Department of Sociology and Social Anthropology
University of Stelienbosch

Ckcasional Paper

No. 21

DEMYSTIFYING PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH ANDITS ROLEIN
DEVEL.OPMENT

Tim Hart
Human Sciences Research Council

February 2008



Occasional Paper No, 21

Readers with research links to the Department of Sociclogy and Social Anthropology of
Stelienbosch University are invited to submit manuscripts for this series of Occasional
Papers. The series is aimed at publishing high quality sociological and social
anthropological research findings, especially refating to southern Africa, but also more
general pieces of social scientific and interdisciplinary work not yet published elsewhere.
Manuscripts are peer-reviewed. Once published, it is possible to obtain permission from
the University to use the material for publication in an academic journal or book.

Comact delalis: Prof. Kees van der Waal, Department of Sociology and Social
Anthropology, University of Stellenbosch, Matieland X1, 7602, South Africa.
cvdw@sun.ac.za

Earlier nurnbers of this series can be found in electronic format on the websile of the
depariment at hitp://academic.sun.ac.za/sociology

© Al rights reserved, University of Stellenbosch 2008
ISSN: 0-008422-81-4
ISBN:  0-7672-1217-5



TABLE OF CONTUNTS

Preface

.................................................................................................................. i

Demystifying participatory research and its role in development ..o 1
(TRTR R eTs L0 Lw AT o TR O P PR PR LTSRS 1
The origins and theory underlying Rapid Rurat Appraisal (RRA) oo 2
Rapid Rural Appraisal and social science research methodology ........ccovieiennnnnn, 3
The participatory research paradigm in the social SCIBNGCES vvvvvrirrerrrrrrsminrrernens 11
The issue of different types of participation ... 17
The desire for increased participation and the emergence of Participatory Rural
ApPraisal {PRA) oo ista s sy s s s e 20
Constraints regarding participatory methods and especially PRA ..o 25
G OTIE USTON eeveevestsraeeesarssnesesssassasasrasssssesaraneasdesans sanasssasan dER PR SRR EEE s San s AR SRR AR n e s 30
List of Occasional PAPErs ... e s s 34



Occasional Paper No. 21



PREFACE

Development interventions are commonly accompanied by the discourse of
participation and democracy. In South Africa the Reconstruction and Development
Programme of 1994 was a good example of an ambitious government-led
development programme that promised full participation by the disadvantaged
population in planning and implementation of developmental governance and
service delivery. In practice, much of the planning and implementation remained in
the hands of planning experts and politicians, with mounting resistance by
excluded categories or underserviced populations to the lack of good services and
iransparant decision-making and ihe prevalence of corruption. The more populist
direction that South African politics seems to take post-Polokwane 2007 is
perhaps an indication of the lack of success with the RDP and its successor GEAR
in the South African context with regard to incorporating the ‘people’s voice’ into
development interventions. This is an indication of how difficult it is to act out
participation in practice rather than just pronounce it as a form of ideological
discourse,

The work of Tim Hart, offered here, explores the meaning of participatory research
and development that has become more noted in its ideological form than in
practice. He explores the way in which participatory research in the development
field has developed from Rapid Rural Appraisal to Participatory Rural Appraisal
and then to Participatory Action Research as well as Participatory Learning and
Action. Important dimensions of these emerging forms of research and
intervention are discussed, especially the historical linkages of the methodologies
and their accompanying power dimensions. With this study, Hart gives us a much
needed overview of participatory approaches in development which often tend to
be idealised as a panacea. He stresses the need to contextualise and analytically
follow the process of participatory development in specific situations, which then
lcads on to the conclusion that these techniques are far from ideal, although they
have led to much more local-based research in applied fields, such as in
agricultural extension.

Kees van der Waal
February 2008
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DEMYSTIFYING PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH AND ITS ROLE IN
DEVELOPMENT'
By
Tim Hart*

_M

Introduction

Since the 1960s and particularly from the early 1970s the idea of people’s participation has
crepl into the international development arena. Internationally, the desirability of local
peopie’s participation in development projects has increased tenfold during the past thirty
years (Mensah 1994; Burkey 1998; Guijt and van Veldhuizen 1998; Mosse 2005). South
Africa. since the 1990s has been no exception to this with numerous multilateral, bilateral
and national donors and government departments increasingly highlighting people’s
participation and consequently participatory research as one, if not the primary method to he
adopted in the planning, implementation and evaluation of development interventions
(Emmett 2000). In 1993 the first South African {raining workshop on Participatory Rural
Appraisal (PRA) was organised by the Farmer Support Group, a local non-governmental
organisation, in Bulwer, KwaZulu-Natal (Bulwer Participants 1993). PRA has become one of
the leading participatory research approaches in development research in sub-Saharan
Africa. White the notion of participation is becoming increasingly fashionable and often
iending legitimacy to development programmes during the past three decades (Guijt and van
Veldhuizen 19988), the idea of what constitutes participation and the constraints inherent to
PRA have become increasingly contested (Mosse 1994; Nelson and Wright 1997 Guijt and
van Veldhuizen 1998; Cooke and Kothari 2001). What follows is a discussion of the origins of
Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA). In order to understand
the development of and the movement from RRA to PRA, and ultimately to PLA
{Participatory i.earning and Action) it is necessary {0 look at the origins and purposes of
participatory research and the debate regarding its use in development projects; particularly

! Parts of this paper are based on a chapter from a thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of a Master of
Philasophy degree at Stellenbosch University in 2004

? Tim Hart is & Doctor of Philosophy candidate at Stellenbosch University and a Seniar Research
Manager at the Human Sciences Research Coungil, South Africa.
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rural and agricultural programmes. This is followed by a discussion aboul the notion of
participation and then the RRA approach is contrasted with that of PRA, raising the issue of
social reform versus empowerment and social transformation. This synapsis concludes with
an examination of the constraints in participatory research that are often overlooked by
practitioners and advocates. This critique iflustrates that the constraints inherent to
narticipatary research, and in particular PRAs, are largely refated to issues of power and the
manner in which participatory research is currently practised in development. In practice
many of the characteristics that distinguish PRA from less participatory approaches, such as
RRA, do not materiaiise.

The origins and theory underlying Rapid Rural Appraisal {(RRA)

Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) is a research process or method that developed in the late
1970s in Asia and Kenya out of the work of Robert Chambers and Gordon Conway, amongst
others. As part of the movemenl away from technocratic and infrastructure orientated
development models towards a human-centred approach, it emerged in response to the
realisation that the social context in which agricultural / rural development takes place was
largely negilected and that holistic analyses were avoided. [t was also a response to the
growing dissatisfaction that arose from the biased and vary often erronecus perceptions
macle about the social dimension in agricultural development which resulted from the brief
rural visits made by urban professionals (Burkey 1998). These visits were often referred to as
‘rural development tourism’ due to their short duration and dasire to always go to the same
localities that were within easy travelling distance (Chambers 1984a). Such short visils are
still common practice today.

The primary constraint of these research activities was that the preferred quantitatively
designed questionnaire surveys presupposed that ail the dimensions of a system / culture
could be identified in advance. Consequently, the questionnaires mainly reflected the culture
/ experience of the researchers and not those of the researched. Such probiems were
compounded with the high costs and numerous defects associated with quantitative
questionnaire surveys. Very often survey ragsearch results were never analysed or took too
lona to analyse and the different disciplines were seldom integrated in the analyses
{Chambers 1994a and 1994k, Gibbs 1995; van Zyl 1999). Many of the classic approaches to
rural development research undermined rural people’s knowledge, were incomprehensible to

them and were extractive by nature. The purpose of more classical approaches 1o research
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is to extract or obtain information from respondents or informants so that the researchers can
analyse this information for the purposes of the research, whether this be for a Ph. D. thesis,
hook, policy formulation or development project plan. The locals or respondents generatly
react to gquestions put to them by the researchers. The idea that research is primarily
extractive has been applied equally to gquaniitative surveys and to more qualitalive
approaches such as ethnography (see Chambers 1994a and Guijt and van Veldhuizen 1998
who argue that this essentially extractive nature is really only overcome since the
nrograssion from RRA to PRAY PRA, and to a lesser extent RRA, encourages the locals to
be proactive rather than reactive, although this is not always achieved in practice. These two
methods, fike similar participatory methods, generally share six common principies:

-

A defined methodology and systemic learning process — the focus is on
cumulative learning by all the participants (including the outsiders) and, given the
nature of these approaches as systems of enquiry, their use has to be
participative. '

» Muitiple perspectives — a central objective is to seek diversity, rather than to
characlerise complexity in terms of average values. Different individuais and
groups make different evaluations of situations, which lead to different actions. All
views of activity or purpose are heavy with interpretation and prejudice, and this
implies that there are multiple possibilities of descriptions of any real-world activity.

s Group enquiry process — all these approaches involve the recognition that the
complexity of the world will only he revealed through group inguiry, This implies
three possible mixes of investigators, namely those from different discipiines, from
different sectors and from different backgrounds (.. outsider professionals and
insider local people).

« Context specific — the approaches are flaxible enough to be adapted to suit each
new set of conditions and actors, giving rise to multiple variants.

« Facilitating experts and stakeholders — the approaches are concerned with the
transformation of existing activities to try to bring about changes which people in
the situation regard as improvements. The role of the ‘expert’ is best thought of as
heiping people in their situation carry oul their own study and so achieve a desired
ouicome.

« Leading to sustained action — the inquiry process leads to debate about change,

and debate changes the perceptions of actors and their readiness to contempiate

action. Action is agreed upon, and implementable changes will therefore represent
an accommodation between different conilicting views. Analysis both defines



Oceasional Paper No. 21

changes which would bring about improvement and seeks to motivale people to
take action to implement the defined changes. This action includes local institution
building or strengthening, thereby increasing the capacity of people to initiate
action on their own.

{Pretty and Chambers 1994:184}.

RRA was developed as a somewhat different approach to the classic research methods.
instead of developing a statistical description of the basic units forming the local system, as
in surveys, the goal of RRA was lo get an ‘insider's perspective’ on the system and to
undersland it holisticalty, which is more in line with the ethnographic method but is done
much quicker. Chambers and Conway refined a set of tools based on elements of various
research traditions and approaches that were showing positive results during the 1970s and
1880s. According to Chambers (1994a) these traditions included:

1. Agro-scosystem Analysis,
2. Applied Social Anthropology; and
3. Farming Systems Research.

The ensuing tools were packaged into what became known as the RRA method. These tools
are continually evolving and being refined by practitioners (Mosse 2001 ). At present the tools
have evolvad into an umbrella term for various participatory methods known as Participatory
Learning and Action (PLAY. Despite this dynamism, some primary lechniques and their

analytical purposes are illustrated in Table 1.

31 do not facus on Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) for it is described by IIED (2006
inside Front Cover) as “... an umbrella lerm for a wide range of similar approaches and
methodologies, including Participatory Rural Appraisal {PRA), Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA),
Participatory Learning Methods (PALM), Participalory Action Research (PAR), Farming
Systems Research (FSR), Method Active de Recherche et de Planification Participative
(MARP), and many others. The common theme to all these approaches is the full
participation of people in the processes of learning about their needs and opporiunities, and
in the action requirad to address them”. My intention in this paper is on contrasting RRA and
PRA and arguing that in practice the latter is unfortunately no different from the former
although it is believed to be different, especially in theory {¢f. Guijt and van Veldhuizen
1908).
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Tablao 'l

The more commonly used RRA / PRA Tacls and their analytical purposes

Analysis ‘ Tools ‘ ]
Resource Analysis Social Maps
Nalural Resource Maps
Farm Maps

Census Maps

Livelinood Maps

_ ) Transect Walks and Maps

Seasonality Analysis Seasonal Calendars

(Some of these lools arc oxtremely useful in Time Lines — recording local histories and various
Gender Analysis to note different  roles, key events

responsibilities and resources) Daily Routines

Time Clocks

Flow Diagrams

Trend Analysis

Institutional and &reup Analysis Participatory Diagramming - Venn and Analytical
_ ) Diagrams

Preference Analysis Matrix Ranking

— Matrix Seering

Well Being Analysis Wealth Ranking

(Often used for Gender Analysis to note sexual
interpretation  and  distribution  of wealth /
ownership of resources)

Problem Analysis Fair-wisc Ranking
Froblem ranking

. SWOT Analyses
Crosschecking and clarity Semi-structured Interviews
CQuestions of Clarity

Selection of Participants Checklists
Sampling
) Convenience sampling and self selection o
Source: Adaptod from Guijl & van Veldhuizen (1998) and Lundall-Magnuson (2000)

The tools worked together to ensure that not only were data captured but also that this was
done in terms of the local context. Researchers couid now understand the ‘what' in terms of
the 'why'. A key purpose of this approach, especially manifested in the simplicity of the tools,
was to provide a common platform on which researchers and rural inhabitants could interact,
allowing researchers io obtain an understanding of the local circumstances from the
perceptions of the local people who were able 1o develop their own queslions and responses.
In essence the intention was to shift from reactive to proactive behaviour. The developed
RRA tools were relatively simple and consisted largely of visual representations, such as
simple graphs, maps and sketches, thareby making the information generated by the
nrocess accessible / understandable to both insiders and outsiders (particularly those from
diverse disciplines). These tools have demystified some natural and social science
techniques making them available to non-scientists. Visualisation has made the techniques

avaitable to both literate and illiterate people. Some tools involve a hit more writing (historical
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timelines) hut berause the issues are openly discussed before they are recorded people are
able to follow the process. Typical qualitative research technigues such as participant
observation for a short period, focus group interviewing, semi-structured and infarmal

interviewing are also used.

As with qualitalive and quantitative research methods, reviews of prior research reports and
itera-ure is done when these are available. The tools that are used to generate information
with the participants tend to generally allow for the use of open-ended guestions. This
nermits a more qualitative collection of data than is typically the case when questionnaires
consisting of closed questions are used. Furthermore guestionnaires are generally designed
by outsiders with their concerns and categories in mind. Tools such as semi-structured
interviews {including workshop discussions), mapping and diagramming are open-ended and
encourage proactive involvement rather than reactive responses. Popular {local} categories
are used as a means to understand local knowledge. The use of the RRA method brings
about a shifl from the elic to the emic, resulting in a greater focus on the local situation rather
than the broader or universal situation. However, the broader situalion is not ignored,
especially when it impacts on the local situation, but is considered from an insider

perspeclive.

By using the tocls and techniques in the manner discussed above, knowledge / data relating
to local practices and circumstances is recorded, and problems and opportunities are
identified and ranked. However, as its name implies, the RRA method is conducted in a rapid
fashion and development workers tend to use the tools in a predominantly exiractive manner
and whife many tools allow for co-analysis of the information with the farmers during
application, this is seldom done. The tools are often administered in the same fashion as
queslionnaires and consequently used solely to generate and record information in a quicker,
more holistic and representative manner than that achieved by questionnaires. The process
is also quicker than ethnography but conseguently lacks the typical detail of lhe ethnographic
experience. Unfortunately, in RRA the recorded information is seldom discussed in any detall
with the respondents. This oversight means that while the farmers can verify the information
generated and recorded in the tools, they are not able to verify the resulis and the
researchers’ subseguent analyses. Consequently, RRA does not always enable farmers to

directly control how the information is used and for what purposes.

Chambers (19%4a). Matata et al, (2001} and Dunn (1994) all stress that the value of the
development and use of RRA in the saventies and eighties was that the data oblained was



Demystifying Participatory research and its role in development

more contextually relevant and holistic in comparison to that previously obtained by using
questionnaire surveys. Similarly, it was beneficial because it was rapid (took no longer than a
week or two) in comparison to the six months to one-year participant observation fieldwork
periots of traditiona! ethnography. Admittedly, it did not record as much detailed information
as typically obtained in ethnographic studies and therefore lacked their depth of analysis.
Furlhermore, the RRA method and tools made the extraction of data easier than traditional
methods and instruments:

« The tools bring together a range of disciplines, knowledge and informants
providing a simple framework for interaction and analysis {Grenier 1998).

« Valid and reliable questionnaire design and coding is a long process ang requires
significant skill and experience. A new questionnaire is usually drawn up for each
research lopic. The basic RRA (and also FRA) tools are simple and can be used
in a variety of studies and contexts from agriculture to education, in corporate
noardrooms and rural villages without any great change {see [IED 2000).

« The basic tools described here do not have to be pilot-tested beforehand like
guestionnaires, However, Narayan (1926} suggests that some aids to discussions
should be prepared and tested before being used in the warkshop. Grenier (1998)
describes this lack of a need to know all the guestions at the outset as
‘arogressive leaming’

« The information obtained from the use of the toois tends to be freer of researcher
hias because the tools do not generally emphasise outsider preferences and
categories.

« The tools are used during group situations rather than with individuals and the
infarmation obtained is 2 resull of consensus seeking that is verified by the
presence of others’. Unlike questionnaires and field notes the tools are visually
displayed for all to see and can in this manner be adjusied when some
respondents disagree. Howaver, we need to remember that group situations bring
complex social processes into play and are not without their own constraints
(Burkey 1998; Grenier 1998). Disagreements might be a result of power
relaticnships and rnot necessarily because of the presentation of incorrect
knowledge.

» Different tools can be simultaneously displayed to trianguiate and crosscheck

inforrmation, or to explain how information from one toal relates to that of another.

4 Note that white consensus might be desirable we also need to be aware of differences of opinion and
the reasons behind such differences.
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For example, a limelinc can explain when and why certain practices have
changed when it is contrasted with the trend fine in a trend diagram.

« The visual nature of the tools, the use of diagrams and proportions, makes them
easily understood by all, aven by iliiterate respondents. Grenier (1998) repaorts
that the visual nature facilitates mutual learning as well as aiding with the
crosschecking of the information.

» The fact that the tools immediately elicit patterns and trends means that these are
immedialely identified without having to carry out prolonged analysis.
Conseguently questions of clarity can immediately be asked, avoiding the
necessity of having to return to the village or group at a later stage.

« Tools often define the sequence of their use. For example, resource mapping
might lead to transect walks and subsequent auditing of logal {rees, soil or water
samples and the condition of these. This in turn can lead to the identification of
cropping patterns and the most suitable varieties.

Typically, in the application of RRA, & multidiscipiinary team enters a community or village
and stays in the area for about & week. The team members apply the various {ools during
their stay and the generated information is recorded. However, the information is not really
shared with the locals and is not analysed in any great depth with them. The manner in which
the information is generated does not encourage local people to be proactive and to use it for
their berelit even if copies of the tools are made and the originals are left behind. The
researchers return 1o their universities and research institutes, analyse the information they
have recorded and put it to their own uses, including project proposals, reporis, journal
articles, theses, etc. In some instances researchers might only include selected bits of
information that fit the purposes of their proposed project, in other instances they miight use
the information to make changes to their projects or they might design projects based
predominantly on the analysis of this information. The last use is the most preferable for it is
the one that is most likely to be in line with the priorities of the rural inhabitants, However, il
would be bpetter if the rural inhabitants took part in this analysis and subsequent project

identification and planning.

Rapid Rural Appraisal and social science research methodology

In the preceding discussion we have seen that RRA has originated from a number of
research methodologies, including those of the social sclences and involves a mixture of
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natural and social science techniques. Given the influence of the social sciences within the
development of RRA, we now examine how the approach fits within the three main
methodological paradigms of the social sciences: quantitative, qualitative and participatory.

RRA tends to be predominantly qualitative in method, relying heavily on qualitative
techniques and data analysis. Subsequently it tends lo generate trends, patterns and insights
rather than statistics. However, the tools also allow for the collection of some quantitative
data {(Chamhers 1994a; Barahona and Levy 2003). This is largely in the form of descriptive
statistics. These are usually coliected by means of matrices and on maps and diagrams. The
type of information generated can include population characteristics and sizes, number and
type of water sources, etc. Tools such as graphs indicate patterns, trends and proportions
rather than absolute numbers. Some practitioners have argued that there is no reason why
mini-questionnaire surveys cannot be done and use made of inferential stalistics after the
relevant guestions have been identified by means of RRA or PRA {Thomas-Slayter 1995,
Matata et al. 2001). This would necessitate the use of representative sampling procedures to
allow for the making of inferences. However, there is no reason why, where necessary, mare
quantitative data cannot be collected as part of a RRA / PRA process (Barahona and Levy
2003).

Chambers (1994a) draws our altention to the fact that RRA tools are able to produce
worinwhiie guantified data and can be used as complements to guestionnaire surveys. In the
early 1990s the National Courncil for Applied Economic Research in India (NCAER)
undertook a research project to contrast RRA / PRA tools with those of the survey
questionnaire (Chambers 1994b). The NCAER found that these tools were able to provide
valid and reliable qualitative and quantiiative data at village level. Al state level the tools were
fourd to provide good ratio estimates for many of the variables. The guestionnaire survey
sampled 120 villages while the RRA tools were only used in ten. In the reporl of this study
NCAER officials argued that it was conceivable that if the number of villages was increased
then the RRA approach would very likely provide equivalent data while using a smaller
sample of respondents in each village than required when doing a questionnaire survey
(Chambers 1994b: 1443). Other surveys using questionnaires that were carried out in Africa
and Asia aiso verified that very little conflicting or new data was collected in comparison to
the use of participatory methads using the RRA / PRA tools (see Guijt and van Veldhuizen
16968: Barahona and Levy 2003).
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The fact that RRA is a combination of qualitative and quantitative methodologies allows it to
collect a wide variety of dala, such as spatial, temporai, social and institutional, discrete and
cultural data without having to change methads and methodologies (IFAD, ANGOC and [IRR
200%). This is a time saving factor for it allows the reliable collection of a wice range of data
by means of simple and easy {o use tools. According to Chambers (1994a:1254) it also
makes “. . trade-offs between the guantity, accuracy, relevance and timeliness” of the
infarmation collected and analysed. The wide range of quantitative and qualitative data that
is generated makes the tools appealing and acceptable to natural scientists, statisticians,
social anthropologists, bureaucrats and exlension officials alike (Chambers 1994b). This
undoubtedly makes RRA / PRA tools extremely valuable for use in the multidisciplinary
teams required in agricultural research and especially when they work in an interdisciplinary
fashion.

According to Beebe (1895) RRA has three basic principles ihat strengthen its ability to collect
valid and reliable data:

« It foliows a systems approach in that the subject under study is assurmed to be
part of an integrated system”. in order to undersland the rale, function and place
within the system it is necessary ta get an ‘insider perspective’ before farmulating
hypotheses (see Grenier {1398) for a similar view when RRA is used 1o collect
information on indigenous knowledge systems).

« Triangulation or crosschecking is done on two fronts. Firstly, when information
obtained from the tools is triangulated with information from other tools and
sources, allowing for verification. Secondly, by retaining clarity about each person
or group’s tendencies towards bias (both locals and researchers), the sources of
infarmation, and the system itself. The awareness of the inherent biases in these
three areas has often not been maintained. While locals might or might not provide
all the necessary information in an unbiased manner, it is just as likely that the
extension officer of researcher, who are both intrinsically embedded in a political
system, can also provide biased information. In recent years greater emphasis has
been placed on this second front, especially with regard lo how it can affect
knowledge generation (ses Scoones and Thompson 1984).

o [lterative data collection and analysis throughout the process. As the information is

generated and recorded it is used to modify the research process by means of

® The field reality is that the studied subject is often part of a fragmented system which at Lhe outsat
appears to be neatly integrated.

10
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feedback and reflection with team members and others involved. This looping
process does nol detract from the rigorous and systematic way in which the data is
recorded but allows it the necessary flexibility to ensure that the process is in fact
effective in understanding the local context and perspective on various issues. If
done correctly this can reduce the influence of the biases noted above.

in the discussion on the origin of RRA we nated that besides being a cost-affective approach,
it was also develoned to get an “insider's perspective” on the local circumstances and to
hring about a more bottom-up approach to rural development, thereby reversing the
conventional practice of research in development (Chambers 1992; 1994a). In the previous
saction we saw that this necessilated researchers, often with their own agendas, interacting
with focals in the form of a dialogue to determine what the local issues were and how best 1o
go about identifying and implementing improvements. 1t has been argued lhat out of
necessity this implies some participation of the iocals in the research process, espedially in
terms of generating knowledge and discussing the local circumstances (Dunn 1984; Mataia
et al. 2001). While RRA is typically viewed as an extractive approach as explained previously
{Chambers 1992; 1994a; 1994b), it also seemingly involves a necessary eiement of
participation by local residents and farmers. This element of participation and the fact that
PRA subsequently developed oul of RRA makes it necessary to discuss RRA in terms of the

participatory research paradigm in the social sciences.

The participatory research paradigm in the social sciences

Within the social sciences the participatory research paradigm is relatively new, owing its
development to Action Research (AR) work done in the 1940s, which was later refined to the
development of Parlicipatory Action Research (PAR) in developing countries during the
1070s. Mouton (2001) stresses that there are a number of debates which surround
participatory research and PAR in parlicular. The understanding of what does or does not
constitule participatory research is compiex. Sometimes radically different research
approaches are termed participatory. In other cases very similar approaches are given
diffarent labels by different practitioners, thus to achieve clarity we need to attach distinctly

diffsrent iabels to distinctly different phenomena (Mouton 2001:24).

The approaches of PRA, RRA and PTD (Participatory Technology Development), as used in

agricultural development, provide us with good examples of this complexity. Within

11
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agriculture participatory research is often used lo refer to the practice of researchers and
farmers jointly developing technology. However, this can probably be more correctly
understood as the parlicipatory development of technology and go by the name of
Participatory Technolugy Development (Guijt and van Veldhuizen 1998). PTD is an
activity in which participatory methods are used to develop locally appropriate technology
and has recently become known as Participatary Innovation Development (PID) in oider to
move beyond the exclusively technical developments and to include innovations of social
group formation and marketing practices, o mention a few. According to Walers-Bayer and
van Veldhuizen {(2005: 1) it incorporates “leaming from own exparience over generations
jand aleo knowledge gained from other sources [which is] fully internalised within local ways
of thinking and doing", Participatory research is more along the lines of PRA and sometimes
RRA, although even here there is some disagreement (Guijt and van Veldhuizen 1998 and
Matata ef . 2001). Participatory research does not necessarily involve the development of
technology. It is something that is done throughout the process of interaction between the
rasearchers and the local residents. It involves the generation, recording and analysis of
social (village and resident profiles, gender analysis, siluation amalysis, etc.) and technical
data (rainfall patterns, land size and use, herd size, existing practices and ‘echnology, etc.),

which might be used to bring aboul social change, policy formulation or some other end.

In an attempt to reach clarity on what is and what is possibly not participatory research, and
to place RRA within the participatory paradigm debate we can begin by contrasting Action
Research (AR) with Pariicipatory Action Research (PAR). According to practitiongrs AR
actually implies participation and would in fact be impossible without participation, because
the research process is carried out in collaboration with those who experience a problem,
express a need or priority and at the very least it is done with their representatives (Mouton,
2001). A similar issue has been raised with regard to the use of the Rapid Rural Appraisa!
method. We may well ask, what is the requirement {hat makes the addition of “participatory”
justified to distinguish between AR and PAR?

According to its proponents, PAR not only implies greater participation but more importantly it
redefines the concept of participalion by giving researcher status to all the participants in the
pracess, both insiders and outsiders (Mouton 2001). Here participation is understood as the
co-management of the research process and the co-generation of solutions to problems and
new knowledge. The emphasis is on the co-researcher status of locals whose knowledge is
equally required for “valid scigntific sense making, as is outsiders’ technical expertise and

abstract general knowledge” (Mouton 2001: 95).

12
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Fais-Borda (1988) has argued that Action Research, as opposed to Participatory Action
Research, does not attempt to bring about social transformation but rather maintains the
political status quo in terms of the power relationships between the poor and the wealthy.
While both AR and PAR aim at gaining knowledge and taking action, added ta PAR is the
purpose of redressing inequity and redistributing power. Simply put, AR aims at social reform
while PAR aims at social transformation (Mouton 2001).

I we consider this argument within the current international debate on people's (farmers’)
participation (Chambers ef al. 1989) and people’s (farmers’) knowledge (Scoones and
Thompson 1994) and if we accept Fals-Borda's (1988) argument, then RRA is closely related
to AR and more likely to look at social reform while PRA is more closely related 1o PAR,
involving a political element and more concerned with actual social transformation (Guijt and
var Veldhuizen 1998),

Despite the implication of participation in AR there are numerous examples of non-
participatory action research in which the subjects of the research do not participate in the
research process. According to Mouton (2001) this is applied research which does not
require participation. 1t is action research in the sense that the research infarms the need for
and type of action required. The argument is that only action research processes having the
following characteristics can be given the title of PAR (Mouton 2001}

« Local people are involved in setting the research agendas;

« Local people must participate in data generation, recording and analysis;

« Local people control the use of outcomes while there is shared ownership of the
research process and the products of this process;

» The separation of the researcher and the research subject is removed — all

involved are now researchers; and
« |t is political in that it aims at social transformation and considers the question of

whose inlerests are best being served by the research process and its cutcomes.

We shall see later in our discussion that it is precisely these characteristics, inherent in PRA,
which distinguish it from RRA.

Fals-Borda (1988) stresses that a major differentiating characteristic between PAR and AR is

their respective origins in the southern and the morthern hemispheres, coupled with the fact
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that they are each predominantly practised in their respective hemispheres of origin. He
arguas that where it is practised determines whether it is PAR or AR anc therefore
participatory or not participatory. This debate is problematic in terms of RRA and FRA as
these have been continually practised and refined in both hemispheres. Given that their
arigin is probably more northern because Chambers and Conway are nartherners this might
iend credence to Fals-Borda's argument. However, the approaches and lools were
developed and evolved out of the work that they and others did in India and Kenya
(Chambers 1994b) with many southern colleagues expanding on these tools and deveioping
new ones. Therefore Fals-Borda's dislinction probably does not apply. By the mid-1990s the
use of participatory appraisals and PRA tools spread (o approximately forly countries in the
Scuth, of which most could be described as developing countries, and were refined by
southem practitioners and farmers (Chambers 1994b). At the same time the use of PRA was
spreading to the countries of the North, including the United States, Canada, Germany, the
United Kingdom, Switzerland, and Norway (Chambers 1994b; 1IED 2000). Both RRA and
PRA have been put to some of the following uses in countries in the North and South
(Chambers 1994b; IIED 2000):

s Policy research and analysis in Canada and Tanzania,

» Village or community level assessments, planning, monitoring and evaluating in
Indian rural villages and inner cities in the United Kingdom;

« Natural resource management in Scotland and India;

«  Social intervention programmes for disadvantaged groups in deprived areas of
ihe North and South;

+ Japanese urban planning; and

+ Organisational development in large multinational corporations.

Some scholars (e.g. Rahman and Brown) consider PAR as the convergence of action
research and participatory research implying that it is participatory research which leads lo
action.. Others (such as Cornwall and Jakes) propose that FAR is a type of participatory
research (Mouton 2001). To clarify he issue we need to consider the origing of participatory
research, as it is understood in the social sciences.

[t emerged as a result of the increased emphasis on participation in development activities in
the Third World during the latter part of the 1970s. Participation promised a new varsion of
development that was popuiist, bottom-up (in conirast to top-down) and free from the usual

colonial and techno-economistic constraints of the conventional approaches {Burkey 1998). It
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was aiso believed that the participation by local residents in research and development
activities would not only ensure appropriate interventions, but also iocal commitment and
thus sustainable devejopment. In the words of the former Vice-President of the International
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD):

“A meaningful rural development programme is one which not only oblains the
nolitical cormmitment of the government, but also implies the full commitment of the
rural communities concerned. Hence the importanca of a participatory anproach {o

the design and implementation of such programmes” {(Mensah 1294:2).

Brown and Tandon have characterised participatory research in the following way (Mouton
200197}

« The problem is identified in the community;

+ It Ultimately aims at the cardinal structural transformation and improvement of the
lives of the participants;

« The community participants are involved in the management and control of the
wholé process;

« |t strengthens peoples’ awareness of their own abilities and resources while
supporting their mobilisation and organisation;

+  The term researcher is applied equally to all participants, both those with and
without formal training as well as to insider and outsider, and

« The exlermal researchers are committed participants and learners i a process

that results in assertiveness rather than detachment.

We can recall that this set of characteristics includes some of those highlighted for PAR and
we shall see later that it is precisely these characteristics that are used to distinguish PRA
trom RRA, as most of these characteristics are found in PRA theory but not in RRA (see also
the debates in Chambers ef al. 1989 and Scoones and Thompson 1994).

In agriculture and rural development many variants of participatory research nave been
developed, such as PRA, Community Rased Natural Resource Management (CBRNM),
Research for Agricultural Development (RAD) and PAR (Rahman 1993), to name a few. 30
PAR could also be considered to be one of the many variants of participatory research and
Reason has argued that it is the most widely practised of these approaches (see Mouton
2001: 98). Given this, PAR and participatory research are Vikely to share many common

15



Occeasional Paper No. 21

featLres and as previously noted a comparison of their characteristics confirms this. Mouton
(2001) points out that in the development context these lwo terms are in fact used
interchangeably. However, there is justification for the use of separale terms because
participatory research can aceur in which people participate in the process without any action
being planned or actually implemented. Mouton (2001) suggests that in such a case the
research is participatory but that the term PAR can only be appiied when such a project
avolves through action developed, planned and implemented by the researchers and the
participants. Here the crux is that the project must evolve into action with the continual
involvement of the participants in the project activities. This is something which proponents of
Partcipatory Rural Appraisal claim it does and that distinguishes it from Rapid Rural
Appraisal (Guijt and van Veldhuizen 1998).

Apart from the distinction of the need for action, PAR can also be understood as a type of
participatory research in which the type or level of participation is distinguished. This is 10 say
that research processes or activilies that are currently termed participatory research actually
involve different levels of participation. Mouton (2001: 99) identifies four types of
participation.

1. Contractual - Local people are contracted into projects and take part in the
investigations and experiments that have been designed by researchers.

2. Consultative - The researchers ask people for their apinions and consult them
prior to designing and implementing interventions.

3. Collaborative — The researchers and the locais work together on projects
designed, initiated and managed by researchers.

4. Collegiate — Local people and researchers work logether as colleagues, offering
diverse skills, in a process of mutual learning in which the locals have control over

the process.

When considering these four lypes of participation, PAR might be defined as a variatiori of
participatory research that aims towards a more collegiate and collaborative research
orocess coupled with the need for action. Other schoiars, particularly those involved in
agricultural development, argue that the issue of participation is not clear and that one needs

to distinguish between the concepts of participation and participatory (Mikkelsen 1985).
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The issue of different types of participation

During recent years both the concepts of ‘participation’ and ‘participatory’ have become
buzz-words in agricultural and rural development circles to the extent that they are often
misused and abused as token lip-service in the attempt to obtaih credibility and funding for
projects. Given the frequency of these misstatements there is a need to analyse current
understandings of participation. According to Mikkelsen (1995), participation is defined as the
voluntary involvement of people in interventions, but without their taking part in the decision-
making. While some might rightfully object to this being termed participation, because the
local people are merely present, it is considered important to this discussion. All too often we
have heard development workers, researchers and agricultural officials talk about the
participation of focal farmers / villagers in their projects or research activities when in fact all
that is taking place is that locals are present, are observing the outsiders and provide
specific, but limited, information when asked, In such instances the term participation is
tagged to an activity in an attempt to give it credibility, although participation is not realiy
taking place. In light of similar practices, four types of participation are usually identified in
agricultural development (Matata ef al. 2001:79).

1. Passive participation — most decisions are made by the project staff who in turm
tell the lacal people what to do. This is mostly one-way communication betwaen
the project staif and the locals. This is a version of contractual participation
identified in the previous section by Mouton (2001);

2. Aclive participation — the local people interact with the project staff and two-way
communication accurs, This is possibly a mixture of consultative and collaborative
participation descrived in the previous section; and

3. Participation by subscription — local people are allowed to subscribe to the project.
In return they will receive some benefits from the project. In a sense this is
contractual participation in that in return for community action the project will
reciprocate;

A, Participation bascd on locally expressed needs — planned activities respond to
iocally expressed needs but the locals do not necessarily take part in designing
and implementing the project although it is definitely demand driven. | see this as
being similar to consultative participation.

Nope of these four types consider the idea of researchers and locals working fogether as

colleagues who are involved in a mutual learning process in which the locals have control.
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Consequently, within the discussion of action research and RRA these four types of
participation can essentially be considered to bring sbout social reform but not social
transformation, as suggested by PAR and PRA.

Mikkalsen (1995} distinguishes the concept of participatory from levels of participation in that
for him the former concept implies that local people make decisions over their own lives.
According to him they participate in all stages of the project from conceptualisation, design,
implementation and evaluation and make Mmost of the decisions regarding the process.
Autonomy lies with them and this type of process often results in empowermeant and self-
mobilisation — everybody having the righl and capacity lo make decisions concerning their
awn lives. In a sense their participation is so complete that it transforms them and
subseguently the status quo. In the grammatical sense participatory is an adjective while
participatior: is a noun. In our discussion so far participation has always been preceded by an
adjective to indicate the type or degree of participation. However, Mikkelser is using the
concept of participatory to refer to the highest level of participation in a research process, {o
distinguish it from other levels of participation. He therefore seems to apply the iabet of
participatory research only to a process that includes the characteristics identified by Brown
and Tandon {Moutan 2001). Following from this, we suggest thal there is in fact a fifth type of
participation that can be added to the list of Matata e! al. (2001}, full or complele participation
which embraces the characteristics that Mikkelsen considers to be embodied in the concept
of participatory — it is participation that is empowering, leading to self-mobilisation and
transformation. It also needs to be added after the term collegiate to the list pravided by
Mouton (2001:99) as collegiate does not suggest the idea of empowerment and
transformation, only that of collaboration and co-ownership.

Pretty {1996: 7.8) identifies seven types of participation {see Table 2) that range from
manipulative and passive participation to self-mobilisation where people are predominantly
independent of externai institutions and make maost of the key decisions, While he does not
distinguish between participation and participatory his argument is that participation can be

understaod along a continuurn from no participation to seff-autonomy.
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Table 2

A Typology of Participation: how lacal people participate in deveiopment projects

Type “Charactenistics of Each Type

1. Manipulalive Participation Participation 15 simply a pretence, with ‘peopia's’ representalives on official boards Bul

who gre uneleclad and nave PO POWCT.

2. Passive Participalion Frople paritipate by being 10ld what Nas been decided of has already happened, It
invaives unilateral announcerneants by an admiristiation or project roanagement without
lislening 1o people's rasponses. The information being shared belongs only o externai

professicnals.

3. Participation by Consuiiation _:".':f:zsplrs partcipate by baing consullad ar by answering apeations, External agents deting
prehiens and infermation gathering procasses. and s contrel analysis, Such a
consultative procoss does nat concede any share in decision making. and profossionals

aro under no obligation to take on board peaple’s views.

4, Parficipaﬁon for material incentives ' Feoople participats by c:ontrib'ﬁ;é fOSOUNCes, for xample lakour, in return for food, ¢rsh
or other material incentives. Farmers may provide the ficlds and the lahour, but are

imvolved in noither expatimentation nor the process of laarning. It is very comman o see
this cailed participation, yat people have no stake in prolonging technalogles or practices

when the incantives end,

5 Funcrional Participation Pariitipation seen by exicmal agencies as a means o achicve project guals, capeciAlly
reduged costs. People may participate by forming grouns to meet predetarmined

objectives relatcd to the project. Such involverment may be interaclive and involve shared
dacision making, bul tends to arise enly after major docisions have alrwady been made by

external agents. At worst, local people may still only be co-opted to serve external goals.

8. Interactuve Farticipation People participate in joint analysis, development of action plans and formation of
strengihening of local institutions, Parliclpation s seen as right, not just tho means o
achieve projoct goals, Tha process invelves interdisciplinary methodologies that seak
muitiple perspectives and make use of tho systemic and structured learring process, AS
groups take control over local decisions and determine how availahble resources are used,

so they have a stake i maintaining structures or practices.

7. Sell-mobilisation Peaple participate by taking initatives independently of external institutions lo change
systers, Thay develop contacts with externa! institutions for resaurces and technical
advice they need, but retain control over how rasouUrces are usced. Self-mabilisation can

spread if governments and NGOs provida an enabling framework of support. Such solf-

initlatnd mebilisation may or may not challenge existing distibutions of wealth and power.

Sourca: Prelly 1996:7: 8

Matata et af. (2001) and Mouton (2001} presented a similar understanding of participation
although not as extensive. However, Mikkelsen (1995), who seems to be a punist, only labeis
those practices thal ensure seff-mobilisation and transformation as participatory, thereby
discounting other types or levels of parlicipation as not actually being elements of
participatory research in the development cantext®, However, while informative to our

discussion, Mikkelsen's use of the term participatory is grammatically confusing and | opt 10

& pction Research is maost closely linked to research as an extractive process, with the purpose of
generating knowledge. RRA and PRA are more closely linked to development activities and are thus
development focused, with the purpose of assisting the design and implamentation of development
projects in order 1o bring about social reform and possibly social transformation.
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go with the idea of different levels or types of participation within participatory research rather
than using an adjective o conceptualise what is generally considered to be the highest and
mosl desirabie level of participation. Rahnema (1992) suggests that participation in the form
of Pretty's types one to four is unlikely to have any long lasting positive effect on local
people’s circumstances, while Hart (1992) argues that these first four types should in fact be
considered types of non-participation because manipulation is often used. At this point the
debaie could probably continue but given that there is general agreement on the existence of
various levels of partictpation and action, | argue for the accepiance of Frelly’s notion of a
continuum of participatory research as it is the most encompassing. If we do this then we are
justified in putting RRA and PRA on a continuum of research approaches to ensuring
participation and empowerment, with the understanding that while RRA does not ensure
ampowerment and self-mobilisation, PRA {and subsequently PLA) developed out of it to
ensure that this can occur (Chambers el al. 1989: Mascarenhas 1990a; Matata et al. 2007,
HED 2002). RRA is then understood as a type of participatory research just as AR, PAR and
PRA can be so understood.

The desire for increased participation and the emergence of Participatory Rural
Appraisal (PRA}

Al the same time that RRA was developing on the African and Asian continents in the 1970s,
participatory research and participatory action research were developing in Latin America.
While some have argued that RRA is participatory and falls within the participatory research
paradigm and is the same as PRA (Dunn 1994; Matata et al. 2001), athers might argue thal
this is not the case and it is rather PRA that is more likely to fall within the participatary action
research paradigm (Mikkalsen 1985) while RRA is not. Our preceding discussion identified a
number of characteristics of participatory research, many of which are not evident in RRA but
we shall now see that mosl are evident in PRA, at least in theory. This will strengthen the
comtention that RRA and PRA should be seen as different points along a participatory

research continuum.

The development and use of RRA was able to elicit a range of quality infarmation and
insights that had previously been unobtainable with traditional research methods. However,
its essentially extractive nature and the limiled participation it encouraged with the local
residents led to dissatisfaction with the Rapid Rural Appraisal approach during the later part
of the 1980s, resulting in the development of the Participatory Rural Appraisal, which
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increased the number of techniques used and encouraged increased participation
(Chambers ef al. 1989; Chambers 1992; Chambers 1994a). This approach not only entails
shared knowledge but also shared analysis, creativity and commitment to the process. It is
the evolution and application of simple, structured interactive techniques based on game
theory and social science research methods, which are able to produce reliable information
through means of dialogue and group work (Shepherd 1998:200). Since the late 1980s until
the present an increasing emphasis has been placed on the participation of the beneficiaries
of agricultural development interventions. their empowerment and subsequent seif-
mobilisation. It is argued that riot only must conventional agricultural research and extension
ne aware of local circumstances and work with local knowledge to improve these, but they
mus! do so in such a way that local people participate in the entire process and develop extra
skills that empower them to act on their environment. As Grenier (1998) explains, the rural
inhabitants must become the main investigators, analysts and applicators. It is argued that
this type of integration will lead 1o sustainable development {Chambers 1994a; Pretty 1996,
Shepherd 1998). PRA emerged from RRA as a result of wanting to ensure sustainable
development by means of increased awareness and self-mobilisation thal would result in

social transformation, rather than simple social reform.

One could argue thal RRA and PRA are essentially similar methods (Dunn 1994; Matata et
al. 2001), sharing much in common because the latter grew out of the former and that they
genarally have access to and make use of the same tools (Davis Case ef al 1920). However,
thera are some very important differences between the two approaches i.e. the way in which
the ‘ools are used and the emphasis that is placed on certain tools:

1 PRA is based on he same research traditions as RRA but includes an emphasis
on participatory action research (PAR) following the work of Paulo Freire and Fals
Borda in which empowerment and social transformation are emphasised.
Shepherd (1098) distinguishes belween a set of techniques (RRA) and a set of
techniques wrapped up in a participatory approach (PRA). Howevear, even when
PRA activities are used. there seems little evidence to support that empowerment
and social transformation have occurred and as | paint out later this is often due
to the manner in which PRAs are canducted.

2. The process of information gathering in RRA iz such that the information is
axtracted, analysed and owned by outsiders while in PRA the emphasis is placed
on the insiders and outsiders joinlly producing, analysing, sharing and owning the

produced knowledge as part of a process of their mutuai empowerment. All
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o

7.

relevant information and reports possessed by the outsiders are shared with the
locals (Chambers 1992). While this is the theory, it is not always the case in
practice due to constraints such as timing, duration of research activities and
betiefs of project leaders (Hart 2004).

With PRA insiders ultimatety own and control the knowledge that they generate.
Chambers (1994a, 1994b) cites examples and gives references lo examples in
which insiders have owned the information and used il to their own purposes and
benefit (see Ashby et al. 1997 for an example of this ocourring In participatory
technology development). In other methods, including many uses of RRA, the
generated knowledge is recorded and removed for further anaiysis but in PRA the
recorded information is supposed to be analysed with the locals. The records of
original information and analysis tend to be left behind or copies are given 1o the
locals. Locals can now act an this information as and when they please (Narayan
1996: Grenier 1998; IFAD, ANGOC & HIRR 2001). A review of the PRA literature
suggesls that if this is not done then the process is not participatary and is not
PRA but rather RRA, despite it often being given the name PRA.

In PRA the outsiders act largely as facilitators and only conlribute their specialist
knowledge once the issues have been identified and discussed by the local
people. Qutsiders are another source of information and not necessarily the
dominant source or the controllers of information. In practice this is largely
dependent on the strength of the facilitator and his/her ability to manage the
outsider group and lo create the opportunity and space for insiders to have their
say. This person aiso needs to ensure that insiders are providing the correct
information.

in RRA the approach aims for consensus or general agreement with the issues
put forward at workshops while in PRA negotiation, trade-off and difference are
highlighted. However, these aims are nol necessarily achieved in practice.

PRA includes in its repertoire a number of tools that encourage local people o
express themselves in various ways, including role-playing angd mini-dramas
(Narayan 1996). These are not found in earlier RRA activities and are often only
used in thase PRAs of long duration.

RRA was initially a once-off investigation at the beginning of a project or to
identify a possible project. The use of PRA has been similar but the tools and
processes are usually used throughout the project lifespan making it a continuQus
orocess of participalory knowledge generation, reflection and action (Guijt and

van Veldhuizen 1998). If this is not done then PRA essentially loses its
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narticipatory characteristics, to follow Mikkelsen (1995) and reveris back to RRA
(Chambers et al. 1989).

The fundamental differences seem lo be in the way in which the tools are used, i.e. in the
approach. PRA stresses complete or meaningful participation that is associated with
interdependency leading to empowerment and self-mobilisation while RRA does not stress
these criteria. Carnwall et al. (1994:109) acknowledge that both approaches are vatuable for
they “offcr o creative approach to information sharing and a challenge to nrevailing biases
and preconceptions about rural peoples’ knowledge." However, they caulion against the
common lrap of applying the tools mechanistically and warn that the application of PRA is
often not participatory in the true sense but rather a term applied to short-cut research (ibid.}
such as RRA to give it credibility. This is a concern emphasised by Chambers (1894a) and
Grenier (1998). It is therefore likely that PRA can become more like RRAif it is nat applied as
intended — to ensure full participation in order to bring about empowerment, seif-mobilisation
and social transformation. The inherent difficulty in these approaches, which detracts from
their intentions, is the fact that both RRA and PRA (and of course other participatary
approaches linked to PLA) often have the characteristics of being short-term, outsider-

induced and often an inflexible workshap format.

Matata et al. (2001) point out that the main difference betwean PRA and RRA is theoretical
and argue that in the practical application of the methods the theorelical extremes are
unfounded because in application both approaches exhibit elements of extraction, outside
faciitation and are able to contribute to capacity building and empowerment of ail involved.
They suggest that in practice both approaches reach a middle ground in which outsiders can
initiate or facilitate the process, but subsequently, the local people take greater control as the
nrocess develops and knowledge is shared. The implication is that neither process can claim
to be exclusively participatory as siressed by Mikkelsen (1995). Rather il is up to the people
who partake in the process and the manner in which the process unfolds, or is allowed to
unfold, that determines the level of participation and the strength of the parlicipatory
outcomes of the process, i.e. empowerment, seif mobilisation and social transformation. We
should remember that participatory research is equally exposed to gatekeepers, opposition
and bias as qualilative and gquantitative research. The ntention, on the part of the researcher,
who opts to use a participatory methodology. should therefore be to strive to ensure that
such a process is allowed to be participatory to the extent that it encourages participation, is
empowering and leads 1o self-mobilisation, while simultaneously gathering and analysing

data. It should also contrel for biases and undue influences of extraneous variables where
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possibie. Chambers (1994a) draws the distinction between RRA and PRA in that the former
is akout getling more relevant and retiable research data, while the latler includes rethinking
the communication between the development agents and the local pgople during the data
collection process. To this end a team of PRA researchers should include at least one
perscn whose role is to observe and document the process as it unfolds, paying specific
attention to the interaction amongsl the actors and the inherent power dynamics — this
activity would be participant observation as opposed to participatory research (Mosse 2001},

PRA not only collects data by means of visual diagrams but should also be conducted so that
the process encourages groups of local residents to refiect on their knowledge of local
circumstances in ways that lead to locally driven action and change. One of the important
effects of their participation in the PRA process and the use of the tools by local people s
that they should be able to make use of a scientific research method that includes both
qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis. By virtue of their participation in the
process local capacity is increased, allowing them to understand the tdbls and their use, and
their self-esteem is raised. They are able to use a scientific research method that was
previously alien to them, for their own purposes. Whether or not they do so depends on
themn, the attitude of the researchers and ullimately on the entire process of the PRA.
Narayan (1996) points out that PRA is about capacity building and that this requires much
more than the exposure of parlicipants to a set of parficipatory research lechniques and their
inclusion in the research process, which is what normally transpires in the typical RRA

provess:

“ICapacity building] is the result of a sustained process involving new experiences,
reflection, analysis, exploration, decision making, acting and evaluation. At some
point in this process, the researcher's role must give way to the facilitator's role and
the numan development objective must override the mere extractive data-gathering
objective” (1996:142),

In instances where local people use the PRA approach regularly they can become skilled
proponents in this approach, to the extent that they educate scientists and other
professionals in its theory and use (Chambers 1994a and 1994b: Mascarenhas 1980a=-q).
Such a result would be unlikely in a RRA process because the locals would not be
encouraged to use the tools and the manner in which the process is carried out would
prevent them from getting any real experience in the tools. We shall now see how this is
often the case when PRA processes aré implemented.
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Constraints regarding participatory methods and especially PRA

In the previous sections | discussed the normative view of participatory research, in particutar
RRA and PRA. while occasionally alluding to a number of concerns oves the use and
sffectiveness of such methods. Because development agents in South Africa increasingly
mention the use of PRA in resgarch roports and funding proposals, we now turn to the
constraints inherent in the application of this method. The purpose is not to discredit the
method but fo make practitioners aware of the obstacles and biases invelved in the
appiication of PRA so that the effects of these can be reduced.

Typical training in PRA is about five days. Consequently, my experiences, and that of others,
are that the implemented PRAs are rapid research events of the same or lesser duration
(Harl 2004; Mosse 2001). Donaors, who want people's participation, but are unwilling 1o
supply sufficient resources for this to transpire, further restrict the levels of meaningiul
participation that can occur (Hart 2004). During these subsequent rapid probes small teams
of researchers guide local people through a series of structured group exercises followed by
interviews. In most cases only lhe basic tools such as Seasonal Calendars, Timelines, Venn
Diagrams, Transects, Maps and Trend Lines, to name a few, are used. After this short period
the information is ustally analysed back at the agency and projects are planned, or the data
is used for other purposes such as reports and publications. Similarly there is a tendency to
carry out a short PRA at the beginning of a project for diagnostic purposes and then never io
repeat the process during the course of the project. In essence a very low level of
participation occurs with an even lower leve! of capacity building and empowerment being
encouraged, if at all. Such activities should be termed RRAs rather than PRAs in order to
illustrate what is actually transpiring.

In recent years it has been argued and is now a recognised fact thal women face constraints
to participating in development activities, including PRA workshops (Hart 2004; Mosse 2001).
This is mostly due to their social marginaiisation in many communities and the fact that
heavy domestic and economic demands are placed on their time, constraining their ability
and availability to participate. Therefore, it is vital to work with women in smaller groups at
places and times that suit them. However, the typical shortness of a PRA and the abilities
and resources available to the PRA team might well prevent this frorm happening (Hart 2004).

In PRA settings where wemen and men are present, il is unlikely that women will articulate
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concerns and requirements that differ from socially accepted gender roles (Mosse 2001).
Their story is being missed or at least underplayed.

Participatory research and especially PRAs occur within a specific social context, thereby
producing a distinctive type of information (Mosse 2001). The PRA exercises are highly
visible in that participants work with a large group of peers, in the presence of local and
axternal figures of authorily including headmen, village elders, councillors, extensionists and
researchers. The outsiders are often viewed as resource-bearers to whom the ‘correct
image has to be conveyed. According to Mosse (2001: 169) this extremely public nature of
the research activities has a profound effect *...on who participates, what is said (or drawn),
and what is not said (or not drawn).” Such public situations make it difficutt for peopie to
depart from socially acceptable norms of discussion or behaviour. They are bound in a
micropolitics of consensus which, rather than revealing social relations actually obhscures
them. This will directly influence and effect their contributions to the process, To some
degree then PRAs actually confirm and reinforce local and external dichotomies of ‘us and
therr’. Therefore the PRA workshop is not necessarily the egalitarian platform it is often
purported {o provide,

In a similar vein the way in which local people represent their situation in the form of needs
(often representing ‘wants’ and 'nice to have'), circumstances and involvement in projects are
often products of lacal social dynamics, which are in turn a conseguence of existing social
relationships and networks. The dominance of men over women or elders over youins tends
{0 hide the divergent interests and opinians of the non-dominant groups. Consequently, the
views of the local elite or dominant groups tend to be most forthcoming and are heard by
outsiders. This can especially be the case in circumstances in which these groups or
individuals and their supporiers have facilitated the researchers’ access to the research site
(Mosse 2001). Qften they organise the workshops, provide the venues and invite the
parlicipants, thereby controlling the situation (Hart 2004, Mosse 2001). The longer the
research team is in the area and the greater reflection members give to the process, the
greater likelihood they have of recognising and controlling these influences. The significance
of social dynamics influencing people’s willingness to get invatved in PRAs and development

projects should not be underestimated or overlooked. An example is provided in Box 1.

Box 1 Ulterior motives for local project suppaort
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orojects in the Eastern Cape, South Africa (Hart et al. 2003). The orchards had been started
a few years previously by a local NGO with some input from the jocal extension service. In
the one project the land was waterlogged and in the other it was severely eroded in places,
In most cases the soil and the roolstocks were incompatible for successful peach production.
The second orchard project was repeatedly struck by hailstorms, which wiped out most of the
crop during the previous two seasons. Despite this, the villagers involved in the assessment
were adamant that the project should continue. After some clever loca! political manoauvring
. they got the NGO and the extension services to officially launch the project despite the lack
of any previcus harvest and the strong likelinood, according to tachnical experts, (hat there
never would be a harvest of any significant quality or quantity. At the official launch of the
project in 2003 a number of local councillors and provincial minisiers were present. The road
to the village was alimost impassable in anything but & four-wheel drive vehicle or one with
significant ground clearance. Consequently, the dignitaries had to enter the village and the
project site on foot, scrambling over rocks and down small gullies. At the launch ceremony
ore of the ministers promised that the road would be repaired. Within six months the road
was repaired and tarred. People now had access 1o taxi services and therefore easier access

to naighbouring towns. ﬁ‘articipating in and ‘clinging’ on to the project was the villagers'

unified means of ensuring thal they got the road that they wanted.

I mentioned previously that PRA and participatory research are often invoked to give
legitimacy to projects or proposed projects and to obtain funding. While local power relations
may well shape livelihood needs they are also shaped by the preconceptions, assumptions
and self-interests of development professionals, agencies and their projects which promote
these needs (Hart 2004). Short, structured PRAs whereby researchers arrive with a specific
set of tools that instead of serving a research need become a framework for research
inevitably restrict the information generalion process so that it reflects what the project might
be abie to deliver without considering other preferable options, Simiiarty, the team may also
misrepresent the summaries, anaiysis and reporting of the information so onty that which
exclusively fits in with the project requirements is reported. In a nutshell the issue is one of
“whose reality counts?” As Mosse (1994: 517) points out:

“ in PRA outsiders determine the ‘ground rules’. Consciously or unconssiously,

project workers impose ideas of ralevance’ and determine what is accepled as

knowiedge.”
Some researchers have suggested that such practices make participation nothing more than

a naw tyranny in the development sector (Cooke and Kathari 2001},
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Despite its close links to the social sciences, participatory research seems {0 have been
more successiul in areas where there is a need to generate agro-ecological information and
similar topics (Mosse 2001). However, experience informs us that in the current rapid and
diagnostic forms PRAs are inadequate in generating any analysis of social relationships.
Ever the Venn diagrams do not really illustrate community level patterns of dominance or
dependence, factions and conflicts and even spheres of influence. As Mosse (2001)
emphasises, such social information is indispensable to project fieldworkers. In order to
achieve this significant understanding of social relations & parallel process of participant
observation and a more ethnographic focus is called for to complement the FRA process,
This process should consider various internal and external spheres of influence. Such an
activity is process monitoring and documentation, which focuses on the processes of project
delivery, intervention and the interaction of all actors, including the project staff (Mosse
1008a, 1998b, 2001). It is a continual and reflective process during the course of the project.

Despite the current hype around PRAs they sufier a number of significant constraints, These
are largely related to issues of power. At the local level the public nature of PRAs often
obecures the voices of the local marginalised groups such as women and youth, and those
whose aliegiance might be to a less dominant local faction. Because of the reverence often
bestowad on outsiders. who are often betler educated and the bearers of resources, they are
often told what local people think they want to hear, thereby obscuring the true situation.
Simiiarly, the interesis of the outsiders often shape the information generated during PRAs
and in instances only certain ‘suitable’ information is acted upon. Beyond the dimension of
power and politics the PRAs have another serious constraint. The PRA tools and exercises
actually prevent certain types of knowledge, specifically those relating to local social
relationships and the various spheres of influence, from being generated and recorded. To
achieve this a complementary process of observation and reflection is required.

Conciusion

This ovarview of the development of participatory research in both the academic and applied
social and natural sciences stresses that the core principle is the degree of participation of
the respondent in the process. The discussion indicated that participation means many
different things to different people. RRA and PRA are only two of a number of methods in the
participatory research paradigm. This paradigm has developed a set of research methads
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that can be located on a continuum from no participation to complete participation. Those
closer to the latter end of the continuum not only foster the participation of the beneficiaries
of the research but simultaneously promote their empowerment. The participatory research
process is not only a research process but also & social, political and cultural process. The
political process is indicated by the power sharing between researcher and subject, the
reversal of historical roles and the ultimate process of social transformation. While borrowing
from the two traditional methodological paradigms (the guantitative and qualitative
paradigms) it i the political element of wanting to invoke change that distinguishes

participatory research from these two methodologies.

To simplify the distinction between PRA and RRA we can consider them to exist not only on
a participatory research continuum but also on an empowerment conlinuum. | would suggest
that RRA would lie closer lo the centre while PRA would lie very close to that end
emphasising empowarment and transformation of the status quo. In terms of Pretty's (1996)
typalogy RRA woulld probably be situated between types 3: Participation by Gonsultation and
5. Functional Participation, while PRA would be type 7: Self-mobilisation.

The techniques and principles of rapid and participalory appraisals have allowead numerous
people to empower themselves by understanding and applying the approaches to improve
iheir own circumstances. The success of this is evidenced by the many instances where they
are used and the fact that PRA practitionars in the South have improved and adapted the
technigues, and have trained many scientists in the North (see Chambers 1994a and 1994b,
and Narayan 1996 for examples). The growing accepiance and application of RRA, and
more importantly that of PRA in recent years, is an indicator of its worth, its recognition and
increased acceptability within the international scientific community involved in human
development, and the numerous situations in which it can and is used. With regard to the
preference of using RRA or PRA, we have seen that Grenier (1998) suggests that RRA
technigues can be used to obtain an intimate knowledge of the local area in a short period of
time. She posits that the newer PRA tools can then be used lo move towards empowerment
and seif-maobilisation of the local residents. She notes that the use of participatory methods
does not guarantee participation and empowerment as we have discussed these here; the
approach used and the facilitation and communication skills of the users are important (see
Chambers ef al. 1989 and Scoones and Thompson 1994 for similar arguments). Mosse
1094, 1998a, 2001) and others (Nelson and Wright 1997; Cooke and Kathari 2001, Hart
2004) have drawn our attention to the serious issues of power and dominance that underlie

participatory research and the usefulness of lhe technigues in unscrambling social relations
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and spheres of influence. RRA, PRA and other participatory approaches make no claim to
being perfect nor do they profess to be free of extrangous variables but then which methods
within the social and natural sciences can make such a claim?
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