seasonal activity 
calendar

 Daily activity clocks
 Resources 

picture cards
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Banana palm

By-Products

Leaves

Fruit

Flower

Trunk

Sprouts

How used

- Umbrella to protect from 
sun and rain

- As dish or platter
- As wrappers for foods

- Sold at local markets 
and stores

- Given to friends/family if 
asked (social exchange)

- Home consumption: eaten 
boiled, fried or raw

- Processed and sold at 
local social events

- Home consumption: eaten 
as vegetable or salad

- Given to friends/family if 
asked (social exchange)

- Shaved into pig feed

- Transplanted onto 
household plots

- Given to friends/family if 
asked (social exchange)

Who decides 
on use

Who does it

   Anybody

If sold how 
cash is used

Source: Buenavista and Flora. 1993. AMECOGEW Case Study, Blacksburg, VA.

   Anybody

To buy 
household 
food needs 
and other 
basic 
necessities

Children

Children

Why an Advisory and 
Mentoring Team

From Diagnosis to Implications for Project Design 
After completion of all fieldwork, the diagnostic teams undertake cross-cutting analyses (by clusters/
districts, agro-ecological zone, by household type and gender). Preliminary results are then presented 
and discussed at a series of local area (district or equivalent) workshops, which generally last for two 
days. These workshops are also occasions for “ground truthing” the 
results of the diagnostic work. Implications for project design are 
discussed and consensus is reached – or areas of divergences noted, 
if these exist. Participants to these local area/ district workshops
include all local stakeholders: elected representatives,
representatives of line agencies and of international NGOs operating
 in the area, representatives of private sector, representatives 
from the villages studied, etc. The diagnostic team then prepares 
a reportbased on the analysis of the information gathered and 
the results of the local workshops.

The Mentoring Team
The mentoring team and the financing agency then review the report. 
The syntheses of the PRA findings and of the implications for project 
design, discussed at the local area workshops, are then presented at a 

This team is meant to advise 
the formulation process. It is 
also meant to champion the 
goals, strategies and approaches 
proposed by the project. It 
generally comprises committed, 
experienced and respected 

nationals (six to 10) who, 
on a voluntary basis, are 
prepared to act as resource 

persons. Their profiles may 
vary. The concept of the mentoring 

team has proven successful in the 
Asian context, especially in the case 
of innovative projects (viz. Bihar/
Madhya Pradesh Tribal Development 
Programme).
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National Project Planning Workshop.  The purpose of the workshop is to build consensus of all 
stakeholders on the project’s approach, concept and components and to jointly prepare the project 
logical framework.  Participants to the national workshop include representatives of the implementing 
agency(ies), of participating service providers and NGOs, of districts and intended beneficiaries and of 
the financing agency(ies). Members of the mentoring team and of the formulation team also participate 
in this workshop.

Project Formulation
On the basis of the results of the diagnostic work, workshops and field visits, a formulation team 
comprising national and international experts prepares a detailed design of project components and 
a costing of project activities, refines the implementation arrangements and estimates foreseeable 
project benefits. The results of the formulation work are then discussed in a wrap-up meeting with the 
concerned Ministry (Finance, Planning and other concerned line Ministries) to clarify issues and agree 
on design and implementation arrangements. 

From Formulation to Implementation
Since, in general, there is a big gap from the time of formulation to when the project is really effective 
on the ground, pre-implementation activities are sometimes carried out to capitalise on the momentum 
created by the process described above. Experience indicates that pre-implementation activities 
facilitate project implementation a great deal.

Lessons Learned (from 15 years experience)
The participatory diagnostic process described here has proven relevant throughout the project cycle:

 For implementation purposes
 The initial diagnosis undertaken at formulation is deepened 

and/or enlarged to other communities during implementation 
and communities/groups develop their own action plans. 
Moreover, in demand-driven and flexible projects that adopt 
an adaptive learning approach, this methodology has 
been used for yearly re-diagnosis and planning.

 For monitoring purposes
 Concerned communities/groups use the tools they have 

created during the diagnosis (their own maps, matrices, 
activity plans, etc.) to monitor their own progress.



117Participatory Diagnostic Study in Project Formulation and Beyond: A Process Approach

 For the purpose of conflict management
 Participatory diagnosis is utilised to work backward and forward from the points of conflict to 

prompt collaborative mechanisms. For example, existing resources uses, changes and competition 
are analysed in sequence; different options aimed at conflict management are subsequently 
jointly identified. Options ranked by different stakeholders are then discussed during reality-check 
workshops to reach consensus.

Limitations
Time and funds are required to undertake a proper participatory diagnosis. This has proven a limitation 
as funding agencies are often pressed for time, and funding provisions are either inadequate or non-
existent, especially at the design stage.

PDS is quite demanding and requires a mix of attributes and competence (commitment, attitudes and 
analytical skills) that is not always locally available. The single most difficult skill found lacking is the 
translation of the results of the diagnostic studies  into implications for project design. Until now, this 
phase has been supported by TCII staff.

Prepared by: 
Vanda Altarelli

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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              articipatory research is a term used to describe different levels and types of local involvement in    
              and control over the research process. It encompasses a variety of methods, tools and 
              approaches, including participatory rural appraisal (PRA), participatory action research (PAR), 
farmer participatory research (FPR), etc.

Types of Local Involvement in Participatory Research
For evaluation purposes it is useful to differentiate between different levels and types of participation 
in order to understand how this influences research results. Depending upon the level of community 
control over the process, the stage of research where participation occurs, and the level of 
representation of different stakeholders and community groups, participatory research has been 
characterised in the following ways (Biggs and Farrington, 1991):

P

Monitoring and Evaluation of 
Participatory Research
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 Contractual
Farmers lend land to researchers.

 Consultative
Researchers consult farmers and diagnose 
their problems.

 Collaborative
Researchers and farmers are partners in 
research.

 Collegiate
Researchers encourage existing farmers’ 
experimental activities.

Rationale for Encouraging Participatory Research

 Functional or empowering

To encourage involvement of local people to improve effectiveness 
of research and enhance its usefulness. To empower marginalised 
peoples and communities by strengthening collective and 
individual capacity and decision-making power.

 Participation at different stages

Problem identification, prioritisation, data gathering, 
monitoring, analysis, evaluation, etc.

 Level of control or ownership

People have their own research process.

 Sectors

Agriculture, fisheries and health may influence the 
appropriateness of different participatory research approaches.

Different Types of Participation in Research (McAllister and Vernooy, 1999)

Type of local involvement in the research

Investigation and problem identification

Setting research priorities and goals

Choosing options, planning activities and 
solutions

Taking action and implementing activities

Monitoring of activities Evaluation

Who* controls and 

makes decisions?

Who undertakes 

activities?

Who benefits from 

the results?

Are the process and 

results separated by 

social group?

Degrees of Participation

 Consultative participation (e.g., researchers consult with 
local people in order to make decisions about community 
needs and to design interventions)

 Active participation in experiments or monitoring (e.g., 
partnership between researchers and farmers in on-farm 
experiments)

 Decision-making and problem-solving (e.g., 
    facilitating local people to develop new 
    management practices and resource 
    boundaries, priority setting for research 
    or development interventions, etc.)

* “Who” can either be interpreted as distinguishing between researchers and local people, or between different subgroups in the 
community who may have different interests in the research.
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Contextual Issues in Monitoring and Evaluation of Participatory Research
Participatory research needs to be understood within the context in which it occurs. Various parameters 
define what is appropriate and feasible in a participatory research project. These guide what we can 
realistically expect from the process and results of the research and therefore need to be considered in 
monitoring and evaluation of participatory research.

Why Monitor Participatory Research?
The main clients interested in monitoring and evaluating participatory research are donors, researchers 
and the community.
 To assess project results
 To find out if objectives have been met and have resulted in desired changes.
 To improve project management and planning
 To better adapt to social and power dynamics that may affect the research process. 
 To promote learning

To identify lessons of general applicability, to learn how different approaches to participation affect 
outcomes, impacts and reach, to learn what works and what doesn’t, and to identify what contextual 
factors enable or constrain participation in research.

 To understand different stakeholders’ perspectives
To allow different people involved in a research project to better understand each others’ views and 
values, and to design ways to resolve competing or conflicting views and interests. 

 To ensure accountability
To assess whether or not the project is effective, appropriate and efficient in order to be accountable 
to the funding agency.

Contextual Issues that Influence Participatory Research

Social and 
political issues 

surrounding the 
research question

Attitudes and skills 
of the researchers 
working with the 

local people

Local perceptions 
of the research

Initial capacity of local 
people to work together 

(social capital) and 
tradition of participation 

and cooperation
Participatory 

Research

 





Broader social and 

political context
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What to Monitor and Evaluate in Participatory Research
(Monitoring Impact in Participatory Research)
 

Quality of the outputs
It is important not just to assess the “production” of outputs (whether activities occurred or certain 
products materialised), but to consider also the “quality” of the outputs.  (What was the nature of the 
activities? Were all those interested in the project able to participate? Are the outputs useful and for 
whom? Did the outputs provide concrete benefits to the local participants and communities?) 

Quality of participation and representation of different social groups or stakeholders in the process are affected by:
 The level of social analysis

Were the different groups and individuals that may be affected identified, and how were their differing 
or conflicting interests managed? 

 “Genuine” participation or representation of different stakeholders/social groups
Indicators for representation can include quantitative information such as “how many people” or “who 
attends meetings”, but should also include selective qualitative observations. (Who was vocal and who 
was silent?  What were the social dynamics of the event? How were conflicts managed? How were 
decisions made? Whose interests were served?)

 Disaggregation of methods and results
In situations where underlying relations of power affect individuals’ and groups’ willingness to express 
themselves in participatory exercises (particularly group exercises), it is best to hold separate exercises 
with different social groups or individuals.  This will better allow marginal groups to openly express

 
 Processes describe the methods and approaches used for the research.
 Outputs describe the concrete and tangible products of the research, as well as the occurrence of 

the research activities themselves. 
 Outcomes describe the changes that occur within the community (or with the researchers) that 

can be attributed, at least in part, to the research process and outputs. These can be negative or 
positive, expected or unexpected. They encompass both the “functional” effects of participatory 
research (e.g., greater adoption and diffusion of new technologies, changed farming practices, 
changes in institutions or management regimes) and the “empowering” effects (e.g., increased 
community capacity, improved confidence or self-esteem, improved ability to resolve conflict or 
solve problems).

 Impact describes overall changes that occur in the community, to which the research project is 
one of many contributing factors.

 Reach describes who is influenced by the research and who acts because of this influence.

In practice, differentiating between process, output, outcomes, impact and reach can be difficult. 
For example, an output such as a community plan can become an input to the establishment of a 
community organisation, which can be considered either as an output of the research or an outcome of the plan.

Kinds of Results Generated from Participatory Research
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themselves. It is especially important if the research deals with issues that may place the less powerful 
against the interests of the more powerful (e.g., land or resource rights).   

 Perceptions of non-participants
It is sometimes useful to seek opinions of local people who are likely to be interested in or influenced 
by the research but who are not actively involved. This can reveal why people choose not to 
participate –  whether this is because of the methods being used, because the research does not 
seem relevant, because they are not traditionally involved in such activities, because they are too 
busy with livelihood activities, or for some other reason. This information will help researchers adapt 
the process to accommodate the needs of special groups in the community. 

 Motivation of local people and other stakeholders participating in the process
Was participation truly voluntary or was it coerced (e.g., the village headman may tell people they 
must attend the “participatory” exercises)? Are people mobilised by the issues that the research 
intends to address? If not, perhaps the focus of the research is not relevant to the local situation or 
not locally defined.  

Sustained change
A key question for evaluation is what it is that we want to “sustain” and “how” do we know if we are 
moving towards this. Communities are positioned in a quickly changing global and natural environment 
with new and evolving external and internal pressures on their resources. Sustainability of the positive 
effects of the research is not only the “persistence” of the outputs (technology, resource management 
practice); it is more related to building local capacity to adapt to rapidly changing circumstances. Key 
questions to consider in assessing sustainability include:
 Did the research strengthen local capacity to adapt to changing circumstances?  
 Did the research build local capacity to measure and assess change and to make informed decisions 

based on this information? Was this learning retained?

Reach 
Reach cross-cuts all participatory activities, by asking who was 
influenced by the research, and who acts because of this influence.  
It can be considered for various levels of stakeholders (local 
people, researchers, government officials), and can also include 
different sub-groups in the community (women, men, landless, 
etc.), and so is closely related to equity.  Reach will be affected by 
“who” participated and was represented in the research process.  
Questions to ask when thinking about “reach” of influence of 
participatory research include:
 Who was influenced by the research? Who was empowered?
 Did the benefits/learnings from the project reach beyond those 

who participated in the process?
 What is the scope for “scaling up” the impact of the research to 

other areas?
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Training in Participatory 
Approaches

       n the context of the wide acceptance and spread of participatory approaches, the role of training is 
       becoming increasingly significant. The success of development efforts lies in the application of 
       participatory approaches. Meaningful application depends on the capacities of the actors involved 
– both primary and secondary. It is in this context that the role of training requires emphasis – more 
specifically on enhancing capacities for facilitating a process. It is more the participatory way it is done 
that matters than the technique itself.

DEVELOPMENT

What is Training?
Training means “encouraging learning”. It is a shift from being 
a trainer to a facilitator or an agent of change. The capacities 
developed through training in the context of participation 
enables the participants to use the skills and knowledge gained 
“to change their behaviour and attitudes about themselves and 
others, modify the institutional contexts in which they work and 
initiate more participatory processes and procedures in their 
work.” (Pretty, Guijt, Thompson and Scoones, 1995).

I
Training
Needs

Analysis

Trainer’s
Knowledge
Attitudes

Skills

Trainee’s
Knowledge
Attitudes

Skills

Feedback
Evaluation

Process

Learning

KAS
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The stakeholders involved in the process of participation in project design, implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation require the capacities for making it happen – through orientation and training. 
Stakeholders are “those affected by the outcome – negatively or positively – or those who can affect, 
the outcome of a proposed intervention” (World Bank, 1996). 

What Should the Training Content Be?

Training content in participatory approaches depends on:
 who the stakeholders are;
 the positions they occupy in the organisational hierarchy;
 the participatory approach the organisation wishes or needs to apply; and
 the output required from the trainee after the training – these might 

be project formulation, social analysis, stakeholder analysis, planning, 
implementation, monitoring, evaluation and designing research activities.

Key elements in the training content for secondary 
stakeholders
 Different participatory approaches with emphasis on the 

conceptual background and principles.
 The use of tools/techniques applicable to various stages of 

the project development cycle and focused on community-
based participatory information generation, analysis, 
planning, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation.

 The attitudes and behaviour that must accompany the 
process of applying the tools and techniques.

 How to facilitate a learning environment

It is important to have tailor-made 
approaches in training specific to 
participatory approaches catering to the 
needs of different stakeholder categories. 
 

Qualities of a Good Trainer in 
Participatory Approaches

 Has a clear understanding of concepts 
and principles underlying the approach.

 Has skills in using associated tools/
techniques.

 Demonstrates the attitudes and 
behaviours underpinning the use of tools.

 Emphasises and demonstrates, during 
practical exercises and in the field, that 
the tools are only a means and not an 
end, to allow the people to participate 
in information generation and analysis, 
through which learning and awareness 
takes place.

 Instills in the minds of the participants 
that “participation” can only be as 
effective as the facilitator who provides 
space for participation.

 Builds on what trainers already know.
 Includes adequate field exercises for 

experiential learning to increase self-
confidence.

 Understands how adults learn best as
trainees in participatory methods.

 Is committed to facilitating 
   genuine participation.
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Training Design Suggestions for Different Stakeholder Categories

Based on the experience of the Institute for Participatory Interaction in Development (IPID) in Sri Lanka

How Adults Learn

 Adults are voluntary learners. They 
perform best when they have decided 
to attend the training for a particular 
reason. They have a right to know 
why a topic or session is important to 
them.

 Adults usually come with an intention 
to learn. If this motivation is not 
supported, they will switch off or 
stop coming.

 Adults have experience and can help 
each other to learn. Encourage the 
sharing of that experience and your 
sessions will become more effective.

 Adults learn best in an atmosphere 
of active involvement and 
participation.

 Adults learn best when it is 
clear that the context of the 
training is close to their own 
tasks or jobs. 

	Adults are best taught with a real-
world approach.

Sources: Smith, Robert. 1983; Rogers, Alan. 
1986; Rogers, Jenny. 1989.

Stakeholder category

Policy makers

Top-level management 

Middle-level management

Field-level functionaries
It is useful to have a combined training 
programme – with different stakeholders 
coming together as participants.

Training content

Brief orientation on the need for and use of participatory 
approaches, followed by a field visit.

Conceptual background on participatory approaches 
and their implications for institutional policy/procedural 
adaptations.

Familiarisation of conceptual background and tools 
and focus on attitudes and behaviour. A field-based 
component emphasising on application of tools with the 
community is important. 

Knowledge of concepts, principles, skills in the use 
of tools/techniques, sequencing of tools and focus 
on attitudes and behaviour that need to accompany 
application along with a field based component. Review 
aiming at consolidation after a period of practice.

Training duration

½-1 day

1-2 days

5 days

2 weeks

Training in the Context of Scaling-Up
Participatory approaches gathering momentum and going to 
scale/mainstreaming have raised many concerns.  Inadequacies 
in the number of competent trainers and the demand to produce 
results within short time frames have resulted in poor quality 
training programmes by those who become trainers overnight. 
This is a serious concern affecting the quality of training, 
which ultimately affects the participatory process itself. This 
is especially true in instances when practice of a participatory 
approach becomes conditional to funding. 
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Addressing Quality-Related Concerns

Some training-related suggestions
 Adopt a learner-focused approach to training in participatory methods that encourages creativity and 

reflection by the trainees and leads to changes in attitudes.
 Provide opportunities for interaction among trainers. Networks, newsletters can play a significant role in 

sharing experiences/learning and thus contribute to the improvement of the training quality.
 Invite master-trainers as observers during the initial training conducted by new trainers – to give 

feedback and suggestions for improvement.
 Set-up feedback mechanisms for continuous improvement in training quality.
 Promote self-reflection by trainers using a self-evaluation tool.
 Train a critical mass of trainers or core groups of trainers within large organisations and independent 

practitioners.
 Build field-based and on-the-job-training into training designs.
 Prepare a code of ethics as has been done by many PRA Networks.
 Develop a code of conduct for trainers. 

During the training of village 
heads, the trainers tended to 
rely on overhead transparencies 
producing text directly from 
the training manual, provided 
too much direction for 
exercises to be completed 
by community groups, asked 
leading questions and provided 
lengthy correct answers 
themselves. The fundamental 
principles of learning and 
discovering together with their 
trainees seemed incomplete 
with their own perception of 
their role as trainers.

Nilanjana Mukherjee

“Negative impacts of the scaling-up of training
 Neglect of one’s own behaviour and attitudes.
 Top-down training.
 Training in classrooms by people without field orientation or 

experience.
 Opportunists claiming to be trainers and using participatory 

approaches without sensitivity.
 Systems which emphasise targets for disbursements and 

for physical achievements (often donor-driven) without 
emphasis on quality.

 Field workers rushing in and out of communities in order 
to achieve pre-set targets for villages covered and amounts 
disbursed.

 Routine and ritual use of participatory methods.
 Training used for one-time extractive appraisal 
      without analysis, planning or action.
 Interaction only or mainly with those who are 
      better off and visible. 
 Generating community initiatives and 
      empowerment before the institution is 
      ready or willing to respond.

”
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Some institution-related suggestions
 Allot more time for participation and institution-building in the early stages of programmes and 

provide projects with adequate budgetary provision for training.
 Promote internal working groups in organisations for following up on quality and research, e.g., 

participation groups in World Bank and FAO (Chambers 1997).
 Keep a provision for unspent budgets to be rolled over from year to year.
 Change project procedures to allow for participation and diversity.
 Follow a process approach permitting continuous revisions in on-going projects.
 Include PRA types of activities involving the community and not just follow LFA or ZOPP.
 Ensure continuity for a longer period by facilitating/backstopping.
 Promote stability in the form of supportive senior management.
 Promote participatory management cultures in organisations. 
 Provide opportunities for sharing experiences/reflection and evolving corrective measures – specific 

to locations and contexts.
 Promote training as a part of the overall programme and organisational strategy.  

Prepared by: 
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How to Make Log-Frame 
Programming More Sensitive 
to Participatory Concerns

            he logical framework approach (LFA) originated in the USA 
 in the 1970s. It was further developed and adapted by GTZ 
 as ZOPP in 1984. It was adopted in all GTZ-funded projects. 
Similarly, LFA was widely used by donor agencies in Scandinavian 
countries, Japan, Canada, Australia and among the UN agencies, the 
World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (ADB), to mention a 
few. Funding support for project proposals became subject to the use 
of the LFA to project formulation.

What is LFA?
It is a planning and management tool, which lends itself to 
be described as a “participatory planning tool”. It encourages 
participants/stakeholders to come together to achieve consensus on 
key project objectives and planning decisions. It provides a systematic 
framework for the planning process and for developing project 
concepts.

Sustainable development means 
empowering people, the primary 
stakeholders, to enable them 
to influence initiatives and 
decisions which affect their lives. 
Participatory planning therefore 
forms a key element/foundation 
in the project development cycle. 
The Logical Framework Approach 
(LFA) placed in the above 
context provides a framework 
for participatory planning and 
management. In recognition of 
this fact, most of the funding 
organisations, bilateral donors 
and international development 
organisations use LFA to plan 
projects.

T
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The LFA Process: Analysis 
and Planning
The planning and designing 
process is usually undertaken 
at a workshop of about 5-10 
days duration. Participants 
usually consist of project staff 
(local and expatriate), heads of 
relevant departments, specialists, 
consultants, field officers and NGO 
representatives. 

Steps of the LFA process
 Situation analysis
 Project/programme planning 

matrix (PPM), also known as 
logframe

 Action/operational plan

Situation analysis
Situation analysis consists of participation analysis, problem analysis, objectives analysis and 
alternatives analysis.

 Participation analysis/stakeholder analysis
      The first step in situation analysis is to identify the key stakeholders of a project – any group/

individual/organisation – who can affect or is affected by any intervention under the project, either 
positively or negatively.





Participation 
analysis/ 

Stakeholder 
analysis

Problem Analysis
Whose problems are to 
be analysed?Indicators

In which social and 
institutional areas 
are goals to be 
achieved?

Analysis of objectives and 
alternatives
Whose interests are being 
served? Who is participating?

Summary of objectives and 
activities
Who is doing what?
Who is responsible for what?

Assumptions
How is the project connected 
to its environment?







Linking Participation Analysis with other Analyses and 
Planning Steps

Format for Participation Analysis

 The data is collected for each category identified. The analysis helps to identify whose problems and 
priorities should be taken up for deeper analysis. It also indicates what might be the implication to 
the other steps in the analysis.

 Groups/institutions/individuals Interests Problems              Potential 

      Strengths         Weaknesses  

Implications 
for planning
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 Problem analysis
 Problem analysis is the second step in the process of situation analysis. It is done in two stages:

1. Brainstorming on the problems: some issues have already been identified during the 
participation analysis.

2. Identification of the “core problem”/starter problem, followed by analysis of the causes and 
effects of the core problem.

 Objectives analysis
 Objectives analysis is the third step in situation analysis. Using the foregoing problem analysis, 

objectives are derived by converting each of the problems into a feasible, achievable and desired 
state.

Ends

Core objective

Means

Objectives Analysis

Problem Analysis

Effects

Causes

Core problem
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 Alternatives analysis
 The fourth step in the process of situation analysis is alternatives analysis. Using the objectives 

analysis, specific “ladders” of possible strategies are identified. It could also be combinations of the 
“sets” of objectives. These are assessed on the basis of their technical, social and financial feasibility.

Preparation of the Project Planning Matrix (PPM) or Log-frame
The following format is used for the preparation of the PPM matrix.

Summary of objectives

Goal (vision)

Purpose (mission)

Outputs (results)

Activities

Objectively varifiable 
indicators

Impact indicators

Outcome indicators

Output indicators 
resulting from completion
of activities

Personnel
Funding
Materials and equipment

Means of verification

Where/how to find the 
information

Assumption/external 
factors

For long-term 
sustainability

For contribution to the 
goal

For achievement of 
project purpose

For achievement of 
project outputs/ results

Pre-conditions for 
achievement of activities

Resource inputs/costs
Local and external

The preparation of the log-frame continues at the workshop, using the results of the situation analysis. 
The PPM is based on a vertical and horizontal logic.

 Vertical logic
 The different levels of objectives are achieved only if the relevant assumptions prevail positively. In 

the matrix, the assumptions refer to the level above in the levels of objectives as follows.

Overall goal

Project purpose

Results/outputs

Activities

Assumptions

Assumptions

Assumptions

+

+

+

Project Planning
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Format for Plan of Action

 Horizontal logic
 The horizontal logic runs across the first three columns at each level of the PPM, as follows.

The PPM/Log-Frame gives an overall picture of 
the project concept – useful for understanding 
the rationale and achieving a common 
understanding among the stakeholders and 
between governments and donors. It provides a 
tool to describe the project even to those who 
did not participate at the planning workshop. 

Preparation of the Plan of Action
All activities related to the outputs/results in the PPM/Log-Frame are arranged in a sequential order, 
so that the different sets of activities are clearly linked to each other. Sub-activities are identified, thus, 
enabling the assignment of responsibilities. The action plan itself becomes a monitoring/management 
tool during project implementation. It details the operational plans. Stakeholder participation in 
preparation of the plan is essential, as the different activities and the responsibilities can be classified 
and agreed upon, and collaborative efforts can be enlisted. Realistic time-frames can be set. The plan 
is formulated in the form of a Gantt chart below.

Outputs/activities Time-frame Indication of completion Responsibility Collaboration Cost
  (interim indicators)
 By year/month/week

It is noted that key monitoring and evaluation activities can be built into the Action Plan, e.g., periodic 
progress reviews, mid-term reviews and end-of-project evaluation.

The steps of the analysis are further strengthened by the use of visualisation techniques and 
moderation. Ensure that the moderator is strong in facilitation skills as this goes a long way in getting 
active and open participation from the participants. Building consensus on key issues increases the 
commitment of each stakeholder.

 

       Objectives     Indicators   Means of verification

Project Rationale in the PPM/Log-Frame

 Why the project should be carried out?
 What the project is to achieve?
 How the project plans to achieve the results?
 What external factors are important for achieving 

the objectives?
 How to measure the extent to which objectives have 

been achieved?
 Where the data to evaluate the project is located?
 How much the project will cost?
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The success in using the method however depends very much on the enabling framework conditions, 
attitudes and behaviour. Many limitations arise by trying to apply the method rigidly. Experience 
shows that the flexibility and space for adjustment can only be effective if the users develop a learning 
perspective and a process-oriented approach.

Critique of LFA
The use of this tool came under heavy criticism from project managers during the early 1990s. This was 
the time when participatory approaches like PRA were gaining ground, with their emphasis on the need 
to involve the primary stakeholders in situation analysis, project planning and implementation. The 
article “Whose reality counts?” (Chambers) highlights such issues.
As LFA was used for development and technical cooperation by funding organisations in bilateral aid 
agreements, adjustments were made to make the framework more relevant in addressing ground 
realities. It was a positive turn of events, as LFA continues to provide the basis for project formulation 
and planning.

GTZ provides an example 
of how such adjustments 
were made to their official 
planning and management 
instrument, ZOPP, which is 
based on LFA. Bernd Schubert 
(1996) refers to the changes 
that occurred after the late 
1980s: “Then came 1990 
and its [ZOPP] slide into 
disrepute for inflexible and 
ritualistic use. A general 
overhaul in 1995 in response 
to massive criticism, the new 
flexible and reformed ZOPP 
became the core of a Project 
Cycle Mangement (PCM) 
approach.”

Concerns over LFA/ZOPP
 People as targets – people 

are treated as objects 
rather than subjects.

Goal 
Purpose

Implementation and 
Monitoring

Goal 
Purpose 
Outputs

Outputs 
Activities

LOG-FRAME

Outputs
Activities

Evaluation  

Design/appraisal

Evaluation











The Logical Framework: A Tool for Better Project Cycle 
Management (PCM)
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 Who is present? Who participates? And on what terms? How frequently and with 
what degree of empowerment (to express their reality) have poor women been 
involved in LFA/ZOPP workshops?
 The top-down descending sequence of LFA/ZOPP workshops.
 Reductionism to one core problem. Life simply is not like that. Different people 
have different problems and different mixtures of problems.
 Language – fluency in language used, usually English – enables some participants 
to dominate and marginalise others.
 LFA/ZOPP is a sequence of procedures which has tended to impose the reality of 
“uppers” and “lowers” and reinforce the tendency (Chambers, 1996. GTZ Workshop 

Report: ZOPP marries PRA). 

 The imperative of consensus – can reflect the interests and wishes of the powerful and the articulate, 
rather than those of the weak and inarticulate (in LFA/ZOPP workshops).

Use of Quantitative Indicators
Being oriented to results, the emphasis, when formulating indicators, is often on quantitative rather 
than qualitative aspects.

Predominant use of quantitative indicators forces 
the implementation of the project into a supply-
driven orientation. The project staff tends to 
“teach” the community that they definitely need 
training on some pre-determined subject areas 
while their priorities may differ. 

Who Participates and Whose Needs?
LFA/ZOPP workshops are often conducted 
in a “seminar” atmosphere and community 
representatives are often out of place. The project 
personnel and high-ranking officers who are used 
to such surroundings are at an advantage and 
dominate the discussions. Often, NGOs represent 
local communities, thus, depriving adequate 
representation to local people.

Understanding the Logic
Linkages to the several steps are often not 
easily understood. When carefully explained, 
participants appreciate the overview – how 
activities land to outputs/results along

Whose needs? Who decides?

In a crop-livestock integration project, a LFA/ZOPP 
workshop was organised. Going through the list of 
participants, the moderator found no community 
representatives. The organisers were advised to bring 
in community members. The initial response was that 
the field officers/NGOs could represent their views. The 
“language barrier” was not mentioned. Translation was 
offered.  Finally two farmers were identified and invited 
to the workshop. When goat farming was proposed, the 
farmers raised their hands in protest. “We want cattle 
– very useful for our cultivation work and for organic 
fertilizer.” The technicians responded: “It cannot be done, 
as the experts have suggested that the area is suitable for 
goats and funding is specifically for that.” Farmers went on 
describing the advantages of cattle rearing as opposed to 
goat farming and counter-argued expert advice. “At this 
workshop, nothing can be changed. We have to go back 
to our principals at the headquarters”, was the answer 
of the expert. The farmer’s question: “Then, why are we 
here?”  Finally the moderator agreed to include 
their proposal in the report for consideration. 
The workshop continued with the pre-
determined outputs, but much later an 
“open fund” was initiated in addition to 
goat farming. Thanks to the farmers’ 
arguments.
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ZOPP decisions can no longer 
be looked upon as the all-
determining measure for 
monitoring success. Results 
from self-evaluations and 
participatory evaluations must 
receive their institutionalised 
place next to ZOPP measures.

Dieter Gagel (1996)

”

with specific assumptions and the levels that follow. Analysis of the assumptions/external factors provides early 
insights to undertake corrective action in the design. The LFA planning the methodology lays heavy emphasis on 
the assumption of a desirable level of inter-institutional cooperation.

PRA-type processes can be applied 
very early on, involving the poor 
and marginalised, etc. in their own 
analysis and identification of their 
needs and priorities.

 Chambers, 1996, 
 ZOPP Marries PRA Workshop

Planning as an Inflexible Blue-print
The technocratic view that all that is needed is a good, technically-sound plan adversely affected the 
participation of the various stakeholders and particularly the primary stakeholders. They were brought 
in only at the time of implementation and therefore the community ownership was lacking.

How Can Participatory Concerns be Built into LFA/ZOPP?
Efforts could be made along the following lines:
 LFA should not be taken out of context and be treated as an end 
      in itself. It should be treated as a means of achieving the desired 
      objective (related to the concerns of the local communities). 
      This means a shift of emphasis from planning to process. It must 
      be recognised that planning itself is an on-going process – with 
      flexibility for adaptations/changes/innovations.

 Changes in staff behaviour and attitudes must be given due emphasis in staff trainings. Flexibility 
is needed in the application of the tool by planners during appraisal and planning, and by project 
personnel during the implementation stage. LFA/ZOPP trainers need to be exposed to participatory 
learning approaches so that changes in the role and application of LFA can be internalised.

 Field based training with the communities in village locations is useful for building sensitivity to 
ground realities. The World Bank initiative of Village Immersion Programmes (since 1996) for Bank 
staff – particularly for managers – can be cited as an effort to increase their sensitivity to community 
perspectives and to the need for recognising the value of community participation in planning. 

 Impact and outcome monitoring indicators can be developed along with community participation 
and included in the Log-Frame. Both qualitative and quantitative indicators could be included to 
ensure process monitoring is given adequate emphasis.

 Recent efforts have been observed in integrating participatory approaches 
with LFA/ZOPP. The example of GTZ efforts to change and adapt ZOPP 
procedures in the light of PCM is encouraging. Procedures cannot change 
overnight. Institutionalisation of processes takes time. PCM is a step 
forward, but much remains to be seen in its operationalisation. Practical 
modifications in response to field realities will be necessary. This also 
means creating an organisational structure which is committed to a 
management culture that promotes participatory concerns. Adaptation of 
the policies and procedures of funding/donor agencies is also required.

“
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 Micro-planning exercises using PRA methods for information generation and analysis by the 
communities and later using the LFA framework for consolidating the project concept was found 
to be useful in many cases in Sri Lanka. Projects which used PRA in the context of LFAs in Sri Lanka 
are the: conservation and sustainable use of medicinal plants project by the Ministry of Health and 
Indigenous Medicine (supported by World Bank); village development planning in Weerana village 
as part of the Self-Help Learning Initiative Pilot Project of the World Bank; Fisheries Community 
Development and Resource Management Project (GTZ); and the Ratnapura Integrated Rural 
Development Programme (Sabaragamuwa Provincial Council). 

 Funding organisations such as NORAD in collaboration with the Institute for Participatory Interaction 
in Development (IPID) in Sri Lanka, is initiating training in the integrated use of PRA and LFA for 
NGOs.

Such experiences show that the rigidity and non-flexibility of the LFA approach has been recognised, 
and conscious efforts are being made to adapt it to accommodate participatory concerns.

Based on the experiences of IPID in Sri Lanka the following conceptual framework has been elaborated 
to meet the much-needed requirement of building participatory concerns into the LFA/ZOPP 
methodology. It builds the PRA/PLA approach to ensure that the community concerns are the key 
determinants of the sustainable development processes.

Participatory concerns PRA tools/techniques for 
generating information

Information needs 
for planning

LFA steps

Linking PRA to LFA: Addressing participatory concerns

Whose problems count? 
What are they? What 
are the causes and 
consequences? What is the 
reality?

Situation analysis
Step 2

Problem analysis

 Social map
 Resource map
 Seasonal charts
 Livelihood profiles
 Wealth and well-being 

ranking

 Problems, issues and 
concerns of villagers

 Causes and effects
 Issues related to project/

programme being planned

Who are the stakeholders? 
What stake do they 
have? How do primary 
stakeholders interact 
with the secondary 
stakeholders? What is the 
reality? 

Situation analysis
Step 1

Participation 
analysis

 Brainstorming
 Venn diagrams by primary 

stakeholders
 Semi-structured interviews
 (SSI)

 Identification of 
stakeholder groups/
individuals/institutions

 Problems faced by them
 Their potential
 Their stake in 

development

Whose priorities count?
How does the local 
community perceive?

 Matrix ranking
 Pair-wise ranking

 Criteria for prioritising 
problems

 Problem prioritisation

Whose objectives/
aspirations? What are they? 
What is to be achieved 
short term/long term?

Situation analysis
Step 3

Objectives
analysis

 Brainstorming
 Impact diagramming
 SSI

Strategies and options 
proposed/desired by the 
community to overcome 

the problem situation
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Linking PRA to LFA . . . continuation
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Whose options and what? 
Who shares the benefits?

Situation analysis
Step 4

Alternatives
analysis

 Matrix scoring
 Options assessment

 Criteria for assessing 
options

 Alternative strategies/
options available to reach 
the desired objectives

Whose reality counts? What 
needs to change? Who 
decides?

Project/Programme 
Planning Matrix (PPM)

Summary of 
objectives

 Wealth and well-being 
ranking

 Livelihood profiles
 Mapping, impact 

diagrams, SSI, etc.

Development of project 
concept, vision, mission, 

results, activities

How do we measure 
change/impact? Whose 
impact? Who shares the 
benefits?

Project/PPM
Objectively Verifiable 

Indicators (OVIs)

Base/post-project 
information derived from:
 Wealth and well-being 

ranking
 Livelihood profiles
 Mapping, impact 

diagrams, etc.

Indicators that would 
capture and measure 
changes anticipated 

through interventions

Who has the information? 
Who needs to know/
monitor?

Project/PPM
Means of 

Verification (MOVs)

Participatory Monitoring and 
Evaluation (PM&E) charts 
using PRA tools/visuals

Sources of information for 
monitoring for impact and 

impact monitoring. Who 
should do it? For whom? In 

what form? Records?

Whose power/influence/
behaviors/attitudes matter?

Project/PPM
Important 

assumptions/
external factors

 Power relations
 Historical time lines
 Seasonal charts
 Trend lines
 Specific key events

Attitudes/behaviours, 
factors, processes, trends, 
natural hazards/disasters, 
etc., outside the control 

of the community/project 
and affecting them 
positively/negatively

Who does what and 
when? Who initiates? Who 
supports? Who commands 
access?

Action plan/
operational plan

Activities/
sub-activities
Time frame

Responsibilities

 Brainstorming
 SSI
 Seasonal charts
 Venn diagram

The appropriate activities/
sub activities, time periods 

and capable groups/
institutions and persons 
for project/programme 

implementation

Participatory concerns PRA tools/techniques for 
generating information

Information needs 
for planning

LFA steps
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by the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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 his paper discusses how result-based project planning is 
 undertaken. Result analysis helps determine what results are 
 expected to be achieved in a project. It therefore provides 
critically important information in preparing a result-based logical 
framework.

An important first step in this process is usually problem 
identification often undertaken using participatory rural appraisals 
(PRA) and stakeholder analysis. The goal of these methods is 
to identify the central problem to be addressed. This is best 
done when representatives of different groups get together to 
define what that core problem is, root causes and cause-effect 
relationships. (Refer to Levels 1 to 4 in the chart on page 139.)

Result-Based Project Planning 

T

When we understand the range of problems and their root causes, the discussions must shift to defining 
the desirable results. An important next step is to identify the indicators of achievement (this enables 
monitoring). This information is critical in a logical framework analysis (LFA) effort. Once the LFA is 
defined the work plan (for project implementation) and monitoring plan are prepared.

Development problems, especially those 
involving people, are viewed differently 
by different individuals and groups. A 
comprehensive picture of the problem 
as viewed by different categories of 
people, must be put together. This is 
best done when their representatives 
contribute to defining the 
problem, identifying the factors 
causing them and determining 
what the desirable results 
should be.
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Result Analysis Process

Meeting of 15-20 persons representing:
 different community groups;
 implementing agency;
 expert; and
 donor

Exercise carried out by using cards.
Each participant writes one cause of the central problem on 
each card. Problem stated in negative form.

Cards are discussed one by one. Those that relate to the same 
problem are clustered together and then pinned on the board, 
one level below the central problem.

Each participant writes one cause for each of the problems 
at Level 2.

The card exercise continues to identify the subsequent 
causes at each level until the root cause of the central 
problem is identified.

Review of the cards change arrangement, rewrite/re-phrase, if 
needed.

Conversion of the problem cards into statements of results.
Each of the problem cards, is converted into a positive statement 
that defines the results to be achieved.

Activities
To achieve each output result 
the set of activities that have 
to be undertaken is identified

Workplan
Workplan is prepared to operationalise the 
activities and attain indicators

Level 1
Central 
problem

 

Level 2

Participatory 
Rural Appraisal 

Stakeholder 
Analysis (SA)

MODERATOR
The 
discussions 
in the card 
exercise must 
be moderated 
by a neutral 
person who 
is not a 

Results 
Analysis

Logical 
Framework 

Analysis

RISK
Some problems may be beyond 
the control of a project. They 
may be risks that project 
implementation will face. 
They have to be assessed (as 
low, medium or high) before 
implementation can start.

ASSUMPTION
It has to be assumed that 
certain positive conditions, 
beyond the control of the 
project but necessary for its 
success, will prevail during the 
life of the project.

Problem 
Analysis

Problem 
Identification

Results-based LFA to define the results to be achieved by 
implementing the project and indicators for measuring their 
achievement

OUTCOME RESULTS
i.e., final result

OUTPUT RESULTS
i.e., interim results

Central problem (CP) to be addressed by the project

Monitoring Plan
Monitoring Plan is prepared showing how when and 
by whom indicators will be measured.

Indicators 
Identify indicators for measuring 
successful achievement of outcome/
output results. Indicators are identified 
by the community. Activities are 
monitored to ensure their completion.
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Monitoring Results
If the (problem solving) strategy being pursued is effective, 
periodic monitoring will indicate that the objective is being 
achieved. If it is not happening, the strategy will have to be 
reviewed. 

Indicators should be discussed with the members of the 
community. They should monitor the progress towards the results 
to be achieved. Failure in achievements are discussed with the 
community and corrective measures. 

Learning from Result Analysis
 The existing situation (that the project is trying to improve) is reviewed. 

Problems are identified and visually presented in a hierarchy indicating 
cause-effect relationships.

 The process captures the ideas, inputs and experience of a range 
of affected groups and does it in a transparent manner. Often 
opposing ideas are expressed. Either 
consensus is reached or there is 
scope to accommodate both points 
of view.  

 The process is dependent 
on effective moderation 
of the discussions and on 
participants being willing 
to arrive at consensus. 

 The process calls for a certain 
level of articulation that may 
not always be found amongst 
community-level participants. 

Prepared by: 
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Ownership

When the different groups or their 
representatives are involved 
in the formulation and 
design of a project, wider 
ownership can be achieved.   
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	 articipation	of	a	wide-range	of	stakeholders	at	various	stages	of	programme	design,				
													implementation	and	evaluation	is	being	increasingly	emphasised.	For	far	too	long,	“outsiders”	
												have	attempted	to	determine	what	is	best	for	local	communities.	It	is	essential	to	recognise	
the	value	of	involving	the	primary	stakeholders	or	end-users	in	the	process	of	identifying,	refining	and	
disseminating	relevant	technologies.	This	process	is	generally	referred	to	as	Participatory	Technology	
Development	and	Dissemination	(PTD&D).

Some General Guiding Principles

Acknowledge contributions from indigenous 
knowledge and modern science
Some	of	the	more	successful	and	sustainable	
interventions	have	evolved	out	of	efforts	to	build	
upon	existing	knowledge	and	practices.	The	strategic	
contributions	of	science	are	featured	within	an	overall	
framework	that	builds	on,	blends	and	forges	links	between	
indigenous	practices	and	contributions	from	modern	science.

P

Participatory Technology 
Development and Dissemination: 
Some Key Principles
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Emphasise and use participatory approaches of 
relevance to the poor
Many	technologies	are	not	scale-neutral	and	might	
only	be	relevant	to	the	wealthier	farmers.	To	reach	
the	poor	we	might	have	to	be	deliberate	about	the	
choice	of	technologies,	i.e.,	those	that	are	known	to	
be	pro-poor.	Poverty	mapping	and	other	participatory	
tools	can	help	improve	the	relevance	of	technologies	
to	the	poor.	A	wealth	of	approaches	are	available:
	 Participatory	poverty	analysis	and	poverty	

mapping
	 Participatory	rapid	appraisal/participatory	learning
	 Participatory	technology	development
	 Participatory	monitoring	and	evaluation

Blend conservation (protective) and development 
(economic) considerations
The	long-term	sustainability	of	livelihoods	are	
invariably	affected	by	the	state	and	quality	
of	the	natural	resources.	Wherever	possible,	
interventions	should	address	economic	as	well	as
conservation	agenda.
	 Introduce	and	adopt	sustainable-resource	use	

indicators
	 Integrate	conservation	and	development	

activities	and	programmes

Use an integrated systems approach
Integrated	systems	meet	the	needs	of	the	poor	by	reducing	risks	and	lowering	the	costs	of	production	
and	by	diversifying	outputs	and	income	sources	and	sustaining	the	resource	base.
	 Focus	on	smallholders:	small	increases	amongst	large	populations	can	make	a	more	significant	and	

lasting	impact	on	poverty	alleviation	and	food	security.
	 Assume	holistic	resource	management	approaches.
	 Adopt	a	whole-farm	orientation	rather	than	a	focus	on	specific,	

single	commodity.
	 Use	integrated	nutrient	management	principles	to	promote	

recycling,	reduce	costs	and	sustain	
productivity.

	 Promote	integrated	pest	management	
that	emphasises	the	value	of	balanced	
ecosystems,	healthy	crops	and	soils.
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Build in a component for technology refinement and 
adaptation
An	on-going	learning	and	problem-solving	approach	
is	ensured	if	farmers	can	work	within	an	environment	
that	permits	the	testing,	validation	and	refinement	
of	options.
	 Provide	people	with	opportunities	to	

choose	from	a	range	of	options	(internally	
derived	or	introduced	from	outside).

	 Promote	information	exchanges	on	local	
innovations	at	the	community	and	local-
government	levels.

	 Nurture	and	strengthen	farmer	capacities	to	innovate	so	they	can	adapt	to	future	changes.
	 Be	aware	of	technology-fatigue	among	farmer	trainers,	extension	agents	and	the	farmers	

themselves.

Consider farmer-to-farmer extension as a core strategy
Farmer-centered	approaches	are	increasingly	being	
recognised	as	relevant,	cost-effective	and	appropriate	
long-term	strategies	to	support	information	and	capacity-
strengthening	of	primary	stakeholders,	farmers	and	
fisherfolk.
	 Feature	cross-visits	to	successful	farms	and	project	sites.
	 Deploy	farmer	scholars	selected	by	and	accountable	to	

the	village	community.	Ensure	that	the	farmer	scholars	
are	not	drawn	from	the	wealthier	sections,	that	they	
truly	represent	the	poor.

	 Revive	mutual-help	work	groups	(for	labour-intensive	operations).
	 Recruit	farmers	to	serve	as	lead	trainers	with	an	additional	role	for	follow-up.
	 Assign	extension	workers	to	serve	as	orchestrators	of	the	farmer-to-farmer	process	(not	as	front	

liners).

Decentralise and disperse farmer-managed demonstrations
We	need	to	critically	review	the	role	of	conventional	approaches	such	as	institutional	demonstrations,	
i.e.,	model	farms,	training	centres,	demonstrations,	etc.,	and	the	package-approach	to	disseminating	
technologies.
	 Institutional	demonstrations	serve	primarily	the	need	for	specialised	training,	remedial	training,	

foundation-seed	production	and	for	demonstrating	a	range	of	available	options.	They	are	not,	
however,	considered	as	primary	strategies	for	dissemination	or	sharing	of	ideas.

	 Acknowledge	and	accept	that	specific	technologies	or	basic	principles	will	be	adopted,	not	entire	
“packages”.	A	focus	on	principles	builds	farmer	capacities	to	continue	to	innovate	and	adapt	
technologies.
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	 Emphasise	the	role	of	
field	study	programmes	
for	policy-makers	and	
GO/NGO	decision	
makers.

To scale up, use a multiple agency strategy to enhance the utilisation of research-knowledge and 
exemplary practices
	 Broaden	the	ownership	of	technologies/practices/approaches	by	conducting	consultation-

meetings	for	key	stakeholders	and	users.
	 Compile	exemplary	practices	using	information	

kits.	Participatory	writeshops	(workshops)	
can	bring	together	field	practitioners	along	
with	artists,	editors	and	desktop	publishers	to	
produce	information	materials	for	wide	use.

	 Build	horizontal	and	vertical	linkages	(micro-
macro	links).	Involve	networks	and	coalitions	
in	promoting	field-tested	practices	in	order	
to	scale	up,	institutionalise	and	sustain	
successes/impact.

Prepared by: 
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Empowering Women and 
Facilitating their Participation for 
Better Resource Management

	 his	paper	proposes	a	particular	strategy	for	facilitating		
	 women’s	participation	in	natural	resource	management,	
														that	is,	organising	women	in	exclusively	women’s	
organisations	and	giving	them	long-term	lease	over	common	
wastelands.	This	strategy	helps	to:
	 facilitate	the	capacity-building	of	women	in	land	development	

and	technical	matters;
	 give	them	control	over	resources	from	common	lands	for	

income-	generating	activities;	and	
	 empower	them	to	participate	in	natural	resource	management.

Women’s empowerment and 
their full participation on 
the basis of equality in all 
spheres of society, including 
participation in the decision-
making process and access to 
power, are fundamental for 
the advancement of equality, 
development and peace.

Fourth World Conference on 
Women, Beijing, China, 1995 

Poor	women	in	India	suffer	from	a	triple	and	usually	overlapping	disadvantage	–	of	poverty,	of	social	
backwardness	and	of	being	women.	In	the	coming	decades,	conflicts	will	centre	on	the	access	to,	
ownership	and	control	of	natural	resources.	Participation	in	decision-making	processes	regarding	
the	management	and	use	of	natural	resources	is	the	first	step	towards	equitable	and	sustainable	
management.

T “

“
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The	strategies	described	here	would	be	applicable	even	to	the	most	challenging	circumstances	–	in	
economically	and	socially	stratified	communities	with	conservative	attitudes	towards	women	and	where	
there	is	considerable	environmental	stress.	

Identifying Homogeneous 
Groups and Understanding Their 
Concerns
Rural	communities	are	differentiated	
by	caste/tribe,	class	and	religion	and,	
within	each	of	these	groups,	by	age	and	
gender.	Generally,	it	is	the	relatively	
better-off	or	more	powerful	constituent	
groups	with	visibility	and	voice	that	
corner	the	benefits	of	development.	
Special	efforts	must	therefore	be	
made	to	identify	the	poorest	and	most	
marginalised	women	for	participation	
in	developmental	activities.	

The	first	step	in	facilitating	women’s	
participation	is	to	understand	their	
needs	and	concerns	as	well	as	their	
resources.	

Guidelines for Building Self-Help Groups (SHGS)
	 Women	(as	with	any	disadvantaged	group)	derive	strength	through	numbers.	Poor	and	socially	

disadvantaged	women	sometimes	lack	the	self-confidence	–	that	emanates	as	much	from	lack	of	
self-esteem	as	from	economic	dependence	on	the	better-off	sections	–	to	express	their	concerns	and	
their	needs	in	an	economically	and	socially	mixed	group.	

	 The	members	of	an	SHG	should	live	close	to	each	other	for	effective	day-to-day	participation.	SHG	
size	should	be	reasonably	small	to	permit	closeness	in	terms	of	proximity,	affinity	and	cohesiveness	
of	its	members.	Homogenous	social	and	economic	groups	usually	have	informal	arrangements	for	
mutual	help	and	it	is	easy	to	build	on	such	relationships.

	 SHGs	should	address	the	central	concerns	of	its	members	and	take	on	decisions	that	affect
their	lives.	

PRA Tools 

There are PRA techniques that offer a structured approach to 
understanding the concerns, resources and needs of women. These 
exercises such as, gender analysis matrix, daily and seasonal activity 
calendar, Venn diagram, wealth ranking, resource and social mapping, 
may be conducted specifically with women.
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A	common	concern	amongst	poor	women	is	their	lack	of	savings	and	access	to	credit.	Up	to	20	
members	from	the	same	locality	can	come	together	and	form	an	SHG	for	savings	and	credit.	Women	
also	come	together	to	address	other	common	concerns	such	as	grain	banks,	creches,	drinking	water,	
non-land	based	income	generating	activities,	domestic	violence,	etc.

Exclusive Organisations of Women
Despite	the	proven	efficiency	of	women	in	managing	their	
own	savings,	most	men	do	not	consider	women	capable	of	
taking	decisions	on	natural	resource	management.	Savings	is	
traditionally	considered	to	be	a	woman’s	task	and	from	the	men’s	
point	of	view,	savings	undertaken	in	a	group	does	not	qualify	
women	for	participating	in	decision-making	regarding	natural	
resources.	Many	organisations	that	have	both	men	and	women	
as	members	often	do	not	give	priority	to	women’s	needs,	which	
are	different	from	those	of	men.

Empowerment	through	SHGs

SHGs	are	 an	effective	first	 step	 in	 empowering	women.	 They	
can	be	mechanisms	 for	bringing	women	out	of	 their	 homes,	
building	 their	 confidence	and	 self-esteem,	 improving	 their	 skills	
and	making	 them	more	aware	 and	 informed.	 	 Through	 SHGs,	
women	 can	be	 trained	 to	manage	 their	 savings	 and	 loans.	
Women’s	 capacity	may	be	 also	be	enhanced	 through	 functional	
literacy	–	 in	organising	 and	 keeping	minutes	of	meetings,	
accounting,	meeting	with	 government	 functionaries	 and/or	
accessing	 government	programmes.	

Savings	and	Credit	through	SHGs

The	effectiveness	of	 SHGs	 in	 assisting	women	 to	break	out	of	
the	downward	 spiral	 of	 poverty	 and	 indebtedness	has	been	
widely	demonstrated.	 SHGs	are	effective	 in	 generating	 savings	
and	effecting	 loan	 recovery.	Once	 the	 SHG	has	demonstrated	
its	 ability	 to	manage	 savings	 and	mutual	 lending	 and	 recovery,	
it	 can	 successfully	 attract	 institutional	 credit.	 The	members	
can	 then	graduate	 to	 taking	up	 income-generating	activities.	
The	 thousands	of	 success	 stories	of	 such	 SHGs	 in	 India	 and	
other	 countries	 are	 testimony	 to	 this.	 Savings	 and	 credit	
activities	 should,	 therefore,	 be	used	as	 a	 catalyst	 to	 initiate	 an	
organisation.

Women’s Organisations: 
A Powerful Force 

The prohibition movement in Andhra 
Pradesh began with an organisation 
of women discussing the issue of 
alcoholism; similarly, the Chipko 
movement in Uttar Pradesh was 
spearheaded by women. There 
are documented and 
undocumented development 
initiatives undertaken by 
women against all odds even 
when the men have given up.  
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Integrating Women into the Mainstream
Quotas	set	aside	for	women	on	decision-making	bodies	have	proven	to	be	effective	in	many	countries.	
Women	are	better	accepted	when	they	speak	from	their	own	experience.

Land Resources for Women
Land	in	India	is	the	most	significant	form	of	property.	It	determines	economic	well-being,	defines	social	
status	and	proffers	political	power.	Legally,	both	sons	and	daughters	are	entitled	to	have	equal	rights	to	
property	but	customary	practices	have	come	in	the	way,	ignoring	women’s	share.

Private	landholding	is	not	the	only	productive	land	resource	that	
women	can	use.	Women	in	rural	areas	tend	to	depend	more	on	
common	property	resources	for	meeting	survival	needs	due	to	
their	negligible	ownership	of	private	property.	Yet,	the	degradation	
of	common	property	resources	and	the	decline	in	access	(to	what	
remains)	means	harder	work	and	lesser	resources	for	women	to	
meet	the	needs	of	their	families.	

An	estimated	53	million	hectares	of	common	land	in	India	is	defined	as	cultivable	wastelands,	
permanent	pastures	or	grazing	lands.	The	management	of	these	is	largely	with	government	
departments.	These	lands		are	largely	treated	as	open	access	resources	and	thereby	highly	degraded.	
These	common	(waste)	lands	would	be	beneficially	used	if	leased	to	exclusive	women’s	organisations	for	
at	least	30	to	35	years	with	rights	to	the	produce.	To	sustain	this:
	 Public	funds	may	be	made	available	to	develop	these	wastelands.	

Independent access and 
entitlements to common 
property resources has 
particular significance for 
resource-poor women. 
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	 Poverty	alleviation	funds	can	be	channeled	on	a	
priority	basis	to	the	poorest	of	the	poor	to	
make	these	wastelands	productive.	

	 Savings	and	credit	activities	may	
be	used	as	a	catalyst	to	initiate	
women’s	organisations.

	 Finally,	homogeneous	compact	
women’s	organisations	that	
have	grown	from	SHGs	may	be	
given	joint	long-term	lease	over	
common	wastelands.

In	brief,	the	land	becomes	a	source	of	
raw	material	for	the	women	to	subsist	on,	
or	to	process	for	the	market.

Income-Augmenting Activities
The	lack	of	confidence	among	poor	women	to	
stand	up	for	their	needs	partly	emanates	from	the	
economic	dependence	on	men	and	the	better-off.	
If	women	have	control	over	alternative	sources	
of	livelihood,	this	improves	their	confidence	and	
strengthens	their	bargaining	power.	This	requires	that	
women	be	assisted	to	process	the	produce	of	the	
land	as	a	source 
of	income.	

Denying Women Access

This	calls	for	better	women’s	access	to	credit	and	training.	Existing	
government	programmes	and	institutes	can	deliver	this.	Initiatives	
should	start	small,	stay	in	the	control	of	the	women	and	grow	
correspondingly	as	the	capacity	of	the	women	increase.	The	women	
must	have	control	over	both	the	raw	materials	and	the	processed	
products.

Sensitising the Men
To	reduce	the	potentials	for	conflict,	it	is	important	to	
sensitise	the	men	and	better-off	sections	of	the	community	
on	the	need	to	address	the	needs	of	women,	especially	the	
most	disadvantaged.	Experience	shows	that	the	process	of	
acquiring	access	(lease)	to	even	degraded,	commonly-owned	
wastelands,	which	lie	unutilised,	is	fraught	with	difficulties.

An NGO working in a village in 
one of the semi-arid villages of 
Rajasthan organised the poor 
women and gave them access to 
degraded common wastelands. 
The lands were so degraded 
that raising even the most hardy 
varieties was difficult. This access 
to a new resource, however 
degraded it was, angered the 
big landlord in the village. He 
retaliated by denying the women 
access to the only well in the 
village from where they drew water 
for drinking and irrigation.  

Some Income-Augmenting Activities 

 Animal husbandry
 Bee-keeping
 Basket weaving
 Vegetable, mushroom and horticulture
 processing
 Pisciculture
 Growing and processing medicinal plants 
 Nurseries for forest plantation
 Rabbit rearing
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Men	also	need	to	be	sensitised	to	share	some	of	the	home-related	responsibilities	with	women.	All	
these	need	to	be	addressed	through	well-developed	gender	sensitivity	programmes.

Capacity-Building of Women
In	many	instances,	whenever	there	are	activities	to	be	undertaken	by	men	and	women,	women	are	
usually	employed	as	labourers.	Even	in	trainings,	women	are	often	seen	to	be	“also	included”	rather	
than	as	rightful	“participants”.

Empowerment through Capacity Building

Successful natural resource management activities adopting 
the strategy of exclusive organisations of women have 
created a tremendous sense of achievement and identity 
among the women. This has been seen in initiatives 
undertaken by organisations such as, AKRSP (1), SEWA and 
Deccan Development Society.  

The poor women in Bunkura, West Bengal, wanted access 
to their own land. They were organised in women’s 
organisations by an NGO. Degraded, private waste lands 
were donated to them by the local landowners. The women 
raised “arjun” trees that are hosts to “tussar” silk worms. 
Gradually, over a period of 10 years the women were 
undertaking a variety of enterprises and have become an 
organisation with a strong voice, including in the political 
arena.

In	exclusive	organisations,	women	would	have	
to	handle	all	aspects	of	an	income-generating	
activity	–	from	land	development	to	production,	
harvesting,	distribution,	processing	and	
marketing.	Their	capacities	must	be	built	on	
technical,	managerial	and	organisational	matters.	
This	will	increase	their	skills	as	well	as	their	
confidence.

Women	gain	the	respect	of	the	men	who	begin	
to	negotiate	with	them.	The	community	at	large	
also	begins	to	accept	women	in	their	new	role	
and	acknowledges	their	contributions	in	public	
gatherings.	Their	status	within	the	household 
also	improves.

Conclusion
It	is	ironic	that	there	are	women	who	are	poor,	
disempowered,	asset-less,	unemployed	and	
illiterate,	when	millions	of	hectares	of	public	
wastelands	remain	unutilised.	This	requires	policy	
decisions	to	invest	public	funds	to	make	these	
lands	productive	and	to	lease	them	to	the	poorest	
women	brought	together	in	small,	cohesive	
organisations.	A	beginning	could	be	made	in	
watershed	projects	where	benefits	accrue	to	
landless	women.	Women	should	also	strive	
for	equitable	access	as	users	to	other	common	
property	resources	like	forests	and	water,	as	well	
as	to	private	resources.

Prepared by: 
Jaya Chatterji

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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	 ncreasingly,	field	practitioners	and	managers	are	expected	to	document	their	experiences	and		
									to	share	them	more	widely.	Unfortunately	some	of	the	best	field	experiences	do	not	get	
									documented	because	the	practitioners	are	often	too	busy	out	in	the	field	(doing	what	they	do	
best).	Or,	they	might	lack	the	necessary	writing	and	visualisation	skills	to	be	able	to	tell	their	own	
stories.	It	is	“outsiders”	who	write,	claim	sole	credit,	repackage	others’	ideas	into	neat	“concepts”,	
copyright	the	material,	and	claim	their	rewards	in	the	form	of	book	royalties	and	university	degrees.	
Fortunately,	this	situation	might	be	changing	with	the	growing	emphasis	today	on	an	increased	role	
for	field	practitioners	and	managers	in	documenting	their	own	exemplary	practices	and	on	giving	them	
authorship	or	at	least	co-authorship.

Another	dimension	less	talked	about	is	the	relatively	poor	utilisation	of	information	generated	through	
research	efforts.	So	much	valuable	information	remains	on	the	shelf	and	is	underused.	There	is	a	huge	
need	(in	this	day	and	age	when	resources	are	limited)	to	ensure	that	the	investment	on	research	shows	
up,	in	terms	of	better	utilisation	of	research	results.	Much	of	the	materials	generated	will	still	have	to	
be	presented	in	conventional	form:	printed	materials	which	can	be	adapted	and	translated	into	local	
languages.	We	cannot	and	must	not	ignore	the	wide	gaps	in	access	to	information	even	as	we	explore	
the	opportunities	presented	by	new	electronic	communication	technologies.	

While	new	information	technologies	can	be	expected	to	improve	information	exchange	and	
networking,	it	is	likely	that	this	will	still	be	confined	to	the	level	of	support	institutions.	Printed	
materials,	in	the	form	of	resource	books,	will	still	be	important	for	field	managers,	project	leaders,	
trainers	and	local	government	officials.

A Participatory Workshop 
Process to Produce User-
Friendly Information Materials

I
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Producing	these	information	materials	can	take	a	great	deal	of	time	-	one	has	to	write	the	drafts,	edit	
the	text,	prepare	illustrations	and	lay	out	the	publication.	The	resulting	prototype	is	then	reviewed	
by	subject	matter	specialists	before	final	revisions	are	made.	This	tedious	process	often	discourages	
practitioners	from	coming	up	with	documentations	of	their	experiences.

A	participatory	workshop	process	(also	known	as	writeshops)	pioneered	by	the	International	Institute	of	
Rural	Reconstruction	(IIRR)	and	tested	for	15	years	in	over	30	workshops	provides	new	opportunities	for	
retrieving	best	practices	and	packaging	them	into	forms	that	lend	themselves	to	wider	use.

These	workshops	can	speed	up	and	improve	the	production	of	printed	materials.	The	aim	is	to	develop	
the	materials,	revise	and	put	them	into	final	form	as	quickly	as	possible,	taking	full	advantage	of	the	
expertise	of	the	various	workshop	participants.	

The Participatory Workshop Process
To	prepare	for	the	workshop,	a	steering	committee	lists	
potential	topics	and	invites	resource	persons	to	develop	
first drafts	on	each	topic.	Guidelines	for	preparing	these	
materials	are	provided.	Participants	bring	the	drafts	and	
various	reference	materials	to	the	workshop.

The workshop process is very 
different from scientific conferences 
that many are familiar with. It is 

an extremely flexible process that 
allows for repeated presentations, 
critiquing and revision of drafts, 

giving way to a substantial review of 
each paper. 

During	the	workshop,	each	participant	presents	his	or	her	draft	paper,	using	overhead	transparencies	
of	each	page.	Copies	of	each	draft	are	also	given	to	all	other	participants,	who	critique	the	draft	and	
suggest	revisions.

After	each	presentation,	an	editor	helps	the	author	revise	
and	edit	the	draft.	An	artist	prepares	illustrations	to	
accompany	the	text.	The	edited	draft	and	artwork	are	then	
desktop-published	to	produce	a	second draft.	

Each	participant	then	presents	his	or	her	revised	
draft	to	the	group	a	second	time,	also	using	
transparencies.	Again,	the	audience	critiques	it	
and	suggests	revisions.	After	the	presentation,	
the	editor	and	artist	again	help	revise	it	and	
develop	a	third	draft.

Towards	the	end	of	the	workshop,	the	third draft	is	made	available	to	participants	for	final	comments	
and	revisions.	The	final	version	can	be	completed,	printed	and	distributed	soon	after	the	workshop.

A	workshop	usually	lasts	from	10-14	days.



153A Participatory Workshop Process to Produce User-Friendly Information Materials

PR
EP

AR
AT

IO
N

W
O

RK
SH

O
P

PO
ST

-W
O

RK
SH

O
P

Id
en

ti
fy

 T
op

ic
s

Se
le

ct
 R

es
ou

rc
e 

Pe
rs

on
s

A
ss

ig
n

 T
op

ic
s

Pr
ep

ar
e 

Lo
gi

st
ic

s

Fi
rs

t D
ra

ft


 
Pr

es
en

t


 
Cr

iti
qu

e


 
Re

vi
se

 a
nd

 il
lu

st
ra

te


 
De

sk
to

p 
pu

bl
is

h

Se
co

n
d

 D
ra

ft


 
Pr

es
en

t


 
Cr

iti
qu

e


 
Re

vi
se

 a
nd

 il
lu

st
ra

te


 
De

sk
to

p 
pu

bl
is

h

Th
ir

d
 D

ra
ft


 

Di
sp

la
y 

of
 fi

na
l d

ra
fts


 

Co
m

m
en

t


 
Si

gn
-o

ff 
by

 a
ut

ho
r

Re
vi

ew
 a

n
d

 re
vi

se

Pr
in

t

D
is

tr
ib

ut
e

M
on

it
or

 a
n

d 
Ev

al
ua

te

Th
e 

Pa
rt

ic
ip

at
or

y 
W

or
ks

ho
p 

Pr
oc

es
s

PR
IN

TI
N
G 

PR
ES

S



154 ENHANCING OWNERSHIP AND SUSTAINABILITY: a resource book on participation 

Advantages of Participatory Workshops
	 The	workshop	allows	ideas	to	be	validated	by	a	range	of	field	

practitioners	representing	different	disciplines.	Inputs	from	
participants	are	incorporated,	taking	advantage	of	their	diverse	
experience	and	expertise.	The	diversity	of	skills,	organisations	
and	backgrounds	of	participants	is	key	to	ensuring	that	
diverse	ideas	are	represented	in	the	materials	produced.	
The	gathering	of	resource	persons,	editors,	artists	and	
desktop-publishing	resources	at	one	time	and	place	also	
enables	materials	to	be	produced	far	more	quickly	than	
is	typical	for	similar	publications.	

	 Members	of	the	intended	audience	(e.g.,	trainers,	
extension	personnel,	project	managers)	who	are	also	
participants	in	the	workshop	help	pre-test	the	texts	and	
illustrations	during	the	workshop.	

	 The	repeated	presentations	and	critiquing	of	drafts	allow	each	paper	to	be	reviewed	and	revised	
substantially.	Further,	new	topics	are	developed	during	the	workshop;	papers	may	be	combined,	
dropped	or	split	into	parts.

	 All	materials	undergo	a	significant	transformation	as	a	result	of	this	process	and	subsequent	drafts	
are	presented	until	a	generally	wide	level	of	satisfaction	and	acceptance	is	ensured.	Group	ownership	
of	the	product	is	developed.

	 Products	generated	through	a	participatory	workshop	process	gain	wider	acceptance,	use	and	
ownership.

	 The	sharing	of	experiences	among	participants	during	the	workshop	allows	the	development	of	
networks	that	continue	long	after	the	end	of	the	workshop	itself.

	 Workshops	also	provide	an	opportunity	for	a	crash	course	on	the	workshop	theme.

Characteristics of Information Materials Produced Using the Process
	 The	publication	resulting	from	the	workshop	can	be	loose-leaf,	a	set	of	pocket-

sized	booklets,	or	a	bound	book.	The	format	and	design	can	be	set	beforehand	
–	or	decided	by	the	participants	during	the	workshop	itself.

	 The	broad	theme	is	divided	into	smaller	topics,	each	of	which	is	covered	
by	a	manuscript	prepared	by	a	workshop	participant.	

When is a Participatory 
Workshop Approach to 
Producing Information 
Materials Relevant?

 When there is a need to pull together 
diverse experiences (and proponents) 
working on specific thematic areas 
(to avoid competition, confusion, 
duplication, etc.)

 When impact must be demonstrated
 When a project wants to share its 

lessons and findings more widely
 When a pilot project or other small-

scale experiment or activity merits 
wider expansion and use

 When a program is to be scaled-up 
by widening the “user” base (e.g., 
NGO attempting to mainstream its 
work at the government level)
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      					Writeshops	enable	practitioners	to	tell	
their	own	story.	Field	workers	become	
“authors”	of	papers	based	on	their	
own	experiences.	Academics	and	
researchers,	too,	are	able	to	present	
and	share	information	in	simplified	
language	and	formats,	thereby	
ensuring	wider	access	by	a	range	of	
people.

IIRR and International Federation for Women in Agriculture (IFWA) collaborated 
in the production of a publication through a participatory process on 

“Environmentally Sound Technologies for Women in Agriculture”. A large 
number of researchers, extensionists, artists and production staff prepared 

scripts on subjects covering various areas. The publication has served as a 
resource material for enriching lectures, training sessions, radio and TV 
presentations and extension literaure. Extensionists and trainers in India, 
Nepal, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, etc., have extensively used the kit 

in their field extension work.

	 Each	topic	contains	line	drawings	to	illustrate	and	simplify	key	ideas.	These	are	drawn	during	
the	workshop	itself,	and	participants	are	asked	to	check	the	drawings	for	accuracy	and	ease	of	
understanding.

	 The	publication	contains	only	relevant	and	practical	information.	It	is	not	a	vehicle	for	lengthy	
literature	reviews	or	for	presentation	of	unnecessary	details.	Whenever	possible,	it	provides	
technological	options	that	show	more	than	one	way	of	doing	the	same	thing.

	 The	concepts	presented	are	compatible	so	that	readers	can	easily	select	and	combine	those	that	are	
suitable	for	their	own	situation.

Key Findings (Based on 15 years of using the process) 
 There is no need to reinvent the wheel.
	 Today,	a	huge	amount	of	research	outputs	and	field	experience	already	exists,	and	there	is	no	need	

to	reinvent	the	wheel.	The	focus	needs	to	shift	on	better	use	and	application	of	research	findings	and	
previously	learned	lessons.

 Most field practitioners and those closely linked with field experience 
are generous and willing to share information on best practices.

	 Practitioners	are	almost	always	willing	to	be	invited	to	share	
their	experiences,	accept	positive	criticism	and	suggestions	for	
improvement	of	their	papers.	In	a	typical	workshop,	the	number	
of	papers	invariably	increases	as	people	may	volunteer	to	write	
new	papers	in	response	to	the	(information)	gaps	identified	during	
the	workshop	itself.	It	is	also	during	this	time	when	participants	
might	decide	to	organise	a	focus	group	to	develop	ideas	for	a	
“new”	paper.

 Enthusiasm for the process is generally ensured.
	 Field	workers	and	project	managers	often	value	the	opportunity	to	get	away	from	their	work	

to	sit	down,	reflect	and	write	about	their	experiences.	It	is	rarely	a	problem	motivating	them	on	
the	need	for	this,	but	what	is	invariably	needed	is	the	peer	support	that	is	demonstrated	during	the	
critiquing	process	and	the	10-14	day	period	provided	for	revision.

The participatory workshop 
process is also adapted by other 
organisations. The Asia-Pacific 
Agroforestry Network (APAN) and 
the Forest, Trees and People 
Project (FTPP) used the process 
to produce a publication on 
agroforestry promotion in Thailand 
after attending the workshop on 
the “Resource Management in 
Upland Areas in Southeast Asia”.
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 A consultation process characterises all stages.
 Consultation	is	featured	at	all	stages	in	the	workshop	process.	

Right	at	the	outset,	when	partners	and	sponsors	are	being	
identified,	a	huge	amount	of	flexibility	is	demonstrated.	If	an	
agency	is	considered	a	major	stakeholder	and	a	major	user	of	
the	publication	it	could	be	featured	at	the	same	place	as	the	
major	donor.	Workshops	also	provide	a	platform	for	all	major	
players	to	be	represented.		A	multi-agency	effort	is	usually	going	
to	result	in	wider	use	of	materials,	thus	contributing	to	scaling	
up	and	hopefully	reduced	competition.

The Agroforestry 
Technology 
Information Kit 
(ATIK) first assumed 
a full-page format 

and in loose sheets. 
After years of use by 

extension workers, the publication 
was revised in the Philippines and 
reprinted in  a smaller booklet form 
to suit the needs of field workers.

 Topics	and	authors	are	also	selected	through	a	consultative	process	which	continues	even	through	
the	workshop.	Even	the	format,	the	cover	and	the	size	of	the	book	are	all	determined	in	consultation	
with	all	the	partners.	The	variation	in	shapes	and	size	of	the	book	is	deliberate	and	designed	to	suit	
the	preferences	of	those	who	ultimately	will	be	the	major	users	of	the	publication.

	The lack of a copyright is especially attractive to field workers 
concerned about intellectual property issues.

 There	is	an	upsurge	in	awareness	of	intellectual	property	rights	
(IPR)	issues	including	the	matter	of	“outsiders”	packaging	field	
findings	generated	by	field	practitioners	(or	those	close	to	the	
experience).	The	fact	that	photocopying	is	also	often	restricted	
when	publications	are	copyrighted	is	also	another	concern	
(especially	in	countries	with	strict	IPR	legislation).	One	could	find	
oneself	in	a	situation	of	not	being	able	to	photocopy	one’s	own	
article	included	in	a	publication	with	copyrights.

 In	contrast,	materials	produced	under	the	participatory	workshop	
process	are	not	copyrighted.	In	fact,	potential	users	are	even	
encouraged	to	photocopy	the	material.	Field	workers	and	managers	also	come	to	the	workshop	to	
utilise	the	publishing	facilities	(editors,	artists	and	desktop	publishing	staff)	for	their	own	purposes	
and	needs.	

	Focusing on basic principles and processes allows for wider application and use.
 The	workshops	encourage	participants	to	focus	on	principles	drawn	from	practice	rather	than	on	

very	specific	technologies.	The	emphasis	on	principles	allows	for	wider	application/extrapolation	of	
a	practice	found	to	be	exemplary	in	a	specific	setting.	Materials	based	on	this	principle	foster	further	
testing	and	adaptation.	Focusing	on	principles	and	processes	(rather	than	on	specific	technologies)	
allows	for	wider	use	in	scaling-up	efforts.

Organisations and individuals are 
free to translate the information 
materials. The  information kit, The 
Bio-intensive Approach to Small-
Scale Household Food Production, 
has been adapted and translated in 
Bangladesh, Cambodia, Guatemala, 
India, Indonesia, Kenya, Laos, 
Nepal, Thailand and in five 
Philippine dialects. A Spanish 
adaptation has also 
been published. 
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	Fostering adaptations in other settings
 Participants	attending	such	workshops	return	to
						their	respective	organisations	with	a	better	
						appreciation	for	the	role	of	quality	materials,	
						the	value	of	subjecting	materials	to	peer	
						review,	and	the	need	to	carefully	scrutinize	
						what	goes	to	print.	Feedback	from	the	field	
						has	also	indicated	that	staff	returning	back	
						now	write	better	reports	(more	useful,	reader-
						friendly	and	with	an	increased	use	of	visuals).

	Adequate follow-up can be assured by partnering with the right players
 Generating	good	materials	is	not	enough.	Follow	up,	utilisation,	translation	and	adaptation	of	the	

materials	to	community	settings	are	equally	important.	By	partnering	with	Southern	“support”	
institutions	and	broadening	the	ownership	of	the	publication,	there	is	an	increased	assurance	of	
quality	follow	up	beyond	the	mere	generation	of	materials.	This	is	less	likely	to	happen	if	materials	
are	copyrighted.

 

Prepared by: 
Julian F. Gonsalves and
Joy Rivaca-Caminade

The resource book “Regenerative Agricultural 
Technologies for the Hill Farmers of Nepal” was 
adapted by the International Center for Integrated 
Mountain Development (ICIMOD) to cater to the needs 
of women. ICIMOD decided to use a gender screen in 
revising the materials to ensure special relevance to 
women. Ironically, some of the materials included 
in the earlier version (which the proponents said 
were of special relevance  to women) 
were the first to be rejected by the 
women in the villages.

In 1999, MYRADA adapted the “writeshop” 
methodology to develop its manual on Capacity 
Building of Self-Help Groups. Instead of 
completing the entire production at once, a 
series of workshops lasting 3-4 days each was 
conducted within six months. In each workshop, 
teams of trainers from MYRADA’s projects listed 
out possible modules, developed and presented 
them to the plenary. Each of the 24 modules 
was critiqued, modified and taken back to 
the field for testing. The tested modules were 
modified in subsequent workshops. To keep 
costs low, two computers were used during the 
workshops, while the desktop publishing was 
completed after the fourth workshop.

The “writeshops” not only helped MYRADA put 
together its training experiences into 
a book (which was a challenge in 

itself) but also share and 
disseminate learning among 
various persons and projects.

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).

Challenges
	 Participatory	workshops	are	logistically	demanding	

and	it	takes	a	lot	of	time,	effort	and	resources	to	bring	
together	the	various	components	to	ensure	a	quality	
product	(multi-disciplinary	participants,	competent	
production	staff,	reliable	equipment,	etc.).

	 Working	with	multiple	partners	can	at	times	slow	down	
the	post-workshop	phase	as	every	partner	wants	to	have	
a	stake	on	the	final	product.

	 Feedback	from	the	field	on	the	use	of	the	materials	is	
encouraging,	but	the	systematic	monitoring	of	impact	at	
the	community	level	remains	a	challenge.
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	 he	implementation	of	the	Yunnan	Upland	Management 
	 Project,	a	Ford	Foundation	funded	project	initiated	in	1990, 
	 created	a	demand	for	participatory	approaches	in	Yunnan	
Province	of	China.		The	project,	with	a	staff	of	more	than	50	
researchers	and	officials	from	13	institutes,	aimed	at	preparing	
approaches	for	sustainable	development	in	Yunnan’s	upland	areas.	
The	project	selected	four	sites	that	reflect	different	geographical	
conditions.	From	1990	to	1993,	project	staff	were	trained	in	and	
practised	the	skills	for	interviewing,	rapid	rural	appraisal	(RRA),	
monitoring	and	evaluation.	Projects	in	each	of	the	four	sites	went	
through	processes	of	surveys	of	household	demands,	design	of	
project	activities,	including	agricultural	and	livestock	interventions,	
and	other	income	generating	activities.	

Searching for Participatory 
Approaches in China:
Findings of the Yunnan PRA Network

Participatory approaches were 
introduced in Yunnan Province, 
the People’s Republic of China, 
in 1993. Since then, a group 
of practitioners in Yunnan has 
started to search for ways of 
implementing participatory 
approaches within the Chinese 
context. This paper summarises 
the major findings of the 
practitioners’ experiences in 
research, action and extension 
projects, and presents the 
current state of practitioners’ 
thinking on participation.

T
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The	project	staff	and	local	officials	decided	on	what	project	activities	to	undertake	and	when	to	conduct	
them.	Villagers	could	only	present	their	needs.	In	1993,	it	was	found		that	the	project	staff	felt	very	
happy	about	the	project’s	outputs,	such	as	increases	in	grain	yields,	household	incomes	and	services	
to	the	poor.	These	outputs	met	some	of	the	villagers’	needs	as	well	as	the	project’s	preset	objectives.	
However,	project	staff	were	concerned	that	the	villagers	often	ended	up	as	passive	“receipients”,	either	
waiting	to	join	in	the	designed	activities	or	expecting	to	be	“motivated”.

“Thank you very much for your help, but what do you want us to do next?”

At	the	same	time,	the	project	staff	discovered	the	richness	of	the	villagers’	knowledge	about	their	
farming	systems,	knowledge	which	was	not	fully	recognised	in	the	project	activities.	Villagers	often	
utilised	these	practical	skills	and	knowledge	to	solve	difficulties	during	project	implementation.	Yet,	
the	project	staff	began	to	realise	that	their	earlier	approaches	only	helped	to	strengthen	the	villagers’	
dependence	on	outsiders	and	this	could	not	lead	to	sustainable	development	in	the	long	run.

Around	this	time,	a	book	entitled	Rural 
Appraisal: Rapid, Relaxed and Participatory by	
Robert	Chambers	came	to	our	attention.	The	
theory	and	methods	presented	in	the	book	
appeared	to	be	very	relevant	to	our	problems.	
Dr.	Chambers	was	invited	to	conduct	a	training	
workshop	on	participatory	rural	appraisal	(PRA)	
at	Kunming	in	December,	1993.	This	signified	
the	formal	introduction	of	participatory	
approaches	in	Yunnan,	and	the	PRA	Network	
was	established	after	the	workshop	to	learn	
and	promote	participatory	approaches	for	rural	
development	in	China.

The	Yunnan	PRA	Network	funded	ten	pilot	projects	
to	help	some	members	to	apply	PRA	as	tools	in	their	
researches.	Other	members	started	to	apply	PRA	to	
their	own	projects.	

In	1995,	PRA	practitioners	in	Yunnan	gradually	
realised	that	the	potential	of	participatory	approaches	
depends	as	much	in	action	projects	as	in	surveys	and	
assessments.	It	was	recognised	that	communities	
should	be	recognised	as	key	stakeholders	in	decision-
making	processes,	in	operational	management	and	in	
the	sharing	of	benefits.
 

PRA Potentials in China

In a poverty alleviation planning exercise undertaken in Qianmai 
Township [funded by the Network to learn PRA potentials in 
Chinese context], local officials were trained in participatory 
methods, and undertook in-depth planning exercises in sample 
villages. They also held extensive consultations on specific 
topics to enlarge the scale of the planning. These measures can 
fill the gap between the limitation of villagers’ knowledge at the 
small scale and the requirements of planning on a larger scale, 
leading to better quality planning. The trial also revealed several 
issues, including the need to take into account 
the perspectives of different stakeholders and 
their roles during the planning process, and 
issues concerning integration of participatory 
with existing and conventional plans.

Villagers’ Contribution

Another monitoring and evaluation exercise of 
government projects at the township level using 
villagers’ evaluation criteria found that participatory 
monitoring and evaluation could reveal practical 
constraints to project achievements, many of which 
would not have been thought of by outsiders. Local 
officials are willing to accept such results 
and appreciated the capabilities and 
knowledge of villagers.
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Applying PRA to Action Projects

Social forestry
Although	considered	as	simple	and	quick	methods	for	forestry	[departments]	operations,	the	
conventional	approach	to	reforestation	projects	excludes	villagers	from	decision-making	about	where	
to	plant	what	kind	of	trees	and	how	to	manage	them.	This	often	leads	to	low	survival	rates	of	trees.	
The	Yunnan	Forestry	Department	has	experimented	with	social	forestry	approaches	in	three	villages.	
Beneficiaries	are	now	involved	in	the	whole	project	cycle,	and	most	important	of	all	get	a	share	of	the	
benefits.	One	current	concern	is	to	develop	suitable	methods	and	criteria	to	evaluate	the	impact	of	the	
new	approaches.

Improvement of shifting cultivation practices
Villagers	see	shifting	cultivation	as	an	important	part	of	their	livelihood	and	farming	systems	and	
biodiversity	specialists	regard	it	as	a	central	practice	for	maintaining	biodiversity	in	tropical	uplands.	
However,	officials	believe	that	shifting	cultivation	destroys	forests	and	must	be	replaced	by	sedentary	
practices.	The	challenge	has	been	to	seek	improvements	or	alternatives	to	these	practices.	Participatory	
approaches	have	been	applied	to	this	issue	in	an	action-research	project	that	involved	villagers,	local	
officials	and	researchers	in	a	joint	search	for	solutions.	The	resulting	action-research	recommended	
ways	to	decrease	the	negative	impact	of	shifting	cultivation	which	were	acceptable	to	stakeholders,	
thereby	leading	to	action.
Community-based conservation and development
The	Caohai	Nature	Reserve	in	Guizhou	Province	is	densely	populated.	Poor	villagers	around	Lake	Caohai	
have	to	produce	grain	by	converting	wetlands	to	farmland.	They	are	often	regarded	as	destroyers	
of	the	environment	because	their	activity	threatens	the	habitat	of	endangered	birds.	Facilitated	by	
outsider	PRA	practitioners	including	the	reserve	staff,	the	local	villagers	have	developed	their	own	
systems	and	rules	for	the	management	of	‘community	trust	funds’,	thus	developing	a	mechanism	to	
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create	opportunities	for	non-farming	income	generation.	This	strategy	has	helped	to	make	villagers	
the	beneficiaries	as	well	as	the	protectors	of	the	environment,	rather	than	its	destroyers.	The	reserve	
management	office	has	had	to	adapt	its	management	style	from	that	of	controller	to	that	of	facilitator,	
even	to	the	point	of	agreeing	to	being	monitored	by	the	villagers.	This	change	in	institutional	approach	
has	been	essential	to	sustaining	the	villagers’	action.	Similar	findings	have	been	shown	by	the	
experiences	at	Zixishan	Nature	Reserve,	Yunnan	Province.

Applying PRA to Other Projects
Through	our	Network	activities	of	training,	learning	by	doing	and	
experience-exchange,	PRA	practitioners	in	Yunnan	now	provide	
services	to	projects	initiated	and	funded	by	the	donor	community.	
They	advocate	and	provide	support	to	projects	initiated	by	the	
government.	In	the	first	kind	of	project,	PRA	practitioners	introduce	
participatory	approaches	by	providing	training	and	technical	
assistance	at	different	stages	of	the	project	cycle.	Such	projects	
have	included	those	of	a	wide	range	of	donors	and	international	

non-government	organisations	(NGOs).	Several	provincial	government	agencies	(Forestry	Department,	
Education	Commission,	Scientific	and	Technology	Commission,	Health	Department,	Yunnan	Office	
for	Poverty	Alleviation	and	Environment	Department)	have	started	to	test	participatory	approaches	
to	their	projects.	Our	main	learning	is	that	it	is	not	enough	for	practitioners	to	have	knowledge,	skills	
and	experience	of	participatory	approaches.	They	must	also	be	equipped	with	training	capabilities,	
coordination	and	facilitation	skills,	advocacy	tactics,	organisational	management,	project	development	
and	consultancy	skills.	A	lot	of	PRA	practitioners	in	Yunnan	now	recognise	the	change	of	their	roles,	i.e.,	
to	be	trainers,	facilitators,	project	managers	or	advocates.	However,	few	practitioners	have	reflected	on	
the	effectiveness	and	efficiency	of	these	measures	for	extending	participatory	approaches.

Learning from Participatory Approaches

Theory and philosophy
Perspectives	on	participatory	approaches	differ	slightly	among	PRA	practitioners	in	Yunnan.	Some	regard	
participatory	approaches	as	a	method	for	conducting	surveys	or	assessments.	But	an	increasing	number	
see	participatory	approaches	as	a	philosophy	and	an	important	part	of	development	theory.

The	theory	of	participatory	approaches	is	based	on	assumptions	which	imply	that,	given	the	
opportunity,	one	would	participate	in	discussions	or	actions	that	affect	one’s	interests.	Being	concerned	
with	one’s	own	interests,	one	also	participates	in	collective	initiatives	with	the	hope	of	achieving	gains	
during	the	process.	This	theory	further	implies	that	as	the	subject	(not	object)	of	development,	project	
beneficiaries	(not	others)	should	make	decisions	about	their	own	destinies.	Many	PRA	practitioners	in	
Yunnan	point	out	that	for	effective	and	sustainable	participation,	it	is	necessary	for	government	officials	
and	scientists,	not	just	communities,	to	cooperate	in	planning,	decision	making	and	implementation.

It is not enough for 
practitioners to have knowledge, 
skills and experience of 
participatory approaches. They 
must also be equipped with 
the necessary capabilities, 
coordination and facilitation 
skills, etc.

Main Learning
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Social Forestry Projects
Participatory approaches require:
 changes in attitude and behaviour of foresters;
 skills in participatory approaches and community organisation;
 openness and flexibility in project design and management;
 mechanisms for community-based management; and
 more time and human effort investment in the initial stages.

Community-based Conservation and Development Project
Participatory action requires:
 respect for villagers’ desires and trust in their capabilities;
 transparency in the process of development;
 an enabling environment for villagers to operate; and
 staff capabilities, institutional capacities and appropriate management 

styles.

Improvements to “Shifting Cultivation” Practices
Key factors for success include:
 building communication channels between the different stakeholders;
 assuring transparency of project components and funding 

arrangements;
 drawing on indigenous knowledge and practices;
 strengthening of conflict resolution mechanisms;

Source: Zhou 1998, Wang, et al. 1997, Lu, X, et al. 1998, Xu 1998

Key Learnings about PRA from Action Projects in Yunnan

Summary of Changes Needed to Support the Practice of Participatory 
Development

Changes required in the 
government 

 Decentralise decision-
making processes and focus 
on macro measures.

 Make policies, procedures 
and management styles 
more open and flexible.

 Create space for bottom-up 
approaches.

Changes required in the 
community 

 Develop their own 
organisation and 
institutional mechanism 
for conflict resolution.

 Enhance their 
abilities and skills to 
tackle problems and 
opportunities.

Changes required among 
development workers

 Change their attitudes and 
behaviour.

 Enhance their capabilities 
in advocacy, training, 
coordination, facilitation 
and management as well 
as participatory practice.

Enabling environment
The	adoption	and	application	
of	participatory	development	in	
China	requires	changes	in	policies,	
institutional	arrangements	and	
working	procedures.	Although	
essential,	changes	in	personal	
behaviour	and	attitude	are	not	
enough	because	a	person’s	
role	is	largely	determined	by	
institutional	policies.	Participatory	
development	requires	an	enabling	
environment,	which	differs	
from	country	to	country	due	to	
differences	in	culture	and	political	
systems.	In	debating	the	required	
changes,	PRA	practitioners	
in	Yunnan	often	focus	on	the	
changes	needed	in	the	respective	
roles	of	government,	communities	
and	development	workers.

Prepared by: 
Lu Xing

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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Introducing Participatory 
Processes among Ethnic 
Minorities: Challenges in Vietnam

                ietnam is an agricultural country with about 78% of the 
	 		population	living	in	rural	areas.	Based	on	its	natural	and 
	 		socio-economic	conditions,	Vietnam	is	divided	into	eight	
agro-economic	regions	of	which	the	Central	Highland	is	one	of	
the	poorest.	In	this	region	people	from	different	ethnic	minorities	
live	in	harsh	natural	conditions	with	little	or	no	infrastructure,	low	
literacy,	high	school	drop-out	rates	and	“backward”	customs.	The	
region	also	has	a	very	high	poverty	rate	of	40%	compared	to	the	
national	average	of	about	27%.
 

V

Shifting	cultivation	is	widely	practised	by	the	ethnic	minorities	and	this	has	led	to	environmental	
degradation,	loss	of	soil	fertility	and	even	floods	in	the	lower	regions.	To	help	improve	their	living	
conditions,	the	government,	in	1997,	initiated	priority	projects	on	agricultural	development	and	poverty	
alleviation	in	three	provinces	of	the	Central	Highland.

This paper focuses on the challenges 
in introducing participatory processes 
amongst ethnic minorities in the 
Central Highlands of Vietnam. The 
Poverty Alleviation Project funded by 
Bilance, Netherlands focuses amongst 
others on:
 infrastructure;
 income-generation; and 
 capacity-building through 

participatory processes.
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Use of PRA in Poverty
Alleviation Project

Keeping in mind the target 
group’s capacity to understand 
and participate in the process, PRA 
tools, such as mapping, matrix 
ranking, group discussions, etc., 
were used to: 
 collect basic data of villages;
 analyse the data collected;
 identify common problems;
 evaluate agricultural productivity;
 evaluate forestry activities and 

cropping patterns;
 wealth ranking; and
 assist village development 

planning.

Throughout the entire exercise 
farmers are the main actors. The 
project staff only facilitates the 
appraisal method, analysis of 

information, summing up 
of findings, recording the 

results and writing 
the report.

Putting People First
People’s	participation	is	crucial	to	the	sustainability	of	any	project;	
developmental	activities	cannot	succeed	without	their	active	
participation.	To	achieve	this:	
	 inform	them	about	the	objectives,	the	activities	and	the	benefits	

of	their	participation;
	 tell	them	about	their	responsibilities	for	the	sustainability	of	the	

project;
	 inform	residents	about	the	work	to	be	undertaken	in	their	

community;	and
	 involve	representatives	from	different	ethnic	groups	in	all	

meetings	and	other	processes	of	monitoring	and	evaluation.
 
This	will	not	only	empower	them	but	also	help	them	in	decision-	
making.	

Challenges in Using PRA 
Participatory	rural	appraisal	(PRA)	is	a	relatively	new	concept	for	
the	ethnic	minorities	of	the	Central	Highland	province.	Although	
efforts	were	made	to	involve	local	beneficiaries	in	all	aspects	
of	the	project	cycle,	the	mobilisation	of	farmer	participation,	
particularly	those	from	the	ethnic	minorities,	was	a	major	
challenge.	The	following	are	some	of	the	challenges	faced	
during	the	process:
 
	 	The	ethnic	minorities	are	made	up	of	various	small	groups	with	diverse	dialects	and	cultures	and	

little	or	no	knowledge	of	Vietnamese	(the	national	language).	Such	communication	gaps	have	limited	
effective	use	of	participatory	tools	and	methodologies.

	 The	minorities	live	in	isolated	scattered	areas	and	long	distancess	make	it	difficult	for	them	to	gather	
for	meetings	or	PRA	exercises.	

	 The	people	find	it	difficult	to	understand	that	participation	is	their	right	or	responsibility.	In	many	
instances,	people	do	not	participate	in	PRAs	as	they	think	it	as	a	waste	of	time	and	resources.
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Prepared by: 
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	 The	illiteracy	rate	is	high	at	70%	and	the	average	level	of	literacy	is	only	up	to	Class	3.	The	men	are	
usually	more	educated	than	the	women.	This	hampers	the	participation	of	women.

	 Getting	willing	local	facilitators	is	another	major	problem	not	only	because	of	the	low	literacy	rate	
but	also	due	to	the	people’s	perception	of	PRA	exercises	as	not	immediately	useful.

                     			Understanding	the	tradition	and	culture			
																																																																																							of	numerous	ethnic	communities	is	another	major	
																																																																																							concern	as	it	determines	people’s	participation.	
                     			Matrilineal	is	prevalent	in	some	areas	but	this	has	had		
																																																																																							no	effect	on	the	participation	of	women	even	in	issues		
																																																																																							related	to	them.
                     			More	men	attend	meetings,	as	they	are	held	in	higher	
																																																																																							esteem	than	the	women.
                     			Convincing	the	locals	about	the	benefits	of	participating				
																																																																																							in	PRAs	has	been	more	difficult		because	of	their	casual		
																																																																																							attitude	to	the	process.
                     			The	people	are	normally	very	shy	and	usually	do	not			
																																																																																							open	up	during	meetings.
                     			The	project	facilitators	summarise	the	data	or	
																																																																																							information	collected	for	the	communities	to	learn	and	
																																																																																							understand	the	purpose	of	the	exercise.

Lessons Learned
	 Encourage	communities	to	take	part	in	planning	meetings	and	project	management	activities.	
	 Ensure	that	both	men	and	women	attend	meetings	and	that	the	Kinh	(major	Vietnamese	groups)	of	

different	social	and	economic	groups	are	well	represented.	The	participation	of	different	people	can	
prevent	unforeseen	negative	impacts	on	project	activities.

	 The	project	facilitators	must	always	keep	in	mind	the	different	challenges	and	problems	during	all	
stages	of	the	project	cycle.

	 Improve	the	capacity	of	project	facilitators	through	further	trainings.
	 The	project	staff	must	be	patient	with	the	people.
	 Make	people	comfortable	and	encourage	participation.
	 Proving	alternatives	might	be	necessary	but	it	is	not	easy.	It	must	not	conflict	with	the	customs	and	

traditions	of	the	communities	concerned.
	 Arrange	or	plan	PRA	meetings,	keeping	in	mind	the	people’s	free	time,	e.g.,	avoid	harvesting	or	

planting	seasons.
	 Ensure	that	the	meeting	place	is	convenient	and	comfortable	to	encourage	people	to	attend.

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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	 		ortheast	India	is	home	to	more	than	250	different		
																indigenous	ethnic	communities	with	very	diverse	cultural	
                and socio-economic bases. The region presents a 
complex	socio-cultural	framework	with	a	unique	set	of	challenges.	
Agriculture	is	the	primary	occupation	and	most	of	the	communities	
have	a	strong	dependency	on	forests	and	their	resources.	Increases	
in	population	and	the	continued	diversion	of	forestlands	for	the	
traditional	system	of	shifting	cultivation	have	resulted	in	serious	
environmental	consequences	in	these	areas	of	high	biodiversity.	

Many	development	initiatives	have	been	launched	in	the	region	
but	most	of	them	have	not	succeeded	because	the	projects	were	
technically	inappropriate,	socio-culturally	insensitive	or	because	
of	the	incapability	of	implementing	agencies	(both	local	and	state	
government).	The	most	important	factor	in	this	region	remains	the	
strong	traditional	systems.	

Participatory Process in 
Institution- Building: Experiences 
from Northeast India

N The North Eastern Region 
Community Resource 
Management Project for 
Upland Areas was initiated 
by the International Fund 
for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD) to address the issue 
of livelihood from a natural 
resource management 
perspective. The project extends 
over six villages in the three 
states of Meghalaya, Manipur 
and Assam. It aims to search 
for more sustainable economic 
bases in a participatory 
approach, keeping in mind the 
local contexts and institutions.
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The Traditional Institutions
Most	traditional	institutions	are	not	very	broadly	based;	the	village	councils	are	composed	of	elders	and	
clan	representatives	who	generally	come	from	the	“elite”	of	the	village	community.	Women	are	usually	
excluded.	The	traditional	institutions	differ	within	the	three	states	but	most	of	them	have	functional	
similarities.	Their	major	functions	are	land	management,	enforcement	of	traditional	and	customary	law,	
settlement	of	disputes,	management	of	forests,	collection	of	revenue,	etc.	

The	traditional	institutions	are	generally	not	very	democratic	in	nature	as	all	sections	of	the	community	
do	not	get	represented	in	decision-making	processes.	The	village	chief	with	his	council	of	elders	decides	
on	almost	all	issues	regarding	the	development	of	the	village.	This	has	an	inherent	disadvantage,	
especially	on	issues	related	to	equity	and	poverty.	Of	late,	a	number	of	government	development	
programmes	are	being	implemented	through	these	traditional	institutions	but	experiences	have	shown	
that	many	of	the	latter	lack	transparency	and	accountability	especially	when	it	comes	to	management	of	
funds.

Natural Resource Management Groups (NaRM-G)
Sustaining	long-term	interventions,	especially	in	development	activities,	requires	strong	institutional	
arrangements.	Institution-building	becomes	necessary	not	only	to	respond	to	the	preferences	of	the	
people	but	also	to	efficiently	utilise	the	natural	resources	and	traditional	knowledge	of	the	areas.	The	
institutions	must	provide	services	consistent	with	people’s	aspirations,	tastes	and	preferences.

Site-specific	choices	can	only	be	made	through	the	
full	participation	of	the	local	communities.	Bringing	
decision-making	to	the	point	of	action	can	also	
significantly	reduce	the	cost	of	information,	in	
which	case	locally	built	people’s	institutions	
become	the	keystone. 

It	is	in	this	context	that	the	North	Eastern	
Region	Community	Resource	Management	
Project	for	Upland	Areas	facilitated	the	
formation	of	the	NaRM-G	to	supplement	
the	existing	traditional	institutions	and	
to	help	the	communities	to	develop	a	
more	development-oriented	institutional	
framework.

Salient Features of the Natural Resource 
Management Group (NaRM-G)

 The NaRM-G is a complementary institution to 
existing institutions in the villages.

 The NaRM-G comprises both women and men 
from each household of the village; 30% of the 
executive body members must be women.
 One of the three signatories for the NaRM-

fund operation is a woman.
 No funds can be withdrawn or utilised 

without a written resolution passed by all 
members of the NaRM-G.

 All members must attend meetings which are 
held at regular intervals.

 Built-in mechanisms, such as community 
action plan charts, monitor the activities 
of all members and strict sanctions, are 
imposed against defaulters.

 The NaRM-G is democratic and participatory 
in decision-making assuring transparency 
and accountability to all members.
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The Institution-Building Process
A	team	consisting	of	project	staff,	local	NGOs	and	government	line	departments	visits	the	villages	a	
number	of	times	to	discuss	various	issues	relating	to	their	day-to-day	life.	The	team	explains	the	project	
and	its	objectives.	Several	discussions	are	held	with	the	village	headmen,	chiefs	and	other	local	leaders;	
after	the	initial	visits,	the	community	and	the	team	jointly	hold	a	three-day	camp	at	the	village.	The	
village	community	usually	provides	a	place	to	stay,	cook	food,	etc.	During	these	camps,	various	tools	of	
participatory	rural	appraisal	(PRA)	on	development	and	livelihood	contexts	are	applied.	These	exercises	
help	the	community	to	analyse	into	their	situations	leading	to	lots	of	debate	amongst	themselves.	
PRA	tools	like	Venn	diagrams	and	institutional	linkage	maps	are	used	to	discuss	existing	institutional	
arrangements	within	the	community.	

Rapport-building between the team and the community
	 Clearly	state	the	objectives	and	purpose	of	visits
	 Conduct	discussions	on	issues	and	problems.
	 Meet	with	individual	households	through	house	

visits.
–	 Be	sensitive	in	understanding	the	community.
–	 Make	overnight	stays	compulsory.
–	 Visit	the	village	in	adverse	conditions	(during	

rains,	in	the	evening)	when	they	are	at	home.
–	 Never	visit	the	village	with	politicians	and	public	

leaders.
–	 Do	not	stay	in	the	house	of	the	village	headman	

or	other	socially	important	people.

Facilitating Conflict Resolution

The Dimasa Kachari village of Gurubari is located at the north Cachar hills of Assam. The Gava Burha 
(traditional village institute) not only enforces the customary laws and administration but is also the 
custodian of the village lands and forests.  Women are not admitted into the council.

The project team visited the village to explore the possibility of establishing a NaRM-G, which will 
include women as members. The menfolk objected to this saying that women will not only find it 
difficult to attend meetings but also that this will add to their burden. The team and the 
villagers failed to reach an agreement, so the team decided to meet the women separately. 
During the discussion, the women expressed their desire to be part of the NaRM-G, but 
wanted to set up a separate woman’s group that would act as a pressure group. A women’s 
self-help group (SHG) was therefore formed; within one month, they initiated a meeting with all 
the village community where they demanded their participation in the NaRM-G. 

Today, the NaRM-G of the village has both men and women as members and they take decisions 
jointly. Facilitating the dialogue between the two groups and not imposing objectives upon the 
community was an important learning because doing things otherwise might not have yielded the 
desired results.
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Participatory exercises through PRA
	 Focus	on	institution-building.
	 Hold	discussions	with	the	community	on	the	

purpose	of	the	exercises.
–	 Involve	all	members	in	the	discussion.
–	 Never	generate	information	which	cannot	

be	used	by	both	the	community	and	the	
team	(the	principle	of	optimal	ignorance).

Facilitating to build new institutions (NaRM-G)
	 Relate	to	the	PRA	exercises.
	 Understand	relationships	between	the	institution	and	the	community.
	 Emphasise	why	women	should	be	part	of	the	institution.	Make	sure	that	the	women	are	heard	and	

actively	participate.

People’s Institutions: The Strength Within

Chandigiri is a village in the Garo hills of Meghalaya. The community consists of the ethnic Garo group 
where the head of the village is the Nokama or custodian of the village land and resources. In this 
community, women own the land and it is the husband who is called the Nokama. The village already 
had a resource management committee consisting of both men and women to look after their natural 
resource. The committee also imposed strong sanctions against those who break the rules. 

When the project initiated the formation of a NaRM-G, the village committee was willing not only 
to accept and adopt the project principles but also strengthen their institution and function 
as the NaRM-G. Today, this committee has all the women in the village in their general 
body. This shows that it is not always necessary to build new institutions, but that it is 
possible to build upon existing institutions.

–	 Ensure	participation	of	all	members	of	
the	community.

–	 Discuss	the	project	and	how	it	can	be	
achieved	with	the	existing	institutional	
setup.

–	 Never	suggest	to	build	a	new	institution.
–	 Never	have	discussions	without	the	

presence	of	village	elders	and	the	
village	headmen.
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Social agreement
	 Discuss	the	objectives	and	role	of	the	institutions.	
	 Facilitate	the	formulation	of	rules	and	regulations	

with	the	community.
	 Discuss	the	mode	and	method	of	operation.
	 Discuss	the	functions	of	the	newly-formed	

institution.
	 Discuss	the	relationship	between	the	newly-formed	

institution	and	the	traditional	institution.
	 Make	sure	that	all	agreements	are	based	on	

consensus	and	not	only	on	the	views	of	the	
majority.

Consolidating and strengthening the new 
institution (NaRM-G)
	 Conduct	adequate	training	at	the	village	level	

on	institutional	management.
	 Develop	a	self-monitoring	system	to	

strengthen	the	institution.
–	 Try	and	avoid	conflicts	of	interest	among	

the	members	during	the	formation	stage.
–	 Facilitators	to	regularly	attend	the	meetings	

of	the	institution	in	the	initial	stages.

Prepared by: 
C. N. Anil

People’s Institutions: They Know Best

Halang Village in Ukhrul district of the state of Manipur 
has 365 households. On deliberations with the village 
authority and elders, they voiced their apprehension 
of such a large NaRM-G where every household is 
represented. It would not only be difficult to sit together 
and plan but also make it difficult for the poor and the 
resource-poor people of the village to 
be heard. 

After a prolonged discussion, the villagers proposed 
that each Tang (sector) could have a NaRM-G. This will 
not only be easy to manage but also be more effective. 
Moreover, each Tang can represent the resource-poor 
from their respective Tang. They also suggested that  the 
apex body could be the village authority to take decisions 
on activities like roads, drinking water, etc. The apex 
body decided that it will not operate any bank accounts 
but help to consolidate the common infrastructures and 
activities. An important learning from this 
experience is that, given the right facilitation, 
existing institutions are capable of 
undertaking their own decisions. 

Resource

Empowerment

Indigenous 
Knowledge

Fund

NaRM-G NaRM-G NaRM-G

Disagree . . .

We should have more 

representation.
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MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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Stakeholder Involvement in 
Participatory Practices:
An Overview of Bangladesh NGOs

               ARE-Bangladesh has carried out a long range strategic planning (LRSP) exercise for setting   
   programme and organisational directions. One of its strategic directions is to promote  
  stakeholder participation in designing, implementing, monitoring and evaluating development 
programmes. Documentation and sharing best-practices on stakeholders’ participation form an integral 
part of the LRSP.

A task force (team) was set-up to learn about varied experiences relating to stakeholders’ participation 
in development programmes.

Methodology Followed
The team identified participants, project staff, Goverment of Bangladesh counterparts, partner non-
government organisations (NGOs), donors, research/academic institutions and CARE International as the 
primary stakeholders. Information and data were collected from both primary and secondary sources. 

C
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Elements of Project Phases

A.  Design Phase
 Need assessment
 Problem analysis and prioritisation
 Goal, log-frame and strategy 

formulation

B.  Implementation Phase
 Activity planning and targetting
 Activity implementation
 Negotiated indicators [participatory 

monitoring and evaluation (PME)/
participatory learning and action 
(PLA) process, etc.]

	 Problem	 identification	 and	 solving	
(on-going phase)

 Negotiated changes in strategy (on-
going phase)

C.  Monitoring Phase
 Baseline activities and

expectation setting
 Progress monitoring
 Analysis of results
 Result sharing

D.  Evaluation Phase
 Evaluation of technical, social and 

economic changes/impact due to 
the project

 Result sharing
 Sustainability and replication
 Future programme direction 

articulation

Target People’s Level of Involvement in Different 
Project Phases

Design Implementation

(%)

EvaluationMonitoring

Selection of Projects for the Study
The team randomly selected three projects each out of three sectors namely: agriculture and natural 
resources; rural infrastructure; health and population.  One partner NGO was selected purposively from 
the small economic activity development sector. In all, 10 projects implemented by CARE-Bangladesh 
were selected for gathering information and data.

The purpose was to select both international and national NGOs working in Bangladesh. Criteria 
used were: regional coverage and size of the organisation. The organisations that were practicing 
participatory approaches and had partnership with CARE were given preference. External organisations 
selected were: Scheme for Underprivileged People to Organise Themselves (SUPOTH), Action-Aid, 
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), CARITAS, SAMATA, BANSTESHAKA and Barisal 
Development Society (BDS).

Data collection
Data was collected through:
 focus group discussions (FGDs) at different 

levels;
 interview of key persons; and
 review of documents.

Major Findings
Participation of target beneficiaries
An attempt was made to determine the extent to which participatory 
approaches were practiced by different NGOs to involve participants/
beneficiaries in different phases of the project. The participation was 
measured against the elements under each phase of the project. 
The following diagram shows that different organisations and the 
projects under study are using participatory approaches in different 
degrees. The survey indicated that the beneficiaries (target people) 
participated the most during implementation (93%) and least in 
designing and evaluating the project (32% and 31% respectively).
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A. Design Phase

Potential Participatory Practices
 Conducting needs assessments deploying holistic approaches 

(e.g., HLSA, ZOPP, REFLECT method) or applying participatory rural 
appraisal (PRA) tools (e.g., transect walk, community mapping, large 
group discussion, focus group, wealth ranking, key informants, 
seasonalities, household interview, etc.)

 Needs assessments by applying PLA process.
	 Problem	 identification	meeting	 at	 the	 village	 level.
	 Beneficiaries’	 opinion	 surveys	 (on-going	 phase).
 Taking views from the staff in meetings.
 Design workshops involving different level of stakeholders.

Experience
Involvement of the community/target groups at the 
design phase was minimum. The senior programme 
officials	 did	most	 of	 the	 designing.	 Although	many	
organisations/projects were following a bottom-up 
approach in designing projects involving  people and 
different levels of stakeholders, they did not ensure 
meaningful involvement of the people at all stages of 
the design, e.g., needs assessment, problem analysis, 
formulation of goals and strategies. 

For smaller NGOs, costs and lack of in-house 
expertise were the main limiting factors to conduct 
an in-depth needs assessment and design involving 
different levels of stakeholders.

Participation of Women in Organisations 
and Projects

42%

64%
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Staffing Target
beneficiaries

FGD
participants

70
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Similarly, variations in the participation of 
beneficiaries in inter-organisation and inter-project 
levels were analysed. In most cases, the target 
beneficiaries were involved in some of the stages 
of project design, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation. However, their participation was not 
found to be effective in all phases of the projects.

Women’s participation
The study also investigated the level of women’s participation in project activities, their number among 
project staff, target beneficiaries and focus group discussion (FGD) participants. The data show that the 
participation of women had been quite appreciable in all the phases.

Overall participation
The field staff and the participants felt that they were suitably involved in the process of designing, 
implementing, monitoring and evaluating of the projects and that this contributed significantly towards 
improving their analytical and decision-making skills. They were more confident and had developed a 
sense of ownership in their organisations.

Participatory practices in different phases
The study revealed various similarities and dissimilarities in participatory practices used by different 
organisations at different phases. An attempt was made to document different best/exemplary practices 
of ensuring participation in the project cycle including design, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation. The experiences drawn at different phases are presented below:
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D. Evaluation Phase

Potential Participatory Practices
 Seasonal evaluation applying PLA/PME.
 Self-evaluation engaging different stakeholders.
	 Sharing	 evaluation	 findings	with	 the	 participants	

and staff.
	 Sharing	 evaluation	 findings	 in	 the	 chapter,	

federation and union meetings.
 Sharing evaluation reports.

Experience
Both summative and formative evaluations were done 
externally or by the senior staff of the project/ organisation 
using log-frame indicators and pre-designed methods and 
tools. Few organisations/projects were applying participatory 
approaches like PME, PLA, self-evaluation, sharing of 
evaluation	 findings	 and	 involving	 project	 participants,	
community	 and	 field-level	 staff	 in	 the	 process.

It was observed that there were some exemplary practices of 
sharing	 evaluation	 findings	 at	 different	 levels,	 particularly	 at	
the	 project	 beneficiary	 level,	 during	 annual	 general	meetings.	
Future directions are also articulated through this process.

B. Implementation Phase

Potential Participatory Practices
 Activity planning through PME/PLA, group discussion.
 Regular monthly meetings with groups.
 Regular monthly, bi-monthly/quarterly meetings with

field-level	 staff.
 Monthly and semestral local chapter/ federation meetings. 
 Weekly group meetings (mainly savings and credit groups).
 Monthly courtyard sessions.
 Doorstep meetings with target groups.
 Need-based seasonal meetings with target groups.
	 Annual	 review	 and	 planning	meetings	with	 project	 field	 staff.
 Group elections to change the leadership (annual/every two-

years).
 Annual general meetings of local committees (chapter, 

federation, union).
 Local bodies elections (chapter, federation, union).

Experience
Involvement of different stakeholders, particularly 
project	 target	 groups	 and	 field	workers,	 was	 observed	
to be high at different stages of implementation. Target 
groups and ground-level extensionists were very much 
involved in activity planning and implementation. There 
was a wide variation in approaches to ensuring the 
involvement of stakeholders (particularly target groups) in 
progress	monitoring,	 problem	 identification	 and	 changes	
in strategies. In most of the projects, only the senior 
management/Government of Bangladesh counterparts 
and donors had designed the broader implementation 
framework. According to their needs, the participants 
and	 grassroot-level	 field	workers	 prepared	 field	 level	
implementation plans, keeping in mind the broader 
implementation framework. They also applied participatory 
approaches to their work. 

C. Monitoring Phase

Potential Participatory Practices 
 PME/PLA sessions.
 Monitoring by local committee.
 Open discussions with villagers.
 Progress review at the group level.
 Receiving feedback from the groups.
 Progress review and analysis with the staff in monthly meetings.
 Result-sharing at the group level (monthly, seasonal, annual).
 Sharing output/progress at the annual general meeting by the 

local chapter, federation, union).
 Sharing the monitoring report at different levels.

Experience
Some organisations provide assurance of involvement 
of stakeholders particularly direct project participants in 
monitoring the progress or results. Involvement of the 
people, however, was not ensured at all stages, like result 
monitoring, analysis and decision-making. Organisations 
provided for increased participation in PME/PLA/group 
sessions.
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East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).

All the development organisations brought under the purview of the study are making serious efforts 
to involve different stakeholders by applying different participatory practices. But full-scale/meaningful 
involvement of both male and female target groups/beneficiaries and other stakeholders in different 
phases of the project cycle was hardly observed. In spite of these conditions, national, international, 
regional and local NGOs are trying to adapt different participatory practices to ensure involvement of 
different stakeholders.
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Enhancing the “Assessment” 
in Participatory Assessments

                rdinal scoring systems convert qualitative information from participatory assessments into 
   numbers, and assist the analysis of such information. But there are several pitfalls in this 
                process – villagers may find it difficult to self-score, the scale categories may not capture field 
reality, or the ordinal scoring system may not capture interesting and relevant project processes – which 
affect the validity and reliability of results. This is unfortunate given the rich possibilities of ordinal 
scoring systems to complement participatory assessments. This paper presents and draws on two recent 
participatory assessment exercises to highlight concerns and illustrate good practices. It also describes 
how such assessments can be extended, for instance, for use in project geographical information system 
(GIS), to exploit the possibilities offered by a sound ordinal scoring system to complement participatory 
assessment methodologies.

The PLA and the MPA 
The term methodology for participatory assessments (MPA) was coined by a multidisciplinary team 
working on the global participatory learning for action (PLA) Initiative study for the Water and Sanitation 
Progam. The PLA study  assessed 88 communities in 15 countries using the MPA. 

Key features of the MPA 
 A specially developed analytical framework which identifies the main factors affecting sustained and 

effective use of project facilities, and hence, the key indicators and sub-indicators to be assessed. 
These were developed after intensive discussions with community men and women, project field 
staff, NGOs and resource persons in different countries. Special attention was paid to prevent the 
process from becoming extractive, and to include indicators sensitive to gender and poverty.

O
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 A number of commonly used 
participatory tools such as wealth 
assessments, transect walks, 
card scoring, matrix voting and 
stakeholder meets. Tools were 
carefully chosen to suit the 
context as the same information 
can be generated using different 
tools.

 A codebook which specified ordinal rating scales (from 0 to 100) to capture field realities accurately 
and to assist field workers experienced in participatory assessments to translate qualitative field 
experience into ordinal scores. 

 Community folders to note the raw (tool-specific) information from the community assessments, 
and special qualitative issues which explained the scores given.

 Basic ordinal statistical analysis including frequency analysis, cross-tabulations and correlation 
analysis, done using a spreadsheet software and without specially developed software. 

Strengths of the MPA
While the individual elements of the MPA have been used before in participatory assessments, it is the 
way these have been combined into a single methodology that is its real strength. In particular, four 
aspects of this methodology stand out: 

1. A holistic approach to assessing sustainability. This links sustainability with gender, poverty, 
participation and demand-responsive approaches, using participatory assessments. It also links 
community, institutional and policy levels, visualising sustainability as a goal that must be pursued 
simultaneously at these three levels.

2. Emphasis on capturing processes. The response categories of the ordinal scoring system seek 
to capture not mere quantitative aspects or subjective value judgements, but the nature of the 
underlying process. This enables easy identification of good and bad performance across project 
communities, and also permits meaningful comparison of community experience across regions and 
even countries, in terms of graphs and tables, and basic statistical analysis. 

3. Retention of supporting qualitative information. Normally, participatory assessments using ordinal 
scores do not report why a particular response was given. The use of community folders ensures that 
users at the project and programme levels can always go back to individual community folders to 
understand these reasons. 

4. Multiple-use of information. A single round of assessments generates information that can be 
used, in appropriate formats, by the community (e.g., maps, achievement ladders, etc.), and also by 
project management and policy-makers (graphs, tables, spreadsheets, etc).
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Applying the MPA Principles: the DOON Watershed Study
A socio-economic and environmental impact study of the 7-year-old Doon Valley Integrated 
Watershed Management Project (Dehradun, India) was conducted in 1999-2000, adapting certain 
features of the MPA to the new context, namely, participatory assessments, ordinal scoring systems 
and multiple-use information. 

The adaptation of the MPA to the watershed context, and its focus on socio-economic and 
environmental impact rather than on sustainability, necessitated a complete re-definition of the 
indicators and the ordinal scoring system. 

Significant aspects of the DOON study

Ordinal community scores for soil erosion control
Assessing the impact of soil and water conservation measures on erosion damage to fields usually 
requires the collection of extensive and continuous field-data, and detailed technical analysis. 
Instead, villager perceptions were used to document the rough dimensions of change. On a village 
resource map, they first marked the areas affected by erosion where the project had worked. For 
each site, they scored the effectiveness of soil erosion measures: score of 0 meant that the problem 
continued unchanged, while a score of 100 meant that the problem had stopped completely. 
Villagers identified immediately with the scoring system (since it paralleled the money scale: 1 
rupee = 100 paise), and in fact, suggested a local variation, the 16 anna scale (16 annas = 1 rupee or 
100%, while 8 annas = 50 paise or 50%, etc.). Since the scoring system was easily understood, the 
discussion of what (ordinal) value to give for each site produced a consensus quickly. The resulting 
scores also enabled project management to easily identify problem areas and villages where project 
activities had produced the desired result (in the eyes of the villagers).

Village Scores on Erosion Control

Village Division         
  Site 1 Site 2 Site 3 Site 4 Site 5   Average

Tachchila Dehradun 50 75 100 40  66
Majhara Dehradun 100 100 100 100  100
Rainiwala Dehradun 100 100
Hasanpur Dehradun 25 100 100 100  81
Bhopalpani Song 0 0 0 0  0
Bharwakatal Song 50 25 75   50
Kalimati Song 75 75
Marora Song 50 75 50 100  69
Dudhai Kalsi 75 100 50   75
Nahad Kalsi 50 25 75   50
Singli Kalsi 80 100 100 40  80
Sorna Kalsi 100 100 100
Koti May Chak Rishikesh 75 100 75 50 100 80

Scores on erosion control
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Capturing impact of social processes
Relatively simple indicators were used to assess 
changes in the number of women who attended 
village meetings, before and after the project; the 
change in numbers who  felt confident enough 
speak out at such meetings; and changes in the 
number of households where men consumed 
alcohol (a major problem in hill villages).

 Use without baseline information
As reliable baseline information was not readily 
available, community perceptions were used to 
assess project impact. When asked, “If pre-project 
crop income is given a score of 100, what score 
would they give to post-project agricultural crop 
income?” Villagers were able to give a consensus 
figure (in terms of their own 16-anna scale). 

Although crude, such methods may well have an 
“acceptable level of imprecision”; i.e., even with 
baseline data, and full evaluation techniques, the 
margins of error may turn out to be roughly the 
same. They are certainly cost- and time effective 
(getting the last 10% of accuracy may account for 
80% of the cost of conventional methods).

Frequency of Village Scores on Soil Erosion Control

Score  0 25 40 50 75 80 100 Total

Frequency 0 3 2 7 8 1 17 38
Percentage 0 % 8 % 5 % 19 % 22 % 3 % 46 % 100 %

* Excludes sites in Rishikesh villages which were affected by the recent earthquake and flash floods.

C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6
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Women’s Participation in 
Community Management

Note: C1 = Community 1; C2= community 2, etc.

Scoring Women’s Participation in 
Community Management Committees

Options

 Women are not members of the 
management committee

	Women are members but do not attend
	Women members attend, but do not 

speak up
	Women members attend and speak - but 

do not influence decisions
	Women members attend, speak out, and 

are able to influence decisions

Score

0

25
50

75

100

Good Practice in Using Ordinal Scoring Systems
Although the MPA uses commonly used elements, experiences with problems on the field prompted the 
following guides for good practice in using ordinal scoring systems.
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Design
 Use a 0 - 100 scale with “gaps”
 In comparison with 1 - 3 or 1 - 5 scales, this has two advantages. 

 First, it avoids the problem often 
experienced in the field with a 
1 - 3 or 1- 5 scale: villagers feel 
their situation is neither 2 nor 3, 
but somewhere in between (3.5? 
3.75?). If options are scored with 
“gaps” (e.g., option 1 = score 0; 
option 2 = score 25; option 3 = 
score 50, etc.), it is easier to score 
an in-between situation as say 30 
or 40. 

 Second, actual percentages can also be shown to avoid the problem of “squeezing” percentages 
into an ordinal scale (e.g., 0 - 33% = 1; 33 - 66% = 2, etc.). Depicting percentages in full gives more 
information to the person (e.g., project manager or project monitoring and evaluation unit) who 
expressed the need in the first place. 

 Use descriptive ordinal categories as far as possible
 It is difficult to compare scores from ordinal scales devised to pick up people’s value judgements 

(e.g., good = 100; average = 50; bad = 25; etc.). But “descriptive ordinal categories” – which arrange 
descriptive categories in a certain order (see, for instance, the scoring for women’s participation in 
community management given in page 182) – can capture processes much more meaningfully than, 
for instance, “percentage of women on management committees”.

On the field
 Do not prompt respondents
 Even team staff members (either drawn from local NGOs or part of the project’s staff) with 

experience in conducting PRA exercises should not prompt scores, or attempt to score for the 
community, for these defeat the purpose of self-scoring. This can also initiate biases (where the 
community feels it must give scores that project management will “like”). Conflicting opinions, in 
fact, initiate clarificatory debate. 

Reporting assessment results
 Describe respondents
 When reporting results, detail the nature of community respondents (e.g., how many were present, 

out of how many) so that users of the final results can distinguish between scores given by a small 
sub-section of the project community and those given by a majority (or all members).
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Potential Uses 
Although the MPA has been used so far in different contexts (e.g., watershed projects) and purposes 
(e.g., assessing sustainability or socio-economic or environmental impact), the potential of the MPA is 
much larger. Potential uses are described below.

Decision support
 Project design
 The global PLA study identified key variables underlying sustainability in water and sanitation 

projects, which, if used to design such projects, can improve their sustainability. Work is underway in 
India to identify key variables for other types of projects (e.g., poverty alleviation projects, and rural 
livelihoods projects).

 Policy performance review
 The stakeholder meetings can be useful tools to bring policy decision-makers, project management 

and community representatives to review project performance on the basis of both ordinal scores 
and qualitative detail. Such a relatively simple and quick representation of qualitative information 
could enrich and improve policy and institutional review. 

Acknowledgement
 

 Community decision-making
 MPA can be used as part of a project management’s participatory 

learning approach, training the village community to use ordinal 
scoring for self-management and village-level decision-making, 
with appropriately modified visual representation of ordinal 
scores. 

Community-level M&E of project performance
 Use in GIS-linked M&E
 Since an ordinal scoring system generates numbers, scores 

on even “soft” social and institutional issues (such as 
capacity-building, women’s empowerment, transparency and 
accountability of community organisations, etc.) can be added to 
a project’s GIS, which normally tracks only financial and technical 
information. 

 Continuous monitoring
 With comparable annual assessments, a well-designed ordinal 

scoring system can help communities and project management 
to track progress over time. It can also improve end-of-project 
evaluations by providing a trend over time, rather than a 
comparison of mere baseline and final figures.
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A. J. James

This paper draws on joint work 
by a team (of which the present 
author was a member) from the 
Water and Sanitation Progam, 
which includes the “Methodology 
for Participatory Assessments 
with Communities, Institutions 
and Policy Makers” (Dayal, Wijk, 
Mukherjee, 1999) and the final 
global synthesis report (under 
preparation). It also draws on the 
report (by the present author) 
of the “Socio-Economic and 
Environmental Impact Study” of the 
European Community funded Doon 
Valley Integrated Management 
Project, submitted to WS 
Atkins International, UK, 
April 2000.
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Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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Participatory Planning in Nepal

               epal has had a long tradition of development interventions. Planned development formally   
               startedin 1956 and efforts have been recently made by the government to make the planning 
               process more participatory and transparent. Promulgation of laws and acts, restructuring of the 
bureaucracy and modification of the political structure are some of the efforts made in this direction.

Besides the government sector, several external agencies have joined hands in strengthening planned 
development in the country. These agencies have largely influenced the state policies related to 
development. As a consequence, the local Self-Governance Act (1998) and Associated By-laws (1999) 
were passed by the parliament. These marked the beginning of the “one-door policy in planning” within 
the legal framework of the state. This new policy has encouraged many groups in the non-government 
sector to join and support the mainstream of government planning structure. 

N
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Realising the importance of participatory planning, the Government of Nepal has introduced the 
Participatory District Development Programme (PDDP) and the Local Governance Programme (LGP) with 
the technical assistance of the UNDP. These programmes cover 60 out of the 75 districts of the country, 
covering some 16 million people.

One-Door Policy in Planning
The multiciplicity of agencies, including NGOs, has sometimes posed problems in planning and 
implementation of development plans. The one-door policy of the PDDP envisages the convergence of 
all such efforts to one stream through participatory planning. This will not only facilitate the planning 
process, but also make the process more transparent and location-specific.

Review the present situation 
and facilitate consensus among 
stakeholders for future planning.

Change the direction if 
needed but do not start 
again.

Strategic changes may not 
be necessary; however, 
look back even in normal 
situations.

The VISION is farther than the goal. We 
can go nearer but we can never fully 
achieve the VISION. Once we achieve the 
goal, a new vision may appear.

Planning Starts from Community Visioning

Starting point


Goal





1

2

3

4
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Participatory planning encourages a bottom-up approach that will promote local autonomy and 
discourage the tendency to follow guidelines and instructions from the top. PDDP believes in convincing 
local leaders, bureaucrats, etc. of the effectiveness of genuine decentralisation in the system. 

Objectives of PDDP
PDDP seeks to empower people to take increasingly greater control of their own development and 
enhance their capacities to mobilise and channel resources required for poverty alleviation. PDDP works 
simultaneously at the local and central levels to achieve its objectives.

At the micro level
PDDP supports the improvement of the governance system and social empowerment processes at the 
village level through the development of self-governing community institutions.

At the meso level
PDDP supports the strengthening of development programming and management capabilities of District 
Development Committees (DDCs).

PDDP at a Glance

Public-private partnership
 Partnership-building (public-private)
 Self governance (functional 

communities)
 Mobilisation for linkage and 

resources
 Establishment of partnership 

promotion facility

      VILLAGE

VDC to promote self-governance
 Building of community organisations
 Formation of community assets
 Human resource development
	 Credit	 flow	 to	 develop	micro-enterprises
 Seed grant fund for productive   

infrastructure

DISTRICT

Management support for decentralised district development
 Information system and GIS
	Participatory development planning and monitoring 

system
 Institutional structuring and strengthening
 Human resource development



 

CENTRAL

Support to micro, meso and macro policies
 Research to support decentralised local 

development
 Policy improvement and formulation
 Information linkages
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At the macro level
PDDP supports the National Planning Commission (NPC) and the Ministry of Local Development (MLD) 
towards policies that reflect and support local-level development initiatives.

STAGE ONE
 Understanding among 

community members
 Cohesiveness
 Local resource 

identification
 Self-initiated 

activities (SIA) started
 Some activities with 

community ownership

STAGE TWO
 Understanding among 

community members 
converted into 
community policy

 Cohesiveness over 
individual interest

 Local resource 
utilisation started

 SIA regularised
 More activities with 

community ownership

STAGE THREE
 Community policy 

updated
 Community norms 

established
 Local resource 

diversification	 started
 SIA become a part of 

community
 More activities with 

community ownership

STAGE FOUR
 Community policy 
refined

 Feeling of civil 
society consolidated

 Local resource 
pattern consolidated

 SIA replace service 
sectors

 More activities 
with community 
ownership

STAGE FIVE
 Community policy 

established
 Strong civil society 

established
 Local resource base 

established
 SIA sustained
 More activities with 

community ownership

Stages of participatory planning



189Participatory Planning in Nepal

Major Learnings
 PDDP has recognised importance 

of people’s participation in the 
planning process, encouraging 
them to make their own plans.

 A step-by-step approach is 
used to avoid attempting to do 
too many things and not doing 
anything well.

	PDDP helps communities to 
formulate their own visions and 
plans to meet their development 
needs. Visioning sets the stage 
for broad-based planning and 
specific operational plans.

	PDDP makes plans flexible and 
enables the people to make 
periodic revisions at various 
levels.





Can share 
available 
resources

Can give 
greater inputs

Can share 
available 
resources

Can give 
greater inputs

Support to DDC by Government and  
Non-government Agencies

DDC

Professional 
plan of the 

district

Non-
Government 

Agencies

Government 
Agencies

Comprehansive, 
logical, rational 
and transparent 

plan for 
implementation

 

 

Same process is being followed at the VDC and settlement level.

 PDDP advocates that the planning process has to start at 
the community level. Complicated planning concepts like 
periodic plan, strategic plan and so on may confuse the 
people and they may not cooperate. 

	A professionally-sound district plan document is necessary 
to avoid possible manipulation, political favouritism 
and subsequent cuts in the budget imposed from the 
outside. Although adequate human resources, skills and 
equipment are available in the districts, plans are often 
unprofessional, leaving scope for manipulation from the 
centre. On the other hand, professional district plans with 
specific activities and justification for budget requirements 
discourage impositions from district and central officials.

	It is often believed that grassroots institutions are 
incapable of handling a development process, on the 
grounds that trained manpower and adequate resources 
are not available at this level. PDDP advocates a greater 
role for NGOs and civil society organisations and the 
government has mobilised internal and external resources 
to build capacity at the grassroots level through training.

Policy Shift in Local Governance

The passage of the Local Self-Governance 
Act of 1998 has given a major impetus 
to the promotion of decentralised local 
governance in Nepal. The Act has provided 
extensive authority and responsibility to 
DDCs and VDCs at the district and village 
levels, respectively. The authority of the 
local bodies can only be exercised if their 
capacity  is enhanced. The new Act and its 
Regulations, when fully implemented, will 
have substantial impact on the role of the 
state and local authorities in Nepal. DDCs 
and VDCs are expected to have:
 substantially increased revenues;
 greater responsibilities for the services 

presently carried out by sectoral line 
agencies;

 periodic plan and annual plan for 
implementation; and

 policy feedback to and 
from the High Level 
Monitoring Committee.



190 ENHANCING OWNERSHIP AND SUSTAINABILITY: a resource book on participation 

Prepared by: 
Nani Ram Subedi

	The multiplicity of development agencies often creates 
confusion because of individual activities and funds. PDDP calls 
for a single vision at the district level, providing a common 
ground for various activities in the district.

PDDP has given a new direction to the development planning 
in Nepal. It has made the planning process more democratic, 
professional and transparent. It will enable people to reflect their 
aspirations in the plans and to prioritise their own needs. PDDP 
also enables them to mobilise their own resources and make best 
use of the capital grants made available to them.

Development Fund

As a part of decentralisation of 
financial	 powers,	 the	DDC	 and	
the VDC are empowered to spend 
around Rs.2 million and Rs. 0.5 

million per year respectively on 
developmental activities that are 
part of the approved plan of 

DDCs and VDCs.

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development	 for	 Asia	 and	 the	 Pacific	 (CIRDAP),	 South	
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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The International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD)-assisted Tamil 
Nadu Women’s Development Project 
began in India in the late 1980s, 
with MYRADA as the lead non-
government organisation (NGO). When 
the project was implemented, some 
of the operating parameters changed; 
instead of banks collecting the 
savings and utilising it in the manner 
they liked, savings were kept at the 
group level. In due course, these 
savings were internally lent to the 
group members. Thus the philosophy 
for which groups were formed 
changed. In early 1990s, the National 
Bank for Agricultural and Rural 
Development changed its refinancing 
policy and the groups were 
recognised as financial intermediaries. 
The Maharashtra Rural Credit Project 
(MRCP) was designed by IFAD in this 
background.

 n the early 1970s, groups were promoted as an extension  
        of the delivery system of the extension agencies and banks  
        in India. But two decades later, with the change in 
refinancing policy of the national bank, groups could borrow 
large amounts from the banks and distribute these to members 
at ceiling-free interest rates. The Maharashtra Rural Credit 
Project (MRCP) was designed within this changed framework 
for the functioning of small informal groups – the self-help 
groups (SHGs). The changes implied that the groups virtually 
could have an indefinite life, much beyond a project or a 
programme of fixed duration. It also required groups to take 
decisions on lending terms such as interest rates, repayment 
period, etc. Groups, thus, became management units by 
themselves and required effective planning and monitoring 
systems. Although this need was identified by the financier, no 
system as such was suggested. Group activities were monitored 
on selective basis using a survey-based concurrent monitoring 
system implemented by one of the banking training institutions 
promoted by a consortium of state-owned banks. 

Participatory Self-Monitoring 
System: The Maharashtra Rural Credit 
Project

I
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Why PSMS?
Those involved in promoting groups soon realised the 
need for a participatory self-monitoring system (PSMS). 
A number of factors triggered this realisation. Firstly, the 
amount saved was increasing at a very rapid rate 
(partly contributed by the high rate of interest). 
Secondly, groups started showing significant 
variation in terms of performance and 
thus, some sort of rating system had to be 
developed to facilitate the loan appraisal 
process. Thirdly, as this project had some 
very innovative features, the pressure 
to report on outputs and impact from the 
central and state governments and donors was 
high. As the number of groups had already crossed 4,000, 
even a sample-based external monitoring system would be expensive. A 
widely-used participatory system was also considered necessary in order to facilitate 
the process of loan approval.

PSMS Design Process
The design process began with the NGOs explaining to the groups 
the rationale for the monitoring system. Mature groups who had a 
significant amount of savings and who visualised the importance of 
groups as a permanent feature of the village, quickly appreciated 
the need for such a process. Bankers contributed to the process by 
specifying important indicators. After initial discussion with selected 
groups and obtaining a wide range of indicators, a meeting of group 
leaders was convened in various districts. Views naturally differed 
on the utility of various indicators. Project management invariably 
felt that a localised (as opposed to standardised) set of indicators 
would be too difficult to manage. NGOs however were willing to 
consider a more localised version but not a unique set for each 
group. With further discussions (spread over four months), two sets 
of indicators were finalised. A simple manual was produced, first 
in English and after initial testing, was translated into Marathi, a 
local language. The manual – Participatory Self-Monitoring System 
for Self-Help Groups – is the outcome of collective thinking of the 
National Bank, the NGOs and the project clientele. 

The monitoring indicators chosen for the monthly and annual 
monitoring system under the MRCP are shown below.

Highlights of the
PSMS Manual

Principles
 For sustained existence, the quality 

of groups needs to be ensured.
 A system should evolve from among 

the members themselves.
 Since many members are illiterate, 

PSMS should be in the form of 
pictorial charts.

Operationalisation
 PSMS should have two subsets: 

monthly and annual.
 After participatory self-assessments 

in the group meeting, members are 
required to rank the group on each 
indicator.

 The grading is represented in 
green for good, yellow for 
average and red for bad.

 “Impartial comparison” is 
possible with this system.
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Indicators for Monthly Monitoring Under the MRCP

Grading Criteria
Indicators

 (Green) Good     (Yellow) Average  (Red) Bad

1. Preparation for meetings: activities should 
include cleanliness and arrangement for lamp, 
drinking water, sitting (on the floor), monitoring 
chart and a clock.

2. Regularity of the meetings

3. Timeliness

4. Attendance in the meeting

5. Recording the proceedings, decision of the 
meeting, and presentation at the next meeting

6. Savings: deposited on the fixed date

7. Account keeping for transparency

8. Collective decision-making: all members are 
expected to participate actively in the meeting 
so that the group’s functioning is democratic

9. Repayment of loans: for the credibility and 
sustainability of the groups 

10. Lending: to meet the credit requirement of the 
members

11. Petty cash: for meeting  emergency needs, but 
not too much as there is an opportunity cost of 
keeping the funds idle (fix a limit)

12. Insurance: against damage to the life of the 
member or the assets

13. Community activities: discussion and action 
on social issues such as public health and 
sanitation, adult and functional literacy, tree 
planting, drinking water, shramdan (voluntary 
labour contribution), or gender issues, mainly to 
create social awareness among group members

All necessary 
arrangements

As scheduled

As scheduled 

All members 

Recorded and 
presented

All members 

All financial 
transactions are 
recorded during the 
meeting itself
 
Decisions are taken 
collectively

Repaid on time

Up to 95% of the 
available resources

Cash within the 
prefixed limit

Insurance of members 
and assets acquired 
under the group loan 

Discussed and 
undertaken

More than half

On dates other than 
predetermined

Late (<2 hours)

< 7 5 % 

Recorded but not 
presented

>90%  of members 

Accounts are 
completed after the 
meeting

Only few members 
participate

>95% loans are repaid 
on time

<95% of the available 
resources

More than the limit

Insurance of some 
members and assets 

Discussed but not 
undertaken

No preparation

No meeting

Late (>2 hours)

< 7 5 % 

Not recorded

<90%  of members 

Accounts are 
incomplete or not 
kept at all

Decisions are taken 
without discussion 

<95% loans are 
repaid on time

No loan 
disbursement

Entire savings kept 
as cash

No insurance

No discussion and 
no action taken
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Examples of Visual Representation of Some Indicators for Monthly Monitoring

Preparation for meetings

Collective 
decision-making

Account keeping

Community 
activities

Red
Yellow

Green
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1. Responsibility sharing: rotation of activities such as 
preparation for meetings, preparation of agenda, 
bookkeeping, dealing with banks, etc.

2. Common fund: consisting of savings, interest 
received, penalties, etc. 

3. Lending: to meet members’ needs  

4. Income generation: to increase income and enhance 
living standards among those taking loans

5. External financial assistance (e.g., from banks, as 
groups themselves usually are not able to meet all 
their financial needs)

6. Insurance: against damage to life of members and 
assets 

7. Training: for skills development in managing SHGs 
such as book-keeping and accounts, vocational 
activities, transactions with banks, health, women’s 
rights, etc.  

8. Inter-group lending: for self-help and to maintain a 
balance between the resources needed and available 

9. Audit: by external knowledgeable persons/institutions 
but not necessarily by chartered accountants

10. Formation of new groups to expand the self-help 
movement and help others, as a moral responsibility

11. Appointment of record keeper (not necessarily from 
outside)

12. Repayment to the group by the members in time

13. Formation of clusters of groups for cooperation with 
formal or informal body

14. Representation in local bodies (e.g., local village 
government, cooperative societies) as leadership 
ability increases by participating in the groups 

15. Community development (public health, tree planting, 
education, drinking water, family planning, village 
sanitation)

16. Annual meeting at the end of the year for review of 
income and expenditure, distribution of profit, group 
functioning, and planning for the next year

>50% members share 
responsibilities 

Exists 

>60% of the needs met

  
>50% increase in income 

Financial assistance 
taken 

Facility availed with 
group loans by all 
members

As decided by the group, 
normally 4 or more 
training programmes

Lending resorted 

Done 

Help extended 

         -

100% as per schedule

Participation in cluster 

Elected in local bodies 
 

4 or more activities 
undertaken

Meeting held

<50% members share 
responsibilities 

No common fund 

30-60% of the needs 
met

25-50% increase in 
income

Financial assistance 
not taken 

Facility availed by 
some members and 
for some assets

As decided by the 
group, normally 
2 or 3 training 
programmes

Not resorted 

- 

Help not extended 

Appointed 

95-99%

No participation 

Not elected in local 
bodies 

1-3 activities 
undertaken 

Meeting not held

No sharing 
 

-

 
<30% of the 
needs met

<25% increase 
in income

-

-

 
Training is not 
imparted 
 

- 

Not done 

 

Not appointed 

<95%

- 

- 

 
No activities 
undertaken 

No activities 
undertaken

Indicators for Annual Monitoring Under the MRCP

Grading Criteria
Indicators

 (Green) Good     (Yellow) Average  (Red) Bad
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Inter-group lending

Common fund

Lending to meet 
member’s needs

Training Annual meeting

Examples of Visual Representation of Some Indicators for Annual Monitoring
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The charts have been printed in Marathi and distributed to about 5,000 groups. NGOs have been 
oriented to further orient the groups on how to use the system. The current plan is to use a system for  
group-level monitoring only; there are no plans to “extract” information from the groups and aggregate 
it at successively higher levels. 

Some  Reflections on PSMS
 The system has been used only for a short period and lessons have yet to be systematically extracted. 

But many groups showed enthusiasm in implementing the system. Members felt that a comparison 
with neighbouring groups (at least for some indicators) would allow them to compare their own 
performance. They could also monitor their own group’s performance overtime.

 The self-help movement in India is only about two-and-a-half decades old. In a way, it is of 
relatively recent origin and it is difficult to visualise how it will evolve over time. Due to the highly 
decentralised nature of this movement, a “vision” of the NGO promoters or that of the bankers, may 
not actually reflect the likely course of this movement.

	Developing a common set of indicators that will be universally relevant is thus difficult. Moreover, 
the indicators chosen already will most likely represent only a short- to medium-term vision.

Monitoring charts
The charts provided for monitoring have the following format with illustrations for each indicator:

Monitoring 
period

January

December

Indicator 1 Indicator 2 3 4 5...

Green Yellow Red Green Yellow Red ... ... ...

Monthly Monitoring Chart

Monitoring 
period

Year 1

Year 5

Indicator 1 Indicator 2 3 4 5...

Green Yellow Red Green Yellow Red ... ... ...

Annual Monitoring Chart
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	Although the project has a strong focus on poverty reduction, the PSMS does not measure 
performance against this goal. It may be said that the PSMS is not necessarily for measuring 
performance against the project-level goals and thus limits itself to the groups of beneficiaries who 
design, maintain and use the system.

 The current system is more standardised than it was initially. This perhaps makes implementation 
easier but it does not allow groups to contextualise either the indicators or grading of the 
quantitatively assessable variables.

	Some improvements can also be introduced at the operational level. While the grading should 
continue to remain simple, a five-scale grading system or an ordinal system with values ranging from 
1 to 10 could perhaps replace the current three-scale grading system to provide more nuances. The 
quantitative variables, such as the repayment rates, could be measured in percentage terms while 
still classifying them into one of the categories. The current grading of “bad” could be replaced by 
“needing improvement”. Non-performance against certain variables should not be classified as 
“average” as done in some cases. If they are not important as indicators they should be dropped. 
Additionally, the indicators could be categorised broadly into economic, social, institutional 
development, etc., and presented in sub-groups.

	While the system need not be “extractive”, groups can be encouraged to review the status at cluster 
level. Cluster-level committees may even review and follow up on the corrective actions taken by the 
groups.

	Finally, the principle of “criticality” should be applied in choosing indicators and  monitor only the 
important aspects. But overly simplistic systems can miss important dimensions. The system used 
in the MRCP is financially oriented (mainly savings and credit), whereas the project also has a very 
strong empowerment element. Groups decide on interest rates and other lending and repayment 
terms on their own. Women have started feeling very confident and have demonstrated freedom 
from fear and from various dysfunctional social taboos. There is difficulty in defining and measuring 
empowerment but this impact on gender relations is an important dimension to assess.

VDCCoop. Society

Prepared by: 
Shyam Khadka

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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REFLECT: An Empowering 
Approach to Education and 
Social Change

     hen people become conscious of the fact that their 
	 				livelihood	and	other	socio-political	conditions	are	in	 
	 				turmoil	and	state	of	flux,	and	begin	to	discuss	their	
concerns,	an	appropriate	environment	is	created	for	using	the	
REFLECT approach. 

REFLECT	aims	to	empower	people	by	raising	their	critical	
consciousness,	enabling	them	to	find	solutions	to	their	problems	
and	enhancing	their	communicative	skills.	REFLECT	draws	upon	
and	has	evolved	out	of	diverse	grassroot	experiences	of	more	than	
100	organisations	in	30	countries,	who	have	contributed	to	its	
continuing	development.

W REFLECT is a structured 
participatory learning process 
which facilitates people’s critical 
analysis of their environment...  
Through the creation of 
democratic spaces and the 
construction and interpretation 
of locally generated texts, people 
build their own multi-dimensional 
analysis of local and global reality, 
challenging dominant development 
paradigms and redefining power 
relationships (in both public and 
private spheres).

 Proceedings of REFLECT
 Practitioner’s Workshop, 1998.

”

“
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Characteristics of REFLECT*
	 A	political	process	creating	democratic	space	in	which	existing	cultural	norms	and	power	

relationships	are	challenged.

	 Challenges	the	view	of	communities	as	homogenous	entities,	recognising	diversity,	stratification	and	
the	power	imbalances	(by	gender,	class,	caste,	race,	age,	language,	physical	ability,	etc.)	which	it	is	
committed	to	transform.

	 Aims	to	provide	the	space,	time	and	tools	for	an	internal	community	process	that	challenges	the	
traditional	externally	dominated	model	of	development.	

	 A	learning	process	that	starts	from	people’s	reflection	on	their	socio-economic,	cultural	and	political	
environment	and	that	aims	to	promote	change	in	individuals,	communities,	organisations	and	
societies.	It	is	an	intensive,	extensive,	horizontal,	educational	process.

	 Draws	from	a	wide	range	of	participatory	tools	and	techniques,	including	a	range	of	visualisation	
tools,	theatre/role	play,	story-telling	and	diverse	forms	of	cultural	communication.

	 Based	on	the	generation	of	texts	(in	both	visual	and	printed	forms)	by	the	participants	themselves,	
through	which	they	can	identify	their	problems,	needs,	interests,	capacities,	expectations	and	
priorities.

	 Recognises	literacy	(in	the	sense	
of	reading	and	writing)	as	part	of	a	
wider	set	of	communication	practices	
(including	listening,	speaking,	language,	
discourse	and	media),	all	of	which	
are	crucial	to	challenging	power	
relationships.	

	 REFLECT	seeks	to	promote	a	
multidimensional	approach	to	literacy	
and	these	wider	practices.

	 An	approach	to	transformation,	that	
seeks	to	impact	not	only	communities	
but	also	the	people	and	institutions	
involved in the process. 

* Compiled by the participants of the REFLECT Practitioner’s Workshop held in London, United Kingdom, 1998.

Basic Principles of REFLECT

 Gender equity is integral to all aspects of REFLECT 
as it is essential for social transformation.

 The REFLECT process explores and analyses the 
causes of power inequalities and oppression.

 Stratifications and power relationships affect 
everyone involved in the process; through 
REFLECT, these stratifications can become an 
integral part of the process of critical analysis.

 REFLECT is an evolving process, which must 
be continually recreated for each new context. 
Innovation is integral to the process.

 The equitable practice of power at all levels in 
the REFLECT process is essential for determining 
empowerment outcomes.

 Institutional and individual change at all levels 
is an integral part of the process, making the 
networking of participants, facilitators, trainers, 
staff and organisations an essential part of 
REFLECT.
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Key Actors in REFLECT

Local community forum
The forum discusses the problems of individuals and community 
or	exchanges	information	in	an	informal	manner.	It	is	also	used	
as	a	venue	for	collectively	discussing	social	aspects	such	as	the	
celebration	of	festivals	and	for	the	resolution	of	conflicts	between	
people	within	the	village.

Facilitators
The facilitators are selected from the local community by the 
implementing	organisation.	They	should	have	some	degree	
of	education.	They	are	selected	based	on	their	interest	and	
commitment,	knowledge	about	problems	faced	by	the	community,	
and	creative	skills	(reading,	writing,	communication,	etc.).	Training	
programmes	are	conducted	for	both	trainers	and	facilitators.

Training of Facilitators

 Participatory research and 
analytical methods

 Conceptual clarity on 
development issues

 Communications (theatre)
 Teaching methodologies
 Pedagogy (literacy)
 Process documentation
 Participatory monitoring

and evaluation
 Gender
 Livestock health,

livestock production
	Human health

REFLECT in Practice: The Process

Visualisation	of	an	issue
	 People	of	the	community	prioritise	the	

most important issues.
	 The	facilitator	motivates	the	people	to	

visualise	the	issue	by	using	tools	
such	as	participatory	rural	appraisal	
(PRA).

 People use locally available materials 
(seeds,	leaves,	stones,	sticks,	ash	
powder,	etc.)	for	construction	of	a	
map/matrix.

 The facilitator replaces the visual 
elements	by	picture	cards	(often,	
these are drawn on the spot by the 
facilitator).

	 People	spend	ample	time	discussing	the	key	
issue,	using	the	map/matrix.

	 The	facilitator	transfers	the	visual	diagram	
from	the	ground	to	the	chart	paper.



202 ENHANCING OWNERSHIP AND SUSTAINABILITY: a resource book on participation 

Analysis of the graphic representation of 
issue(s)
	 People	act	out	different	elements	

of	the	PRA	exercise	(e.g.,	theatre).	
People	share	their	knowledge	
systems	and	the	issue	is	critically	
discussed	to	find	possible	solutions.

	 The	facilitator	guides	the	participants	
in	analysis	by	putting	the	issue	in	the	
larger	context	of	the	community.

 The facilitator documents the 
process	on	a	chart	paper	along	
with	the	map/matrix	to	produce	a	
complete	“primer”	of	that	particular	
issue.

Literacy programme
 The facilitator introduces the “primer” 

developed	by	the	participants.
	 He/she	exhibits	all	the	visual	materials	and	

initiates	the	discussion	for	a	consensus	to	select	
the	visuals	for	learning.	Often,	these	visuals	are	
closely	related	to	the	intensity	of	the	issue	(i.e.,	
health,	agriculture,	indebtedness).

	 When	the	group	decides	the	words	to	be	
learned,	the	facilitator	writes	the	text	of	the	
visual.

	 He/she	uses	many	innovative	methods	to	
involve	people	in	learning	(e.g.,	puzzle	games;	
body	movement	to	indicate	shape	of	letters).

	 Participants	constantly	refer	to	the	manual	
developed	by	them	and	continue	their	
discussion on how to address the issues.

Sustainable learning process
	 The	process	documentation,	regular	debate,	self	evaluations	and	participatory	monitoring	help	

assess	the	progress	of	the	process	and	to	design	the	need-based	training	programmes	for	facilitators.
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Forest
 Debate and discussion on minor forest products 

amongst the community, especially women.
 Promotion of scarce/endangered plants through herbal 

nurseries or gardens.

Health
 Training of village community health workers.
 Preparation of local herbal medicines.
 Information dissemination and educational programmes 

using theatre, posters, slide shows and films.

Gender issues
 Regular capacity-building programmes for women 

leaders.
 Debates and actions on gender issues by the women’s 

community fora.

Livestock and poultry production systems
 Training of community animal health workers in an 

integrated approach to animal health care.
 Educational programmes for the community using role 

plays, posters, slide shows, films, etc.
 Capacity-building of local healers.
 Preparation of a directory of local herbal medicines.
 Backyard poultry raising.

An Experience

Yakshi, a non-government organisation (NGO) was set 
up in Hyderabad in 1993 with the primary purpose of 
strengthening and supporting community-based peoples’ 
initiatives and movements, and processes of participation.   
A major focus of Yakshi has been to use theatre as a 
means of education and communication. During the past 
five years, Yakshi has been working closely with Girijana 
Deepika located in the Adivasi areas of East Godavari 
district.

Girijana Deepika was set up in 1989 as an independent 
Adivasi peoples’ mass organisation. It is an expression 
of Adivasi people’s intent to struggle against oppressive 
forces, restructure the existing inequitable power relations, 
and gain control over their natural resources. 

Anthra (in Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra), is an 
organisation of women scientists that works on issues of 
biodiversity, people’s rights over their natural resources, 
knowledge systems, health, livestock production and 
gender.

In 1996, for the first time in India, Yakshi, in partnership 
with Girijana Deepika and Anthra, practised the REFLECT 
approach to education and social change in the Adivasi 
villages of East Godavari district of Andhra Pradesh. Efforts 
of Girijana Deepika have been directed towards raising 
people’s consciousness around critical issues such as land, 
agriculture, livestock, poultry, forest, health and conflicts 
between ethnic identity and contemporary or modern 
influences.

Yakshi and Anthra have played a critical facilitating role to 
strengthen Girijana Deepika through a process of capacity-
building and finding practical means for strengthening 
participatory processes. The key actors in REFLECT is the 
gotti (local community forum). Theatre campaigns have 
been used effectively to revive the gottis in the villages. 
Both women and men are involved in 
the gottis.

ACHIEVEMENTS
Agriculture
 Community seed banks  to preserve and make 

available seeds of food crops to farmers.
 Construction of water-harvesting structures.
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Lessons Learned
	 Participatory	learning	processes	are	dynamic	

and	help	the	people	to	directly	link	these	
with	their	lives	and	existing	communicative	
practices.	Conventional	categories	such	as	
literacy,	post-literacy	and	continuing	education	
do	not	apply	in	participatory	learning,	as	these	
are closely interwoven with one another. 
People’s	involvement	in	the	process	occurs	at	
different	levels.

	 With	the	help	of	the	facilitator,	people	create	
their own “primers” based on their concerns 
and	critical	analysis.

	 People	soon	“demand”	more	information	
about	a	particular	issue.	This	information	
is not only provided in the form of simple 
booklets/posters	but	also	created	by	the	
people themselves.

	 The	success	and	continuation	of	REFLECT	
depends	critically	upon	the	commitment	of	

 Where people are living in abject poverty and 
exploitation, the REFLECT process has in a small but 
significant way enabled them to come together, critically 
analyse their social conditions and work towards some 
actions for change.

 A significant number of women have come forward to 
participate in the process. The work has been expanded 
from 20 to 200 villages, where women leaders of the 
community fora are involved in a process of leadership 
and capacity building.

Impact of REFLECT

the	facilitator	and	the	implementing	agency.
 The REFLECT approach	can	be	used	for	development	planning	and	implementation	and	for	

increasing	awareness	on	human	rights	and	gender	rights.	Its	success	depends	on	the	political	and	
ideological	vision	and	goals	of	those	who	are	practising	it.	A	high	degree	of	continuous	motivation	
and	innovation	at	all	levels	is	essential.

	 REFLECT	requires	skilled	individuals	to	facilitate	the	process.	Continuous	need-based	capacity-
building	and	training	is	necessary	for	facilitators.	A	sense	of	ownership	on	the	entire	process	
invariably	results	from	a	well-designed	REFLECT	exercise.

 Adults involved in REFLECT have become more conscious 
of the importance of education for their children 
and show interest in local schools. Thus, REFLECT 

has indirectly created an impetus for improved 
educational opportunities for children.

 REFLECT has helped in designing 
developmental interventions, gender 
integration and organisational 
development process, monitoring and 
evaluation.

For more information on REFLECT, contact: 
 CIRAC/International Education Unit
 ACTIONAID, Hamlyn House

 McDonald Road, London N19 5PG, UK
 Yakshi, India

Prepared by: 
Madhusuhan and
M. L. Sanyasi Rao

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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Elements of Participatory 
Evaluation

What is Participatory Evaluation?
	 		articipatory	evaluation	provides	for	the	active	involvement	in	the	evaluation	process	of	those			
													with	a	stake	in	the	programme:	providers,	partners,	customers	(beneficiaries)	and	other				
								interested	parties,	and	it	takes	place	throughout	all	phases	of	evaluation:	planning	and	design;	
gathering	and	analysing	the	data;	identifying	the	evaluation	findings;	preparing	conclusions	and	
recommendations;	disseminating	results;	and	preparing	an	action	plan	to	improve	programme	
performance.

Characteristics of Participatory Evaluation
Participatory	evaluations	typically	share	several	characteristics	that	set	them	apart	from	traditional	
evaluation	approaches.	These	include:

 Participant focus and ownership
	 Participatory	evaluations	are	primarily	oriented	to	the	information	needs	of	programme	stakeholders	

rather	than	of	the	donor	agency.	The	donor	agency	simply	helps	the	participants	conduct	their	own	
evaluations,	thus	building	their	ownership	and	commitment	to	the	results	and	facilitating	their	follow-
up	action.

 Scope of participation
	 The	range	of	participants	included	and	the	roles	they	play	may	vary.	For	example,	some	evaluations	

may	target	only	programme	providers	or	beneficiaries,	while	others	may	include	the	full	array	of	
stakeholders.	

P
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 Participant negotiations
	 Participating	groups	meet	to	communicate	and	negotiate,	to	

reach	a	consensus	on	evaluation	findings,	to	solve	problems	and	
to	make	plans	to	improve	performance.

 Diversity of views
	 Views	of	all	participants	are	sought	and	recognised.	More	

powerful	stakeholders	allow	participation	of	the	less	powerful.

 Learning process
	 The	process	is	a	learning	experience	for	participants.	Emphasis	is	

on	identifying	lessons	learned	that	will	help	participants	improve	
programme	implementation,	as	well	as	on	assessing	whether	
targets	were	achieved.

 Flexible design
	 While	some	preliminary	planning	for	the	evaluation	may	

be	necessary,	most	of	the	design	issues	are	decided	in	the	
participatory	process.	Generally,	evaluation	questions	and	
data	collection	and	analysis	methods	are	determined	by	the	
participants	and	not	by	external	evaluators.

 Empirical orientation
    Good	participatory	evaluations	are	based	on	empirical	data.	

Typically,	rapid	appraisal	techniques	are	used	to	determine	what	
happened	and	why.

Differences Between Conventional and Participatory Evaluation

Who

What 

How

 
 
When

 
Why

External experts

Predetermined indicators of success, principally cost 
and production outputs

Focus on “scientific objectivity”; distancing of 
evaluators from other participants, uniform, complex 
procedures; delayed, limited access to results

Usually upon completion of project/programme; 
sometimes also mid-term

Accountability, usually summative, to determine if 
funding continues

Community members, project staff, facilitator

People identify their own indicators of success, which 
may include production outputs

Self-evaluation; simple methods adapted to local 
culture; open, immediate sharing of results through 
local involvement in evaluation processes

More frequent, small-scale evaluations 

To empower local people to initiate, control and take 
corrective action

Source: Narayan-Parker, 1993: 12

Arguments for 
Participatory Monitoring 
and Evaluation

 Enhanced participation, especially 
of beneficiaries, in monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) helps improve 
understanding of the development 
process itself.

 Increased authenticity of M&E 
findings that are locally relevant.

 Improvement of the sustainability 
of project activities by identifying 
strengths and weaknesses for 
better project management and 
decision-making.

 Increasing local-level capacity in 
M&E, which in turn contributes 
to self-reliance in overall project 
implementation.

 Sharing of experience through 
systematic documentation and 
analysis based on broad-based 
participation.

 Strengthened 
accountability to donors.

 More efficient allocation 
of resources.

Sources:  Feuerstein, 
1986; Rugh, 1992; Sommers, 
1993; CONCERN 1996;  
Abbot and Guijit, 1997.

 Conventional          Participatory
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 Use of facilitators
	 Participants	actually	conduct	the	evaluation,	not	outside	evaluators	as	is	traditional.	However,	one	

or	more	outside	experts	usually	serves	as	facilitator	with	a	supporting	role	as	mentor,	trainer,	group	
processor,	negotiator	and/or	methodologist.

Why Conduct a Participatory Evaluation?
Experience	has	shown	that	participatory	evaluations	improve	programme	performance.	Listening	to	and	
learning	from	programme	beneficiaries,	field	staff	and	other	stakeholders	who	know	why	a	programme	
is	or	is	not	working	is	critical	to	making	improvements.	Also,	the	more	these	insiders	are	involved	in	
identifying	evaluation	questions	and	in	gathering	and	analysing	data,	the	more	likely	they	are	to	use	the	
information	to	improve	performance.	Participatory	evaluation	empowers	programme	providers	and	
beneficiaries	to	act	on	the	knowledge	gained.

Advantages of Participatory Evaluation
	 Examines	relevant	issues	by	involving	key	players	in	evaluation	

design.
	 Promotes	participants’	learning	about	the	programme	and	

its	performance	and	enhances	their	understanding	of	other	
stakeholders’	points	of	view.

	 Improves	participants’	evaluation	skills.
	 Enables	the	community	to	measure	its	own	progress.
	 Mobilises	stakeholders,	enhances	teamwork	and	

builds	a	shared	commitment	to	act	on	evaluation	
recommendations.

	 Increases	the	likelihood	that	evaluation	information	will	
be	used	to	improve	performance.

	 Gives	people	an	opportunity	to	reflect	not	only	about	the	project	
but	also	about	themselves	as	a	community.

Disadvantages of Participatory Evaluation 
	 May	be	viewed	as	“less	objective”	because	it	involves	

programme	staff,	beneficiaries	and	other	stakeholders	
with	possible	vested	interests.

	 May	be	less	useful	in	addressing	highly	technical	aspects	
of	a	project.

	 May	require	considerable	time	and	resources	to	
identify	and	involve	a	wide	array	of	stakeholders.

	 May	be	used	as	an	opportunity	for	manipulation	by	
some	stakeholders	to	further	their	own	interests.
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Evaluation initiator

Purpose

Question- 
maker(s)

Methods

Evaluator’s versus 
facilitator’s role

Impact/Outcome

Levels of End-User Participation in Evaluation

Commissioned or obligatory 
evaluation done to, on, or about 
people, and typically part of 
programme development. Meets 
institutional needs. 

Justify or continue funding. 
Ensure accountability. Determine 
levels of funding or sustained 
support.

Agency heads, administrators, 
outside clientele, persons from 
evaluation site.

Established research designs, 
statistical analyses, reliance on 
various quantitative methods. 
Product (findings) oriented 
(mathematical in nature). 
Dominated by math whiz kids.

Evaluator takes lead in designing 
evaluation; formulates questions/
survey forms with no input 
from those evaluated; steers 
by setting design; assumes 
objective, neutral, distant stance.

Reports and other publications 
circulated in-house. Findings 
rarely circulated among end-
users; and loop into planning 
stage with little input from 
end-users.

External evaluator invites 
end-users to assist in one or 
more evaluation task(s).

Gain insights into 
development activity from 
end-users’ perspective. Shift 
focus from institutional 
concerns to end-user needs 
and interests.

End-users with external 
evaluator at various stages 
of evaluation generally 
determined by the evaluator.

Qualitative methods favoured 
but also include quantitative 
methods. Values a process 
focused on open-ended 
inquiries. Uses methods that 
give voice to the voiceless.

Evaluator works 
collaboratively at various 
stages with end-users; 
partner in evaluation and 
imparts evaluation skills; 
shares lead with end-users.

Shared data-gathering but 
limited participation in data 
analysis. End-user views 
loop into planning stage. 
Increased understanding of 
end-user experiences.

End-users collaborate with external 
facilitator or among themselves to 
assess, review and critically reflect on 
strategies formulated for them.

Promote self-sufficiency and 
sustainability by linking end-users 
to evaluation planning cycle. Develop 
relevant, effective programme 
decision-making based on end-users’ 
views, opinions and recommendations. 
Increase ownership and responsibility 
for success or failure of development 
interventions.

End-users, external facilitator, persons 
affected by development intervention.

Relies on highly interactive qualitative 
methods but does not disregard 
quantitative tools. The process is the 
product. Inventiveness and creativity 
encourage adaptation of the methods 
to the context being evaluated.

Evaluator becomes more of a 
facilitator. Facilitator acts as catalyst, 
confidante and collaborator; takes 
lead from end-users, has few 
predetermined questions.

End-user more capable of meaningful 
decision-making based on effective 
involvement in evaluation. Findings 
become the property of end-users 
or the community.

Levels of participationDimensions 
of evaluation Low Medium High

Adapted by Rachel Polestico from material produced by the USAID Center 
for Development Information and Education, PME Tips, 1996 and other 
material (as cited).

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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Systematisation: Documentation 
and Sharing of Project 
Experiences and Lessons

	 ystematisation	is	a	methodology	which	facilitates	the	on-going 
	 description,	analysis	and	documentation	of	the	processes	and 
	 results	of	a	development	project	in	a	participatory	way.

New	knowledge	is	generated	through	a	systematic	learning	process,	
which	is	then	fed	back	and	used	to	make	decisions	about	actions	
to	be	implemented	to	improve	project	performance.	The	lessons	
learned	are	shared	with	others.

Objectives of Systematisation
There	are	six	related	objectives	of	systematisation.	Each	objective,	
while	important	in	and	of	itself,	is	also	a	step	toward	achieving	the	
next	objective. 

1. Preserve project information through documentation
 In	recent	years,	development	workers	and	project	beneficiaries	

have	expressed	the	need	to	describe,	analyse	and	document	

S Systematisation is...

 a continuous process
 a comprehensive process
 a participatory exercise
 a planning tool
 a monitoring and

evaluation tool
 a problem-solving tool

Systematisation is not...

 a one-time 
evaluation

 an external 
evaluation

 an impact evaluation
 a simple descriptive 
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their	accumulated	development	experiences.	In	their	daily	work,	these	people	often	reflect	on	how	
development	projects	are	planned	and	implemented,	as	well	as	on	their	impact	and	how	they	can	be	
improved.	Such	informal	lessons	are	rarely	documented,	so	the	experience	and	knowledge	gained	
is	lost	over	time.	The	systematisation	process	facilitates	the	documentation	of	these	experiences	so	
they	can	be	used	for	analysis	and	learning	in	an	organised	and	coherent	manner.	The	information	
also	serves	as	a	basis	for	writing	reports,	articles,	papers	and	training	materials.		

2. Continuously improve project performance and results
	 On-going	reflection	and	analysis	enable	organisations	to	learn	from	their	successes	and	failures,	as	

well	as	from	the	different	factors	that	hinder	or	facilitate	project	performance.	The	lessons	learned	
through	this	process	are	fed	back	into	the	project	to	improve	its	performance	which,	in	turn,	will	
contribute	to	achieving	better	results	and	impact.

Analytical Framework
for Systematisation

This analytical framework is a general guide 
for the areas of a project that should be 
described, analysed and documented as 
part of the systematisation process.  New 
questions can be added to meet your 
organisational or project needs.

Describe and 
analyse information 
about  the project

Decide on action to  
be taken to improve  
the project, based  

on carefully analysed 
information and  
lessons learned

Implement actions  
to improve project

Choose relevant 
questions or 

aspects

D
O
C
U
M
E
N
T
A
T
I
O
N

Learning

Reflection

Learning

Action

Action

Reflection

3. Promote empowerment, self-reliance and sustainable 
development through active participation

	 The	process	of	systematisation	requires	a	high	
degree	of	participation	by	all	parties	involved	in	the	
description,	analysis	and	decision-making	of	a	project.	
If	genuinely	participatory,	this	process	can	promote	
the	empowerment	of	the	intended	beneficiaries,	
encouraging	them	to	actively	participate	in	defining	and	
fulfilling	their	needs.	



213Systematisation: Documentation and Sharing of Project Experiences and Lessons

4. Contribute to mutual understanding and cooperation between communities and development 
organisations

	 Because	systematisation	is	a	participatory	process,	it	facilitates	reaching	a	common	understanding	
between	community	members	and	the	development	organisation	staff	about	the	nature	of	
community	problems	and	the	actions	to	be	taken	to	solve	them.	On-going	dialogue	and	partnership	
in	the	process	of	reflection,	planning,	implementation	and	evaluation	of	development	activities	is	
essential.

5. Enhance organisational capacity through development of skills
 Systematisation	helps	participants	to	develop	their	ability	to	plan	and	implement	activities,	learn	and	

manage	resources	efficiently.	It	also	facilitates	common	understanding	of	a	project	by	its	staff.	This	
process	also	allows	organisations	to	develop	skills	for	networking	with	other	organisations	(NGOs,	
GROs,	GA,	donors),	thereby	promoting	cooperation	and	sharing	of	knowledge.

6. Strengthen organisations through the sharing of lessons learned
	 Sharing	lessons	learned	is	important	for	organisations	to	play	a	meaningful	role	in	society.	Sharing	

knowledge	and	experiences	with	other	organisations	saves	time	and	resources	as	it	will	make	them	
less	likely	to	make	similar	mistakes.	In	this	way,	systematisation	facilitates	institutional	learning,	
common	problem-solving,	capacity-building	and	networking.		If	information	is	shared	with	donor	
agencies,	it	gives	them	a	better	idea	of	the	needs	of	various	organisations	and	enables	them	to	
allocate	resources	more	effectively.	Sharing	of	lessons	may	be	done	through	workshops,	conferences,	
training	courses,	publications	and	formal	or	informal	networks.

Why Should We Systematise?
The	systematisation	process	allows	us	to	continuously	analyse	
project	activities,	generate	knowledge	to	improve	its	
implementation	and	impact,	and	share	lessons	
learned.

The	five	on-going	activities	of	the	
systematisation	process	are:
1.	 Description	of	project
2.	 Analysis	of	project	activities
3.	 Decision-making	and	action	to	improve	

project	performance
4.	 Documentation
5.	 Sharing	lessons	learned

All	these	activities	must	be	documented	in	
order	to	ensure	that	information	is	preserved	
for	analysis,	learning	and	sharing	with	other	organisations.
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Who Can Participate in the 
Systematisation Process?

Anyone who is involved in the design 
and implementation of a development 
project can participate in the 
systematisation process.

This can include:
 Project participants
 Community leaders
 Development workers
 Facilitators
 Technical staff
 Social workers
 Educators
 Researchers and evaluators
	 Government	 officials
 Donors

Aspects to Consider Before Starting the 
Systematisation Process

Before starting the systematisation process, you must carefuly 
analyse the following aspects with project staff and 
beneficiaries.
 Why are we going to “systematise” the project?
 What aspects of the project will be analysed?
 Who will coordinate the process?
 Who will participate in the systematisation process?
 What methods and tools will be used?
 What kind of data will be used?
 How will the collected information be recorded 
   and organised?
 What procedures and time frame will be used?
 What language (local or otherwise) will be used?

When Can We Start a Systematisation Process?
Ideally,	systematisation	should	begin	with	the	planning	of	a	
project	and	continue	throughout	its	life.

If	this	is	not	possible,	systematisation	can	be	started	anytime	after	
a	project	has	begun.	However,	it	cannot	be	conducted	at	the	end	
of	a	project,	as	most	of	the	experiences	and	the	opportunity	to	
improve	the	project	on	an	on-going	basis	will	have	been	lost.	Such	
end-of-project	activity	would	be	limited	to	an	impact	evaluation.

We	can	systematise	an	entire	project	or	just	a	specific	
component,	such	as	different	kinds	of	activities,	training,	
community	participation,	or	a	given	phase	of	it.	Whatever	the	
case,	be	sure	that	everyone	is	clear	about	what	is	going	to	be	
systematised	and	that	this	aspect	is	perceived	as	relevant	and	
necessary	by	all	involved.	

We	will	also	need	to	decide	how	general	or	detailed	we	want	the	information	to	be	and	to	carefully	
select	the	aspects	which	are	most	relevant.	Certain	aspects	may	be	emphasised	over	others,	but	some	
time	and	energy	should	be	dedicated	to	each	area.	The	more	time	we	spend	on	each	aspect,	the	more	
useful	the	systematisation	process	will	be.		

Choice of Methods and Tools
We will need to decide what methods and tools are to be used to elicit and analyse information 
and make decisions. We should choose tools that we and our colleagues know and are familiar with 
already, and that will be useful to systematise the project. 
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Participants
and Project

Implementation
and Result

Ideology

Strategy

Global context

Regional and national 
context

Local context

Participants

Nature of the project

Result and impact

Project implementation

What aspects of the project will be analysed?

Address issues bearing 
on the design and 
analysis of the general 
plan of action, or project 
implementation strategy 
of our organisation. This 
is important because 
it will help us have a 
clear framework of the 
strategies that guide 
the actions of the 
organisation or project.

Obtain information about 
the historical, political, 
economic, social and 
cultural characteristics  
which	 influence	 the	
organisation or  project. 
This is important in 
order to understand 
the environments in 
which we work and the 
influence	 they	may	 have	
in achieving objectives. 
Remember that these 
characteristics should be 
described and analysed 
in relation to the goals 
and objectives, and to 
the implementation of 
the project.

Know the characteristics 
of the different 
participants involved in 
the project, to better 
understand with whom 
we are working. Likewise, 
it is fundamental to have 
relevant information that 
will allow to better plan, 
implement and evaluate 
a project, based on 
community needs.

This helps us learn how 
the project is being 
implemented in order to 
improve its performance, 
to continuously analyse 
the performance of 
the activities being 
implemented and to 
understand the dynamics 
and changes in project 
activities.

Emphasis is on the 
on-going analysis of 
project activities and the 
generation of lessons to 
be fed back to improve 
project performance and 
results. 

Conceptual 
Framework

General
Context
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Why is it Important to Share Lessons 
Learned?
There	a	number	of	reasons	to	share	lessons	
learned:
	 Present	successful	alternative	

development	models,	for	planning	and	
replication	purposes,	which	have	been	
well	analysed	and	documented,	and	
based	on	practical	field	experiences.

	 Facilitate	others	in	learning	from	our	
mistakes,	thereby	helping	them	to	avoid	
making	similar	errors.

	 Permit	others	to	learn	from	the	problems	
that	were	encountered	in	the	project,	and	
how	were	they	solved.

	 Increase	the	impact	of	our	project	by	
positively	influencing	the	design	and	
implementation	of	other	projects,	and	the	
policies	of	other	organisations.

	 Promote	networking	through	the	
exchange	of	knowledge	and	information,	
thereby	increasing	cooperation	among	
different	organisations.

Project-related Lessons: Key Questions

1.  What were the most important lessons learned about the 
project?

2.  What generalisations, assumptions, ideas and perspectives 
about the project are important to share with other 
organisations?

Possible Methods

 Meetings
 Field trips
 Focus group

discussions
 Interviews
 Others

Possible Tools

 Problem tree
 SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, threats)
 Planning matrix
 Advantages and disadvantages 

table
 Pros and cons chart
 Logical framework
 Others

Prepared by: 
Daniel Selener

3.  What theories have been generated based 
on the project experiences?

4.  What problems or obstacles did your 
organisation face that could be avoided 
by other organisations or projects?

5.  What advice would we give to others 
starting similar projects regarding project 
design, implementation and evaluation?

For more detailed information, refer to:
Selener, Daniel. 1998. A Participatory Systematisation Workbook. International 
Institute of Rural Reconstruction (IIRR), Regional Office for Latin America, 
Muirriagui Donoso 4451 y Av. America Apartado, Quito, Ecuador.

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development	 for	 Asia	 and	 the	 Pacific	 (CIRDAP),	 South	
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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Innovative Experiences in the Use 
of Participatory Monitoring Tools

 he stakeholders of a project need to track and assess whether 
	 the	programme	of	targeted	interventions	is	relevant,	efficient, 
	 effective	and	sustainable.	Monitoring	and	evaluation	are	
important	management	tools	to	assist	the	process.	

Participatory	monitoring	and	evaluation	(PME)	involves	the	
stakeholders	in	a	collaborative	framework	for	measuring,	recording,	
collecting,	processing	and	communicating	information	for	use	in	
problem-solving	and	decision-making.	It	enables	them	to	review	
and	re-adjust	any	of	the	project	components	or	institutional	
arrangements	as	necessary.

T

 
In	PME,	monitoring	and	evaluation	get	merged	with	participatory	processes.	Feedback	mechanisms	are	
not	a	one-time	process	but	are	built	into	the	project	design	as	a	regular	component	of	the	project	cycle.

The	PME	cycle	is	not	only	a	learning	process	culminating	in	the	heightened	awareness	and	
understanding	of	various	stages	and	processes	of	the	project,	but	also	an	empowering	process	through	
which	stakeholders	gain	greater	control	over	the	development	project.	Besides	being	useful	for	planning	
any	intervention,	PME	transmits	knowledge	and	insights	for	joint	learning	among	stakeholders.	Quite	
often,	this	mutual	exchange	culminates	in	influencing	and	shaping	the	attitudes	and	behaviour	of	the	
stakeholders	concerned.	

There is no “final” definition of 
participatory monitoring and 
evaluation. There are several 
participatory approaches using 
the PRA methodology such as 
beneficiary assessment, 
participatory assessment, 
monitoring and evaluation, 
self-evaluation, participatory 
impact monitoring, 
community or citizen 
monitoring. 
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PME Learning Cycle

PME contributes towards:
	 Building	capacities	and	negotiation	skills	by	providing	beneficiaries	an	opportunity	to	analyse,	reflect	

and	assess	the	progress	and	obstacles	of	the	project.	
	 Enriching	indigenous	knowledge	through	interactive	and	participatory	initiatives	by	providing	a	larger	

space	for	learning	from	past	mistakes	and	taking	corrective	action.
	 Promoting	participation	of	stakeholders	in	the	project	by	using	a	basket	of	participatory	tools	and	

techniques	to	analyse,	plan	and	transform	the	given	situation.
	 Empowering	people	by	putting	them	in	charge	of	the	process,	so	that	they	can	demand	

accountability	and	exercise	control	over	the	project	activities.
	 Fostering	coalition-building	through	participation	on	a	sustainable	basis	and	changing	the	'mind-set'	

of	all	stakeholders.

Project 
implementation

Mid-term 
evaluation

Appraisal and 
approval

Project
identification/

formulation

PME: Areas for mid-
course correction

PME: Feedback

PME: Act upon 
recommendations

Dialogue/
Recommendations

Participatory 
process provides 

information/
knowledge

PME: Additional 
institutional support/
strengthen network 
and collaboration

PME: Reflection 
and assessment

Review and 
adjustment

Final
evaluation















CYCLE-2

CYCLE-1

CYCLE-3

From “know-how” to “do-how”
For	participatory	processes,	attitudinal	and	behavioural	changes	are	far	more	important	than	tools,	
techniques	and	“how	to	do”	methodologies.	However,	a	flexible	“how-to-do”	social	methodology	is	a	
useful	roadmap	for	the	conduct	of	PME.	(See related topic on An NGO-Designed Participatory Impact 
Monitoring (PIM) of a Rural Development Project on page 223.)
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The Self-Monitoring Chart for SHGs

Participatory monitoring of self-help groups 
The	South	Asia	Poverty	Alleviation	Programme	(SAPAP)	
is	under	implementation	in	India,	in	three	districts	
of	Andhra	Pradesh	State.	Under	this	programme,	
women	self-help	group	(SHG)	members	monitor	their	
own	activities	using	a	pictorial	chart.	Since	most	of	
them	are	illiterate,	the	project	relies	heavily	on	visual	
presentation.	Visualisation,	unlike	written	script,	enables	
all	the	SHG	members	to	participate	in	the	exercise	
without	inhibition.	

Description and use of the monitoring tool
The	chart	includes	twenty	indicators	for	monitoring,	such	
as:
	 regularity	of	convening	meetings;
	 attendance	of	members	in	meetings;
	 growth	of	savings	of	SHG	members;
	 increased	access	to	micro-credit;
	 participation	of	all	group	members	in	decision-making;	and
	 formation	of	new	groups	by	SHG	members,	etc.

The	monitoring	chart	may	be	used	in	the	following	manner:
	 Initially,	the	group	animator	explains	to	the	women	the	twenty	

indicators	listed	pictorially	on	the	chart	for	monitoring	SHG	
progress.

	 The	women	of	each	SHG	discuss,	assess	and	report	the	progress	
of	their	group	once	every	month	by	using	the	chart.

	 Each	indicator	may	be	scored	on	five	points.
	 The	grading	to	be	given	to	each	indicator	is	decided	on	after	

it	is	discussed	by	SHG	members.	For	example,	take	the	case	of	
convening	meetings.	If	the	group	convenes	the	meeting	regularly	
at	a	fixed	date,	venue	and	time,	and	if	all	members	attend	the	
meeting,	then	that	group	may	decide	to	score	five	points	for	that	
indicator	for	that	particular	month.

	 The	scores	for	several	months	can	be	marked	on	the	same	chart.	
If	a	group	has	consistently	low	scores	for	some	indicators,	then	
it means that their performance in those areas is weak and vice 
versa.

	 The	monitoring	chart	is	kept	with	the	SHG.

Indicators and Measurement

In PME, the process of selecting 
indicators is a very important and 
difficult task. It should be done in 
consultation with the beneficiaries 
by following an iterative and 
participatory process. The 
indicators must be valid, reliable, 
relevant, sensitive, specific, cost-
effective and timely. The aim is 
to collect information on the most 
essential components and not to 
compile huge amount of data, 
which rarely get. The process of 
selecting indicators should
be kept flexible to 
accommodate new ones 
or to modify the old ones 
on the basis of 
experience and 
availability of relevant 
data. 
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This	monitoring	tool	is	used	as	a	learning	process	by	the	group,	to	reflect	on	their	own	performance	and	
to	take	corrective	action.	

Sample of a Self-Monitoring Chart

1.  Meetings
  Date
  Time
  Venue
  Attendance

2.  Savings mobilisation

3.  Access to micro credit

1
2

3

5
4

1
2

3

5
4

1
2

3

5
4

  J     F     M    A     M    Jn    Jl   Au     S     O    N    D

Advantages of using the SHG impact-monitoring chart
	 It	is	visual	and	easy	to	use.
	 The	chart	remains	with	the	group	and	they	may	compare	over	time	how	group	performance	

has	changed	and	discuss	the	reasons	for	this	shift.
	 The	SHG	members	may	use	the	chart	at	apex	body	meetings	to	compare	the	performance	

across	SHGs.
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The Ladder Approach to Monitoring Decision-Making Processes in the Family
The	Participatory	Resource	Management	Project	(PRMP)	in	Tuyen	Quang,	Vietnam,	pursues	participatory	
processes	in	all	stages	of	the	project	cycle.	The	following	is	an	illustration	of	how	PME	tools	have	been	
used	by	the	project	to	monitor	decision-making	dynamics	involving	men	and	women	in	the	family.

Description and use of the monitoring tool
To	assess	the	PRMP’s	impact	on	the	role	of	women	in	decision-making	in	the	household,	a	“ladder	
of	empowerment”	was	drawn.	Each	married	woman	was	asked	to	indicate	
her	position	in	the	household	vis-a-vis	her	husband’s	by	asking	the	
following	questions:

“If	your	husband	is	placed	at	the	centre	of	the	ladder,	where	are	
you	with	respect	to	decision-making	on:
	 whether	to	attend	village	meetings;
	 whether	to	attend	women-related	training	programmes;
	 how	to	manage	loans;
	 which	products	to	buy	and	sell;	
	 which	kinds	of	animals	to	rear	and	which	varieties	of	crops	

to	grow?”

Results of the monitoring exercise
Most	of	the	women	said	that	decisions	are	made	jointly	between	husband	and	wife.	The	only	exceptions	
were	decisions	as	to	whether	women	should	attend	women-related	training,	which	are	slightly	
dominated	by	the	women.	

Advantages of using the ladder of empowerment
	 It	is	easy	for	uneducated	women	to	decide	on	and	visualise	their	position	on	the	ladder,	with	respect	

to	their	husbands,	related	to	specific	areas	of	decision-making.
	 The	women	are	not	embarrassed	by	having	to	explicitly	make	a	statement	of	superiority	or	inferiority

(in	terms	of	decision-making	power)	over	their	husbands.

The Use of Semi-Structured Interviews to Monitor Decision-Making in the Community
Another	monitoring	exercise	was	used	in	PRMP	to	assess	the	contribution	of	women	to	decision-making	
at	the	community	level.

Description and use of the monitoring tool
A	semi-structured	questionnaire	was	used	to	ask	the	women	if	they	attended	village-level	meetings,	
spoke	in	village-level	meetings,	and	whether	their	views	were	considered	in	village-level	meetings.
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Results of the monitoring exercise
It	is	heartening	to	know	that	PRMP’s	contribution	with	respect	
to	the	role	of	women	in	decision-making	at	the	community	level	
seems	to	be	very	significant:	80%	of	the	women	interviewed	
attended	the	village	meetings	and	50%	of	the	women	
beneficiaries	associated	with	PRMP	for	one	year	said	that	their	
views	were	heard	and	considered.	Two-thirds	of	the	women	
associated	with	PRMP	for	five	years	felt	that	their	views	were	
heard	and	considered.	Therefore,	one	may	say	that	PRMP	
certainly	played	a	very	positive	role	and	contributed	substantially	
to	enhance	the	role	of	women	at	the	community	level.	
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Advantages of the semi-structured interview
This	tool,	by	virtue	of	the	questions	it	asks,	captures	the	quality	of	participation	in	meetings	in	a	way	
which	the	community	can	relate	to.	

Conclusion
PME	empowers	the	stakeholders	to	steer	the	project	effectively	and	efficiently.	PME	allows	for	better	
use	of	scarce	resources.		There	are	several	participatory	tools	and	techniques	that	can	be	used	for	PME,	
but	the	choice	of	tools,	techniques	and	methods	depends	on	the	nature	of	the	project.	It	is	also	possible	
to	combine	quantitative	evaluation	methods	in	PME-based	approaches	when	attempting	to	assess	
impact.

No. of years spent 
with the project

Increased role 
of women (%)

Women in Decision-Making at the Community Level
Example of a simple semi-structured questionnaire administered to women

Indicators Attended the Spoke during Views were 
 meeting the meeting considered

Village production plan  	 	 	

Village regulations meet 	 	 

Village infrastructure plans 	 	 

Prepared by: 
P. Subrahmanyam

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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	 articipatory	impact	monitoring	(PIM)	is	a	complex	task	and	is
	 often	neglected	in	favour	of	activity	and	results		 		
													monitoring.
 
There	is	often	a	lack	of	effective,	timely	and	
handy	to	use	methodology	to	assess	impact.	One	
attempt	to	close	the	methodological	gap	is	the	
PIM	process	which	was	designed	and	used	by	an	
NGO	(MYRADA)	in	Southern	India.

The	methodological	guidelines	for	PIM	are	presented	in	a	step-
by-step	approach	which	has	evolved	from	practical	experience	gained	
during	the	first	application.	The	approach	may	be	adapted	to	suit	the	needs	
of	a	specific	project.

An NGO-Designed Participatory 
Impact Monitoring (PIM) of a 
Rural Development Project 

Improving 
interaction between 
the NGO and the  

community

Promoting learning 
process in the 

community and the NGO

Improving 
project 
steering

Promoting 
capacity building 
in the community

Definitions

P

PIM 
Objectives

 Participatory means that all stakeholders monitor 
impacts of their project self-responsibly and 
autonomously and exchange results with each other in a 
continuous and regular dialogue. 

 Impact comprises all effects and changes that are 
caused by a project; they may be intended (planned), 
unintended (unplanned but imaginable) or occur 
unexpectedly (beyond the perception of the actors 
involved). 

 Monitoring is a continuous and 
systematic process of observation, 
documentation and critical reflection. 
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Phase I: Preparation for Monitoring
PIM	starts	with	several	decisions	concerning	the	programmes	and	impacts	to	be	monitored.	In	
these	decisions,	various	interests	of	the	NGO	and	possibly	its	partner	organisations	have	to	be	made	
transparent	and	reconciled.	

Step 1: Decide on which programmes to monitor
An	integrated	rural	development	project	usually	consists	of	several	programmes	(e.g.,	health	and	
sanitation,	watershed	development,	micro-credit,	literacy,	etc.).		A	few	or	only	one	programme	should	
be	selected	for	monitoring.

Step 2: Identify possible impacts of the programme(s)
A	list	of	intended	and	unintended	impacts	of	the	programme(s)	must	be	developed	during	this	stage.	A	
brainstorming	session	is	an	appropriate	instrument	to	facilitate	the	identification	of	impacts.

The	guiding	questions	for	this	process	are:
 What positive changes do we intend to create with the programme?
 What unintended changes (positive/negative) do we expect or fear will occur in the course of our 

programme?

Step 3: Clarify key terms and agree on the meaning of the impacts 
Each	individual	perceives	impact	and	defines	key	terms	differently.	There	must	be	a	common	
understanding	of	the	meaning	of	the	impacts	and	an	agreement	of	their	definitions	must	be	reached.

Step 4: Decide on impacts to be monitored
A	manageable	list	of	selected	impacts	to	be	monitored	is	generated	in	this	step.	Criteria	for	the	selection	
of	impacts	depend	on	the	needs	of	the	NGO.	In	order	to	get	a	holistic	picture	of	a	programme,	the	
package	can	comprise	socio-cultural	(“soft”)	impacts	as	well	as	technical-economic	(“hard”)	impacts.

The Importance of PIM

Funds for development assistance are decreasing and  
development agencies worldwide are being 
questioned to justify how and to what extent 
the expenditures benefited the rural poor 
and to what degree the efforts have affected 
development processes. A major concern lies in 
the sustainability of the project and the effect on 
poverty alleviation. In addition, the communities 
themselves must be empowered to monitor the 
impact of development interventions. PIM seeks to 
close the methodological gap.
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Phase II: Reflection on the Impacts to be Monitored
During	this	phase,	it	is	necessary	to	examine	the	relationship	between	project	activities	that	result	in	a	
certain	impact	as	well	as	other	factors	that	may	contribute	towards	creating	this	impact.	

Step 5: Investigate the relationship between project activities and impacts
During	this	step,	all	activities	of	the	NGO	that	influence	the	impact	must	be	identified	and	cause-effect	
relationships	must	be	established.	

A	guiding	question	which	may	be	used	at	this	stage	is:	“How and to what extent are the impacts related 
to the project activities?”

Step 6: Investigate the relationship between factors external to the project and impacts 
Most	impacts	are	influenced	by	a	large	number	of	external	factors	besides	project	activities.	These	can	
have	fostering	or	hampering	effects	on	the	achievements	of	the	project	(e.g.,	government	programmes	
and	the	media).	The	extent	to	which	these	factors	influence	each	impact	should	be	established.

A	guiding	question	which	may	be	used	at	this	stage	is:	“Which other factors might influence the 
impact?”

Elements for Successful Adoption 
of PIM

As with any successful introduction of a new 
instrument within a given project framework, the 
adoption of PIM requires change on both sides:
 The instrument has to be flexible enough to suit 

the needs, capabilities and constraints of the users. 
 The users have to be willing to acquire new skills 

and to provide favourable framework conditions. 
Practical experience indicates that, for PIM to be 
successful, staff should feel a need for it. Since 

PIM involves extra work, the project 
personnel must feel motivated to apply it 

and PIM should not be considered only as 
a donor or head office concern.  It must also 

be remembered that additional inputs, especially 
in terms of finances and time, are needed. These 
should be realistically assessed before PIM is 
introduced.
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Step 7: Examine the existing M&E activities measuring impact
PIM	must	consult	information	and	data	already	available	in	a	project.	These	data	refer	to	all	background	
information	that	has	already	been	monitored	or	compiled	in	the	form	of	publications,	lists,	reports,	files,	
etc.	This	step	makes	it	easier	to	identify	information	needs	and	starting	points	for	the	integration	of	PIM	
into	an	existing	monitoring	and	evaluation	(M&E)	system.	Furthermore,	this	step	will	be	useful	in	to	
avoid	“re-inventing	the	wheel”	in	the	monitoring	process.

Phase III: Development of Indicators
Developing	indicators	and	methods	that	allow	for	measurement	of	the	chosen	impacts	is	the	core	
and	most	challenging	phase	of	PIM.	In	this	phase,	the	involvement	of	the	target	group	is	absolutely	
necessary.

Step 8: Draft the indicators
In	order	to	make	an	impact	observable	or	measurable,	indicators	and	methods	have	to	be	developed.	
Indicators	are	detailed	descriptions	of	impacts,	developed	in	order	to	assess	the	impacts.	It	is	unrealistic	
to	expect	that	good	indicators	and	methods	may	be	developed	at	one	go.	Instead,	a	step-by-step	
procedure	is	necessary,	starting	with	the	drafting	of	preliminary	indicators	and	data	collection	tools.	A	
preliminary	list	of	indicators,	missing	information	about	the	indicators,	and	the	rationale	for	choosing	
these	indicators	have	to	be	identified	in	this	step.

Step 9: Consult the community and other resource persons for indicator development
The	preliminary	list	of	indicators	developed	previously	must	be	reworked	with	the	community.	In	Step	8,	
they	have	been	formulated	only	on	the	basis	of	the	experience	of	the	NGO	and	on	available	information	
about	the	project.	The	community	must	be	consulted	to	finalise	the	indicators	since	they	are	the	most	
knowledgeable	about	their	environment	and	often	have	their	own	indicators	for	assessing	changes	
relevant	to	them.	

Need for Training in PIM

PIM requires experienced facilitators and 
the most demanding task is training 
the field staff in indicator development 
and data processing as well as analysing 
measurement results. Experience with 
interviewing, facilitation and the use 
of participatory rural appraisal (PRA) 
tools is desirable. Furthermore, data 
processing will be much easier if staff 
has analytical skills and some experience 
with documentation and computer use.
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“How do you notice that an impact has occurred?”	and	“Can you give a concrete example as to how 
you observe an impact?”	are	guiding	questions	for	the	community.	

Any	open	questions	concerning	impacts,	the	indicators,	their	rationale	and	their	limitations	have	to	
be	clarified	with	the	community.	

Step 10: Select the most appropriate indicators
It	may	turn	out	that	the	number	of	indicators	generated	so	far	is	too	high.	In	view	of	limited	
resources,	a	decision	has	to	be	made	as	to	which	of	the	indicators	(or	sets	of	indicators)	are	most	
appropriate	to	measure	various	impacts	to	a	satisfactory	degree.	The	development	of	criteria	for	
the	selection	of	indicators	must	allow	for	a	ranking	of	the	(sets	of)	indicators.	Matrix	scoring	is	
an	appropriate	tool	to	facilitate	such	a	ranking.	Criteria	for	selection	of	indicators	may	be:	user-
friendliness,	low	cost,	precision,	etc.	

Step 11: Define survey units and decide on the sampling procedure
Survey	units	(e.g.,	comunity-based	groups)	and	respondents	(members)	have	to	be	defined	at	this	
stage.	A	further	decision	has	also	to	be	made	on	the	sampling	procedure	and	the	minimum	sample	
size,	as	sampling	also	has	a	critical	influence	on	the	reliability	of	the	results.

Step 12: Design data collection tools
The	data	collection	method	is	to	a	large	extent	already	defined	by	the	selection	of	indicators.	For	
interviews,	the	staff	has	to	decide	on	a	limited	number	of	questions	per	indicator.	If	the	indicator	is	
to	be	measured	using	PRA	tools,	detailed	instructions	for	the	facilitator	must	be	developed.	

Step 13: Design data processing and data analysis sheets
In	order	to	handle	data	obtained	during	the	measurement	phase	in	a	systematic	manner,	it	is	
important	to	have	data	processing	sheets	ready	for	data	entry.	It	is	also	necessary	to	have	a	clear	
idea	about	how	the	data	may	be	analysed	subsequent	to	the	measurement	phase.
 

Step 14: Pre-test indicators, methods and data analysis
A	pre-test	is	carried	out	to	check	whether	the	data	collection	instruments	are	adequate,	
unambiguous	and	manageable	in	the	field.	This	step	is	absolutely	essential	in	preparing	for	
measurement	since	it	is	the	last	check	of	the	feasibility	and	usefulness	of	selected	instruments	
before	they	are	applied	on	a	broad	scale.	

Step 15: Determine thresholds and targeted achievements
The	assessment	of	impacts	is	based	on	the	comparison	of	results	with	“milestones”	set	in	advance.	
In	order	to	know	whether	an	NGO	and	a	community	have	achieved	their	goals,	it	is	necessary	to	
qualify	and	quantify	their	goals	beforehand.	
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Phase IV: Measurement of Impact
Impact	measurement	in	the	field	is	the	most	“practical”	phase	of	PIM.	To	ensure	good	data	quality,	the	
measurement	needs	to	be	well	planned	and	supervised.

Requirements for PIM

The indicator measurement tasks should be simple 
and harmonised with regular and routine work. Good 
communication channels and appropriate systems 
for feedback between different project levels as well 
as between staff and the community are required. A 
close co-operation between planners, implementers 
and the staff responsible for monitoring is generally 
good. Monitoring should not be executed in an 
isolated unit, which may require some 
organisational changes within the 
project. Many other monitoring systems 
might already be in place and PIM can 
be only one of them. The introduction 
of PIM is much easier if some kind 
of monitoring system already exists 
in a project or in community-based 
organisations, which may be upgraded 
through PIM. 

Step 16: Prepare for impact measurement
Data	collection	needs	good	preparation	in	terms	of	time,	manpower	management,	logistics	and	
materials.	An	operative	plan	must	be	detailed	and	staff	has	to	be	trained	in	survey	methods.	

Step 17: Collect and process data
To	sustain	quality,	incoming	data	must	be	continuously	checked	and	properly	processed	throughout	the	
measurement	phase.	The	completeness	of	filled	questionnaires	and	other	notes	taken	must	be	checked.	
Data	processing	sheets	have	to	be	filled	in.

Phase V:  Analysis of Impact Measurement Results 
Data	obtained	during	the	measurement	must	be	interpreted	well	in	order	to	be	able	to	assess	the	
impacts	correctly	and	arrive	at	appropriate	conclusions	concerning	plan	adjustments	and	redefinition	
of	strategies.	In	this	process,	the	active	participation	of	the	community	is	of	vital	importance.	Methods	
used	during	impact	measurement	must	also	be	evaluated	and	improved.	
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Step 18: Analyse and pre-assess results
Results	of	the	measurement	must	be	analysed	and	
preliminary	conclusions	should	be	drawn.	

Step 19: Draw conclusions in joint reflection with the 
community
After	having	identified	possible	weak	areas	of	the	project,	the	
main	tasks	are	to	analyse	the	reasons	for	deviations	from	the	
targeted	achievements,	to	draw	conclusions	for	plan	adjustments	and	the	redefinition	
of	project	strategies.	The	active	involvement	of	the	community	in	joint	reflection	is	
necessary	in	this	phase.	Joint	reflection	workshops	are	a	good	platform	to	share	the	
results	of	impact	measurement	with	the	community.	Issues	such	as,	how	far	observed	
changes	may	be	attributed	to	the	project	or	some	of	the	targets	have	not	been	
achieved,	may	be	discussed	with	the	community.

Step 20: Evolve recommendations for future monitoring
As	monitoring	is	a	continuous,	repetitive	activity,	PIM	must	be	institutionalised	in	the	NGO	and	in	
community-based	institutions.	Recommendations	for	future	monitoring	must	be	made	at	this	stage.	
Designing	ways	to	institutionalise	these	activities	into	the	existing	M&E	system	is	the	aim	of	this	step.	

The	steps	described	should	not	be	seen	as	static.	It	is	neither	possible	nor	desirable	to	have	a	rigid	
single	design	of	PIM	to	which	all	projects	must	conform	in	the	same	sequence	and	order.	Developed	
indicators	might	be	valid	for	similar	projects,	but	it	is	also	possible	that	indicators	and	tools	may	have	
to	be	modified	and	iteratively	updated	by	the	users	to	fit	in	their	specific	situations	and	needs.	(A 
practical example of how PIM has been introduced in a project has been described in the topic on Testing 
Participatory Impact Monitoring: Participatory Resource Management Project in Vietnam on page 236).
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Using PRA for Participatory 
Impact Monitoring:
An Illustrative Example

                      YRADA is a non-government organisation (NGO) which 
     focuses on the formation of self-help groups (SHGs) and 
     other local-level institutions. The core function of an 
SHG is the mobilisation of savings and management of credit. 
However, the SHG has repeatedly demonstrated its potential for 
being a credit-plus institution. By linking with other organisations in 
the environment, the SHG can increase members’ lobbying power 
and access to services and information.

This paper illustrates how a 
participatory rural appraisal (PRA)- 
based participatory impact 
monitoring (PIM) tool may be used 
both for the learning of the 
community, as well as for 
aggregating and analysing data for 
the monitoring purposes of the NGO.

M

Selection of Impact for Monitoring
One of the achievements targeted by the staff for the SHG programme is: 

 “That the SHGs should have established strong linkages by the end of the third year, with the 
following institutions: federation (apex body of SHGs), bank or other financing institutions, Gram 
panchayat, Zilla panchayat (local government structures), hospitals, Block Development Officer 
(BDO), School Betterment Committee and other SHGs in the village.”
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The impact to be monitored, “Development of Networks with other Institutions”, was chosen in order to 
investigate the extent to which this has been achieved by the project.

Indicators Selected for Measurement and Rationale for Choosing these Indicators
The indicators chosen to measure impact are:
 the number of linkages between SHGs and other institutions;
 the intensity of their contact; and
 the importance of each linkage for SHG members.

The number, strength and importance of linkages of SHGs with other institutions determine the 
quality of an institutional network. Therefore, investigating the development of these features can 
assess the growth and effectiveness of networks.

Adaptation of Chapati (Venn) diagramming for monitoring impact 
Chapati diagrams have been successfully used by community-based groups for assessing linkages.  
However, one problem faced in using them for monitoring impact at the project level, is that chapati 
sizes, as well as their distances from the centre of the diagram, vary freely. Thus, analysing the chapati 
diagrams to allow for comparisons in the monitoring process becomes difficult. To aid the comparative 
analysis of chapati diagram results from different SHGs, the number of chapati sizes and their distance 
from the centre of the diagram have been limited to two categories:
 three different sizes of chapatis represent three degrees of importance (high, medium and low) 

attributed by SHG members to the institutions involved; and
 three circles around the centre of the diagram represent three degrees of interaction between the 

SHG and these institutions. 

Limitations of the method
Despite modifications, the method still has some limitations.
 Since a chapati diagram is a participatory tool, the quality of the results depends strongly on the 

quality of group facilitation and detailed documentation of the process.
 Moreover, the results depend very much on the subjective point of view of the 

respondents, which makes their comparison difficult.
 Finally, the result analysis can, for the most part, only be done in a very 

descriptive way, which means that the drawings may at best support data 
analysis. 

Use of the method

1. Instructions for data collection
 Prepare the tool before you go to the field.
 Introduce the chapati diagram and thoroughly explain the meaning of the three 

different circles and chapati sizes to the SHG members.
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 Cross-check whether the SHG members have really understood 
what is meant by “institutions”, “importance of linkages” and 
“intensity of linkages”. 

 Brainstorm and identify all institutions they are in touch with 
– within and outside the village – and write them down on a 
separate sheet of paper. Do not list them with numbers, as this 
may indicate priorities. Do not list institutions if participants are 
only aware of their existence without any established contact 
with them or institutions to which they have individual contact 
and not a group contact.

 Ask the SHG members to prioritise the institutions mentioned 
with regard to their importance (high, medium, and low) for the 
SHG. Note down the name of each institution on the appropriate 
size of the chapati.

 Identify the degree of intensity of contact between the SHG and 
the institutions by putting the chapatis in the three different 
circles (I, II or III). Let participants move the chapatis within the 
three circles until they come to a consensus.

 Crosscheck by verifying and clarifying their choices. 
 Stick the chapatis with glue.

The stage of data collection has 
potential for being a learning 
exercise and a training tool for 
community members as they can 
evaluate in detail what linkages 
are important to them and whether 
these linkages have been made 
strong. It is important at this 
stage to also deal with issues of 
causality - why are certain linkages 
weak (if they are important to SHG 
members) and what may be done 
to strengthen them. The chapati 
diagram must be kept with 
the SHG members for future 
monitoring. At this stage it 
is also vital for facilitators 
to note the perceptions of 
members as to why a linkage 
is considered important or 
why it is weak. Collating 
these data for the entire project 
at the end of the exercise will 
throw more light on the final 
data analysis.

I. Strong interaction, very good 
rapport, frequent/ regular contact, 
high accessibility, benefiting very 
much from each other, mobilising 
each other.

 Score: 3
II: Some interaction, continuous 

but not regular contact, not 
benefiting very much from 
each other.

 Score: 2
III: Only sporadic contact, only 

knowing each other.
 Score: 1

A: High importance
 Score: 3
B:   Medium importance
 Score: 2
C:  Low importance
 Score: 1

Chapati Diagram: Features of Linkages and their Scores

SHG 

l



ll



lll

 

ll



lll l



233Using PRA for Participatory Impact Monitoring: An Illustrative Example

 Discuss their plans for building and strengthening linkages in the future, based on the results, e.g., if 
they have indicated that a relationship with an institution is important to them but their interaction is 
weak, then they may discuss why this is so and what they can do to change the situation.

2. Instructions for data processing
Enter the results of the chapati diagram in the data processing sheet following the sequence given below.
 Give codes for each SHG, indicating its age (e.g., 1, 3, 5) and its number within the sample (1, 2, 3).
 Allot one row for each linkage and one column for the importance of the linkage, one for strength of 

the contact, and one for the score of the linkage.
 Enter the importance the SHG has attributed to its linkage with a particular institution (A, B or C) and 

the strength of the contact as perceived by the SHG (I, II or III) in the respective cell of the table.

Data Processing Sheet 
(Example for a one-year old SHG)

Institution Importance Contact Score

 For each linkage, multiply the scores for 
importance (A = 3; B = 2; C = 1) by the scores 
for contact (I = 3; II = 2; III = 1) and enter the 
result in the respective column “score”. 

 Sum up all the scores to arrive at a total 
score for the SHG (except for the linkage with 
MYRADA)

 Count all the linkages of the SHG (except for 
the linkage with MYRADA) and enter the result 
in the last row of the table.

Name of SHG: Akka Mahadevi
Village: Kithur

Facilitator: N. Ram

The shaded cells indicate the essential linkages for each SHG by the end 
of the 3rd year; see targeted achievements

Agricultural Cooperative
Agriculture Department    
Anganwadi A I 9 
Apex Body 
Bank A II 6 
Bank (other)  
Block Development Officer    
Education Department
Forest Department C III 1 
Gram Panchayat/Zilla Panchayat B I 6 
Horticulture Department    
Hospital B I 6 
Karnataka Electricity Board
School Betterment Committee A II 6 
School C III 1
Sericulture Department
Other SHG 1 B II 4
Other SHG 2
Other SHG 3
Taluk Office C III 1
Temple Committee
Veterinary Department/Hospital B II 4
Village leaders
WDA
Weaving Association
Youth Association
Others 
 Total  44

MYRADA A I  9  
 No. of linkages: 11



234 ENHANCING OWNERSHIP AND SUSTAINABILITY: a resource book on participation 

3. Instructions for preparing the data summary sheets
Enter the scores from the data processing sheets into the data summary sheet as 
follows:
 Make sure that only data for SHGs of the same age is entered in the 

respective tables.
 Allot one row for each institution (in alphabetical order if possible).
 Allot one column for each SHG, one column for the sums of scores 

(Σ)1 and one column for the average scores (∅)2.
 Copy the scores for the linkages from the data processing sheets 

of each SHG in a given age category into the respective cells in 
the table. 

 Fill in the average of scores in each row in column (2). 
 Calculate the average number of linkages per SHG.

The data summary sheet may be used by staff to compare SHGs of the same age category across the project for their number 
and strength of linkages with various institutions, e.g., the blank cells in each column indicate that the SHG has no linkage to a 
particular organisation, low scores indicate that the SHG has weak and insignificant linkages with institutions. The shaded cells 
indicate linkages which are essential to the SHG described previously as targeted achievements.

Institution 1/1 1/2 1/3 1/4 (...) 1/9 1/10 [1]Σ [2]∅
 score score score score  score score

Agricultural  Cooperative 2  9  (...)   15 1.5
Agriculture Department  6 3  (...)   19 1.9
Anganwadi 9 6 6 9 (...)  4 49 4.9
Apex Body 9  6  (...)  6 58 5.8
Bank  9 9 9 6 (...) 9 9 79 7.9
Block Development Officer  1   (...) 4  11 1.1
Education Department     (...)   3 0.3
Forest Department 4   1 (...)   12 1.2
(...) - - - - - - - - -
Watershed Development Association     (...) 9  9 0.9
Weaving Association  6   (...)   11 1.1
Youth Association     (...) 6  17 1.7

          Total 53 50 64 44 (...) 68 56 590[3]  59[4] 

MYRADA 9 9 9 9 (...) 9 9 82 8.2
Number of linkages 11 11 12 11 (...) 9 10 100 10[5] 

Data Summary Sheet (Example for 1-year-old SHGs)

4. Instructions for data analysis
Enter the results from the data summary sheets in the data analysis sheet as follows:
 The first column lists various institutions with which SHGs can link up. Columns 2,3 and 4 stand for 1, 

3 and 5 year old SHGs.
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Institution ∅ score ∅ score ∅ score
 ≤1 year ≈3 years ≥5 years
 
Agricultural  Cooperative 1.5 3.5 3.7
Agriculture Department 1.9 2.9 3.9
Anganwadi 4.9 5.1 3.7
Apex Body 5.8 5.3 8.7
Bank  7.9 8.1 9.0
Bank (other) - - 1.5
Block Development Officer 1.1 2.5 2.5
Education Department 0.3 0.4 0.6
Forest Department 1.2 2.5 3.5
Gram Panchayat/Zilla Panchayat 5.3 6.0 4.2
Horticulture Department 1.0 1.5 1.5
Hospital 3.2 5.7 6.0
Karnataka Electricity Board 0.3 0.4 0.6
School Betterment Committee 1.8 2.7 0.2
School 4.6 3.5 5.6
Sericulture Department - 1.5 3.5
SHG 1 (other) 6.4 4.4 4.2
SHG 2 (other) 1.9 1.2 1.8
SHG 3 (other) 1.3 1.3 1.8
Taluk Office 1.5 2.7 4.4
Temple Committee 1.2 1.2 0.3
Training Institutes 1.7 2.1 0.7
Veterinary Department/Hospital 2.6 2.8 2.1
Village Leaders - - 2.0
Watershed Development Association 0.9 - -
Weaving Association 1.1 1.0 1.8
Youth Association 1.7 - -
Others: Rotary - - 0.7

Total 59 66 79
MYRADA 8.2 8.2 8.4
No. of linkages 10 12 15

The data analysis sheet may 
be used to assess whether 
project-wide targets for 
linkages have been achieved 
for different institutions.  
The table indicates which 
institutional linkages are 
generally strong in the 
project and which are weak.  
Whenever institutional 
linkages have been found 
to be weak or insignificant, 
the NGO should reinforce 
its efforts to improve these 
linkages.  

Data Analysis (Example)

 Copy the average row scores from the data summary sheets into the respective 
cells of the table.

 Calculate the total sum of average scores per SHG-age and enter the results in 
the respective row. Also enter average number of linkages per SHG age into the 
respective cell of the table.
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             articipatory impact monitoring (PIM) was first     
             introduced in the early 1990s by development institutions   
based in Germany.  Since then, this  methodology has been used by 
many agencies in monitoring the impact of development projects. 
PIM is the continuous observation, systematic documentation and 
critical reflection of project impact. It is done by the project staff and 
target groups, using self-generated survey results [see related topic 
on An NGO-Designed Participatory Impact Monitoring (PIM) of a 
Rural Development Project on page 223].

The main objective of the Participatory Resource Management 
Project (PRMP) in Vietnam is to improve the standard of living of 
the poor mainly by increasing crop and livestock production and by 
improving the access to social infrastructure. The major components 
are credit, labour-based roads, irrigation and support to extension, management and participatory 
processes. The project has introduced and actively used participatory rural appraisal (PRA) methods in 
project design, implementation and evaluation. Thus, it provides a good basis to test PIM for further 
development of the methodology.

Testing Participatory Impact 
Monitoring: Participatory Resource 
Management Project in Vietnam

The International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD) aims to develop a 
participatory, cost-effective and user-
friendly method 
of monitoring the impact of its 
projects. It considers participatory 
impact monitoring (PIM) to be 
a promising methodology and 
has tested it in July 2000 in the 
Participatory Resource Management 
Project (PRMP) in Tuyen Quang 
Province of Vietnam.  This is the first 
time it has been tried out in 
a government project. 

P
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Steps of Participatory Impact Monitoring (PIM)

Joint reflection on results and methodology

Collection of data

Pre-test of questionnaires and tools

Brainstorming 
with project 
staff on 
positive and 
negative 
impacts of 
the project

1

6

7

9

Decision on sampling procedure5

Development of indicators, questionnaires 
and tools4

Decision on impacts to be monitored3

2

Analysis and assessment of results8

Discussion 
with villagers 
on project 
impacts 
(positive and 
negative)
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Project staff

Villagers

Perceptions Positive impacts Negative impacts

 Higher crop yields
 Stable market for produce
 Knowledge on crop and livestock production
 Improvement of production skills and income
 More stable water supplies
 Higher capacity in the operation and maintenance of 

irrigation schemes
 Awareness of women on the use of loans
 Better education levels and gender equality for women
 Increased women’s role in decision-making

 Increase in rice yields
 Increase in number of households with surplus rice 

production
 Better management and maintenance of irrigation 

canals
 More consultation and exchange of information among 

villagers
 Trained women have more knowledge and experience 

and teach their husbands
 Women are able to attend meetings; socialise (wear 

nice clothes and sing) and interact more
 Women are better able to manage credit 
 Women’s union supports women and enhances their 

capacity for credit management
 Families can afford to send children to school and 

educate them to higher levels
 Families can put money aside as savings

 New agriculture technologies may harm the 
environment (agricultural chemicals)

 Inadequate investment on irrigation schemes
 Small loan size per borrower, short loan 

repayment period and high interest rates

 Increase in workload of farmers due to 
double-cropping of rice

 Conflict among villagers about alternative 
uses of water (turbine vs irrigation)

 Increased indebtedness of farmers
 Men use the credit of women for other 

purposes
 Some become poorer; cannot repay credit 

(buffalo died, etc.)
 Increased production but marketing is a 

problem 
 Lower market prices for produce

Positive and Negative Impacts of Participatory Resource Management Project (PRMP)

Selecting Impact Indicators and Defining Data Collection Tools
The core team deliberated on a number of possible impact indicators. In view of the limited resources, 
agreement was reached on a manageable list of impact as follows:
 Increased role of women in decision-making in the household and the community.
 Increased capacity of Village Development Boards (VDBs) to formulate and implement village 

development plans in a participatory manner.
 Improved food security of poor farmer households.
 Increased daily intake of nutritionally balanced food by project beneficiaries.
 Improved delivery of vital social and technical services to poor farmer households.

The survey units were defined and decision was taken on the sampling procedure and the minimum 
sample size.
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Impact

Definitions

Indicators

Survey Unit

Respondent

Method

 Write down the final formulation of the impact statement.
Example: Increased role of women in decision-making in the household.

Identify important terms and define each term in a simple manner.
Example:
Role: Accepted position a person has in society (family, village, etc.)
Decision-making: Decisions on attending meetings; management of loans 
(how to utilise them, how to repay, etc.); buying and selling of products; 
and selection of the breeds of animals to rear.
Household: People living under one roof.

Identify one or more indicators to measure the impact.
Example: The percentage of women who acquired a stronger position to decide 
the following has increased:
 whether to attend village meetings or women-related training;
 how to manage loans;
	which products to buy and to sell; and 
 which breeds of animals to rear.

Identify what unit is relevant for the impact.
Example: Household, with both husband and wife. 

Determine whom to ask the questions to.
Example: The woman (wife) in the household.

Select the method to be used (questionnaire or PRA).
Example: An interview method – an interview sheet with 
illustration was used. The respondents (women) were asked 
to rate themselves in relation to the man (husband), 
in terms of decision-making in the household. They 
could then rate themselves either below, at par, or 
above the man.

Select a sample that will allow comparisons of changes 
over time, or differences across populations or areas.
Example: A triangulation sampling method was used.

Finally, explain the limitations and why certain indicators were used.
Clarify certain assumptions taken in the study.

Sample

Rationale and 
Limitations of 

Indicators

The PIM Process: Steps for Developing Impact Indicators
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Assessment of Results
The following were the key findings:
 Role of women in decision-making at 

the community level increased.
 No significant impact on women’s 

role in decision-making at the 
household level.

 Food security and quality of food 
improved.

 Project impact on poverty 
was significant. In villages 
where the project has operated for five 
years, villagers estimated that the project 
had contributed about 25% of overall external 
efforts for poverty reduction, while utilising only 
10% of external funds. 

Reflections on PIM Methodology
Two joint reflection workshops were organised – one with villagers, VDB members, and farmers’/
women’s groups, and another with the project staff – to present and discuss the preliminary results. 
Based on the discussion in the workshops, the following observations were made on the PIM 
methodology.

 The key to successful PIM is not whether a project is run by the government or by non-government 
organisations (NGOs), but whether the project design is based on participatory approaches.

Pre-test of questionnaires and data 
collection
The questionnaires for data collection on different 
indicators were pre-tested in one of the project 
villages. Some questionnaires had to be revised 
and fine-tuned on the basis of the pre-test. Three 
categories of villages were selected for data collection 
based on when the project started its activities [1995, 
1997, and 1999 (control group)]. Selected households, 
VDB, women’s groups, water users’ groups and village 
officials were interviewed.

Sampling Procedure

Triangulation method
About 9-10 households were selected randomly from 
four different income categories from each village, in 
a total of nine villages. These nine villages consisted 
of three villages per cluster in three different 
geographical areas. In each cluster, villages were 
selected on the basis of the length of the project in 
the area (i.e., 1, 3, or 5 years). This sampling allowed 
for two types of comparisons:
 based on the length of the 

project’s presence
 in the village; and
 across clusters, or 

geographical/topographical 
conditions.
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 Some level of prior experience of project staff in PRA is essential since PRA methods and philosophy 
emphasise:

 –  an inherent belief and confidence in the ability of people to objectively perceive and assess   
 qualitative changes;

 – an appreciation on the part of the researcher for non-parametric measurements (e.g., rating 
 scales) as opposed to relying solely on parametric measurements (e.g., amount of credit given,  
        repayment rates); and 

 – a sense of ownership among beneficiaries. 

 PIM should be introduced at least one year after initiation of the project because it takes time for 
both the staff and the target beneficiary groups to understand the directions of the project and 
which impact indicators to use.

 The project had several negative impacts on the beneficiary household, but the most important 
ones had not been identified by the project staff (e.g., increased indebtedness of farmers, marketing 
problems and the use of women’s loans by men for other purposes).

 Although the methodology proved to be useful for impact monitoring, further simplification, 
particularly for  data processing and analysis, will be needed.

 The indicators and questionnaires were relatively good in assessing the impact of PRMP in the areas 
of gender, food security and nutrition, institutional capacity-building and service delivery. However, 
the methods should be further fine-tuned to assess the capacities of village-level institutions (VDBs, 
women’s groups, etc.) in planning and implementing village development plans in a participatory 
manner.

 
 The development of indicators was heavily influenced by the core team from the district-level 

monitoring and evaluation units, who require greater quantitative accuracy than would be feasible 
by institutions such as VDBs. There is thus a need to bring this analysis down to the beneficiary level 
(VDBs, farmers’ groups) so that community groups are empowered to monitor the impact of the 
project.
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Scaling Up Local Successes

         nstitutions across the world are being asked to orient or re-orient their work 
 towards poverty alleviation, to account for resources and to demonstrate the 
 impact of their work. Achieving widespread and lasting impact are important 
indicators. 

 Scaling-up has multiple dimensions and contexts – institutional, spatial, 
economic, temporal and technological. There must always be a developmental 
context for scaling-up, i.e., empowerment and social change. 

Scaling-up refers 
to efforts that 
bring more quality 
benefits to more 
people over a 
wider geographical 
area, more 
quickly, more 
equitably and 
more lastingly.

SCALING UP

Temporal
- At what stage
- Sustainability

Spatial
- Target groups
- Agro-ecology
- Site specificity

Economic
- Resource
- Cost-

Institutional
- Stakeholders and catalysts
- Key players
- Policy

“Vertical” and “horizontal” networks 
National
International
Local (informal social networks)

Equity
- Winners and losers
- Specific targets
- Gender
- Social risk

The Multiple Dimensions of Scaling-Up

I
1
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        Scaling-up involves a learning and a participatory process and is about people. Because of the 
        development and political contexts of going to scale, there is often a potential tension between  
        participation and scaling-up.

  The technology, the process and the institutional/methodological and policy innovations all go  
       together (are integrated) in the scaling-up effort. The degree by which any of these are scaled up 
       varies however, depending on the major concern/activity at each stage of the scaling-up process.

   It is not technologies that are scaled up but processes and principles behind the technologies/ 
       innovations. This is consistent with the belief that scaling-up is not just replication, but involves  
       adaptation and learning.

 Going to scale, in general, connotes vertical movements across institutional levels and/or horizontal 
spread.

      Horizontal Scaling-Up refers to the 
geographical spread, covering more 
people and communities. It involves 
expansion within same sector or 
stakeholder group. Others refer to it as a 
scaling-out process across geographical 
boundaries. Achieving geographical 
spread is also done by scaling down, 
i.e., by breaking down big programmes 
into smaller programmes/projects and 
thereby increasing participation and 
decentralising accountability.

      Vertical Scaling-Up refers to the spread 
higher up the ladder. It is institutional 
in nature and involves other sectors/ 
stakeholder groups in the process of 
expansion, e.g., micro-macro links from 
the level of grassroots organisations to 
policymakers, donors, development 
institutions and investors at 
international levels.

2

3

4

5

Local government/local 
organisations and institutions

National government/national 
organisations and institutions

Regional/Global Organisations 
and Institutions

MORE 
COMMUNITIES

MORE 
COMMUNITIES

FAMILY/KIN/
NEIGHBOURS

Horizontal and Vertical Scaling-Up
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      The higher up the institutional levels (vertical scaling-up), the greater the chances for horizontal 
spread; likewise, the farther geographically (horizontal scaling-up), the greater the chances of 
influencing those at the higher levels.

      While these institutional and spatial/geographic dimensions normally are central to the discussions 
and strategies for going to scale, other aspects have been recognised as critical and integral to the 
whole process and cannot be treated in isolation. These are the technological, economic, temporal 
and equity aspects.

 Scaling-up is really about communicating options to people. However, we need to balance the 
introduction of options with efforts to nurture farmers’ ability to adapt. We also need to nurture 
local capacities to make better decisions.

 

      Scaling-up almost always has a “power” and a 
development dimension – of contributing to social 
change and people’s empowerment. Benefits accrue 
to different actors at different levels of the process. 
Scaling-up therefore should be a subset of (or 
supportive of) people’s movements, where the driving 
force can come from either the recipient (demand-
driven) or from groups convincing the recipient 
(supply-driven).

6

7

8

9Power or the ability to influence decisions 
determines what is scaled up. It is often the 
concerns of the more influential block that get 
scaled up. This dominant block could be the 
policy-makers, the aid supporters, the privileged 
professionals (researchers, scientists, 
academics, extensionists, etc.) or the local 
people themselves who are able to organise 
and position themselves strategically. If the 
overall context of scaling-up is bringing 
development to the poor, then people’s 
empowerment is a critical dimension in the 
process.
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      Building the capacity to innovate in order to facilitate local adaptation to changes is important 
to the scaling-up process. As such, scaling-up is integral to (and a stage in) the adaptive/active 
learning process – the learning to expand stage of the learning process approach to programme 
development as described by David Korten (see box below). The learning process approach to 
program development proceeds through the three stages, with each stage involving a different 
learning task, e.g., effectiveness, efficiency and expansion.

 

 Participation of farmers and technicians in a process 
of exchange of knowledge, experimentation 
and adaptation strengthens local capacity to 
innovate.  It is this participation which leads 
to success in local development.

 Scaling up this process of strengthening 
innovative capacity assures sustainability 
because of an improved capacity to adjust 
to changing conditions (e.g., when the 
current technology is no longer appropriate).

10

11

12

The Learning Process Approach

HIGH
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Stage 1:
Learning to 
be effective

Effectiveness
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Stage 2:
Learning to be efficient

Stage 3:
Learning to expand

Time

Efficiency
Expansion

The program learning curves where it is expected that (i) some effectiveness will be sacrificed for efficiency and 
expansion and (ii) efficiency will likely suffer with expansion due to trade-offs with expansion requirements.
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        The challenge   
        of bringing 
        development to 
        a great number of 
        people,  
        particularly to the 
        poorer segments 
        of communities, 
        can be addressed 
        by going to scale – 
        and can be 
        speeded up
        by planning the 
        scaling-up process 
        instead of simply 
        letting 
        spontaneous 
        diffusion to 
        happen.

 Social organisation and processes
 Infrastructures
 Markets
 Stakeholder track record of experience
 Institutional mandates

Other factors that will facilitate or impede the process of going to scale

A natural spread of initiatives is referred 
to as spontaneous diffusion or unplanned 
scaling-up. It just happens (A to B in the 
illustration). With proper interventions, 
these initiatives at Point A can be 
further scaled up from Point B to Point 
C (planned scaling-up expansion). The 
potential to expand the initiatives beyond 
Point C to Point D can be constrained 
by a “context roof”, e.g., policies, land 
tenure arrangements market forces, etc. 
Constraints could be institutional, political, 
technological and methodological in nature. 
Being able to overcome this context roof 
will determine if the highest potential level 
of scale is achieved.

The challenge of 
bringing development 
to a great  number 
of people, particularly 
poorer segments of 
communities, can be 
addressed by going 
to scale – and can be 
speeded up by planning 
the scaling-up process 
instead of simply letting 
spontaneous diffusion 
to happen.

A

B

C

DHighest 
Potential 
Level

Spontaneous and Planned Diffusion

 Policies and capacities (including 
human and non-human resources)

 Cultural and religious leanings
 Peace and order situation

13 Issues Important and Critical to Success and Failure in 
Scaling Up Projects

 Projectisation: Most projects in the past were very project-oriented rather than process-
oriented. This means that implementers were over-conscious about meeting targeted 
outputs imposed by project management and financiers. The result was that, once the 
project ended and support was withdrawn, the beneficiaries did not carry on the projects.

 Sustainability: If the project is viewed as something to be accomplished in a span of time, 
the tendency is to rush, to comply with certain requirements and attain preset goals. Once 
the implementers assumed they have accomplished enough for the project,  they pack and 
go. Sustainability, then, becomes a dilemma.

 Partnership-Building: Analogous to collaboration, partnership is active collaboration of 
individuals or groups involved from the onset of the undertaking until its accomplishment. 
The issue of ownership is also closely attached to “partnership”. When the terms of the 
partnership are not clear, the ownership issue becomes a problem.

 Resource Constraints: We need to locate ourselves strategically in order to maximise the 
use of limited resources.

 Deterioration or Enhancement of the Quality of Processes and Outcome: In scaling 
up projects, we are faced with two possible scenarios; either the quality of 
outcomes are deteriorating and the processes are short-changed or they are 
enhanced, yielding more positive outcomes.

Source: Landcare, Philippines
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 In order to succeed in scaling 
up our successes we need to 
engage in more participatory 
and farmer-centered 
approaches, pursue inter-
institutional collaboration, 
engage in partnerships and 
be conscious of markets and 
policy constraints. We would, 
consequently have to de-
emphasise single-orientation 
approaches, or inflexible 
stances. Replication is not the 
way to scale up!

A Framework for Planning to Go to Scale

      The urge to scale up is often associated with the need to expand initially successful pilot projects/
star cases. There are driving forces or “sparks” that cause technologies, processes, principles, 
programmes, organisations, etc. to be scaled up. Individuals, with vision and drive can also serve 
as sparks. While the initial gains/successes continue to be recognised as providing the sparks, the 
“timing” needs to be properly analysed. Sparks come unexpectedly – and they tend to come from 
everywhere

.
      

Compiled by: 
Julian F. Gonsalves and Ric Armonia, 
based on the outputs of the workshops 
organised by IIRR on behalf of the CGIAR 
NGO Committee and the Global Forum for 
Agricultural Research, October 1999 and 
April 2000. 

SCALED-UP STATE

Desired 
Impact 
(Vision)

Desired 
Outcome 
(Mission)

SPARKS

SCALING-UP STAGE:

Stakeholders building and 

telling stories

 Culturally appropriate

 Indigenous transfer routes

 Simple, cheap and adaptable 

   te
chnology

 Source credibility

 Others

Small-

scale 

initiative/

experience

Facilitating Factors

Visionaries

Need-based

Intrinsic benefits
Others

Limiting Factors

14

15

16

Evolution of roles, rules and institutions in the process of scaling 
up with respect to what needs to be done less and what needs to 
be done more, and the assumptions for determining these, as the 
process progresses.

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).

 
Scaling-up in the ultimate analysis is about people having a vision for themselves.

 



248 ENHANCING OWNERSHIP AND SUSTAINABILITY: a resource book on participation 

             articipatory monitoring and evaluation (PME) is an   
   integral and vital part of extension work. It is an effective  
   tool for strengthening decision-making processes and 
measuring the outputs. The LIFE (Locally Intensified Farming 
Enterprise) project provides technical support to farming families 
in agriculture [cereal crops (rice, wheat), vegetables], fisheries 
(pond fish and rice-fish culture, fish nursery) and agroforestry. The 
extension system of the LIFE project aims to enhance the decision-
making capacity of participants (direct beneficiaries of the project) 
by improving their knowledge and skills through critical analysis. 
The LIFE project started piloting the PME process in Bangladesh 
in 1998. 

Design phase
The PME core team was formed with the following objectives:
 to train the staff on PME facilitation skills;

PME Process Practised at the Field 
Level: Learning from the LIFE Project

A participatory approach to 
monitoring and evaluation was 
initiated by management of the 
Agricultural and Natural Resources 
(ANR) Sector of CARE-Bangladesh to 
strengthen the interactive learning 
process among  participants and 
field workers. The LIFE (Locally 
Intensified Farming Enterprise) 
project is managed by ANR. Its goal 
is to increase the food security of 
economically and socially vulnerable 
rural households. The project will 
address 126,000 people; 50% of them 
female. The majority of the project 
participants have up to one acre 
cultivable land.

P
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 to direct the ongoing PME process by re-designing its process and tools;
 to provide in-house follow-up support on common monitoring and evaluation goals; 
 to provide training-of-trainers (TOT) support in the project and across the sector; and
 to share experiences.

Defining the project PME goal
The goal is to develop a PME process which will enhance the capabilities of participants and staff to 
generate, analyse and use information for better decision-making in order to increase productivity and 
incomes of the participating farmers.

Piloting the PME system in the project
The PME process was piloted in 1998 in two thanas (government administrative unit), one each in 
Rajshahi and Kishoregonj districts, to acquire confidence, increase facilitation skills, identify appropriate 
tools and indicators, and establish ownership of participants.

Methods Applied for the PME Design

Project PME Design Framework

Design Phase Implementation Phase

Learning stage

 Formation of core team
	 Defining	 the	 project	
PME	 goal

	 Increase	 facilitation	
skills	 of	 the	 core	 team	
through:
-	training;
-	visit	 to	 other	 projects;
-	active	 participation	
in	 PME	 processes	 of	
other	 projects

Design stage

	 Initial	 design	 is	 done	 by	
the	 project	 field	 staff	 and	
participants

	 Piloted	with	 all	 farmer	
groups	 in	 the	 two	 thanas.

	 Organised	 PME	
review	workshop	
involving	 project	 staff	
and	 participants	 to	
discuss	modifications	
to	 the	 process	 for	
implementation	 in	 other	
areas

Implementation and scale-up stage

	 Core	 team	 arranges	 staff	 training	 on	 PME	
process	 and	 compilation,	 analysis	 and	
reporting	 of	 data

	 Modified	 PME	 is	 implemented	 in	 other	
areas

Evaluation process

	 PME	 process	 is	 reviewed	 by	 staff	 and	
participants	 at	 the	 end	 of	 each	 season/
cycle

	 Necessary	modifications	 are	made	 and	 the	
PME	 process	 is	 applied	 again

These are continuous internal review processes.
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The central QuEST team (Quantitative/Qualitative Evaluation Strengthening Team) of ANR assisted 
the project core team in providing training, communicating and sharing different issues and ideas/
experiences on the PME process of different projects.

During the annual review of the pilot PME process, the team observed that the system is complex and 
time consuming. During the pilot phase, all components/ interventions had been included in PME, 
incorporating both quantitative and qualitative data. It was difficult to accomplish all components in one 
session and to understand all indicators and tools. Based on these observations, the PME process 
was simplified.

PME has increased farmers’ analytical skills. They can now analyse problems and project activities more 
critically. PME has also increased farmers’ confidence and ownership of the project activities.

Implementation phase

Expansion strategy
In 1999, the project was scaled up in 6 thanas (3 thanas in each of the two districts). A staff-to-staff 
training strategy was followed to build staff capacity in PME practice. Also, cross visits were arranged to 
learn from other project PME sessions.

Information flow
A bottom-up approach to information flow is established in order to maximise use of information for 
decision-making at all levels. Data are analysed at the farmer group level during the PME session. Then 
they are compiled at the thana level and a report is prepared. The data are  again compiled at the 
district level, then the final report is prepared, and shared at all levels.

Process review and evaluation
An annual review of PME activities involving different stakeholders 
is conducted to find out how to improve the quality and articulate 
future directions of PME practices. An internal review process is 
established to institutionalise the PME process. Through this review, 
participants share their experiences and identify successes and 
mistakes. Thus, learning opportunities are created at all levels. This 
process of review and evaluation is practised regularly to bring 
qualitative improvement in the PME process.

PME at the Field Level
Participants use PME to articulate their existing situation. The PME cycle follows the aman (July-
December) and boro (January-June) seasons. The project baseline is conducted once for each group of 
farmers, both male and female. Each group of farmers is provided with one year support and a new

When	 one	 group	 in	 Rajshahi	
was	 asked	 how	 the	 PME	
session	 benefited	 them,	
farmers	 responded	 that	 in	
the	 past	 they	 had	
never	 discussed	
their	 problems	 in	
a	 group.
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group is recruited.  During the baseline 
study, problems are identified and 
prioritised. Then the planning session is 
conducted and farmers identify different 
activities and also determine an appropriate 
time to accomplish the same. Field trainers 
provide support accordingly. Seasonal 
evaluations are done with all the 
farmers’ groups. 

Application of  tools
The project participants now use tools 
such as different sizes of wooden fish, 
a small bottle symbolising pesticides, 
wooden pest, rice plant, vegetable seeds, 
different types of fertiliser packets, seedlings/
saplings, and different drawings (irrigation pump 
for boro season, umbrella for aman season, and different types of faces 
indicating “very happy”, “moderately happy” and “unhappy”). 

The session is conducted on the ground and all information is visualised and explained by the farmers; 
reasons for being happy, moderately happy and unhappy, and for variation in production are also 
discussed, thus ensuring learning. Through this process, participants share their experiences and are 
informed about the utility of other practices, which helps improve decision-making and planning.

At the end of the session, the field staff summarises 
and helps in documenting the information in a 
record book, which is kept with participants. The 
staff makes  copy for the staff or his/her own 
use. The participants’ record book is kept 
with a participant so that all participants 
have access to it at any time. Then, all 
field staff compile information from 
the record books. They prepare the 
reports by thana and district and 
circulate these at different levels. 
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Paddy 
yield

Jan-Jun

(Boro)

Jul-Dec

(Aman)
Vegetables Tree 

resources
Nursery Pond-fish 

culture
Rice-fish 
culture

 Very happy   

Moderately 
happy 





Unhappy



Use of 
pesticide






























Why are we 
unhappy?

What 
problems 
do we face?

	 Decrease	 in	 paddy	 yield	
	 Top	 soil	 is	 very	 hard
	 Fertiliser	 dose	 is	 not	 known
	 Difficult	 to	 identify	 good	

seed	which	 is	 not	 available
	 Non-availability	 of	 organic	

fertiliser;	 also	 preparation	
and	 use	 not	 known

	 Too	much	 pest	 attack
	 Irrigation	 problem
	 Do	 not	 know	modern	

cultivation	 techniques

	 Low	 price	 of	
vegetables	
in	 the	 peak	
season

	 Low	 yield	 or	
decrease	 in	
yield

	 Good	 vegetable	
seed	 not	
available

 Pest attack
 Irrigation	problem

	 Fruits	 drop	 at	 the	
initial	 stage

 Pest attack
	 Fruit	 size	 has	

reduced
	 Do	 not	 know	 how	

to	 plant	 and	 take	
care of trees

	 Do	 not	 get	 good	 fry/
fingerlings

	 Decrease	 in	 fish	 size	
(pond	 fish)

	 Fishes	 do	 not	 grow	
fast

	 There	 is	 no	water	
during	 April-May

Example of PME Baseline

Example of Activity Plan for the Aman Season*

Ashar
(Jun-Jul)

Sraban
(Jul-Aug)

Vadra
(Aug-Sep)

Ashwin
(Sep-Oct)

Kartick
(Oct-Nov)

Agrahayan
(Nov-Dec)

Land	 preparation	
techniques

Integrated	 pest	
management

Modern	
cultivation	

Tree	management Fish	 diseases	
and	 treatment

Paddy	 crop	
preservation

Preparation	 and	
use	 of	 compost/
organic	 fertiliser

Application	
of	 organic	
fertiliser

Tree	 planting	
technique

Water	management	
and	 irrigation

Vegetable	 seed	
and	 vegetable	
cultivation

Collection	 and	
preservation	 of	
vegetable	
seeds

How	 to	 cultivate	
rice-fish

* Learning session on different topics planned in different months to overcome the identified problems in the baseline.

 Represents one individual group member
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Shortcomings and reliability
 Qualitative aspects
 The current PME design focuses mainly on changes in the status of farmers (evaluated as happy, 

moderately happy and unhappy) and does not provide detailed data on production, net returns 
and cost-benefit, etc. However, the PME results meet staff and project partners’ expectations for 
qualitative and quantitative considerations as listed in the project logframe.

 Quantitative aspects
 An indepth socio-economic baseline is done to assess the present status thereby facilitating project 

mid-term and final evaluations.  To satisfy the production and cost-benefit information of the 
logframe, the project carries out a short sample survey at the end of each season. This also helps 
cross-check the 
PME outputs. 

 Reliability
 The participants themselves cross-check when the information is shared in the group. The 

quantitative sample survey creates scope for cross-checking outputs from the PME process. This 
ensures the reliability of information. 




























	 Seed	was	 not	 good
	 Old	 paddy	 seedlings
	 Crop	management	
delayed

	 Too	much	 pest	 attack
	 Fertiliser	 could	 not	 be	
applied	 in	 time

	 Too	much	
pest	 attack	 in	
eggplant

	 Seed	was	 not	
good	 (poor	
germination)

	 Scarcity	 of	
	 	 	 water

	 Tree	 seedlings	
did	 not	 survive

	 High	moisture	
in	 the	 soil

	 Poor	water	
quality

	 Fish	
growth	
was	
unsatis-
factory












	 Fish	
escaped

	 Fish	 size	 is	
small

	 Rice	 yield	
was	 poor	
due	 to	 pest	
attack

Paddy 
yield

Jan-Jun

(Boro)

Jul-Dec

(Aman)
Vegetables Tree Nursery Pond-fish 

culture
Rice-fish 
culture

 Very happy
Moderately 
happy

Unhappy
Use of 
pesticide

Why are we 
unhappy?

What 
problems 
do we face?

Example of PME at the end of Aman Season

  Represents one individual group member
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Lessons Learned

Participants level
 Builds farmers’ confidence and enhances knowledge of and ability to use PME tools.
 Improves data reliability.
 Enhances problem identification skills. 
 Through increased sharing, involvement of participants in different project activities increases. 
 Ensures active participation.
 Creates team spirit and builds group dynamism.

Staff level
 Project staff need good facilitation skills and technical knowledge.
 Staff are able to identify community problems and plan to address those.
 Analytical skills of staff increases.
 Resistance is often encountered from staff initially, due to lack of clear understanding of the value of 

the PME process. The attitude changes when the benefit of the process is realised.

Tools and indicators
 Identification of appropriate tools and indicators is not easy. Moreover indicators identified by the 

project staff are often not acceptable to the participants. 
 Tools need to be modified continuously.
 Tactile tools are more acceptable and effective than visual tools.

Process
 PME design should be flexible and adaptive.
 During the rainy season, it is difficult to find a comfortable place to conduct the PME session. 
 Adoption of the process in the initial stage takes considerable time.
 It helps to develop analytical skills. 
 Frequent review is required to strengthen the PME process.
 PME enables reflection on the extension process and management. 
 PME creates opportunities to check reliability of the information.
 Institutionalising the PME process takes time. The process has not yet been fully institutionalised 

particularly at the farmers’ level; appropriate follow-up mechanisms could not be established.  Yet, 
the field staff consider the “go slow strategy” to be good for beginners as it takes time to win the 
confidence of the participants and to establish a good process. 

The PME process follows the “apply-learn-apply” mode and 
contributes to the extension process of the project. PME creates an 
opportunity for interactive learning as it is designed and practised 
by and for the participants, according to their conditions and needs. 
The project staff also benefits through implementation exchange. 
They can understand both the needs of the participants and the 
effectiveness of extension activities, leading to a more farmer-led 
extension approach.

Prepared by: 
Jagannath Kumar Dutta

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International	 Fund	 for	 Agricultural	 Development	
(IFAD),	 Asian	 NGO	Coalition	 for	 Agrarian	 Reform	 and	
Rural	Development	(ANGOC),	Centre	on	Integrated	Rural	
Development	 for	 Asia	 and	 the	 Pacific	 (CIRDAP),	 South	
East	Asian	Rural	Social	Leadership	Institute	(SEARSOLIN),	
MYRADA	and	International	Institute	of	Rural	Reconstruction	
(IIRR).
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Building Participation into 
Benefit-Cost Analysis

	 			roject	benefits	and	costs	can	be	calculated	at	the	aggregate	level,	using	a	full-fledged	benefit-
															cost	analysis	(BCA),	or	at	the	disaggregated	level	of	project	activities	(to	choose	between	several 
	 alternative	options).	But	the	latter	is	hardly	ever	done,	and	the	former	is	usually	done	in	an	
isolated	and	non-participatory	manner.	Yet,	a	participatory	study	of	project	benefits	and	costs	can	yield	
useful	information	from	which	the	entire	project	team	can	benefit.	To	exploit	its	full	potential,	however,	
project	management	and	project	economists	need	to	address	the	analysis	differently.

Participation	in	the	analysis	of	project	benefits	and	costs	can	be	increased	in	two	ways:	by	discussing	
and	presenting	the	aggregate	BCA	to	project	(design	or	implementation)	team	members;	and	by	
discussing	the	potential	costs	and	benefits	of	different	(technical	or	institutional)	options	with	
communities.

P
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Analysing Project Benefits and Costs

Benefit-cost analysis (BCA)
A	BCA	looks	at	all	project	costs	and	benefits.	This	is	usually	done	
during	project	design	–	to	assess	whether	the	proposed	project	
will	be	“worth”	the	investment	–	and/or	at	the	evaluation	
stage	–	to	check	whether	the	actual	project	benefits	were	more	
than	the	investment.	It	calculates	the	internal	rate	of	return	
(IRR)	(see box on Mechanics of BCA, step 5).	Rightly	or	wrongly,	
many	funding	agencies	do	not	like	to	fund	projects	without	
“acceptable”	IRRs.

At	the	design	stage,	a	BCA	is	a	convenient	and	comparable	way	
for	assessing	(and	distinguishing	between)	several	different	
types	of	projects.	It	can	detect	those	which	may	use	up	a	lot	of	
money	but	not	provide	lasting	benefits	–	e.g.,	those	which	are	
“heavy”	on	overheads	and	administration	costs	and	“light”	on	
actual	services	delivered.	But	the	real	advantages	come	when	
a	BCA	is	done	along	with	project	budgeting,	time	phasing	
and	economic	analysis,	and	when	all	these	are	discussed	
and	shared	with	different	stakeholders	in	the	project.

The Basics
 
Benefit-cost analysis (BCA) checks 
to see whether the money spent on a 
project yields at least as much financial 
(or economic) benefit as it would if 
invested in the financial market at the 
going rate of interest. If only financial 
costs are taken, it is a financial BCA; 
if “economic” costs (i.e., opportunity 
costs) are used, it is called an economic 
BCA; if wider social and environmental 
benefits and costs are also considered, 
it is a social and environmental BCA – 
the most comprehensive of them all.

Marginal return analysis estimates 
potential costs and benefits associated 
with alternative (technical or 
institutional) options for the same 
project activity. For instance, choosing 
between different options to improve 

agricultural productivity, to 
improve non-farm employment 
and income, to check soil 
erosion, etc.

Mechanics of BCA

Step 1: List all project activities (proposed or actual)
Step 2: Calculate all possible project costs over the project period. For each project activity, 

estimate benefits, which may continue to occur (well) beyond the project period (e.g., 
10 - 30 years). The nature of costs and benefits determines whether it is a financial, 
economic or social and environmental BCA (see box on The Basics). 

Step 3: Aggregate project costs and benefits according to the year they accrue. This is quite 
easily done on a spreadsheet (e.g., Microsoft Excel). 

Step 4: Calculate annual net benefits by subtracting costs from benefits for each 
year.

Step 5: Calculate the IRR of this series of annual net benefits. The IRR is the interest 
rate received for an investment consisting of costs (negative values) and 
benefits (positive values) that occur at regular periods (i.e., annually). This is 
done automatically by the IRR function in a spreadsheet software.

Step 6: Do a sensitivity analysis by increasing costs and/or benefits by a certain 
percentage (10 or 20%) and check the impact on the IRR. If the IRR is 
more than the market rate of return even when costs are increased and 
benefits are decreased, the project is usually considered (“financially” or 
“economically”) robust.
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Marginal Return Analysis
At	a	more	disaggregated	level,	benefits	and	costs	can	be	
estimated	for	individual	project	activities,	to	compare	and	
choose	between	alternative	options.	This	analysis	calculates	the	
(potential)	marginal	rate	of	return	from	each	alternative	option,	
which	is	then	added	to	the	social,	institutional	and	technical	
features	of	the	option,	to	permit	a	more	informed	choice.	
Project	communities	can	be	used	as	a	rich	source	of	information	
on	potential	costs	and	benefits	of	each	option,	and	the	results	
can	also	be	shared	with	them,	to	aid	participatory	decision-
making.	

How to Make BCA More Participatory

Suggestions for project management 

Project design
 Involve the economist from the start.	It	is	important	to	involve	the	economist	from	the	start	of	

project	design,	so	that	the	details	and	logic	of	project	activities	(and	their	phasing)	are	clear	to	
her/him.	Bringing	in	the	economist	at	the	end	can	increase	information	demands	on	other	project	
members,	or,	worse,	result	in	a	“superficial”	BCA	with	no	learning	for	the	project	design	team.	

	 Such	learning	could	include	the	following:
–	 deliberate	inquiry	into	the	economic	dimensions	of	project	components	may	unearth	

contradictions,	incompletely	considered	time	lines,	mismatches	between	budget	allocations	and	
planned	activity,	etc.;	

–	 if	the	project	budget	and	BCA	do	not	reflect	all	project	components,	activities	may	not	translate	
into	outputs;

Limitations of BCA

 Tends to focus on tangible and monetary benefits and costs: Financial and even economic BCA (i.e., 
opportunity cost calculations) are easier to do than social and environmental BCA which calculates 
non-tangible returns to project investment such as capacity-building and “primary” goods 
like education, health and environmental improvement. Hence, these are often left out of 
calculations, especially if the IRR is acceptable with just the major tangible project benefits.

 Biased against projects where benefits occur later. Because discounting reduces the value of 
benefits that come later, the BCA is biased against projects where costs are incurred quickly and 
where benefits take time – such as capacity-building projects, or projects aiming at attitudinal and 
institutional change.

 Coverage and quality can vary. BCA can be done in “quick and dirty” ways, with heroic assumptions 
supporting superficial analysis of project benefits and costs. Also, the nature of benefits and costs 
included in the analysis and the extent of their measurement tend to vary according to the capability 
and inclination of the economist.

Benefit-Cost Calculations for 
Beneficiary Decision-Making

As a part of participatory project 
diagnosis and formulation, an engineer 
and an economist on an irrigation 
project in Guyana worked out the 
costs and benefits of two alternative 
engineering options: only to rehabilitate 
existing irrigation channels or to add 
new ones also. When presented to the 
beneficiary community, it chose the 
second one because of reduced 
transport costs. As it turned 
out, this option had the 
best marginal rate of 
return.
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–	 many	social,	technical	and	institutional	problems	have	an	
economic	dimension	to	them,	and	many	community-level	
actions	are	also	driven	(and	hence	constrained)	by	economic	
forces.	An	economic	perspective	on	even	seemingly	non-
economic	issues	could	therefore	be	useful	during	team	
discussions	to	plan	project	activities.

 Discuss the BCA with the entire project team.	Rather	than	
leave	the	economist	to	produce	the	“numbers”,	the	BCA	
should	be	discussed	with	members	of	the	project	(design	
or	implementation)	team.	This	ensures	that	each	project	
component	is	understood	clearly	by	members	of	the	(inter-
disciplinary)	project	team.		

 Coordinate the BCA, the budget and the economic analysis. 
Since	all	three	use	the	same	information,	asking	the	same	economist	to	do	all	three	will	save	time	
and	also	reduce	the	risk	of	communication	gaps.	

Drip Irrigation in Rajasthan 

When farmers removed drip irrigation 
lines from their fields after two 
years of use, they were called 
“irrational” and accused of not 
appreciating technological advances 
in water conservation. But on inquiry, 
they explained that the cost of 
maintaining the drip system had 
simply turned out to be more 
than the benefit - an economic 
explanation behind 
the manner in which 
technology was used.

Project implementation
 Assess potential benefits and costs of alternative options. Although	engineers	can	produce	cost	

estimates	of	technical	options	(say,	for	soil	and	water	conservation	measures	or	irrigation	channel	
routes),	it	is	useful	to	exploit	the	economists’	training	and	understanding	of	these	potential	costs	and	
benefits.	Not	only	will	this	ensure	that	all	possible	costs	and	benefits	are	included,	but	also	that	the	
most	appropriate	(of	several	possible)	methods	has	been	used	to	value	them.

 Collect economic information in project monitoring and evaluation.	If	the	necessary	economic	
information	is	not	collected	systematically	during	the	project	period,	several	benefits	may	not	be	
evaluated	by	the	end-of-project	BCA.	If	so,	additional	resources	may	have	to	be	spent	to	collect	

Strengths of BCA in Project Design

If done well and in conjunction with project budgeting, time-phasing and economic analysis, the major strengths of 
BCA are the following.
 Lists project costs and benefits in one place. The budget and BCA provide two complementary ways of viewing all 

the different aspects of a project, including administrative overheads, financing routes, capacity-building budgets, 
specific project activities and contributions from other partners. It also brings various project components 
together, grounding them in cost and time lines which are important considerations of any project. When done 

in an open and participatory manner, it allows design team members to see how the institutional, social and 
technical features of a project fit together, especially across project phases.

 Clarifies detail. When the project design team is asked to specify time lines and cost details for proposed project 
activities, it can make them think a lot deeper about these issues. Often, contradictory assumptions about the same 
issue surface among design team members, prompting useful discussions. 

 Provides a clear understanding of cash flows. Costs are important to any project. And, especially when funds have to 
move from one country to another, and at different periods of time, it is important to see how much has to move 
from where, when, how and why. And, so long as banks give interest, money will change value over time and it is 
important to see how this affects project funding.
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						more	information,	or	the	BCA	may	end	up	being	
superficial	for	want	of	adequate	information.

 Re-assess benefit-cost situations annually. 
Replacing	assumed	annual	costs	and	benefits	
with	actual	figures	can	help	assess	project	
progress	constantly,	and	can	help	suggest	
necessary	corrective	action.

Project evaluation
 Provide all possible information.	Complete	and	

up-to-date	monitoring	and	evaluation	(M&E)	
information	about	different	aspects	of	project	
implementation	is	a	considerable	help	to	the	
economist.	Otherwise,	the	economist	has	to	spend	more	time	chasing	information	scattered	across	
project	offices	and	files	–	or	worse,	in	the	heads	of	project	team	members.

Suggestions for Project Economists

Project design
 Discuss issues with other team members.	A	pre-project	economic	appraisal	is	not	easy.	Secondary	

statistics	and	fieldwork	“numbers”	need	to	be	interpreted,	to	gain	insights	into	their	causes.	
Discussing	these	may	help	to	clarify	the	nature	of	project	action	–	or,	in	the	case	of	post-project	
evaluations,	even	the	lack	of	it!

 Discuss each project component thoroughly.	Instead	of	making	assumptions	about	project	activities	
and	implementation	(which	may	not	be	always	be	true)	discuss	each	component	with	the	concerned	
member	of	the	design	or	implementation	team.	Often,	this	brings	out	details	that	team	members	
may	already	be	very	familiar	with	but	the	economist	is	unaware	of	them!	

Engineering Costs Versus Economic Costs

Engineers estimate the costs of project structures (e.g., 
check dams, school buildings, wells) differently from 
economists. They either use a fixed cost norm, 
which sometimes aggregates material and labour 
costs, or use only direct (financial) costs. 
Economists, in contrast, detail all possible costs and 
use opportunity costs rather than financial costs. 
Using an economic perspective and fresh information 
can deal with problems like the minimum wage being 
higher than the local wage, of depreciation rates being 
different for various components, and of local materials 
being cheaper than “standard” materials.
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Timber Versus Non-Timber 
Benefits from Forests

Although many plantations aim 
at timber benefits, the fact is 
that high returns 10 or 12 years 
later have a relatively low value 
after time discounting (i.e., 
Rs. 1 million after 10 years is 
worth just Rs. 385,000 today, 
if discounted at 10%). Instead, 
it may be noted that revenues 
from selling (or charging for 
cutting) the grass that grows on 
protected plantations and the 
revenues from non-timber forest 
products comprise the bulk of 
the present value of forests.

 Analyse even intangible benefits and costs.	Listing	all	potential	benefits	and	costs	–	whether	
measurable	or	not	–	can	be	useful,	if	not	for	the	full-fledged	BCA,	at	least	for	informing	project	
team	members.	Measure	all	components	as	fully	as	possible;	today	there	are	a	host	of	valuation	
techniques	to	assess	social	(“soft”)	and	environmental	benefits	and	costs.	Where	full	evaluation	is	
difficult,	cost-effectiveness	is	a	useful	option.	But	if	monetary	values	cannot	be	estimated	for	all	costs	
and	benefits,	make	a	point	of	listing	these	non-monetary	costs	and	benefits	in	the	BCA	Report.

 Get first-hand information from the field.	Rather	than	simply	asking	project	team	members,	
government	officials	or	NGO	staff,	go	to	the	field	as	much	as	possible	to	gain	first-hand	knowledge	
about	different	project	components.	Each	project	is	different	and	past	experience	may	not	always	fit	
the	new	case.	Combining	this	information	with	past	knowledge	makes	analysis	easier,	more	accurate,	
and	hence	more	meaningful.

 Present the BCA, economic analysis and budget to the entire 
project team.	Discussing	the	details	of	the	finished	analysis	
with	the	team	helps	check	whether	or	not	different	project	
components	‘hang	together’.	If	not,	more	time	may	have	to	be	
spent	sorting	out	contradictions	and	problems	which	are	pointed	
out,	one	by	one,	as	other	team	members	find	time	to	read	
and	grasp	the	budget	and	BCA.	Getting	project	team	approval	
means	that	they	understand	and	agree	with	the	results	-	and	
saves	confusion	later.

 Write a report.	A	BCA	usually	ends	up	just	as	a	technical	
annex	in	a	project	proposal	document,	often	leaving	out	the	
assumptions	made	in	the	analysis.	Specifying	these	details	
in	a	short	report,	written	simply	and	clearly,	helps	other	
economists	(e.g.,	doing	the	BCA	at	the	end	of	the	project)	and		
project	managers	understand	the	logic	underlying	the	figures.	

Project Implementation
 Discuss	costs	and	benefits	with	the	community.	When	working	

out	economic	benefits	and	costs	for	alternative	technical	options	
(i.e.,	their	marginal	rates	of	return),	it	is	important	to	consult	
the	community.	Such	local	information	is	vital	to	making	realistic	
and	accurate	estimates	of	the	benefits	and	costs	of	alternative	
options.	But	it	is	equally	important	to	share	the	results	of	these	
calculations	with	the	community,	to	enable	them	to	make	
informed	choices.	

 Plan	for	participatory	information	collection.	Keeping	in	mind	
the	need	to	do	a	benefit-cost	analysis	at	the	end	of	the	project,	
design	an	economic	information	component	for	the	project’s	

MPA and Economic 
Information

The methodology for participatory 
assessments (MPA) [see topic on 
Enhancing the “Assessment” in 
Participatory Assessments on page 
179] can be useful in collecting 
the required economic information   
      in a participatory manner 
      and on a regular basis     
       Such information can include 
\      income from agriculture, 
         animal husbandry, non-   
       farm activities, forestry, etc.
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      M&E	system.	Making	this	information	collection	a	participatory	exercise	involving	the	project	
communities	keeps	the	community	informed	about	the	economic	aspects	of	project	progress.		Be	
sure	to	do	a	pilot	test	to	ensure	that	the	project	staff	and	the	project	communities	understand	the	
system.

 Leave room for self-monitoring by the community.	Beyond	
keeping	it	informed	of	project	progress,	the	community	can	be	
involved	in	collecting	and	using	the	information	related	to	the	
economic	progress	of	the	project.		But	this	has	to	be	designed	
carefully,	taking	note	of	which	aspects	are	of	direct	interest	to	
the	community	and	which	it	therefore	wishes	to	monitor	itself.

Project Evaluation
 Discuss information requirements with project staff.	A	

preliminary	meeting	with	project	staff	at	different	levels	helps	
them	to	understand	the	information	needs	of	a	BCA.	It	also	
helps	pinpoint	who	has	“what”	information	and	to	identify	
information	gaps.	It	is	also	useful	to	decide	appointments	and	
time	schedules	for	receiving	information	from	different	project	
staff.	Check,	in	particular,	for	other	studies	and	the	report	of	
the	initial	BCA,	if	done.

 Meet the village communities.	It	is	vital	to	crosscheck	information	through	field	discussions	with	
village	communities.	A	random	check	of	stated	benefits	(e.g.,	time-savings	from	new	water	sources)	
is	useful	to	gain	an	idea	of	field	reality.	

The Villager May Know Better! 

When checking fuelwood use in hill villages in 
Dehradun Valley, India, the economist found household 
women in one village estimating daily collection 
ranging from 10 to 40 kilograms per person. Having 
carried two 20 kg suitcases (i.e., the flight baggage 
allowance), it was difficult for the economist to 
imagine women carrying 40 kgs and walking up and 
down the steep slopes. He was ready to put it down 
to exaggeration given the lack of local measurement 
devices. Fortunately, an urge to check for himself drove 
him to physically lift previously collected fuelwood 
bundles neatly stacked behind a village house. Indeed 
he found each one as heavy as his suitcases. He 
decided to ask the woman how she carried two such 
bundles - she said, “Easy, I make 2 trips a day!”

Community Monitoring versus 
Self-Monitoring

During the design of the M&E system 
for a new watershed project In 
Karnataka, the workshop participants 
arrived at a long list of project 
activity and progress indicators. 
However, subsequent discussions 
revealed that  most of these were of 
direct use to project field staff and 
villagers were expected to collect 
the information on their behalf. Such 
“community monitoring”, is not the 
same as community self-monitoring – 
which focuses on indicators that are 
important in the eyes of the direct 
users, the community.
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 Note intangible benefits.	Capacity-building	and	empowerment	of	village	communities	are	difficult	
to	check	using	conventional	input-output	M&E	information.	While	most	BCA	overlook	these	aspects	
of	project	impact,	it	is	important	to	list	them	in	the	BCA	Report,	even	if	monetary	values	cannot	be		
attached	to	them.

 Present and discuss the results.	Presenting	findings	to	project	staff	is	useful,	not	just	to	clarify	issues	
and	assumptions,	but	also	to	enable	project	staff	to	better	understand	the	process	and	the	emerging	
findings.	

 Write clear reports.	A	thorough,	clear	and	well-written	report	can	be	of	use	not	just	to	project	
management,	but	also	to	programme	managers	interested	in	learning	lessons	from	the	assessed	
project.

Prepared by: 
A. J. James

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development for Asia and the Pacific (CIRDAP), South 
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).
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               xperiences from around the world continue to   
              demonstrate that sound and sustainable social and 
              economic development is unattainable without good 
governance. Consequently, a number of national and bilateral 
programmes have been developed and implemented to promote 
the principles and practice of good governance. 

Governance programming and evaluation to date has 
tended to be quite narrow. It has focused primarily on public 
sector management and performance, thereby ignoring the 
contributions of civil society in a country’s governance. Further, 
within the public sector, emphasis has tended to be placed 
on government effectiveness and efficiency (economic and 
institutional criteria), not on its legitimacy and accountability 
(political criteria). With the growing acceptance of a broader 
notion of governance that includes both civil society and the 
private sector, there is an increased awareness that virtually all 
development activities could be assessed for their influence on 
governance. This makes an assessment of the overall governance 
of a country difficult, given the need to be comprehensive yet 
responsive to changing local geographic, political, cultural and 
economic conditions.
 

Evaluating Governance Programmes

EWhat is governance?

Governance is the exercise 
of political, economic and 
administrative authority 
in the management of a 
country’s affairs at all levels. 
Governance comprises the 

complex mechanisms, processes 
and institutions through which 

citizens and groups articulate their 
interests, mediate their differences 
and exercise their legal rights and 
obligations. Governance includes the 
state but transcends it by taking in 
the private sector and civil society. 
These are all critical. The state 
creates a conducive political and 
legal environment, the private sector 
generates jobs and income, and civil 
society facilitates political and social 
interactions – mobilising groups to 
participate in economic, social and 
political activities. Governance can no 
longer be considered a closed system. 
(UNDP, 1997)
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These difficulties suggest the need for a multi-level approach to evaluating governance whereby 
development projects begin to assess their impacts on governance, and where specific governance 
evaluations consider a broader range of development issues.

The following table developed by Jim Armstrong (April 1999) shows some of the important elements 
that should be considered when evaluating governance programmes: 

Activities and programmes
(To foster good governance)

 Courses and workshops
 Mentoring
 Study tours
 Coaching/Partnering/

Twinning
 Learning from alliances
 Publications
 Diagnostic tools, gap 

analysis, organisational 
planning, institutional 
establishment, change 
management and other 
consulting-like 
interventions

Impact assessment

Activities and programmes as a means 

to an end, part of a wider set of clear 

objectives rather than supply-sided 

approaches.

Criteria
(For good governance)

 Transparency
 Accountability
 Participatory
 Rule of law
 No/low level of 

corruption
 Equity
 Security
 Predictability
 Effective responsible 

policy
 Incentives for 

sustainability
 Decentralisation
 Political leadership, 

support and 
commitment

	 Efficiency

           Relationships 
(To ensure synergy and     
          sustainability)

 Government and 
governed

 Level of trust
 Degree of 

participation
 Central and local 

governments
 Inter-institutional
 Inter-sectoral
 Civil society 

organisations
 Inter-development 

agency
 Network support
 Recipient ownership

Data research, surveys, 

interviews

Promote cooperation, 

involve different types 

of organisation, assess 

ownership

Institutions
(And processes supporting 

good governance)

 Legislatures
 Judiciaries
 Security (police, customs, 

military)
 Electoral bodies and systems
 Financial accountability 
(financial	management,	audit	
regime, auditor general)

 Markets
 Service delivery mechanisms
 Professional public service 
(reformed,	efficient,	policy	
capacity, meritorious, high 
level of integrity)

 Local governments
 Public participation
 Individuals

Institutional arrangement tools

Emphasise organisational procedures, 

structures and cultures

 Legitimacy

Targeted goals and objectives

Need to be “home grown” carefully 

developed and refined with recipients 

to reflect their circumstances and 

needs. Need for flexibility and 

responsiveness. In context of a country’s 

needs, culture and history.

Adapted by Graham Ashford from the original article: Carden, F., 
S. Baranyi, T. Smutylo, J. H. Guilmette, S. Toope, A. W. Johnson, I. 
Kapoor and J. Armstrong. 1999. Evaluating Governance Programs: 
IDRC Workshop Report.

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development	 for	 Asia	 and	 the	 Pacific	 (CIRDAP),	 South	
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA and International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR).

Major Interrelated Elements of Governance Programmes
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            romoting multi-stakeholder partnerships is one important mechanism in enhancing the 
 participation of a larger and more representative grouping to provide inputs into an activity or 
 project. Real and meaningful participation cannot be achieved by involving only a few key groups. 
In most development activities or projects, partnerships are often limited to a few stakeholders, e.g., 
donors, government and/or non-government organisations (NGOs) or people’s organisations (civil 
society organisations (CSOs), or community-based organisations (CBOs).  This is now changing with a 
greater appreciation of the value and advantages that partnerships among wider groupings bring into 
the development scene. 

Value of Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships 

 Better information
 Key actors from various sectors provide critical inputs to the formulation of the framework and 

context for development assistance or the design, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation of 
projects.

 Representative perspective
 Varied groups and sectors, rather than only a handful of so-called experts hired by donor agencies 

or by governments, help ensure a wider, more representative, even if divergent perspectives and 
approaches.

Building Multi-Stakeholder 
Partnerships

P
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 Wider ownership
 Multi-stakeholder partnerships enhance sense of ownership of the outputs of the process.

 Democratisation
 Multi-stakeholder groups also promote and strengthen democratisation processes. A multi-

stakeholder approach in conceptualising, identifying, implementing, monitoring and evaluating a 
project or an activity, ensures wider ownership, shared responsibility and collective accountability 
than would be otherwise be possible. 

Multi-stakeholder partnerships and approaches should be promoted at the following levels:
 policy formulation at national and local levels; and
 projects at local level.

Building such partnerships and networks at any level, can be a formidable task, fraught with risks if the 
right stakeholders are not properly involved or if important stakeholders decide not to participate in the 
process of networking. It is, therefore, essential to be guided by certain principles that make for effective 
multi-stakeholder partnerships.

Principles for Effective Partnerships 

1. Proper groundwork. In depth groundwork is necessary, including 
the following:
– adequate briefing of all parties concerned;
– providing them with enough background information and 

materials;
– allowing sufficient time to develop the networking; and
– enabling parties to feel they are all – to some extent – owners 

of the process.

2. Skilled/quality staff. Knowledgeable, informed, 
committed and skilled staff are key to 
building networks at varying levels. 
Important skills that staff should have 
include: 
– conflict management and 

resolution;
– community organisation;
– group-building;
– communication;
– facilitation; and
– documentation.

Principles for Fostering  
Multi-Stakeholder 
Partnerships

1. Proper groundwork
2. Skilled/quality staff
3.	 Proper	 identification	 of	

stakeholders
4. Clear aims of part-

nerships
5. Commitment of 

stakeholders
6. Determining level 

of partnership
7.	 Active	 participation	

of stakeholders
8.	 Availability	 of	 human/finan-

cial	 resources
9.	 Regular	 communication
10.	 Capacity	 building
11.	 Inclusiveness
12.	 Documentation
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3. Proper identification of stakeholders. Stakeholder analysis is essential for ensuring a balance in 
representation of sectors/groups as well as a balance of power relations and dynamics among the 
groups and individuals (stakeholder analysis is discussed on page 102).

4. Commitment of stakeholders: Clarification of commitments of stakeholders to the process needs to 
be made, particularly of government which can affect the outcome of the activity or project.

5. Clarification of aims of partnership: The objectives and purpose of building a multi-stakeholder 
network/partnership must be clear to all parties concerned.

6. Determining level of partnership: Level and extent of partnership envisioned with various 
stakeholders should be determined.

7. Active participation of stakeholders: Active participation of key parties, particularly primary 
stakeholders, (the poorest of the poor and the most marginalised) should be ensured.

8. Capacity-building: Working with primary stakeholders who are the poor and marginalised entails 
also developing their capacity to voice their views and opinions to wider groups without fear of 
intimidation.

9. Availability of human/financial resources: Networking and partnership-building need time and 
investment in human and financial resources to be effective.

10. Regular communication: Regular communication among different stakeholders is a key element in 
building partnerships.

11. Inclusiveness: It is important to keep inclusiveness in mind while forging multi-stakeholder 
partnerships to ensure participation and sense of ownership of the process among the widest 
group possible.

12. Documentation:  At all stages of building partnerships, documentation should be an essential 
element to assure a continuing learning process for everyone concerned.

Process for Facilitating Multi-Stakeholder Consultations
An important mechanism for promoting multi-stakeholder 
partnerships is through multi-stakeholder consultations. Ideally, 
these should be held regularly. 

The aim and objectives of consultations may be viewed differently 
by different groups. Consultation involves a two-way communication 
where stakeholders have the opportunity to make suggestions and 
express their concerns. However, they have no assurance that these 
inputs will be used. In many cases, stakeholders do not give their 
inputs into the agenda or process.

Value of Consultations

 A way to involve all 
	 stakeholders,	 particularly	 at	

the initial stages to 
explore possibilities for 
future	 collaboration	 and	
mechanisms	 for	 furthering	
the	 collaboration.	

 Avenues for seeking 
opinions	 on	 issues	 that	 can 
affect	 policy	 or	 projects.
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Define and establish mechanisms for involving stakeholders
	 Set	 up	mechanism	 like	 regular	 consultation,	 committees,	 etc.
	 Use	mechanisms	 for	 continuous	 stakeholder	 engagement.

Define parameters for the participation of stakeholders   
	 Define	 specific	 involvement	 of	 various	 stakeholders	 at	 each
stage	 including	 timeframes.

	 Ensure	 adequate	 resources	 and	 institutional	 support.
 Monitor engagement of stakeholders.

Select issues or aspects of the project wherein stakeholders 
are to be involved
	 Outline	 issues	 of	 concern	 to	 stakeholders.	
	 Determine	 the	 groups	 that	 are	 affected.

Capacity building
 Ensure primary stakeholders (poorest) are empowered to be 
more	 articulate	 and	 assertive.	

	 Assist	 CSO	 representatives	 to	 access,	 imbibe	 and	 use	
   information to provide informed inputs in stakeholder 
	 	 	mechanisms.

Identify who are the stake-
holders in the development 
process or the project  

A. For policy/development activities
 Categorise stakeholders, e.g., CSO, government, 

donors,	 etc.
	 List	 specific	 units,	 e.g.,	 CBOs,	 NGOs,	ministries,	

research	 institutions,	 etc.
	 Select	 representative	 individuals	 from	 above	 list.
	 Form	 a	 reference	 group	 for	 advice	 on	 policy

or	 activities.

B. For projects 
 Determine CSOs to be involved.
 Identify other donors in the area.
 Involve government bodies.
	 Approach	 private	 sector	 representatives.
	Interview	 local	 people.









1

2

3

4
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Distinctions need to be made between and among 
the following: 
 meeting – can be of a general nature;
 consultation meeting – has a more defined 

objective/s; and
 consultation process – involves a more drawn-out 

process of possibly several meetings/consultations, 
with informal discussions taking place outside the 
formal meetings.

The scope and purpose of the consultations must 
be made clear to all concerned at the start of the 
process. In this way, expectations among stakeholders 
will not be overly high and cynicism can be avoided. 
Transparent processes and methods must be 
communicated to everyone concerned,  staff involved 
in the networking must be sincere and determined 
in pursuing the networking, despite constraints such 
as lack of interest, skepticism, even cynicism among 
some stakeholders.

              

Preparing the consultation process
 As government agencies at local or national level are key  stakeholders in project or activities, ensure 

that there is adequate government awareness and commitment to the process; also clarify the 
extent of government involvement.

 Inform and convey clearly the aims, objectives, and scope of the consultation exercise to all parties 
concerned.

 Ensure that there is:
– adequate budget and resources for the process, including follow-up if needed;
– adequate time provision to prepare for the consultation meeting/process; and
– sufficient and appropriate human resources, including adequate knowledge, skills and expertise, 

particularly for facilitators.

Selecting participants
 Ensure that the participants to be invited are credible and that 

they are representative geographically.
 Seek advice from key informants in other organisations/sectors 

who may be familiar with CSOs, etc.
 Ensure transparency in the selection process which must be 

made available to anyone interested.

Prepared by: 
Tina Liamzon

With inputs from:
S. Haralambous
and D. Marquez

Essential Elements for Successful Multi-
Stakeholder Consultations

	 Sufficient	 lead	 time	 for	 preparations
	 Funding	 and	 other	 logistical	 support	 for	 pre-

paratory work
	 Prior	 circulation	 of	 documents	 in	 a	 simplified/sum-

marised	 format	 (this	 includes	 the	 use	 of	 tables	 and	
diagrams	 and	 use	 of	 the	 local	 language)

 Involvement of a lead CSO or CSO network in the 
planning	 and	 preparation	 for	 the	 consultation

	 Finding	 the	 “right	mix”	 of	 participants	 among	 all	
stakeholders

 A separate, prior meeting/s among a few key 
stakeholders	 to	 clarify	 the	 consultation	 objectives,	
the	 agenda	 and	 expected	 output	 or	 even	 technical	
concepts

	 Immediate	 clarification	 of	 the	 purpose,	 expected	
outputs	 and	 “ground	 rules”	 of	 the	 consultation

	 Skilled	 facilitation	 and	 participatory	 discussions
	 An	 immediate	 on-the-spot	 summary	 and	 feedback	

on	 the	 key	 points	 discussed,	 including	 all	 the	major	
points of agreement and disagreement

	 Post-consultation	 feedback	 to	 participants

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International	 Fund	 for	 Agricultural	 Development	
(IFAD),	 Asian	 NGO	Coalition	 for	 Agrarian	 Reform	 and	
Rural	Development	(ANGOC),	Centre	on	Integrated	Rural	
Development	 for	 Asia	 and	 the	 Pacific	 (CIRDAP),	 South	
East	Asian	Rural	Social	Leadership	Institute	(SEARSOLIN),	
MYRADA	and	International	Institute	of	Rural	Reconstruction	
(IIRR).
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	 andcare	is	a	movement	of		farmer-led	organisations	supported	by	local	governments	and	
												technical	service	providers	to	promote	sustainable	and	profitable	agricultural	activity	on	sloping	
												lands	while	conserving	natural	resources.	This	key	institutional	innovation	for	technology	
dissemination	is	a	participatory	process	with	everyone	working	together,	depending	on	each	other	and	
supporting	each	other	for	the	long-term	benefit	of	the	land	and	environment.	The	success	of	Landcare	
stems	from		the	strength	of	a	tripartite	or	triadic	relationship	of		the	three	key	players	–	the	farming	
community,	the	local	government	and	the	technical	facilitators.	

The Triadic Approach:
Some Experiences in Landcare, 
Philippines

L

 Provide policy support and 
appropriate incentives

	 Provide	material	 and	 financial	
support

 Complement technical and
facilitation needs

 Provide capacity-building programme

 Share talents, skills, time and
 low-cost materials 
 Committed to resource conservation
 Share experiences and draw local 

support
 Adapt and innovate conservation 

technologies

 Share information on appropriate 
technologies

 Facilitate group formation and 
development

 Provide information, 
communication and education 
programmes

 Provide network support for 
other issues/needs

Local government units

Technical facilitator
(government-line agencies, 

ICRAF, NGOs and others)

Farmers/Community Support

Feedback

The Triadic Approach Enhances Participation
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Participation in Landcare 

 Takes many forms (policy,
time,  skills, money, 
material, strategies, etc.) 

 Varies among and between 
groups

 Is more than just numbers, it is 
quality of inputs and outputs

 Can be locally engaged
 Is a process, not an activity

In		the	triadic	approach,	farmers	are	centered	in	the	triangle	
because	they	are	the	ultimate	reason	why	Landcare	exists.	They	
practise	sustainable	agriculture	and	provide	their	own	share	for	
community	activities	in	the	form	of	labour,	time	and	resources	
with	low	monetary	costs.	They	share	experiences,	knowledge	
and	skills	with	other	farmers	within	the	group.	Local	government	
units	provide	some	materials	for	their	projects,	capacity-building	
programmes,	support	policies	and	complement	the	technical	and	
facilitation	needs	of	the	groups.	Technical	service	providers,	on	the	
other	hand,	backstop	the	technical,	training	and	facilitation	

needs		of	the	groups.		In	the	end,	the	costs	of	
implementing	Landcare	activities	are	shared	by	
the	three	key	players	and	both	the	direct	and	
indirect	benefits	are	shared	by	them.

Landcare	has	boosted	farmers’	adoption	of	soil	
conservation	technologies	and	agroforestry	
practices	including	the	production	of	seedlings.	
It	promotes	participation	of	the	three	key	players	
because	they	make	up	the	triad	reflecting	an	
interdependent	relationship.		Today,	Landcare	is	
evolving	in	the	Philippines	as	a	community-based	
experience	designed	to	effect	change	in	complex	
and	diverse	situations.	Effective	local	community	
groups,	in	partnership	with	local	government	units	
and	technical	service	providers	constitute	the	core	
of	the	Landcare	model.	These	groups	respond	to	
issues	that	affect	them	and	are	more		committed	
to	find	solutions	and	implement	them	in	their	
own	ways	rather	than	those	imposed	by	external	
agencies.		Landcare	is	about	people;	their	success	
is	based	on	how	they	interact	and	work	together	
to	build	social	capital	for	the	improvement	of	their	
natural	assets.	

Landcare Impact on Seedling Production in 
Claveria (Philippines)
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Making Landcare Work
Landcare	is	a	demand-driven	experience.	It	started	as	an	informal	group	with	unstructured	planning		
and	group	management.		As	it	developed,	the	village-based	groups	federated	at	the	municipal	level	to	
formalise	their	structure	and	build	their	synergy.	They	sought	representation	in	the	local	government	for	
recognition	and	to	access	support.	Now,	Landcare	operates	from	the	sub-village	to	the	municipal	level	
and	is	registered	as	a	legal	farmer-based	institution.	Village	groups	still	operate	informally,	but	with

Landcare 
started
(1996)

Annual NVS adoptors
Cumulative data
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a	set	of	norms	and	a	culture.	From	shared	labour	
at	farm	level,	they	have	initiated	a	number	of	
community-based	activities	such	as	stream	
rehabilitation,	buffer	zone	management,	draft	
animal	distribution,	farmer-to-farmer	education	
and	training,	participatory	action	research	and	
other	small-scale	agri-based	livelihood	projects.	
Support	for	these	activities	was	largely	drawn	
from		external	agencies	working	within	the	area	
who	are	anxious	to	support	grassroots	initiatives.

The local governments designate 
their own staff to serve as 
Landcare coordinator or Landcare 
facilitator and work closely with 
ICRAF’s Technical Facilitator in 
supporting Landcare groups and 
their activities.

Six  Municipal Landcare Federations

Key actors
	 Officers	 of	 the	Municipal	 Landcare	 Federation
	 Municipal	 Conservation	 Team	 set	 up	 by	 the	 local	 government
 Presidents of all village-based Landcare groups
 Chairman, committee on agriculture and environment of the 
Municipal	 Legislative	 Council

	 Municipal	 Agriculture	Officer
 ICRAF technical facilitator and other service providers

100 Village Landcare Chapters

Key Actors
 Village conservation team
 Agriculture technicians
 Committee on agriculture and environment of the village
	 Village	 officers
	 Officers	 of	 village	 Landcare	 chapters
 ICRAF technical facilitator and other service providers

250 Sub-village Landcare Groups

Key Actors
	 Sub-Chapter	 Landcare	 officers
 Sub-Village conservation team
 Households
 Agriculture technicians
 Committee chair on agriculture and environment of the village
	 Sub-village	 officers
 ICRAF technical facilitator and other service providers

Farmers started organising at the 
sub-village level to form Landcare 
groups. A number of groups joined 
together to form Landcare chapters 
at the village level. These village 
chapters then federated at the 
municipal level.

Each Landcare federation has its 
own conservation team.

Evolution of Landcare

In	 1996,	 25	 farmers	 from	Claveria,	Misamis	Oriental,	
Philippines, requested a training from ICRAF on soil and 
water conservation technology and formed a group to 
share the technology with other farmers. This group 
evolved into  a dynamic voluntary movement with more 
than 5,000 farming families. There are now 250 
Landcare groups that have successfully shared 
conservation farming technologies with more 
than 3,000 farmers and established 300 
household and communal nurseries for 
fruit and timber trees.
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Features of Landcare

 Farmer-driven
 Triadic approach
 Interdependent relationship
 Issue and knowledge-based
 Reduces farmers’ risk
	 Provides	 benefits	 to:
 - Individual farmers
 - Groups
 - Communities
 - Local governments
 - Local agriculture, forestry and watershed    

 extension service
 - Research and development groups

	 Promotes:
	 -	 Sustainable	 and	 profitable	 agriculture
 - Soil conservation
 - Environmental protection
 - Equity in participation
 - Self-help initiatives
 - Farmer-to-farmer extension
 - Networking/linkaging

	 Builds	 up:
 - Public trust
 - Commitment
 - Ownership
	 -	 Motivation

 Improves the natural assets
	 Develops:
 - Social capital
 - Farmer extension service

	 Harnesses:
 – Self-help
	 –	 Mutual	 help
 - Public support
	 -	 Policy	 and	 financial	 support	 from	 local	 governments

Conservation Team

Conservation teams are formed by the local government 
from the municipal to sub-villages levels.  They are trained 
and tasked to implement  formal and informal trainings 
to Landcare groups in coordination with the Landcare 
facilitators	 and	 Landcare	 officers.

Implementation of formal and 
informal trainings to interested 
farmers and Landcare groups 

which lead to

  Training for

Agricultural 
technician

Municipal  
Conservation Team

Farmer trainer

Researcher

Village and sub-village 
 Conservation Teams

(New Farmer+ Technician 
+ Researcher)

Farmer-to-Farmer  
Technology Dissemination
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Challenges and Dangers of Scaling-up
The	challenge	to	scale	up	Landcare	is	enormous	because	the	approach,	the	processes	involved,	or	both,	
can	either	be	enhanced	or	corrupted.	Landcare	is	faced		with	the	dilemma	of	diluting	the	strength	of	
the	triadic	approach	once	it	is	introduced	on	a	large	scale	and	the	focus	is	shifted	to	meeting	externally-
driven	targeted	outputs,	and	away	from	the	process	of	social	capital	formation	that	enables	farmers	to	
adapt	appropriate	technologies	at	their	own	pace.	To	replicate	a	demand-driven	process		is	problematic,	
but	it	can	be	compromised	by	“creating”	a	demand	which	results	in	motivated	participation.	

In	creating	new	arrangements,	the	issue	of		“projectisation”	may	surface		and	may	weaken	the	triadic	
approach.	This	requires	clear	understanding	of		Landcare		by	all	stakeholders	at	the	inception	period.			
The	cost-effectiveness	of	Landcare	as	an	extension	approach	provides	a	promise	for	wider	application	
elsewhere.	The	proposed	framework	given	below	can	reduce	the	risks	of	a	deteriorating	participatory	
process	when	scaling-up	Landcare.

A Framework 
for an Iterative 

Scaling-up 
Process

Consider these elements
 Timing, opportunities
 Available resources 
 Appropriate technologies

Evaluate/Obtain feedback
 Assess programme 

outputs and review 
scaling-up process for 
improvement

Define strategies
 Capacity-building
 Technical assistance

Look for entry points within 
the institutional systems and 
structures
 Local
 Provincial
 Regional/Sub-national
 National

Develop models to scale up
 New programmes
 Policy
 Institutional reinvention

Use an appropriate approach
 Contextualisation
 Integration
 Collaboration



284 ENHANCING OWNERSHIP AND SUSTAINABILITY: a reSource book on participation 

Some Dos and Dont’s which may be Helpful in Engaging Community Participation in 
Landcare 

DOs

 Specify aims and expected outcomes.
	 Treat	 all	 participants	 as	 partners,	 not	 beneficiaries.
 Keep processes clear, quick and simple.
	 Maintain	 open	 communication	 and	 regular	 feedback	 of	

progress, problems and solutions taken.
	 Maintain	 enthusiasm	 and	momentum	by	 two-way	

communication	 flow.
	 Make	 decisions	 by	 consensus.
 Use effective facilitators for trust and relationship-

building.
 Disseminate timely results, progress and 

accomplishments.
 Promote local resource mobilisation.

DON’Ts 

 Avoid dole-out system.
 Do not use the word “project” as nomenclature.
 Do not encourage extrinsic motives.

Lessons Learned
When	more	resources	are	made	available	to	project	management,	we	seem	to	be	more	liable	to	corrupt	
the	participatory	process	in	favour	of	pre-set	quantitative	outputs	within	a	given	timeframe.	In	such	
case,	the	initiative	tends	to	be	projectised	so	much	that	it		compromises	community	ownership	and	
sustainability.	When	financial	resources	are	limited,	there	is	a	greater	tendency	to	adopt	participatory	
approaches	to	build	partnerships	with	a	range	of	stakeholders	for	project	implementation.	We	are	
aware,	however,	that	neither	of	the	two	extreme	conditions	guarantee	high	quality	participation.	It	
is	not	the	case	of	either-or,	but	rather,	of	fully	exploiting	every	opportunity	to	tap	the	potential	of	
participation	to	the	greatest	advantage	in	order	to	obtain	the	desired	quality	of	output	and	outcomes.	
It	is	our	experience	that	a	symbiotic	environment	is	created	by	the	tripartite	interaction	of	the	
farmers,	technical	facilitators	and	local	government	units	and	that	it	fosters	participatory	planning,	
implementation	and	evaluation	in	a	win-win	situation,	with	spin-off	benefits	to	the	land	and	natural	
resources.

Prepared by: 
Delia C. Catacutan and
Agustin Mercado

ResouRce book pRoduced in a paRticipatoRy wRiteshop oRganised by 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian Reform and 
Rural Development (ANGOC), Centre on Integrated Rural 
Development	 for	 Asia	 and	 the	 Pacific	 (CIRDAP),	 South	
East Asian Rural Social Leadership Institute (SEARSOLIN), 
MYRADA	and	International	Institute	of	Rural	Reconstruction	
(IIRR).
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  here is a school of thought which considers bureaucracy as a “necessary evil” of government. 
              What is certain about bureaucracy is its omnipresence. Whether it is democracy, dictatorship, 
             monarchy or military rule, it is the bureaucracy that serves them. Today, bureaucracy exists even 
without democracy. The socio-economic and the political conditions under which bureaucracies once 
flourished are changing very rapidly. This warrants changes in the bureaucracy. The changes are both 
external and internal and are emanating from all directions as shown above.

Participatory Approaches in 
Government Bureaucracies:
Facilitating the Process of Institutional 
Change

T

Civil Society Organisations (CSO)
 Alternative to privatisation 
 People’s participation and em-

powerment of poor

Globalisation, Privatisation, Liberalisations 
and multinational corporations (MNCs)
 Change the role of the state
 Government to refocus on core

competencies/fundamental tasks

External Agencies and Donors
 Reforms in favour of privatisation 
 Transfer of external resources

Decentralisation and Lo-
calisation
	People to set their own 

priorities and needs. 
 Accountability 

GO-NGO Relationship
	Suspicion and mistrust in understanding 

operating procedures, approaches, struc-
tures and systems 

Bureaucrat
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Why Participatory Approaches in Bureaucracy?
 One of the fundamental tasks of a government organisation (GO) is to serve its citizens as clientele. 

To provide good governance, governments should know the needs, aspirations, hopes and fears of its 
citizens, participatory approaches and processes facilitate this acquisition.

 In the ultimate analysis, it is this participation that builds ownership, commitment, accountability 
and sustainability. 

 As protector of the poor, marginal, vulnerable and minority ethnic groups, governments need to 
proactively pursue policies of inclusiveness and reduce or eliminate the sense of alienation from 
these groups. 

 Participation provides channels of communication and offers an enabling environment for 
consultations, negotiations and decision-making processes.

The Framework
Members of a bureaucracy are often characterised by their power-seeking behaviour, lobbying for their 
own personal gains, poor facilitation skills, and limited respect for dialogue and mutual learning. The 
system they operate is based on controls, set procedures and closed decision-making, leading to ineffi-
ciency and wastage. Structurally, a bureaucracy is hierarchical, rigid, top-down and dominating.

It follows blueprints rather than a process-oriented approach; there is little room for creative thinking. 
Bureaucracies are engaged in policy-making, plan formulation, design of programmes, preparation and 
implementation of projects. But its methods and approaches are often standardised, with hardly any 
feedback system from the clientele to whom the services are to be delivered. 

Efforts in Enhancing Participation
It should, however, not mean that participatory approaches are not adopted in government systems. 
There are a number of initiatives at various government department levels that follow participatory pro-
cesses and approaches. For example, the Rural Development Division, Ministry of Policy, Planning and 
Implementation in Sri Lanka, the Soil and Water Conservation Branch, Ministry of Agriculture in Kenya 
and the National Irrigation Administration in the Philippines, show how training has led to building up 
internal capacity in the participatory processes to facilitate the process of institutional change. In India, 
many state governments have institutionalised programs to enhance people’s participation in watershed 
development and joint forest management programmes.

However, in order to deepen and widen the participatory approaches, a four-track strategy for facilitat-
ing institutional change is suggested (see diagram).  
1. Training 
2. Reforms in the bureaucratic system 
3. Localisation
4. Social mobilisation and partnership with civil society organisations (CSOs)
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The schematic presentation shows the characteristics of bureaucracy at its dis-aggregated level, and its inter-linkages. 
 The boxes on the circle indicate bureaucracy that consists of people, systems, structure and products. 
 The arrows facing the boxes are suggested interventions to facilitate the process of institutional change. 

Participation in Bureaucracy: A Conceptual Framework

Localisation
 Flexible participatory structures
 Democratic decentralisation
 Alliance building and networking
 Building-up of self-help groups

Training
 Training in participatory process to 

change the mind-set
 Policy dialogues/seminars and work-

shops on participation
 Equip with participatory tools, tech-

niques, methods and approaches
 Collaborations with CSOs

PEOPLE
 Attitudes, behaviour 

(personal, professional)
 Capabilities
 Skills
 Dialogue
 Mutual learning

PRODUCTS
 Policy
 Plan
 Programmes
 Projects methods
 Approaches

SYSTEMS
 Coordination
 Training
 Feedback mechanism
 Panoply of controls
 Set procedure

Social mobilisation and civil 
society involvement
 Participatory research in

policy making
 People’s participation in proj-

ect implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation

 Use of participatory
methodology techniques

 Link-up with other organisa-
tions, stakeholders’ meetings/
dialogues

STRUCTURE
 Hierarchial/rigid
 Top down/dominating
 Programmes
 Methods
 Approaches

Reforms in the 
bureaucratic system
 Reforms in systems

and procedures
 Multiple feedback system
 Adoption of best prac-

tices in participation
 Institutional self-
    assessment
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Training 
 Training in participatory approaches, 

methods and processes could trigger a 
change in the “mind-set” of bureaucrats. 
Bureaucratic transformation requires 
changes in their attitudes and behaviour.  
Equip bureaucrats with participatory tools, 
techniques, methods and approaches. 
Training is a weapon for igniting the process 
of institutional change. This could be organised 
for field workers and middle-level bureaucracies.

 Policy dialogues/seminars and workshops on participation would sensitise and enhance the 
understanding of bureaucrats on the participatory processes. This could be organised for the senior-
level officers and other policy-makers. This will lead to obtaining their support for bottom-up 
grassroots initiatives.

 Exposure-cum-study trips to projects that have successfully integrated participatory processes in all 
stages of the project cycle can be particularly effective.

 The nature and method of collaboration between NGOs and community-based organisations (CBOs) 
have prompted many agents, including bureaucrats, to reassess their style of functioning. Retraining 
is often needed to support these changes.

Reforms in a Bureaucratic System
 There is a need for updating and opting for more pragmatic and realistic procedures that can lead 

to new and multiple channels of communication through clientele assessments and participatory 
monitoring and evaluation. 

 The accumulated knowledge and exemplary practices with participation in the NGO sector and/or in 
some departments of the government sector need to be studied for replication/adaptation by the 
government bureaucracy. 

 Participation is to be promoted within the bureaucracy itself. Institutional self-assessments must 
be carried out to assess the extent of participation within offices or field-level operations or in the 
working relations between subordinates, colleagues and seniors.

 There is a need to create an enabling environment enacting a legislation which promotes 
participation and GO-NGO collaboration.

 A package of incentives and formal recognition (e.g., merit certificates, public announcements, etc.).

Localisation 
 Marginal and disadvantaged groups should be enabled to get into the decision-making bodies of the 

local governance structure. 
 Democratic decentralisation helps promote community involvement and facilitates the use of 

participatory approaches. It addresses two essential components – ownership and sustainability. 
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 Strong networks of organisations – consisting 
of NGOs, CBOs and some government 
departments – need to be promoted to 
facilitate consultations, stakeholder 
meetings and advocacy for 
participatory approaches in 
government bureaucracies.

 Power among the poor can be 
consolidated in the form of self-
help groups. The success stories 
coming from these grassroot, 
indigenous initiatives can serve as 
testimonials for new groups. 

Social Mobilisation and the Role of CSOs
 Participatory poverty assessments, now widely in use, are offering better perspectives on the needs 

of the poor and what they think should be done to tackle their poverty. It is also necessary to foster 
opportunities for poor people to meet the bureaucrats face-to-face. This will give the bureaucrats 
field orientation and hands-on experience in understanding and dealing with poverty issues.

 In all projects, there should be a concerted effort or mechanism to enable people’s participation in 
planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation. 

 Government bureaucrats should study, learn and replicate successful NGO poverty initiatives that 
have encouraged participatory social enquiry. 

 Government should do away with legislations which are obstacles to networking and alliance-
building of NGOs and other CSOs.

 There should be ample space for all actors because participatory approaches are not the monopoly 
of NGOs, nor do they belong to any national government. The plurality of approaches is the 
crowning glory of participatory processes.

Limits to Participation 
There are limits to what can be done. Such limits could arise from social, institutional settings, attitudi-
nal and behavioural patterns (personal, professional and institutional), cultural, political and economic 
reasons.

 In some societies, the social norms inhibit participation; the institutional set-up is rigid and 
hierarchical, making participation difficult. 

 Some bureaucrats are so conscious of their power and position that they do not want any 
participation to take place. When this is their mind-set, it will affect their personal, professional and 
institutional situations.

 Some cultures discourage participation of women. (See topic on Getting around the Limits to 
Participation on page 300.)
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 Some regimes may not encourage participation for fear of losing their pre-eminent position. When 
power relations are held unevenly, those who benefit from the existing position may like to continue 
the status quo position.

 Sometimes the poor cannot afford the time that participation implies. 

Conclusion 
There is a strong case for facilitating institutional changes in 
bureaucracy to adapt to changing environments. A participatory 
approach and philosophy require support not only from the 
bottom but also from the top. This paper suggests a 
strategy through which this could be achieved: a) 
training; b) reforms in the bureaucratic system; 
c) localisation; and d) social mobilisation 
and partnership building with the CSOs. If 
bureaucracy embraces participatory 
approaches and promotes 
people’s participation, this can 
lead to better pro-poor policies, 
sustainable rural development 
and poverty eradication.

Prepared by: 
P. Subrahmanyam
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Understanding Resistance to Change

    evelopment brings change and when change disturbs the  
    status quo, it brings about resistance. On the other hand, 
    there is no learning and no change without resistance. 
Change is disconcerting: it makes people anxious, as the future 
becomes uncertain. When changes are pending, as a rule, three 
groups form: the pros, the indifferent, and the cons. Changes – 
whether technical, methodological, organisational, economic, 
social, political, or cultural – are always potential sources of 
conflict. Even if redistributions of power are not addressed openly, 
but are tacitly ignored, resistance is stimulated.

Poor people are the most vulnerable to the consequences of any 
externally induced change. They eke out their livelihoods from 
fragile ecosystems; they have little or no assets; they have 
limited opportunities. One bad harvest alone could wipe out a 
lifetime of savings and sink a poor family deeper into a chronic 
cycle of debt and misery.

D Farmers’ Resistance to Agrar-
ian Reform

For hundreds of years since the 
Spanish colonial period, sugar-work-
ers in Negros and Panay, Philippines 
have toiled and lived in hacienda 
plantations under powerful land-
lords. When agrarian reform was first 
introduced to these provinces in the 
mid-1990s, there was stiff resistance 
not only from the landlords, but also 
among landless sugarworkers. Many 
workers even refused to be identified 
as potential beneficiaries. To poor 
sugarworkers, agrarian reform meant 
cutting-off their dependence on the 

landlords, who were seen as 
local “gods”, and their main 

source of loans, favour, patron-
age and sense of security.
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Poor people resist change because they feel that it exposes them to greater risk and vulnerability. On 
the other hand, other people in a community may wish to preserve the status quo and the security 
and benefits that it brings them. Indeed, the greater the pressure of time to implement a change, the 
more of a problem and the more of a burden the resistance seems to be. Yet, resistance indicates where 
energy is blocked. Conversely, this means: Where there is resistance, energy can be released. In other 
words, resistance is not just a source of interference, but also a source of energy which we need to tap 
for changes.

Understanding Resistance
Resistance is often diffuse: We notice that something or other is “not quite right”. Suddenly things clog 
up, everything turns stop-and-go, there is endless debate over insignificant issues, the “thread” is lost, a 
sense of helplessness and disgruntlement prevails, an awkward silence develops.

The expressions of resistance are many and varied. The matrix below can be used to structure one’s 
observations and possibly compare them over a longer period of time. The verbal and non-verbal 
behaviours of individuals and groups are listed in the matrix as active or passive expressions of 
resistance.

Active 

Verbal (speech) Non-verbal (actions)

Resistance
 Counterarguments
 Accusations
	Protests
	Threats
	Suspicion of others gaining

advantage
	Polemics
	Stubborn
	Formalism

Agitation
 Unrest
	Disputes
	Intrigues
	Rumours of negative 

consequences
	Formation of cliques
	Sabotage
	Boycotts
 Withholding of information

Passive Evasion
	Silence
	Trivial debate
	Debasement of individuals
	Ridiculing and debase-

ment of new ideas
	Belittlement
	Fooling around
	Jibes
	Sarcasm

Apathy
 Bad moods
	Sulkiness
	Inattentiveness
	Anger
	Fatigue
	Absenteeism
	Withdrawal
	Sleepless nights
	Fear for one’s economic po-

sition
	Sickness

Expressions of Resistance
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To understand resistance, the following general rules may be applied:

 All resistance contains encoded messages which we need to decipher. We cannot do that without 
entering into direct contact with the persons and groups concerned. In this context, understanding 
means trying to see behaviours from people’s point of view.

 The various forms of expression of resistance mutually reinforce each 
other. Over time, this produces a climate of mistrust, which we can 
carefully attempt to break down by adopting an inquiring attitude:
– What objectives and questions do the actors have?
– What is especially precious and important to them?
– What are their interests, needs and concerns?
– What might happen if we proceed as 

planned?
– What ought to be prevented in their 

view?
– What alternative do they themselves see?
– How should things proceed in their view?
– What is acceptable and appropriate to them?

 To prevent different groups from reinforcing each other’s resistance and forming alliances, it is 
important to work with them separately according to their respective interests (= principle of 
separation of perspectives). In attempting to understand resistance, actions are guided by two rules:
– We must encourage and support people in expressing and explaining their resistance.
– We must transform non-verbal and passive forms of resistance into verbal active forms.

 We must transform resistance into dialogue. The field of energies between advocates and opponents 
of a change, between negative and positive forces for change, can be captured and illustrated by a 
simple chart:

Positive arguments, actions 
and behaviours Actors who influence 

the change

Negative arguments, actions 
and behaviours

+ ++ – – –
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Adapted from: 
GTZ. 1996. Process Monitoring: Work Document for Project Staff.

Repackaged by: 
Antonio B. Quizon

Dealing with Resistance
The art of dealing with resistance is related to the Japanese martial art of “aikido”. Instead of launching 
a frontal assault on it, we have to absorb the energies enclosed in it. If we wish to reduce actors’ loss of 
control, help resistance be expressed and get the people on board, then we need to tread several paths 
at the same time. As seen in the flowchart overleaf, all paths lead to the common goal of learning from 
resistance by taking account of the experiences and arguments of the actors.

Change triggers conflict which takes the form of resistance to change. Understanding and observing 
the open and discrete forms of resistance can help one to adjust the change process to the given 
circumstances and the actors’ standards of acceptance and help steer it accordingly.

Inform
The purpose of the change is made known clearly and sustainably – route 
and methods are known – target situation is made clearly evident.

Support
The actors are taken seriously – their concerns are listened to – they 
are given a forum to present their experiences, interests, fears.

Involve
Affected persons and groups are involved early on according to their 
capabilities – their experiences are taken into account in implementation.

Change the environment
The actors are given an opportunity to look beyond their garden fence: 
they become familiar with other ways of working and other environments.

Try out new social forms
The actors work in working groups which cut across existing 
boundaries within the organisation – they establish new relationships.

Observe critical fields of conflict
Example: loss of wages or other material benefits; loss of personal 
relationships; fear of being overstretched; loss of decision-making 
authority; constriction of scope for action; poor prospects for 
development and learning.

Learn from 
Resistance
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Creating Spaces for Partnerships 
to Work: NGO Involvement in 
Multilateral/Bilateral Projects

                raditionally, multilateral/bilateral (M/B) agency  
                partnerships have been with in-country governments 
                (national/local) to include NGOs in joint partnership 
agreements and transform a dyadic partnership into a triadic one is 
a fairly recent development. Such projects now have three sets of 
interveners:
1. M/B agency; 
2. in-country government; and 
3. NGO partner.

This paper is based on the 
experiences of MYRADA, a 
well-known Indian NGO, in 
partnering with the government 
in several multilateral/bilateral 
projects. It represents an NGO 
viewpoint.

T

Participation
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Prerequisites for Successful Multilateral/Bilateral Partnerships
Critical to the success of M/B partnerships is the belief that they are preferred because of the 
comparative advantages that each partner can bring into the programme. It is important that all three 
partners share this belief. More specifically, it requires that the partnership be governed by certain 
conditions:

 That each partner recognises 
and respects the advantages 
that the other partners bring to 
the programme.

 That one intervener does not 
“muscle-in” to take the lead 
in an area where another 
intervener has proven expertise.

 That all interveners interact 
frequently and at all levels 
with one another to exchange 
feedback on programmes and 
resolve issues that arise during 
the project cycle.

Other critical prerequisites to achieving synergy that should be fostered within all three interveners, 
include:
 the ability to absorb and institutionalise participatory strategies;
 organisational support for flexibility and innovation; and
 transparent work processes.

These attributes do not come easily – they must be fostered over a period of time. This calls for 
leadership of a high order in all the partners – one that has respect for collaborative relationships and a 
willingness to learn from them; leadership with vision, experience and commitment.

The Reality Today – Unequal Partnerships?
In most partnerships, however, project management structures and systems are set up mainly by the 
government in consultation with the M/B agency; the NGO partner has little say in them. The structures 
and systems, therefore, are conditioned by the organisational culture and operating norms of only two 
of these partners. Project functioning is conditioned by the pressures that the two interveners have 
to cope with  – both from within their own systems and from the wider context within which they are 
placed. There are other characteristics of partnerships that are not inclusive of the NGO and which 
make the NGO an unequal partner in the triadic relationship:

 There are direct communication channels between the M/B agency and the government between 
the government and the NGO but not between the M/B agency and the NGO.  

NGO-Government Partnerships 

NGO partnerships with governments are at times viewed critically as 
a strategy that makes the NGO vulnerable to being “co-opted” by the 
government. It is important, therefore, to make distinctions between:
 partnerships where NGOs are contracted (usually, though not 

always) through a “bidding” process to deliver certain goods and 
services; and

 partnerships where NGOs are sought out because of the 
particular advantages that they can bring to a programme in terms 
of experience and skills.

Although the former may make the NGO vulnerable to “co-option”, it is 
assumed that the latter are guided by the intention of taking advantage 
of the cutting edge of the NGO rather than neutralising it.
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 Governments and M/B agencies have a long tradition of working together, leading to the growth 
of relationships and of a good understanding of one another. NGOs who are new entrants to the 
partnership still have to establish their status.

 M/B agencies and governments work within the context of sovereign agreements that locate their 
relationship in a particular project within the broader context of mutual over-arching interests. NGOs 
do not share the same background and do not understand it very well.

 Governments and M/B agencies are likely to have greater ownership over the programme, 
since one of them is the lender and the other the borrower of the project funds. 
Government’s position (though not often expressed 
in so many words) is that NGOs have 
no right to space of their own since 
they have no obligation to repay.

At the operational level, the 
NGO’s “different-ness” is further 
emphasised by:
 Its exclusion from meetings 

between the M/B agency and 
government, except those 
where “NGO issues” are the 
subject of discussion.

 Its preference for (time 
consuming) participatory 
processes as against a 
straightforward delivery 
of materials, subsidies and 
services.

Tenures and Distortions

Meeting the Challenges of Participation

Participation is a concept that is subject to a variety of interpretations. A truly participative strategy influences all 
stages of the project cycle, places empowerment above other project objectives and focuses on building local people’s 
institutions with the specific objective of handing over the lead to them. The demands of such a strategy can often 
be uncomfortable and disturbing. It is not enough that planners accustomed to traditional planning tools start getting 
more comfortable with the newer and more participatory tools; it is not enough that “beneficiaries” are enjoined to 

become more aware and contribute to the planning process (participation after planning is quite well accepted). For 
participation to be effective – especially in a society where a small number of people hold economic, social and 

political power – requires structural changes in the socio-economic relations within society. This structural 
change is what the interveners must be prepared to address. To facilitate this, interventions often become 

necessary in the organisational culture and systems of the interveners themselves. Otherwise, one may foster 
participation up to a certain level and withdraw from meeting the challenges it generates.

In M/B programmes, it is not uncommon for borrowing governments to give in 
to political compulsions and short-term interests in the investment of funds. 
Reviews are based on quarterly targets achieved, funds spent, and beneficiaries 
reached. Although quality aspects are discussed, they are not measured as 
often, or as regularly. Senior level government staff are often transferred. It 
is the NGO staff, the bank staff and lower level government staff, who face 
the consequences of distortions resulting from decisions taken under political 
compulsions and to promote short term interests. For example, the World Bank 

supported drinking water project in Karnataka included several 
villages that already had enough water for their needs. Refusing 

to contribute to the programme, one group of villagers said “You 
are offering food to someone who is already too full to eat”. Yet to 

drop these villages was to challenge political choices and the NGO was 
criticised for not motivating the villagers to contribute.
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Prepared by: 
Vidya Ramachandran

 Its inability to understand the need of governments to standardise structures, systems and schemes 
irrespective of variations in local conditions.

 Its willingness to put faith (and funds) in “informal” institutions without insisting that they acquire a 
legal status through registration: an obligation that serves little purpose but seems to enhance their 
credibility in the eyes of other institutions, particularly governments.

Creating Synergy in Multilateral/Bilateral Partnerships:
A Few Operational Suggestions
Experience indicates that it is possible to create more synergetic 
partnerships between the NGO, the M/B agency, and the 
government. How does this happen? Synergy stands a better chance 
if:

 The organisational structure at the interface between the three 
partners has a blend of government and non-government staff, 
with different experience and expertise. This helps build stable 
working relationships. These staff must be assured of longer 
tenures – thereby ensuring a longer duration of accountability 
and commitment to the project, its outcomes and impacts. 

 Emphasis is given to the capacity-building aspects of the programme 
(this includes staff of the NGO and the government at all levels as 
well as people's institutions). This requires at least a year of 
preparation before funds are disbursed. Capacity-building must 
focus on enabling a more consultative style of functioning, 
clearer job descriptions and transfer of skills needed for the job. 

 Governments and M/B agencies are prepared to explore 
alternate funding and implementation logistics such as working 
through special institutions set up for the project purpose (e.g., 
District Societies in the North-east, India and KAWAD in Karnataka, 
India) or working through Development Corporations, etc.

 The pressure to disburse funds and achieve physical/numerical
      targets is balanced with greater emphasis on quality indicators (e.g., equity, empowerment, 

productivity). All parties must agree in advance that strong sanctions will be applied when these 
objectives are given low priority.

 All communication is open and documents are shared with all 
      stakeholders. During supervision missions, workshops may be 
      conducted in the project area in which all stakeholders participate. 
 Dissemination of the results of all workshops helps improve 
     communication to a large extent.

Consistency in Review 
Mission Feedback

A peculiar problem is created 
by review and supervision 
missions wherein one Mission 
makes suggestions contrary 
to those suggested by the 
previous mission.  There must be 
consistency of thinking on how a 
project is expected to work.
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                      ultilateral development agencies often seek the involvement of local non-government 
      organisations (NGOs) in their programmes and projects in collaboration with government.   
                      In involving NGOs, many multilateral agencies and governments have utilised them as: 

 sources of independent feedback and information;
 sources of innovation and experimentation;
 alternative delivery channels of development services, or as “change” facilitators in mobilising target poverty groups.

Distinct Abilities of NGOs
The built-in flexibility, complemented by committed staff and orientation to grassroots participation, have often been 
cited as the main strengths of NGOs. Yet, when it comes to implementing large-scale, public sector programmes, 
the comparative advantage of NGOs (i.e., capacity to scale-up, cost-effectiveness) has been much debated – 
notwithstanding the few exceptional “NGO star-varieties” that are often cited in development literature.

Mapping of NGO Initiatives: 
Building from Existing Experiences

M
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In terms of project implementation, a comparative review between government-led and NGO-led 
programmes (in the Philippines) shows that the niche of NGOs lies in two distinct abilities:

 First, the ability of NGOs for “nuancing” – that is, their ability to adapt programmes to specific local 
conditions or target groups. In the process, NGOs not only implement, but also experiment and 
innovate. In contrast, government-led programmes tend to be based on generalised “standards” 
(e.g., the conditions in a “typical” community, common perceptions of problems) and to apply 
standard delivery systems and procedures. Centrally-planned programmes are designed with all 
communities in mind, and not any single community. The need for “nuancing” is most pronounced, 
for instance, in work among different tribal or indigenous communities.

 Second, NGO participation is especially crucial 
      when project outcomes (their post-intervention 
      sustainability)  depend heavily on community 
      ownership of a project. An example is that of a 
      community forestry project where upland 
      communities are organised (and are expected) 
      to undertake forest protection and resource 
      management long after the project is completed.

However, successful collaboration with NGOs can only
 take place where governments create an enabling 
environment which encourages their formation and 
active involvement in development efforts.

In Asian countries, government policy restrictions 
against NGOs take several forms, for example:
 Anti-human-rights policies (against basic free-

doms of speech and association)
 Non-recognition, or strict registration and ac-

creditation requirements for NGOs
 National Security Acts, Internal Security Acts
 Stringent controls against foreign funding

Other constraints come in the existing social 
environment at the local level, for example:
	 Internal	 conflicts	
 Dominance by well-entrenched local elites
 Religious and cultural restrictions
 Criminality
	 Attitudes	 of	 local	 officials

In restrictive policy environments, many NGOs may 
even	 refuse	 to	 be	 identified.	

Restrictive Policy Environments

Criteria for Selection of NGOs
Invariably, multilateral development agencies use 
three broad criteria for identifying NGOs with 
whom cooperation is desirable.

 Skill and capacity
 NGOs with a proven track record, the necessary administrative and operational capacities, and the 

desired thematic, sectoral or geographical expertise.

 Governance
 NGOs that are reliable and well-managed, well-developed in terms of accountability and 

transparency, with built-in participatory management, and free of nepotism.
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General Considerations for Promoting Cooperation with NGOs
Successful collaboration with NGOs depends on much more than the selection of capable NGOs and the 
preparation of an acceptable workplan. Two underlying facts about NGOs need to be considered: 
1. NGOs often evolve in the context of social or grassroots movements as both critiques and 

alternatives to the top-down approaches of government;
2. People often create or join NGOs precisely to escape the stifling bureaucracy of the government 

system. 

These bring about three working principles:
1. NGOs are likely to continue to take a critical stance, even within the context of a collaboration with 

government, performing their roles as watchdogs or as public interest groups.
2. NGOs are likely to resist attempts that fit them into pre-determined roles where they feel that their 

flexibility, autonomy and independence are compromised (non-cooptation).
3. The ideal relationship is one of equal partnership.

Donor Criteria NGO Arguments/Views

“Acceptable to the 
government”

“Preference for 
developmental rather 
than advocacy NGOs”

	 This	 criterion	 is	 unacceptable	 to	 NGOs.	Often,	 NGOs	who	work	 for	 social	 change	
encounter	 problems	with	 government	 officials	 and	 the	 local	 elite.

 The categories may not apply to grassroots NGOs, 
who	 integrate	 both	 advocacy	 and	 field	 operations.	
Thus, what is more important is to ensure that the 
issues	 being	 advocated	 are	 directly	 linked	 to	 field	
action	 and	 realities.	

 Advocacy NGOs have an important role in the 
project cycle (beyond direct service-delivery 
and project implementation) as independent 
sources	 of	 information	 and	 feedback.	

 Advocacy NGOs tend to be more articulate 
and	 visible.	 Thus	 special	 efforts	must	 be	
made to identify and involve grassroots NGOs 
and	 SHGs.

 Legitimacy and credibility
 NGOs that are acceptable to the target group and their organisations, with knowledge of the local 

situation and the target community, able and willing to dialogue with government and local power 
structures, with the necessary legal status, and that legitimately represent target beneficiaries or 
development interests.

 Other donor criteria
 There are two other (often, unstated) criteria used by multilateral development agencies in selecting 

NGOs – which NGOs themselves tend to question. These are outlined in the box below.



315Mapping of NGO Initiatives: Building from Existing Experiences

These observations point to the following needs:
 Recognise NGO roles beyond their service-delivery functions – both within 

and beyond the project cycles.

 Encourage open and inclusive processes, such as public dialogues and 
consultations.

    Involve NGOs in other phases of the project 
cycle, especially during the early phases of project 
identification, formulation and appraisal.

   Ensure public access to information.

  Institute forms of direct feedback, beyond the 
usual monitoring reports, and inform NGOs on 
how their feedback is being addressed.

Practical Problems in Identifying NGOs/NGO 
Initiatives 
NGOs come in all shapes and sizes. Thus, the identification, 
screening and selection of NGOs are practical issues often raised 
by project officers. Specific concerns include:
 where to find reliable data on NGOs, particularly at the 

grassroots, due to the general lack of systematic information 
at country level;

 how to develop NGO selection criteria;
 how to distinguish development NGOs from “quasi-NGOs”; 

and
 how to find the right NGO for specific target sectors or 

project areas.

Mapping of NGO Initiatives
NGO mapping consists of a collection of brief institutional profiles of NGOs and  self-help groups (SHGs) 
within a given target sector or target area. It shows the resources and self-help initiatives that already 
exist, and identifies which could serve as “building blocks” for development interventions. This could be 
undertaken as part of the existing project cycle. 

Mapping exercises of NGOs have been undertaken for different purposes, at many stages of the project 
cycle. Some experiences are detailed in the next pages.

NGO Hybrid Varieties

NGOs often monitor their 
own ranks and  have 
developed monickers for 
different “hybrid types”, as 
follows:

 GRINGOs: Government-
Initiated NGOs

	CONGOs:	 Consultancy	 firm	
NGOs

	BINGOs: Business and Industry 
NGOs

	COME 'N GOs:	 “fly	 by	 night”	
NGOs

	NGIs: Non-governmental 
individuals
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1.  Country assistance strategies
 Documenting NGO initiatives with a potential for scaling up. 
 Pilots rarely go to scale. Innovation and scaling-up are often 

separate processes. While designers hope that government 
or local people will replicate successful model programmes, 
scaling-up often remains largely rhetoric. Once the “book is 
published”, the “award is given”, or the “conference is held”, 
successes tend to be forgotten. While successes are very 
informative and sometimes inspiring, others tend to want to 
do things their own way. Identifying NGO innovations can lead 
to new project designs. Existing NGO initiatives with “capacity 
for scaling-up”, can be documented and used as the basis for 
the design of new projects. This also serves another purpose 
– i.e., as a counter-balance to government project proposal 
submissions and emphasis on top-down service delivery.

2.  Project identification and formulation
 Mapping of existing NGOs working within a target sector and/or area,  e.g., as part of 

environmental scanning.
 Project identification and formulation missions tend to overlook 

the existing work of NGOs and SHGs. Individual NGO initiatives 
may be small and scattered but their efforts are often locally 
networked in some formal or informal way. Most grassroots 
NGOs shun “big-ness”, and prefer networking as the mode 
to achieve a level of scale and impact.

 The mapping of local initiatives often requires the 
assistance of a knowledgeable local NGO or network. 
It may be done as part of the terms of reference (TORs) 
of project missions, or separately, as external inputs into 
missions. NGO-mapping exercises can be done through 
individual and group interviews, or with the use of “web-
mapping” exercises.

3. Project appraisal
 Making an inventory or directory of NGOs, for identifying potential sources of information, and 

understanding the local development context.
 Unlike project identification missions who come with broader development perspectives, project 

formulation and appraisal missions are often composed of technical specialists and consultants 
from different fields (e.g., livestock, credit, agroforestry, institutions, etc.). On 3-4 week missions, 
these external experts have little time to acquaint themselves with the local situation, so they 
tend to focus narrowly on their specific fields of expertise and interest.

 

Some NGO Selection 
Criteria

 A farmer- or community-
based approach to “delivery” 
or “extension”

 A focus on empowerment or 
building of local institutional 
capacity

 Broad actual coverage 
achieved in terms of 
target communities and 
groups

 Locally-recognised 
for its success and 
potential by peers 
in the NGO community
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      At the point of project formulation and appraisal, NGOs are valuable sources of information and 
experience – especially for understanding the local context, the existing power structures and 
relationships, and what works/ doesn’t work within the local community setting. NGOs could also 
arrange visits to local projects and communities, to give a clearer understanding and appreciation 
of micro-level realities.

4.  Project start-up and implementation
 Pre-screening of NGOs and identification of potential partners.
 Knowledge of the local NGO sector requires certain investments of staff and resources over time. 

NGOs often make the following three main observations:
 the project, itself, must explore broader parameters for cooperation with NGOs beyond the 

usual sub-contracting arrangements;
 the NGOs, themselves often do their own self-selection and tend to work out compromises 

among themselves; and
      	the NGOs, themselves, should actively participate in drawing up criteria for cooperators, as   
            well as the “terms of engagement” with the project.

Identifying Potential Cooperators
In identifying potential project cooperators, a combination of approaches may be used:
 NGO networks may be consulted as initial sources of information – to identify potential partners, or to 

provide lead contacts.

 As a starting point, existing databases could be used as initial references. For specific geographical 
areas, however, identification is best done on-site

.
 Where few or no NGOs operate in a given area, other institutions may be tapped (i.e., universities, 

research and training institutions, farmers associations, village development councils). Sometimes, it 
is useful to tap NGOs operating in neighbouring districts or provinces, using the project as a means for 
NGOs to expand their scope for services. 

 In some countries, it has been an increasing 
practice to engage the services of NGO networks  
for NGO selection and accreditation, project 
coordination and monitoring. Even where 
NGOs have been contracted on an 
individual basis, they have tended to 
band together to create their own 
project-based “sub-networks”. 
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NGO Mapping in the Project Cycle
In summary, various types of NGO mapping may be introduced in different phases of the project cycle.
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Mapping Project Cycle

Government Donor

Corporate strategy
Country operational strategy

Identification	 of	 existing	NGO	 development	
initiatives	with	 a	 potential	 for	 scaling-up.

Mapping of existing NGOs in a target 
sector	 or	 geographical	 area.

Directory of NGOs, identifying groups 
that are potential sources of information 
for	 formulation	 and	 appraisal	missions.

Pre-screening of NGOs with the potential to 
become	 project	 partners.	 Identification	 of	
their	 specific	 needs	 in	 terms	 of	 capacity-
building.

Identification	 of	 other	 NGOs	who	may	
provide technical assistance to projects, 
e.g.,	 training,	 information	 or	 third-party	
monitoring

Identification

Formulation

Appraisal

Negotiation and approval

Start-up and loan effectiveness

Implementation

Completion
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 articipatory approaches have gained increasing acceptance in   
 official development cooperation over the last few years. Often  
            rooted in the self-help and community development tradition 
of non-government organisations (NGOs) and self-help groups (SHGs), 
these approaches emphasise decentralised decision-making, joint 
learning and an orientation towards action and process. Development 
is seen as empowering people to help themselves and to participate in 
decisions which affect their lives. The people themselves, their needs 
and capabilities, are the focus of the approach, rather than the funding 
and operational procedures or the organisational realities of external agencies. 

Among NGOs, participatory approaches are seen as more than just a new set of methods and 
techniques. NGOs emphasise the importance of changes in personal values, reversal of roles and 
institutional re-orientation, especially for the external agent or development agency. 

What particular lessons, methods and approaches from NGO experiences in participation might be 
useful and relevant to a multilateral development agency? What exactly can be learned or adopted

Learning Participation from NGO 
Experiences in Asia

Most NGOs see development 
as empowering people 
to help themselves and 
to allow their communities 
to influence initiatives and 
decisions which affect their 
lives. 

P
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from NGO experiences?  How could such experiences be integrated into a project cycle? In the Asian 
context, these lessons can be grouped into three main categories:
1. Strategies and approaches, including: community-organising strategies, networking, the building 

and mobilisation of SHGs, and alternative development approaches that emphasise various forms of 
community empowerment.

2. Practical skills, including facilitation, negotiations and the handling of public consultations.
3. Methods and tools, such as the range of field-tested PRA practices and methods.

Learning Areas from NGO Experiences in Participation
Multilateral agencies might find it relevant to examine and learn from NGO experiences along the 
following five broad themes:

NGO initiatives in the formulation of development strategies, utilising 
a broad-based participatory approach. These include area development 
planning or sectoral planning work involving primary stakeholders or 
influencing country assistance strategies of bilateral and multilateral 
institutions. Of interest here, are the methods and processes involved 
in data-gathering, analysis and consensus-building; GO-NGO policy 
consultations; experiences in the creation and functioning of joint GO-NGO 
policy bodies.

Civil society initiatives and participation in 
the formulation of development strategies

Stakeholder participation in the project 
identification, appraisal and design 
process

II.  Participation in the Project Cycle

Learning Areas/Themes NGO Experience

Enhancing stakeholder 
and beneficiary 
participation in 
project 
implementation

  

I. Participation in Policy Formulation

PRA poverty diagnosis; identification of target groups; local needs 
assessments; pre-appraisal studies; GO-NGO project consultations 
and workshops; joint project designing; participation in official project 
formulation and appraisal missions; negotiations; influencing the attitudes 
of officials and bureaucrats.

Decentralised systems for project implementation, project delivery and 
decision-making; GO-NGO institutional working arrangements; participatory 
implementation; the role of beneficiaries in decision-making; capacity-
building for local institutions; participatory approaches to scaling up local 
initiatives; developing local ownership within projects.
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Beneficiary monitoring 
and impact 
assessments 

 

Enhancing 
participation among 
particular target 
groups 

Promoting participation in restricted policy 
environments

Initiatives and 
participatory 
approaches in the 
mobilisation of 
target groups

V.  Learning from NGO and Community Innovations

Methods, tools, systems and approaches for introducing beneficiary 
monitoring and impact assessments among poor communities and creating 
institutionalised systems for community feedback and response. Of specific 
interest here, are approaches for developing meaningful impact indicators; 
identifying primary stakeholders; building community capacity for local-level 
participatory planning and monitoring 

Learning Areas/Themes NGO Experience

Enhancing and developing meaningful participation among particular target 
groups, especially rural women, landless and migrant rural workers, shifting 
cultivators, indigenous peoples, coastal fisherfolk communities, discriminated 
castes, internally displaced people, and the informal sector. Of special 
interest here, are practical tools and approaches in: (a) targeting development 
interventions; (b) overcoming specific cultural, religious and institutional 
constraints; (c) motivating, animating and sustaining interest and participation 
among the different target groups; and (d) negotiating and resolving conflicts 
at the local level. 

Introducing beneficiary and stakeholder participation within restricted 
policy environments, in areas with authoritarian or highly centralised 
governance structures, or in situations of conflict. Key items of interest 
include: identifying the “right” project partners; dealing with public 
officials; developing decentralised project designs and motivating primary 
stakeholders. Adopting the best practices for negotiation, facilitation and 
advocacy.  

Participatory initiatives and approaches 
in  agricultural development and resource 
management

The ability to mobilise and empower communities is a distinct strength 
often cited of NGOs and people’s organisations. Of special interest here are 
experiences that highlight: (a) how local initiatives are multiplied or scaled 
up to achieve broader coverage and impact; (b) approaches to community 
motivation, education and local resource mobilisation; (c) innovative 
organisational systems and structures; (d) enhancing self-help and local 
initiatives; and (f) the use of alternative media.

NGOs and people’s organisations have undertaken various initiatives 
in agricultural development and resource management. NGOs utilise 
participatory approaches that depart from the existing paradigms and 
top-down formulas of highly centralised official bodies. These include 
innovations in, e.g., farmer-based extension, community-based resource 
management, environmental education and protection; agroforestry,  forest 
resource protection and rehabilitation; watershed development; community-
based health and education; local governance systems; agricultural research 
and development; fisheries development; promotion of agrarian reforms; 
resource and tenurial rights; dealing with resource conflicts.  

III.  Working with Special Target Groups

IV.  Working within “Problematic” Contexts
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Constraints to Adopting from NGO Experience
In the view of multilateral agencies there are many constraints to adopting NGO experiences. Two such 
limitations commonly cited are: questions of scale and working through governments.

Questions of scale 
Most of the NGO successes in participatory approaches have been implemented at the scale of a 
village or cluster of villages. Thus, donors have raised questions  about NGO organisational capacities, 
the replicability of particular experiences, and the applicability of specific tools when participation is 
pursued over a broader area or target group. 

Indeed, many NGOs by choice prefer to make an impact in a small sector or area. Others see their role 
as piloting developmental innovations rather than scaling-up. On the other hand, many large Asian 
NGOs have successfully implemented PRA and participatory approaches on a wide scale, especially 
in forestry, anti-poverty and food security programmes, soil and water conservation, watershed 
management, water and sanitation, and urban programmes.  

Going to scale also necessarily raises concerns about quality – due often to the 
rush to meet external targets for villages covered, project accomplishments and 
sums disbursed. The problems include: one-off extractive appraisals without 
community analysis, planning or action; the routine use of methods; and 
insensitivity to local cultures and social processes. The required corrective 
measures include: giving more time for participation and institution-building 
especially in the early stages of programmes; changes in project procedures; 
greater flexibility in targets; and giving greater priority to behaviour 
and attitudes in trainings. 

An alternative approach to scaling-
up participatory approaches in 
projects might lie in building on 
small-scale successes, through 
existing networking systems 
since “networks” have been the 
primary vehicles by which smaller 
NGOs are able to share skills 
and resources and scale up their 
operations. This networking approach has proven useful in 
carefully designed programmes that emphasise decentralised 
implementation and decision-making (e.g., targetted poverty 
alleviation programmes, dispersal schemes, micro-credit on 
lending schemes, and infrastructure- and service-delivery 
programmes directed at community-identified priorities). 
Networking could be institutionalised within project 
designs.

Networking

An alternative approach to 
scaling-up participatory 
approaches in projects has 
been to build on small-scale 
successes, through existing 
systems of networking.
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Ultimately, however, the key decision will 
be where to act in the continuum between 
the “small and beautiful” and the “big and 
blotchy”. Small can be secure, personally 
satisfying and professionally safe, but impact 
is limited.  Seen another way, the question 
facing NGOs is whether to go for big changes 
in small programmes, or for small changes in 
big programmes. Trade-offs between quality, 
scale and impact have to be part of responsible 
decisions about where to work, and what to do. 

Questions of  working through governments
Multilateral agencies work through governments and tend to have a reduced role once project 
implementation begins. The very nature of development assistance affects participation. Often, there 
is greater flexibility in implementing grant-based technical assistance projects than there is for loan-
based financial assistance projects. Loan-based projects which are implemented through (usually steep) 
hierarchies of borrower-governments have to go through stringent bidding procedures and financial 
auditing requirements. Thus, questions arise as to the extent to which participatory approaches or 
NGO involvement can be introduced in the project by multilateral agencies when it is the borrower-
government that will take over direct responsibility for implementation. 

There are major differences between the 
institutional cultures of NGOs and governments. 
This must be taken into account when attempting 
to transfer participatory concepts from one 
institutional environment to another.

Further, the prevailing policy environment in each 
country often limits how far relationships can be 
built between NGOs and the government. 

For sure, participatory processes have to be 
introduced into projects early on in the project 
cycle, and may need to be strengthened in 
negotiations with borrower-governments. 
Lending institutions could play an important 
role in seeking greater recognition, roles and 
“democratic space” for NGOs and peoples’ 
organisations, vis-a-vis government. One option is 
to introduce participation as a loan conditionality.

Scaling-up among NGOs

Benefits of Participatory Approaches to 
External Developmental Agencies

 More appropriate and timely interventions that fit the needs 
of the community and users of local facilities

 Better implementation, sustainability and local ownership of 
project initiatives

 More complete utilisation of services provided
 Greater project efficiency and improved productivity
 Better match between human capabilities and capital 

investments
 Improved transparency and accountability
 Increased equity and benefit-sharing
 Willingness of local communities to share costs, 

and awakening of interest in sustaining the 
benefits

 Strengthened local capacity to initiate other 
development activities

 Improved learning and greater personal and professional 
satisfaction on the part of the external agency

 Improved cost-benefit ratio in the long term
 Reduced costs of development programmes

NGOs, such as BRAC, MYRADA and ACTIONAID, have 
successfully implemented participatory rural appraisal (PRA) 
on a wide scale.  Well-being ranking, for instance, was used 
by MYRADA in the early 1990s in hundreds of villages in 
South India, and later by ACTIONAID for a population of 
36,000 in Pakistan to identify the poorest and to select and 

de-select households in poverty programmes. In the 
Integrated Pest Management Programme in Indonesia 

where many NGOs were involved, at least 1,500 
groups of farmers have made participatory maps 

which they used to plot the location and prevalence 
of pests, to plan action and to monitor changes. 
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This may be relevant and useful, but it may 
not altogether be sufficient. Experience 
shows that there is a tendency on the part of 
government implementors to go through the 
motions of participatory exercises. 

It is important to provide for an orientation 
and training phase for project staff as well 
as beneficiaries to introduce participatory 
practices in government-led projects. During 
project start-up, there will be a need to invest 
in “social preparation” and initial targets 
for physical achievements should be low. 
Otherwise, some people may later use the 
project as proof that “participation does not 
work”.  Experience also suggests that the use 
of short-term consultants at this point may 
be of limited usefulness. Instead, what may 
be needed are persistent “change agents” 
coming from outside the project staff who are 
available over a longer period of time. NGOs 
within the country could fill in this role.
 

Presently, most practitioners of PRA and participatory approaches come from NGO backgrounds, and 
many tend to be  overly critical of the attitudes and behaviour of government officials (seen as “wrong”, 
“too slow” or “unable to change”). While this view might be justifiable, it could also show a lack of 
willingness on the part of some NGOs to understand and accept people in their present state. Thus, the 
best framework for moving forward and for building NGO involvement in a participatory government-
led project may be to construct it as a “joint learning exercise”. Further, in instances where there have 
been limited experiences in GO-NGO cooperation, some piloting may be necessary. 
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Bridging Institutional Cultures

 Major differences between institutional cultures of 
NGOs and governments must be taken into account 
when attempting to transfer a new concept from one 
institutional environment to another.

 It is important to provide for an orientation 
and training phase for project staff as well as 
beneficiaries.

 During project start-up, there is a need to invest 
in “social preparation” and targets for physical 
achievements should be low.
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