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Summary. — Much of the spread of participatory rural appraisal (PRA) as an emerging family of
approaches and methods has been lateral, South-South, through experiential leaming and changes in
behavior, with different local applications. Rapid spread has made quality assurance a concem, with
dangers from “instant fashion™, rushing, formalism and ruts. Promising potentials include farmers' own
farming systems research, altematives to questionnaire surveys, monitoring, evaluation and lateral
spread by local people, empowerment of the poorer and weaker, and policy review. Changes in personal
behavior and attitudes, and in organizational cultures, are implied. PRA parallels and resonates with par-
adigm shifts in the social and natural sciences, business management, and development thinking, sup-
porting decentralization, local diversity, and personal responsibility.

1. INTRODUCTION

The term Pamicipatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)
(Mascarenhas et al., 1991) is being used to describe a
growing family of approaches and methods to enable
local peoplc to share, enhance and analyze their
knowledge of life and conditions, to plan and to act.
PRA flows from and owes much to the traditions and
methods of participatory rescarch (e.g., Freire, 1968),
applied anthropology, and field research on farming
systems (Gilbert, Norman and Winch, 1980; Shaner,
Philipp and Schmehl, 1982), and has evolved most
directly from a synthesis of agroecosystem analysis
(Gypmantasiri et al., 1980; Conway, 1985, 1986,
1987) and rapid rural appraisal (RRA) (Agricultural
Administration, 1981; Longhurst, 1981; KKU, 1987).

PRA shares some of its principles with RRA:
direct learning from local people, offsetting biases,
optimizing tradeoffs, triangulating, and seeking diver-
sity. To these it adds its own principles which concern
the behavior of outsiders: facilitating analysis by local
people; practicing critical self-awareness and respon-
sibility; and sharing. RRA and PRA are compared in
Table 1. A major contrast is that in RRA information
is more elicited and extracted by outsiders, while in
PRA it is more owned and shared by local people.

Some of the more developed and tested methods of
PRA are participatory mapping and modeling, tran-
sect walks, matrix scoring, well-being grouping and
ranking, institutional diagramming, seasonal calen-
dars, trend and change analysis, and analytica) dia-
gramming, all undertaken by local people. Modes of
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investigation, sharing and analysis are open-ended,
and often visual, by groups of people, and through
comparisons. Among many applications {RRA Notes
passim) PRA has been used in natural resources man-
agement (soil and water conservation, forestry, fish-
erics, wildlife, community planning, etc.), programs
for women and the poor, agriculture, health and food
secunty.

PRA has evolved and spread from beginnings in
Ethiopia, India, Kenya, Sudan and elsewhere, and in
early 1994 is known to be being quite widely practiced
in parts of Bangladesh, Botswana, Ethiopia, franco-
phone West Africa, India, Indonesia, Kenya, Nepal,
Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Sudan,
Uganda, Vietnam, and Zimbabwe, while starts have
been made in at least a score of other countries in Latin
America, Africa and Asia. Hurdreds of nongovemn-
ment organizations (NGOs) have adopted PRA and
developed applicgtions, as have a number of govern-
ment departments. The use of PRA methods is being
increasingly explored by students and faculty in uni-
versities for research, and by training institutes for
fieldwork. Spread appears 10 be accelerating.

This article reviews practical and theoretica) ques-
tions raised as this spread occurs both internationally,
within countrics and within organizations. While this

*This paper is the third in a three-pant series examining
participatory rural appraisal. The first and second papers
appeared in the July and September 1994 issues, respec-
tively.

tFinal revision accepted: February 23, 1994.
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Table 1. RRA and PRA compared

RRA PRA
Period of major development Late 1970s, 1980s Late 1980s, 1990s
Major innovators based in Universitics NGOs
Main users Aid agencies NGOs
Universities Govemment field organizations

Key resource earlier overlooked

Local people’s knowledge

Local people’s capabilities

Main innovation Methods Behavior

Predominant mode Extractive-elicitive Facilitating-participatory

Ideal objectives Leaming by outsiders Empowerment of local people

Outcomes sought Useful information, reports, plans, projects  Sustainable local action and institutions
—y

may be timely, it has also to be tentative and to rely on
the writer’s personal experience and judgement. PRA
approaches and methods will be examined in terms of
how they have spread, quality assurance, dangers,
potentials and strategics, and finally paradigmatic sig-
nificance.

2. HOW PRA HAS SPREAD

The way PRA has spread can be analyzed in terms
of three basic components and in terms of modes and
media.

(a) Spread stressing basic components of PRA

The three basic components of PRA (Mascarenhas
et al., 1991, p. 35a) have been identified as methods,
behavior and attitudes, and sharing. Their significance
has been recognized and stressed in that sequence.

The first basic to be recognized was participatory
methods to facilitate analysis by rural pcople. Some
methods were adaptations of those already widely
used in RRA, such as semi-structured interviewing
and focus groups. Others such as participatory map-
ping and matrix scoring were new: local people now
did what before outsiders had done, and had often
believed that only. they could do.

In RRA and initially in PRA, training stressed the
correct performance of the methods. Manuals, guides
and sourcebooks (e.g., McCracken, Pretty and
Conway, 1988, PID and NES, 1989, Gueye and
Freudenberger, 1990, 1991; Theis and Grady, 1991;
Campbell and Gill, 1991) covered approaches from a
more extractive-clicitive RRA style to a more partici-
patory-empowering PRA style. They also varied in
the degree of formality or flexibility implied, from a
sct stepwise sequence specialized for the preparation
of a Village Resource Management Plan (PID and
NES, 1991) to the open-cended listing of a menu with
commentary (Campbell and Gill, 1991).

Methods have provided a professionally accept-
able point of entry for the spread of PRA. PRA meth-

?

ods which generate figures, matrices and tables can be
immediately attractive. Meams er al. (1992) found in
Mongolia that wealth ranking was useful in this con-
text as part of a “hidden agenda™ by giving “every
appearance of being the kind of ‘hard’ statistical
method that Mongolian researchers and bureaucrats,
like their counterparts in many parts of the world, have
been professionally socialised to usc and expect” (p.
37). Similarly, matrix scoring for varieties of a crop
provides not only fascinating and useful information
and insights (sec c.g., The Women of Sangams,
Pastapur and Pimbent, 1991; Drinkwater, 1993) but
also good-looking tables with figures. Sciéntists and
others, can be so impressed by farmers’ criteria,
judgements and abilitics as demonstrated in matrix
scoring that they go on from this method to others, and
progressively become more participatory in their
approach.

Increasingly in PRA, a sccond basic came to be
seen as the behavior and attitudes of outsiders. For
local people confidently and capably to express their
own knowledge, to conduct their own analysis, and to
assert their own priorities, outsiders had to step off
their pedestals, sit down, “hand over the stick,” and
listen and learn. Such behavior conflicts with much
normal professional conditioning and self-esteem. In
the field, most outsiders find it difficult to keep quiet,
to avoid interrupting, to abstain from criticism, to
refrain from putting forward their own ideas. In line
with this recognition, field experience training came
to stress changes in how outsiders behave. Kumar
(1991), a leading trainer in the Indian Government
service, placed his main emphasis on behavior and
attitudes. He made the counterintuitive discovery that
outsiders with less briefing about the methods were
more successful as facilitators than those who were
more fully briefed. To tackle the problem of behavior
in the field, Anil Shah, of the Aga Khan Rural Support
Programme (India) invented “shoulder tapping”
(Shah, 1991) as a corrective. This is a contract
between outsiders to tap the shoulder of any colleague
who criticizes, asks a leading question, or puts for-
ward his or her own ideas.

The most powerful and immediate change in
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behavior and attitudes has been through DIY (do-it-
yourself). This entails requesting local people to be
teachers, while the outsiders are swdents who are
taught 10 do a loca! task such as winnowing grain,
mudding a wall, thatching, spreading manure, weed-
ing, transplanting, washing clothes, cooking, or fetch-
ing wood or water. In a refinement developed by
Kamal Kar in India, the outsiders are videoed with
subsequent viewing and discussion of a playback both
10 them and to villagers. The impact can be strong,
both personally for outsiders, and in establishing rap-
port between outsiders and villagers.

These shifts of emphasis have found expression in
the content and style of training (Table 2). Didactic
training has taken longer, and has been mainly in the
classroom; experiential learning has taken less time,
and has been mainly in the field, and especially stay-
ing or camping in villages. As behavior and attitudes
have come to be recognized as crucial, so field experi-
cntial leaming has become more prominent.

The third basic in the philosophy and practice of
PRA came to be recognized as sharing. For practition-
ers and trainers this has become increasingly a con-
scious strategy and mode of spread. It has two dimen®
sions: sharing knowledge and sharing experience.

Sharing knowledge takes three main forms:

— Local people share knowledge among them-

selves, especially through analysis in groups and

visual presentations.

— Local people share that knowledge with out-

siders. As a conditjon for facilitating this process,

outsiders restrain themselves from putting forward
their own ideas, at least at first, or imposing their
own reality.

— Outsiders themselves share what they learn

with each other and with local people.

In this spirit, the emerging philosophy of PRA has
stressed open access to information and avoiding pro-
fessional possessiveness. RRA Notes, which dissemi-
nates recent cxperience in PRA, has been free on
request, and has invited readers to photocopy and dis-

Table 2. KRA and PRA:

tribute photocopies. Qutsiders have been encouraged
not 1o own ideas or methods but to make them open
access common property. Putting local people first
has been stressed: local mappers and analysts have
been given professional recognition through record-
ing their names on their maps and diagrams, and
through their contributions to professional work (see
¢.g., The Women of Sangams, Pastrapur and Michel
Pimbert, 1991; Chidhari ez al., 1992).

The sharing of PRA experience has been between
individuals, organizations, countries and continents,
Some of this has flowed from NGOs in India such as

»ActionAid, AKRSP, MYRADA, OUTREACH, Seva
Bharati, and SPEECH which have established, main-
tained and disseminated this culture of sharing.
Village camps have been made open to people from
other organizations. Quite often, a training camp orga-
nized by an NGO has included not just its own staff
but also people from other NGOs, from government
and from other local communities. Sharing of experi-
ence has then been part of the rationale and culture of
the camp: beyond the sharing of information by vil-
lagers, presenting it to each other and to outsiders, the
aim has been sharing among outsiders and between
them and villagers of daily experience, food, and
sometimes celebration, and sharing among outsiders
of learning through seif-critical appraisal of process.

Some international sharing South-South has been
in the same spirit. In early 1992, three Indian NGOs —
ActionAid, AKRSP and MYRADA — hosted the first
international PRA field workshop to which partici-
pants came from 11 other countries of the South.
Starting in 1990, trainer/facilitators from the South
have traveled to other countries and conducted field
leamning workshops. By early 1994 trainer/facilitators
had gone from at least five countries in the South —
India, Kenya, Senegal, Sri Lanka and Zimbabwe — to
conduct PRA workshops in other countries both in the
South including Bangladesh, Botswana, Ethiopia,
Ghana, Indonesia, Lesotho, Malaysia, the Philippines,
South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Vietnam, Zambia

Contrasts in training

Didactic Experiential
(more RRA) (more PRA)
Aim ] Learn methods Change behavior and attitudes
Duration Longer (weeks) Shorter (days)
Style Classroom thea practice Practice thea reflection
Sourc.c of learning Manuals, lectures Trials, experiences
Location More in the classroom More in the field
Leaming experience Intermittent Continuous
. Intellectual Experiential
Good performance scen to Stepwise and correct application Flexible choice, adaptation and
be through of rules

improvisation of methods

Source: Chambers (1993a), p. 99.
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and Zimbabwe, and also in the N ] i

) y S orth, includi
Bulgaria, Canada, Denmark, Finlang, Nozw:yg
Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. '

(b) Modes of spread

Most programs in government, and i
NGOs, are spread vertically, from tl?;a r:g:di:rvgnc
through central decision-making, official instructions,
fmd formal training. In government, obvious exam; les'
mglude programs in health, water, irrigation forcsp
soil and water conservation, credit, and i‘nlcgm‘!lzi
$ra;- Qeyelopment: ’In agriculture an example js
B sn. raining and Visit system for agricultural exten-

The spread of PRA, in contrast, ha
morc'tha{l vertical, personal more thans xga]lm:ﬁ
experiential more than didactic. Unplike Far;nin
Sys(gms Research, it has not required subetantjag]
special funding for special units or depanm;:nts It
appears to have been adopted, adapted and deve)o;;cd
becausc'u has been seen 1o fulfill a need. High-level
support in large organizations has been a predisposin
condition for adoption, but not in jtse]f enough: whcrﬁ
staft have been instructed from above 1o use PRA per-
formance has been patchy. Classroom tcachiné has

also not worked well. PRA has been internalized
;nuch r:ore through personal choice and field expeni-
l.cnac::m; ;n through official requirement or forma)
Empirically, the manner in whic
can be described under four headingr;.'PRA has spread
- Through JSield learning experience: Field learn-
ing éxpenences, camping or staying in villages, or
very close by, have proved powerful and popujar
The Sugainable Agriculture Programme of thé
International Institute  for Environment and
Development (IIED), London, has facilitateq over
30 such workshops in at least 15 countries. The
Worlq Resources Institute has been active in Latin
America. In India at least a dozen NGOs had by
carly 1994 provided such experience. Not uncom-
monl}", after three to 10 days of a field learnin
c:(a;:x;encc with villagers, a participant has Jeft an(gi
started to train and spread PRA ; i
organization and are: A in her or bis own
— Through a light touch: A short wor
as brief as an hour or two to as long as akz];%rt;r\s:)n
has familiarized participants with some basics. A
few people have then started using PRA methods
learning as they went. In one instance, two senior
staff of Samakhya, alarge NGO in Andhra Pradesh
in ‘Indxa. saw slides of participatory mapping and
of ‘handing over the stick™ (symbolically passing
authority and initiative to others}, and immediately
adopted these in their procedure for forming new
cooperatives. In other cases, after a brief work-
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shop, senior officials have decided to permit
encourage and support PRA in their organizations‘
enabling members of their staff who were S(;
mclmcq 10 adopt PRA approaches and methods
—Byvillagers — lateral angd botom-up: In the I'at-
er{d mode, villagers who have gained experience
with PRA have themselves become trainer/facili-
tators. Such lateral transfer 10 other villages and
villagers is documented for AKRSP in Gujarat
(Sf:ah et al., 199]a). Village volunteers familiar
with PRA approaches and methods have become
consultants 1o facilitate PRA in other villages
In the bottom-up mode, villagers train ouls.idcrs
or present their analysis to them. With the AKRSP
in India, villagers have become trainers for NGO
staff (Parmesh Shah personal communication),
With MYRADA in India, farmers preseuted slides
of their technology to a high-ranking committee in
Bangalqre and to a workshop in ICRISAT (the
Inlcrpaugnal Crops Research Institute for the
Semi-Arid Tropics). In other countries, such
reverse transfer of PRA experience and analyses
!'xas been from village to capital city. In Sri Lanka
in January 1?92, in Botswana in June 1992, and in
Bangladesh in January 1993, villagers ﬁr;t con-
dpcted and presented their own analyses in their
villages. TP.rcy were then invited as consultants to
present their maps, models, matrices, institutional
diagrams, well-being rankings, seasonal calendars
apd other analyses t0 senjor people in, respec-
tively, Colombo, Gaborone and D};aka In
Colorpbo and Dhaka, a video of the village préccss
contributed to the impact on capital city skcpu’c‘s
::;n lil;akas the villagers, women and men, formed a{
and answer 1 i i
P and a convii?i ;::l.:irchmg questions with con-
— Through dissemination materials: Di i
lon materials have played a big part, c:zlc‘}la‘;ry
RRA Notes (i1-18 continuing) distributed free
by I(ED, a?d 2 handful of videos, among which
MY}_{AD{\ $ Garuda-Kempanahalli: A Partici.
pant’s Q:ary of a PRA Exercise (1990), Michel
Pimbert’s Participatory Research with Women
Farmers (1991), and the Sp Lanka Seif-Help
Support Programme’s We Could Do Whar We
Never Hf)ught We Could have been influential
The mulllp!icau'on and distribution of slides has;
;IRS(AI;Z) sx.gnhiﬁcan(. The visual nature of much
sis has lent i i i
scminau'oﬁ. itself to visual forms of dis-
There remains the question why P, i
changes in behavior and attitudes gnm}i{lgci.(:fassp::vl;?
oped and spread so fast, Among many factors, some
stand out. As communications have improved in, much
jof the world, new ways of doing things have been
earned about more quickly. The sort of open institu-
tional culture in which PRA has evolved and thrived
has become commoner among NGOs. Openended-

!
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ness has encouraged rapid innovation. The practical-
ity of applications has contributed 1o the momentum.
PRA, has, moreover, usnally proved enjoyable and
generated rapport. The information and insights
which flow from it have often been diverse, detailed,
complex, accurate, interesting and useful, and shared
in a short time. Again and again, PRA has proved both
powerful and popular. With all these factors operat-
ing, it is less surprising that its spread has been rapid.

3. DEALING WITH DANGERS

Rapid spread has brought dangers. Like any other
newly labeled approach to development, PRA faces
dangers and is vulnerable.

In an earlier draft of this article, the first danger
was listed as rejection, especially by academics. But
professional attitudes are changing rapidly. Social
anthropologists, for example, have been increasingly
open to adopting and adapting PRA methods. Perhaps
some academics who are firmly wedded to conven-
tional questionnaire surveys will not wish to change
horses in the midstream of their teaching and rescarch
careers, but, to mix the metaphors, the student tail may
wag the teacher dog, as students demand to use RRA
and PRA methods for their research.

Four dangers remain as concemns expressed by
practiioners and trainers.”? They stem not from rejec-
tion but from rapid or rigid adoption.

The first is “instant fashion.”” As happened at one
stage with farming systems rescarch, RRA and PRA
are vulnerable to discrediting by overrapid promotion
and adoption, followed by misuse, and by sticking on
labels without substance. The hardened development
professional who knows how to vary vocabulary to fit
fashion will replace questionnaires or “RRA™ in pro-
ject documents with “PRA,” but may not know or care
about what it entails. “PRA” may be used to legitimate
the very approaches and methods PRA practitioners
have sought to replace. The PRA label has been stuck

on questionnaires: a recent publication on rapid urban
environmental assessraent (Leitman, 1993) opens its
section on methodology with the words: “In the same
spirit as rapid and participatory®rural appraisal . . . an
urban envirommental indicators questionmaire was
designed . .."” Yet conventional questionnaires are one
of the methods which RRA and PRA have sought to
avoid and improve on. In early 1994, the warning
signs of instant fashion are evident: demand for train-
ing which exceeds the small cadre of competent train-
ers; requirements that consultants who were once to
*use RRA" now “use PRA™; consultants who say they
will do so, when they lack the experience and orienta-
tion; the belief that good RRA or PRA are simple and
easy, quick fixes, which they are not; and a failure to
recognize that most of the experienced and skilled
practitioners are from the South and in the South, not

Y
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from the North or in the North. The practical implica-
tion is a caveat to donors and policy makers to proceed
in a measured manner, not 10 request or require PRA
immediately and everywhere, and to recruit expertise
in the South.

A second danger is rushing. The word “rapid” was
needed in the late 1970s and early 1980s to offset the
long drawn-out learning of traditional social anthro-
pology and counter that of large-scale questionnaire
surveys. But by the late 1980s “rapid” had become a
liability. It has been used to legitimize brash and
biased rural development tourism (the brief rural visit
by the urban-based professional). Hurried rural visits,
insensitivity to social context, and lack of commit-
ment compound errors, and can mean that the poorest
are, once again, neither seen, listened to, nor learnt
from. Misleading findings then follow. Pottier’s cri-
tique (1992) of hurried farmer interviews conducted in
Northerm Zambia wams of such error. Van Steijn’s
review (1991) of RRAs conducted by NGOs in the
Philippines similarly points to quite widespread prac-
tices of low quality. Rapid often means wrong.

To offsct this danger has been found to tequire
care, patience and planning to have pleaty of time.
Much of the rationale for RRA/PRA has been to make
time to find the poorest, to learn from them, and to
empower them. Sensitive behavior and treating time
as plentiful have proved to be crucial. It has been sug-
gested that the first R of RRA and the middle R of
PRA would better be “relaxed” than “rapid.”

A third danger is formalism. In the long term, this
may prove the most difficult problem. With any inno-
vation, there is an urge to standardize and codify,
often in the name of quality. Manuals are calied for
and composed. They can indeed be uscful as compila-
tions of ideas and experience, as handbooks that
widen choice of methods and applications, and as
sources of tips and techniques, both for field practi-
tioners and for trainers. But manuals also inhibit and
intimidate. With any new approach or method, they are

short to start with but grow fast. Paragraphs proliferate
as intelligent authors seek to cater for every condition
and contingency. Some farming systems research gave
rise to manuals the weights and volume of which was
itself a problem. The four volumes of Farming Systems
Support Project Manuals (FSSP, 1987) weigh approx-
imately 3.6 kg. The dangers are evident. As the text
lengthens, training is prolonged. More time is spent in
the classroom teaching the theory and less in the field
learning the practice. Spontaneity is Jost and spread
slowed, stopped or reversed.

The lesson has been for practitioners 1o learn in the
field, through experience, feeling free to start 1aking
responsibility for what they do, making mistakes, and
learning on the run. It has been not books of instruc-
tions, but personal commitment, critical awareness,
and informed improvisation, which have best assured
quality and creativity.
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WORLD DEVELOPMENT

ActionAid teams and presented ; i
(ab!9s. In Bangladesh, parficipa(or(;' n::mfi?lnka:: ’l;:,ea' oo oaly means ofgeneratjng duantified social data. In
facilitated similarly by CARE tg B »gvomcn lu Many conlc.x.(s. for the data-gathering purposes of out-
present and assess changes resulting from a Women‘(: o ey 3, ethods now provide substitutes
pevelopmentProject (Vigoda, 1993). Also in o1 schudue 0, ™ USINg various protocols
Bangladesh, trials were conducted in 1993 as pz;n ofa (;r schedules for recording and  standardization,
Joint project of BRAC and the International Centre f, :n oo anl o el asonal calendars, trend and
Diarthoeal Disease Research to test and develo; a(:r coonge analysis, well-being ranking, matrix scoring,
ticipatory methods to assess change in healtg zm; intoras fixagr o, 2nd Inniovations such as visual
women’s lives in Matlab Thana (Adams, Ro; mtgracuve questionnaires (Shah, 1993b) present alter-
Mahbub, 1993), » Roy and g;mels tfgg:csuonnaires. On the evidence available
In Nigeria, the late Selina Ad; . carly » Such participatory methods have show
Obaferai Awolowo University, Ifﬁ?tl:b::;)gor?;;r? v ovaniages. When vl pocilitated, they have so f;:
sonal communication, July 1992) on the apPlicazjoger;' proved cheaper and quicker: in their comparison of a
PRA methods in monitoring a soyabean project: ° ggfr:il::osnt::;e: acommproach 1o identifying eco-
‘ : lic in acommunity of 412 households with
:’32’:: :1: iton Soyabean project group in the use of b Uc'PaloTy wealth ranking approach, a team is
e me 2:‘ ?2"%:2 :,}:\:\ ps”ca ,g,aﬂ in five states of iouth l]::?;alfound the questionnaire cost seven times
€. K . Niger, Enugu, Anambra and S much (7,111 rupees against 1,01} ry
Oyo States of Nigeria. i i ; pecs) and took
s o O ot e s b gy e e 718 1036 hour),
information through participatory mapping in additiot? 1 1993 o 36 vahc:l fcsuhs (Rajaratnam et al.,
other RRA techniques they have already known Wo lirnir Pp. 20, 36). Participatory mapping can also
were able through mapping 1o obtain all relevant s;oci(: Cline g labon.o s houschold and respondent sam-
demographic information we required for the project. for 1118 7. S3Pling ervors by covering the whole pop-
example, the number of households in & vi lige. house. ulation of a coramunity, Participatory methods have
bolds involved in soyabean production, gender i'ssucs in 'mproved accuracy through cumulative resentatj
soyabean production, utlization of soyahoan andprefer.  STOSschecking and analysis. They hav presentation,
::c];c r::x:kg:s ;I{O var:m;s :?yabea'n diets ... We gathered 1D rather than straight exlra;ctionyof dat:acr:::ikl:g ::fyr :
half visit to the villaungeo. .!. T;m::e(;:c‘;:h;:::em;a;‘: : gigvg:ﬁ:ms o ditions lming e empowerTen.
g Me 0 give ma raining 1 P 2- ; € precondition of trained and suitable facilita-
. ors, PRA methods have proved so far 10 be generally

In cases such as this, PRA methods, used well, h cheaper, quicker, more e g more insightful
proved not only more cost- ive stion. bo whal extent PRA m : .
neire Surveyn; l};l oy have als‘;ff;::::d"l’:grguesn‘;"' replace questionnaire surveyse i,qoglsre:af?mﬁ?lrsr?‘c)::f
with all concerned researchers and local meq lpoli“kaf gation. Issues include the feasibility and cost of train-
and repeatedly villagers have sy o 8; P:a‘; 1K€, ing fieldworkers in PRA methods and the validity of
realized they ould ke ouch maps. that t);n h"m data for gencralization at higher levels. It is also d
learned from the proccss, and fe, A s A ey Nave ical now for local people to use PRA r;1clh0ds Feon
differently, ynow sce things  erare and us¢ their own pumbers conductin:g:::?;
There remains the problem of . OWn censuscs, appraisal, baseline g ’ itori
ccntral. need for conm}:cnsumbility iﬁﬁ:ﬁ:gﬁ and evaluation. e m—e
!ocal diversity: this was faced by the ActionAjd teams
in I“Iepal, who had to invest time and effort in “gap fill-
ing” after central analysis had taken Place, concluding
that analysis itself would be better decentralized
Comparability of information “hared in diffe.os
contexts may become a big question in the 1990s
Deccntxjahzed and democratic processes tend to gen:
erate d|§parate data which central planners cannot
then easily add up or compare. More remains to be
learned about how and how well PRA methods can
generate commensurable data (for example demo-
graphic, health and agricultura) information) from dif-
ferent places; and (0 what extent central planners and
pfﬁcials can tolerate and manage incommensurabil-
1ty. and variability in the form of locally shared infor-
matton and locally generated plans.
Conventional questionnaire surveys are then not

(¢) Empowermens and equity

In practice, much PRA has been fou
empower. Those who, through a PRA process e:gre:s)
and share wl.)at they already know, also learn through
that expression and sharing. Those who investigate
and observe add to their knowledge. Those who ana-
lyze pccome yet more aware and reach new under-
standing. Those who plan and then implement what
they have planned take command, and further learn
lhr(;l\l’ih the experience of action,

'hether empowerment is uitable de
who is empowered. There is :q danger (S“I:Cs'slg; g;
chones aqd"l'hompson, 1993) of a paive populism in
which participation is regarded as good regardless of
who participates or who gains. If those who partici-

pate and gain arc only a local male elite, the poor and
disadvantaged may end up worse off. The “natural™
tendency is for those who are empowered to be men
rather than women, the better off rather than the worse
off, and those of higher status groups rather than those
of lower status. The challenge is then so to introduce
and use PRA that the wecaker are identified and
empowered and cquity is served.

Fortunately, the tools available suit this task.
Sequences, such as participatory mapping leading to
household listing to well-being ranking and then to
livelihood analysis, can identify groups distinguished
according to local values. Focus group discussions
can then be convened to enable different categories of
people, including and especially the disadvantaged, to
identify their priorities and interests. The contrasts can
be sharp. Drawing on applications of PRA techniques
in Sierra Leone, Ghana, Malawi and Bangladesh,
Welbourn (1991) has shown significant differences by
ethnic group, age, gender and economic status, and
combinations of these. With pastoralists in Kenya,
Swift and Umar (1991, p. 56) found marked and strik-
ing differences in the identification of priority prob-
lems: out of a possible maximum of 100, livestock
management was scored 87 by focus groups of the
rich, but only seven by those of the poor, and lack of
livestock zero by the rich but 49 by the poor.

Differentiating by groups, interests and gender can
empower the poorer and women in several ways. It

can give them collective awareness and confidence to
confront others and argue their case: Youth for
Action, an NGO based in South India, worked at first
in some villages only with Harijans (Untouchables) so
that they gain in confidence and capability first, before
later extending their work to the rest of the village.
AKRSP (India) convenes separate groups of women
and of men to choose the numbers of uees of different
sorts they want in their nursery, and then helps them
negotiate a consensus. Differentiation through wealth
or well-being ranking can help an outside organization
select and deselect those with whom it wiil work:
ActionAid and MYRADA, both in South India, and
ActionAid in Pakistan, have used PRA methods
to identify the poorer people with whom they then
work.

PRA methods such as diagramming can also be
brought into play to clarify and resolve conflicts.
Agroecosystem diagramming was used in the
Philippines to make explicit the differences of inter-
ests between groups after the construction of a
small dam at Lake Buhi and to achieve consensus
about priorities (Conway, Sajise and Knowland,
1989; Conway, 1989). In the approach of the
Neighbourhood Initiatives Foundation in the United
Kingdom, a large model of a neighborhood allows
people to address conflicts by putting down sugges-
tions, and using markers to agree or disagree without
needing to identify themselves. This “depersonalises

PARTICIPATORY RURAL APPRAISAL 1445

conflicts and introduces informality where consensus
is more easily reached” (Gibson, 1991).

The identification, cxpression and resolution of
conflicts of interest remain a fronticr for participatory
methods. Diagrams are promising as a mcans to
defuse tension by making agreed fact visible and dif-
ferences explicit, focusing public debate on physical
things rather than on individual people. There remain
both potential and necd for new and better participa-
tory methods for negotiation and equitable conflict
resolution.

(d) Local people as facilitators and trainers

A commonplace of PRA experience is that rural
people can do much that outsiders have thought they
could not do, and often that they themselves have not
known they could do. One by one the dominoes have
fallen as they have shown that they can map, model,
rank, score, estimate, diagram and analyze more and
better than expected. Often, t0o, they have done these
better than outsiders. The working rule has become to
assume that local people are capable of something
until it is proved otherwise.

One challenge then becomes the development and
spread of participatory approaches and methods by
local people themselves. Farmers® own extension has
a long history. Deliberate training of farmers as exten-
sionists may be more recent. As one example, in the
1980s in Central America, World Neighbours trained
volunteer extensionists and graduaily handed over
responsibilities for experiments and extension to them
(Bunch, 1985). In India, both MYRADA and
SPEECH have invited villagers who had already
gained experience of PRA to take part in PRA activi-
ties in other villages.

The Aga Khan Rural Support Programme
(AKRSP) (India) has taken this further, through the
training of village volunteers as PRA facilitators
(Shah and Shah, 1994). In the late 1980s, it developed
village extension volunteers as an approach in which
villagers were trained in PRA both for their own and
for other villagea These village volunteers were not
just extensionists, but facilitators of the PRA approach
and methods (Shah, Bharadwaj and Ambastha,

1991a). They formed teams to conduct PRA exercises
in other villages “. . . involving mapping, transect dia-
gramming, interviewing, group discussions, prioriti-
sation and preparation of a village natural resources
management plan. It is observed that they enjoy the
process .. ." (pp. 87-88). In February 1992, a team of
village volunteers from other villagers demonstrated
their skills as facilitators to an international group of
visitors in Kabripathar village, Bharuch District,
Gujarat. In one day, the village voluntcers enabled vil-
lages to map their degraded forest, count and measure
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a key problem, and attempts to achieve change have
included mandatory overnights in villages, with
senior officials expected to sct an example by refusing
special comforts (Femandez and Mascarenhas, 1993).
The introduction of PRA into the work of the State
Watershed Development Cell of the Government of
Karnataka, facilitated by MYRADA, raised problems
of conflict between community-level PRA and profes-
sional norms and government procedures (Bhat and
Satish, 1993). In Kenya, the Soil and Water
Conservation Branch of the Ministry of Agriculture,
following training workshops conducted with IIED
(Pretty, 1990) adopted PRA as policy in over 40 dis-
tricts, and some initial successes have been revealed
through participatory monitoring and evaluation
(Pretty and Thompson, 1993). The problems and
opportunities for PRA in government field organiza-
tions require sensitive research to add to understand-
ing of reasons for resistance and distortion, and to pro-
vide the basis for a realistic assessment of potentials.

Universities and training institutes were at first

slow to notice or adopt PRA. Given that PRA is con-
cemed with leaming rather than teaching, and with the
field rather than the classroom, this is perhaps not sur-
prising. From modest beginnings in the early 1990s,
however, interest in PRA approaches and applications
on the part of individuals and groups in universities
and training institutes has grown quickly, and by early
1994 included at least 25 countries. The Indian expe-
rience is instructive. In some cases PRA was adopted
quickly for the fieldwork of students, as with proba-
tioners at the Lal Bahadur Shashtri National Academy
of Administration. In other cases, sequences of work-
shops, ficld experiences, and training have been part
of a patient process facilitated by an NGO or NGOs
which have led to gradual incorporation of PRA
approaches and methods into curricula, fieldwork and
research, as with the Gujarat Agricultural University
(Shah and Mane, 1993), the Tami! Nadu Agricultural
University (Paliniswamy et al., 1992; Vijayraghavan
etal., 1992; Manoharan et al., 1993), and several other
agricultural universities. In other universities, the cul-
ture of learning (as opposed fo the more usual teach-
ing) resonates with PRA, as in Australia (Bawden ef
al., 1984; Ampt and Ison, 1988, 1989; Dunn, 1991;
Dunn and McMillan, 1991; PRA Team, 1991) espe-
cially but not only Hawkesbury Agricultural College
(now the University of Westem Sydney). The chal-
lenge presented by PRA modes to traditional univer-
sity teaching remains largely unrecognized.

To summarize experience to early 1994, those
organizations which have embraced and developed
PRA have shared four characteristics. The leadership
has been stable and committed to participatory
approaches; a substantial proportion of staff have per-
sonally wished to use PRA; there has been littie rent-
seeking activity by staff; and there has been recurrent
reinforcement. Commitment of a director or principal

of an institution has not on its own proved enough;
nor, on its own, has repeated training. Training at
lower field levels without higher level understanding
and commitment has proved ineffective. It appears
critical for adoption that the middle-level managerial

“staff in any organization genuinely, and not just ver-

bally, wishes to use or support PRA. If the staff does
not, there are many ways in which its fack of support
can undermine and finally eliminate the participatory
spirit and practices of PRA.

The bottom line in organizations has been, how-
ever, individual choice and freedom. Much has
depended on facilitators who were both committed
and free of line responsibilities. The organizational
challenge and opportunity for PRA can thenbe seen as
enabling such people to be identified and then pro-
tected from line duties, freeing them to devote time to
the spread of participatory approaches and methods,
and contribute to cultural change in their own and
other organizations.

5. THE PARADIGMATIC SIGNIFICANCE OF
PRA

One contribution to be sought from universities is
a better understanding of underlying theory. In
Australia, RRA has been linked with soft systems
theory (Checkland, 1981) and contextual science
(Russell and Ison, 1991). In making these links,
Australian researchers have begun to explore further
the paradigmatic significance of RRA and PRA. The
word “paradigm” is used here to mean a coherent and
mutually supporting pattern of concepts, values,
methods and action, amenable to wide application.

In his paper (Jamieson, 1987) “The paradigmatic
significance of RRA,” delivered at the International
Conference on Rapid Rural Appraisal at Khon Kaen
in 1985, Neil Jamicson argued that RRA, with its
rapid learning, fitted and supported a new and emerg-
ing paradigm of development. Despite ideological
conflicts, Marxists, socialists and cafitalists had
shared evolutionary, unilineal, universalistic, posi-
tivistic and utilitarian assumptions, and a fervent
belief in progresss Another view of development, he
wrote, was of human evolution as problem solving
under pressure, as adaptive change. This fitted better
with a cybemetic systems approach, which included
the concepts of feedback, of lead time (the time
between receipt of information and when it is too late
to use it), and of lag time (the time between receipt of
information and the completion of action based on it)
(see also Joseph, 1991). Jamieson presented the case
that change had accelerated and unpredictability had
increased, making accurate and timely feedback more
than ever vital for effective adaptive change.

Much that Jamieson wrote applics with even more
force in 1994 than it did in 1985. At a theoretical level,

chaos theory has led to a clearer understanding that
patierns and directions of change can be sensitive to
small differcnces in starting conditions (Gleick,
1987), stressing the importance of quick, accurate
learning and action. At the empirical level, changes in
global and local conditions — ecological, social and
political — appear to be accelerating. In conditions of
faster change and of increasing unpredictability, it is
even more important than before to have timely feed-
back, prompt lcaming, and rapid adaptive responses
which will differ to fit local contexts. This learning
and need is encapsulated in the title — “More diver-
sity for more certainty” — of the last chapter of
Development in  Practice (Porter, Allen  and
Thompson, 1991, pp. 197-213), which analyses and
describes a development project in Kenya. PRA
approaches and methods, through tocal analysis,
improvization and action, appear suited to the under-
standing and expression of local diversity, and to
enabling local people 10 assess, analyze, cope with,
adapt to, and exploit accclerating change.

Beyond these aspects, PRA as it is emerging is
experiential, not metaphysical. Theory has been
induced from practice, from what is found to work,
not deduced from propositions. Good performance
has been sought through empiricism, diversity,
improvization and personal responsibility.

It is striking that parallel shifts of paradigm can be
noted in four other major domains of human cxperi-
ence: in the social sciences; in the natural sciences; in
business management; and in developing thinking
itself.

In the social sciences, postmodemism (e.g.
Harvey, 1990; Rosenau, 1992) asserts philosophical
relativism and multiple realities. Interpreting the view
of affirmative postmodernists, Rosenau writes,

The absence of truth . . . yiclds intellectual humility and
tolerance. They sce truth as personal and community-
specific: although it may be relative, it is not arbitrary.
... Some of them substitute a substantive focus on the
local, on daily life, and on traditional narrative for the
hegemonic theory of mainstream social science
(Rosenau 1992, p. 22).

Uphoff’s (1992) study of participation in Sri Lanka
and his “post-Newtonian socihi scicnce™ combine to
challenge reductionism and mechanistic models, to
tecognize and rehabilitate altruism and cooperation,
and to stress positive sums and the potentials of “social
energy” which is manifest when individuals and
groups work for some common purpose. Post-
modernism, Uphoff’s analysis, and PRA have differ-
ent starting points: postmodernism tends o start with a
centain theoretical pluralism; Uphoff starts with empir-
ical experience which then informs and interlinks with
theory; and PRA is found to stick largely with the
action, with dispersed practitioners subject to the disci-
pline of what works, reflecting more on how to do bet-
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ter than on the theoretical implications of their experi-
ence. But postmodern theory, post-Newtonian social
science, and the experience of PRA are mutually rein-
forcing on common ground: for all affirm and cele-
brate multiple realities and local diversity.

In the natural sciences, conventional approaches,
using hard systems and reductionist assumptions and
methods, are in crisis when faced with many of our
important problems (Meams, 1991 Appleyard,
1992). Scientific method is not competent to predict or
prescribe for the complex open systems which matter
most. Global environmental issues involve huge
uncertainties and demand what Funtowicz and Ravetz
(1990) call a “'second order science” in which judge-
ment plays a more recognized part. Precise under-
standing, prediction and prescription for local agro-
eco-social systems can be similarly elusive. This is not
a new discovery. Jeremy Swift wrote in 1981:

... amajor World Bank livestock development projectin
Mali is based, for crucial calculations of sustainable graz-
ing pressure, on the report of a highly competent ecolo-
gist in 1972; the calculations were redone in 1977/78 by
a different, equally well-qualified ecologist, who halved
the earlier carrying capacity. Nobody is to blame; the sci-
ence is inexact. But the consequences could be disastrous
for the project, and more so for the pastoralists involved
(Swift, 1981, p. 487).

Perhaps no one was to blame then. But now we know
more about what is not knowable using the standard
methods of professional disciplines. When so much is
so unknowable and so unpredictable, it seems right to
seck solutions through methodological pluralism,
through flexible and continuous learning and adapta-
tion, and through the exercise of judgement, again all
clements in the practice of PRA..

In business management, the parallel shift has
been from the values and strategics of mass produc-
tion to those of flexible specialization (see e.g.,
Harvey, 1990, pp. 125-188; Kaplinsky, 1991, p. 7).
Standardization has been replaced by variety and
rapid response, hierarchical supervision by trust, and
punitive quality control by personal quality assurance
at source. A highly successful Brazilian manager,
when he took over a company, abolished norms, man-
vals, rules and regulations, and put the company’s
employees “in the demanding position of using their
own judgement” (Semlcr, 1989, p. 79). Much in Tom
Peters's book of advice to US business managers,
Thriving on Chaos: Handbook for a Management
Revolution (1987), is found equally in PRA. He advo-
cates, for example, achieving flexibility by empower-
ing people, learning to love change, becoming
obsessed with listening, and deferring to the front line.
The theme of local knowledge and action is also
strong. In The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice
of the Learning Organization (1990, p. 228). Senge
writes
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