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Shortcut Methods in Information Gathering for Rural Development Projects

The Problem

Decision-makers need informaztion that is relevant; timely, accurate
aﬁd usable. In_tural development, a sre#t deal of the information that is
generated is, in various cémbinatious, irrelevant, late, wrong agd/or unusable
anyway. It also often costs a lot to obtain, ;rocess, analyze aﬁd &iges:ﬁ
Although many professionals have given thought to improving information gather-
4ng it remains a remarkably inefficiegt activity, Criteria of cost-effectiveness

do not appear often to have been applied, and manifest inefficiency is sometimes

met by demanding not better information, or less, but simply nore.

The challenge is to find ways for outsiders to learn about rural cordi-
.tions which are more cost-effective - which lead to information and understanding
which a;e closer to Fhe optimal in trade-offs between cost of collection and -
learning, and relevance, timeliness, aceuracy, and actual beneficizl use. A
recent workshop and conference on Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA)LY have set out to
;xamine this problem, paying particular attention to timeliness and economizing

in data decands (Belshaw 1979). This paper draws on the papers and discussions

of those two cccasiens.

In the context of rural development projects, RRA appears especially

.relevan: for identification-and appraisal. Information is needed quickly;
decisions are preempted by the passage of time., Commitment to projects and to
details of projeéts sonetimes becomes irreversible early on, setting & premium

-on timely information. But RRA is also relevant to implementation, tonitoring

! The Wozkshor =n Ratid Ruval appraissl, 24-27 lczobar 1677 (Za-me:s =s7s%,

and the Conference on Rapid Rural Appraisal, 4-7 December 1979, both at
the Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex, Brizhton
BN1 9RE, UK. Appraisal is used here in its general sense and not just
that of proiect appraisal.
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and evaluation. Its relevance is enhanced by the view that rural development
projects are not like construction works, with engineering blueprints which
precisely ptedete:mi;e what will be done, but rather like voyages into uncharted
seas where direction and steering will change with new soundings and sightings.
Techniques of RRA are hardly a new radar to prevent shipwreck; but they zay at
l:a2st reduce the dangers by showing mbre elearly;and more quickly what is
happening. ’ |

In practice, however, we seem to be trapped by two sets of inappropriate

methods. These can be described as the "quick-and dirty" and the "long-and-dirty",

where "dirty" means not cost-effective.

Quick~and~-dircy

The most common form of quick-and dirty appraisal is rural development
tourism (Chanbers 1979a) -~ the brief rural visit by the urban-ﬁased profecsional.
This cac be very cost-effective with the outstanding individual; one example is
Wolf Ladejinsky (1969 a and b) who in two remarkable short fie}ﬂ trips in India
saw‘whét was happening in the green revolution ;nd reported‘it years before
plodding social scientists came to the same conclusion to two (spurious) p;ints
of decimals. But more commonly{ rural tourism exérts bilases against per:
ceiving rural poverty, reinforcing, in my view, underestimates of its'prevalence and-
failures to understand its nature. These auti;pover:y biases are:-

(1) Spatial. Urban, tarmac and roadside bilases. But the poorer

people are often ocut of sight of the roadside, having sold out

and moved away (Ssennyonga 1976; Moore 1979a)l/ and otherwise

tending to be concentrated in the regions remoter from urban.cencres.

/s Tnus Moore of one part of rurai Sri Lanxa: "The proportion of houses with
earth floors ranged from 14Z in one locality to 41% in another. The re-.
markable fact {s that one could drive aloung all the motorable rcads in
these localities and see scarcely a single mud floored house™ (197%a:l)
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(11) Projec{. Outsiders link in with networks which charnel theam out
from Lrban‘centres to those rurcl places where there are projects,
where something, in shert, is hzppening or is meant to be happen-
ing, to the neglect of non-project areas.

(11i) Biases of personrl contact. Those met by rural tourists tend to

be theAléss poor and the more povérfu}. men rathe; than women,

users of services rather than non-users, adopters tather than
non-adopters, the active rather than the non-active, those who have
not had to migrate, and (inevitably) those who have not died. Im all
cases the bias is against perceiving the extent of deprivation.

*(iv) Dry season bias. In many troﬁical environments the wet season is

the worst time of year especially for the poorer pecple (with

hard work, food shortages, high fcod prices, high ‘disease inci-~
1/

dence; high indebtedness, etc.)3 but urban-based professionals

travel most in the pest-harvest dry season vhen-things are better.

(v) Biases of politeness and Drotocpl. Courtesy and convention cay
deter rural touriéts from enquiring about and meeting the p;orer
people. The rural tourist is also usually short of time and the
poorer people stand at the end of ihe'line.

Moreover, these biases interlock. The prosperity after harvest of a

male farmer on a project beside a main r;ad clese to a capital city may colour the

perceptions of a succession of influential officials and foreigners. The plight

- 1/ For detailed analysis, see the papers of the Conference on Seasonal Dimensions
to Rural Poverty, held at the IDS, University of Sussex. 3 - 6 July 1978,
summzTized. in Cnzzbers et ai 1975. See aiso Longnurst 2nd Fayne 157% and
Chambers 1979b. .
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of a poor widow starving and sick in the wet season in a remote and inaccessible
area may never in any way impinge on the consciousness of anycne outside her
own community, and not all of them. The biases pull together towards these who

are better off, and away from those who are poorer and more deprived.

Many of the other defects of quick-and-dirty investigations are well-
known, but a list can serve as sz warﬁing:

- misleading replies: (deferential, prudent, hoping to avoid
penalties or to gain benefits)

failure to listen: (thinking the mouth {s an organ of hearing)

reinforced misperception and prejudice: (those old hands who
"know-1t-all" but who are projecting and selecting their own
meanings)

- visible as against invisible: things and activities are seen, but
‘not relationships - indebgadness. interest rates, low wages,
patron-client relaticns, intra-farily relations,.etc.

snapshot, not trend: a moment in time is seen, and trendéh which
may be much more significant for rural development purposes,

are not seen.
]

The 1ist could be lengthened, but the point is made: quick appraisal
can be seriously misleading, especially when there 1s a concern with the poorer

pecple. Rapid is often wrong.

Long-and-dircy

The solutions preferred by many well-trained professionals are longer
and more costly. Social anthropologists perpetuate their ritual immersioms ia
alien cultures; soci0i0gists and agricultura. eCONOMISECS p.an &ana perpecralea

huge questionnaire surveys; and scientists map soills, vegetation, land use and
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rainfall, All have their uses but most of them do not generate much information
in their early staggsl/ Some are academically excellent b;t useless: the social
~anthropologist's fieldwork published ten years later; the detailed soils map which
sits on the shelf; the social survey which asked questions which were "interesting" .
but of no usg‘ta a2 planner. Others are never processed: the extensive questionraire
survey with the 30 pages of questionnaire (multi-disciplinary, each discipline
with its questions), which if-asked &re never codeé. or i1f coded ﬁever punched,
or if punched never processed, or if processed and printed out, never examined, or if
examined, never analyzed or writtenm up, or if analyéed and written up, never read,
0T 4f read, never understood or remembe:ed,.or if understood or remembered,
néver actually used'to change action. Rural sutrveys must be one of the-most
dnefficient industries in the world. Benchmark surveys aré often criticised
(Chambers 1974; Clay 1978; Conlin 1979), and yet these huge operations persist,
often in the name of the science of evaluation, preempting scarce national
rese?rch resources, ;nd gencrating mounds of data and papers which are likely to
be an embarrassment to all until white ants or paper-shreddérs-cléan things up.

Some investigations are long and clean. The point here, though, is~
that long, however respectable professionally, is often inefficient. Moreover,
the longer research takes, the longer and less usable the report tends to be
and the greater the time availéble for sweeping the dirt under the carpet.
Often the useful information from social anthropologists and from extensive
questionnaire surveys comes coincidentally and informally during fieldwork, and

not through the formal process at all,

1/ There are exceptions, especially in natural resources surveys.
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Fairiy-ouick-and-fairly-clean

The question is, then, whether there is' a middle zone tetween quick-and-
dirty and long-and-dirty, a zone of greater cost-effectiveness. People in many
disciplines and pfofessions have been converging on this question, but may have
been deterred from writing it up because the activities are not quite proper.

- They have & sense of responsibility to their professional training,~or more
crudely they have been brainwashed by their professional conditioning-and reward
systers, And yet in natural resources and environzental appraisal (Abel and
Stocking 1979; Belshaw 1978; Richards 1979; Stocking and Abel 1979), health and
nutrition (Chen, Chowdhury and Huffman 1978; Gordon 1979; Pacey 1979; P§yne 1979;
Walker 1979), appraisal for agricultural research (Biggs.1979 Byerlee et al
1979, Carrutheré 1979a; Collinson 1979, Hildebrand 197%a) and the £ield of sécio-
econonic stratification (Honadle 1979; Howes 1979; Longhurst 19’9) ~ in fhesa
fields and others thére is an active search for chortcuts with trade-oifs between

timeiiness, accuracy, relevance and actual use of information.:

Formidable obstacles impede this process and this convergence.

In the words of one participant ;E the RPA conference:"By the time people leave
university the damage has been done."; inappropriate préfessicnal standards have
"been imparted and internalised. Perhaps the bigges; single blockage is the
V_hegemony of statisticians (Carruthers 1979b, Fallon 1979, Ellman 1979, Fallon 1979,
Moore 1979b) and the failure to treat statistics as servant rather than master.
In addition, professional values and reward systems deter izprovisation in

learning a2bout rural conditions which though cost-effective zay not seem pure.
Better, ié is thought, to be long and legitimate Fhan short and suspect.
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But cost-effectiveness has its own rigor and should generate its
own values. 7Two linked principles can be suggested:

- Optimal ignorance. This refers to the importance of knowing what

it is not vorth knowing. It requires great courage to implement.
It is far, far easier to demand more and more Information than it 1is
to abstain from demanding it. Yet in information gathering there is

often a monstrous overkill.

- Proporticnate accuracy. Especially in surveys, much of the data

collected has a degree of accuracy which 1s unnecessary. Orders of
megnitude, and directions of change, are often all that is needed
- . or fhat will be used. .
With :hese_two principles in mind, it is easier to see that less rigid, less
exhaustive, and more rapid methods of rural appraisal.may oft;n be more rigorous
in relation to cost and use. The following emerging repertoire of approaches and
techniques are only part of a beginning: If much of this is common sense or
commen practice, I hope the reader will not feel imsulted but rather will be pro-
voked into criticism, comment and censtructive suggzestions for additicns and
improvement. - '

1

A Start with a Repertoire for RRA

What methods #re best depends on purpose and circumstances. Some
general principles can, however, be suggested;
= Taking time. RRA will avoid the tyranny of strict sampling, of
the formal questionnaire, of the massive survey = in vain i
time saved is dissipated in rushing. Many of rural tourism's

‘a

defects come from haste.
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Offsetting biases. Taking thought about biases (urban, tarmae,
road;ide, proje;t, elite, ‘male, user, dry season, ezc.), and
deliberately offsetting them.

- Being unimportant. Avoiding the lirousine-bestvillage-garlands-

speeches syndroPe;

Listening and learning. Treating rural people as teachers and
being their pupil. Assuming that they have much valid knowledge
that outsiders do not have. Trying to get inside their skins

and see the wecrld as they do. 3eing open to unexpected infecrmzcion.

Multiple approaches. Iavestigating the same questions with different

rethods, both to cross check and to £i11 out the picture.

Frozm the papers and discussions so far, ten disparate techniques for
RRA stand out. This list is far from complete, but it illustrates some of the
range and possibilities;

(1) .Existingiinformation

There is often a wealth of information in archives, annual reports, repors:s
of Qurveys, academic panerg, governnment statistics, and the like. There is
also a recurrent tendehcy'io ignore them and to start de novo. Time spent
searching for such information, even when it is not known to exi;t, is often

well repaid; and it may save unnecessary dermands for much new data collectionm.

(11) Llearning ITK (indigenous technical knowledge)l/

Development disasters often follow from failing to learn from rural pecple.
The Groundaut Scheme might have been prevented by an afterncon on the ground

(instead of in the air) asking local inhzbizants why they did not cultivate

1/ For six articles cn this, see IDS 1979. 1Ia this paper, I am treating ITK
simply as a resource to be tapped. This ignores its capacity for develop-
ment and growth, and its importance as a dynacic entity enabling people to
coutrol their environment and enhance their quality of life.
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in the proposed project area. More radically,

rural people often have a wealth of knowledge, and a validicy o§
insight,.which the outsider lacks. The Hanunoo in the Philippines

are said to have had, on average, a knowledge of 1600 némes for
plants, 400 more than those in a_bo:anical survey (Howes 1979,

citing Conklin 1957). Ih;_!Kung San of ‘Botswana have a knowledge of animal.
behavior often superior to that of scientists (Blurton Joﬁes and
Konner 1976). Examples could be muletiplied. Knéwledge of'soils,
geasons, plants, domestic and wild anim;lk, farming practices, diet,
cooking practices, and.child care, not to mention social customs and
telations - are often rich and likely often to be superior in some

or all réspec:s to those of.the outsider., The scope for soils mapping
using ITK appears largely unexplored. The scope, on the social side,
for asking rural people themselves to identify who are the poorer
people, has teen far from adequaﬁely used. Heavy sdr;ey expenditures
could scmetimes be reduced dramatically through using ITK.instead

of inappropriate "sophisticatedh approaches.

(141) Using kev indicators

Some indicators integrate several variables. Investigating, calibrat-

ing, obsezving and counting such indicators may then provide a shortcut

avoiding more expensive, direct and time-consuming investigatioms.

Some examples are:

- so0il color 2s a predictor of particle size discribution, fertility,
;ome important engineering properties such as plasticity and volu-
metric activity (Stocking and Abel 1979), and vegetatien

associations.
n BEST AVAILABLE COPY
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-~ = plant indicators, subject to local knowledge, can be "an

extremely reiiable, efficient apd rapid indicator of natural

resources information" (Stocking and 2bel 1979:3)
- birth weight of children reflects the health and nutritionsl

status of chﬁers especially in the iast tricester of preg-

nancy and i; a predictor of chances cf survival and {thougnh

less well established) of the future growth trajectory (Pnilip Péyn

personal communication).
- housing as an indicator of poverty or prosperity. There zre no
. doudbt qualificacions aﬁd exceptions, yet this is found a2gain
and again (see e.g. Richards 1978:2-3; Honadle 1979:14;
Longhurst 1§79; Howes 1979:8-9; Moore 19792:3-4) and may te
useful (not lezast because so visible and easy :o'count) as

a proxy for relative poverty or prosperity between vill:gés

and for the sane villége over time.

- soap inventories in village shops may reflect changes in purchasing.
pover among the poorer people (Honadle 1979:19) |

- transfers and turnover in organizations may be a proxy for crga-

nizational capabilicy.

While these and other indicators require local validatien, they may provide
shorteuts to insights; some an also provide sizple measures for baselines if

before-after evaluation is required, avoiding zassive data collection.
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(iv) Adaptations of Eildebranq's "sondeo"
Peter Hildebréﬁd,.workiné'with ICTkil, has developed an ingenious method
for multi-~disciplinary work in preparation for on-farm agricul:ural research
(Hildebrand 1978, 1979a and b)., A homogenecus cropping systex amorng many
farmers i£ an area has first been identified. BHildebrand then takes a tean
of five Egricultural scientists and five social scientists’to'che area for
a2 week. The team works in pairs, one agricultural scientist and ome social
scientist. They go out each day and learn what they can from farmers and
others, returning in the eyening to share experiences, take stock, and
decide on further priorities. Each day the pairs change so that each agri-
cultural scientist works for one day with each social scientist a;d vice
versa. A report is vritt?n over the weekend. This is "not a benchmack stuﬁy
with quantifiable data that can be used in the future for pfojec: evaluation;

rather it is a working document to orient the research program ..." (1979a:8).

Hildebrand's method has been used to familiarize staff with an area in whieh
éhey are to work, and to identify innovations which might be tried out
directly with farmers. It is easy to see :hatitlﬁight be adzpted fcr other
purposes, For project idéntification and appraisal, visiting teams might
pair with themselves or with leccal officials./ For wonitoring gnd evaluation:,
it might be used to i?entify what.changes have takern place and their causalicy.
In principle, it might be applied in many fields, including natural resoucces
appraisal (including rural people as scndeo team members), health and nutri-
.tiop. and socilal and econonic di:ensions.zl It provides a structure for mutuzal
learning between disciplines, and its tize-bound form and the mutual'éhecking

in the evening sessions provide a stimulus for speed and accuracy.

1/ Insticuto cde Ciencia y Tecnologia Agricolas, Guatemala

2/ It might complewment very nicely the Benor Training and Visit System of
Agricultural Extension. .



()

(1v)

Tcc2! rescarchers

Since this paper is.addre;;ed primarily to expatriates, the value of ad hoc
taszarch carried out by national university students deserves to be empha-
sized, In 2 matter of a few weeks,.a Murundi refugee student in Zaire
investigated fishing among Barundi refugees and produced an excellent and
practical repert. A student who has links with a rural area c;n be not cnly
key informant but can also very quickly and efficiently find out-what needs-\.

to be known.

Direct observation

A major danger with RRA 1is being misled by'myth. Rural people (like others)
often have beliefs about their values and activities which do not correspond
with the reality. It is common to be told about a custom, but probing for

the last occasion wvhen it was practised reveals that it has either lapsed

, or perhaps was never practised at all. Conlin records (1979:2) how he worked

as a socilal anthropologist in an area in Peru where a éociologist carried out
a suzvey. According to the sociologis:'; results, pecple invariaﬁly worked |
togesher on each others' individually held plots of land. This s what
people told him. The belief was important to their understanding of them-
selves as a certain-sort of people. Yet‘in one year's resideﬁcg in the
village, Conlin only observed this-practice once. With RRA,direct obser-
vation may often not be possible; in that case, multiple checks on {nformation
about customs and practices are desirable.‘ The importance of walking, seeing
and asking questions is a commonplace. Cne of the most effec:ive, though
tipe-consuming, wayvs of learning is by doing. John Eatch hired himself out

as a lzborer to farmers and fcund the labor requiremeﬁt of maize cultivation
to be 50 per cent higher than that recorded in surveys (1975) besides learning

much else from his farmer teachers. BEST AVAILAZLE COPY.
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(vii) Key informants

While ﬁhere arerwell-knowﬂ'dangers, and cross-checking is necessary, kgy
informants are a major tool for RRA. Some of the most useful are social
anthropologists who are in the field. They often do not know what they know;
they often give precious insights and raiEé unexpected questions. Kef

local informants tend to be the better off, the better educated, and the

more powerful. The biaseﬁ this introducescan be consciously offset; and
school teachers, in pafticular, can be a source somevhat independent-

minded views., In organizational appraisal, llonadle (1979:45) asked staff

a question on the lines: "In all organizations there is at leastvgne
pain~in-the-neck, there is always someone who disegrees with allidecisions and
premotes trouble. Can you tell the names of those people in your associa:io;?"
Answeés were immediate and enthusfastic; individual interviews with those

named provided valuable cross-checks and revealad useful additicnal infor-

‘mation. More gererally, for any subject of interest, it is worthwhile spend-

AdQD FTIVIIVAY L5386

ing time asking who, or which group of people, are most knowledgeable, and

then working with them.

(viid) Group interviews

Group interviews have several advantages, including access to a larger body

of knowledge, and mucﬁal checking. - They can also be seriously misleading

vhen the questioner is believed to have power to control benefits or sgnccions.'
They are especially useful for natural resources information, when a wider
geographical area and subject matter can be covered with one respondear. I
have used this method for very rapid mapoing of scil/vegetation associations

in the NE Province of Kenya. Group interviewers may also be good for certain.

seasitive types of information. To ask, for example, about land qualicy may
arouse suspicion in an individual that his land may be subject to some

penalty if he replies truthfully, whereas a group gachered together as

R D Sk oashig v . |



(£x)

(x)

< -
people knowledgeable about farming will not feel so threatened (Jackson_et al
1978:4). Ladejinsky records of a landlord in Bihar: "He first informed
us that he owmed 16 gc:es.of land but corrected himself under the good
humoure& prodding of a crowd of farmers that he had failed to mention anocher
484 acres, The lapse of memory might have had something to do with che
ceiling on land-holdinge ..." (1959b:9). Group interviews have a2lso been used
to gather information rapidly om changes in infant feeding practices. Small
clugtears of 5-6 women of 2-3 generations were asseczbled, and past, preéent and
expected future patterns of infant feeding-discussed, "Thére was a self-
.correcting mechanism within the group because if one person put across an ‘over-
tavaurﬁblc plcture of her own or her group's behaviour, a peer would give 2 more .
realistic observation. In eross~checking with other groups a high degree of o
uniformity of information was fournd"  (Gorden 1979:11).

The ruided interview

The guided interview is probably a quite widespread but largely unreported
activity. There is no formal questionnaire but a checklist of questions

which the interviewer uses as a flexible guide. Ellman's (1979) two-page

.checklist devised for appraisal of ‘a rural refugee situation in Africa, and

Carruthers' (1979a) critical review procedure for on-farm interviewSare examples
of procedures for interviews without pre-set questionnaires, but Qith an agenda
to be covered. Collinson (1979) has developed this approach with guidelines

for discussion with farmers;'in which not all points are raised with all
farmers, but in which a corposite pictute.is built up sec that h_scenario can

be written. This is evidently an effective tool for diagnosing farming
problems and opportunities in a matter of weeks, and can be used by investi-~

gators with a professional training but who lack extensive field experience.

Aerial inspection and survevs

Jokes about experts 1n aeropianes should nct detract irom tne selzctive
value of aerial inspection and surveys. Animals are most rapidly counted

from the air (Swift 1978:6). For certain types of natural resource-surveys,
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there are advantages (Abel and Stocking 1979), including offsetting

- yrban and dry s;ason bias;;. The danger is that aerial surveys become
substitutes for other approaches, especiﬁlly understanding and using indi-
genous technical knpvledge. Gro&nd control should usually, if not always,

]

include learning from rural people.

Other points could be added to the repertoire; the use of informal
transects_(such as walking away from the road at right angles); rural innovators':
surveys in which new practices are souéh: ocut; methods of establishing rapport,
in which liquor so frequently figuresl/ in non-Muslim socleties; one-day censuses
of users ¢f services (Walker 1979:4~5) and linking RRA in with on-going "loug;and--;A;
clean” investigations or research, making use of what is already known. But hope-
fully enough has been said to éhow that RRA has a b§ttery of :echniques and to suggest
that using combinations with care may be much more cost-effective for some purpose§

than either quicker or longer altermatives.

Conclusions

This illustrative liﬁt of techniques shows that RRA is no panacea. Much -
of it is merely organized commonsense, freed from the chains of inapp;opriace
professionalism. But because it is often cost~effective compared with more con-

' ventional alternatives, it deserves to ée accorded more attention, more‘prestige.

and more coverage in professional writing.

1/ Thus Paul Richards, on failing to identify unmasked questions "luck, persis:ence,
a sixth sense and paim wine are pctentiali antadotes, dut palm wine is pro-
bably the best” (1978:3), and Marie Therese Feuerstein on rapport "Good informal
Tapport can be established by moderate drinking, smoking, singing, and parti-
cularly dancing or the playing of a cusical instrument”. (1979:5).
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For project preparation it may provide a battery of methods fcr
improving the chances of being right, and of having information when it ie¢
ngeded. For monitoring and evaluation, it may provide ways into the difficul:

questions about impacts, trends ;nd causality which are, or should be, :ﬁe noTre

4

of evaluation. '

' That there are dangers of supetficiali;y and erfor needs ho emphiasis,
The key to successful RRA is ﬁot avoiding superficiality and error, bdut ccnt:olliné'
them, trying to achieve cost-effectiveness through optimal ignorance and propor-
tionate accuracf.

Fipally, the most critical factor remains time. RkA, by i:g spaving
demands fbr information, should releasé time which can be used for checkinz, feor
identifying unasked questions, and for noting a2nd pursuing serendipity. ZLdove
all, it should telease time for more contact with andlearning frem the pocrer
rufal people. In most investigations, Yhe:her quick or long. they are thc fesiduél
cateéory, the last in line, those who are not consulted, those whose protizrs are
not articulated. Shortage of tige compounds the interlocking biases which shut
them out. More time can be used to let them in. .If RR4, whatever its cefact
were to eﬁable rural appraisefé to spend more time learnng about and undezstanding
rural poverty, then the choice, design and izplementation of rural projects
might shift over time so that the poor gained more. That may be the'naive hape of

an optimist; but at least it seems worth pursuing.
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