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1 I N T R O D U C T I O N 

T h e pas t d e c a d e h a s w i t n e s s e d a qu ie t m e t h -
odologica l r e v o l u t i o n in ru ra l r e sea rch a n d 
ac t i on , b o t h in t heo ry , a n d increas ingly in 
prac t ice .* This is t h e n o w fami l ia r reversal 
f r o m top d o w n t o b o t t o m u p , f r o m cen t ra l -
ised s t a n d a r d i s a t i o n to local diversity, a n d 
f r o m b l u e p r i n t to l e a r n i n g process . O n e pa r t 
of th is h a s b e e n a shif t in m o d e s of l ea rn ing , 
f r o m ex t r ac t i ve s u r v e y q u e s t i o n n a i r e s to 
pa r t i c ipa to ry appra i sa l a n d analys is . P r o m i n -
e n t in th is sh i f t h a v e b e e n t w o fami l ies of 
a p p r o a c h e s a n d fami l ies of m e t h o d s , o f t e n 
cal led in Engl i sh rapid ru ra l appra isa l (RRA) 
a n d pa r t i c ipa to ry ru ra l appra isa l (PRA), a n d 
in F r e n c h méthode accélérée de recherche partid-
pative ( G u e y e 8- F r e u d e n b e r g e r 1991). The 
p u r p o s e of th is p a p e r is to o u t l i n e t h e his to-
ry, p r inc ip ies a n d m e t h o d s of RRA a n d PRA, 
a n d to e x a m i n e t h e i r po ten t i a l for t h e fu -
t u r e . 

2 RRA: O R I G I N S A N D EVOLUTION 

T h e ph i l o sophy , a p p r o a c h e s a n d m e t h o d s 
k n o w n as rap id ru ra l appra isa l (RRA) b e g a n 
to e m e r g e in t h e late 1970s. It h a d t h r e e 
m a i n or ig ins . 

T h e first w a s dissat isfact ion w i t h t h e bias-
es, especia l ly t h e a n t i - p o v e r t y biases, of ru -
ral d e v e l o p m e n t t o u r i s m - t h e p h e n o m e n o n 
of t h e brief ru ra l visit by t h e u r b a n - b a s e d 
p ro fes s iona l . T h e s e biases w e r e recognised 

as spatial (visits n e a r cities, o n roads ides , a n d 
to t h e c e n t r e s of vil lages); project ( w h e r e 
p ro jec t s w e r e b e i n g u n d e r t a k e n , o f t e n wi th 
special official a t t e n t i o n a n d s u p p o r t ) ; person 
( m e e t i n g m e n m o r e t h a n w o m e n , eli tes 
m o r e t h a n t h e poor , t h e use r s m o r e t h a n t h e 
n o n u s e r s of services, a n d so o n ) ; seasonal 
(going in t h e d ry a n d cool r a t h e r t h a n ho t 
a n d w e t s easons , w h i c h a r e o f t e n w o r s e for 
p o o r ru ra l peop le ) ; a n d d ip lomat ic ( w h e r e 
t h e o u t s i d e r d o e s no t w i s h to c a u s e o f f e n c e 
by a sk ing to m e e t p o o r peop le o r see bad 
c o n d i t i o n s ) . T h e s e cou ld c o m b i n e to h ide 
t h e w o r s t p o v e r t y a n d depr iva t ion . 

T h e s e c o n d origin of RRA w a s disi l lusion 
w i t h t h e n o r m a l processes of q u e s t i o n n a i r e 
s u r v e y s a n d the i r resul ts . Repea ted ly t h e 
e x p e r i e n c e w a s tha t q u e s t i o n n a i r e s w e r e t oo 
long , a h e a d a c h e to admin i s t e r , a n i g h t m a r e 
to p rocess a n d w r i t e u p , un re l i ab l e in qua l i ty 
of da ta o b t a i n e d , a n d Hable to lead to re-
por t s , if any , w h i c h w e r e long, late, bo r ing 
a n d dif f icul t to use . 

T h e t h i rd or ig in w a s m o r e posi t ive. Seek-
ing m o r e cos t -e f fec t ive m e t h o d s of l e a r n i n g 
w a s h e l p e d by t h e g r o w i n g r ecogn i t ion by 
o u t s i d e r p ro fes s iona l s of t h e o b v i o u s fact 
t h a t ru ra l p e o p l e w e r e t h e m s e l v e s k n o w l -
e d g e a b l e o n m a n y sub jec t s tha t t o u c h e d 
the i r lives. W h a t b e c a m e k n o w n as i nd igen -
o u s t echn ica l k n o w l e d g e (1TK) w a s t h e n 
inc reas ing ly s e e n to h a v e a r i chness a n d 
v a l u é fo r t h e pract ical p u r p o s e s of ou ts iders . 

* This is an extensively updated and expanded revisión of a paper originally published in Appropriate 
Technology, 16(4): 14-16, March 1990, then revised first for a seminar at the University of Chiang Mai, 
Thailand on 23 November 1990, and then again on 22 April 1991. 
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It wou ld be cost effective to use that knowl-
edge more . The main quest ion, as it seemed 
then , was h o w most effectively to tap ITK as 
a source of informat ion . 

In the late 1970s, m o r e and m o r e profes-
sionals were invent ing and using me thods 
that w e r e quicker and m o r e cost effective 
than those of " respec table" ques t ionnai re 
surveys; but they were re luctant to wri te 
about wha t they did, fearing for their profes-
sional credibility. They felt compelled to 
confo rm to s tandard statistical norms, how-
ever costly and crude their applications, and 
in their publications to use normal profes-
sional categories and measures , not those of 
rural people. 

In the 1980s, this situation was trans-
fo rmed . The family of approaches and me th -
ods k n o w n as rapid rural appraisal (RRA) 
gained increasing acceptance. There was in-
creasing recognit ion that it had its o w n prin-
cipies and rigour. In the early 1980s, RRA 
was argued to be cost effective, especially for 
gaining t imely informat ion, but still with 
some sense that it might be a second best. 
But by the end of the 1980s, the RRA ap-
proaches and m e t h o d s were f requent ly elic-
iting a ' r ange a n d quali ty of informat ion and 
insights inaccessible th rough m o r e tradition-
al me thods . Unless rushed and unselfcritical, 
RRA carne out bet ter whe reve r it was tested 
against m o r e convent ional methods . In any 
contexts and for m a n y purposes, RRA, w h e n 
well done , showed itself to be not a second 
best bu t a best. 

In establishing the me thods and principies 
of RRA m a n y people and insti tutions took 
part. An incomplete listing of countr ies 
w h e r e they were developed includes Austra-
lia, Bangladesh, Benin, Colombia, Ethiopia, 
Fiji, Ghana , Guatemala , India, Indonesia, 
Kenya, Mali, Nepal, Nigeria, Pakistan, Papua 
New Guinea , Perú, the Philippines, Sierra 
Leone, Sri Lanka, Sudan , Tanzania, Thai-
land, t he United Kingdom, Zambia and Zim-
babwe. Perhaps m o r e than any o ther move-
m e n t , agroecosystem analysis, p ioneered in 
Southeas t Asia by Gordon Conway and oth-

ers at the University of Chieng Mai and 
e l sewhere (Gypmantasir i et al 1980; Con-
way 1985), established n e w methods and 
credibility. In the mid-1980s, t he University 
of Khon Kaen in Thailand was world leader 
in developing theory and methods , especial-
ly for multidisciplinary teams, and in institu-
tionalising RRA as a part of professional 
t raining. In specialised fields, too, the re were 
parallel and over lapping developments . In 
hea l th and nutr i t ion , rapid assessment pro-
cedures (RAP) (Scr imshaw & Hur tado 1987) 
d r e w on social an thropology and were prac-
tised in at least 20 countr ies . In agriculture, 
some pract i t ioners of farming systems re-
search and extens ión innovated wi th light-
er, quicker me thods in an RRA style. And 
" h a r d " journa l s began to publish papers on 
RRA and RRA applications. 

RRA began as a bet ter way for outsiders to 
learn. In answer ing the quest ion " w h o s e 
knowledge c o u n t s ? " it sought , and still 
seeks, to enable outsiders to learn from rural 
people, and to make use of indigenous tech-
nical knowledge to assist outs iders ' analysis. 
But its m o d e is mainly extractive; the 
knowledge of rural people counts - for o u r 
use. In the late 1980s, some RRA moved 
beyond this in a participatory direction, and 
evolved into wha t has come to be called par-
ticipatory rural appraisal (PRA). All the 
same, for some purposes and conditions, 
e l emen t s of the oíd RRA will r emain . Since 
its principies and me thods a re also basic to 
PRA, it is wi th RRA that we will start. 

3 PRINCIPLES OF RRA 

Different pract i t ioners would list different 
principies, but most would agree to include 
the fol lowing: 

• optimising trade-offs, relating the costs of 
learning to the useful t ru th of informa-
t ion, wi th t rade-offs be tween quanti ty, 
relevance, accuracy and timeliness. This 
includes the principies of optimal ignórame 
- k n o w i n g wha t is not w o r t h knowing , 
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and of appropriate imprecisión - not mea-
sur ing m o r e precisely than needed 

• offset t ing biases, especially those of rural 
d e v e l o p m e n t tour ism, by being relaxed 
a n d not rush ing , l istening not lecturing, 
p rob ing instead of passing on to the next 
topic, being un impos ing instead of impor-
tant , and seeking ou t the poorer people 
especially w o m e n , and learning their 
concerns and priorities 

• l ea rn ing f r o m and wi th rural people, di-
rectly, on the site, and face-to-face, gain-
ing f rom ind igenous physical, technical 
and social k n o w l e d g e 

• l ea rn ing rapidly and progressively, wi th 
conscious explorat ion, flexible use of 
m e t h o d s , op p o r t u n i sm , improvisat ion, it-
erat ion, and crosschecking, not following 
a b luepr in t p r o g r a m m e but adapt ing in a 
lea rn ing process 

4 T H E M E N U O F R R A M E T H O D S 

In its early days, RRA seemed little m o r e 
t h a n organised c o m m o n s e n s e . During the 
1980s, t h o u g h , creative ingenui ty was ap-
plied and m o r e m e t h o d s inven ted , some of 
w h i c h a re no t obvious , and go beyond com-
m o n s e n s e and c o m m o n expectat ions 
(Chambers 1980). A s u m m a r y listing of 
head ings can indícate the types of m e t h o d s 
n o w k n o w n , w i t h o u t being exhaus t ive : 

• secondary data review 
• direct observat ion 
• t ransects and g roup walks 
• D1Y (doing-i t-yourself , taking part in 

activities) 
• key i n f o r m a n t s 
• semis t ruc tured in terviews 
• g roup in terv iews and discussions 
• cha ins (sequences) of interviews 
• key indicators 
• w o r k s h o p s and bra ins torming 
• sketch m a p p i n g 
• aerial pho tog raphs 
• d i ag ramming 
• wea l th r ank ing 
• o t h e r r ank ing and scoring 

• m e a s u r e m e n t and quant i f icat ion 
• e thnohis to r ies and t rend analysis 
• t ime lines (chronologies of events) 
• stories, portrai ts and case studies 
• t e am m a n a g e m e n t and interact ions 
• key probes 
• shor t , s imple ques t ionnai res , late in the 

RRA process 
• rapid repor t wr i t ing in the field 

Diag ramming and ranking have provided 
some less obvious me thods . Diagramming 
has c o m e to include m a n y topics, aspects 
and techn iques , such as transects, season-
alities, spatial and social relations, insti tu-
tions, t rends , and ecological history. Rank-
ing m e t h o d s have been evolved to elicit 
people ' s o w n criteria and judgemen t s . An 
ingenious and simple example is wea l th 
ranking , in t h e classic versión of which re-
sponden t s are p resen ted wi th slips of paper, 
o n e for each househo ld in a communi ty , and 
asked to place t h e m in piles according to 
the i r wea l th or pover ty (Grandin 1988; 
Scoones 1988; Shah 1990; Swift & Umar 
1991). These and o the r m e t h o d s have been 
modif ied and developed, and m o r e will be 
inven ted in coming years. 

5 PARTICIPATORY RURAL A P P R A I S A L 
(PRA) 

The re is n o sha rp line b e t w e e n RRA and 
PRA: they h a v e m a n y principies and me th -
ods in c o m m o n ; bu t old-style RRA and re-
cen t PRA are different e n o u g h to just ify 
d i f ferent ñ a m e s . 

PRA has increasingly shifted the initiative 
from outsider to villager. it has developed rap-
idly. A n y s u m m a r y of its evolut ion is likely 
to omi t m u c h that has been happen ing in 
parallel in d i f ferent parts of the world. PRA 
has several an teceden ts , and draws on sever-
al t radi t ions, including the c o m m u n i t y de-
v e l o p m e n t of t h e 1950s and 1960s, the dia-
logics and conscientisat ion of Paulo Freire, 
part icipatory act ion research, and the work 
of activist NGOs in m a n y parts of the world 
that h a v e encouraged poor people to unde r -
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take thei r o w n analysis and act ion. The t e rm 
PRA was probably first used in Kenya to 
describe village-level investigations, analysis 
and p l ann ing u n d e r t a k e n by the National 
E n v i r o n m e n t Secretariat w i th Clark Univer-
sity, USA (Kabutha & Ford 1988), and PRA 
has been spreading in Kenya. Participatory 
rapid rural appraisal was the t e rm used to 
describe a jo in t exercise of the Aga K h a n 
Rural Suppor t P r o g r a m m e (India) (AKRSP) 
and t h e In te rna t iona l Ins t i tu te for Envi ron-
m e n t and Deve lopmen t in Gujara t in 1988 
(McCracken 1988). Since t hen , PRA has 
evolved and spread rapidly in the NGO sec-
tor in India, w i th MYRADA, based in Banga-
lore, taking a leading role, together wi th 
Action Aid, AKRSP and others ; and it is 
evolving in parallel and spreading t h r o u g h 
shar ing in o the r countr ies . 

The majoi difference between PRA and old-
style RRA ( f rom n o w on described simply as 
RRA) is in roles, behaviour and attitudes. In 
RRA the outs iders - " w e " - are dominan t . 
We d e t e r m i n e the agenda , extract i n fo rma-
tion, analyse it, and plan. In PRA, these roles 
are largely reversed. We al low and encour -
age " t h e m " to be d o m i n a n t , to de t e rmine 
m o r e of t h e agenda , to gain, express and 
analyse in format ion , and to plan. We are 
facilitators, learners and consul tants . Our 
activities are to establish rapport , to c o n v e n e 
and catalyse, to enqui re , and to choose and 
improvise m e t h o d s for t h e m to use. We 
watch, listen a n d learn. Metaphorically, and 
somet imes actually, w e " h a n d over the 
st ick" that symbolises authori ty . 

" T h e y " t h e n do m a n y of the things w e 
former ly did (and beiieved, o f t en e n o u g h , 
that only w e could do). They m a k e maps and 
models ; they carry out t ransects and ob-
serve; they investígate, observe and inter-
view; they d iagram and analyse; they 
present in format ion ; they plan. In conse-
quence , t hey a re m o r e in c o m m a n d of inves-
tigation, they o w n and retain m o r e of the 
informat ion , and they identify the priorities. 

The part icipatory or ienta t ion of PRA has 
given n e w Ímpe tus to the deve lopmen t of 

m e t h o d s . O n e of the delights of PRA has 
been the lack of b luepr in t and the openness 
to innova t ion . Par t i c iparon genera tes diver-
sity; villagers play a par t in interpret ing, 
applying, and somet imes invent ing the 
m e t h o d s themselves . Villagers and outs iders 
alike a re encouraged to improvise. 

In consequence , t h e two years to mid-
1991 h a v e wi tnessed an explosion of creativ-
ity, especially bu t not only in India and 
Nepal. Reviewing the r ange of part icipatory 
innova t ion by colleagues in India and Nepal, 
six poin ts s tand out as "discover ies" , at least 
for m e . 

(a) Villagers' capabilities 

Villagers h a v e s h o w n greater capacity to 
map , mode l , quan t i fy and estímate, rank , 
score and diagram than has been supposed. 

Part icipatory map p ing and model l ing 
(Masca renhas & K u m a r 1991) have been 
the mos t striking f inding. An earlier work on 
m e n t a l maps (Gould & Whi t e 1974) did not 
reveal t h e r ichness of detail and discrimina-
t ion expressed recent ly by villagers in India 
and e l sewhere t h rough part icipatory map-
ping. It may be that , in general , rural people 
in the Sou th have m o r e extens ive and de-
tailed men ta l maps t h a n u r b a n people in the 
Nor th . Given the right condi t ions and mate-
rials, t hey h a v e s h o w n that t hey can express 
t h e m visibly on t h e g round or on paper, 
e i ther as maps or as th ree -d imens iona l mod-
els (for e x a m p l e of watersheds) . In India and 
Nepal a lone, they have n o w created h u n -
dreds such maps and models , usual ly show-
ing the hu t s a n d houses in a village (a social 
map) or the s u r r o u n d i n g village area (a re-
sources map) . Most recent ly they have been 
indicating social details, using seeds, colour 
codes, and markers such as bindis ( the small 
spots w o m e n place on their foreheads) . 
These are placed on the maps or models to 
indícate for each househo ld the n u m b e r s of 
m e n , w o m e n , and chi ldren, weal th /pover ty , 
t h e hand icapped , immuni sa t ion status, edu-
cation, and m u c h else. An in formed g roup 
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or pe r son can conduc t their o w n census of a 
small village directly o n t o a m a p in a fraction 
of a n h o u r ; a n d m u c h o t h e r in format ion can 
be added spontaneous ly , or by " in te rv iew-
ing the m a p " . 

Similarly, wi th quant i f ica t ion, estimating, 
ranking , scoring and d iagramming, w h e n 
t h e m e t h o d s and materials are right, villag-
ers h a v e s h o w n themselves capable of gen-
erat ing and analys ing informat ion beyond 
n o r m a l professional expectat ions. The fixa-
t ion of professionals that only " w e " can 
c o u n t and m e a s u r e has tended to obscure 
t h e capacities of rural people themselves . 
These h a v e n o w been explored th rough sea-
sonal analysis and t h rough m a n y exercises 
of quant i f ica t ion. For example , a careful and 
fascinat ing compar i son of fa rmers ' est imates 
of m o n t h l y rainfall wi th those of a nearby 
agricul tural research station in Nepal (Gilí 
1991) has f o u n d the fa rmers ' knowledge 
a n d es t imates to fit closely and in some re-
spects to be superior . 

Various m e t h o d s of ranking, and m o r e 
recent ly of scoring, have also proved power -
ful sources of insight. We, outs ider profes-
sionals, h a v e been taught to va lué absolute 
against relative or compara t ive quant i f ica-
t ion, and to ident i fy t rends and changes by 
c o m par ing m e a s u r e m e n t s at different points 
of t ime. This is o f t en unnecessary . For practi-
cal pu rposes direct ions of change, and rough 
p ropor t ions of change , are of ten all that are 
needed ; and using PRA me thods , these can 
be indicated by villagers w i thou t requir ing 
absolu te valúes. 

In all this, t h e m e t h o d s and materials have 
been impor t an t in enabl ing villagers' capa-
bilities to be expressed, but m e t h o d s in 
themse lves a re no t e n o u g h . 

(b) The primacy of rapport 

The key to facilitating such participation is 
rappor t . At first sight, it is a mystery w h y it 
has taken unti l 1990 to "d iscover" the rich-
ness of t h e knowledge , creativity and analyt-
ical abilities of villagers. But w h e n the wide-
spread beliefs, a l t i tudes and behav iour of 

outs iders are considered, the re is less mys-
tery. Outs iders h a v e been condi t ioned by 
thei r educa t ion and the social s t ruc ture of 
k n o w l e d g e to believe and a s sume that villag-
ers are ignorant . Outsiders have then e i ther 
lec tured t h e m , holding sticks and wagging 
fingers, or h a v e in te rv iewed them, asking 
rapid ques t ions , in te r rupt ing , and not listen-
ing beyond immedia te replies. " O u r " l e r ' u r -
ing and in te rv iewing have been m u c h of the 
p rob lem. It has m a d e t h e ignorance of rural 
people a n artifact of o u r ignorance, of our 
no t k n o w i n g h o w to enable t h e m to express, 
sha re a n d ex tend thei r knowledge : 

The a t t i tudes and behav iou r of outsiders 
n e e d e d for rappor t , and which have been 
missing, include: 

• part icipation by the outs ider in rural and 
village activities 

• respect for rural people 
• interest in w h a t they have to say and 

s h o w 
• pat ience, w a n d e r i n g a r o u n d , not rushing, 

and not in te r rup t ing 
• humi l i ty 
• materials and m e t h o d s that e m p o w e r ru-

ral people to express and analyse their 
k n o w l e d g e 

(c) Visual sharing 

Visual shar ing is a c o m m o n e lement in 
m u c h PRA. With a ques t ionna i re survey, 
i n fo rma t ion is t ransfer red f rom the words of 
the person in te rv iewed to the paper of the 
ques t i onna i r e schedu le w h e r e it becomes a 
possession of the interviewer. The learning is 
one-off . The in fo rmat ion becomes personal 
and prívate, o w n e d by the in te rv iewer and 
unver i f ied . In contras t , wi th visual shar ing 
of a m a p , mode l , d iagram, or uni ts (stones, 
seeds, small fruits , etc) used for quantif ica-
t ion, r ank ing or scoring, all w h o are present 
can see, point to, discuss, man ipú la te and 
al ter physical objects or representa t ions . Tri-
angula t ion and crosschecking take place. 
The learning is progressive. The informat ion 
is visible and public, and can be added to, 
o w n e d and verified by part icipants. 
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For example , in part icipatory mapp ing 
and model l ing, villagers d r a w and model 
their villages and resources, deciding wha t 
to include, and debating, adding and modi -
fying detail. Eve ryone can see wha t is being 
" sa id" because it is being " d o n e " . In shared 
d iag ramming , in format ion is d i ag rammed lo 
represent , for example , seasonal changes in 
d imens ions such as rainfall, agricultura! la-
bour , i ncome , indebtedness , food supply and 
migrat ion. Paper can be used for diagrams, 
but t h e g round and o the r local materials 
have the advan tage of being " t h e i r s " - me -
dia that villagers, w h e t h e r li terate or illiter-
ate, can c o m m a n d and alter wi th confi-
dence . The diagram also can provide a n 
agenda for discussion that is theirs. 

(d) Sequences 

Some part icipatory m e t h o d s have been 
k n o w n and used in the past (Rhodes 1990). 
There are n o w some n e w ones , bu t pe rhaps 
m o r e str iking is the p o w e r of combina t ions 
and sequences . To take s o m e examples : 

• Wi th part icipatory mapping , villagers 
d r a w not one , but several maps , succes-
sively becoming m o r e detailed and use-
ful. 

• Social mapp i n g provides a basis for 
househo ld listings, and for indicating 
popula t ion , social g roup, hea l th and o th-
er househo ld characteristics, and is a use-
ful stage in most topic PRAs. 

• Transects are p l anned using a participa-
tory m a p , leading natural ly into villagers 
acting as guides for outsiders. 

• Weal th or wel lbeing rank ing follows easi-
ly and well f rom a village social m a p that 
provides an up- to -da te househo ld listing; 
the r ank ing also can be d o n e direct o n t o 
the m a p . 

• Wi th matr ix ranking, eliciting a villager's 
criteria of goodness and badness of a class 
of things (trees, vegetables, fodder grass-
es, variet ies of a crop or an imal , sources of 
credit , marke t outlets , fuel types) leads 

into discussion of preferences and ac-
tions. 

• Wi th a t ransect , w h a t is observed and 
discussed leads into the identification of 
p rob lems and oppor tuni t ies , and discus-
sions of w h a t might be d o n e and by 
w h o m . 

In such ways as these, part icipatory m e t h -
ods fit well wi th a flexible learning process 
app roach that is m o r e o p e n - e n d e d and 
adaptab le t h a n some earlier RRA; and they 
have the advan t age that they usual ly enable 
villagers to use their o w n categories and 
criteria, to genera te their o w n agenda and 
assess a n d indícate their o w n priorities. 

(e) Training and reorientaron for outsiders 

RRA t ra in ing conduc ted in Thai land in 1990 
took six weeks , which was considered inade-
qua te . In India, some has taken only o n e 
day, by concent ra t ing sharply on behav iour 
and at t i tudes; bu t most PRA training in India 
has taken t h r e e to five days spent camping in 
a village. 

The th ree to five day c a m p usual ly entails 
t w o processes: t ra ining and learning for the 
t e am of outs iders , using var ious me thods ; 
and a part icipatory process that is " fo r rea l" , 
leading to p lans developed by and wi th vil-
lagers. Staying a n u m b e r of nights in t h e 
village intensif ies and concent ra tes the ex-
per ience . At ten t ion is given to outs iders ' 
a t t i tudes and behaviour . Villagers are en -
couraged to m a p , d iagram, particípate in 
t ransects , and plan. The a im of the t ra ining 
for the outs iders is to facilítate changes in 
percept ion and act ion, l istening not lectur-
ing, learn ing progressively, embrac ing error, 
being critically sel f -aware, and themselves 
part icipating, for example reversing roles by 
being t aught by villagers to do village tasks. 
For s o m e outsiders , especially those w h o 
have had a very strict n o r m a l professional 
t ra ining, n o significant change may take 
place. For some , t h o u g h , t he re opens u p a 
n e w range of possibilities and a sense of 
f r e e d o m to expe r imen t and innóvate . It is 
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t h e n not necessary to be t rained in all the 
me thods . They can be tried, improvised and 
adap ted subsequent ly , and n e w ones can be 
i nven t ed . The creativity of the outsider and 
that of the villager is released. 

( f ) Sharing and spread 

PRA in practice has th ree foundat ions : be-
haviour and altitudes; methods; and sharing. At 
first, t h e m e t h o d s appeared the most impor-
tant founda t ion ; t h e n the behav iour and at-
t i tudes of outs iders w e r e seen as primary, 
especially for rappor t ; and n o w the third 
f o u n d a t i o n , shar ing, seems increasingly im-
por t an t . This is part ly because it has become 
t h e m o d e in wh ich PRA spreads. PRA in 
India has a cu l tu re of shar ing that owes 
m u c h to MYRADA but also to o the r NGOs. 
Village camps have been open to people 
f r o m o the r organisat ions. Typically, a train-
ing c a m p organised by a n NGO will include 
not jus t its o w n staff bu t also people f rom 
o t h e r NGOs and f rom g o v e r n m e n t . Sharing 
is par t of t h e exper ience of the camp: shar-
ing of in fo rmat ion by villagers, present ing it 
to each o t h e r and to outsiders; shar ing of 
ideas and exper ience concern ing approaches 
and m e t h o d s ; shar ing of self-critical apprais-
al of the process a m o n g colleagues; and 
shar ing of food b e t w e e n outsiders and vil-
lagers w h o h a v e been participating. 

If PRA is spreading th rough the shar ing of 
exper i ence and m u t u a l learning, it is also 
taking d i f ferent fo rms in different places. 
People and organisa t ions are invent ing their 
o w n var iants . Some emphas ise o n e set of 
m e t h o d s ; s o m e another . Any one m e t h o d -
t ransects (Mascarenhas 1990), or wea l th 
r ank ing (Chamber s 1991) for example -
n o w takes several d i f ferent forms and is 
d o n e dif ferent ly in d i f ferent places. To share 
a n d e x c h a n g e m e t h o d s and exper iences , in-
t e rchanges of staff appea r efficient, wi th staff 
of o n e organisat ion spending t ime wi th o th-
er organisa t ions in the i r PRAs. In all cases, 
also, t h e creativity and invent iveness of vil-
lagers can c o m e in to play. In such ways, in-

nova t ions can be con t inuous ly st imulated, 
shared and spread. 

6 D A N G E R S 

Four dangers s tand ou t . 
The first d a n g e r is faddism. Like fa rming 

sys tems research, RRA and PRA could be 
discredited by over- rapid adopt ion and mis-
use , and by sticking on labels w i t h o u t sub-
s tance. The w a r n i n g signs are there : d e m a n d 
for t ra in ing that exceeds by far the t iny cadre 
of c o m p e t e n t t rainers; r equ i remen t s that 
consu l tan t s " u s e RRA" or pe rhaps n o w " u s e 
PRA" and t h e n consul tan ts w h o say they 
will do so, w h e n they do not k n o w what 
RRA or PRA entail , or have only read about 
t h e m but no t exper ienced and used t h e m ; 
and the belief that good RRA or PRA are 
s imple a n d easy, quick fixes, w h e n they are 
not . 

The second dange r is rushing. The word 
" r a p i d " , necessary in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, is n o w somet imes a liability, in 
dange r of being used to legit ímate hurr ied 
and biased rural d e v e l o p m e n t tour ism. The 
R of RRA might bet ter s tand for " re l axed" , 
a l lowing p len ty of t ime. O n e danger he re is 
tha t h u r r y or lack of c o m m i t m e n t will m e a n 
that the poores t are , again, ne i ther seen, 
l istened to, ñ o r learnt f rom, w h e n m u c h of 
t h e ra t ionale for RRA/PRA is to m a k e t ime to 
find the poores t , to learn f rom t h e m , and to 
e m p o w e r t h e m . 

The third dange r is formalism. In the long 
te rm, this may prove the most difficult. With 
a n y innova t ion , t he re is an urge to s tandard-
ise and codify, o f t en in t h e ñ a m e of quality. 
M a n u a l s are called for and then composed. 
They can indeed be usefu l as compilat ions of 
exper ience , as cookbooks that widen the 
choice of recipes, as sources of ideas, espe-
cially for t rainers . But m a n u a l s also can 
hamper . Wi th a n y n e w approach or m e t h o d , 
m a n u a l s start short bu t grow fast. Para-
g raphs prol iferate as intelligent au tho r s seek 
to cater for every condi t ion and guard 
against every eventual i ty . Some fa rming sys-
t ems research gave rise to m a n u a l s the 
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weight of which itself became a problem. 
The dangers a re evident . Training is based 
on the l eng then ing text, and takes longer. 
More t ime is spent in formal classroom 
teaching of the theory and less in the field on 
the practice. Spontanei ty is inhibited, adop-
tion deter red , and spread slowed or at worst 
even s topped. 

The initial lack of a m a n u a l for PRA in 
India has then been an advantage . Would-
be practi t ioners have been forced to learn, 
not f rom books, and not in t he classroom, 
but f rom colleagues, th rough sharing, and 
from their o w n improvisat ions and experi-
ences in the field. Many of the best innova-
tions have h a p p e n e d w h e n practi t ioners 
have not followed the rules. Matrix scoring 
carne abou t w h e n someone broke the sup-
posed rules for matrix ranking and asked 
participants to score instead. The first guide-
l i n e s f o r w e a l t h ranking (Grandin 1988) pre-
sented individual interviews in private as the 
preferred me thod , but m a n y practi t ioners 
have n o w found ways of using g roup inter-
views; by mid-1991 , MYRADA, an NGO in 
India, had conducted over two hundred 
wealth rankings by groups. Nei ther has the 
criterion for ranking remained some concept 
of " w e a l t h " . More c o m m o n l y now, a m o r e 
complex implicit concept of wellbeing, as 
defined by rural people themselves, is used. 

The largest and heaviest m a n u a l in India 
is that produced by Ravi Jayakaran of Krishi 
Gram Vikas Kendra . The reader opens it to 
find pr inted boldly on the first page: 

USE YOUR OWN BEST JUDGEMENT AT 
ALL TIMES 

The o ther pages are all blank. 
The lesson is that practi t ioners must take 

responsibility for what they do. They mus t 
feel free to start, to make mistakes, and to 
learn on the run . It is not books of instruc-
tions, but personal commi tmen t , critical 
awareness , and informed improvisation, 
that can best assure quality and creativity. 

A linked, four th , problem is routinisation. 
Practitioners and trainers fall into habits and 

ruts. There a re m a n y different ways of doing 
participatory mapping and modell ing, tran-
sects, seasonal analysis, g roup interviews, 
ranking and scoring, identifying special 
g roups of people, and the like. But practi-
t ioners in any organisat ion, or even región, 
tend to slip in to s tandard practices that miss 
most of t he opt ions. Of course, some routini-
sation and repeti t ion are inevitable, even 
desirable. But exper iment ing , invent ing, 
testing, adapt ing and constant ly trying to 
improve are part of the potential s t rength of 
PRA. To n u r t u r e and keep that spirit, o n e 
m e a n s is exchanges of t rainers be tween or-
ganisations, count r ies and cont inents , to 
sha re approaches , me thods and experiences 
in the field. 

7 POTENTIALS 

Despite these dangers , the long- term poten-
tials of both RRA and of its n e w e r form in 
PRA, do not seem small. 

Concern ing RRA, adopt ion in most coun-
tries has been only on a tiny, localised, scale, 
and usually only by NGOs. But the range has 
been wide: already an RRA approach and 
m e t h o d s have been used for appraisal and 
analysis in m a n y subject areas. To ñ a m e but 
some, these include agroecosystems; natural 
resources, forestry and the env i ronmen t ; ir-
rigation; technology and innovat ion; heal th 
and nut r i t ion; educat ion; fa rming systems 
research and extens ión; pastoralism; mar-
keting; disaster relief; organisation and m a n -
agemen t ; a n d soil and water conservation. 
M a n y special topics have been explored. The 
purposes have included assessment of social, 
cul tural and economic condit ions, project 
identification and appraisal, moni tor ing and 
evaluat ion, ad hoc topic investigation, and 
academic research. M a n y m o r e uses can be 
expected, u r b a n and rural; in the North and 
the South . 

It is, t hough , with the m o r e participatory 
approach and m e t h o d s of PRA that m u c h of 
t he f u t u r e seems to lie. It has strong points. 
By t ransferr ing the initiative to rural people, 
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it bo th requi res and generates rapport , and 
forces outs iders to learn. It elicits, presents 
a n d cross-checks in format ion quickly. 
T h r o u g h encourag ing rural people to 
p resen t and ana lyse wha t they know, it can 
genera te c o m m i t m e n t to sustainable action, 
as it has d o n e in bo th Kenya and India. In-
creasingly in India, NGOs are adopt ing the 
PRA approach and m e t h o d s as part of the 
process of ident i fy ing deve lopment actions 
by and wi th villagers, in domains that in-
c lude agr icul tural research, wate rshed m a n -
a g e m e n t , social forestry, credit, hor t icul ture , 
marke t ing , a n d cooperat ive deve lopment . 
The PRA approach and m e t h o d s appear ver-
satile and adaptable , and o the r applications 
can be expected . PRA also enhances capabil-
ities. It can entail no t jus t gains to people 
t h r o u g h thei r shar ing of knowledge wi th 
each other , b u t also gains in their ability to 
ana lyse thei r creativity and their commit -
m e n t . 

In addi t ion, for the 1990s, th ree o the r 
potent ia ls s tand out . 

First, t h e r e is scope for RRA and PRA in 
universi t ies a n d t ra ining institutes, in most 
of wh ich they h a v e been qui te s trangely 
over looked. The potent ia l for applications in 
t ra ining and educa t ion remains e n o r m o u s 
and is still largely unrecognised . Exceptions 
inc lude a f ew universi t ies in Thai land and 
the Phil ippines that use RRA, making it im-
por t an t to learn w h y a n d h o w they carne to 
adop t it. Also, in t h e early 1990s, key train-
ing ins t i tu t ions in India h a v e started to 
adop t a n d deve lop the PRA approach and 
m e t h o d s , including the National Academy of 
Admin is t ra t ion at Mussoorie , which trains 
t h e sén ior cadres of t h e civil service. These 
t ra in ing ins t i tu t ions are using PRA m e t h o d s 
in the village f ie ldwork of their s tudents , lib-
erat ing t h e m f r o m the earlier slavery of the 
su rvey ques t ionna i re . 

But the scale of adop t ion of RRA and PRA 
in univers i t ies and o the r tert iary inst i tut ions 
for educa t ion and t ra ining is still only mi-

nuscu le compared wi th the scope. Only 
w h e n m a n y m o r e in t roduce RRA and PRA 
in to thei r curr icula, teaching and f ie ldwork, 
and w h e n a n e w genera t ion of professionals 
is well versed in the phi losophy and me th -
ods, will RRA and PRA finally and securely 
ach ieve any th ing cióse to the i r potent ial . 

Second, all too o f t en sénior officials and 
academics w h o p r o n o u n c e and prescribe on 
rura l d e v e l o p m e n t lack recent direct knowl -
edge, and base their analysis and act ion on 
ignorance or on persona l exper ience that is 
decades out of date. RRA/PRA can bring 
t h e m face- to-face w i th rural people. Mini-
sabbaticals in villages are being discussed. 
Exper ience to date in India has been that 
sénior officials appreciate PRA and take to it 
well , if suitably in t roduced . PRA exper iences 
can he lp t h e m to keep in contact and u p to 
date and to correct error. It can provide 
learn ing that is intellectually exciting, practi-
cally re levant , and o f ten fun . 

Third, PRA suppor t s decentral isat ion and 
diversity, a l lowing and enabl ing local people 
to take c o m m a n d of their resources and to 
decide w h a t fits their needs . By involving 
t h e m f r o m the very beginning of a develop-
m e n t act ion, it can enab le t h e m to o w n it 
m o r e ; it t hus can cont r ibu te to c o m m i t m e n t 
and sustainability. It is par t of the paradigm 
for rural d e v e l o p m e n t that stresses process, 
par t ic ipat ion, local knowledge , and reversáis 
of learning. To m a k e the 1990s a decade of 
local e m p o w e r m e n t and diversity, participa-
tory rura l appraisal should have a key part to 
play. 

But n o t h i n g in rural deve lopmen t is ever a 
panacea ; a n d PRA faces p rob lems of spread, 
scale and quali ty assurance. The potent ia l 
realised will depend largely on pract i t ioners 
and t ra iners . The ques t ions are w h e t h e r em-
bracing error, and using one ' s o w n best 
j u d g e m e n t at all t imes, can be built into the 
very genes of PRA; and if so, w h e t h e r RRA 
and PRA canno t be just self-spreading, bu t 
se l f - improving. 
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