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Abstract 

This thesis is about extending understanding of international development aid. It is motivated 

by a belief that the current approach is caught in a spiral of self-interest and reductionist 

rhetoric. I argue that our understanding of development aid is limited by an inability to foster 

a culture informed by failure, learning, reflection and evolution. In development aid 

enormous cultural, political and social assumptions are made about concepts of change. 

These are rarely investigated to explore what the assumptions mean for different 

stakeholders, how they are perceived, and why they might hinder rather than enhance change. 

Accordingly, my thesis is about extending the parameters of development research, moving it 

outside its traditional fields of enquiry, and looking at how new methodological approaches 

can broaden our understanding of how it works. 

I apply a learning methodology to an international development aid intervention to explore 

the practical and conceptual ways individuals conceive of and relate to development aid. An 

integrated agricultural development case study in Mozambique is used to illustrate the variety 

of ways that different stakeholders relate to a development program. A learning methodology 

(phenomenography) is used to highlight the important differences in how stakeholders relate 

to a given phenomena (the program) and to establish a hierarchy of awareness that articulates 

the significant variations in stakeholder experiences. These variations have considerable 

consequence for our understanding of international development aid. 

My thesis proposes that a critical systems theory approach be employed in dealing with 

development aid and its 'wicked problems' . Given the limitations of the existing aid delivery 

mechanisms, the research uses a discordant pluralist approach as a guiding principle towards 

shaping new approaches to development practice. The research illustrates the significance of 

learning to development aid and argues that new methodologies should be employed to apply 

learning to the development process. 

My research highlights the limitations of current perspectives on and approaches to 

development aid. It challenges the focus on 'poverty alleviation' as the principle driver for 

contemporary development practice, and argues for a focus informed by learning and 
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reflection. In identifying the basis for this new focus, the thesis takes a transdisciplinary 

approach to illustrate the essential components of how development aid works. The research 

draws on the academic fields of management theory, planning theory and learning theory and 

explores how they have been appropriated by existing development paradigms. It investigates 

how these theories are currently applied and argues for a broader application of their merits in 

undertaking development interventions. 

By investigating and understanding how 'learning' is applied in a development aid context, 

we ensure that the process of design, evaluation and delivery can be tied to experiential 

outcomes. These outcomes provide a rich source of reflective input into how we might 

perceive 'effective ' development aid. The thesis does not provide a prescription for 

'appropriate' aid interventions. What it does attempt to do is ask why we need to think more 

about the learning component of development practice, and to consider how we might 

develop a framework that enhances the experience of recipients and practitioners alike. To do 

this, we need to start thinking about designing an environment where learning takes place, 

identify how it occurs, how it is represented and how it can be recorded to enhance 

development practice. 
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1. Introduction 

Delivering effective development aid is hard. It is hard because often we don't know what it 

entails, includes or incorporates. It is hard because we don't know what 'effective' means. It 

is hard because too often it includes everyone and everything. And it is hard because we are 

not really sure what it 'should' or 'could' be doing. Development aid is delivered in a world 

of uncertainty, change, division, conflict and prescription. It is 'messy', complex and difficult 

to understand. For all these reasons, it justifies investigation and research. This chapter 

outlines the reasons for undertaking this development research and identifies the academic 

fields in which the thesis is located. It provides an overview of the thesis structure and 

outlines the core questions my research tries to answer. 

1.1 Finding ways to engage with development aid complexity 

The international development aid system needs to find ways to deal with uncertainty, 

complexity and 'messy' human realities. My research journey is about a search for 

appropriate ways to investigate and engage with this complexity. I believe that existing praxis 

in the development sector has been largely contained, framed and packaged in theory 

appropriately matched to existing practice. It rarely builds on human realities, cultural 

conditions, and context-specific pragmatics that make development aid ' hard' and 'messy' . If 

we are to find the right mechanisms and instruments for exploring development aid, I believe 

we need to look in different places. We need to try different things, to experiment with 

different approaches, to reflect on what works and what doesn't, to acknowledge and 

embrace failure, and to appreciate difference and variation amongst the collec6on of people 

involved in the system. Good examples of this approach exist, and they shine a light on the 

mediocrity and malaise that pervades much of the sector. A robust and healthy development 

aid system is important and I believe that, where development is done well, it offers 

enormous opportunity for improving the lives of those unable to satisfy their basic needs. 

However, I argue that the pockets of good practice have not translated to shifting the sector as 

a whole to different ways of practising 'effective' development. Therefore, research is 

required to amplify the good practice examples and reflect on how they can make a positive 

contribution to the development challenge. 
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This research and my intellectual curiosity in the development aid sector emerged while I was 

working in northern Mozambique. The thesis is built on a case study for an integrated 1 

agricultural program supported by the International Fund for Agricultural Development 

(IF AD) and the Government of Mozambique. My particular interest in the case study was the 

program's links to communities I had been working with as a university lecturer. The region 

is isolated, ethnically diverse, and dominated by subsistence agriculture. In contrast, the 

design for the program was complex, ambitious and based on the creation of new agricultural 

markets. What my brief experience suggested was that this was another ambitious 

development program taking on more than was possible in its limited timeframe. But the 

approach was different, experimental and risky, and I was keen to challenge my original 

hypothesis that it would be another failed aid intervention. Working with various contacts and 

with the support of IF AD, a research project was proposed to provide the space and time to 

ensure that the review was not just a rapid assessment or evaluation. It would be an analysis 

of how a development initiative functions throughout the program cycle. 

This research experiments with a different methodological approach, it expands the breadth 

of disciplinary perspectives that could inform future development aid, and it reflects on how 

complex ideas and relationships can be captured to inform future practice. It is a thesis about 

embracing failure, appreciating difference and variation2 amongst a collection of people 

involved in the development process, and illustrating what this reveals about complex issues. 

Traditional approaches to development oft.en diminish and constrain difference -· in context, 

in design, in application, and in approach. The existing structures with their focus on 

efficiency are rarely sympathetic to ideas of difference and variation. These terms encourage 

complexity and make the framing of an intervention more challenging. This research is my 

attempt to broaden the scope of development practice and be more circumspect about what is 

really possible when we set out to create transformative change. 

1 Integrated programs are rarely promoted these days, as the trend for these approaches lost favour in the 1990s 
when the undertakings led to what was perceived to be poor results and limited achievements. Like many trends 
in the development sector, newly labeled approaches are often killed off if they do not lead to forecast results. 
While this program is not labelled an ' integrated' agricultural program, the breadth and scope of its activities 
suggests that is what it is. 
2 The reference to variation is used in a phenomenographic sense as part of an individual ' s awareness of given 
phenomenon. In order to discern an aspect of a phenomenon in a particular context, the potential for variation 
needs to be recognised. That is, the aspect needs to be experienced as having particular characteristics from 
among the range of characteristics such an aspect could have. This is covered in more detail in Section 1.3 .3. 
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1.2 Why does development research need new approaches? 

If we are to effectively address the challenges that afflict the development sector, we need to 

investigate the characteristics and complexities that influence its operations. In this thesis, I 

intend to explore the sector's complexities through the application of a new approach to 

development research. The approach is about ' practical thinking ' and 'reflective doing' 

where the skills of 'detectives, translators and diplomats' 3 (Patton 2006) are applied to clarify 

how the development sector works. The approach extends the scope and breadth of research 

in the field to move beyond ' the limited meaning of the practice of development agencies, 

especially in aiming at reducing poverty and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs )' 

(Sumner and Tribe 2008). I argue that development aid is about more than just indicators, and 

therefore requires an understanding of a broad set of elements that are 'cross-disciplinary' 

and can be applied to real-world problems. As Molteberg and Bergstrom (2000a and 2000b) 

explain, ' development research is about a commitment to improvement'. Accordingly, 

knowledge generation is not an end in itself. This means undertaking research that addresses 

current, actual problems that are policy-oriented, and that shift the sector away 'from the 

promotion of development and growth to one of understanding of change and differentiation' 

(Molteberg and Bergstrom 2000a and 2000b). My thesis seeks to provide new insight to 

development through the application of a unique research methodology that investigates the 

variety of ways the development sector works. This may shed light on the sector's ailments 

and perhaps clarify some of the possible approaches that could be administered to ensure 

development aid improves the lives of those unable to satisfy their basic needs. 

For development research to effectively engage with the existing challenges, I believe it 

needs to address the ethical dimension of what it means to ' improve' people's lives. Sumner 

and Tribe (2008) argue that the development sector has been 'surprisingly slow at addressing 

the ethical implications of intervening in peop]e's lives and claiming to "know" what is 

"good" for them'. They identify four essential elements of good development research: self· 

reflexivity, reciprocity, uncovering marginalised knowledges, and rethinking definitions of 

research design and validity. I consider each of these issues at length in this thesis to avoid 

'speaking for', going beyond 'speaking about' and endeavouring to 'speak with' those with 

whom we work for change. This thesis is about extending the ability of practitioners to 

reflect, respond, discover and act in a way that is sympathetic to the unique features of the 

3 These are the collective elements that Patton identifies as essential to effective developmental evaluation. 
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development sector. I see research as an effective tool to engage with complex and 'messy ' 

problems. Thus research is essential to trying new things, reflecting on them, adjusting them 

and trying them again in a cycle of progressive improvement. 

1.3 Situating the research agenda 

In undertaking this research, I intend to address questions about perception, learning and 

variation 4. The investigation looks at the scope of development practice and at how 

perception and experience inform change, variation and understanding of how to tackle 

complex and 'wicked problems' 5 (Rittel and Webber 1984). Perception varies significantly 

from one individual to another. In this research, the term is closely linked to concepts of 

awareness and understanding. The research draws on different disciplines and their respective 

knowledges and theories to shine new light on the development sector. The intention is to use 

these disciplinary frameworks to amplify understanding of development aid and encourage 

multiple perspectives to inform the complex nature of the field. Situating the research in this 

way requires an explanation of how the concepts of perception, learning and variation are 

applied to development practice. Each of these is dealt with below. 

1.3.1 Perceptions and multiple perspectives of development aid 

This research is about looking at development interventions differently. This means drawing 

on and using knowledge from a range of fields to illustrate how the development sector 

functions6
. In this thesis, I refer to 'perception' as the diverse ways indiv.iduals see the 

development process and the set of 'knowledges' they use to frame it. I argue that there is no 

universal 'perception', only a collection of different positions that must be accounted for in 

any development process. Powell (2006) refers to the consideration of these positions as a 

process of 'situating development'. In my research, I am looking for and illustrating these 

various positions to improve our understanding of the multiple perspectives evident and 

operating in the development sector. 

Individual perceptions are influenced by the socio-political context in which they reside, but I 

believe they are neither static nor resistant to change. Bawden et al. (2007) supports this 

4 Variation here is again used in a phenomenographic sense - see Section 1.3.3. 
5 Wicked problems are those subject to controversy, where the resolution is subject to debate and where the 
solution cannot be tested unambiguously. This will be covered in more detail in Chapter 3. 
6 The research in this thesis is focused primarily on the learning/education field, but the premise of expanding 
the scope of development research equally applies to a broad range of fields . 
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premise, arguing that perceptions change through experience, and an individual develops 

evaluative processes through which their perceptions are structured and organised. Bawden 

refers to this as the domain of 'epistemic cognition'. The response of an individual to new 

experience is determined significantly by past experiences that have contributed to the ways 

in which they perceive the world (Boud, Keogh et al. 1998). Thus, epistemic development is 

most effectively nurtured under conditions of persistent experiential challenge (Bawden, 

McKenzie et al. 2007), with interaction, reflection and social learning influencing and 

transforming individual 'perceptions' of given realities. In this research, I set out to illustrate 

the variation in perception by interrogating the way a group of stakeholders respond to a 

given phenomenon. I then explore what this tells us about a particular development 

intervention and investigate how it might influence a different development approach. 

My investigation of stakeholder responses to a development intervention is intended to elicit 

a better understanding of how different experiences influence the way a development 

phenomenon is perceived. The different perspectives frame the reflection in which 

knowledge, and the process through which it is obtained, is subject to revision. This is 

important to clarify as it is the revision of knowledge that gives meaning to phenomena, and 

allows individuals to change. Midgeley and Ochoa-Arias (2001) argue that it is only through 

this process of experience, reflection and revision that knowledge can be recast and 

individuals can embrace their changed circumstance. Current development aid approaches 

limit the scope for change. They dictate meaning by prescribing the logical frame (logframe) 

in which they operate. This idea will be explored further in Chapter 2 where I argue that an 

alternative approach focused on learning and differential perception has the capacity to 

expand meaning and generate multiple solutions to the 'wicked problems' inherent in the 

development sector. This concept is critical to understanding how perception informs change, 

and how development aid can be delivered differently. 

1.3.2 Learning as a fundamental tenet of development aid 

If the production and possession of knowledge is integral to expanding meaning and 

encouraging reflection, then perception must be matched to an ability to learn about and 

experience phenomena in a variety of ways. I see learning as an integral step in the 'epistemic 

cognition' that allows stakeholders to make informed choices in how they tackle complex 

problems. In my research, ' learning' builds on the principles of Wenger's (1999) situated 

approach. I see learning as inherent in human nature, involving the ability to negotiate new 
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meanings and create emergent structures. The learning process is fundamentally experiential 

and social. It transforms identities and constitutes trajectories of participation where there is 

interplay between dealing with social boundaries and exploring an individual 's imagination. 

In this way, I see learning as a process of engaging with the circumstance in which a 

phenomenon takes place. 

I propose that this definition of learning offers us an opportunity to consider development 

interventions in a different way. Rather than seeing them as controlled and measured 

programs of support, situated learning allows stakeholders to identify interventions as 

iterative cycles of assistance. For this to occur there must be a change to the operational 

structure of the development cycle. It requires a move away from the ' short term, measurable 

outputs, which demand high levels of control over the decisions and conditions in which 

projects are implemented' (Power, Maury et al. 2002) towards interventions that embrace a 

learning culture and are more realistic about what they can achieve. 

I see the link between the process of how development initiatives take place and learning as 

central to conceiving development differently. I mentioned earlier that development aid is 

delivered in a world of uncertainty, change and prescription. The problems it seeks to address 

are 'wicked problems' (Rittel and Webber 1984). Guijt (2004) likens these 'wicked 

problems' to a constituted 'web or cluster of interrelated problems with high levels of 

uncertainty and diverse competing values and stake '. These are problems that cannot be 

resolved by individual actors. Solutions for one group may generate problems for others. 

Therefore, the problems require a new strategy that addresses not only the set of resources 

allocated to a task, but also the way the resources are distributed, how they are sourced, why 

they are needed and what they will be used for. I see the search for answers being as much 

about the process as it is about the activity. 

The challenge for aid interventions is in choosing the right approach (or set of approaches) to 

engaging with the development process. I argue that the development aid sector has 

traditionally sought surety in the ' doing ' rather than the ' thinking, reflecting, consulting and 

changing'. This has begun to change in recent years with an increasing focus on governance, 

system support and participatory programs. But Jacob ' s (2000) comments still largely hold 

true for much of what occurs in the development aid sector: 
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' ... it tells us that development isn't a collection of things but rather a process 

that yields things. Not knowing this, governments, their development and aid 

agencies, the World Bank, and much of the public put faith in a fallacious 

'Thing Theory' of development. The Thing Theory supposes that development 

is the result of possessing things such as factories, dams, schools, tractors, 

whatever - often bunches of things subsumed under the category of 

infrastructure' . 

What the 'Thing Theory' is missing is what Robert Picciotto calls the 'transmission belt for 

ideas' where development practice is a device for training leaders, an instrument for building 

state capacity, and a platform for policy experimentation and dissemination based on good 

analytical work and sensitive advice (Mavrotas, McGillivray et al. 2009). Picciotto's 

transmission belt requires learning to be part of the development process and an instrument to 

inform evolutionary changes in development practice. But learning is not a one-dimensional 

concept, so I will to define how learning is used in this thesis. 

I see learning as a guide to change and a means to inform understanding of complex 

phenomena. For individuals (including aid recipients, development workers, program 

stakeholders), this means engaging in and contributing to the practices of their communities 

(including local, regional, national and global). For communities, it means refining their 

practice and ensming new generations of members suppo1i its structures. For organisations 

(including international non-government organisations (INGOs), governments, multilaterals, 

contractors), it means sustaining the interconnected communities of practice through which 

an organisation knows what it knows and thus becomes effective and valuable as an 

organisation. These concepts sit comfortably with Wenger's (1999) ideas about situated 

approaches to learning. Leaming builds on the perceptions of those engaged in development 

aid practice and improves the way individuals, communities and organisations engage with 

the development process through experience, interaction, reflection and change. This is 

explored in more detail in Chapter three. 

1.3.3 Variation and difference in experiencing development interventions 

Finally, I need to articulate how variation is defined in this research and how it informs the 

learning process. Here, variation refers to an individual ' s ability to discern and respond to 

differences in given phenomena. The basis for the definition draws on the principles of 
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phenomenography, the details of which I will cover in Chapter 3. Variation is integral to 

learning as it is an important cognitive tool. Illustrating or revealing a set of changed 

conditions encourages individuals to determine how a phenomenon can shift or vary. 

Communicating this shift or variation facilitates an exploration of how it relates to previous 

circumstances or given norms. I see variation in a development aid context as different ways 

of viewing how a given intervention has influenced individual circumstances and the 

community context. This is supported by Jacobs (2000) who argues that an appreciation of 

variation and 'difference is essential to negotiating the bifurcations of a system' . I believe 

that if we are to broaden the scope of development, we need to understand what development 

means to different individuals and groups. Identifying variation is a fundamental step towards 

situating development in a broader theoretical space, one informed by different needs, 

different expectations, and different ideas of where it can take us. 

In development aid, variation and difference is largely at odds with existing practice. I see the 

formulation of designs, logframes and program logic as working with generalities rather than 

differentials. The existing perception, as recently articulated in an Asian Development Bank 

(2009) report on Learning for Change, is that 'delivering development aid requires logical 

systems and assumptions, and universal responses'. Projected change in this context is built 

on assumptions about stakeholder reactions and the required 'fix' or adjustment that will 

correct the targeted system. Despite this perception, the different positions, responses and 

outcomes are significant. The flaw has been acknowledged in earlier work by Amir (2004 ), 

who explains that 'design does not, and cannot, exist in a contextual vacuum. Design is 

always connected to a broader context that includes political systems, economic models, and 

cultural milieus'. I propose that expanding our awareness and understanding of variation in 

development aid phenomena will improve the ability of donors and recipients to better 

negotiate the complexities of the development aid system. Therefore, we need to find ways 

and means of investigating this variation, articulating it and responding to it. The following 

research questions seek to frame this task. 
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1.4 The research questions 

This thesis is about exploring variation in the underlying meaning of, or ways of experiencing 

a development intervention. It describes how the application of a particular learning theory 

provides insight into how we might tackle complex development problems. 

This brings me to the following set of research questions. 

1. What are the different ways that stakeholders 7 conceive of and relate to development 

aid interventions? 

2. How does mapping the variation of responses to a development aid intervention 

expand our understanding of what development aid entails? 

3. What insights are revealed through exploring stakeholder perceptions of development 

aid and their associated 'levels of awareness ' 8? 

4. What are the implications of this exploration of variation and difference in 

stakeholder conceptions of a development intervention on development theory and 

practice? 

Each of these questions deals with the core elements of perception, learning and variation 

amongst stakeholders in the development aid sector. 

1.5 Situating the researcher 

I chose to embark on my research journey at the Institute for Sustainable Futures (ISF) 

because of its commitment to transdisciplinary studies. The ISF sees research as an integral 

part of solving ' real world' problems, and it seemed appropriate that finding the right options 

for researching development aid meant extending the parameters of the development 

dilemma beyond a single discipline. As an economist, I am used to working with rational 

choices and assumptions, but my interest in development aid is built on what Jacobs (2000) 

calls the 'bifurcations' of a system: the forks in the road that take systems into new territory. 

To explore this territory requires a diverse set of lenses and thus, in undertaking this research 

7 Stakeholders here include aid program recipients, INGOs, delivery agencies/donors, contractors, government 
and community organisations. 
8 Here the reference to awareness refers to the 'themes of expanding awareness ' used in phenomenographic 
analysis to illustrate the hierarchy of understanding that is attached to a given phenomenon. This is explained in 
detail in Chapter 4. 
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journey, I have sought to look beyond economics to find other instruments to explore 

development aid and its bifurcations. 

I believe that development is fundamentally about people, partnerships and mutual 

understanding. I argue that dealing with these issues requires more than a program logframe 

and a set of measuring instruments and indicators. These tools have helped in framing the 

parameters of development interventions, but have not really dealt with the unintended 

consequences of development, nor the systemic bifurcations Jacobs referred to earlier. These 

bifurcations would frequently begin as sidelines to other activities but would quickly become 

central to the issues being dealt with through the aid intervention. As Jacobs (2000) argues, 

sidelines are bifurcation incubators where opportunity, not necessity, is the mother of 

invention as necessity is too often seen in hindsight. What was increasingly apparent in my 

development practice was that there were opportunities everywhere and nowhere as I did not 

have the benefit of hindsight, and often I would be looking for answers or solutions in the 

wrong places. I realised that there needed to be another way of looking at development's 

'wicked problems'. 

The shift in my research focus came following a discussion about submarines9
. The topic was 

engineering, but the focus was management and the conundrum was how to reconcile hard 

and soft systems to ensure successful outcomes. The discussion kept returning to the 

challenge of perception, the limitations of learning and the difficulty of getting multiple 

parties to work effectively together. At some point, the submarines became what one 

participant referred to as 'problematic phenomena' and I had a new way of thinking about my 

development dilemma. For me, this simple reference to given ' phenomena ' changed the way 

I thought about development aid because it made the issue relational. Linking development 

aid to my own 'problematic phenomena' meant situating the issues within my sphere rather 

than in a shared sphere, and meant reflecting on my perceptions of the problem rather than a 

shared perception of the issues. The submarines had become my small window to 

appreciating difference, and this informed my own situation as a researcher and the 

methodological pathway I chose to follow. 

9 The submarines in question were the Australian Navy Collins class submarines, which endured multiple cost 
overruns and have never reached full serviceability. 
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In setting out on this research journey, it is important to disclose some of the obvious issues 

that colour my perception of the research problems and how I approach them. Barker and 

Pistrang (2005) refer to the 'disclosure of perspective' necessary for rigorous qualitative 

research. I deal with these issues in detail in Chapter 4, but it is worth noting here that I am a 

privileged, white, middle-class male investigating stakeholder perceptions of programs 

delivered predominantly by other privileged, white, middle -class males to poor communities 

in a culture different from my own, in different languages and amongst diverse groups that 

have different needs. Thus, there is a challenge to counter this bias and attempt to distance 

myself from the inevitable subjectivity that this position entails. 

Given the challenge of research in these circumstances, it is essential that there is 

consideration for the context with which I engage and how I go about the process. Scheyvens 

and Story (Grbich 2004) suggest that, to minimise the potential for harm, the researcher 

should: choose field sites carefully and examine the motivation behind the choice; select 

methodology meticulously; consider ethics conscientiously; and find out about the 

communities, cultures and organisations participating in the research. On each count, I have 

tried to be sensitive to the criteria. The fieldwork is conducted in a region I have worked in 

for some years, where I have good relations with local communities and understand some of 

the cultural sensitivities that relate to development interventions. My choice of methodology 

was chosen consciously to avoid an 'action research' approach in which I might be a 

participating party in a program I would be investigating. While I am a development 

practitioner, I have not been involved at any point with delivering the particular program 

under investigation and I was committed to maintaining a distance between me and the 

stakeholders sharing their experiences. I have gone to considerable lengths to ensure 

anonymity for respondents and have worked with my research institution to ensure that the 

investigation adequately deals with ethical issues. This does not absolve me from the 

limitations of my circumstance, but it does provide the reader with some assurance that the 

responses contained in this thesis are a valid reflection of the way that the stakeholders 

interviewed feel about the chosen intervention. It is impossible to address the entire range of 

bias that informs qualitative research, but disclosing where I am situated as the researcher 

should help in reading these findings. 
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1.6 Structure and outline of the thesis 

In this chapter I have outlined the main objective of this research, which is to examine how 

we can better understand the different ways stakeholders conceive of and relate to 

development interventions and to explore what this tells us about the nature of development 

aid and how it is best used. I have defined the key terms relevant to the research and 

explained how I am situated as the researcher. 

In Chapter 2, I review and critique the relevant literature on international development aid. I 

briefly explore the history of the development sector and investigate the role of poverty in 

development practice. The chapter traces the emergence of two dominant development aid 

paradigms and identifies the characteristics that ensure that the current development model 

remains largely unchanged. In addition, it includes an overview of the theoretical foundations 

of development aid and looks at how these theories influence the sector. The chapter includes 

an examination of how management theory and planning theory have been appropriated by 

the sector, and looks at how this has influenced the existing instrumental approach to 

development practice. The chapter concludes by showing how the existing development 

model is inadequate for dealing with the set of complex issues it confronts, thereby justifying 

this research and the need for changes in development theory and practice. 

In Chapter 3, I examine how a discordant pluralist approach can inform new ways of 

approaching development problems. I use the theoretical foundations of Jeaming to explore 

how complex or 'messy' problems can benefit from critical systems thinking and reflective 

practice. The chapter identifies the importance of variation and difference in how we frame 

and scope development problems. It then applies these principles to designated learning 

theories that inform the development sector. Critical systems thinking and learning theories 

justify the methodological approach for this research. The chapter looks at various research 

methodologies that use experience as a way to illustrate the impact of development 

interventions. I explain the benefits of these approaches and outline their limitations in 

providing appropriate answers to my research questions. I then outline the reasons for 

choosing phenomenography as my research methodology and describe its epistemological 

framework. 
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Chapter 4 builds on the explanation of phenomenography covered in Chapter 3 by clarifying 

in concrete terms the approaches used in my research investigation. I justify my reasons for 

choosing a particular case study, explain the chosen sampling process, and articulate the 

various procedural aspects of going about a phenomenographic study. The chapter explains 

the importance of the interview process to providing useful results and outlines the way data 

are handled and processed. 

The findings of the phenomenographic research are presented in Chapter 5. I explain the 

various findings from the transcripts using the chosen methodology. I then provide a range of 

examples to justify these findings . I also articulate how the various phenomenographic 

categories were formulated and illustrate the hierarchical nature of stakeholder responses. 

The findings presented in this chapter addresses the central question of this thesis - how can 

we better understand the different ways stakeholders conceive of and relate to development 

interventions? 

In Chapter 6, I look at the findings of my phenomenographic analysis of the PAMA case 

study and compare the results with the standard evaluation reports prepared by independent 

consultants for IF AD. The comparison is a way to differentiate between traditional 

approaches to evaluation and what they reveal about the PAMA program and alternative 

research methods, such as phenomenography and what it tells us about the activity. 

The final chapter draws together the key outcomes of this research. It explores the 

implications of the research findings for our understanding of development interventions and 

identifies options for further research in the development field. 
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2. The international development aid context 

2.0 Introduction 

In the previous chapter I articulated the motivations for taking a phenomenographic approach 

to investigating how different stakeholders experience development initiatives. The purpose 

of this chapter is twofold. First, it is to justify the need for research by highlighting the 

limitations of current approaches to development and thereby highlighting the need for new 

perspectives to examine and interrogate development aid. Second, it is to illustrate how 

international development management literature and material on planning and learning 

theories has informed my approach. 

In the first part of the chapter, I look at the broad issue of how development aid is built 

around a primary focus on poverty alleviation. I explore the features of development aid and 

examine the thinking that has informed the current discourse. This includes an examination of 

the dominant two paradigms of development aid practice and the tensions between these two 

paradigms. 

I then examine the theoretical foundations of development aid and look at how these theories 

influence aid interventions. I argue that managerialism, politics and the institutional 

structures that support poverty alleviation are partly responsible for the poor performance of 

current approaches to development practice. This argument draws on the influence of global, 

sociological and economic imperatives that act upon the current development aid 

enviromnent. The chapter then links these to a multilineal understanding of development aid. 

The second part of the chapter examines how management theory has been appropriated by 

stakeholders in the development sector and illustrates how this has influenced the use of 

planning theory and learning theories to justify existing approaches to development problems. 

Management theory has come to dominate the development cycle and it is important to 

articulate how it has informed development aid paradigms. The investigation of the literature 

justifies the need to think differently about how development aid is approached. I argue that 

this shift requires alternative methodologies for understanding how development aid 

functions. These will be explored in subsequent chapters. 
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2.1 Setting the scene: An overview of development aid 

In simple terms, development aid consists of resources - physical goods, skills and technical 

know-how, financial grants, or loans (at concessional rates) - transferred by donors to 

recipients (Riddell 2007). At its broadest, it includes interpersonal experiences and 

interactions that fundamentally alter the relationship between its actors. It is about 

institutions, people, resources, programs and change. In fact, Crawford (2004) argues that 

'change' is the raison d'etre of aid agencies and believes they are driven by the pursuit of 

social transformations. Madeley (1991) refers to this pursuit as an ethical imperative that 

seeks to address issues of global inequity. What few question is that development aid sets out 

to enable more people to live better lives and to challenge the burden10 of poverty (see Bauer 

1991; World Bank. 2000; Pronk 2001; Abaza, Baranzini et al. 2002; Birdsall, Rodrik et al. 

2005; United Nations 2005; Chambers 2006; Dunning 2006; Collier 2007; McGillivray and 

Research 2008; Barder 2009; Kamruzzaman 2009). Roper (2002) calls this focus on poverty 

as the 'desirable and necessary' charge of the development profession. The issue for this 

research is whether the objective of change Crawford (2004) refers to and the poverty burden 

Roper highlights are indeed adequate reflections of what aid is about and what it has become. 

Is pove1iy alleviation, as Roper argues, really at the core of aid delivery? Or should 

Crawford's objective of social change be the dominant feature of design? Are these goals 

distracting us from an alternative way of considering development aid? 

At its broadest, the history of giving aid has been one of competing pressures swinging the 

pendulum back and forth between the motivations of altruism, solidarity, poverty and need on 

the one hand, and the motivation of different fonns of self-interest on the other. Out of this 

diverse mix Riddell (2007) identifies six core motives of donors that have emerged as reasons 

for aid: 

1. To help address emergency needs; 

2. To assist recipients achieve development goals; 

3. To show solidarity to strategic partners; 

4. To further their own national, political and strategic interests; 

5. To support historical ties; and 

6. To advance commercial interests. 

10 Here 'burden' is in italics as there is ongoing debate about what poverty is and various arguments about 
whether this it is a burden or not. For a broader discussion of these issues, refer to Gruffydd-Jones (2001 ). 
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This collection of motives highlights the complexity inherent in the development sector. 

Poverty alleviation has become an easy label to attach to these diverse motives and a 

simplistic 'catch-all' phrase for what they entail. According to Ellerman (2004), poverty is 

the instrument that has been conveniently used to bind competing interests together and, as 

Smillie (1995) contends, ' the effort that has gone into defining, measuring and discussing 

poverty in recent years is enormous ' . 

Unfortunately, the poverty imperative has also been abused and misused to justify the 

direction the development industry has taken. David Sogge (2002) argues that the allocation 

of aid has come to be increasingly dominated by commercial interests rather than any desire 

to alleviate suffering amongst the poor. If this circumstance is to change, there needs to be a 

different way of looking at development aid. Part of this shift will entail understanding what 

poverty is, how it is considered, how it is defined, and whether it should be a central premise 

of development aid assistance. 

2.2 International development management 

In the following section, I outline how traditional approaches to the public administration and 

management of development aid have constricted the ability of organisations to adequately 

respond to the complex cha1lenges it confronts. I then look to the institutional elements that 

have resulted from the managerial structure and at how these prevent practitioners taking a 

broader approach to tackling 'wicked problems'. 

2.2.1 The managerialism inherent in development aid 

Sitting behind the various definitions of development I outlined above is the management of 

the program interventions. Brinkerhoff (2010) identifies four dimensions to this space: 

values, process, tools, and means to institutional agendas. The first of these emphasizes the 

goal of an equitable distribution of development benefits. The second is about the application 

of tools in the pursuit of objectives where the process is transformational. The third promotes 

the application of a range of management tools adapted from a variety of social science 

disciplines. These tools roughly represent the science of the profession and are applied to 

match the intentions of development outlined earlier. The fourth dimension is about 

development management as an 'industry'. It is a means to improving the efficiency and 

effectiveness of assistance programs with corresponding policy agendas and organisational 

missions. Brinkerhoff (2010) contends that it is the constant tension among the dimensions 
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that pose the greatest challenge to effective development practice and it is this tension that 

diminishes the process of development to a stripped back and contained operational 

undertaking that is the location for so much criticism and debate. 

Managerialism has become a defining feature of the development sector: 'An organisation is 

a tool used by people to coordinate their actions to obtain something they desire or value -

that is, to achieve their goals' (Jones 2004). In the pursuit of poverty alleviation, development 

aid has embraced management culture and organisational theory. The sector is characterised 

by managerial structures that define how organisations deliver on their development 

commitments. Roberts (2005) sees this as a consequence of the structures on which the 

funding model is based. The increasing complexity of development aid delivery has 

compounded the trend to the point where development is being exemplified by a complex 

field of spatially stretched and interlocking webs of inter-organisational relations (Roberts, 

Jones et al. 2005). The whole premise of delivering development aid is built on setting goals 

and addressing problems. Managerialism and organisational theory work from the same 

premise. They define a formal system of task and authority relationships that control how 

people coordinate their actions and use resources to achieve organisational goals. This has 

become the ubiquitous approach in development aid, and according to Mowles (2010) this 

goal oriented approach has trumped the first and second of Brinkerhoff s dimensions around 

equity and transformational process. Mowles (2010) argues that 'managerialism' where the 

tennis taken to mean 'processes by which an occupational group claims to be the possessor 

of a distinctive and valuable sort of expertise, and uses this expertise as the basis for 

acquiring organisational and social power' (2010) now directs how aid is distributed, 

managed and measured. While there are examples of organisations that avoid this approach 

by using different aid delivery mechanisms (eg. progressive ' strength-based approaches ' ), 

they tend to be confined to IN GOs that have access to independent funds . 

'Management by objectives ' , ' results based management' , the 'planning-programming-

budgeting system' , strategic planning, stakeholder analysis, mission-based management and 

other techniques endemic in the development aid sector have been urged on and accepted by 

aid organisations to varying degrees over the past two decades. Lewis (2001) argues that the 

widespread adoption of generic management knowledges and practices and, since the late 

1990s, the development of specific INGO managerial knowledges that blend and tailor 

elements from corporate, third sector, and public managerialism has been the result of 
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increasing political pressure from donors. While this has been a key influence, the 

commitment goes deeper. In a recent article on managing for development results (MfDR) 

Leonard and Bayley (2008) contend that the results-based approach is now a necessity of the 

global development agenda. They argue that a results focus is the only way to accurately 

assess the impact of development aid and is an essential part of finding the 'right' solution for 

given development problems. Managerialism has found new and ever broader avenues to 

infiltrate development practice. An adherence to 'results' means the development sector is 

increasingly characterised by organisational structures that match the corporate cultures of 

the North. In the following section I look at how the epistemological structures of 

organisational theory have informed the managerialist culture of contemporary development 

activity. 

2.2.2 Organisational Theory 

Organisational theory is built around what Crawford (2004) identifies as two broad 

epistemological perspectives. There is the 'dominant functionalist paradigm' and the 'socio-

cultural view' of organisations. The dominant functionalist paradigm reflects an attempt to 

apply the methods of the natural sciences to understanding social processes. This approach 

seeks to diminish management to a process of problem-solving and meeting corporate goals. 

Jones (2004) describes this approach to managerialism as a bundle of knowledges and 

practices associated with fom1alised organisational structures - a central feature of 

contemporary INGO networks. These managerial knowledges are differentially understood 

and negotjated, but their focus is determined by a set of formalities and protocols. Roberts 

and Jones (2005) refer to this 'managerialism' as a distinctly Northern type. It is marked by 

concepts like accountability, transparency, participation and efficiency, as well as practices 

like double-entry bookkeeping, strategic planning, logical framework analysis, project 

evaluation, and organisational self-assessment. This N orthem approach to management is 

pervasive in development aid operations, and has come to characterise development 

institutions from both the conventional and the alternative development paradigms (Roberts, 

Jones et al. 2005). 

The contemporary discourses of managerialism are found littered throughout development 

organisation documents. They stress a specific approach to defining an organisation through 

its central focus and coherence to given values. Mowles (2007) argues that the process of 

defining an organisation has moved from being one of management by instruction to 
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management by objectives and now management by values, all using instrumental processes 

of control. In the language of managerialism, this is often described as defining the 

organisation' s vision, an idea that has direct roots in North American corporate management 

literature. According to the managerialist principles of various donors there is an imperative 

to institute clear organisational principles. Roberts argues that ' an INGO' s mission is 

increasingly developed and refined through recurring rounds of strategic planning. Strategic 

planning entails conducting situational assessments of key threats and opportunities in the 

organisation's environment' (Roberts, Jones et al. 2005). Situational assessment is followed 

by planning exercises that help identify an organisation's key issues, goals and strategies over 

a certain time period. Ultimately, this approach results in donor organisations framed by 

principles that match those of corporate organisations dedicated to meeting customer 

expectations. The problem with this approach in the development aid sector is that there is 

only a limited understanding of the customer and a whole set of complex contextual elements 

that donors do not comprehend. Thus, the commitment of the organisation to follow a set of 

functionalist processes that may or may not be applicable to the ways they would like to work 

determines the organisational structures they are left with in tackling their development aid 

agenda. 

The development sector has evolved in ways that has allowed functionalist managerialism to 

prosper. Access to donor funds, project proposals and reporting protocols are all influenced 

by this approach to management. Easterly (2006) argues that this is because most 

organisations believe they 'know the answer; they think of poverty as a technical engineering 

problem that can be solved' . The discourse emphasises the importance of public relations, 

the promotion of projects, and other attempts to raise and maintain visibility amongst the 

donor community. The overall 'functionalist' managerial imperative, in terms of the way an 

organisation is run and functions , can be summed up in the ubiquitous terms e,fficiency and 

effectiveness (Edwards and Hulme (1996) in (Roberts, Jones et al. 2005)). These are the terms 

that frame the contemporary development organisation as they are integral to the maintenance 

of donor funds. Sato and Smith (1993) argue that this managerialist tenninology, as a set of 

changing knowledges and practices, does not emerge in any one site and then diffuse, 

unchanged, through an organisation or network. Rather, in a development context it circulates 

and then gets reworked or rejected in complicated ways and in the spaces that connect 

development organisations in networks. Ultimately, Smillie (1995) sees the management 

structures coming to represent a perceived organisational efficiency but not reflecting 
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development practice, perhaps because development aid works to a certain extent in a 

political economy rather than a market economy. In the end, it means the functionalist model 

applies to development organisations but not necessarily to how they work. 

This notion of using management theory as a 'bolt-on' framework for development aid 

delivery is most apparent in the work of Esman (2006) and Brinkerhoff (2010). Esman argues 

that the emergence of the public management model was based on a confident belief that the 

growth trajectory would be delivered through central agencies and disseminated over time 

through orderly decentralisation programs. This premise was matched by a development 

industry built around centralised and global power structures where institutional agendas 

have come to prevail over time. Similarly, in recipient countries, Esman (2006) sees the 

support coalescing around urban regions and neglecting the periphery where the majority 

continue to live. Esman (2006) argues that this approach has been 'ill-suited or insufficient to 

provide services for mass constituencies in many developing countries' and more recently has 

come the sober realisation that for many of the most urgent needs in developing countries, 

'there are no known or reliable technologies to transfer, only ideas or hypotheses that need to 

be tried and tested'. 

In a recent undertaking by Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff (2010) they attend to Esman's 

observations by asking practitioners about current issues in the field. Responses confirmed 

that most participants were pessimistic about the ability of the model to adequately 

accommodate the complex nature of most development undertakings. With respect to 

multilaterals, they found that 'they don't learn because they don't have to learn. Things are 

working for them just fine' (Brinkerhoff2010). The study found that incentives for learning 

across organisations - whether bilateral or multilateral - was lacking and this jeopardized 

learning for the field as a whole. The broad consensus was that development management 

had become a navigable undertaking where 'there are a bunch of agendas, and paii of the 

process is charting a course through all of that'. The study found that the political and 

institutional constraints that led development managers to measure the wrong things limited 

the nature of programs. Rather than obsessing over indicators, participants stressed 'the need 

for relevance and learning, and suggested that performance measurement may not be the best 

tool for what we want to achieve' (Brinkerhoff 2010). 
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Both Esman and Brinkerhoff argue that this development management structure has now 

been diluted by the range of different approaches to development practice. Brinkerhoff 

(2008) in particular is critical of the heavy influence of the discourse of public management 

on the sector and claims that practice is now eclectic and with no identifiable intellectual 

core. Similarly, Esman points out that developmentalists in all fields, including public 

administration, 'have been compelled by painful experience to eat humble pie, to unlearn 

much of the inherited wisdom of their professions, and to begin to reconstruct a body of 

knowledge and practices more relevant to the diversity and unanticipated realities they have 

confronted in developing countries' (Esman 2006). This means changing the way the sector 

thinks about its management and its structure as well as the tools it draws upon to formulate 

interventions that are suited to the context in which they seek to influence. 

An illustration of how limiting the adherence to managerial cultures can be is the multilateral 

adherence to centralised reporting cultures. In a recent review of the UNDP's results based 

management (RBM) system the report found that, 

' ... the UNDP is largely managing for outputs rather than outcomes and that the 

linkages between outputs and intended outcomes are not clearly articulated. The 

introduction of corporate systems and tools, which have had some efficiency 

benefits, have not however, strengthened the culture of results in the 

organization nor improved programmatic focus at the country level. The current 

approach of defining and reporting against centrally defined outcomes tends to 

undermine UNDP's responsiveness and alignment to nationally defined 

outcomes and priorities' (Poate 2007). 

The results of the report highlight the difficulty in finding answers to development aid 

problems in the structures of delivery organisations. Without looking more carefully at how 

the system functions, the illusory notion of efficiency and effectiveness is delivered through 

the reporting, communication and operational protocols of the organisation. The operational 

understanding of the system remains beyond the reach of most stakeholders, who are caught 

on a treadmill of satisfying the demands of 'managerialism' (Roberts, Jones et al. 2005). 

The second perspective outlined by Crawford (2004) takes a socio-cultural view of 

organisations where stakeholders pursue what Gharajedaghi (1999 as quoted in Crawford 
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2004) describes as purposeful outcomes or courses of action. The principle of the socio-

cultural approach is about 'purposeful relationships' and what Checkland and Holwell (1998) 

refer to as 'possible courses of action'. There is an agenda to deal with issues, resources, 

processes and goals, and, collectively, the organisation negotiates a course of action. The 

approach encourages the broad participation of stakeholders and dialogue to define pathways 

for organisational success. It has much in common with Senge's (1990) 'learning 

organisation', Korten's (1980) bottom-up learning process, and Chambers ' (Chambers 1983; 

Chambers 1997) ideas on 'people as people'. In the ideal socio-cultural management frame, 

'people are not treated as things ' , they are ' complex, diverse, players in a negotiated 

consensual process of change' (Schaap and Nandi 2005). There is significant appeal in the 

principles of the socio-cultural perspective on organisational theory given its ability to 

respond to many of the criticisms outlined by Esman and Brinkerhoff. The problem is making 

the theory work in diverse and challenging operational contexts. The following paragraphs 

illustrate some of the problems, including the impacts of managerialism, the over reliance on 

participatory tools rather than seeking genuine engagement and the inadequate attendance to 

power relations. These problems have diminished the effectiveness of applying socio-cultural 

principles to development practice. 

The popularity of the socio-cultural theory and the enormous growth in the use of 

participatory approaches for development aid design has been limited by existing and 

pervasive managerial structures. Cooke and Kothaii (2001) refer to the 'bad practices' of 

participatory program implementation. Schaap and Nandi (2005) go further, arguing that the 

limitations of socio-cultural theory extend to an appropriation of its features by being 

incorporated into standard management models. This appropriation has been driven by an 

attempt to reconcile donors ' concern for accountability with the recipients ' focus on social 

transformation. Crawford (2004) refers to this as the 'NGO dilemma' , where functionalist 

methodologies clash with interpretivist methodologies in moving towards planned social 

change. The response has often been to apply what Patton (2008) refers to as a pragmatic 

stance to development aid, where different methods are applied in different circumstances. 

When interpretivist approaches have been applied to aid delivery, managerial control has 

tended to dictate the parameters for social engagement. Examples of this are evident in recent 

participatory experiences of INGOs in southern Africa. Markson (2009) refers to the 

difference between what was committed in the INGO design and what the programs were 
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then able to deliver. INGO managers quickly learnt what they needed to promise in the 

submissions, but failed to deliver in the field (Markson 2009).These examples highlight how 

the critical inquiry central to interpretivist methodologies is diluted by what Riddell (2007) 

refers to as the ' outcome' at the end of the engagement. The managerial imperative remains 

fixed on 'completing' rather than understanding and learning from the development 

intervention. 

While the socio-cultural view is characterised by these examples of managerial creep, there 

are exceptions that illustrate how some organisations are attempting to circumvent the 

difficult structures of the development system. A number of INGOs and some bilateral 

partners 11 are establishing 'strength-based' approaches to aid delivery, and developing 

'learning' structures that shift the focus towards community engagement and more moderate 

social change. These good examples have shown that there is an appetite for change to 

existing structures. Unfortunately, the pockets of good practice are overshadowed by 

organisations that promise change but continue to function under existing operational 

structures. The powerful nature of the funding model does not lend itself to radically different 

ways of working and thus there is a tendency to claim new organisational models while 

continuing to work within the existing system. 

These kinds of concerns are reflected in the criticisms of participatory development that have 

been around for some time (Chambers 1997; Cooke and Kothari 2001; Chambers 2002). The 

concerns relate to what Rahman ( 1993) and Cooke and Kothari (2001) identify as four key 

failings. First, the use of the 'participatory label ' is attached to development interventions 

without the substance of conunitting to changes in attitudes and behaviour. The same 

functionalist management approach is applied to development programs using new 

terminology without the commitment to changing how the planning and delivery is 

conducted. Second, putting methods before the process of empowerment has tainted the 

communicative elements of participatory planning. Third, time constraints and accountability 

pressures have rushed the process. Chambers (1997) argues that participatory processes are 

slow, iterative and evolutionary. Many organisations that pertain to the participatory 

approach still work to timelines that are embedded in a different management model 

11 World Vision International has set up a designated unit to investigate how to incorporate these approaches 
into its work. OXF AM Australia has completed two recent studies into changed approaches to development 
interventions. And CIDA through the IDRC has also undertaken a recent research paper into 'strength based 
approaches ' for bilateral programs. 
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(Chambers 2006). Finally, development organisations at times commit to participatory 

approaches that ignore the 'poor' in the PRA engagement. Rahman (1993) argues that this 

process is common in many large organisations, where the rhetoric does not match reality. 

The poor may be consulted but their role becomes limited by the procedural priorities that are 

enmeshed with the corporate constraints of an INGOs management model (Power, Maury et 

al. 2002). 

These problems are largely the result of what Kothari (2001) calls operational ' reductionism'. 

The method is reduced to a set of tools and techniques that are an end in themselves. Many 

trainers of the method emphasised the tools as if they alone constitute the most important 

element of participatory interventions. Whiteboards, ideas cards and workshops are the 

common image of the participatory approach and, according to Chambers' (2006) more 

recent observations, concepts of empowerment are lost to the directives of headquarters. 

Reusse (2002) argues that this outcome was hardly surprising given that the industry ' .. . 

became blinded by the beauty of a conceptual model ' that did not fit in the ' preformed and 

relatively inflexible box' of program management. But what it meant was that the process 

quickly became formal and rigid and ignored the key principles of the original theory. As 

Pritchett (Easterly 2006) attests, the participatory approach has become the contemporary 

development agenda, in which alternative mechanisms for changing how resources, 

information, decision making, delivery mechanisms, and accountability deliver outcomes. He 

argues that it is easy to attach new labels, but the focus remains on the 'outcomes' primarily 

identified from a donor/INGO perspective and on completing programs rather than shifting to 

a new set of goals or priorities. 

The issue of power relations in participatory approaches has also been neglected in the m sh 

to make it part of the operational agenda. Several authors have refe1Ted to participatory 

development as being 'populist' because of this oversight (Cooke and Kothari 2001; 

Nederveen Pieterse 2001 ; Pijnenburg 2004). The tendency has been to try to generalise and 

seek consensus on what PRA represents. The approaches are presented as the new paradigm 

for development as a 'magic bullet' and, importantly, in an apolitical way. This has 

contributed to the approach being sold as a quick fix and to being applied in a technocratic 

manner, with the same problems of earlier top-down interventions as outlined by Mosse 

(Cooke and Kothari 2001). He argues that it has also meant that the relations between 

outsiders and insiders, or between project staff and local people, has been ignored or diluted 
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(2001). The result of this neglect has been limited attention to local diversity, a poor 

understanding of the differences within communities and no reference to existing power 

imbalances that might exist. The issue of gender provides a useful example of this. Gender 

power relations are ubiquitous and yet many organisations remain ignorant about whether 

they are reinforcing existing inequalities or assisting them to be questioned (Crawford and 

Kilby 2011). The emphasis has always been on change amongst the outsiders without 

adequately addressing the complex nature of the communities in which they are intervening. 

This has the potential to disempower the poorest or the most marginalised even further. 

Perhaps the strongest criticism of the participatory process is the systemisation and routine 

way in which it is applied. Poorly defined parameters of 'participation' have produced a dual 

logic to projects: 

' ... one logic gives emphasis to local level integrated planning and local 

capacity planning with a focus on participation and sustainability; the other is 

the operational logic of the project agency, which emphasizes upward 

accountability, proper use of funds, and the planning and delivery of quality 

programmes' (Mosse as quoted in Cooke and Kothari 2001). 

While some organisations avoid this dual logic by insisting on participatory models, 

Rahnema and Bawtree (1997) point out that the relevance of the funding model and the size 

of the INGO will often determine whether they can avoid these managerialist constraints. 

Participatory approaches work best where organisations have the space, freedom and 

independence to avoid bureaucratisation of the process. Unfortunately, this excludes many 

organisations delivering development aid. 

The implication of the managerialist hold on development aid is that the functionalist 

approach inhibits more progressive development models . Managerialism and the focus on 

designated outcomes remains a pervasive force in the development sector as it is a model that 

complements the existing structures and interests of donors. At different times socio-cultural 

theory has threatened to shift the existing management protocols, but this has largely failed 

due to the technocratic way alternative development approaches have been adopted by 

various donor organisations. In the following section, I look at the concomitant institutional 
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elements that constrict the development sector from charting a different operational pathway 

to tackling complex problems. 

2.2.3 Poverty and how it has come to dominate development aid 

'The core problem facing the donor community is that it wants to assist poor countries 

alleviate poverty. Poverty in tum is a function of both exogenous and structural features 

for which the recipient government can do little about, at least in the short run, and thus 

the recipient government's policy decisions become constrained by what is given to it, 

rather than what it is capable of producing itself (Svensson in Easterly 2008). 

Having argued previously that the existing managerialist structures limit the operational 

flexibility of development practitioners, it is also worth looking at the resultant institutional 

elements that have emerged as a consequence of the managerialist narrative. The rise and rise 

of 'poverty' as the central motive for development aid is one such element. Its emergence as 

the pre-eminent driver for aid has been matched by considerable confusion around how it fits 

with the development aid agenda. In the following section, I will argue that a clearer 

definition of poverty12 is required before we can begin to outline some of the core ideas that 

surround it. 

The emergence of poverty alleviation as a driver for development aid has its roots in the post--

war era. Sachs (2000) refers to the early development ; ideals ' as the moving of nations along 

the road to economic prosperity: 

'The lead-runners show the way; they are at the forefront of social evolution, 

indicating a common destination even for countries which had highly diverse 

trajectories in the past. The imagined time is linear, only allowing for 

progressing or regressing; and it is global, drawing all communities worldwide 

into its purview' . 

This trajectory was grounded in economic growth principles as the solution to poverty in the 

South. Nandy (1988) refers to the engagement of donor funds as the 'intimate enemy' , in 

which bilateral and multilateral organisations gave shape to their imagination of success and 

12 A 'clearer ' definition of poverty is all we can hope for, given it means quite different things to different 
people, and the best we can do is improve the clarity of how it is used. 
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the South felt obliged to chase the same economic and technological foundations of their 

Northern neighbours. 

Poverty alleviation quickly became something transcending growth; it was economic growth 

plus redistribution, plus participation, plus human development (Sachs 2000). The difficulty 

in seeing poverty through this lens is with the scope of development interventions. There was 

an unfettered variation in approaches in practice, where poverty became a loose catch-all 

phrase for justifying any kind of intervention. Rihani (2002) argues that there is a 

fundamental difference between economic development and human development and, for 

those countries that require human development most desperately, the economic route is 

largely irrelevant and possibly wasteful. Rihani contends that repressed, diseased, illiterate 

and malnourished people are neither free nor capable of interacting locally to energise the 

system recognised as 'the nation-state' and thus intervention at this level will not achieve an 

adequate set of basic needs. Poverty in this context is problematic as it ties the very notion of 

support to an unreasonable set of ambitions. It becomes a symbol that means everything and 

nothing, not denoting anything in particular, and simply outlining good intentions. In this 

way, poverty alleviation came to justify any action perpetrated in the name of some higher 

evolutionary goal. 

Without being clearer about the framing of poverty and explicitly outlining what it entails, we 

risk nullifying any measure of accountability to the development aid sector. I argue that a 

more robust debate on the merits of using poverty as a ' touch stone ' for development 

interventions will ensure greater clarity in what practitioners set out to achieve. Various 

efforts have been made to more systematically define the parameters of poverty. The United 

Nations (2005) developed the Human Development Index (HDI) as a response to uncertain 

definitions of poverty. The HDI built on ideas of human security. Ben Crow (Sato and Smith 

1993) calls them 'human capabilities ' . It is the capability to get enough food, adequate health 

care, access to clean water and sanitation, and to be a functioning member of society (Rihani 

2002). The UNDP (Ellerman 2006) breaks these capabilities into different groups: human 

poverty (lack of human capability); extreme poverty (lack of income for basic food needs); 

and overall poverty (lack of income to derive non-food needs). The UNDP classification of 

human poverty involves illiteracy, malnutrition and disease, and access to various goods and 

services that include energy, education, sanitation, drinking water and communication 

(Ellerman 2006). The broad sweep of these measures was helpful in defining what poverty 
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alleviation meant, but there was vigorous debate about the best way to go about it (Fals 

Borda 1988; Gruffydd-Jones 2001; Kamruzzaman 2009). The process became captured by a 

mix of arguments shifting between economic growth as development and social or 

environmental reform as poverty solutions. While one pushed output, the latter dealt with 

consequences and thus development came to be both injury and therapy. In addition, the 

HDis were not locally meaningful: increasing longevity within targeted community 

interventions required a translation to contextual causal factors measurable within project 

timeframes (Smillie 1995). The index of longevity itself could not be measured before or 

after that, thus presenting a meaningless snapshot that was often not reflective of the local 

nature of human development in given communities. As Eade (2003) contends, the HDI 

became caught up in the concept of a deficit index where countries are ranked hierarchically, 

and it was assumed that addressing the HDI was the one best way to ensure social evolution. 

In time, the poverty debate moved beyond arguments about growth versus human security to 

include other emerging discourses in the development aid field. Expanding definitional 

dimensions of poverty were drawn to the emerging debate on sustainable development. Roe 

(1998) argues that the important poverty implication of the sustainability debate was the 

realisation that the development system was not about 'economic change' but about 'human 

problems'. This meant thinking about poverty as an inherently ·unstable' condition where 

uncertainty needs to be taken into account to ensure a functioning system. Others joined the 

debate with arguments about the speed of development and the over-simplicity of the 

development model. Rihani (2002) argues that the historical elements of growth in the 

developed world were slow and steady and that the whole notion of development aid tries to 

turn this process on its head. Rather than acknowledging the complex dimensions of historic 

development in the West, aid interventions sought to control the swift emergence of 

transfonning nation-states. Development aid interventions sought to appropriate action by 

governments, moderate long-term incremental evolution on a wide front, maintain economic 

equilibrium, and identify key events to drive countries to the top of the development league 

tables (Rihani 2002). This concept assumed that people as individuals and groups were free 

to interact in business and social events without undue interference from the state. 

In most countries, these assumptions were a long way from the reality of their development 

context and thus results were disappointing. In effect, the poverty debate and the subsequent 

embrace of notions of' sustainable development' were convenient tools in protecting the goal 
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of the managerialist development process. The principle of sustainable development quickly 

engulfed mainstream multilateral organisations as its raison d'etre and there was a 

determined effort to articulate what Sogge (2002) refers to as 'appropriate measures for what 

development entailed'. This led to the emergence of the MD Gs. 

2.2.4 The Millennium Development Goals (MD Gs) and confining poverty to metrics 

The multilateral vision of sustainable development with its focus on present and future 

poverty prevention uses the premise of economic development as the mechanism for success. 

As Bossel (1999) argues in his report on sustainable development indicators, there is a 

dominant trend to find accessible markers for what sustainability means. The UN built 

sustainable development into its charter (United Nations 2005) and undertook this as an 

operational commitment in its fight against poverty. However, while sustainable development 

was embraced as a guiding philosophy for multilaterals, economic transformation as the basis 

for poverty alleviation remained the focus of action. 

We see this in the formulation and reporting of the MD Gs. Poverty is at the centre of the 

MDGs. Setting targets to be met by 2015 has helped in multilateral and bilateral strategic 

plans, but the targets have done little to change the way the industry operates. The MDGs 

diminish the complexity of the development problem by confining poverty to a set of 

prescribed outcomes. Dichter (2003) calls these ' grand solutions' with workable timeframes 

that are unlikely to be met. In a recent UN report (United Nations 2005), the MDGs are 

represented as a 'blueprint for a better world' for which the pledge was to ' spare no effort in 

fulfilling the vision '. The report goes on to assert that the MDGs must continue to provide a 

focus for UN efforts, and ensure that ' the vision of a world without poverty must not be lost, 

even in these difficult times ' . 

The MDGs have certainly harnessed donor community support in setting 'far-sighted goals to 

free a major portion of humanity from the shackles of extreme poverty, hunger, illiteracy and 

disease' (United-Nations 2009), but the way this is to be done remains vague and unclear. 

The approach can in fact be counter-productive in that it can lead to a focus and prioritisation 

on those tangible measurable outputs or outcomes at the expense of doing things in a way that 

addresses institutional or structural changes that are needed to maintain things in the future. 

Success in MDG reporting is measured against designated indicators. There is a strong 

connection to the UNDP ' s commitment to 'managing for development results' (Leonard and 
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Bayley 2008) but there is little explanation in annual reports of what shifts and changes have 

been made in response to the MDGs. Nor is there an explanation of what they mean for the 

majority of the world's poor. It is as if the MDGs constitute a persuasive marketing 

mechanism for eliciting development aid funds from donor governments but have little to 

offer as a guideline for using those funds. It is arguable that indeed they should not have a 

place in designing aid interventions. 

The UN remains non-committal about why a set of indicators is likely to make any difference 

to the process of supporting change. Indeed the MDGs, while providing high-level motivation 

for donor contributions, deflect and distort the practice of aid delivery by presuming that 

societies are made up of independent elements known as individuals with statistical 

characteristics. The 'software' of societies may be more important in addressing poverty than 

directly focusing on poverty indicators. The relational nature of societies, and the myriad 

cultural and political drivers and constraints, are lost in these purely statistical atomistic 

models of human development. The MDGs contain and limit development to a set of 

predetermined targets that diminish the complexity of how the development aid sector 

functions. It is a reductionist way of instilling control on development and ignores the variety 

of ways development organisations function. Powell (2006) puts it succinctly in his paper on 

knowledge in the development sphere: 

'First, it is important to be clear why ' knowledge ' and perception are so central 

to the value, purpose, and practice of development organisations ... The largely 

quantitative representation of the Millennium Development Goals (MD Gs) ... 

and the growing preference for meeting such targets through sets of contractual 

relations, reporting upwards to central authorities, give credence to a view of 

development as a set of deliverable actions at the end of which 'development' 

has taken place, as a giant service industry'. 

In reducing poverty to a set of indicators, its role as a philosophical driver for why aid exists 

is diminished. This is not simply a debate about the kind of indicators chosen for the MDGs. 

It is about the larger issue of accepting that contextual, qualitative and relational causes of 

undesirable human conditions are 'wicked problems ' that cannot be reduced to a contained 

set of data. Development aid is characterised by a highly complex set of relationships where 

knowledge and perception differ according to context, culture and circumstance. This 
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environment does not easily lend itself to the ' giant service industry' that Powell refers to 

above. Diminishing complex systems through quantitative boundaries means poverty 

alleviation continues to be an incomplete project and development aid is no clearer on what 

the definition of poverty includes, where it exists, or how it can be addressed. Poverty 

alleviation remains the central tenet of how development is delivered and controlled, but it 

has also confined where the development aid sector can go. In the following section, I unpack 

current suggestions for an alternative way forward where the dominant theories of 

management are subsumed by a fresh conceptualisation of the priorities of recipient groups 

and greater collective responsibility for shared development outcomes. 

2.3 The appropriation of planning theory and learning theories for development 
problems 

So far, I have been arguing that the dominance of development management has constricted 

the ability of the sector to deal with the challenge and complexity of tackling 'wicked 

problems'. In the following section I explore how planning and learning theories have been 

appropriated to justify existing approaches to development practice, rather than being used to 

guide a collection of diverse and 'fit for purpose' approaches to tackling the sectors 'wicked 

problems' . I look at what this appropriation means for development practice and then 

articulate how these same theories can be applied to Esman' s (2006) call for 'innovation and 

experimentation' where things are ' tried out', but not replicated or installed without due 

consideration for what the contextual circumstances demand. 

2.3.1 Planning theory and design 

The challenge for planners has always been in balancing the imperative for action with the 

interests of understanding (Troub 1982). Howe and Langdon (2002) argue that planning as 

both an intellectual endeavour and as a vocational practice should be aspiring to enhance our 

understanding of how a process or a system operates. Wenger (Wenger 1999) argues in his 

work on communities of practice that corporations are currently skewed towards using 

planning as a development too] rather than as a premise for mutual learning and 

improvement. This predicament is repeated in the development sector, where planning is 

focused on setting boundaries rather than outlining a process. 

Early ideas (Etzioni, Simon & Lindblom in Friedmann 2003) about planning theory focused 

on decision-making and more specifically on how to make decisions more rational. They 
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were built on certain unquestioned epistemological assumptions about the power (or lack 

thereof) of social scientific analysis (Friedmann 2003). These concepts were adopted by the 

development aid sector. Dichter (2003) points to the 'needs analyses', 'poverty assessments', 

and 'scoping studies' as ubiquitous examples of the planning doctrine for development 

practitioners. Planning was a useful mechanism to confine the parameters of development 

interventions. Ellerman (2006) refers to this as the 'institutionalised dishonesty' of the 

system. He argues that the social scientific analysis that informs development interventions is 

often confined to the ultimate ' low hurdle ' of whether or not spending on a project is likely to 

have a positive impact relative to doing nothing (Ellerman 2001). The development aid 

planning process mostly ignores issues of past failure and project experience in favour of 

outlining the principal motivations for guiding change. In this way, rational decision-making 

with clear objectives and stated outcomes is at the core of the development planning process. 

While the instrumental foundations of planning theory guide most of what occurs in the 

development aid industry, there are examples of where planning has been linked to an 

epistemology of social learning, arguing more specifically for dialogue as a basis for mutual 

understanding between planners and client groups. Friedmann (2003) sees this as a positive 

shift in the discourse away from planning as an instrument of control to one of innovation and 

action, which in tum enables aid interventions to be more realistic about their intentions and 

measured in their ambitions. The shift raises important questions about what values ought to 

guide development practice and where poverty alleviation sits within this approach. 

Drawing on a broader set of theories, such as Friedmann, to infonn our approach to 

delivering aid encourages practitioners to think beyond standard aid models. I argue that the 

weak theoretical foundations of existing aid modalities confines the practice to a stagnant set 

of solutions. Broadening our set of development theories takes us into areas where the 

practice has not been before, and this might lead to more efficacious outcomes. Friedmann' s 

(2003) reference to social learning is informed by the work of Habermas (1987) through his 

communicative planning theory (CPT), where planning is seen as a normative process 

encouraging unforced objective argumentation that tests validity in reference to a shared life-

world criterion (Troub 1982). The themes Habermas is dealing with highlight issues of 

legitimacy, inclusiveness, domination and quality of argumentation in planning. CPT presents 

planning as a socio-political game where rationality is bounded by constant active social 

forces. Howe and Langdon (2002) see the movement towards CPT as the genesis of an 
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iterative process where continual procedural and analytical iterations make it possible to 

develop an attempt at synthesis. This encourages a reflexive approach to planning. It 

becomes an active process imbued with what Bourdieu (1990) calls 'habits of action' 

(habitus). These habits are directly related to the nature of social organisation and include: 

empirical tendencies to act in particular ways; motivations, preferences, tastes and emotions; 

embodied behaviour; a kind of worldview held by actors; skills and practical competence; 

aspirations and expectations concerning life chances and career paths. The habitus of 

participants in the iterative process are fundamental to the operation of the planned setting 

and, while the planner has the capacity to shape a code of habitus, the planner is also defined 

by it. In a development aid context these concepts offer opportunity for reflection on unique 

cultural experiences being the driver for chosen interventions and approaches to delivering 

aid. The centralised role of habitus in the planning stage highlights the importance of 

community engagement and reflection in how to intervene in recipient communities. 

Thinking about planning in this way shifts the approach to aid delivery away from controlled 

instrumental modes of engagement towards a reflective iterative approach that expands the 

parameters of aid delivery. 

Planning implies forethought and intention. Implicit is the belief that planning will improve 

the quality of judgements. Watson (2002) argues that development aid has used this 

assumption that planning determines quality to formulate a set of rigid frameworks for 

project design that are abstract and disconnected from the habitus of stakeholders. These 

frameworks seek to escape the practical contingencies of social and political life through the 

careful deployment of method alone. The result is the elevation of strict methodological 

guidelines as boundaries for meaningful discourse about what counts as good advice. 'The 

brilliant instrumentalist, like the drunk, searches for the lost keys only where the light shines' 

(Kaplan in Hoch 2002). The imposition of development boundaries limits the capacity for 

change in the planning process and encourages planners to 'follow the tails of those who have 

gone before them' (Forester 1999). This is no better illustrated than in the stratified approach 

to logframe design maintained by most INGOs, bilateral and multilateral agencies. The 

boundaries imposed on and by these approaches mean assumptions are made and timeframes 

calculated that constrain effective outcomes rather than exploring the benefit of looking to the 

habitus of chosen communities and clarifying the 'tendencies to act in certain ways'. 
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Chris Mowles (2010) points out that strategic planning, log frames, and ideas of 

transformational management are so ubiquitous that it would be impossible to proceed 

without engaging with them. The problem is how they are being used by over-claiming 

managers that get drawn into ever-more strenuous attempts to force the transformation that 

they have promised in the planned undertaking. For planning theory to be more progressively 

applied, there must be an awareness and appreciation for being constantly destabilised by the 

desires, ambitions and changing interests of those it seeks to support. For this to occur, we 

need to look differently at planning theory and how it is applied. 

To this end, there are unique opportunities to embrace more progressive approaches to 

planning in the development sector. Forester's (1999) concept of 'reflexive planning' is a 

good example. This approach uses planning as a collection of practical stories, whose telling 

becomes part of the learning process of an organisation. Faced with such stories, planners and 

policy analysts learn in practice about the fluid and conflicting, deeply political and always 

surprising world they are in. Forester (1999) argues that practical stories can be prescriptive: 

telling us what is important, what matters, to what we should pay attention, what we need to 

worry about, and what is really at stake if we fail to act. In these circumstances, planning and 

design deliberations become important to defining the methods of engagement. The role of 

planners can be seen in a new light as designers, managers and even leaders of public 

deliberations. 

Harnessing the possibilities for reflexive planning is difficult unless matched to supportive 

and complementary institutional structures. Troub ( 1982) warns that for planning to be part of 

regenerative and restorative action, it must be self-conscious and employed across institutions 

where it is understood as a core element of the change process. The reflexive framework 

Forrester (1989) presents provides planning practitioners with a fruitful seam for 

investigating and examining the 'habitus' of recipient communities and the dynamics at play 

in project areas (Howe and Langdon 2002). I argue that too often in the development field the 

focus is on the power brought to bear by specific institutions in the development process 

rather than on their interrelations with habitual norms and intuitive ideals. Expanding the 

scope of development beyond an 'outcomes ' based culture has practical implications for how 

planning theory can be applied to development practice. Inevitably this may well lead to 

conflict rather than agreement, but the risk might be worth it if it brings all parties along. 

Planning that incorporates a broad and inclusive narrative seeks to avoid adversarial contests 
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through building a consensus over time (Beneria-Surkin 2004). The benefit being 

methodological competition and disciplinary debate is replaced by a process of shared 

deliberations that use multiple methods and purposes to approach more diverse ways of 

tackling 'wicked problems' (Rittel and Webber 1984). 

Currently, the development sector is focused on what Beneria-Surkin (2004) sees as 

frameworks for stated ' deliverables ' that emphasise illustrative mechanisms for how money 

is spent. Very little effort is focused on engaging with recipient groups and reflecting on the 

kinds of social parameters that can define development programs. Where efforts have been 

made, they are still mostly within a given set of boundaries and parameters. Understanding 

these important theoretical aspects of planning will enable us to start thinking of radically 

different approaches that could provide more certainty about what exactly is being demanded 

by the countries of the South. 

In summary, I argue that the limited application of planning theory to development aid has 

diminished the scope of how it can be used in development practice. The parameters imposed 

on planning for ' outcomes' fails to adequately engage with the concepts of deliberative 

practice and reflexive planning, both of which have much to offer a discipline struggling with 

' wicked problems ' . Similarly, in the following subsection I explore how learning theories 

have informed the current development discourse and illustrate how learning approaches 

might better serve development practice. 

2.3.2 Learning organisations and learning theories for development aid 

In the previous section I outlined how planning theory has been appropriated by the 

development sector to justify its existing structure. The functionalist and interpretivist 

epistemological perspectives on organisational theory that have courted this appropriation 

apply equally to the use oflearning theories. In the following section, I look at the use of 

learning in development practice. I then purposefully venture into other disciplinary territory 

to gather new ideas on alternative ways of applying learning principles to development 

practice. The appropriation of learning within the managerial discourse outlined above has 

meant that development institutions are increasingly labelled as 'learning organisations', but I 

argue that this application of the theory has had little impact on changing the way 

development aid is delivered. The 'learning' organisations currently present is built around 

the managerial structures, political foundations and institutional imperatives I referred to 
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earlier. I believe that engaging more deeply with ' learning' theory has much to offer the 

development sector, but this relies on an understanding and appreciation of individual 

learning theories, educational thinking and pedagogical approaches that sit outside existing 

' development management' literature. 

The field of learning incorporates a number of perspectives and theories about its role and 

relevance. It has been applied to contemporary development issues in a number of ways, from 

the individual learning experiences of Schon (198 7) to the organisational learning ideas of 

Senge (1 990). The significance of learning to the development aid sector has grown in recent 

years in line with the increasing focus on managerialism and organisational performance. 

Learning is identified as a core component of organisational managerial performance and by 

developing an organisation' s learning culture the institution is assumed to maintain a 

competitive advantage. 

Drawing on these perspectives, I argue that learning theory with its practical and theoretical 

foundations has a sound epistemological link to draw upon in the aid sector. A number of 

commentators have referred to its role in defining the parameters for development aid 

interventions in various forms (these include Smillie 1995; Roche 1999; Beckwith, Glenzer et 

al. 2002; Crawford 2004; Britton 2005). The principles of social change lend themselves to 

learning theories and, where these principles determine the way organisations engage with 

the aid sector:, we see a link. to the learning discourse. And yet, aid agencies have been 

criticised for being 'poor learners' (Ellerman 2006). Easterly (2008) argues that this is due to 

four institutional barriers inherent in existing structures : first, aid organisations define their 

output as money disbursed rather than services delivered; second, they produce low-return 

observable outputs and ' frameworks ' and few high-return less observable activities like ex-

post evaluations; third, they engage in obfuscation, spin control and amnesia; and fourth, they 

put enormous demands on scarce administrative skills in poor countries. It is these 

institutional barriers that have limited the impact of learning on development practice and 

lessened its influence in changing the ways in which development aid is delivered. So, while 

there is broad agreement that it is a necessary paii of development practice, there is no 

commonly agreed theory to explain how it works, where it is applied, or why it has not been 

more effectively used in addressing development's 'wicked problems' . 
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In identifying these barriers, I see most research relating to organisational learning in the 

development sector as focused on identifying the operational efficiency and structural refom, 

claims that accompany a 'corporate' learning culture (Hatch and Cunliffe 2006) rather than as 

shifting the way development programs are designed. Berg (2000) argues that learning 

references in the sector are associated with a lean and efficient management culture that 

justifies the flow of donor funds. Berg sees this as a reflection of Senge's (1990) influence in 

illustrating how a transformed 'learning organisation' uses learning to ensure efficiency and 

the meeting of pre-determined goals. In a recent ADB (Asian Development Bank 2009) 

report learning is recognised as a mechanism for institutional change, where it works as a tool 

to 'improve organisational performance for aid effectiveness'. This example of learning as a 

'corporate tool' highlights how the theory is currently applied in the sector. The adherence to 

learning is defined by the same instrumental structures that determine the sector's 

commitment to the shared goal of poverty alleviation. It is a convenient banner to apply to 

'an organisation where people are creating the results they truly desire' (Asian Development 

Bank 2009), but it is a narrative that avoids any reference to how learning is a shared 

experience and the approach does not deal with the inherent complexity of what recipient 

communities need and desire. 

Like others (Guijt 2008; Kelly, David et al. 2008), I propose that learning theories have the 

capacity to make a significant contribution to the development sector as they build on ideas 

of change, reflection, improvement and transformation. However, the application of the 

theory needs to be about more than a list of ' lessons learnt' in an evaluative review. Guijt and 

Woodhill (2004) point out that a common complaint in dealing with "lessons learnt' is 

understanding how they can be used. Often lessons are merely recorded statements, and 

clarifying the lesson behind each statement requires facilitation of critical analysis . It is this 

engagement with learning that is a necessary step to making it part of the development cycle. 

Otherwise, learning simply becomes a recording tool or collection of 'best practice examples' 

that assume 'we know what success should look like', which is often not the case (Guijt and 

Woodhill 2004). I see the appropriation oflearning theory by the development sector as a 

means to illustrate the professionalism of aid delivery organisations. It makes sense to present 

institutions that can build on previous experience and respond quickly to new and emerging 

challenges. Unfortunately, efforts to promote learning within aid organisations have 

underestimated the complexity of aid; leading to what Ramalingam et al. (2008) argue are 

'unrealistic expectations about what learning can achieve'. This means rethinking the way 
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learning is applied to development practice and looking more broadly at the theory to 

determine how it can contribute to the development sector. 

Therefore, in formulating ways to look towards learning theory to inform development 

practice, we need to appreciate the challenge of this undertaking. While there are strong 

reasons to take up the task, the process offers numerous complications. Aid is a relationship 

at the most basic level between two parties - a donor and a recipient, though it is often more 

complicated than this, with many parties involved. Carlsson and Wohlgemuth (2000) argue 

that the complex relationship is characterised by large differences in the terms and conditions 

by which the parties collaborate with each other. Since donors and recipients have very 

different roles and positions within the structures of aid, what they consider important to 

learn may differ in some, but not all, respects (Carlsson and Wohlgemuth 2000). Effective 

learning in this context requires both parties to share their experiences and jointly work out 

an agenda of action (Britton 2005). In effect, this makes 'learning ' a change in how we 

understand and interpret the reality that surrounds us. Leaming is not simply about an 

intellectual phenomenon or an organisational identity, but a process linked to change in 

personal practice and perspective. 

This means taking a different approach to engaging with development problems. I propose a 

more theoretical engagement and nuanced understanding of how learning occurs. Like Boud 

(2006) I argue that, for this to happen, experience must be allowed to continuously generate 

knowledge, and there must be surprises beyond the realm of normality. Institutions should be 

surprised by what their activities generate (Boud, Docherty et al. 2006) and be prepared to 

evolve with what occurs. In these circumstances, any development process cannot be 

completely pre-designed, nor can its outcomes be pre-specified, and indeed it is 

counterproductive to prescribe beyond a limit set by resources and the propositions of the 

experience as an effective and efficient source of valued learning (Baud, Docherty et al. 

2006). This premise leaves us with some core assumptions about how learning can be applied 

to development interventions. First, it suggests development interventions should aim for 

experience that fosters learning, and should recognise that experience comes in several fonns 

(thinking, feeling and doing) . Second, a development intervention should involve a stimulus 

to self-reflection, which can add to the process of evaluation and inform design. Third, 

capacity building needs to engage local experience, and include reflection, interactions within 

an experiential frame, and engagement with thinking, feeling and doing. Finally, mistakes or 
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unforeseen events and outputs should not be seen as negative results, but must be positively 

recalled and used for reflection (Boud, Docherty et al. 2006). 

To apply these principles to development interventions requires going beyond the boundaries 

of standard development planning and project proposals, and formulating new ways of 

fostering relationships between government and citizens, and what Easterly (2006) calls the 

' helpers ' and ' doers ' . It requires a model that adequately addresses the issues of how 

organisations work, how communities function, how knowledge is shared, and how 

governance protocols work. This means a development sector where donor support is no 

longer confined by the management structures and political pressures of existing structures, 

but one which encompasses 'learning' as a core principle that can drive reflection and change 

where it is required. 

2.4 Implications for development management 

Having established that existing managerialist structures are inadequate in dealing with the 

complexities of existing development challenges, it is worth looking at the implications for 

development management in the longer term. Esman (2006) argues for a shift in thinking 

away from ' extracting greater efficiency and achieving tighter control in the internal 

machinery of central government structures to identifying and responding to some of the 

urgent, diverse, but ill-defined needs of desperately poor and hard to reach rural publics' . 

Similarly, Mowles (2010) contends that the ' rush towards the future precludes adequate 

reflection on things as they are, which is often dismissed as a ' luxury'. \Vhen there is a rush 

to deliver things, there is often no time to ask what it is that is being delivered and why? '. If 

development practice is to change and embrace the concepts of reflection, learning and 

iterative planning, then the way forward must focus more on influencing institutional agendas 

and imbuing them with the values and process dimensions that development management 

requires to shift beyond its existing scope. 

To do this, I believe that existing incentives need to change and the range of approaches open 

to practitioners be expanded. Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff (2010) suggest that development 

managers need to take on the role of ' activist ' to influence both the institutional agendas and 

bureaucratic politics and procedures. This requires ' creating space' between governance 

reforms and the negative perceptions of democracy promotion generated by international 
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foreign relations. Likewise, it means the development manager' s job includes influencing and 

educating the new actors in the field, as well as citizens and politicians. They also point out 

that development management needs to further develop and hone its toolkit better to address 

the macro level of societal and organisational governance structures. Unless there is an 

acknowledged effort to incorporate politics into their programming, they risk deferring to 

international measures such as the MDGs without engaging with local needs (Brinkerhoff 

2008). Finally, they call on development management scholars and practitioners to engage in 

critical dialogue on issues of power, accountability, and international relations, even as they 

respond to the needs of foreign policy decision-makers. This requires a level of self-

awareness and skills that have not been adequately valued in the past, and acknowledging 

that managing development encompasses more than simply implementing institutional 

agendas with which various actors may or may not agree. ' Effective development 

management must embrace individuals deeply committed to its dimensions of values and 

process if it is to respond to the immediate development challenges' (Brinkerhoff 2008). 

In his recent article on development management, Chris Mowles (2010) points out that 

modern management methods are predicated on simplifying complex social phenomena on 

which they draw, and on re-presenting these phenomena in schemata such as systems 

diagrams or formulations that aid decision-making, often by decision-makers sitting at a 

distance from the site of the activity. Change is understood to have if-then causality and 

centralises the role of leaders and managers as change designers. This particular 

understanding of the way change occurs and how the future is realised is limiting. Mowles 

(2010) argues that we need to expand the theoretical parameters of development management 

and look to theories of complexity and emergence to better frame what development 

practitioners are trying to achieve. In taking this route, practitioners would be obliged to act 

with intention but at the same time they could expect their actions and intentions to be 

heavily affected and influenced by the actions and intentions of many others. This shift is 

takes things beyond the technocratic, to accepting that ' individuals are born into societies, 

inheriting the culture, ways of thinking, the habitus , of their particular time and place, but at 

the same time they are capable of affecting this habitus in their daily engagement with others ' 

(Mowles 2010). Embracing such ideas would mean paying attention to the way in which our 

own plans and intentions interact with and are patterned by the plans and intentions of other 

people and thus defining a less dominating way of working towards developmental outcomes. 
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2.5 Moving towards a different approach to development management 

This chapter has discussed how development aid is constricted and confined by existing 

development management structures. It explored the emergence of a corporatized 

development management structure and the associated limitations. The chapter then looked at 

the theoretical foundations of planning and learning theory and how they have been diluted 

by the prevailing functionalist and interpretivist epistemological perspectives of aid. I argue 

that the existing development management approach diminishes the very complex nature of 

the epistemological and ontological structures that inform the development aid sector. 

In reviewing the existing literature, I found that the defined formal system of task and 

authority relationships that control how people coordinate their actions and use resources to 

achieve organisational goals has become the ubiquitous approach in development aid. It 

continues to influence how the majority of aid is distributed, managed and measured. Many 

of the theoretical foundations on which the development industry is structured have more to 

offer than the limited way in which they are currently applied. Planning theory has worked in 

other sectors in addressing the complex ways of considering issues such as legitimacy, 

inclusiveness, domination and reflection. This complexity has been stripped away from the 

theories ' current application. Similarly, learning theory is diminished in the aid sector by the 

institutional barriers of efficiency and measurement. It has the capacity to define iterative 

pathways and new approaches but is stymied by the ' corporate ' learning culture that exists. 

This chapter has demonstrated the need for a broader understanding of development aid. A 

range of authors now contend that the development aid sector is struggling with the 

complexity of 'messy partnerships ', 'wicked problems' and ' diverse understandings ' . This 

has been promulgated in political division, funding battles and a miserable record in tackling 

development problems. By their very nature, the MDGs encompass an extraordinary array of 

complex issues. This necessitates taking a complex approach to finding solutions. Relying on 

cause-and-effect designs and results-based systems limits the way this complexity is 

addressed and diminishes the ability of the system to deal with what is effectively a 'human 

problem'. I propose that we move beyond measurable statistical outcomes that limit, or even 

prevent, the attainment of these outcomes. In the following chapter I look at a different way 

of approaching development aid by embracing a discordant pluralist understanding of how 

the sector functions, looking more deeply at how planning and learning theories can inform 
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development practice and by experimenting with new methodologies that are responsive to 

these critical issues. 
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3. Development aid through the lens of critical systems 

In Chapter 2, I argued that the theoretical foundations of managerialism, politics and the 

institutional structures that support poverty alleviation have limited the development sector's 

ability to deal with the 'wicked problems' and 'messy' partnerships it confronts. I examined 

how planning and learning theories have been appropriated by the existing structure and 

explained the impact of this on the functionalist nature of most development aid 

interventions. This chapter builds on the critique to outline the benefit of using a critical 

systems theory lens to view the challenges of delivering development aid. I believe the 

current adherence to program logic, forecasting outcomes, and working towards designated 

targets limits the potential for change. If we are to further our understanding of what 

development aid entails, what it requires and how it influences different stakeholders, then 

the existing model needs to be revisited. 

The purpose of this chapter is to explain how the features and characteristics of the 

development aid sector might be reconfigured to more broadly align to the nature of 'wicked 

problems' . I argue that the prevalence of 'wicked problems ' in the aid sector necessitates a 

'transdisciplinary' approach to development research to interrogate the development sector' s 

approaches and processes. Both of these concepts will be described to situate the research for 

this thesis. 

The chapter then looks at some of the ways 'wicked problems' can be tackled and 

investigates the centrality of ' complexity' in these approaches. I explore the link between 

complex problems, critical systems theory thinking and reflexivity. I discuss critical systems 

thinking and its potential influence on development aid. Complexity and critical thinking 

concepts provide ways for practitioners, policy makers, leaders, managers, and researchers to 

stop and collectively reflect on how they are thinking about aid problems. This relationship 

between complexity, reflection and transdisciplinarity is a necessary part of a new 

epistemological approach to development aid. The approach requires a shift in thinking 

towards an emergent philosophy where stakeholders are encouraged to participate in 

incremental progress rather than radical change. 
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In these circumstances, I argue that a discordant pluralist approach can be a useful way of 

tackling development aid. The features of discordant pluralism are examined and I then 

explain how it complements the learning theories explored in Chapter 2. The epistemological 

complexity of these theories is diminished by the existing functionalist approach to 

development aid. Discordant pluralism with its range of differing positions expands the scope 

of learning theories and broadens the methodological possibilities for development research 

and policy. I argue that a new development model can exploit advanced learning concepts 

and use a variety of methodologies to advance our understanding of the direction the sector as 

a whole might take. 

Finally, the chapter outlines the choice of research methodology. First, I examine some of the 

alternative methodologies that draw heavily on planning and learning theory to inform their 

research findings. I argue that, while these approaches make a valuable contribution to our 

understanding of the aid program, they do not seriously shift the epistemological boundaries 

beyond project outcomes and existing instrumental program parameters, nor do they 

adequately address the unique and varied ways that individuals engage with the development 

process. Second, I provide an introduction to the epistemological assumptions of 

phenomenography and explain why it is a useful methodology in evaluating the learning 

aspects of development interventions. I explain the structural approach to the methodology 

and articulate how it can be used in a development context. I then outline why it is a useful 

tool in thinking differently about development aid. 

3.1 Wicked problems, unclear boundaries and emergent change 

' . .. in decision-making at both policy-making and operational levels, we are 

increasingly coming to deal with situations where these assumptions [of order, 

rational choice, and intentional capability] are not true, but the tools and 

techniques which are commonly available assume that they are ' (Kurtz and 

Snowden 2003 ). 

Increasingly, the development aid sector is confronting complex problems with outmoded 

delivery models. Woodhill (2008) argues that development promises, often underpinned by 

tools such as the logical framework, have created a charade that everyone from recipient 

governments to development NGOs, international agencies and donor governments is locked 
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into continuing. There is a sense in the development aid community that the existing 

structures only enable the system 'to function' (Wigboldus and Schaap 2009). The broader 

question of the sector's inability to deal with these complex issues is not really being 

addressed. For the development sector to adequately tackle complex issues requires a shift in 

thinking. It requires a broader approach to how we view and research development issues, 

and it requires a structure built on diversity and variation rather than one built on order and 

intentional capability. 

To find a way of navigating this terrain requires an understanding of some of the key terms. 

In previous sections I referred to the challenge of combating 'wicked problems'. Rittel and 

Webber (1984) refer to 'wicked problems' as those subject to controversy, where the 

resolution is subject to debate and where the solution cannot be tested unambiguously. Many 

authors assert that a holistic approach that is not bounded by prescribed outcomes is required. 

'Wicked problems' are messy, uncertain, complex and diverse. They often involve the 

difficult aspects of human relationships and are influenced by diverse contextual 

circumstances. 'Wicked problems' do not lend themselves to reductionist methods of inquiry 

(Crawford 2004) due to the following features. They cannot be easily defined so that all 

stakeholders agree on the problem to solve; they require complex judgements about the level 

of abstraction at which to define the problem; they have no clear stopping rules; they have 

better or worse solutions, not right or wrong ones; they have no real objective measure of 

success; they require iteration; they have no given alternative solutions (these must be 

discovered); and they often have strong moral, political or professional dimensions. 

These features are common to the challenges faced by the development aid sector. The 

complex and multidimensional nature of intervening in challenging environments where there 

is a great deal of uncertainty can limit the impact of the logical model. Without careful 

consideration of these features, development complexity is often reduced to a set of boxes 

with prescribed approaches providing artificial solutions. 

'Wicked problems' are characterised by a need for iteration, discovery, evolution, learning, 

reflection and abstraction. These are not features of the existing managerialism model 

presented in Chapter 2. As Woodhill (2006) points out, 'the core ideas behind the logical 

framework approach can be used in flexible and creative ways'. The problem is that this 

rarely occurs and even the most basic mechanical steps are often poorly implemented. 
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Consequently the dominance of its use and poor application has become a significant 

constraint to more creative and grounded thinking about the way development initiatives are 

managed (Woodhill 2006). Tackling 'wicked problems ' requires a new set of tools and 

approaches. 

'This is not an anything and everything goes approach. Rather, it involves 

careful upfront analysis of 'good bets' , strategic investments in 'out-of-the-box' 

thinking and diversified investments in 'safe-fail' experimentation. Crucially, it 

requires careful monitoring and learning, not against predetermined indicators, 

but by drawing on the experiences and observations of those directly involved' 

(Woodhill 2008). 

Where development aid has been delivered effectively, it has found new and useful ways to 

address the characteristics of 'wicked problems'. It has built innovative partnerships, 

narrative forums, and flexible designs that go beyond an adherence to sets of designated 

indicators (Kelly, David et al. 2008). But for these examples to flourish, pockets of good 

practice will need to be amplified and incorporated into a wholesale change of how the sector 

functions. In the following section, I explain how taking a transdisciplinary approach to 

development research might contribute to this change. 

3.2 Why transdisciplinarity? 

In Chapter 2, I outlined how the application of the existing development sector 

methodologies to the 'wicked problems ' it confronts has had limited success. Applying the 

pr:nciples of transdisciplinarity is one way of shifting from the existing functionalist linear 

epistemology of aid delivery to a complex interpretivist approach more suited to 'wicked 

pr blems'. 

Transdisciplinarity attempts to confront complex problems by working across different 

disciplines and with multiple perspectives to broaden the options for action (Wickson, Carew 

et al. 2005). In applying these principles to development sector research, it is necessary first 

to situate transdisciplinarity within the existing discourse on theoretical perspectives. 

According to Judge (1998), interdisciplinary theory implies a direct interaction between 

disciplines, with individuals being knowledgeable and experienced within more than one 
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discipline, but isolated by their experience across academic fields. Max-Neef (2004) presents 

interdisciplinarity as a hierarchical process where a dominant discipline imposes its 

judgement on other disciplines, which are then seen as working underneath it. In other words, 

there is a cooperation of sorts between disciplines, but the leading discipline ultimately 

determines the research direction and provides the dominant epistemological basis. It seems 

therefore that, in interdisciplinary approaches, researchers draw on multiple 'knowledges ' 

(either personal or interpersonal), but continue to situate their research in a defined and 

established 'academic ' space. Eade (2003) argues that much of the research in the 

development sector is characterised by this approach, with 'economics' playing a dominant 

role over other disciplines. Pijnenburg (2004) points to regular 'cross-fertilisation' between 

the disciplines, fuelled by the diversity of the sector, but sees a challenge in dealing with the 

hierarchical nature of the process and the unquestioned assumptions carried by the dominant 

discipline. Where development aid research does take on an interdisciplinary approach, the 

argument is that the positivist/scientific disciplines take on the authoritarian role of 

'overseer'(Robinson 2004). Therefore, while interdisciplinary research builds on a collection 

of different knowledges, there is a categorisation process that limits debate and the 

incorporation of multiple perspectives. 

Multidisciplinarity is able to dilute some of the research hierarchies seen in interdisciplinary 

approaches by encouraging individuals to work largely within their own discipline and feed 

their work into teams that are from a range of disciplines (Judge 1998). Molteberg and 

Bergstrom (2000a and 2000b) point out that this approach fosters diversity but limits the 

ability to adequately coordinate different types of knowledges produced in different 

disciplines. Max-Neef (2004) puts forward that multidisciplinarity works across the 

disciplines but sees no cooperation between them, leaving a set of disparate parts that 

struggle to validate the various 'knowledges' into a coordinated framework. Reusse (2002) 

argues that this is repeatedly seen in development whereby various practitioners work with a 

range of tools and disciplines, but with little coordination. There is no real articulation of how 

to capture 'knowledge' and experience and feed it into different circumstances. 

What then is it about transdisciplinarity that sets it apart from these other disciplinary 

concepts? As the prefix 'trans' indicates, transdisciplinarity concerns that which is at once 

between the disciplines, across the different disciplines, and beyond all discipline (Judge 

1998). Different theorists have taken varied approaches to exactly what this entails. Kuffer 
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(2005) argues that transdisciplinary theory is concerned with the crossing of boundaries in the 

production of knowledge. Molteberg and Bergstrom (2000a and 2000b) see 

transdisciplinarity as the integration of disciplines so that the totality of the transdisciplinary 

study would be greater than the sum of the parts. Max-Neef (2004) sees it as the result of 

coordination between the different disciplines and the admission of multiple coexistent 

realities. As such, he argues that transdisciplinarity is about an interaction between various 

disciplines to provide coordinated practical answers to key questions in the real world or, in 

the case of development, in effective program delivery. Importantly, engaging with different 

disciplines is about creating the capacity for people to directly influence what they want to 

happen in their milieu (Max-Neef 2004). This description oftransdisciplinarity aligns with 

the many proponents of theoretical praxis in development (Reusse 2002; Rihani 2002; Eade 

2003). These observers argue that development aid operates in a continuous cyclical process 

whereby theory informs practice that again informs theory and so on. It is clear, then, that 

there are two important aspects of transdisciplinarity that set it apart from other disciplinary 

concepts: first, the emphasis on coordination and integration of different types of 

'knowledges', and second, the focus on addressing real-world problems. 

Transdisciplinarity offers a way to view 'wicked problems' from various positions and 

provides mechanisms to integrate these positions into complex judgements. It provides a way 

to combine various elements of methodologies drawn from different disciplines to form a 

single approach (Horlick-Jones and Sime 2004). Ideas are exchanged across disciplinary 

boundaries in an evolved meta-methodology which transcends 'pure' disciplines. In 

epistemological tenns, transdisciplinarity involves an integration of ' knowledges' (Horlick-

Jones and Sime 2004). These principles are sympathetic to greater and more profound 

engagement with the spheres of development practice and experience, and with the associated 

informal 'knowledges ' that exist in the real world. Transdisciplinarity encourages researchers 

to push the boundaries of where their problem is heading and where possible solutions might 

hide. This is particularly important in addressing the 'wicked problems ' prevalent in the 

development sector. 

3.3 Complex problems, critical systems thinking and reflexivity 

Having established that the development sector is characterised by 'wicked problems' that 

require new approaches to deal with the 'complexity' these problems entail, it is important to 
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now look at how critical systems theory thinking and reflexivity might be applied to the 

development sector. The approach in this research project is to interrogate the complexity of 

the sector to reveal diversity, highlight difference, encourage reflection, activate learning and 

stimulate change. The existing development aid system is built around clear boundaries. 

Taking a transdisciplinary approach to development research means considering multiple 

perspectives and avoiding any commitment to paradigms of control. 

The very notion of' complexity' is a contested term both as it relates to where it is applied 

and how it is perceived. For the purposes of this thesis, I will limit its application to how it is 

applied to the delivery of aid. My choice of applying a developmental phenomenographic 

approach, as I outline later in the chapter, was determined by a pragmatic view of how aid 

can be delivered more effectively. This pragmatism applies equally to how I see 'complexity' 

in a development aid context. As Ben Ramalingam (Ramalingam, Jones et al. 2008) explains, 

at the heart of 'complexity' is an understanding that phenomena is made up of a network of 

elements and dimensions that are interconnected. The elements of complexity used here are 

those that characterise complex adaptive systems; nonlinearity, emergence, dynamical, 

adaptive, uncertain, and co-evolutionary (Quinn-Patton 2011). There is a need to understand 

these elements to make sense of a system. In development aid, this means assessing and 

dealing with the interconnectedness of elements and dimensions. In simple terms, the 

definition here is consistent with Waldorp (1993) who argues that "a system is complex, in 

the sense that a great many independent agents are interacting with each other in a great many 

ways". For this to work, aid agencies need to be careful not to oversimplify what they are 

dealing with. Complexity in this way is about making sure that "those who are being affected 

by aid initiatives need to be part of the process of identifying the important elements of the 

relevant system, as well as defining the problems and their solutions" (Ramalingam, Jones et 

al. 2008). While 'complexity ' can be more broadly applied to ' the lived-experience of 

'beneficiaries ' or the complexity embedded in reflection and learning' , here the term is 

confined to our understanding of how aid is delivered. 

Thinking differently about how one engages with the challenge of complexity and its 

application to developmental problems requires a diverse set of perspectives. This sits at the 

heart of the critical systems approach applied to this thesis. While systems thinking can be 

applied in a range of ways and in multiple forms, in this thesis the concept is built around 

perspectives, boundaries and entangled systems/interrelationships. This framing draws on the 
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work of Williams and Iman (2007) who point out that there are as many as a thousand 

separate frameworks and methods that fall under the ' systems' banner. Here, a system refers 

to the social construction atttached to a development intervention. The perspective is of those 

involved in experiencing a change, the boundaries are defined by the development actors and 

vary and change according to who sees and engages with the 'system' and the 

interrelationships define the interactions within and across the system and the subsequent 

consequences. The systems approach in this thesis is not looking at bounded and controlled 

systems that can be disassembled, but at a range of systems and how they interact based on 

how individuals construct them. This is consistent with Cabrera' s (Cabrera, Colosi et al. 

2008) notion of using systems to understand variation in how people function and to 

Checkland ( 19 81 ) who refers to 'an approach which takes a broad view, which tries to take 

all aspects into account, which concentrates on interactions between the different parts of a 

problem'. 

These ' system' parameters are consistent with others who variously refer to complex systems 

as problems built on distributed cognition (Kurtz and Snowden 2003). The important element 

in most definitions of critical systems theory is the emphasis on taking multiple approaches to 

problems. That means thinking differently about problems with interlinked issues, multiple 

agencies and disparate view on practised solutions. Cabrera et al. (2008) argue that changing 

the way we think does not automatically solve the various problems, issues or crises we face, 

but it does reframe how we think about what we view as a problem in the first place, and 

what solutions might look like. The limitations of the existing development aid process make 

this 'reframing' a necessary step in thinking differently about the 'wicked problems' 

encountered in delivering aid. 

Using multiple approaches to development aid helps in illustrating the many ways 

stakeholders perceive and conceptualise their engagement with development interventions. 

'Critical systems theory' is conceptual, because changing the way we think involves 

changing the way we conceptualise. That is, while ' critical systems theory' is informed by the 

systems ideas and methods, the systems theories, the systems sciences and the systems 

movement, it is in the end about broadly applying a diverse way of thinking to understanding 

how we function. As Cabrera et al. (Cabrera, Colosi et al. 2008) explain, 
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' ... systems thinking is an abstract and structured cognitive endeavour. While 

not all systems are complex, all thinking is complex, and as such, the process of 

thinking in a systemic way is complex'. 

To avoid the assumption some make that 'critical systems theory approaches' are simply 

about making things complex, it is worth looking a little further at what this conceptual 

engagement is about and why I see it to be a necessary part of understanding development 

aid. 

In the instrumental development model outlined in Chapter 2, delivering aid involves 

choosing a particular approach to tackling poverty, engaging with that chosen approach and 

measuring its success. This method leans heavily on an examination of the content a program 

hopes to deliver, the outcomes desired, and a measurable way to assess progress towards 

those outcomes. Using an approach informed by critical systems theory, the focus is on the 

range of ways we build understanding of how the problem can be addressed. It acknowledges 

the possibility of multiple perspectives, various positions and regular changes. At each step of 

the way, stakeholders (donors, recipients, contractors, communities) make choices about what 

to recognise, about what to include and exclude and from which perspective to view a given 

problem. These choices lift method beyond simple engagement to where it becomes a central 

part of the evaluative/reflective space. As Cabrera et al. (Cabrera, Colosi et al. 2008) 

explains, 

' . .. systems thinking is not content specific and is therefore not disciplinary in 

scope. It is a pattern of thinking that formally alters context and therefore 

transforms the meaning of any kind of content'. 

Applying these principles to development aid interventions has three critical benefits, which 

are articulated in the following section. 

First, applying a critical systems theory approach to development aid reveals important 

interconnections between various parts of the system. By expanding the scope of how a 

program is perceived, formulated, recognised and experienced, there is a larger set of 

concepts to work with and filter. Confining a program to the limits of its planned logical 

' theory of change ' limits the opportunity for stakeholders to find different ways of engaging 
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with its constituent parts. This method of providing boundaries is helpful in controlling what 

is desired, what occurs and what is measured, but there is little capacity for dealing with the 

'how' and 'why' of a given intervention. Answers to these questions are fundamental to 

reflection, difference and learning. Without exploring how interacting components relate to 

and influence change, then the only conclusions we can draw are oversimplified 'cause and 

effect'. A critical systems theory approach expands the boundaries of interventions (Bawden, 

McKenzie et al. 2007). Midgeley and Ochoa-Arias (2001) point out that critical systems 

thinking encourages the identification of alternative understandings of a given phenomenon 

and looks at how the different parts of the system interact. This stimulates comparative 

analysis of how change occurs and ensures utilisation of different forms of feedback to 

illustrate how the different elements of the system work with or against each other. I argue 

that understanding what these elements are and how they influence each other ensures a 

broader understanding of the essential interconnections that determine change. 

Second, critical systems theory seeks to enhance understanding through engaging with 

different perspectives. McDonald et al. (2009) refer to this aspect of critical systems thinking 

as the 'grappling with worldviews', arguing that the integration that comes with a critical 

systems approach ensures we are dealing with an array of 'the assumptions that each of us 

holds about how the world works in relation to the problem under consideration' (McDonald, 

Bammer et al. 2009). Critical systems approaches deal with polarities and compromise, 

because they are by nature ' inclusive' . Encouraging mutual understanding broadens the pool 

of options for action and expands the scope of policy options. It does not deal with Nandy's 

(1988) concerns about the complex issue of power difference between donors and recipients, 

but it does value multiple opinions and perspectives. 

Third, a critical systems theory approach encourages stakeholders and policy makers to look 

at the 'bigger picture'. The standard logframe approach to development interventions is built 

on a set of designated objectives and verifiable indicators. This works if there is certainty 

about how to tackle a given problem but, as I argued in the previous chapter, poverty is not 

characterised by a set of concrete principles. Operating within a complex environment 

elevates the importance of iteration and reflection. It encourages what Midgeley and Ochoa-

Arias (2001) refer to as the process of adaption, amplification and transformation. Critical 

systems thinking and the ' bigger picture ' involves extending the boundaries of influence for 

given problems. This is not just about broadening the scope of action, it is also about fitting 
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different parts of the system together in different ways. It involves looking to different 

epistemologies to identify, gather, combine and analyse knowledge (McDonald, Bammer et 

al. 2009) to ensure there are multiple policy options for given circumstances and different 

scenanos. 

It is important to acknowledge that a critical systems approach to the 'wicked problems' of 

development aid is not a panacea for the challenges of the sector. Mowles (2008) points out 

that with most critical systems approaches there is a tendency to compartmentalise issues. In 

Chapter 2, I outlined how planning and learning theory have been appropriated by the 

existing managerialist culture in the development sector. There is a danger that critical 

systems thinking may suffer the same fate and be simply used as another development ' tool '. 

Mowles et al. (2008) argue that complexity insights are often instrumentalised and presented 

as a way of efficiently managing diverse actions. They are diminished and uncritically 

adopted even where they may not suit a given context. In these circumstances there is a lack 

of reflexivity and a danger that the structure is just another means for INGOs and donors to 

coerce their partners into a prescribed development process (Mowles, Stacey et al. 2008). 

Ramalingam et al. (2008) point out that ' ... perhaps the primary implication of seeing 

international aid through the complexity lens is that aid agencies need to be careful not to 

oversimplify the systems being dealt with ' . 

The 'multidimensionality of poverty ' requires a critical systems approach that involves those 

who are being affected by aid initiatives to be part of the process of identifying the important 

elements of the relevant system, as well as defining the problems and their solutions. For a 

critical systems approach to work in delivering improved responses to 'wicked problems', it 

must be a contested, political and messy process where action and continuous reflection is at 

the heart of what it means to make sense of one's interventions with others (Mowles, Stacey 

et al. 2008). 

The rigour of a Critical Systems Thinking (CST) framework is one way to ensure that 

'critical systems' concepts are not diluted by existing managerialist structures. The CST 

framework outlined by Midgeley (1992) includes three elements: improvement, critical 

awareness, and methodological pluralism. The approach encourages research that is 

adaptable, flexible and incorporates multiple perspectives, and informs practical responses 

with the same characteristics. According to Smith (2010), 
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'the task of a development practitioner using critical systems thinking would be 

to foster learning processes which build on existing systems thinking skills and 

to work with participants to explore how this way of thinking can be used'. 

A CST approach builds on the critical awareness of stakeholders and relates this to the choice 

of appropriate methodologies and underlying assumptions for guiding actions and 

world views. Smith (2010) argues that 'the underlying premise (of CST) is that, to be ethical, 

practitioners must constantly question and adjust their actions and choices, particularly in 

relationship to power dynamics'. The central thread in this learning is reflection. This 

determines the kind of learning experienced and is based on sharing, testing, justifying and 

believing. I argue that an approach that acknowledges the centrality of these elements is more 

adept than the existing development approaches at dealing with complexity and the 

characteristics of ' wicked problems ' . As Bawden (1998) says, ' systemic worldviews are a 

prerequisite for treating the world in a systemic (holistic) way, and the ability to adopt such 

worldviews and transpose them into practice is not easy ' 

A critical systems approach to development practice is not straight forward. It entails a 

considerable shift in thinking and it demands major change to practice. However, a critical 

systems approach tackles one of the most challenging aspects of the development dilemma, 

that our social "life-worlds ' (Gregory 1996) are endemically pluralist, comprised of diverse 

perspectives that do not respond to the same cues and conventions. These varied perspectives 

give rise to conflict and tension about the possibilities and limitations of interventions in 

complex, pluralistic perspectives (Gregory 1996), but they also offer a broad set of views that 

can inform social change. Barder (2009) argues that one should acknowledge that 

development aid has many purposes, and not all of them should be directly linked to the 

reduction of poverty. Development aid is multidimensional, with complex socio-cultural and 

socio-political features working with and against economic imperatives. Woodhill (2008) 

argues that development aid requires a host of models, approaches and mechanisms. These 

should be tested to see which ones work or fail , and then this knowledge can be applied in 

various forms to scaling up or replicating. In these circumstances, the pluralism that is part of 

a critical systems approach has much to offer as a driver for 'problem solving' strategies. In 

the following section I argue that a discordant pluralist approach is a valuable way to frame 
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the critical systems thinking that is required to shift development interventions away from the 

existing focus on poverty alleviation towards strategies informed by learning and reflection. 

3.4 Discordant pluralism - a new approach for development aid 

Pluralism has been an important component of systems thinking for some time (Midgeley 

1992). It accepts the continued existence of various paradigms, and provides theoretical 

justification for the possible synchronic existence and use of a range of different 

methodologies. Pluralists argue that a range of distinct paradigms are required to deal with a 

variety of problem-contexts (Midgeley 1992). Methodologies are applied and aligned, based 

on given presuppositions, with the specific problem-contexts and then integrated to illustrate 

how different parts of the system deal with particular problems. A meta-theory is then 

developed to advise on which approach is most suitable (Gregory 1996). 

Discordant pluralism goes a step further, arguing that the linear trajectory of multiple 

methodologies that inform each other is helpful, but still confines the various paradigms to 

their own domain and does not truly encourage interaction and integration. Discordant 

pluralism is built on the premise that ' there are some paradign1s, traditions, value- systems, or 

cultures that are so antagonistic to one another that there is no position from which they can 

be reconciled' (Gregory 1996). In these circumstances, Gregory argues that it is helpful to 

think about the different paradigms as a 'constellation' where both aversions and attractions 

can be exposed. The 'constellation' metaphor is used to highlight how unique views or 

positions can look very different in different locations and for different viewers. A 

constellation is constantly changing and is dynamic. It is comprised of evolving phenomena, 

many of which are elusive and resistant to observation, and it is characterised by ruptures and 

contingent events that cannot be foreseen (Gregory 1996). Most importantly, a constellation 

has shifting nodal points where competing and conflicting perspectives intersect. In simple 

terms, a constellation is filled with fairly chaotic phenomena that are bumping around and 

being constantly altered by where they are in the system and what they encounter. In the 

context of delivering development aid, the constellation metaphor highlights the importance 

of seeing different interventions as nodal points bumping around within the system. 

Illustrating how these interventions impact with various aspects of the system is an essential 

step to greater understanding of how the system functions. 
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It is the intersections of competing perspectives that make the discordant pluralist perspective 

so important to how systems theory can be applied to development aid research and to 

practical interventions in the field. 'The discordant pluralist perspective sees distinctive 

theoretical positions as supplementing one another, rather than competing with one another' 

(Gregory 1996). In a development context, this means different methodologies from 

distinctive traditions are capable of assisting each other in providing an enriched 

understanding of what a particular development issue is all about. The juxtaposition of 

oppositional viewpoints that support both one perspective and the other are used to derive 

research findings and practical applications that evolve, adapt, change and inform. The 

process is one of 'critical appreciation', where the approach pays tribute to the differences, 

otherness, and alternative nature of alien paradigms or traditions to arrive at ethical questions 

about the rightness or legitimacy of a particular perspective. In the 'messy' space of 

development aid, this approach has much to offer. 

3.4.1 The development system context 

So how can we apply the principles of a discordant pluralist perspective to a development 

system? Cabrera et al. (2008) posit that the nature of any concept necessitates the existence of 

distinctions, systems, relationships and perspectives (DSRP). Development interventions 

often focus too heavily on what resources they can deliver rather than DSRP elements, the 

result of which is a limited understanding of how to best use these resources. In the previous 

subsection, I argued that a system needs to be viewed from multiple perspectives to see or 

sense things. At each step of the way, we make choices about what to recognise, about what 

to include and exclude, and from which perspective to view a given system. A discordant 

pluralist approach looks at both 'participatory normative processes' and 'linear positivist 

processes ' and incorporates both into its reflective space. In this way, a discordant pluralist 

systems approach is not content-specific and therefore not disciplinary in scope. It is not 

something one does, but something one gets as a result of applying simple rules based on 

patterns of thinking to a variety of perspectives. The outcome is an expanded understanding 

of what the development system is, why it changes and how various stakeholders operating 

within the system learn. 

As I outlined in Chapter 2, the development system is characterised by key constraints that 

include: multiple and vague objectives, difficulties in measuring output and performance, and 

weak performance incentives. Furthermore, there is a poor understanding and use of 
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knowledge within the development sector, and this 'represents a major barrier to the 

effectiveness of development interventions' (Powell 2006). 

To address these constraints requires a range of knowledge components that are not confined 

to the chosen objectives of a development intervention. A discordant pluralist approach looks 

to variation and difference as a way to identify this range of knowledge components. It avoids 

what Ellerman (2005) refers to as 'the local policy-makers eagerness to jump to a ready-made 

solution' by diminishing the expectations of what it can achieve. Discordant pluralism is 

inherently conservative13 and it sets out to carefully scope and frame what is being looked at, 

build understanding and then apply this to integrated solutions. In simple terms, it is about a 

process of framing, scoping, reframing, applying and then repeating the process. To use 

Gregory's (1996) constellation metaphor, it is about viewing the collection of stars and 

planets, but understanding that the next time you look at them the constellation will be 

different. Or as Ellerman (2005) argues, it is akin to the Rashomon effect14
, where different 

people or groups experience different lessons from the same story of success or failure. The 

variation and difference builds, rather then dismantles the range of knowledge components. 

Development aid requires an iterative approach to developing knowledge, one that seeks 

what Sumner and Tribe (2008) refer to as 'probability rather than certainty', and 

'approximate truth rather than totality ' if it is to move beyond its adherence to instrumental 

program theories. Discordant pluralism offers a way to identify the 'probabilities ' Sumner 

refers to, and a means to foster integration of development aid interventions. For this to 

happen we must be clear on how to tackle the 'unclear' boundaries and disciplinary frames 

that are part of any dynamic system. The following section deals with the scoping and 

framing of development problems using discordant pluralism. It then uses these tools to 

revisit the learning theories outlined in Chapter 2 as a way to justify the adoption of a new 

methodology that draws on ideas of variation and difference to tackle complex development 

problems. 

13 The conservative reference here refers to the emphasis on ' suspending judgement' - avoiding definitive 
statements. Discordant pluralism does not look to make definitive conclusions. Rather, it looks to broaden the 
way particular problems can be viewed and questioned. 
14 The Rashomon effect is the influence of subjectivity and perception on recollection, by which observers of an 
event are able to produce substantially different but equally plausible accounts of it. 
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3.4.2 Framing and scoping development challenges 

Central to any complex systems approach is the framing of the issue or problem being dealt 

with. To effectively frame a problem, it is necessary to look at the range of sub-disciplinary 

frames that can be applied and consider how they fit together. Understanding context and 

purpose is central to effectively framing an issue as it determines what outcomes are expected 

from the process. Likewise, framing is influenced by the management of its various sub-

disciplinary elements and these will characterise the impact the frame is likely to have 

amongst stakeholders. In a development context, framing is fundamental as the choices made 

about the frame will determine how a development intervention is received by stakeholders 

and the way it is used to influence and determine change. 

Framing is used as a mechanism to situate and illustrate the social construction of a given 

circumstance. Goffman (1986) refers to the process as locating, perceiving, identifying and 

labelling events and occurrences to render meaning and to guide action. The contribution of 

framing is in the process of constructing meaning that encourages resonance between 

opposing parties (Goffman 1986). Framing clarifies the identification of a problem and 

provides the motivational rationale for adopting the chosen meaning and action. 

Framing involves systems alignment through a process of bridging, amplification, extension 

and transformation. Gregory ( 1996) sees this aspect of the process as fundamental to the 

success of discordant pluralism as it seeks to corral supporting and opposing viewpoints 

together within a system to reach a set of conclusions. This author proposes that 'bridging' 

links two or more designated frames together to expand the scope of a particular issue or 

problem. The process of ' amplification' involves clarifying the parameters and aspects of the 

interpretive frame and 'extension' broadens the boundaries of the proposed frame to include a 

diverse set of interests, sentiments and views on a particular issue or problem. According to 

Gregory (Gregory 1996), this results in a ' transformation' that entails a shift in the 

perceptions of stakeholders and a new understanding of constructed meanings. The process of 

bringing each of these parts together ensures an alignment of the system and enables 

participants to move towards supporting a new position, a new set of values, new meanings 

and new understandings. 
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Discordant pluralism uses the framing process to deal with opposing theoretical positions and 

methodologies. Framing affects the first important step in systems thinking, that is 

understanding the internal interplay between parts of a dynamic and complex system. Using 

the constellation metaphor again, framing brings together the unique positions in different 

locations and at different times to inform understanding of problematic phenomena. It finds 

the 'elusive and resistant' evolving phenomena, translates contextual meaning and defines 

what Midgeley and Ochoa-Arias (2001) call the 'appropriate interventionary path to follow'. 

Development interventions rarely incorporate this kind of preparatory process. They rely 

primarily on designated targets or ' needs analyses' to define their interventionary path, 

confining the scope of the problem to an instrumental step, rather than an evolutionary and 

iterative one. 

The scoping of a given problem is another necessary step in undertaking a discordant pluralist 

approach to development research and practice. McDonald et al. (2009) points out that 

scoping helps researchers and practitioners to set boundaries and to understand the limits of 

chosen frames. It deals with the challenge of identifying the system's operational 

characteristics, defines how they are coordinated, illustrates how they can be managed, and 

then translates these to policy consequences and methodological options. Scoping broadens 

the view of a problem, helps in justifying any challenge to the status quo, and outlines who 

needs to be consulted in the process of reaching viable conclusions. It provides the necessary 

'reality check' on problem statements and ensures that the chosen frames resonate with what 

the individual, team or community is setting out to do. As Schon (1987) explains, in the early 

stages of dealing with complex problems, it is 'important to consider how the problem is set 

out, rather than worrying about possible solutions'. Looking for mutual understanding and 

interconnections will ensure that appropriate choices of method and approach are made. 

Ultimately, the measure of success in framing, scoping and engaging with a problem is in the 

multiple policy options, integrated solutions and systems knowledge that results from the 

undertaking. I propose that a discordant pluralist systems approach enables development 

research and practice to find new ways of thinking, researching and approaching the 'wicked 

problems' associated with aid interventions. The next step is to find the necessary 

methodological tools and theoretical foundations to investigate the 'constellation ' and shed 

light on the multiple perspectives that exist in the development aid sector. In the following 
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section I return to the learning theories from Chapter 2 and use these as the framing 

mechanism for choosing the methodology I apply to this research. 

3.5 Learning theory and development aid 

In Chapter 1, I outlined the importance of situated learning to the successful engagement with 

the production and possession of knowledge and the encouragement of personal reflection. 

Discordant pluralism and complex systems rely on learning to inform and situate stakeholders 

in the application of knowledge. Importantly, learning provides a mechanism for individual 

and community transformation and this is fundamental to confronting the complex challenges 

in the development aid sector. In the following section I look at the learning theories that 

inform this thesis and outline how they fit with the concepts of complex systems, discordant 

pluralism and 'wicked problems'. 

The learning theories that inform this thesis are drawn from cultural historic experiential 

theories of learning. In a functional sense, they support what Boud et al. ( 1998) refer to as the 

core principles of a learning organisation, while in a theoretical sense they adhere to concepts 

of difference and variation. Activity theory and variation theory are both grounded in ideas of 

experiential le, ming. The focus is on involving the learner in defining and driving the kinds 

of choices they make about what they derive or take from a given activity as concerns their 

learning outcomes. The two theories both encourage learning as a cooperative activity and 

one in which evolutionary change occurs through an iterative process of discovery. Both 

activity theory and variation theory focus on the process of reflection and change, which sit 

comfortably alongside Boud's ideas of organisational learning. They are used to explain how 

experience drives learning and how, in turn, learning drives experience. These characteristics 

are useful in thinking through how development aid works and what it means for the 

direction, perception and understanding of donor projects. 

Activity theory and variation theory are used here as descriptors for new ways of thinking 

about development practice. Both theories reveal useful details about learning practice and 

program delivery, and illustrate how individuals can experience, engage and interact with 

development interventions. They also show the value of using new methodological 

approaches, such as phenomenography, in the investigation of ' aid ' delivery. In this way, we 
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follow a new pathway to conceptualising changed ideas about development and how new 

methodologies might reveal different aspects of development aid. 

3.5.1 Activity theory 

A useful start point for thinking about how individuals interact and shape holistic approaches 

to learning is the work of Lev Vygotsky (1978) whose activity theory (cultural/cognitive 

theory of development) explores the social, cultural, historical and institutional factors of 

community networks and how these affect teaching and learning. He suggests pedagogy 

should be construed as referring to forms of social practice that shape and form the cognitive, 

affective and moral development of individuals (Vygotskirei and Cole 1978). Central to 

Vygotsky's ideas oflearning is the role of mediator. They serve as the means through which 

the individual acts on and is acted on by social, cultural and historical factors. The tools of 

mediation include language, writing, schemes, diagrams, maps, mnemonic techniques and 

other conventional signs (Vygotskirei, Veer et al. 1994). These are used by individual learners 

and mediators in different ways to engage with their chosen phenomenon. 

In a development aid context, Vygotsky's work offers the opportunity to explore the 

variations and differences in social, cultural, historical and institutional features of 

development interventions. It provides a way to order and process the kinds of learning 

outcomes that emerge through activities linked to 'aid' interventions and explore the impact 

that these might have on planners, practitioners and recipients. 

Vygotsky identifies the instrumental nature oflearning through the tools individuals use for 

interacting with the systems they seek to understand and experience (Vygotskirei, Veer et al. 

1994). The tools provide the necessary controls for how individuals engage with different 

phenomena. This process sets the foundations for effective learning strategies, and ensures 

that: 

'What we learn and what we know, and what our culture knows for us in the form 

of the structure of artefacts and social organisations are these hunks of mediating 

structure. Thinking consists of bringing these structures into co-ordination with 

each other such that they can shape (and be shaped by) each other. The thinker in 

this world is a very special medium that can provide co-ordination among many 
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structured media, some internal, some external, some embodied in artefacts, some 

in ideas, and some in social relationships' (Daniels 2001). 

The tools enable teachers and learners to interact on different levels with the same principle 

motivations, but with varied cognitive reactions. For the development practitioner, the 

interaction is about acknowledging the difference that exists between stakeholders and what 

this means for the delivery and understanding of a given intervention. It is also about 

encouraging stakeholders to interact with the many aspects of development and use their own 

sets of tools to identify how development interventions function. To understand how 

participants interact with the different parts of an intervention, there needs to be a way for 

stakeholders to communicate their cognitive reactions. These reactions are what Boud et al. 

( 1998) argue are the social and cultural foundations of successful interactions. Through the 

set of chosen tools, individuals find key features of effective learning strategies that work for 

them and feed these into how they engage with development strategies. 

One of the most significant of Vygotsky's concepts is his zone of proximal development 

(ZPD) - the operation of contradiction between the internal possibilities and external needs 

(Vygotskirej, Veer et al. 1994). This concept was created as a metaphor to help explain the 

way in which social and participatory learning takes place, or rather the way in which humans 

were seen as 'making themselves for the outside'. Through acting on things in the world, 

individuals engage with the meanings that those things assume within social activity. People 

both shape those meanings and are shaped by them and this process takes place within the 

ZPD (Daniels 2001 ). In the development field, the ZPD offers stakeholders a space in which 

they interact with development interventions on their own terms. Vygotsky' s framework 

encourages designers, practitioners and recipients to reflect on interventions and define the 

pathway they might take through the different ways stakeholders exploit social and cultural 

traditions. This approach highlights Vygotsky' s interest in the ways that learners make 

progress as it reflects on how different individuals experience stimulus in different ways. 

Vygotsky (1962) argues that the activity surrounding individuals defines the way in which 

they interpret phenomena. They view the system in their own holistic fashion, where their 

interaction is defined by the meaning they attach to a system's characteristics and functions. 

Activity theory involves the analysis of how consciousness develops within practical social 

activity settings. The emphasis is on the psychological impacts of organised activity and the 
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social conditions and systems produced in and through such activity (Daniels 2001). 

Vygotsky argues that the individual and the cultural should be conceived of as mutually 

formative elements of a single, interacting system. Individual actions and the tools used in 

these actions are what distinguish different activities and determine the kind of impact they 

will have on learning outcomes. It is the difference and variation in the actor's approach to 

the activity that leads to the integration of the various elements of the activity system 

(Vygotskirei and Cole 1978). Actors will have different reactions and use different 

approaches to engage with an activity. Vygotsky is interested in all of these elements and 

how they drive various outcomes. 

The important feature of activity theory is its ability to illustrate why separate actions are 

meaningful and can be informed by different motives. In a development context, this means 

isolating the various stimuli that are activated through practical intervention and attempting to 

understand the significance of these characteristics in driving change. By exploring how each 

individual deals with the development process, we are more likely to understand the 

motivations for why individuals 'do what they do'. The emphasis in activity theory is on 

understanding the learning program experienced by all stakeholders rather than looking at 

how donors impose a knowledge framework on recipients. By looking at how stakeholders 

engage in social and participatory learning, we garner insights about the many ways a 

logframe might be viewed and construed, rather then observing how that framework defines 

designated outcomes. It avoids seeingpoverty alleviation as the only goal, and acknowledges 

that different stakeholders can and do draw different things from the development process. 

Activity theory can be characterised by three core principles: it is contextual and oriented at 

understanding local practices and organisations; it is based on a dialectical theory of 

knowledge and thinking; and it is a human development theory that seeks to explain and 

influence qualitative changes in human practices over time (Vygotskirei 1962). Vygotsky was 

not so interested in the transmission and acquisition of information, as he was concerned with 

the provision through education, of the tools, techniques, and intellectual operations that 

would facilitate intellectual development (Vygotskirei, Veer et al. 1994 ). Vygotsky' s theory 

recognises students as participants and teachers as facilitators in a collaborative enterprise 

where thinking skills are instructed in a manner that promotes expert scaffolding (the gradual 

building of ideas through supported reflection and action) and guided practice. Exposure to 

multiple ways of accomplishing a task of varying degrees of skill helps the learner to 
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recognise that there is no one embodiment of expertise, it is merely one way to view learning 

as a continuing process (Vygotskirei and Cole 1978). The learner must adopt an approach that 

fits with their understanding of the phenomenon and experiment with ways of finding 

pathways to a solution. 

In a development aid context, activity theory highlights the opportunities for better 

incorporating local practices and cultures into program design. Importantly, by focussing on 

the different learning outcomes individuals experience, the scope of intentions expands 

enormously and practitioners are thereby encouraged to move beyond prescribed logframe 

objectives and designated ' outcomes '. Activity theory uses the learning process to highlight 

difference and variance in development approaches. Its focus is on understanding how 

different recipients engage with the development agenda, how they interact with the system, 

and how they see its many features functioning. These are core characteristics of Baud's 

learning organisation, and are essential features of a system that encourages change and 

reflection. The next step is to look at how activity theory can be applied to research in the 

development sector. This is where Ference Marton's use of variation theory becomes 

relevant in justifying the choice of phenomenography as an appropriate research 

methodology. 

3.5.2 Variation theory 

Ference Marton ' s (Marton, Hounsel1 et al. 1984) reference to variation theory grapples with 

ideas of change and experience. The theory argues that an effective way for individuals to 

experience a particular phenomenon is througJ1 the learner experiencing important variation 

of that phenomenon (Marton, Tsui et al. 2003 ). In many ways, variation theory is an 

extension of Vygotsky's work in that it seeks to identify ways to observe and then react to 

individual responses to change. Through these observations, there is an opportunity for 

researchers and practitioners to react and reflect on what is happening around them and to 

explore the learning that is taking place through an activity. The theory provides a lens 

through which we can view organisational efforts to stimulate learning and clarify the varied 

perspectives of multiple stakeholders. 

The essence of Marton' s theory is that to learn about something implies that one must discern 

that something from its background, i.e. people can only experience learning through 

perceptive reflection on the way they experience and contextualise a phenomenon (Marton 
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and Booth 1997). Marton et al. (2003) argue that, ifthere is no variation, then there is no 

discernment because one cannot 'attend' to things that remain the same. Individuals react and 

engage with change or variance. This builds on the concepts of activity theory by 

encouraging individuals to take ownership of the change they perceive in given phenomenon. 

Variation theory is about learners experiencing and reflecting on phenomena and responding 

according to their perceived circumstance and transformation (Marton, Hounsell et al. 1984). 

The engagement is part of an iterative cycle in which stakeholders build on the variation that 

they perceive through regular action. 

Variation theory implies that the change of state or variance creates a new openness for 

learning- it is not about something as it is, but why it is not as something else (Marton and 

Booth 1997). The shift stimulates the learner to search for the drivers of change 15
. It 

highlights the structural aspects of a phenomenon and illustrates how it relates to other things 

(its external horizon or referential aspects) (Marton 1986). The discernment of change or 

variance is in relation to the context. Any variation of a phenomenon encourages a greater 

understanding of what elements change or alter the way stakeholders engage with a given 

activity or phenomenon (Marton, Hounsell et al. 1984). This understanding is unique and the 

challenge for teachers and learners is to acknowledge that people see things in very different 

ways. By creating a situation that allows different approaches to achieve the same outcome, 

individuals are empowered to find and mould their own solutions. 

The strength of variation theory lies in its focus on different ways of ' seeing ' (Marton 1986). 

The acknowledgement of difference contributes significantly to the approach that is taken to 

driving individual transformation. By engaging with learners in different ways, the 

phenomenon is created and expressed in different terms and takes on different characteristics 

(Akerlind 2002). This is important to development aid, which is expressed in such diverse 

terms and across so many disciplines . I argue that because variation theory explores the 

'many voices' attributed to a phenomenon, it offers a wide range of options for tackling the 

15 Here the drivers of change refers to individual transformation, but it could easily apply to the 'Drivers of 
Change' approach developed from political economy analysis developed by the Department for International 
Development (DfID), the World Bank and other donors to address the problem of political commitment and its 
impact on pro-poor change programs and policies. 
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associated complexity. The learning experience enhances our understanding of the different 

ways the phenomenon has been experienced. This in tum encourages reflection and 

knowledge that can be directed towards program improvement. 

The focus on activity theory and variation theory highlights the significant role learning can 

play in development aid delivery. I argue that the current paradigms ' focus on poverty 

alleviation constricts rather than enhances where learning fits in development interventions as 

they are 'deterministic' rather than ' evolutionary' in how they are delivered. Looking at 

development through a ' learning' lens means the drivers of the system can be identified, 

explored, understood and addressed in a variety of ways. The operational framework shifts to 

one informed by difference and variation, and there is space for reflection, failure and 

adjustment. To apply this ' learning' framework to development interventions requires a set of 

alternative methodologies that can record the different ways that individuals learn about and 

respond to given activities. By exploring individual responses, the door is open to new 

opportunities for reflecting and thinking on development activities. This research uses one of 

these methodologies to illustrate how a learning agenda can build on the ideas of discordant 

pluralism and shift development aid thinking towards embracing notions of complexity, 

change, and reflection - the key components of Boud' s learning organisation. 

In the following section, I look at a number of alternative research methodologies that I 

considered using in this research to build on the importance of learning theories to the 

development sector. I briefly outline their features and explain why they were discarded in 

favour of a phenomenographic approach. I then provide an introduction to the 

epistemological assumptions of phenomenography and explain why I used it to illustrate the 

relevance of learning and the concepts of difference and variation to the complex challenges 

of delivering development aid. 

3.6 Alternative learning methodologies for development research and practice 

Applying learning theories to the delivery of development aid requires methodological tools 

that broaden existing approaches to research and practice. To accurately and successfully 

engage with complexity and critical systems thinking requires a variety of methodologies that 

recognise, describe and illustrate the system drivers. These methodologies need to look 

beyond the traditional approaches, which Rihani (2002) sees as bound up and confined by 
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historical paradigms, and exploit stakeholders' experience to ensure the system is propelled 

by a learning agenda. Rather than the traditional focus on uniform linear delivery modalities, 

the new methodologies must find ways to highlight variation, exploit difference and build 

these characteristics into new designs. So what then are the methodological options? 

Applying learning theories to development interventions requires mechanisms that can 

capture the experiences and meanings individual stakeholders possess. To do this, we can 

draw on qualitative methodologies such as grounded theory, which seeks to use a systematic 

set of procedures to develop an inductively derived grounded theory about a phenomenon. 

This requires meaning to be part of an inductive process of understanding the phenomenon 

through the theoretical relationships among variables. It is about the interaction of the 

conceptions and insights of stakeholders and what they tell us about how people relate to a 

phenomenon. Often labelled a 'pragmatic theory of action' (Hales and Watkins 2004), 

grounded theory data are not seen as distinct. Rather, it is seen as material that is refined and 

reviewed until one can discern and describe the researched phenomenon. The focus is on 

emerging theory as it pertains to a phenomenon. Strauss and Corbin (1990) highlight the 

detailed analytical procedures associated with a grounded theory approach. They point to its 

emphasis on explaining how the various sub-categories are brought together to illustrate the 

whole and suggest that the product of a grounded theory study is directed toward a theoretical 

description of a phenomenon that is inter-subjectively shared across most or all individuals. 

The real issue then in working with grounded theory is the limited opportunity to reveal 

subjectivity in meanings. Hales and Watkins (2004) point out that grounded theory assumes 

that knowledge can be inter-subjectively shared, but it fails to account for the idea that 

knowledge can be differentially distributed across stakeholders. That is, not all individuals in 

the population may be capable of being aware of the same meanings that other individuals 

attach to a phenomenon. This requires a methodology that examines more explicitly the 

different ways individuals experience a given phenomenon. Thus, grounded theory did not fit 

my requirements in pursuing a methodology searching for variation and articulating how this 

influences the way development intervention is practised in recipient communities. 

A methodology focused on variation is the Most Significant Change (MSC) technique. MSC 

was developed by Rick Davies and Jessica Dart (2005) to monitor social change resulting 

from funded interventions. The methodology seeks to identify change through the systematic 
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collection of stories of 'significant change' from the field, and the selection of the most 

significant of these stories by groups of designated stakeholders or staff (Davies and Dart 

2005). The technique attempts to look at 'impact' beyond the prescriptive criteria of project 

goals, objectives and outputs. It is interested in the 'actual changes engendered within the 

lives of beneficiaries, and the learning that might be gained by increasing one's understanding 

of these changes' (Willetts and Crawford 2007). Importantly, the approach has a learning 

focus and is interested in highlighting difference in the way stakeholders have experienced 

change. Respondents are encouraged to reflect on their development experience in captured 

stories. The 'analysis' occurs through a hierarchical selection process whereby stories are 

discussed amongst groups of stakeholders. Each group selects a small number of stories they 

see illustrating the most significant changes and pass these to the subsequent group for 

refinement. The choice is articulated and we are left with a collection of the 'winning' stories 

(Willetts and Crawford 2007). These stories are then used as an illustration of the impact of a 

project and ideally are disseminated amongst stakeholders. The stories become a resource to 

inform those working within a project and those working outside the project. 

There are three particular challenges that I felt limited the applicability of MSC for my 

research into development interventions. First, MSC requires that practitioners follow a very 

particular set of methodological protocols. Where these are compromised the methodology 

risks being simply a collection of subjective views on what has occurred as a result of an 

intervention. Stories are often collected opportunistically and the process doesn ' t specify how 

to conduct qualitative analysis across the stories since the technique is not really about 

measurement but about informing the direction of change that is valued. 

Second, MSC does not present ways of dealing with the stories that are not selected. This 

means that many of the more negative experiences of ' change ' are often lost in the debate 

around what is ' significant'. The approach has the potential to interrogate these negative 

stories, but it relies on stakeholders to identify them as ' significant'. Therefore it tends not to 

be a priority of the approach. From a learning perspective, this is critical as much of the 

information that emerges through negative experience has the potential to dramatically infonn 

the learning process. The filtering of information through internal debate risks overlooking 

program faults, unpopular decisions, and important oversights that are often unpalatable to 

donor groups. Thus, the learning imperative that is central to MSC can be compromised by 

methodological oversight that relies heavily on dealing with informed choices. 
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Third, MSC is primarily designed for use within aid programs and is not really a research 

methodology as such. MSC is used mainly as an evaluative tool to reveal particular features of 

interventions, but does not seek to change the approach to design or the structures of the 

development sector. In addition, MSC remains focused on 'projects ' as the basis for 

assessment, and institutions as the basis for learning rather than looking to different ways the 

sector might function. As a methodology, it does not offer a way of looking at variation to 

explain how individuals experience development aid differently. This necessitates a 

methodological approach more attuned with learning to broaden our understanding of how 

development interventions might be delivered differently. 

3. 7 The reasons for applying phenomenography to development research 

So why is the application of phenomenography a sensible and preferable alternative to the 

many other methodological alternatives for investigating development aid? In order to build 

on the ideas and confront the challenges outlined in critical systems theory we must find tools 

that approach 'wicked' problems in new ways. In this thesis, I argue that understanding 

critical systems theory is only the start of building the toolbox and we should look to 

complimentary theories such as discordant pluralism and learning theory to move us in a new 

direction towards alternative research and evaluative methodologies. In outlining the 

principles of these various theories, I seek to build an argument for broadening existing 

approaches to include comfort in what Mowles (2010) calls "adequate reflection on things as 

they are". Discordant pluralism is not about the simplifying of complex social phenomena, 

but an acknowledgement that emergent and sometimes conflicting ideas can make a useful 

contribution to a shared goal. Discordant pluralism seeks to encourage reflection and "take a 

much more provisional view of the future" (2010). And like learning theory, discordant 

pluralism concludes that we are "obliged to act with intention but at the same time should 

expect one's actions and intentions to be heavily affected and influenced by the actions and 

intentions of many others" (Mowles 2010). Discordant pluralism provides a useful lens to 

look differently at the challenges identified by critical systems theory which in tum makes the 

case for taking a learning approach to ' wicked' problems. In shifting the focus to learning, we 

are seeking to embrace the intertwining of plans and intentions to enable ideas to develop. 

This means looking for ways to capture, disseminate and share these ideas. 
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Phenomenography provides a methodological and pragmatic response to this challenge. It 

draws on the theories outlined earlier in a cumulative fashion arguing that the challenges of 

critical systems theory can be approached by embracing discordant ideas and putting learning 

at the centre of responses to 'wicked' problems. Phenomenography uses the principles of 

learning theory to highlight (and use) divergent views and differences to illustrate the variety 

of ways individuals engage with given phenomena. Undertaken with the developmental 

approach encouraged by Bowden (2005), phenomenography uses and orders this variation to 

develop a broader understanding of the plans and intentions of other people and thereby 

better situate practitioners to work in a less dominating way with the objects of their 

intentions. Unlike phenomenology with its focus on internalised reflection, 

phenomenography is about finding and categorising the characteristics of various 

'reflections' and using these to respond to questions about why there are differences and what 

they tell us. Thinking about these critically will not deliver automatic solutions, but it will 

ensure that practitioners are constantly building on their theories of action not taking them for 

granted. 

Phenomenography is a qualitative methodological tool that takes an interpretive approach to 

its data. It is built around a hierarchical categorisation process informed by numerous 

iterations of interview data through which developmental judgements are made. As I outlined 

earlier, the intention of developmental phenomenography is to use the outcomes of its 

analysis to help the subjects of the research and those around them to learn. This means 

iteratively reviewing how the categories are formulated and info1med by the evidence in the 

interview transcripts. The approach relies upon emergent review and regularly looking for 

evidence of the different categories in the text. It seeks to reinforce ideas through returning to 

the transcripts. Thus, phenomenography provides the parameters through which the range of 

individual responses to a given phenomenon are ordered, illustrated and analysed. It makes 

the material immediately relevant to practitioners by highlighting the characteristics of a 

phenomenon, without diminishing the importance of how respondents vary in their response. 

However, the approach is not without fault and there are a range of limitations in working in 

this way. First, the analysis was undertaken by an individual researcher and this means it is 

infused with the limitations of working independently on interpreting data. Often 

phenomenographic analysis is done in teams precisely because of the difficulty of getting 

agreement on what the different categories of description actually represent. I relied heavily 
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on the critical engagement of experienced practitioners to add authority (see section 4.6 in 

thesis) and rigour to the categories, but it was still an independent undertaking with the 

associated risks of interpretive bias. This was unavoidable in this instance given that the 

methodology has not previously been applied to the development aid sector and PhD research 

is normally an individual undertaking. Though some might argue that the individual nature of 

the categorisation limits its utility, I hope that the interesting and convincing interpretation of 

the findings actually encourages others in the sector to pursue phenomenographic approaches 

and perhaps allows group analysis to be undertaken to reinforce its usefulness. My previous 

explanation of what it means to be an individual phenomenographic researcher is covered in 

the analysis section of the thesis. 

Second, phenomenography avoids identifying respondents and linking them to their 

transcripts. This risks decontextualising their role and removing aspects of operational 

performance that might come from understanding who said what. However, the whole point 

of phenomenography is to focus on the aspects of difference and learn from this. To let the 

transcripts speak for themselves requires the reader to be removed from the respondents 

framing and context. Emergent thinking is about drawing on a range of insights and not 

privileging those we perceive to be in possession of superior knowledge. Giving participants 

an equal voice is an important feature of phenomenography and if this means sacrificing 

some of the other aspects of contextual understanding then that is a reasonable outcome given 

the richness of drawing on the respondent' s voice. 

Third, phenomenographic research means going into the field and engaging with those who 

are integral to the phenomenon being investigated. This research was undertaken with a broad 

range of stakeholders, some of whom came with much greater authority than the interviewer 

and others who were in lesser positions in the social strata. It would be unreasonable to 

assume that a white foreign researcher talking about an aid program with recipients in 

isolated agricultural regions won't have some bearing on their responses. But in an effort to 

minimise this bias, I conducted the conversations with respondents who had known for a 

reasonable period of time. I had spent considerable time in the region, I had excellent field 

staff for translation where required and I worked independently of the program. The 

conversations were as informal as possible and carried out in their environment. There was a 

strong understanding from those involved that I was not part of the program and would not 
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share responses with anyone outside academic circles. This was as much as I could do to 

minimise the bias of a foreigner doing research in foreign places. 

In addition to these epistemological justifications for phenomenography, there were also 

operational reasons for using the methodology. Earlier in the chapter, I outlined the 

importance of learning in understanding the development challenge and I situated 

phenomenography as being about exploring difference and variation in experience. Unlike 

the MSC technique or other participatory methodologies (Korten 1980; Forester 1999; 

Howard 2004; Siebers, Kalb et al. 2004), phenomenography is focused on individual 

responses that can be grouped or categorised to reveal discernible differences in how a 

phenomenon has been experienced. Participatory processes tend to be more focused on the 

story behind development interventions, while phenomenography is very much focused on 

the variation in learning outcomes. I argue that phenomenography has the capacity to provide 

useful insights that are not often revealed through other participatory research approaches. 

Furthermore, I believe that phenomenography remains focused on the learning experience of 

the stakeholder across the full range of possible ways a development intervention can be 

experienced. Phenomenography builds on change and experience as triggers for learning and 

this has operational relevance for development practitioners. It offers both a theory of 

learning and a methodology to study learning, and it focuses on qualitative variation in how 

development is experienced. This is particularly useful in examining intra as well as inter-

subjecti ve differences in the learning process. 

The strength of phenomenography in its application to development aid research and practice 

is its ability to account for difference and change in the meanings people have about a 

particular phenomenon. Unlike existing accounts of learning, phenomenography implies that 

forms of knowledge are not fixed and therefore are not resistant or difficult to change. 

Osteraker (2001) points out that phenomenography holds that the units of awareness are 

relational and therefore that meanings are differentially distributed according to people's 

awareness of their experience. Unlike other methodologies, differences in the subjective 

meanings that individuals have about a particular phenomenon can be described and the 

complexity of the meanings can be explored from the individual's point of view. It has the 

ability to map the paths for development and change in individual meanings and its account 

of learning offers an explanation of agency within an experiential setting. 
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In the context of development aid, responses might be about the variation in project 

perceptions. Alternatively, phenomenography might simply provide insight into the way that 

change and variation is perceived and embraced by recipient populations, development 

planners and practitioners. Just as variation theory does for the learning process, 

phenomenography offers individuals the opportunity to voice and reflect on their 

understanding of specific phenomena and the way in which they engage with it. Importantly, 

a phenomenographical account oflearning offers an explanation of what Cope (2004) refers 

to as the individual's agency within an experiential setting. This has two consequences. First~ 

it empowers the individual to see development in different ways and to attach different 

measures of achievement to interventions. Second, it encourages an understanding of how 

learning takes place through the different ways of experiencing development (Cope 2004). 

The important step in the phenomenographic approach is the acknowledgement of the 

learning process. Phenomenography offers us the chance to explore the kinds of responses 

and engagement that stakeholders have with development projects that fall outside the normal 

classification of 'objectives' assessment. These are sometimes described as the unintended 

consequences of an intervention. Phenomenography provides a means of exploring the full 

range of interactions that take place whether they are social, economic, cultural or 

environmental. This enables us to gain new insight into the learning processes that take place 

during a development intervention. 

Phenomenography highlights project learning in two key ways. First, it enables the range of 

perspectives of ' development' to be presented in a collectivised system of categories of 

description that aim to capture the essence of the different ways of experiencing the 

phenomenon. There is a focus on the variation between the different ways of experiencing the 

development process and how individuals engage with it. This is important because there is 

an emphasis on taking in the full breadth of different perceptions rather than relying on a 

narrower set of viewpoints. The explicit focus on variation means that the observer is made 

more sensitive to differences in perceptions. Under normal circumstances, we try to group 

different people's views into all-encompassing explanations of particular phenomena. These 

explanations become so broad that they lose their usefulness. By looking at a stakeholder' s 

particular developmental context we recognise the fundamental criteria behind their 

engagement with a phenomenon. This expands our understanding of different views and 

makes us more sensitive to how we explain phenomena. It assumes, ' that people's ways of 
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experiencing phenomena results from the unique interaction of their understanding of the 

phenomenon and the situation in which they must apply that understanding ' (Bowden and 

Walsh 2000). This means there is an opportunity to analyse what stakeholders understand a 

project to encompass, what they think it involves and what impact they see it having on their 

lives. It also assumes that people experience the world differently because they vary in their 

comprehension and perception of phenomena and the situations they are in. This kind of 

information allows planners, donors and recipients to reflect on what a project has achieved 

and where it might be improved, changed or altered. 

The use of phenomenography in this research offers the opportunity to begin a process of 

incorporating learning into how we deliver development interventions. It is not the only way 

to illustrate how individuals engage with the development aid process, but it has the capacity 

to expose new ways of thinking about interventions and how they might better meet the needs 

of target populations and address the complexity of dealing with 'wicked' development 

problems. 

3.7.1 Using phenomenography for development research 

Phenomenography emerged as a qualitative empirical research methodology in the 1970s. Its 

focus was on learning from the student's perspective and was illustrated in the work of 

Ference Marton, Lennart Svennson, Roger Saljo and Lars-Owe Dahlgren. The early work 

was interested in different approaches to learning. The research sought to investigate 

students' conceptions, meanings and understandings of particular phenomena (Akerlind 

2003). The experiences were analysed to highlight ' deep ' and 'surface' approaches to 

learning, and to emphasise variation in students ' awareness. 

It was not until 1981 that the term phenomenography16 appeared in mainstream literature. 

Marton (1981) used the term to describe an approach to study variation in conceptions of a 

phenomenon. Since then it has spread internationally and is now used by many social 

researchers, particularly in the educational fields. Alexandersson (1994 in Sandberg 1997) 

identifies some 1000 studies and 50 doctoral theses that have used the methodology. This is 

likely to be considerably greater today. In the last decade there has been active debate about 

16 The word 'phenomenography' is derived from the Greek phainomenon , meaning appearance, and graphein , 
meaning description -- that is, a description of things as they appear (Hasselgren and Beach, 1997; Akerlind, 
2003). 
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appropriate methodological procedures for conducting phenomenographic research. Indeed, it 

is only recently that epistemological and ontological assumptions, a theoretical basis and 

specifications of methodological requirements underlying the approach have been more 

clearly developed (Marton 1986; Bowden and Walsh 2000; Akerlind 2002). 

Phenomenography adds to the range of interpretivist and social constructivist epistemologies 

by encouraging researchers to "find out how people experience some aspect of their world, 

and then enabling them or others to change the way their world operates" (Bowden and 

Walsh 2000). The whole premise of using phenomenography is to provide findings which can 

be used to advance the various ways individuals engage with given phenomena - the purpose 

is to use the outcomes to help the subjects of the research and those around them to learn. 

Phenomenography seeks to use this insight to help in the planning of learning experiences 

which lead practitioners to a more powerful understanding of the phenomenon under study. It 

is a relational methodology and most importantly uses an evolving analytical schema. Marton 

describes it thus: "An important difference between (phenomenographic analysis) and 

traditional content analysis is that, in the latter case, the categories into which the utterances 

are sorted are determined in advance ... the (phenomenographic) process is tedious, time-

consuming, labour intensive, and interactive. It entails the continual sorting of data . .. 

definitions for categories are tested against the data, adjusted, retested, and adjusted again. 

There is however a decreasing rate of change and eventually the whole system of meanings is 

stabilised" (Marton 1986). This results in meanings that are often not what we would have 

predicted or anticipated. 

The significant contribution of phenomenography (particularly in its ' developmental ' fonn -

see (Bowden and Walsh 2000)) is its pragmatic perspective. When we seek to find the limited 

number of ways of seeing that can be usefully differentiated, we have a set of insights and 

descriptions that can be used for some other purpose. Phenomenography provides the 

parameters through which the range of individual responses to a given phenomenon are 

ordered, illustrated and analysed. This makes the material immediately relevant to 

practitioners, without diminishing the importance of how respondents vary in their response. 

This view of applying methods pragmatically builds on interpretivist approaches that 

acknowledge multiple realities. It is consistent with what Feilzer describes as the "need 

researcher's desire to produce socially useful knowledge. It will be argued that pragmatism 
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can serve as a rationale for formal research design as well as a more grounded approach to 

research" (Feilzer 2010). Developmental phenomenography (the approach applied to this 

thesis) builds on this principle and commits to using its analysis to hierarchically situate 

experiences for others to apply to future interventions. This is not unique amongst qualitative 

methodologies, but it does make it particularly valuable to fields such as development aid 

where contextual understanding is complex and often limited. 

These theoretical and methodological underpinnings of phenomenography have sought to 

describe how ways of experiencing phenomena relate to individuals ' learning about the 

world. Individuals become aware of the different aspects of a phenomenon through 

discerning variation in the dimensions corresponding to how they engage with the experience 

(McKenzie 2003). Akerlind (2003) argues that the methodological debate has left us with two 

different purposes for phenomenographic research: as a research tool to explicate the nature 

of human awareness; and as an educational tool to improve teaching and learning. Each has 

their own set of interrelated research findings and literature. 

To date, phenomenographic research has focused on mapping the range of qualitatively 

different ways of experiencing particular phenomena and the inclusive relationships between 

the different ways of experiencing (Akerlind 2003). This 'difference ' refers to the 

interpretation of a phenomenon not the difference between various stakeholders. In more 

recent times, the emphasis has extended to identifying the structure of awareness underlying 

the experience of phenomena. This has emerged as researchers have sought to investigate the 

increasingly complex nature of an individual's relations with a phenomenon. McKenzie 

(2003) points to two relational aspects of the experience: the relation between the experiencer 

and the phenomenon; and the way the experiencer may experience the phenomenon in 

different ways in different situations. In this thesis, I am interested in the first of these 

aspects. Though, this does not preclude using the second facet of analysis to explore the 

application of the methodology to development aid in the future . 

Traditionally, phenomenographic research has been defined in terms of the variation in 

human meaning, understanding, conceptions, awareness or ways of experiencing a particular 

phenomenon (Marton and Booth 1997). The meaning is described as a relationship formed 

between the individual and the world. The internalising of the relationship results in what 

Marton and Booth (1 997) refers to as an internal relation, where knowledge is acquired 
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through a relational awareness of 'being in the world'. These internal relations are the units of 

awareness, consisting of both pre-reflective and reflective thoughts and feelings. Internal 

relations or experiences of a phenomenon are conceptualised as having two components: 

referential and structural. The referential element describes the 'whatness' of a phenomenon, 

while the structural element refers to a deeper level of phenomenal meaning. The structural 

element is made up of three aspects: first, how the parts that make up an experience and the 

phenomenal meaning of these parts form a 'holistic' or 'gestalt' -like appearance; second, 

how these parts appear to be organised or arranged in awareness; and third, how the 

phenomenon is delimited from other phenomena. Differences in meanings within the same 

individual or across other individuals reflect differences in these three aspects. Interviews are 

used for the collection of data and then interpreted as a continuum of categories that display 

relatively less or more complex meanings of the phenomenon. In each case, less complex 

categories typically reflect more partial understandings whereas more complex categories 

reflect less partial or more complete meanings. 

The theoretical foundation of phenomenography emphasises the central role of interview 

content and situates a study within a concrete context rather than a decontextualized setting. 

It draws on the experiences of individuals in relating to a given context and identifies 

variation in how this is experienced both in a structural sense (the given characteristics of a 

phenomenon) and in a referential sense (an experiential understanding of that phenomenon). 

The internalising of this relationship to a phenomenon results in what Marton and Booth 

(1997) refer to as units of awareness, consisting of both pre-reflective and reflective thoughts 

and feelings. I have been consistent in my interpretation of the data in the same way, where I 

took the internal relations or experiences of a phenomenon and conceptualised these as 

having two components: a referential and structural component. The referential describes the 

'whatness' of a phenomenon, while the structural element refers to a deeper level of 

phenomenal meaning (Bowden and Walsh 2000). Akerlind (Akerlind 2002) refers to the 

structural element as being made up of 3 aspects: 1. how the parts that make up an experience 

and the phenomenal meaning of these parts form a 'holistic' or 'gestalt' like appearance; 2. 

how these parts appear to be organised or arranged in awareness; and 3. how the phenomenon 

is delimited from other phenomenon. Understanding the structural elements provides the 

impetus for looking at the hierarchical aspect of difference in meanings within the same 

individual or across other individuals. The categorizing within the hierarchy reflects the 

differences in these three aspects (Akerlind 2003). Importantly, a focus on the structural and 
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referential aspects is required where the study is looking to enable practical applications of 

the findings in the future. 

Regarding the epistemological aspect, 

' ... the researcher aims to constitute not just a set of different meanings, but a 

logical structure relating to the different meanings. The categories of description 

constituted by the researcher to represent different ways of experiencing a 

phenomenon are thus seen as representing a structured set' (Akerlind in Bowden 

and Green 2005). 

The emphasis of most phenomenographers is not on all aspects of difference in the way of 

experiencing, but on the critical aspects of difference. This allows structural relationships to 

be highlighted in a way that would not be possible ifthe analysis focused on every nuance of 

meaning. Thus the focus is on describing variation in experience in a way that is useful and 

meaningful in moving from less powerful to more powerful ways of understanding a 

phenomenon. 

Phenomenography enables the researcher to expl.ore the various conceptions of stakeholders 

and to use these as a basis for their own reflection on the phenomenon. Reflection can lead to 

the rejection of the researcher's assumptions that are often taken for granted. They are not 

seen as objective truths, but merely as individual positions on a theme. The interest is in how 

people see the world, not how the researcher perceives it. Marton (1986) refers to the first and 

second order perspectives to refer to what something is or what something is said to be. The 

first order perspective consists of facts that can be observed from outside, while the second 

order perspective looks at how somebody experiences something. In phenomenography, we 

are more interested in this second order category. Phenomenography applies the concept of 

the experience to create a third order perspective where connections are made between 

various theories or studied objects. The third order perspective will fonn a contextual reality 

as it consists of the way the objective reality is combined according to the subject's 

conceptions of it. Here the empirical findings function not as in inductive logic as a generator 

of theory, but as an indicator of relevant existing theories that should be combined for new 

understanding about a phenomenon. The contextual reality is hence an understanding based 

on existing theories selected by the subjective value given by the informants. 
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To understand the theoretical link between phenomenography and the phenomena of a 

development intervention, one needs to investigate the different ways stakeholders engage 

with the development process. Whenever people attend to something, they discern certain 

aspects of it, and by doing so, pay more attention to some things, and less attention, or none 

at all, to other things. If one person discerns certain aspects of something and another person 

discerns partly or wholly different aspects, we say that the two people see the same thing in 

different ways. Whatever phenomena people encounter, they can only see or experience it in 

a limited number of qualitatively different ways. This difference highlights where learning is 

most obvious and pronounced. These observations are helpful in designing development 

interventions. 

Part of the process of exploring the relational aspect of phenomenography is in understanding 

the interplay of the three components of awareness: variation, discernment and simultaneity. 

'To say that an aspect or "dimension" of a phenomenon has been discerned is to say that 

there is awareness of possible variation along that dimension' (Akerlind 2003). The 

dimension of variation becomes important in hierarchically placing how the phenomenon is 

perceived by individuals. Likewise, a phenomenon is never experienced in isolation from its 

context, and thus there are shifting positions on how it is discerned. The ability to 

acknowledge variation, discern its significance and simultaneously respond to these 

differences is limited only by an individual ' s level of awareness. This is important if we are 

to apply the methodology to development learning as the descriptions of the range of ways to 

experience a paiiicular phenomenon will influence the degree to which this awareness can 

expand over time. 

3.7.2 Reporting phenomenographic research outcomes 

The outcomes that emerge from phenomenographic analysis can be illustrated as a collective 

experience, and are referred to as a 'space of variation'. This space represents the 'full range 

of possible ways of experiencing the phenomenon in question at any one point in time for the 

population represented by the sample group' (Akerlind 2003). The outcome space is 

illustrated in the analysis by the qualitatively different ways of experiencing the phenomenon 

and the structural relationships between these different ways of experiencing. The process 

provides a way of looking at the meaning of the phenomenon holistically despite the 

emphasis on identifying different meanings (Akerlind 2003). 
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In applying a phenomenographic method to the interviews, the aim is not to focus on human 

experience. Rather, it is about exposing the aspects that are critical in explaining the 

variations in the experience. I believe that the explanation of this variation is powerful in 

revealing what is required for more powerful ways of understanding in donors, recipients, 

practitioners and others. I argue that understanding how stakeholders approach their learning 

means there is greater capacity for practitioners to find effective tools to improve the teaching 

and learning that takes place within a development intervention. 

3. 7 .3 Meaning and structure 

The categories of description in phenomenography are seen as descriptions of the range of 

qualitatively different meanings of the phenomenon, while the dimensions of variation 

represent the structure of this variation in meaning. The separation of the two is used in the 

analysis to discern both the 'content' and the 'form' of meaning (Svennson 1997). This 

differentiation reveals a set of ' reduced' descriptions as the focus is on what the researcher 

identifies as the critical or key aspects of the phenomenon, not on conceptions of any 

particular individual. To make the variation in experience meaningful, there is a focus on 

structure and distinguishing between aspects of variation that appear critical and those that do 

not. The set of critical dimensions constituted are seen as a relationship between the 

researcher and the data, but also as a set of observations that form a partial representation of 

the complete range of ways of experiencing that phenomenon. As a learning tool, the 

constituted aspects of difference disclose varied ways of approaching the same phenomenon, 

and ultimately encourage debate about how practice can be improved or enhanced. 

Investigating complexity with a view to constructing meaning and structure calls for critical 

judgements made either by the researcher or by the participants, or by the researcher and 

participants working in collaboration, to explore the possibilities of meaning in relation to 

their potential for action. An important part of identifying the structure and meaning in the 

phenomenon is to follow a numcer of common practical protocols. These include: 

maintaining an open mind during the analysis ; minimising any predetermined views or too 

rapid foreclosure in views about the nature of the categories of description; and being willing 

to constantly adjust one's thinking in light of reflection, discussion and new perspectives 

(Akerlind 2005). 
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The analysis usually starts with a search for meaning, or variation in meaning, across 

interview transcripts, and is then supplemented by a search for structural relationships 

between meanings. Although most researchers agree that the constitution of meaning and 

structure is a combined one (Bowden and Green 2005), some emphasise the importance of 

not prioritising the search for structure too early in the process, as this may lead to missing 

particular aspects of meaning to be found in the data (Ashworth and Lucas 2000). In the early 

stages, reading through transcripts is characterised by a high degree of openness to possible 

meanings, subsequent readings becoming more focused on particular aspects or criteria, but 

still within a framework of openness to new interpretations, and the ultimate aim of 

illuminating the whole by focusing on different perspectives at different times (Akerlind 

2002). 

The key aspect of the analysis is the articulation of the interpretive steps followed by the 

phenomenographer and the description of the examples used to illustrate them (Sandberg, 

1994; 1996; 1997; Kvale, 1996; Guba, 1981). This involves documenting how the researcher 

adopted a critical attitude towards their own interpretations, that is, how they analysed their 

own presuppositions and the checks and balances they employed to help counteract the 

impact of the researcher's particular perspective on the outcomes of the analysis (Akerlind 

2002). This process is articulated in Chapter 4 and applied to the analysis in Chapter 5. 

3.7.4 The Application and Limitations of phenomenography: validity, reliability and 
generalisability 

In working with phenomenography as the primary research method, it is important to clarify 

the role it plays in this thesis and how it is to be used in an evaluative capacity. 

Phenomenography particularly of the 'developmental ' kind advocated by John Bowden 

(2000) is about extracting useful and pragmatic lessons from how individuals engage with 

given phenomena. The applicability of the lessons is an imp,ortant feature of developmental 

phenomenography and this makes it an interesting tool in undertaking development aid 

evaluation. In this thesis I have used the method somewhat interchangeably to highlight both 

how it can be used evaluatively to extract quite different lessons on the achievements of a 

program, and in a research sense to highlight the variation and difference that exists in 

undertaking development work in particular environments. The thesis uses an evaluative 

approach in the production of useful information directed towards program improvement to 

inform its broader research undertaking of highlighting why we need to expand the range of 
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ways we look at aid interventions and their associated impacts on given communities. The 

application of phenomenography to a given program illustrates its capacity to contribute in an 

evaluation context, but the broader undertaking was to use the method to create new 

knowledge and understanding of how the development aid sector works which is consistent 

with a research definition. 

This approach is consistent with the developmental undertaking espoused by Bowden in his 

phenomenographic work. It also compliments the position taken by Michael Quinn-Patton 

(2011 ), who argues that there is a 'whole continuum of different kinds of evaluation and 

different kinds ofresearch ... evaluation is primarily focused on information for program 

improvement and decision making, but can contribute to the broader research agenda of 

knowledge production about how the world works ' . In this way and for this thesis the 

difference between the two is not important to where the phenomenographic approach takes 

us, which is a reflective space that seeks to use an enhanced understanding of variation and 

difference to contribute to a broader contribution to improving development aid interventions. 

Having chosen how phenomenography is applied in the thesis, it is also important to 

acknowledge its limitations. A key criticism of phenomenography is that the procedures 

invariably fall foul of the dilemma of qualitative method in that the researcher ' s search for 

interpretive authenticity is moderated by the need for scientific rigour. Thus, there is a need 

to address issues of validity, reliability and generalisability of the research. 

Validity refers to the extent to which a study is seen as investigating what it aimed to 

investigate. From a non-dualistic position, a phenomenographic researcher asks not how well 

their research outcomes correspond to the phenomenon in reality, but how well they 

correspond to human experience of the phenomenon (Akerlind 2003). The data in a 

phenomenographic study are always experienced by the researcher (Marton and Booth 1997) 

and thus, the focus of research quality is about ensuring that the research aims are adequately 

reflected in the research methods (Grbich 2004). 

This means including an appropriate explanation of the selection of interviewees, the use of 

appropriate questioning during the interview, and maintaining a respectful and non-

judgemental attitude to the interviewees. It also means following appropriate guidelines for 

the transcription of the interview , and using appropriate questions to interrogate the data 
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(Akerlind 2003). Sandberg (1997) refers to the need for 'interpretive awareness', where the 

researcher acknowledges their subjectivity throughout the research process instead of 

overlooking it. In this way, the articulation of the various steps becomes a reliable foundation 

for the validity of the argument. 

Additional justification for the position of the researcher comes through what K vale ( 1996) 

refers to as communicative validity checks and pragmatic validity checks. The former refers 

to the researcher's ability to argue persuasively for their proposed interpretation. This is not 

about searching for the 'right' interpretation, but establishing a defensible position. There 

needs to be a pattern to the data that is coherent, consistent and empirically supported (Kvale 

1996; Marton and Booth 1997). Pragmatic validity checks relate to the usefulness of the 

research and its relevance to the intended audience (K vale 1996). This is about the provision 

of useful knowledge that performs effective actions. In the context of phenomenography, it is 

the provision of more effective ways of engaging with 'development as learning'. 

Reliability is seen as an indicator of the consistency of the research findings (K vale 1996). 

Not unlike validity, reliability is about a reflection of quality in the data, but is also concerned 

with the use of appropriate procedures for ensuring high quality outcomes. In this thesis, 

reliability is enshrined through the description of the interpretive steps communicated to the 

reader and the examples used to illustrate them (Sandberg 1997). These steps are outlined in 

the following chapter. 

Generalisability refers to the extent to which the research findings indicate what we may find 

in situations other than that being used for this research. Given the focus on variation in 

phenomenographic research, choosing a mixed group of respondents should mean we get a 

range of responses that would be representative of any group of development aid 

stakeholders. This is illustrated through the descriptions of the interview sample and the 

reference to the characteristics of those included in the interview list. It is not expected that 

the group will be representative of all development aid stakeholders, but should be illustrative 

of how a broad group of stakeholders might see a development program. 

There is little doubt that phenomenography is limited by the interpretive nature of the 

analysis . This is particularly apparent at two points. First, when the researcher categorises the 

transcripts to search for patterns in content and structure and, second, when the meanings are 
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mapped to categories of description. While this criticism is important to interpreting 

stakeholder responses, the careful articulation of the way the analysis is carried out can dilute 

the risk of bias. 

In addition to the interpretive challenge of phenomenography, there is also the issue of power 

difference between stakeholders and respondents. This has been a very real challenge to 

research in the development aid sector as it deals with the important division between donors 

and recipients. Phenomenography cannot absolve itself from the challenge but it does have 

the advantage of highlighting the importance of difference in what it looks for rather than 

searching for measures of success and failure. 

3.8 Dealing with 'wicked' development problems using new methodological approaches 

' Interactive forms of society-wide learning need to be evolutionary rather than 

linear, and must be founded on a solid understanding of the institutional 

complexity of social systems. These ideas have major implications for the goals, 

processes and mechanisms of aid' (Woodhill 2008). 

In this chapter I have argued that the development aid sector needs to be reconfigured to more 

effectively deal with its complex and 'wicked problems' . Transdisciplinarity is an approach 

that can help in this adjustment as it offers a way to view problems from various positions 

and integrates these positions into complex judgements. It provides a way to combine 

methodologies drawn from different disciplines to form an approach that helps to articulate 

how development aid might function differently. I explained the link between complex 

problems, critical systems thirnking and reflexivity and explored how these concepts justify a 

discordant pluralist approach t(o my research. 

The second part of the chapter examined the role of key learning theories in formulating a 

new development aid approach. ~hese theories identify learning as an essential element of 

individual and communal transfamation. Therefore, new methodologies are required to 

explain the emphasis on diffeneme and variation in how stakeholders respond to development 

aid. Complex systems cannot be fully controlled, but the direction in which they evolve can 

be influenced. Much of this infilmnce comes through what W oodhill refers to as 'shaping the 

conditions under which individml actors and organisations engage with each other' 
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(Woodhill quoted in Wigboldus and Schaap 2009). It is not about accepting that anything 

goes, but about presenting a radically different way of understanding how to work towards 

desired change (Woodhill 2008). The discordant pluralist 'constellation' has too many 

chaotic factors to contain. However, we can discern the trajectory of some of the stars and 

engage certain instruments to look more carefully at how they interact. Perhaps we can even 

find ways of nudging them in the desirable direction. 

A discordant pluralist systems approach to development aid offers a new way to engage in 

change. It could encourage practitioners to think differently about what they expect from 

development interventions and it embraces emergent change (change as a continuous 

process) as its central philosophy. Discordant pluralism encourages the practitioner to look at 

integration methods and understand that diverse and opposing views have something to offer 

'wicked problems'. Most importantly, a discordant pluralist systems approach builds on the 

premise that systems approaches are about learning. Leaming is a holistic process that 

generates knowledge, is experienced differently and requires surprise. All of these aspects are 

nicely accommodated in a development ' constellation', with its glowing stars (the dominant 

paradigm), fading lights (historic paradigms), fleeting comets (experimental methodologies) 

and circling planets (industry stakeholders). These elements must be embraced by 

methodologies that can cope with difference, variation and compromise. In the following 

chapter, I outline how phenomenography has been used for the empirical research at the 

centre of this thesis. 

85 



4. Thesis methodology 

In the previous chapter, I outlined the importance of applying a learning framework to 

development research and I articulated my motivations for using phenomenography to reflect 

on the different ways stakeholders engage with the development process. In this chapter, I 

look to the details of the research approach and provide the methodological justifications for 

how the research was undertaken. 

The chapter starts by detailing the features of PAMA and explains why the program was an 

appropriate case study for phenomenographic analysis. I outline the six reasons for choosing 

PAMA and explore why a program delivered by a multilateral organisation is a useful way of 

exploring perceptions of how development assistance is delivered. I explore the key 

relationships that feature in the PAMA design and then explain some of the important 

considerations that relate to phenomenographic research including the choice of stakeholders 

for interview, the formulation of interview questions, the conduct of the interviews, and the 

transcription process. These features of the research have a significant bearing on the 

robustness of phenomenographic findings and are integral to the success of this 

methodological approach. 

In the second part of the chapter, I detail the approach I undertook in analysing the 

transcripts. Phenomenography is traditionally conducted in teams and moderated through 

discussion and debate amongst the various researchers. My research was conducted 

individually with some checking with supervisors and thus requires a clear articulation of the 

approach to ensure there is consistency in the findings and rigour in the reported outcomes. I 

explain the structured thinking behind the ways I have built rigour in to my approach and 

then outline the ways the research findings are presented later in chapters 5 and 6. Finally, I 

outline the validity and reliability checks I have imposed on the research process. 

Undertaking a phenomenographic analysis of a new subject area and working independently 

on a single case study makes it difficult to be sure that the findings reflect meaningfully on 

the development sector in general. I argue that the approach outlined in this chapter illustrates 

the effort I have made to ensure this phenomenographic analysis meets rigorous and robust 

academic standards. This is essential for justification of the conclusions described in 

subsequent chapters. 
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4.1 PAMA project 

The research for this thesis is based on interviews with the stakeholders of PAMA, an 

agricultural development project in northern Mozambique. PAMA is supported through funds 

from IFAD. PAMA seeks to 'commercialise production systems as a basis for reducing rural 

poverty, and develop enhanced commercial linkages between small-scale producers and 

private markets' (IFAD 2001). 

PAMA was conceived as a policy, legislative and investment framework in support of 

agricultural market linkage development, aimed at helping smallholders to participate more 

effectively in Mozambique's rapidly expanding market economy. The program was 

facilitated by government, financed by donor agencies, and implemented primarily by INGOs 

and agribusiness to the benefit of smallholders and those responsible for agricultural input 

and output marketing. The establishment of the program required considerable investment in 

building consensus among the stakeholders in market linkages: farmers , traders, agribusiness, 

local and INGOs, donors and government. The PAMA Support Project was conceived as the 

means for IF AD to contribute both to market linkages and to the overall agricultural 

investment framework in Mozambique. It was crafted to initiate and test interventions aimed 

at promoting agricultural market development and assist smallholders to participate more 

effectively in those markets (IF AD 2000). 

PAMA was allocated $US26.6 million of which $US22.8 million was made up of 

concessionary loans to be paid off over a forty year period. It was executed with the suppoti 

of the National Institute for Rural Development (INDER) and overseen by the United Nations 

Office for Project Services (UNOPS) (IF AD 1999). The beneficiaries of the project were 

small-scale rural landholders from the three focal project areas through the different 

components of the project. 

PAMA had very specific design elements with a focus on community involvement and 

dialogue. The approach builds on the participatory development approaches common in the 

agricultural sphere in recent years (see Abaza, Baranzini et al. 2002; Eade 2003; Amir 2004) 

and seeks to initiate commercial activity amongst small rural populations. The program was 

conceived as a means of reducing rural poverty, but was multi sectoral and sought to provide 

flow-on effects for the rest of the Mozambican economy (IF AD 1999). Its complexity and 
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scope provide an opportunity to analyse the complex nature oflarge-scale development 

undertakings. Importantly, it provides a useful platform to assess how different 

understandings and conceptions of development are played out in the field. This is a broad 

ranging and ambitious undertaking with stakeholders from all levels of the development 

strata. 

4.2 Why a case study? 

There are several motivations for adopting a case study. Within the ' aid' sector, investigation 

in the form of monitoring and evaluation has traditionally focused on how different tools can 

be applied to aid 'projects' (Rapley 1996; Kenny 2006; Riddell 2007). This relies upon 

planned intervention and the analysis of defined indicators that reveal the impact and effect of 

projects. While there have been efforts to analyse these assessments, the focus has been on 

accountability directed by what Reusse (2002) refers to as scoped, confined and defined 

objectives and outcomes. Research exists that broadens the scope of the investigation cycle, 

but this is often technical or confined to broader aspects of development aid more generally. 

For this research, the focus is on linking the program cycle with an individual's 

understanding of a given phenomenon and how they have engaged with it. Rather than 

focusing on the set of preconceived project/program objectives, as is common in standard 

evaluations, it is looking to explore the va1iation of ways that stakeholders have experienced 

the project. The development sector by its very nature is a complex industry and, for us to 

better respond to the needs of recipient communities, we must understand the key interactions 

that define how the process works. Therefore, the choice of a case study is important in 

providing a practical example, w]th defined boundaries, from which to derive key 

observations that might inform new ways of thinking about development. 

The case study was chosen based on the following criteria -

1. Policy relevance - the actual or potential role that the project will have in the policy 

debate for large-scale multilateral organisations. This project is one of three IF AD 

market development programs for southern Africa. The design was intended to be a 

long-term IF AD framework for agricultural intervention and thus plays an important 

role in driving the policy debate around the importance of markets for rural areas. 
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PAMA involves the Mozambican government and is intended to encourage further 

investment in the north of the country. Therefore, its policy influence is far reaching. 

2. Research relevance - the low profile of the project and the unique design make it 

highly relevant to emerging approaches in the development aid field. While PAMA 

has good international exposure through its IFAD funding, it is not attached to a 

bilateral program and does not need to fulfil the national interests of partner 

governments. This ensured greater autonomy. The nature and flexibility of the PAMA 

design means it can be adapted to a loan arrangement as it is in Mozambique, but 

could equally be delivered through a grant arrangement with a bilateral partner. 

3. Access to research material - the comparative accessibility due to IF AD transparency 

and close contact with project staff and principal actors. I have had a long association 

with various stakeholders in the PAMA region and this made relationships 

cooperative and productive. IF AD was an enthusiastic participant in the research and 

keen to benefit from the findings of a concentrated investigation of one of its projects. 

Materials were made available, staff gave their time willingly, and I had access to 

documents and stakeholders at the IF AD headquarters in Rome. 

4. Geographic location - PAMA was based in a country I was familiar with and in a 

diverse and agriculturally prosperous region where significant development 

opportunities exist. I had been living in Mozambique for over two years and had 

returned several times. I had worked in the regional areas where PAMA was to 

operate and I had taught a number of graduate students involved with parts of the 

IF AD project. Due to its isolation and small population, the area had not been subject 

to much development aid activity before PAMA got under way. This was an 

additional reason to focus the research on this area as local stakeholders were not part 

of the ' aid industry' and offered new insights into some of the traditional ' aid' 

activities being undertaken. 

5. Project complexity and scope - the diverse nature of the design and the varied levels 

of stakeholder engagement made the potential challenges for the project considerable. 

This was of particular interest in a research undertaking that was looking for and 

dealing with complexity. PAMA was ambitious, challenging and difficult. It was an 

' integrated project' (attempting a development process within it) rather than having a 

single-focus, with capacity-building elements and tangible outputs incorporated into 

the design. There was a long list of potential constraints, but also immense 

opportunity for diverse solutions that fit with complex 'wicked problems'. Taking a 
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transdisciplinary research approach to investigating this project was a useful way of 

illustrating what some of these opportunities were and how they could be successfully 

addressed. 

6. Choice of multilateral - I chose a multilateral organisation for the research because it 

provides the best forum in which to conduct research at a number of different levels. 

Small NGOs tend to focus on micro-projects that provide direct community-level 

support. These projects are not relevant to multisectoral analysis as they are mainly 

confined to small communities. I felt that bilateral government aid was seen as overly 

strategic to the specific interests of the donor government and did not have the same 

broad range of poverty reduction objectives that were adopted by the multilaterals. 

Likewise, the funding arrangements for multilateral organisations provided the 

necessary transparency to allow an investigation into the flow of funds and the way 

they are distributed. An organisation such as IF AD also provides the necessary 

complexity to make the research appropriate for multisectoral solutions and to show 

the way the ' developmen industry ' has become the 'complex system' (Rihani 2002) 

many now refer to. For these reasons, a large multilateral project was seen as the most 

appropriate to the objecti·;es of this research. 

In choosing the PAMA project I '.lave made a strategic choice that will enable the findings to 

have wider implications for the '1id' sector as a whole. Using a multilateral example enables 

us to see how the findings mightapply to other similarly structured organisations (e.g. World 

Bank, UNESCO, UNDP, FAO, ADB). Equally, many of the characteristics of the IFAD 

design process apply to large NGOs and bilateral programs operating in different regions of 

the world. There is a strong capa;ity building component and a focus on micro-

developmental transformations that highlight what is happening within small stakeholder 

communities. This makes the engagement relevant to smaller NGOs as well. While the use of 

a single case study implies limits to generalising outcomes (see Grbich 2007) from the study 

to the development sector, it al soprovides managed parameters that make it possible for 

useful practical outcomes to eme~ge. 

Development interventions willl ary in different regions, but the diversity and complexity of 

what takes place within one deve.opment can be translated to other contexts. I do not suggest 

that the findings from this rese:anh will apply elsewhere. Rather, the thrust of this research is 

90 



to gamer insight into how stakeholders engage with development phenomena (here being the 

PAMA project) and look at what this means for the development aid sector more broadly. 

4.3 Selection of sample 

Stakeholders for the interviews were chosen from a broad range of positions and from all 

parts of the development hierarchy. Development projects include an extraordinary range of 

participants from the senior management of multilateral organisations to participant 

communities at the village level. By drawing on diverse stakeholders, it was hoped that there 

would be a range of responses and variations from within the project hierarchy and across the 

different groups. I was interested to know whether management had similar conceptions of 

the development project to those on the ground. Likewise, I was keen to explore how ideas 

crossed the hierarchical groups and how variation was illustrated in a varied group of 

stakeholders. 

The interview sample included thirty six PAMA stakeholders. The interviews were conducted 

during thirty one separate sessions with two sessions being small group discussions with 

three and four stakeholders respectively. I conducted the interviews during two field trips to 

Mozambique in June-July 2005 and April-May 2006. The interviews were recorded and 

transcribed verbatim for subsequent analysis . Sixteen of the interviews were conducted in 

English, with fourteen in Portuguese (the national language in Mozambique) and one group 

session was in the local Chichewa language. Both the Portuguese and Chichewa interviews 

used a Mozambican translator fluent in English, Portuguese, and the three local Niassa 

dialects, of which one is Chichewa. Of the original thirty one sessions, two interviews were 

discarded, one with a member of a group session where the respondent kept returning to an 

individual grievance rather than dealing with the range of questions being asked, and the 

other due to problems in the recording quality of the tape. This left twenty nine interviews on 

which the thesis research is based. 

The participants all have a direct relationship to PAMA either as employees, managers, 

partners, or program recipients. I drew a similar number of stakeholders from the various 

hierarchical levels (management, contractors, recipients) to broaden the understanding of how 

development interventions influence different stakeholders in a variety of ways. The range of 

respondents was limited by the few management positions attached to the program. Similarly, 
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I sought to ensure a mix of those~ employed or working directly with PAMA and those who 

were contractors. Traditionally, ccontractors have little knowledge of the specifics of the 

development program they are wvorking on, but they are often well versed in the specialist 

area they work in. The insight amd views of this group is often missed or forgotten in standard 

evaluations. 

Stakeholders for the interviews v.vere chosen from the project contacts list from the PAMA 

program office. An invitation wais sent out to stakeholders via email and hand-mail through 

the Niassa regional office. Man)y of those participating in the project could not be contacted 

directly due to limited electricity connections, a lack of phone lines, limited mail services and 

irregular visits from the regional staff. This meant spending time on my first field visit 

introducing the concept to villag1ers, explaining the nature of the research, outlining the time 

commitment involved and then finding agreement amongst those willing to participate. These 

discussions did not deal directly with the content of the interviews or with the principles 

behind the research, thus avoidimg pre-conceived ideas about how to respond. The discussion 

was kept very general and was a way of ensuring the various stakeholders were comfortable 

with me and confident I was acfrng in good faith as an independent researcher. I then returned 

to conduct the interviews some 1 0 months later. 

Using a program participant li:st, I spoke with the regional office director jn Niassa and we 

developed a sample that included a mix of farrners, traders, small business owners, 

contractors and community beneficiaries. The breadth of these categories was chosen to 

ensure we had stakeholder comments from all levels of PAMA and, within these categories, 

the respondents were then chosen somewhat randomly. The list was influenced by the 

logistics of my field trip and the availability of participants. Because the names of the various 

stakeholders were not familiar to me, the selection process was not influenced by unintended 

bias. Where possible, I chose women due to the limited number of female responses. The 

remaining stakeholders in the sample were the key staff in the Maputo office and the 

multilateral headquarters in Rome. The final list was further refined after checking 

availability for the first or secomd field visits to Europe, South Africa and Mozambique. 

There were a number of important limitations to the sample. First, there was a logistical bias. 

Visits to regional areas in the north of Mozambique are difficult and the final sample was 

influenced by issues of access. While I was fortunate enough to have access to a vehicle and a 
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guide for my research, the distance and condition of roads in the north restricted the research 

to two regions. On the positive side, this made it possible to spend the necessary time with 

stakeholders and allowed me to return on both occasions to the same areas. Given that my 

research was confined to PAMA activities in Niassa province, there was enough difference 

between the two districts I visited without drawing on a broader sample from throughout the 

focal area. 

The sample was also limited by the evident gender imbalance. While I made every effort to 

ensure gender parity in the sample, it was difficult to convince communities to provide the 

views of both men and women in equal numbers. On two occasions where women were 

organised to be interviewed in isolated regions, the meeting was abandoned at short notice 

and participants had to be replaced with male counterparts. This challenge was more apparent 

in recipient stakeholder groups rather than at the management level, but it is an important 

footnote to the analysis. This limited the involvement of women to only four of the twenty 

nine interviews, and does diminish the quality of the data given the important role of women 

in recipient communities. However, these issues were difficult to overcome given the 

logistical challenges of research in distant and isolated regions. Furthermore, the management 

team for PAMA was male dominated and this was beyond my control. It may be worth 

noting here that, with the heavy emphasis on infrastructure development as a central 

component of PAMA, it is not surprising that males dominated project positions. On a 

positive note, the program was encouraging female participation in the sector and I was 

fortunate enough to interview one of only three female road contractors in Niassa province. 

Finally, all interviewees here are stakeholders for one specific program, confined to one 

country in southern Africa, with activities focused on agricultural development. It is only a 

single case study. While this limits the scope and may call into question the replicability of 

the findings, it was a useful way of making the scope of the research manageable for a 

doctoral thesis. The confined scope of a single development phenomenon also made the 

variation amongst the group interesting in a phenomenographic sense. 

For an overview of the interview sample see Appendix 2. 
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4.4 Design of interview questions 

The interviews were designed to elicit responses from stakeholders on their understanding of 

what it meant to engage with a development activity. An extension of this idea was to ask 

questions to elicit responses on what the stakeholders thought development aid encompassed 

and what impact it had on them. 

As suggested by Osteraker (2001) in her methodology paper, the questions I use have been 

conceived as abstract to the actual components of the development intervention to enable the 

possibility to define, to delimit, and to deal with the question from the respondent's own 

perspective and life situation. The questions were open-ended to allow the interviewees to 

decide on those aspects of the question which appeared most relevant to them, and as 

Bowden and Wal sh (2000) suggest they are designed to be diagnostic, to reveal the different 

ways of understanding the phenomenon within that context. For this reason, the questions 

tried to elicit the individual's relationship to the phenomenon, their perceptions of positive 

and negative influences of the intervention, and the respondent's way of thinking about the 

phenomenon. The open ended approach was intended to "let the subjects choose the 

dimensions of the question they want to answer. These are an important source of data 

because they reveal an aspect of the individual's relevance structure" (Bowden & Walsh 

2000). The varied range of questions directed respondents to the full range of ways they 

might engage with a development intervention. 

Similarly, in the phenomenographic tradition, interviews were semi structured, asking 

stakeholders what they understood of the development project, how they engaged with it, the 

strengths and weaknesses of its components, and the possible pitfalls of this kind of 

engagement. 

The questions were formulated with the aim of covering a range of elements relating to the 

phenomenon. This meant asking questions covering context, individual experience, 

institutional understanding, and operational perception. Individuals were encouraged to 

describe their knowledge of the phenomenon and then explore the intricacies of what this 

meant. Questions on the strengths and weaknesses of the project were used to elicit concrete 

responses from stakeholders on what they believed the phenomenon was about. Follow-up or 

probing questions sought to clarify the meaning attached to these project characteristics. 
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These might include: So, in that sense are you saying that PAMA offers the opportunity for 

people to transform? Are you saying that it is not only a project-based benefit, but has a 

wider benefit? Why do you see things in that way? These probing questions were used to 

clarify and expand on observations coming from respondents. As much as possible, I tried to 

avoid introducing new ideas to the conversation. The interview questions were a guide to 

elicit responses on these key issues. At times respondents went into great detail, covering 

many of these issues in one response. In other interviews, all questions were asked and 

additional clarification was required to obtain verbalised thoughts from stakeholders on these 

issues. The interviews varied between 30 and 90 minutes, with transcripts typically 12 to 25 

pages. The significant variation was influenced by whether responses required translation 

(where repetition and clarification took longer than discussions in English) 17
, how detailed 

the responses were, and the degree to which respondents swayed from core issues. I avoided 

cutting people off during interviews and encouraged stakeholders to be expansive in their 

responses. 

An initial set of questions was formulated and guided by an understanding of what the 

phenomenon was about. The first list of questions was trialled at a postgraduate retreat with 

fellow students. The trial illustrated the overly detailed nature of the questions. These were 

modified for a subsequent trial and finalised for taking into the first interviews. Additional 

prompts and triggers were added to the list during the interview process and there was an 

effort to keep the questions open to varied responses. 

For an outline of the interview questions see Appendix 3. 

4.4.1 Conduct of interviews - approach 

The interviews were conducted during two field visits to Mozambique. On both occasions, I 

first travelled to Rome to visit staff associated with the project at the IFAD headquarters. 

This served two purposes. First, it kept senior management informed of my research and 

ensured cooperation from all stakeholders and field staff in northern Mozambique. IF AD was 

very supportive of the research, but was also keen to limit the impact and ensure ethical 

17 In circumstances where language translation is required, there is evident bias in perception and response. To 
minimise the influence of this bias, I had the advantage of relative proficiency in Portuguese and a well trained 
translator who had been extensively briefed in the phenomenographic process. While this does not negate the 
problem, it did make the language challenge more manageable. 
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protocols were followed. On both visits I was able to speak with senior staff and outline plans 

for the coming trip. I met with regional staff responsible for southern Africa and with 

managers for the PAMA project. Second, my visits ensured that senior staff in the 

organisation could be interviewed for research purposes. This allowed me to speak with 

stakeholders across the management hierarchy and get a feel for how the project was 

perceived from a distance as well as at close quarters. Internationally, large amounts of 

development aid are controlled in this fashion, so it was important to keep the multilateral 

management team involved in the discussions. 

As mentioned previously, the first field visit focused on initiating relationships, investigating 

the project parameters and setting up interviews. While a small number of interviews were 

conducted, the majority took place on my second visit in 2006. This approach worked both in 

a logistical sense and methodologically. My first interviews were with senior PAMA staff 

and with stakeholders involved in the mid-term review for the project. The respondents were 

expansive and enthusiastic in their discussion and this allowed me time to become 

comfortable with the phenomenographic approach, develop confidence in applying 

phenomenographic principles, and improve my interviewing skills. Having not previously 

worked with the methodology, it was important to see how things evolved in conducting the 

field research. This early exposure was important to my interviews with community 

recipients where language and cultural ban-iers imposed limitations on the interaction. 

During the second field visit, interviews were conducted in the more remote regions and time 

was allocated to engaging with stakeholders in the field. The cross-cultural nature of the 

research meant relationships were important to successful outcomes. Eade (2003) identifies 

this as a limitation of much development research. Spending time in the communities was the 

best way of developing confidence amongst recipients and allowing them the space to feel 

comfortable talking about the project. I got to know many of the respondents before 

conducting the interviews. I also arranged my travel to ensure that most interviews were 

conducted when respondents were ready to share their thoughts, rather than simply fitting to 

my timetable. The traditional approach to project evaluation is what Dichter (2003) describes 

as ' largely stage managed and short term'. This limits a practitioner's ability to engage with 

communities. I wanted to avoid these pitfalls by not imposing time constraints on the process. 

Respondents were relaxed during the interviews, and I had previously met most of them on 

more than one occasion. This changed the dynamic from a standard evaluation. 
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Where possible, I followed the same routine and approach for each interview. I started with a 

brief overview of my role, my interests, a summary of the research, and asked respondents to 

read through a consent form outlining expectations and the required time commitment. I then 

explained the confidentiality procedures and asked if the interview could be electronically 

recorded. I also explained that if at any time the respondent was uncomfortable with the 

interview or the process, they could ask to have the interview terminated and the tapes erased. 

I made it clear to all participants that I had no association with the donors (IFAD) or with the 

government of Mozambique. There would be no access to the information collected and the 

discussions would have no bearing on current or future funding of programs in this region. 

The data and observations would be used in a generalised form to reach conclusions that 

could be applied at the policy and institutional level, rather than hoping to change things with 

PAMA or for the stakeholders involved. This separation was an important element in 

building the necessary trust and confidence for respondents to feel they could be explicit, 

expansive and frank in their responses. 

Once they were comfortable with the approach and had signed the consent form, I would ask 

them a broad opening question about the project (in this case the phenomenon). The direction 

of the interview was then determined partly by the response of the stakeholder and the 

pathway they chose in talking about their engagement with PAMA. The signing of the 

consent form and the protocols of the interview process were endorsed by the UTS Ethics 

Committee (HREC Clearance 2005-061 A). 

4.4.2 Conduct of interviews - phenomenographic issues 

Traditionally in phenomenographic research, the interviewer plays the lead role in defining 

the phenomenon being discussed and the focus of the discussion (Akerlind 2003). 

Phenomenographic researchers endeavour to limit their influence on responses, and the art of 

a successful interview is to follow only the ideas of respondents. However, this is normally 

within a defined area of engagement (i .e. education and teaching). The application of the 

methodology to a new area of research tempered my approach in defining the phenomenon. I 

took as non-leading a role as possible and encouraged respondents to talk about their idea of 

what the phenomenon was about. I allowed respondents to discuss tangential issues and to 

discuss specific components of the project. Because the phenomenon was loosely defined, I 

was interested in exploring how different individuals perceived development aid more 
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generally and within the context of the PAMA project. The varied roles of respondents 

provided richness to the insight, but also made it difficult to maintain the same interview 

protocols. Therefore, the interview results and discussion varied more than might ordinarily 

be the case in phenomenographic investigations. 

The contextual variation (across the program hierarchy) in the stakeholder sample is not 

common in phenomenography. Traditional approaches tend to limit the variation in the 

sample to highlight the variation in responses (Bowden and Walsh 2000). Here the sample 

was defined by a relationship to the phenomenon but varied in how individuals engaged with 

it. Both supervisors and colleagues were concerned that this approach would skew results. 

They assumed that responses would be clustered in contextual groups. Interestingly, the first 

round of interviews showed this was not the case. Managers in Rome were just as likely to 

have the same ideas about the phenomenon as those in communities in Mozambique. 

Likewise, regional officers two doors away from each other varied enonnously in their 

perception of the phenomenon. This proved important in the interview analysis and marks an 

interesting development for phenomenographic approaches in the future. 

4.4.3 Conduct of interviews - the questions 

Questions focused first on the context and the in di vi dual' s role with PAMA. Here I was keen 

to situate the phenomenon and get an idea of how much the stakeholders knew of the project. 

I was also interested to hear how individuals responded to broad questions about the project 

and to see what they thought were the important aspects influencing their experience. 

Questions about the positive and negative elements of the project were used to gain insight 

into the operational elements of the process. They also illustrated the variation in what 

stakeholders were looking to get from the project. Other questions on how PAMA functioned 

were used to reveal design features of the program and to explore how stakeholders would 

like to see other projects operate. 

Toward the latter stages of the interview, the questions focused on the challenges for the 

project and what influence the phenomenon is likely to have on respondents in the future. 

Here I was interested in exploring whether stakeholders believed the engagement with 

PAMA would have a sustainable impact on their lives. Because I was interested in the 

variation between participants, it was important to see just how PAMA was changing its way 

of thinking about development. 
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The questions were not always asked in the same order during the interviews, and often the 

wording was changed. This approach allowed a free flowing discussion and also kept 

participants relaxed in making judgements. Probing questions were used in different ways to 

elicit reflections and to provide clarification on issues being discussed. Probing was also used 

to discern whether participants were providing their own opinions or espousing ideas to 

please evaluation teams. This was done by probing with questions around extending the 

participant's comments: What do you mean, the process has been helpful? So does that mean 

they play the role of coordinator of the program? Where possible, probing questions sought to 

clarify why individuals responded as they did, and how this was characterised in their 

experiences. Interestingly, participants did not show any obvious tendency to focus on the 

positives of the project. This feature of phenomenographic research was acknowledged in the 

doctoral work of both McKenzie (2003) and Akerlind (2003 ), where they explain how the 

complexity of the discussion outweighs the ability of the respondent to present ideal 

responses. In the case here, any eff01i to please the interviewer quickly became lost in 

descriptions of the participant's intentions and actions, and the complexity of their 

relationship to the project. 

4.4.4 Conduct of interviews - location 

The location of the interviews varied. In most cases, the interviews took place in the office or 

workplace of the interviewee. In the field, the interviews would take place at the community 

centre, the cooperative office, or at a local teahouse. I tried to make the setting as relaxed as 

possible. With farmers, store owners or community recipients I always organised coffee or 

tea and there would be a short discussion before the interview to discuss general issues. The 

semistructured nature of the interviews helped in making the interaction conversational, and 

most participants enjoyed the concept of talking about an important regional project and how 

they were involved. In some interviews, the discussions extended to administrative 

arrangements regarding the research, but this was typically an aside to the main conversation. 

I was personally responsible for all interviews though, as mentioned previously, a translator 

was necessary for fifteen of the interviews in the field. The translator, Tavares Augusto, was 

a former student of mine from the Catholic University of Mozambique. He is now working at 

the agricultural faculty of the Catholic University based in Cuamba. This is the regional hub 

for PAMA. Being a local from Niassa, Tavares was able to speak all three local dialects in 
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addition to English and Portuguese. We were comfortable working together and, being from 

the region, Tavares was helpful in making locals feel comfortable in the interviews. I spent 

two days with Tavares at the beginning of the project talking about the research, the 

approach, the methodology, the questions and the way we would conduct the interviews. We 

ran through a number of pilot interviews together and talked about the important 

characteristics of the questioning process. Tavares was involved in all fourteen interviews 

conducted in Portuguese and the one session in Chichewa. 

4.5 Transcribing the interviews 

The transcription process was carried out following each of the two field visits. The 

interviews were recorded electronically on a digital voice recorder, coded to protect 

anonymity and stored as WA V files to my computer. They were then transcribed verbatim 

and stored as word data files in two tranches. I transcribed the first three interviews, and then 

used a professional service for the remaining interviews in English from the first field trip . 

Specific instructions were given to transcribe the recordings verbatim and include all 

unfinished sentences and utterances. The transcriptions did not include representations of 

linguistic features or emotional aspects. The four interviews in Portuguese from the first field 

trip were held over until the remaining interviews had been conducted. 

The second tranche of interviews was transcribed over a four month period with a Portuguese 

translator. The translator was given the same instructions as the professional transcriber and 

she recorded all intervi ews to text in Portuguese before translating into English from the 

written version. This made the process slow, but we decided this was the best way to get an 

accurate representation of the conversations as the verbatim nature of the transcripts made it 

important that parts of the conversation were not left out in interpreting aural remarks. The 

one interview conducted in Chichewa was translated and transcribed by Tavares (the 

translator) in Mozambique. The remaining eight interviews in English from the second field 

trip were transcribed by me over the same four month period. 

The final step was to listen to the interview transcripts on the computer and check for 

accuracy and consistency in the data. During this time, I made any necessary adjustments or 

corrections to the transcripts where errors or omissions had occurred. This process was 

important in familiarising myself with the transcripts and the interview data. For many of the 
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Portuguese interviews, it highlighted numerous omissions and errors relating to repeated 

comments or where the translator had struggled with the quality of the audio. This detailed 

process dramatically improved the quality of the final transcripts. 

4.6 Conducting the analysis 

The analysis of the transcripts was conducted through regular categorisation, comparison anc 

reflection. The phenomenographic process is a strongly iterative one, involving what 

Akerlind (2002) describes as a 'continual sorting and resorting of data, ongoing comparisons 

between the data and the developing categories of description, and making comparisons 

between the categories themselves'. Having started with a long list of possible categories, the 

iterative cycle reduced this down to a manageable set. As my understanding of the process 

grew, the dimensions of variation drew on the categories to highlight structural relationships 

in the data. 

There are two main phenomenographic approaches identified by McKenzie (2003) in 

choosing a unit of analysis within the total pool of meaning. One approach separates out parts 

of interview transcripts that relate to the phenomenon of interest, and groups these to discern 

variation in ways of experiencing the phenomenon, while referring back to the transcripts to 

interpret the meanings of these parts in context. The other approach seeks to look at the 

transcript as a whole where context is embedded in the way individuals perceive the 

phenomenon (McKenzie 2003). Akerlind (2003) argues that this second approach provides 

greater opportunity for interpreting the underlying meaning or intention associated with 

particular words or phrases used by the interviewee. I chose the latter approach for my 

analysis because I was interested in exploring how context influenced the stakeholders ' 

experience of the project. I couldn' t separate the experience ofrespondents from their 

context. 

Looking at the transcript as a whole was central to my analysis as I was interested in how 

various stakeholders related the various elements of the phenomenon to each other. The level 

of understanding of a development intervention has a range of complex links and isolating 

these by focusing on small parts of the transcripts would limit the way these relationships 

interact. This approach is consistent with what Bowden identifies as the essential perspective 

of respondents. He argues that, 
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" ... the multiple readings are necessary in order to explore all possible 

perspectives and because whenever an aspect is being queried it must 

always, I believe, be explored with reference to the whole transcript rather 

than one small section of it. What I am looking for are the key elements of 

the phenomenon as seen by the interviewees and the way they see those 

elements related to each other and to their underlying meaning" (p48) 

Bowden 1994b. 

While there are variations in terms of the amount of each transcript considered at one time, 

where practice varies from considering the whole transcript (Bowden, 1994a; 1994b ), or at 

least large chunks of each transcript related to a particular issue (Prosser, 1994), to a selection 

of smaller excerpts or quotes seen as representing particular meanings (though these are 

interpreted within the larger interview context -- Marton, 1986; Svennson and Theman, 

1983), the underlying argument in favour of the first approach appears to be that the whole 

transcript is seen and treated as a set of interrelated meanings, which can best be understood 

in relation to each other. From this perspective, diminishing my observations to smaller 

excerpts carried the danger of reducing appropriate consideration of the context within which 

the selected quotes are made. 

In situating stakeholders within a given context, the next step was to establish patterns to 

process the data. Phenomenographic analysis is often described as a process of 'discovery' 

(Hasselgren and Beach 1997) in that the set of categories or meanings that result from the 

analysis cannot be known in advance but must emerge from the data, in a relationship with 

the researcher. I began the analysis by looking at the transcripts in two manageable groups 

and then worked through the categories of description for each set. This is not uncommon in 

phenomenographic research (see Trigwell 2000; Akerlind 2003; McKenzie 2003) as it makes 

the detail more manageable for the reader. 

4.6.1 Stage 1 analysis 

Being new to phenomenography, my initial attempts at categorisation did not result in a clear 

set of descriptions. The first step was to look at the transcripts through a defined lens and 

identify features that were characterised by the learning theories I was interested in. The 

analysis was divided into five coded categories: social learning theory, reflective learning, 
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situated learning, critical reflection, and non-compliance. These were categorised as: 

observing other people, reflecting on the activity, understanding social engagements, 

reflecting on the greater context, and no obvious engagement with the phenomenon. Beyond 

these categories, the experience was observed through a lens of individuals, communities, 

and combinations of the two. A group of transcripts was chosen at random for categorisation 

and statements colour coded for comparison. This became a shared process, with the 

categories being checked against those of my supervisors. 

This first attempt at categorisation was illustrating the different levels of engagement 

stakeholders have with the project and what they take away from it as a learning experience. 

Looking through the transcripts, I would identify phrases and words that fit into the learning 

categories. These were coded and compared to identify a set of appropriate categories of 

description. The process was not searching for patterns in responses at this stage, but looking 

for examples of social learning, situated learning, reflective learning, and critical self-

reflection. 18 

This approach was tested in a session with the experienced phenomenographic researchers, 

John Bowden and Pam Green19
. The flaw in the analysis was the framework imposed on the 

transcripts. Phenomenography does not structure or confine its dataset by imposing 

theoretical boundaries on the transcripts (Bowden and Walsh 2000; Bowden and Green 

2005). By using learning theory as the starting point for the analysis, I was losing the richness 

of the data and not letting respondents ' descriptions of the phenomenon speak. The approach 

meant looking for something that often wasn't there, and I missed what many 

phenomenographers believe are the key characteristics of engaging with the phenomenon. I 

returned to the transcripts to let them speak for themselves. 

4.6.2 Stage 2 analysis 

In the second iteration, I looked more openly at what the transcripts were telling me. This 

meant focusing on what the stakeholders were experiencing with PAMA and looking for both 

18 Social Leaming - observational, engagement with the consequences of other actions; Situated Leaming - co-
participation; what kind of social engagements provide the proper context for learning to take place; 
communities of practice; Reflective Leaming - direct encounter with the project; individual impact from project 
engagement; and Critical Self-Reflection - contextual/operational reflection; why things were done; whether 
there were intended outcomes; why have they worked; can they be done differently. 
19 Key proponents of phenomenography and authors of Bowden, J. A and P. Green (2005) . Doing 
developmental phenomenography. Melbourne, RMIT Publishing. 

103 



the meaning and the structure of the phenomenon. The relative emphasis placed on 

constituting meaning versus structure is an ongoing debate in phenomenography (Bowden 

and Walsh 2000). Structure was vital to this research as 'it is an epistemological 

underpinning of phenomenography; it increases the potential for practical applications from 

the research; and it provides a simultaneous focus on variation and commonality' (Akerlind 

2003). I wanted the meanings evident in the transcripts to form a logical structure that told us 

more about how the phenomenon was perceived and digested. This would enable practical 

applications in the future. 

The transcripts were reviewed and detailed notes were recorded against significant 

comments. These were written on separate sheets of paper to keep the transcripts unmarked 

for subsequent review. I used the notes to draw a mind-map of key similarities and 

differences where ideas were drawn into clusters. These clusters then formed the basis for the 

categories, and I played with different links between the groups to formulate ideas about how 

the variation could be explained. Once comfortable with how the clusters fitted together, they 

were drawn onto a large white board to identify the features that set them apart. These 

became the dimensions of variation and characterised the first structural relationships 

between the different ways of understanding that stakeholders had experienced. To legitimise 

the categories with examples from the data, a coding system was used to mark examples from 

the transcripts, which were collected to cross-check against the categories I had formed. The 

coding system maintained anonymity in the data and ensured that patterns were not clustered 

into the hierarchical groups (i.e. management, recipient, community). Extracts from the 

transcripts highlighted where categories intersect and where adjustments were needed to the 

descriptions. Where evidence was weak, the descriptions were discarded or reviewed to 

ensure that the transcript data that were driving the categories. 

To ensure the process of analysis was robust and rigorous, the formulation of the themes of 

expanding awareness was workshopped with a number of experienced phenomenographers. 

The first set of themes was presented at a workshop at the University of Sydney with Simon 

Barrie and Keith Trigwell. This workshop talked through the approach, validated some of the 

essential steps that had been taken and made some suggestions as to how the themes might be 

changed. My response to the issues raised in the workshop was to work with Gerlese 

Akerlind of the Australian National University between April 2008 and July 2008 on 

tightening the themes. This involved four separate visits to Canberra and a number of 
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sessions talking with Gerlese as to how the themes had been formulated, how they might 

change and how they represented the transcripts and the hierarchy amongst recipients of their 

perceptions of the phenomenon. This ensured that the themes of expanding awareness 

accurately represented the outcome space I had set out to find. 

There are three primary criteria for judging the quality of a phenomenographic outcome 

space: each category reveals something distinctive about a way of understanding the 

phenomenon; the categories are logically related, typically as a hierarchy of inclusive 

relationships; and the outcomes are parsimonious, i.e. the critical variation in experience 

observed in the data is represented by a set of as few categories as possible (Akerlind 2002). I 

had gone some way towards satisfying the first of these qualities. The categories had become 

clearer, they were grounded in the data, and they revealed elements of difference in 

stakeholder' s engagement with the phenomenon. 

While the categories of description revealed distinct features of the phenomenon, the initial 

search for themes of expanding awareness was missing the second quality on Akerlind' s list. 

The categories seemed relevant and orderly but the hierarchy was not clear and didn't 

accentuate any consistency in meaning between the clusters. This meant returning to the 

transcripts for more analysis. Further consultations took place with other phenomenographic 

practitioners to help define and constitute the themes illustrating the increasing complexity 

that stakeholders attached to the phenomenon as they moved up the hierarchy. 20 The ability to 

talk through theoretical implications of phenomenographic practice was important in reaching 

a set of categories that were infonned by consistent themes of expanding awareness21 and that 

were grounded in the transcripts. 

The constitution of new categories meant re-reading across the transcripts with a focused set 

of questions. These were: 

What does the stakeholder perceive as the project (direct object)? 

How does the stakeholder experience their engagement with the project (act)? 

2° Consultations included a workshop at University of Sydney (March 2008) with Simon Barrie and Keith 
Trigwell and an extended discussion with Gerlese Akerlind at the Australian National University (July 2008). 
21 'Themes of expanding awareness ' was a concept introduced by Akerlind in 2003 while 'dimensions of 
variation' was introduced by Marton and Booth in early phenomenographic literature. The basic difference is 
that themes of expanding awareness represent a first order perspective, i.e. the variation as experienced by the 
researcher, while dimensions of variation represent a second-order perspective, i.e. the variation as experienced 
by the interviewee. 

105 



What is the engagement focused towards and what do the stakeholders seek from their 

involvement with the project (indirect object)? 

The questions focused the clustering of transcripts and the identification of stakeholders' 

differences that correspond to different themes. They helped formulate the hierarchy of 

inclusive relationships by discerning the similarities and differences in the various themes of 

expanding awareness. I was now looking at the transcripts through a lens of hierarchically 

different approaches to the phenomenon. The categories represented different ways 

stakeholders could engage and there was an awareness of more complex ways of 

experiencing the same phenomenon. The categories of description were now constituted by 

looking at the way each category related to the phenomenon of a project, and on the critical 

differences and relations between the categories as a whole. This was supported by direct 

evidence from the stakeholders' descriptions. 

This analytical approach worked in deriving a clear hierarchy for the categories where 

differences in experiencing the phenomenon could be linked to an understanding of what the 

project was, how it influenced their behaviour and ultimately what it would mean. This 

satisfied Akerlind's call for a logical relationship between categories and worked as an 

instrument to expose learning that might occur with the phenomenon. As stakeholders move 

from one level of understanding to another more complete one, they undergo a tran"formative 

process that encapsulates the 'themes of expanding awareness'. They continue to conceive of 

the phenomenon in their own unique way, but there is a broadening of this conception as their 

awareness of the phenomenon expands. This was an important justification for a 

phenomena graphic investigation. 

Importantly, this hierarchy also represents the manner in which learning occurs and who 

experiences the learning. In phenomenography, the intention is that learning works at a 

number of levels. At one level, the interviews are themselves a learning experience where the 

participants are asked to reflect on how they engage with a phenomenon. This challenge to 

reflect can be both confronting and revealing for those involved as the questions are pointing 

to the participants understanding of how they engage and act in response to a given 

phenomenon. The experience is neither measured nor tracked as a learning outcome, but the 

premise of getting participants to reflect on how they are involved is part of a broader agenda 

to understand how stakeholders contribute to the development process. 
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The more directed learning in phenomenography, particularly using the developmental 

approach in this thesis is for practitioners and stakeholders working in the development aid 

sector. Part of the reason in taking on this research project was to look at ways development 

practitioners can broaden their knowledge of what happens within development interventions 

- not just the designated aspects and outcomes identified in the logframe and in the programs 

theory of change, but also the tangential and unintended consequences of doing this work in 

challenging environments. As a development practitioner working in the policy realm of a 

large bilateral institution, I have seen how limited the mandate for evaluation continues to be. 

Extending the evaluative and design approach through better knowledge of what goes on 

within a development program will ultimately lead to a more inclusive and considered set of 

program intentions. Thus the learning embedded in the phenomenographic analysis must be 

disseminated through my own practice and through exposing the ideas amongst others. 

Aside from the usual forms of communicating the ideas in journals and papers, the learning 

has certainly informed policy through my work on building results frameworks and the 

associated 'performance and assessmenf policy in the bilateral agency I work with. The 

results have been shared with the organisation targeted in the research (IF AD), and I have 

made a return visit to the field to discuss and share the findings with the different recipient 

groups. Thus the research has been framed by a learning cycle for program participants and 

will continue to influence my own thinking about what a development intervention contains. 

In addition, the findings have revealed to many of those involved (both participants and 

readers) that development is not just about the doing, but about enquiting into the meaning of 

all the doing, of noticing what is emerging. This has considerable ramifications for how we 

think about the development delivery model in the future. 

Akerlind's final measure of quality, the principle of parsimony, was satisfied in the analysis 

through rigorous iteration. In the early stages, different categories were used to describe how 

stakeholders' actions were determined by the phenomenon. This resulted in a large collection 

of categories that were based on what actors were doing in response to the phenomenon. The 

critical aspect of variation here was not the action itself, but the response of stakeholders to 

the action. The phenomenographic interest was in how respondents perceived their actions 

and the influence of the given phenomenon on subsequent actions. Was there a change in 

behaviour or perception and did this influence their understanding of the project? Thus, in 

subsequent analysis, the responses were drawn together to form a separate category where the 
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variation was represented by the different ways stakeholders would respond to given 

characteristics of the phenomenon. In this way, the iterative cycle refined and reduced the 

number of categories. 

4. 7 Presentation of research outcomes 

There are various ways to present phenomenographic research (Marton 1986; Bowden and 

Walsh 2000; Trigwell 2000; McKenzie 2003; Bowden and Green 2005). In Chapter 5 I 

provide a description that is both understandable and persuasive, while also being true to the 

responses of the participants. 

The interpretation is divided into sections. The first is focused on the categories of 

description and the differences that emerged between the categories. The key aspects of the 

category are described in detail and are illustrated with extracts from relevant interview 

transcripts. The extracts do not attempt to fully illustrate all aspects of the category, but do 

provide a sense of where the categories are coming from and how they were described. 

The second section is focused on the themes of expanding awareness. Here the emphasis is 

on desc1ibing the structural relationships between the categories that illustrate the variation 

between stakeholders' understanding of the phenomenon. The structure is presented as a 

simple table, illustrating the relationships between categories and the hierarchy of stakeholder 

responses. This hierarchy represents the breadth of awareness constituted across the 

categories by individual respondents. 

4.8 Validity and reliability checks 

In applying a qualitative lens to a development aid intervention, the challenge of validity and 

reliability of results must be addressed. Phenomenography and its interpretive analysis 

requires an element of reflexivity and a useful tool for this is the set of questions Alvesson 

and Skoldberg (2000) ask of qualitative researchers. The first question asks how the 

researcher interacts with empirical material and constructs the data. There is clearly outlined 

in the thesis when I refer to the specific method to scope and categorize the interview 

transcripts. The next question addresses the researcher's interpretation and search for 

underlying meanings. The approach taken in search for underlying meaning in the data is the 

same as for most phenomenographers. It involves a process of saturating one's self in the 
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data, reviewing the transcripts, looking for patterns of difference and then tracking these to 

other responses. It is an extended iterative approach informed by the gradual familiarity with 

the data and how respondents relate to the phenomena. The third question relates to critical 

interpretation of the political and ideological aspects of research. On this front, I have at 

various times in the thesis outlined the motivations for undertaking this research. I am a 

development aid practitioner and work in delivering aid to recipients. While I am committed 

to this endeavour and believe that aid can make a difference, I am also frustrated by some of 

the structures and approaches that determine how it is undertaken. This has been the driver to 

explore alternative ways to learn and reflect on the current operational models and look to 

alternatives. The final question relates to self-critical and linguistic reflection of the 

researcher. It is not difficult to dissect this research to expose a litany of reliability issues. 

However, the research has always been undertaken with an explicit disclaimer that any 

conclusions reached here are only contributing to a dialogue on the 'wicked' problems 

development aid seeks to tackle. It has been a shared research project given the range of 

people involved and it has tried to make the qualitative approach as thorough and authentic as 

is possible. Personally it has been significant as it has driven a heavily quantitatively 

influence economist to take on the challenges of qualitative research. At a minimum, this has 

meant I have been forced to embrace a way of thinking that is very different from the 

research space I previously inhabited and that is important to informing my critical voice. 

While phenomenography strongly emphasises the need to accurately categorise and map 

interview responses to illicit differences in how respondents perceive a phenomenon, it does 

not seek to reveal a given 'truth'. Rather, phenomenography is about looking for variation 

and difference to illustrate the range of ways that individuals engage with a phenomenon. The 

variation is identified through a qualitative assessment of interview data and an iterative cycle 

of interpretation. This process is not presented as anything other than a form of enquiry 

seeking personal responses to a given phenomenon and finding a means to filter the 

information and present it in a coordinated fashion. This process is not intended to provide 

any specific answers to the 'wicked' problems it seeks to address, but it is looking to find 

useful ways the information can be used in its filtered form. The significant contribution of 

qualitative method in its phenomenographic form is its ability to address the intangibles and 

unexpected aspects of how individuals engage. It encourages a discussion that ranges beyond 

the parameters of the program and looks at the myriad of ways stakeholders conceive 
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development working. The method does not look to certainty but to the range of ways 

individuals reveal what went on. 

While some argue that both qualitative research and phenomenography is not easily 

generalisable, the focus on variation and difference actually makes the process track well to 

different contexts. The whole point of this research is to find difference in small related 

groups and to explore how this information helps us to look at the broader challenge of the 

development phenomena differently. Because the research works across countries and 

amongst different stakeholders there is considerable variation in the interview sample which 

makes the responses useful in identifying broad features. Importantly, the intention of this 

research undertaking is not to find specific solutions to a given set of prescriptions, but to 

find useful observations that broaden our insight as to what stakeholders look to get from 

development aid interventions. Thus the issue of generalisability does not impose a 

significant barrier to making the conclusions of this analysis relevant to how designers and 

practitioners ultimately work in the sector. 

In undertaking my phenomenographic research individually, I have sought to illustrate my 

interpretive awareness throughout this chapter. I sought feedback from practitioners and 

colleagues. J used workshops and conferences to legitimate and debate the approach I was 

taking. I presented five conference papers, three research seminars and participated in a 

phenomenographic symposium (see relevant pubJications list). I also had lengthy 

conversations with phenomenographic practitioners from four different institutions, including 

John Bowden, Jo McKenzie, Gerlese Akerlind, Simon Barrie and Keith Trigwell. The 

academic insight and rigour o ·these practitioners helped in fulfilling the role of Bowden's 

'devil's advocate' (Bowden and Green 2005), while the presentations and discussions proved 

invaluable in driving the iterative process of analysis and supplying a roadmap of sorts for a 

methodology I had not previously worked with. 

Qualitative research has long been confined to the exploratory sphere of investigation. In 

dealing with its place in the 'development aid' sector, we need to think about what it is we 

are investigating. Barker and Pis:rang (2005) contend that, 'no single approach to research is 

best overall, rather, what is important is that the methods be appropriate for the questions 

under investigation'. I believe plenomenography offers a useful approach to answering some 

of the key questions of this thesiL In using the methodology, the emphasis has been on 
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transparency and communicative validity (the value of my observations and how they are 

presented), both of which have informed the conclusions. 

No matter how rigorously applied, most qualitative approaches will never satisfy purely 

positivist researchers (Angen 2000). Therefore, I have tried to adhere to the general research 

principles in undertaking this investigation: the explication of context and purpose; the use of 

appropriate methods; transparency of procedures; ethical treatment of participants; and the 

importance of findings. In addition, there is a list of qualitative research principles that 

includes: the disclosure of perspective; grounding interpretations in the data; coherence of 

interpretive framework; and credibility checks (Barker and Pistrang 2005). Throughout this 

investigation, these principles have informed the iterative cycle. So, as I reviewed each step 

in the analysis, my hesitant pause and reflection on the outcomes was about addressing these 

issues in a satisfactory way. 
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5. Variation in ways of experiencing a development 
intervention - a phenomenographic application 

This chapter provides the phenomenographic analysis of PAMA. The chapter uses the 

methodology outlined in Chapter 4 and presents the categories of description that have been 

derived from the interview transcripts with PAMA stakeholders. The categories of 

description illustrate the key variations in meaning. I provide an overview of the categories 

and then include specific examples drawn from the transcripts to illustrate how they are 

revealed in the interviews. 

I then explore the relationships between the various categories and examine the hierarchy 

illustrated in the transcripts. These relationships are explained in the themes of expanding 

awareness. The themes describe the structural relationships between categories and look at 

the variation in meaning holistically and hierarchically. The themes of expanding awareness 

are hierarchically linked as the respondent' s experience of the development activity increases 

in depth and complexity as they move across the aspects of variation. Each additional 

category of description is seen as representing awareness of an increasing number of aspects 

of experiencing the development activity. Again, the description of each of the themes is 

illustrated with specific examples from the transcripts. 

I provide additional explanation to explain how I arrived at the themes of expanding 

awareness given that they are central to understanding the different levels at which 

stakeholders understand and p1erceive complexity in the development cycle. I argue that the 

themes of expanding awareness represent the inclusive nature of the relationships (or the 

similar foci) between categories, that is, the way individuals move from one stage of 

understanding to the next. To n-each a level of ' complete ' understanding requires stakeholders 

to reflect on the inclusive aspect of the various categories of description. 

The analysis highlights how stakeholders develop an increasing awareness of the 

development phenomena as they reflect on its complex and challenging features, and reflect 

more deeply on their own pers;oml understanding of the phenomenon. The hierarchy 

illustrates the degree to which stllkeholders expand or contract the way they view the 
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phenomena. This has significant consequences for increasing our understanding of the 

development field. 

Phenomenographic 
Feature - Categories of Transcript Evidence 

Description 
Exploiting program • "When we know there are issues, we direct resources at 
resources to satisfy fixing it to ensure the program stays on track in meeting 
expectations its milestones ... on time and to budget". 

• "Yes, if the roads are useful we will build them ... this is 
money for the province and this is good for the 
communities. It might have benefit but maybe not ... we 
will see". 

• "Of course we need the community to agree with us . 
PAMA is big and there are ways we can get the 
resources for our support. We need to give the 
communities what they ask for". 

• "The production is increasing and we are happy with 
this. PAMA made it more possible to access the funds 
we need for the business and get people buying our 
things all year". 

• ~-1 imagine someone spent a lot of time fitting the 
components together, but in the end the recipients are 
looking for immediate ways they can benefit ... they 
want to get the cargo as they can" . 

Delivering and • "We are employed indirectly by the government and that 
developing skills and means building up others in the department . . . they need 
services to improve to do this stuff for a long time .. . in fact it will take a 
livelihoods long time". 

• "The way we need to work is through counterparts. They 
are always involved and have to improve their skills as 
this is a big problem in the north. We focus on this all the 
time". 

• "It's what IFAD would call one of the new generation of 
projects where the emphasis is on services that deliver 
agricultural pay-offs through better skills ... there is not 
the same emphasis on equipment and it is very slim other 
than mentoring support" . 

• "There are clear indicators of success that are all about 
developing the skill set and not about the road . .. over 
time this is what we are doing, trying to get them into a 
space where local councils work" . 

Building relationships • "In the beginning we were targeting contractors from 
and sharing knowledge Nyasa, but we realised this was not going to work so we 
to improve development formed a group in Cuamba and Niassa and started to 
practice change the way they were quoting and building. We got 

some new materials and tools and spent time gaining 
their trust". 
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Reflecting on and 
learning from activities 
to advance human 
development 

• "Then there is GAPI, MODER, CLUSA and each plays 
an important role even when there is no money involved. 
These groups have to get along and work with each other 
which is not common here". 

• "We now meet all the time to exchange views and ideas 
.. . there are reasons for getting along which we did not 
know before" . 

• "There are real and emerging ideas here that need to be 
taken elsewhere. IF AD has spent time and the team are 
patient ... it takes a long time but they are determined to 
link and share to make it all work. I need to accept this". 

• "The complexity of this work requires people to reflect 
and return to what has occurred. I have seen a lot of this 
before, but now they push me and others to keep making 
ourselves accountable and think about our approach. 
This is different". 

• "We always talk about what we can get, but now we 
know there are better things to work on and towards. We 
have made some progress here and do the production 
more thoughtfully. I rely on the conversation to enhance 
this work". 

• ''The whole concept to the infrastructure is thought 
through. We looked at what was there before and made 
our decisions by getting a sense of what is reasonable 
and what can be done for little cost. Without the space 
and time to do this, we would have built the same bridge 
and it would not be there". 

• "This is about innovation . .. there are guys here that 

l want to do it differently and slowly they are getting the 
message. The more we talk about where things are 
wrong and slow, the more we know about what is right. 
This is a big change for infrastructure work" . ......_____________ -·---~ 

Table 5 .1 Mapping Phenomenographic Theory 

5.1 Categories of description 

Four categories of descriptions of how people experience a development intervention were 

constituted from the analysis of the set of transcripts. They are hierarchically related through 

the acts and intentions of development. They can be summarised as follows. 

• 
• 
• 
• 

Exploiting program resources to satisfy expectations 

Delivering and developing skills and services to improve livelihoods 

Building relationships and sharing knowledge to improve development practice 

Reflecting on and learning from activities to advance human development. 
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Each category represents a different aspect of the experience of engaging with a development 

intervention and is structured in a hierarchy of expanding awareness based on inclusive 

relations between categories. The experience of the development intervention in the latter 

categories builds on an awareness of aspects of the engagement represented by earlier 

categories, but not vice versa. While each additional category has elements in common with 

previous categories, they also represent something new in the experiencing of a development 

activity. 

In the following section, each of the categories will be described in detail, including their 

critical aspects and features. An important feature of the various categories is the diversity of 

stakeholders that sit at each of the levels. The findings indicate diversity at the various levels 

with a mix of stakeholders (including managers, field officers, contractors and recipients) 

having varied levels of understanding of the phenomena. Each of the stakeholders sit clearly 

within only one of the categories and this is illustrated in their transcript responses. The 

explanation of the various categories will include illustrations of key aspects expressed 

through verbatim quotes from relevant interviews. 

1. Exploiting program resources to satisfy expectations 

In this category, the experience of the development activity is seen as an opportunity for 

material or professional gain, and a project which needs to be completed in a designated 

timeframe. The experience of the activity is part of the respondent's duty or obligation, and 

there are more assumptions made than at other levels about how it will work, what it provides 

and who it is for. Respondents do not question or reflect on the phenomenon and confine the 

program to its bare essentials. The development activity is seen as merely identifying and 

solving a problem, using a collection of inputs and designated roles that will produce a 

forecast outcome as a measure of its success. It can be described by the following features. 

A development intervention is an opportunity for material and professional gain. 

It has designated design features, time bound targets, ordered responsibilities 

and is carried out according to aid protocols. The experience is focused on a 

quantitative increase in participants ' resources or in the application of these 

resources for professional gain. The intervention is defined by program 
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parameters and stakeholdeirs must work together to get 'the job done'. The 

service providers are assunned to have the necessary skills and knowledge to 

institute the program, and recipients are expected to avail themselves of these 

services. The intervention i:s a set of tasks with rewards for stakeholders and a 

known future. The activity is confined within the boundaries of the intervention. 

The explanation here takes a rigid approach to the activity. There is a focus on efficiency, and 

there is little discussion around improvement or flexibility. Respondents are interested in 

what they can gain from the project and finding the easiest way to fulfil their designated role. 

They talk often of the project components, but little of the participants, the sustainability and 

the impact of the activity: 

'The demand has also been a problem as we did not realise how many people 

were after money to fund different ideas and this is a bigger issue when we look 

at the two districts of Cuamba and Marrupa. Tracing the money is an issue. We 

have money circulating there that was disbursed here in cheques and the people 

get the money and do their buying but this money doesn' t come back to the 

bank. And there are the processes our clients have to follow for the return of 

these funds that are essential to the ongoing program of micro-credit'. (I8P 10) 

The respondents in this category are focused on the project components and the process of 

development. Their responses were about how resources were being used and how they were 

allocated. In particular, comments centred on 'getting the job done' and on problems with 

delivering the 'project' : 

' Let' s go to the service providers. That is one of the main problems to the 

project. I' ve mentioned all these components, but it hasn't been easy to have 

these components moving, because we don't have the necessary contractors and 

it ' s still not right. The problem is to find a service provider who can implement 

the process '. (I4P76) 

The experience was about driving the process forward and extracting what they can. 

Stakeholders are looking to the project to solve their problems and believe that development 
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interventions have the ability to change the circumstance of recipient communities. There ·s a 

beliefthat money and goods improve livelihoods: 

'In respect to my component, I think there is need for more resources. My 

opinion is that this component should have a little more resources because the 

demand is huge, and we have found that we need to spend more time educating 

farmers about the process than we thought ... I think we should have more 

resources so we could do a better job'. (I5P10) 

'PAMA helps people to improve their earnings by giving some training and 

some access to credit. For me it has been a way to expand my stall and buy 

some more produce to sell '. (I29P4) 

In this category, a development intervention is experienced through what recipient 

individuals and communities can take from the program. This can include resource benefits 

and personal rewards. The intervention is a tool for meeting the expectations of stakeholders 

and fostering personal and communal gain. 

2. Delivering and developing skills and services to improve livelihoods 

The focus in this category is on sharing the resources of the activity and the skills of the 

stakeholders to improve the livelihoods of targeted groups. This includes an appreciation of 

the different approach PAMA is taking in delivering development and what this means for 

recipients. It also includes seeing the activity as a fotum for trying new things, building on 

existing skills and expertise, changing expectations, taking risks and formulating alternative 

solutions. 

The experience is still contained, and there is a focus on finding solutions to a problem, but 

the stakeholders realise that there are multiple ways of experiencing the activity. The 

engagement is about doing things better and sharing the benefits of having an improved way 

of delivering livelihood benefits. The initiative is experienced in the following way. 

A development intervention is about finding useful solutions for recipients and 

stakeholders that improve the livelihoods of designated communities. This 
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improvement comes from using key skills of involved parties and using these to 

enhance efficient and productive change. The initiative is about transforming 

lives through targeted intervention and concentrating the positive aspects of the 

program towards successful outcomes. Careful management, design and 

adaptability are all key aspects of meeting the livelihoods challenge. There is an 

understanding of the need to try new things and work with the best elements of 

each program component until progress is made. 

The responses in this category were about how PAMA encouraged planning and 

experimentation not evident before the project. Respondents talked of trying new things and 

identifying successful interventions to improve their livelihoods: 

'We have designed programs that probably are a little light on technical 

guidance. That ' s normally pa11 of development. But all these things we are 

looking at. This is a new area that we have treaded into, these marketing 

programs. We have done it in a specific way, that really boils down to the 

design, and we' ll be doing more in that area, but we need to further reflect on 

how these things should be designed'. (IIP75) 

There was also a focus on skill development and how this leads to improved development 

outcomes. Stakeholders understood that the intervention should involve a transfer and sharing 

of skills that could be applied to solving problems and delivering services to recipient 

populations: 

' In the time of building roads we have learnt new ways of doing this. My 

company has been better for the men from PAMA. They are showing us how to 

do things and make the company better . . . they outlined a lot of possibilities for 

support and asked us what we would like. Then they tried to show us where 

there were new opportunities in the market '. (Il 9P 12) 

Responses in this category highlight that development interventions have a range of outcomes 

and draw on a set of varied skills and inputs. Respondents refer to finding the right mix of 

these inputs and services and allowing things to happen over time: 
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'There was lots of talking and consultation for PAMA with many meetings. This 

made it work with our demands, but it took some time and things were not 

always the same when they came back to do things'. (120Pl4) 

Stakeholders were keen to emphasise the unique aspects of the intervention and saw 

development interventions as a way of trying new things, changing expectations, taking risks, 

and formulating alternative solutions for rural communities: 

'I would have thought the positive issues relating to design are that with an 

IF AD type project, they are able to have a longer term approach. Certainly 

longer than the bilateral projects that we have had! That gives you a chance to 

be able to run a more process-oriented project, such as PAMA and you are able 

to adjust it, take some risks, and move it on, and don't give up on it. A lot of 

projects you give up after a year or 18 months and say let's forget it and go 

home. Whereas IF AD projects, I think frequently, after a while find a way ... I 

think its OK as a model. The reason I say that goes back to what I was saying 

before: I think the development sector is too black and white. It is either projects 

or programs, it's either budget support or direct implementation, and it has got 

to be a balance of all the different ways to provide development support, and 

you should be using all the different tools you have at your disposal. That' s how 

I would handle it' . (I31P38) 

Development in this category was illustrative of using the intervention to develop a set of 

new skills and approaches that would improve community livelihoods. It was not just about 

the benefits of new resources, but also about directing these resources to the development of 

new skills and community infrastructure: 

'The design of the bridges is very new. Now you go through the water to get 

across, but it is safe because they have concrete to walk on. People are moving 

more and we have more people coming to our stall from outside of town' . 

(I28P20) 

3. Building relationships and sharing knowledge to improve development practice 
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This category is focused on relationships, both internal and external to the development 

activity. The relationships are seen as necessary to improve development practice, and the 

stakeholders use the activity as a bridge to other people, other knowledge and shared skills. 

Development is considered an inherently personal experience reliant on links between people 

and groups. These links are enhanced through the formal channels of the development 

activity and are embraced as a means of improving development practice. The description has 

the following features. 

A development intervention is about a set of relationships. The sharing of 

knowledge, experience and resources determines how the experience is 

perceived. Interaction amongst stakeholders determines the nature of the 

engagement, and development practice is improved through a sharing of 

experiences. The building of relationships extends across a range of participants 

and involves new networks and connections. The development initiative is the 

stimulus for new connections, both good and bad, that take stakeholders beyond 

the bounds of previous development practice. Knowledge is shared through 

these relationships and f orms the basis of change in recipient communities. 

The focus remajns on solving the problems of the community, but this is undertaken through 

networks that share possible solutions. The activity is seen as a forum and space in which to 

develop relationships and extend the experience beyond the parameters of the project to 

where communities will continue their links after the activity has moved on. 

Comments centred on the relationships encouraged through PAMA activity. Recipients 

pointed to the Jinks and cooperative ways in which people came together around the project: 

'They all have a role to play and, you know, because it's the whole thing and I 

think they 're all equally important. The coordination is the key. We need to 

inform and learn from each other and this requires careful facilitating. Without 

bringing the parties with us, then the project will fall off. (I3Pl22) 

The concept of development is seen as a cooperative activity where the success of the 

intervention is evident through the many links formed between stakeholders and the way 
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these links are used in development practice. The relationships are seen as central to the 

success of the project and are a component pushed by project managers: 

'They are all operating individually but we urge them to form an association 

which makes it easier for them to negotiate with good traders, to negotiate with 

institutions, credit institutions or financial institutions. They are considering the 

possibility of forming an association to monitor, which is an advantage, they can 

set up a system to ensure they get the best prices' . (l4P27) 

The relationships sit at the heart of development success. The concept builds on the ideas that 

underpin participatory practices, where perceptions are used to inform practice. Changes 

result through discussions between stakeholders and through the articulation of what groups 

want from the initiative: 

'Because of these meetings, we had an idea to understand the population's 

perceptions. Those that are there are the population's representatives. When, 

after a discussion, they agree with it, they even get to the point of consensus, 

because each one wants the things to happen at their area'. {Il OP 11) 

The stakeholders experience the development intervention as a way of seamlessly sharing the 

benefits of the initiative. They see the relationships and sharing of knowledge as a tool to 

critique where the program is heading and where it needs to be changed. The intervention is 

not just about providing resources to the community, but is also a way to build connections 

and knowledge through associations of different groups and through ongoing facilitation of 

the development process: 

'You need someone in between that is not working with PAMA, someone that is 

not part of the management and is not part of the staff, but has visited the field 

more than the supervision mission will visit the area. I'm more attached to the 

project and I have more information than these people, so my role is to assist 

these people to come up with valid judgements of whatever they are writing 

about, whether it is a supervision mission or a mid-term review. Sometimes I 

have to tell them that they might be missing one, two or three points that these 

PAMA people didn' t talk about because they were afraid to talk to the 
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supervision team, but there are points that you need to take into account when 

you are writing this report. Or sometimes I tell them that this is a lot more than 

you can expect from PAMA at this stage. You must take into account that 

PAMA is new, there are all sorts of difficulties that the team from PAMA are 

not comfortable enough to talk about. I can tell the supervision team because I 

am not part of PAMA. So this is my role to be in between'. (Il4P16) 

4. Reflecting on and learning from activities to advance human development 

In this category, the focus is on the intrinsic benefits of experiencing the development 

program, but also on the benefits to the community and how it might be transformed through 

the intervention. The experience is explained as a transformative phenomenon. It provides a 

space for experimenting, reflecting, learning and doing. The activity is seen as an opportunity 

to improve the various approaches to development through reflection and experimentation 

with the various components. Stakeholders in this category have an intimate understanding of 

the many characteristics of development aid and understand the features of the various 

categories of description that sit below it in the hierarchy. It is characterised by the following 

features. 

A development intervention is about learning, reflecting and tramforming. The 

development intervention is experienced through the transformation of 

stakeholders and advances in human development. This might include 

advancing individual skills, improving knowledge, increasing understanding of 

opportunities, assisting recipient communities, developing constructive links 

between stakeholders, using outcomes for improved practice, or any 

combination of the above. The intervention and its success is not measured by 

defined outcomes, but by an understanding of the changes and transformations 

that follow the engagement. Stakeholders may learn something from the 

experience even if in eve1y other respect the development initiative is judged as 

unsuccessful,· the stakeholder may still feel the engagement has made a useful 

contribution to human development. 

Respondents see ' development as learning' and do not separate the project outcomes from 

community and individual transformations. Change is a necessary part of the development 
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experience and needs to be considered carefully to ensure that individuals and communities 

benefit from interventions. The development experience is perceived as another way to apply 

what we know and learn from what we see. Stakeholders see the process as endless and 

beyond the parameters of the activities ' descriptions. There is not one problem and one 

answer, but many problems and endless opportunities. The experience represents a small part 

of a complex and dynamic system: 

'And we've now spoken to three administrators and they said very consistently 

the same thing. Number one, we didn't understand what the project was all 

about, and in brackets what they don't say is but we were attracted by the roads 

so we kept our attention. That's the bait, that's the 'goodies' giveaway. 

Number two, we learned a new process of participatory planning, and number 

three, and we're applying it to water, and this and that and all the other public 

services as well, because we think it's great, not only with roads, which will 

continue afterwards, but other sectors which will continue to be reformed after 

the PAMA people have left. So the main thrust of the project has continued to 

be successful in activating new ways of doing things'. (16P8) 

The respondents in this category expanded beyond the project and talked about how their 

engagement with the phenomenon has improved their understanding of how and why things 

work in development. They talked of learning through the phenomenon, and emphasised how 

PAMA encouraged them to take risks they would not have embraced before. 

'Now, having done that, having fonned the basis now we can afford to be really 

quite risky and entrepreneurial and even risk IF AD money or rather it's not 

IFAD money, it's government's money, but we would urge government to risk 

the money that it's borrowed from IF AD in certain respects because they've got 

that solid base. So there are things involved with the program that are risky, you 

know; you can't say you must never take a risk, but you can't say you've got to 

be very, very risky to achieve things; you've got to say these kinds of things in 

this particular aspect we will take risks, in this particular aspect we will not take 

risks. And forming farmer associations where you don't take risks but then 

linking that association or group of associations or a whole district or even a 
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province of associations with a big entrepreneur who exports sesame or makes 

animal feed out of the product or something, you can take risks there ' . (16P21) 

'And besides that we expect that these components will also work on an 

exploratory basis, looking at more areas where they can supply equipment. For 

example, I'm looking for drying of mangoes, I'm talking about oil processing. 

In Marupa, there has been a very good example of a small company already 

processing sunflower oil and what you find is that they are looking for more 

inputs in terms of sunflower seeds, but they are still finding ways to get more 

and more and more'. (I7P21) 

Respondents in this category used the initiative to reflect on how things are done and to refine 

the application of design. The very nature of reflection and discussion encouraged them to try 

different things and see how things change: 

' A lot of understanding really about farming and I think it's a valuable 

experience for us to deal with a project like this. We are seeing a new kind of 

integrated project. These were not positive in the past and now they are 

emerging again because they are flexible'. (I3P158) 

With Category 4, the expe1ience of the development intervention is beyond the self. In 

addition to an awareness of the intervention as involving change in stakeholder livelihoods 

and relationships, there is now a focus on development as a contribution to change in the 

larger development community. The comments go beyond the parameters of the project and 

incorporate a sense of development more generally. Stakeholders saw their experience going 

beyond the time and resource-bound constraints of the current program to where there is a 

more diverse, long-term impact on their lives and those around them. To illustrate: 

' So I think that there are two things that are central to the PAMA program. The 

direct impact of investment in farmer groups and capacity building of traders, 

and building roads and these things we have done. But I think even more 

important is better approaches to how these things are done, which has happened 

because of constant reflection throughout the process, every six months, every 
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year or whatever. In effect it is about asking ourselves how you can be effective 

and then acting on this even if it means wholesale change'. (130P8) 

'But from the point of view that here we are training ·he contractors, I have 

always argued that one of the best ways of training people is to give them a job. 

Get them just doing the work. It doesn't matter too much at the early stage 

whether their doing it one hundred per cent right or not. You're probably doing 

good with them anyway and what they are doing is learning and if you give 

them the right environment to build that experience then you start to tighten up 

on the things that are important through training about road building. So that 

kind of thing we provide a lot of the technical expertise for the contractors to 

learn and understand what is being expected of them'. (125P20) 

In Category 4, respondents were self-critical, reflective and considerate. They were not 

interested in development as a process, but were interested in how initiatives could make a 

difference. The focus was on an iterative cycle of learning where, over time, change emerged. 

This is illustrated in the following. 

'Yeah, I think IF AD is different from other institutions that I work with, like the 

EU, and other programs, other funding agencies. They are innovative and 

prepared to take risks. But what is missing, in my view, in IFAD, is a closer 

follow-up on their side. They need to think more about their roles and to use the 

experiences they have to change and improve. This annual vision of regional 

implementation workshops happen once a year, but that's not enough. That's a 

good opportunity to bring change but there needs to be constant communication 

and systems which enable experience to be shared' . (II 1P33) 

'Having said that, over time I think we began to come around to the project and 

he found his feet. I think it took management at different levels a long time to 

realise what IF AD was trying to do. We were a little stuck in our system and had 

to re-learn some of our strategies. This has been good and bad, but certainly a 

steep learning curve'. (112P33) 
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5.2 Relationships between the categories - themes of expanding awareness 

5.2.1 The process for identifying the themes of expanding awareness 

The categories of description outlined above deal with the referential aspects of how 

respondents engaged with the development intervention, that is, the individual's perceptions 

of development. The categories of description describe the different ways of experiencing the 

phenomenon as perceived by respondents. They are based on the interviewees' responses and 

represent the collective range of meanings that make up the outcome space. 

Taking things a step further, phenomenography seeks to deal with the complexity of data by 

also describing the structural relationships between categories. This focus on structural 

relationships looks at the variation in meaning holistically and hierarchically, that is, looking 

for 'themes of expanding awareness' , where each dimension of variation within a thematic 

grouping was seen as constituting a different level of increasing breadth of awareness along 

that theme. They are structural relationships in that they articulate the variation in the 

respondent's understanding of the given phenomenon, indicating more or less internally 

related aspects of the experience of engaging with a development activity. These are 

hierarchically linked as the respondent's experience of the development activity increases in 

complexity as they move across the aspects of variation. Each additional category of 

description is seen as representing awareness of an increasing number of aspects of 

experiencing the development a tivity. The themes of expanding awareness highlight a 

greater understanding of the complexity and intricacy of engaging with a development 

activity. 

The structural elements outlined in Table 5.2 represent the outcome space that illustrates the 

range of more and less complete ways of experiencing the development project as a 

'phenomenon'. Understanding the outcome space is significant to understanding how 

development aid interventions car: impact the lives of those they are intended for and those 

involved in their delivery. This is what Akerlind (2002) describes as expanding the range of 

the phenomenographic engagement: "What we are considering when we talk about better or 

worse outcomes is more or less complete outcome spaces, not right or wrong outcome 

spaces". The outcome space does :10t infer a 'correct' approach to take, merely one that 

draws on a much broader range of ways to engage" (Akerlind 2002). 
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The hierarchy that came to define the themes of expanding awareness emerged through a 

process of repetitive transcript categorisation. The transcripts were marked up with the 

various category descriptions and clustered according to empirical evidence of hierarchical 

inclusiveness. That is, likely orderings were drawn from the content of the transcripts where 

there was evidence that multiple categories were present in certain responses and the 

'completeness ' of the experience showed through in these responses. The empirical 

confirmation required that amongst these orderings, transcripts illustrating 'completeness ' 

had to show some reference to aspects of the phenomenon evident in categories lower in the 

hierarchy, but not vice versa. 

Comments were clustered into groups matching the categories of description and themes 

were identified from these clusters. The focus was on finding the features that characterised 

the way in which individuals looked at and engaged with the phenomenon. Initial groupings 

included: personal expectations and understanding; planning and experimenting; and 

community changes and transformations. These themes captured much of the variation, but 

there was a blurring of lines where many comments fell. The themes were opened up to be 

more inclusive with a focus on perception, process and potential. These were more limiting 

and matched the hierarchy of how respondents engaged with the intervention. 

The themes were drawn from an expanding awareness of what the experience entailed, and 

evidence is represented through the potential for variation in that aspect of the phenomenon. 

The representation of various categories became inter-related with logical evidence that could 

be attributed to the various themes, where each of the hierarchical levels is comprised of a 

different set of acknowledged interactions. The themes of expanding awareness represent the 

inclusive nature of the relationships (or the similar foci) between categories. They highlight 

how the way of experiencing a development intervention represented by categories higher in 

the proposed hierarchy of expanding awareness necessarily includes aspects of the way of 

experiencing represented by categories lower in the hierarchy. To reach a point of 

'completeness' in the development engagement requires a set of building blocks and 

connections that are the inclusive aspects of the transcript data. 
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5.2.2 Themes of expanding awareness 

The categories of description described above are characterised along the following three 

themes of expanding awareness, and can be linked to the various ways of experiencing a 

development activity in Table 5.2: 

1. Nature of the activity (what the activity is about) - where the activity has a varied 

focus on seeking advantage for relevant stakeholders (Category 1 ); solving key 

problems or dilemmas within the relevant target groups (categories 2 and 3); and 

experiencing or working towards societal transformation and change (Category 4). 

This variation represents an increasing role and impact for the activity, from a 

confined opportunity centred on individuals (seeking advantage), expanding to 

include a way to address personal and community issues (solving problems), and then 

to a focus that goes beyond the project to include societal change (societal 

transformation). 

2. Development process (how people respond to the engagement) -- where there is a shift 

between the categories from inward focused operational concerns to outward focused 

learning itttentions. The first two categories confine the respondent's experience to 

internal machinations where they are maldng the project work (Category 1) or making 

the project better (Category 2). These themes are utilitarian and functional, and focus 

on the discrete nature of development interventions. Categories 3 and 4 are more 

outward focused and see development extend beyond the confines of the project. 

Category 3 seeks to extend the project parameters to share the experiences of the 

intervention and apply thinking to other areas. Category 4 highlights the role of 

learning through the project and sharing this experience in other ways, in other areas 

and for other purposes. The theme here is about how widely the development process 

can affect and change the individuals and the conununities in which the intervention 

takes place. 

3. Potential for change (wh people engage) - with a focus on individual benefit and 

using the experience of the intervention for personal ends, to development as a shared 

experience where there i a mix of stakeholders and relationships interacting with the 

project components. Category 4 is a mix of the two, where the experience involves 
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individual reflection that changes the individual. There is also community 

transformation, where the potential for change is reliant on seeing the possible impact 

of the intervention. These responses identify both the real and possible transformative 

effects of the development intervention and illustrate the importance of sharing 

development insights. 

The three themes of expanding awareness have an inclusive hierarchical relationship. That is, 

the experience of a development intervention represented by the later categories (i.e. highcr 

in the hierarchy) includes awareness of aspects of the experience represented by earlier 

categories (i.e. those lower in the hierarchy). The inclusion of these aspects may not 

constitute the primary focus of the experience, but there is evidence that they are embedded 

in their responses. The categories illustrate a hierarchy where there is increasing complexity 

in the awareness and understanding of a development intervention. Each additional category 

of description is seen as representing awareness of an increasing number of aspects of 

engaging with the development intervention, and illustrates an interplay between the various 

ways that the respondents experience the phenomenon. The expanding awareness or 

'completeness ' of the experience is reflected through seeing the intervention as more than the 

project design and beyond the 'time bound' constraints typically attached to a development 

initiative. The less complete experiences focus on: ways to exploit the mechanistic 

development intervention; where the priorities are on efficiency and effectiveness; and where 

the interests of the individual are paramount. The more complete experiences of a 

development intervention focus on: the way to transform communities; where the 

intervention is about learning through program activities; and where there is both shared and 

individual benefit. 
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Categories of description 
Themes of 1. Expectations 2. Skills and 3. Relationships 4. Reflection 
expanding and resources services and knowledge and learning 
awareness 
Nature of the Seeking Solving Solving Community 
activity advantage problems problems transformation 
Development Making the Making the Extending the Leaming 
process project work project better project through the 

parameters project 
Potential for Individual Shared benefit Shared benefit Individual and 
change effect shared benefit 
Table 5.2 -Phenomenographic Outcome Space 

5.3 Evidence of the themes of expanding awareness 

A collection of excerpts are presented below to illustrate how the way of experiencing a 

development intervention is represented by a cumulative set of characteristics that reflect the 

hierarchy of expanding awareness. These quotes should give a sense of how various 

responses provide evidence of inclusiveness from the many examples present in the 

transcripts. Italics are used to illustrate where the response refers to the focus of the previous 

category, thus identifying each step in the hierarchy of 'completeness ' . 

1. Exploiting program resources to satisfy expectations 

'The positive is that I can see the development compared to the way I used to 

live. Now my business is improving. Before I could not get enough money to 

buy all the things I can sell. Now I have a little more money to buy more things 

and the people are happy I can sell to them all the time .. . the PAMA is also 

good for the farmers, but I don' t know too much about this. I know the farmers 

are making more money at the markets, which has been good. This affects me as 

a trader as they have more money'. (I27P10) 

'My particular involvement is very administrative really. It ' s making sure 

Emerson is there, is happy, it is creating the environment around Emerson that 

allows him to do his job. We don ' t have very large technical input into the 

project. Ours is a very small component. From a financial perspective, we can't 

afford to put too much time into it because we are not paid for it and it's a very 

thin margin on the whole thing and I don ' t think we're being asked to provide 

130 



that ... in that chunk of short-term money, it was a process of making sure that 

the money was sensibly used, not just saying that the original idea was for 

management inputs and M&E support, but what we discussed ... was that the 

best use of that money was to provide this person for the mission process. I was 

pleased that this process was sensibly done '. (131 P6) 

2. Delivering and developing skills and services to improve livelihoods 

' It provided the necessary support for Niassa farmers to be part of trading and 

markets. It has a lot of different parts that can help us in reaching markets for 

our goods and in allowing us to get some inp uts to increase the production we 

have. Too much in the past there has been no buyers for our crops. PAMA has 

made this viable with new roads, some training for crops and some credit from 

GAPI to get us inputs for our farms. PAMA showed us how we can work better. 

It also made us learn the important things to bring in money for our families. We 

know what the traders are asking for and we know what the prices are. We get 

the prices from the radio and we know when to sell. There is now more support 

for the association, because people see it can do something. It has given us new 

roads'. (I20P3) 

' In my opinion the important thing is that PAMA has developed actions that will 

have continuity .. . The rural economy is extremely weak. PAMA is creating 

conditions to improve this economy and the population of the rural areas is who 

will benefit from it, the peasants. They are getting the possibility to improve 

their professional skills, sell and market produce and, also, to sell better. The 

program is enabling in lots of ways because it tries to make people aware of how 

things can be done better. The producers are being given the facilities and 

access to credit, roads to transport their produce, information, and all these 

facilities will help them to develop their activities' . (I5P32) 

3. Building relationships and sharing knowledge to improve development practice 

'This project is doing very well here in Lurio. We have our centres and there is 

always a meeting of the GRAF, and the farmers come and participate in 
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discussions around the next steps. In fact , we have learnt a lot from the farmers 

about what they can do and where there is some opportunity. They have helped 

us with the tobacco companies and in dealing with the traders from Cuamba. We 

participate in these meetings and provide some advice on what we are looking 

for and what we can do to help producers' . (I28Pl2) 

' One has a quite progressive relationship with what we are doing, which is 

looking at rural level roads - agricultural roads. So they are helping to get a 

better transport network in the district ... we also are financing roads, so we are 

trying to work together. Not all the roads are built under this system, some are 

made by contractors ' organisations ... The other part of the work of PAMA 

here is the work they are making with CL USA, the associations . .. and that 

work with some of the businesses has a relationship here .. . they are also 

working to make large associations for improving the marketing of farmer 

groups '. (I24P2) 

4. Reflecting on and learning from activities to advance human development 

'So, flexibility is very important, when you consider that from the project 

appraisal, project design, and implementation is no more than a small part of the 

overall scheme of change ... This flexibility gives us room to conceptualise, 

redesign, refine, refine implementation strategies, refine the components, 

outputs, inputs and outputs, and that was very important for the stage we 

achieved so far. IF AD has made a design that allows for change, adaptation and 

learning to occur within the project ... an important element of this project 

design is the process starts by how you plan. It means that a period of 

interaction with the main stakeholders and shareholders was possible, and that 

allowed us to pass the message around and get a better understanding/ram the 

stakeholders what PAMA is about and what it should be about, and for us 

implementers, managers of the project who have a better understanding of the 

enviromnent, and adapt the project for that. So the longer exercise is a key, in 

my view, a key phase of the local needs assessment of the exercise ' . (Il 1P13) 

' You can ' t, you must not chase numbers when you are creating an association, 
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you must always chase quality, and that's what they've done. Now, having done 

that, having formed the basis now we can afford to be really quite risky and 

entrepreneurial ... there are things involved with the program that are risky you 

know, you can't say you must never take a risk, but you can't say you've got to 

be very, very risky to achieve things; you've got to say these kinds of things in 

this particular aspect we will take risks, in this particular aspect we will not take 

risks. And forming farmer associations where you don't take risks but then 

linking that association or group of associations or a whole district or even a 

province of associations with a big entrepreneur who exports sesame or makes 

animal feed out of the product or something, you can take risks there. You have 

to because there are very few producers ... They got involved in all kinds of 

things which I don't think they should have got involved with like rural finance 

and rural processing but it's putting people in touch. It 's putting producers in 

touch with the sellers and the only way they can do that is through producers ' 

associations, because the quantities just don' t justify the trucks. By going 

through these steps they are also finding out just how the system works in these 

areas' . (I6P21) 

The excerpts highlight the different aspects of awareness and illustrate the inclusive nature of 

responses. They are only a sample of responses where the hierarchy is represented in a small 

number of sentences. However, the excerpts portray the critical aspects of different ways of 

experiencing the same phenomenon and the structural relationships that characterise these 

variations. The structural differences are useful in clustering the various categories into 

groups that relate to the efficiency and effectiveness of a development intervention (Category 

1), the efficacy or credibility of the intervention (categories 2 & 3), and the transformative 

(Category 4). They are also useful in defining the boundaries of an intervention from the 

internal, time-bound logframe focus (categories 1 & 2) to the external learning and sharing 

development intervention that has the potential for widespread change (categories 3 & 4 ). 

These structural elements are important in highlighting the impact of development activities 

and are a necessary part of understanding how the design of interventions can be more 

successful. 

In this chapter, I have used phenomenography to highlight the various ways stakeholders 

have experienced PAMA. The analysis has illustrated the more and less complete experiences 
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of a development initiative, and highlights the importance of development being more than 

the sum of its parts. The most complete experience of development is found where 

stakeholders see human experience and improvement as the basis for how they engage with a 

given development activity. For these stakeholders, development is expansive and engaging 

and provides an opportunity for learning and improvement. It exists within the parameters of 

the initiative, but it goes beyond simply satisfying the goals of a given design. What this 

means for development more generally will be addressed in the following chapter where the 

phenomenographic analysis is measured against the standard evaluation process carried out 

by the program's instituting agency. 
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6. Discussion - How phenomenography differs from 
standard evaluation approaches 

In Chapter 5, I presented the findings from a phenomenographic analysis of the PAMA 

project. This analysis identified several differences in how stakeholders conceive of and 

relate to development interventions. It also presented a description of the key aspects of 

variation and themes of expanding awareness evident in the interview transcripts. In this 

chapter, I will compare these findings with those of standard evaluation reports prepared by 

the project team for IFAD. The intention is not to present phenomenographic findings as a 

more complete or 'better' way to undertake monitoring and evaluation. Rather, it is for the 

purpose of illustrating the importance of expanding the scope of how we view development 

aid. As I outlined in Chapter 3, there are many different ways of undertaking research and 

review of development aid interventions using qualitative and quantitative approaches. These 

approaches have strengths and weaknesses that determine how and when they are most 

appropriately used to inform the development process. However, few of these methodologies 

radically depart from the design, implement and review process favoured by existing 

development models. In this chapter, I argue that phenomenography offers an opportunity to 

think differently about delivering development aid. This is where new methodological 

approaches can add the greatest value, by finding new ways to address the messy and 'wicked 

problems' evident in the sector. 

The comparison presented in this chapter is intended to expose areas and features of aid 

interventions that standard evaluations miss. It will highlight how the application of new 

methodological approaches helps in identifying unintended consequences and features of 

development aid that are often overlooked in standard assessments. I argue that a new 

development model offers us an opportunity to change what occurs in the design, operation 

and review stages of development interventions. By using methodologies that have the 

capacity to reveal the range of different ways stakeholders engage with development, 

programs are more likely to formulate realistic goals that are built around people, 

partnerships and mutual understanding. This increases the commitment to learning outcomes 

and recognises shared knowledge as a valued goal for development assistance. 
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The chapter begins with an overview of existing monitoring and evaluation practice. I look 

briefly at the role of M&E in contemporary development programs and argue that the current 

framework sits too firmly within the constraints of the existing development system to ensure 

significant learning benefits. This overview is followed by a description of how M&E has 

been used in the assessment of PAMA. I clarify whether PAMA practices are typical of this 

type of program and I explore the particular performance angle that the review teams take. 

The objectives and targets outlined in the IF AD design documents are outlined and compared 

to the perceptions of stakeholders found in the phenomenographic analysis. Understanding 

what a donor is attempting to take on is fundamental to the expectations that will be built 

around a particular intervention. 

I then look in detail at the PAMA Mid Term Review (MTR) and the PAMA Programme 

Completion Report (PCR) findings and examine how they present the achievements of the 

initiative over its seven year history. This is followed by a discussion of the implications of 

taking a traditional evaluative approach to program M&E and what this means for how the 

intervention is perceived and received. The discussion looks at how program achievements 

are presented, how the reports deal with and present the complexity of the intervention, who 

is the audience for the reviews how the reports are used, and what responses are recorded. 

My review is intended to highlight how the M&E cycJe has been used in the delivery of 

PAMA and to illustrate what difference (if any) it makes to the influence of the intervention. 

Following the review of the fonnal evaluation documents and their findings, I look at what 

the phenomenographic analysis tells us about PAMA. I argue that there are important insights 

illustrated in the transcripts that are not evident in the standard evaluation reports. These 

insights tell us a lot about the complex issues inherent in development interventions and 

include: the unintended consequences of PAMA; the peripheral features of the program; the 

relational aspects; and the learning achievements (if any) that PAMA has influenced. These 

elements will be explored with reference to the interviews. 

The comparison of the different review processes is followed by an explanation of where the 

different findings leave us in regard to thinking about a different development approach. In 

Chapter 3, I argued that 'wicked problems ' need to be tackled by acknowledging their 

inherent complexity, reflecting on possible approaches and solutions, and applying an 

emergent philosophy that encoJrages participation and incremental progress rather than 
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radical change. I explored how a discordant pluralist approach can situate this new way of 

delivering development aid and then used phenomenography to highlight how learning and 

reflection can encourage emergent change in recipient communities. I argue that 

phenomenographic analysis shines a beacon on how we can begin to see development 

differently. The methodology does not provide an answer to the effective delivery of 

development aid, but it does encourage us to value a diverse range of ways stakeholders can 

and do engage in development practice. Many of the existing M&E approaches have a 

particular way of viewing the success of development aid. I argue that this limits the process. 

There are a range of learning approaches that encourage different ways of thinking about 

development. I present an example of one of these approaches and suggest ways it might 

support an alternative way of approaching development practice. There needs to be a way to 

step outside the current model to expose different questions and find other ways of looking at 

Gregory's (1 996) 'constellation' of development aid options. 

Finally, the chapter examines the practical ways phenomenography can change the way 

development aid is undertaken. I believe that phenomenography exposes the surprises and 

unintended consequences of development interventions and convincingly supports their 

relevance through an articulation of clear learning benefits. These findings justify my 

argument that learning outcomes should be an accountability measure for how we judge the 

success of development interventions. Only then will donors begin to look differently at 

design, at evaluation, at program delivery and at what development success might look like. 

Discordant pluralism argues that a system needs to be viewed from multiple perspectives to 

see or sense things. The activity and variation that phenomenography identifies is a useful 

way of exposing these perspectives. I argue that moving to a different way of delivering 

development aid requires a system where learning is fundamental to improving the way 

donor funds are used. Development is not a linear process, but is an interplay of parts of a 

dynamic and complex system. To address the challenges of this system requires new ways of 

working that are attuned to the broad range of demands, requirements and expectations of 

stakeholders. I believe that using an alternative methodology such as phenomenography 

offers a way of meeting this challenge. 
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6.1 Monitoring and evaluation 

Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) came into common usage in the development aid industry 

in the 1980s in response to the growing demands from donors for greater accountability of 

donor funds (Crawford 2004). Since then it has become an integral part of development 

practice and is required by most development aid donors. There is general agreement that 

M&E is important to the successful sharing of development aid information (Riddell 2007). 

The consensus is that the supply of relevant, accurate and timely information to ensure 

satisfactory results for a variety of stakeholders is a high priority. Beyond this, the waters 

become murky. Different agencies hold diverse opinion on how to operationalise the ideals of 

M&E and there is vigorous debate about how best to go about it (see Crawford and Bryce 

2002; Crooke and Australian Council for Overseas Aid. 2003 ; Ellerman 2006; Nagao 2006; 

Patton 2006; Easterly 2008). 

M&E has various definitions that have made their way into the development lexicon. In the 

IFAD (2002) M&E operational manual, there is no absolute distinction between 'monitoring' 

and 'evaluation' as the two are seen to overlap and are part of what is called the 'systematic 

participatory learning process'. Because each is said to inform the other, they are considered 

part of the same instrumental process. Others in the industry differentiate between the two, 

insisting that, while each informs the other, they are discrete actions with discrete rules 

(Rihani 2002). Crawford (2004) explores the ambiguity of these various ideas and presents 

the following table to illustrate how M&E is perceived in the development aid context. 
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Internal focus on management needs 

Concerned with efficiency 

Structured top-down methods (positivist) 

Regularly scheduled reporting processes 

Emphasis on decision-making and accountability 

Asks "are we doing the thing righf'? 

Absolutist view ("are we doing what we said we 
would?") 

Project team accountable to project management 

Monitoring information system provides important 
in red ient for evaluations 

Attempts to measure inputs, activities & outputs 

External focus on stakeholder needs 

Concerned with effectiveness 

Participatory bottom-up methods (interpretive) 

Periodically scheduled investigative processes 

Emphasis on organisational learning and 
accountability 

Asks "are we doing the right thing'? 

Philosophical view ("is what we're doing actually 
worth doin ?") 

Project management accountable to stakeholders -
beneficiaries and donors 

Primary "clients" are external (i.e. donor, 
beneficiaries, host ovemment 

Attempts to measure effects and impact 

Table 6.1 : A summary of the conventional differentiation between monitoring and evaluation (Crawford 2004) 

In this research, M&E is presented as a component of management. It is a framework for the 

collection and dissemination of infornrntion that promotes desired organisational outcomes. 

Within this management domain, it represents a range of things from an audit of program 

indicators through to a mechanism for learning. The PAMA program is made up of a 

collection of components that are designed to work together to make a contribution to 

development in northern Mozambique. How these various components intersect, interact and 

influence each other is complex and the program' s evaluations seek to illustrate and highlight 

what these relationships are and how they influence the impact of the program. In this sense, 

PAMA M&E is a management process that seeks to maximise the efficiency and impact of 

the program. The process of evaluation is defined in these managerial terms in the MTR and 

PCR. While the organisation encourages a 'systematic participatory learning process', the 

reports are largely limited to reporting on accountabilities and produced for the donor 

audience22
. This contradiction sits at the heart of why the evaluation cycle rarely engages 

with a learning agenda. The focus on measuring the components of the logframe and the 

associated indicators of achievement gets in the way of pursuing a learning approach as part 

of the review cycle. 

22 This is evident in the Terms of Reference for each of the reports where the emphasis is on program 
accountabilities. See the fo llowing sections for the specific objectives of each report. 
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6.2 Monitoring and evaluating PAMA 

In the following section, I explore how M&E has been applied and used in the assessment of 

PAMA and contrast this with what phenomenography seeks to achieve. I examine the 

different things being measured by the different approaches and ask whether these 

approaches are typical of the development industry more broadly. I will also investigate how 

the evaluation conclusions are used more broadly to inform, educate or change development 

practice. 

Like many multilateral donors, IFAD is committed to finding solutions to poverty. IF AD's 

strategic framework sets out its goal of 'working towards enabling the rural poor to overcome 

their poverty by fostering economic and social development, gender equity, income 

generation, improved nutritional status, environmental sustainability and good governance' 

(IF AD 2006). This commitment carries through to their designs, where the emphasis is on 

'increasing access to assets crucial for broad-based growth and poverty reduction'. In the 

formulation of the design for PAMA, these priorities were matched to IFAD's (2002) 

Regional Strategy Paper for Eastern and Southern Africa that identified three pillars to its 

program: building the capacity of the rural poor and their organisations; improving equitable 

access to productive natural resources and technology; and increasing access to financial 

assets and markets. The objective of PAMA was similar to that of other IFAD programs 

being established in southern Africa in 2000. That is, smallholders were to 'operate within a 

more efficient market environment where they would enjoy sustained increases in 

profitability' (IF AD 2006). The process was to entail a portfolio of different instmments to 

achieve success based on the unique context of each program. The central premise of the 

proposal was to ensure 'integration of activities along the whole market chain' (IFAD 2000). 

The designs were broadly seen as 'innovative', 'holistic' and 'market driven'. The programs 

were intended to be broad in scope, and focused on establishing the preconditions and correct 

enabling environment for private sector inputs. Importantly, they were based on principles 

that accepted private sector business activity as the main mechanism for reducing poverty. 

This meant only limited investment in government implementation, public sector planning 

and the provision of infrastructure, vehicles and hardware (IF AD 2006). 

PAMA was developed and delivered through contracted service providers and NGOs 

supported by IF AD. The government of Mozambique supported the enabling environment 
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and the policy reform process (IF AD 2000). The program design was built around these 

principles using a logframe with a related monitoring and evaluation framework. Each of 

these instruments determined the framing and scope of PAMA and both were used in the 

preparation of performance documentation. 

In the PAMA logframe (see Appendix 1), the core development objective is 'to increase 

smallholder incomes and food security and promote broad-based economic growth' (IFAD 

1999). This was to be achieved by increasing the number of smallholder producers marketing 

and buyers purchasing agricultural produce; increasing the share of end-market prices 

obtained by smallholders for their produce; and increasing the total value of smallholder 

produce marketed. These objectives formed the basis for the regular monitoring and 

evaluation of PAMA. The focus on smallholder incomes and market linkages as a basis for 

poverty alleviation was important in setting the parameters for how the program was run, and 

influenced the way the program was measured. To this end, there are three important 

observations to be made about the influence of the PAMA design on M&E practices and the 

formal evaluation processes. 

First, the original logframe was formulated before the approval of PAMA by the IF AD board 

and the government of Mozambique. This meant that the generic IF AD Market Linkage 

Development Program principles outlined earlier were incorporated into the logframe, but 

were not context specific. Thus, the original PAMA documentation, prepared almost three 

years before the program got under way included three pages of ' suggested' indicators (IFAD 

2000) that were not filtered or adjusted for PAMA specific activities. The extensive list of 

possible indicators set the tone for how the process of M&E was conducted, with designated 

services confined by defined metrics. The IF AD design did not make the indicators 

mandatory, but the way they are presented and the quantitative nature of the 

recommendations made it easy for the management team to use these as a way to monitor 

progress. This carried through into the way the evaluations were conducted. 

Second, like many programs, PAMA defined a designated and contained M&E role for the 

management team. A position description was prepared for an M&E expert and they took full 

responsibility for the maintenance of the performance system. In the position description, the 

commitment was that 
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'monitoring will be a regular activity, reported at least quarterly, which measure 

inputs, activities and some outputs to ensure the PSP is being implemented 

according to both the A WPB and government and IF AD implementation 

procedures; and provides managers with the necessary information to take 

remedial action to address any implementation problems and issues' (IF AD 

1999). 

This meant that, while the principles of PAMA were built on ideas of participation and 

community reflection, the M&E process was focused on the design documents and donor 

reporting 'expectations'. This encouraged an adherence to the documented indicators 

presented in early designs and a mechanistic approach to evaluations (see ToR for Mission in 

Appendix VI, IF AD 2005). The opportunity for learning, reflection and broad stakeholder 

participation was limited by the evaluation choices. 

Third, the evaluation process for PAMA remained heavily skewed towards donor-directed 

accountability. The commitment and focus was to the original design documents and IF AD 

expectations. The design acknowledged the importance of learning, explaining that: 

' ... well planned evaluation has the potential to increase learning about the 

appropriateness of activities, effectiveness and efficiency; learning about what 

works in certain situations and what does not; and, learning new ways to address 

old problems' (IFAD 1999). 

But the challenge was encouraging learning in an environment where reporting priorities 

were directed towards predetermined quantitative indicators. Evaluation was to ' assess 

project impact and outcomes, against a baseline measured at the start of project 

implementation' (IFAD 1999) and the critical elements of evaluation were ' specific, 

measurable, achievable and time bound objectives, directed to solving an identified problem, 

with measurable indicators' (IFAD 1999). This meant that any intention to extend the M&E 

approach beyond standard program evaluations was difficult, and the ability to truly measure 

the participatory aspects of the program was constrained. These three aspects of the design 

made the whole notion of broader program evaluation a difficult and sometimes fraught 

process. This becomes evident as we investigate the evaluation reports and their findings . 
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The phenomenographic analysis used in this research takes a very different approach to what 

is being measured. Phenomenography seeks to explore and identify aspects of difference 

between stakeholders in how they perceive and relate to PAMA. Rather than using the 

logframe to determine the parameters of PAMA, phenomenography seeks to look at the 

breadth of ways in which the program (what I refer to as the phenomenon) is experienced. It 

looks at the various stakeholders' perceptions of what PAMA has meant to their lives and 

how they have engaged with its many components. Unlike the logframe, which seeks to work 

on a set of predetermined measures of change, phenomenography is interested in the 

variations and differences in the way stakeholders have experienced change (if at all). These 

are communicated through the transcripts identified in the categories of description, and then 

ordered into a hierarchy and articulated through the themes of expanding awareness. The 

themes reveal the way in which the program has evolved and illustrates the variety of ways 

that stakeholders deal with PAMA activities. By avoiding predetermined indicators, 

phenomenography seeks to explore the full range of ways the program could be assessed. 

In this way, phenomenography seeks to explore the impact of PAMA in an experiential way. 

It uses the categories of description as the explanatory form of how the various stakeholders 

perceive the development program. It is not applying a set of indicators to change. Rather, it 

is identifying stakeholder perceptions of PAMA as a way of measuring the influence of the 

program as a driver of change. Each of my categories of description is associated with having 

discerned some kind of variation in the way individuals engage with the phenomenon. The 

analysis illustrates these perceptions in a hierarchy of ways of experiencing the particular 

phenomenon. The hierarchy is a way of expanding our awareness of what the phenomenon 

(here being the project) can do. The more powerful the awareness the more likely it is to 

encourage different ideas of how the phenomenon can be used, shared and perceived by 

stakeholders. By understanding the broad range of ways stakeholders perceive and relate to 

PAMA activities, donors can choose the appropriate drivers of change to positively influence 

recipient lives. This is quite different from the before-and-after, or cause-and-effect approach 

used in the traditional PAMA evaluations. 

6.3 PAMA and existing M&E approaches 

The PAMA M&E practices were fairly typical of this type of program. Designated 

monitoring requirements were outlined in design documents, and the management team was 
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given clear direction on how monitoring would be undertaken. We see this in the original 

IF AD documents, where the following prescribed expectations are outlined. 

'The contractors and implementing agencies will be the main source of 

monitoring information. They will plan and operate their monitoring systems in 

close consultation with the respective Monitoring Officers, who will ensure 

consistency of the parameters between the activities and provinces' (IF AD 1999). 

This approach is symptomatic of donor agencies ' committing to logframes and performance 

indicators in the early stages of a program. PAMA is no different. The same approach applied 

to their evaluations, with responsibility assigned to Mozambican government officials and the 

program monitoring officer. This meant considerable investment in the collection of data on 

developing markets and marketing arrangements as they affect smallholders based on ' data 

gathered from existing and planned expanded local market information systems' (IF AD 

1999). This arrangement is consistent with M&E approaches for many international 

agencies23
. What was not evident in the approach was how M&E ' findings can be applied 

immediately in proj ect implementation or by the wider PAMA programme in other areas and 

in future years' (IFAD 2000). So while learning was identified as an element of the M&E 

process, there was little indication of how it would be recorded, communicated and shared. 

The focus was on the predicted performance of the design, and how well PAMA performed 

against predetermined indicators. This confined M&E to the three pages of' suggested' 

indicators (see Attachment 1, IF AD 2000) presented in the original design and ensured that 

'success' was measured against poverty reduction resulting from increased access to markets. 

Reports were prepared covering the various components of the logframe and referenced 

against the change evident from baseline surveys. 

The one concession to the participatory nature of the PAMA design was the role of the 

LoNAT (Local Area Needs Assessment Team) and FARG (Focal Area Reference Group) . 

While much of the design was ~ocused on reporting protocols required by donors, the 

inclusion of the LoNAT and FARG sought to build local experience into the iterative 

program cycle. At the local levd, the LoNAT with the support of the Monitoring Officers, 

M&E Design Specialist and the INDER Economist/Planner, was ' responsible for proposing 

23 See AusAID M&E design document AusGUIDE and DFID CSCF monitoring, evaluation and lesson learning 
guidelines where they explicitly referto guidance on logframes, indicators and baselines '. 
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the monitoring and evaluation programme for the focal area' (IF AD 2000). The LoNAT was 

encouraged to prepare regular reviews of existing activities and organise consultation with 

F ARGs to assess program performance. Both groups were also responsible for the 

identification of activities to be implemented in the provincial annual work plan and budget. 

The inclusion of these two groups was an important part of the PAMA design. What was 

missing was an understanding of how the impact and effectiveness of the LoNAT and FARG 

would be measured. As components in the design, they were still measured against the 

standard performance indicators in the logframe. Just how important they may or may not be 

to the success of PAMA was not addressed in any explicit way through the M&E process. 

This is a key factor in why PAMA M&E is little different to most development interventions. 

Evaluation in the traditional form of narrowly measured predetermined outcomes in 

interventions viewed through a simplified cause-and-effect theory of change does not 

encourage learning and social innovation. Patton points out that 'specific findings typically 

have a small window of relevance ... in contrast, learning to think and act evaluatively can 

have an ongoing impact' (Westley, Zimmerman et al. 2006). The PAMA approach is 

confined by the same set ofM&E constraints that limit most development aid interventions: 

they render judgements of success and failure; they measure success against predetermined 

goals; the evaluation design is based on linear cause-and-effect logic models; they aim to 

produce generalisable findings across time and space; they are accountability focused; and 

they engender a fear of failure. In effect, traditional evaluations avoid confronting the 

complexity of development aid. PAMA M&E is searching for the same efficient goal 

attainment, replicability, clarity of causal specificity, and generalisability that Rihani (2002) 

attributed to the 'derivative science' I identified in Chapter 2. I believe these criteria are not 

appropriate in highly volatile environments such as those encountered in delivering 

development aid. In an era of multi pronged, complex and self-determining development 

work, it is no longer feasible to assume prior knowledge about where a design will lead. 

Ellerman (2004) refers to the design process as 'working in the discovered systems at the 

periphery, not bound to the nexus of official policies at the centre'. Patton (2006) is even 

more specific in asking of evaluation: Who's here? What are people experiencing? What are 

they believing and hoping? What is their understanding of community? And what is our 

understanding of all the things we've done? In designing an M&E system bound to traditional 

notions of development practice, I argue that IF AD cannot address the more nuanced aspects 
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of PAMA and struggle to unde;rstand and deal with the things that take place on the 

periphery. 

While the PAMA design is foc:used on reductive and accountable measures of achievement, 

phenomenography seeks to illUlstrate, expand and develop its findings to tell a broader 

performance story. With its bacckground in learning theory, phenomenography highlights the 

differences in how people perc.eive PAMA. The value of its analysis is in the understanding 

of difference and variation (Triigwell 2000). By focusing on difference and variation, 

phenomenography seeks practitcable and informed ways to communicate more effectively to 

account for the ways stakeholdlers perceive the intervention. By understanding the different 

ways stakeholders conceive of and relate to PAMA, we broaden our understanding of the 

systems dynamics, the interdependencies, and the emergent interconnections that Patton 

(2008) argues are necessary for the effective understanding of complex programs. The search 

for difference and variation in PAMA is a process in which knowledge, and how it is 

obtained, is subject to deep revision through attempts to unveil the grounds that give it 

meaning. It seeks to explore different perspectives that have the capacity to enrich our 

consciousness about the phenomenon. This concept is dealt with in some detail in the 

following section where I look at how understanding development complexity can inform 

future practice. 

6.4 Understanding the complexity of a development intervention 

In this next section, I look at the detail of what has been included in the PAMA Mid Term 

Review (MTR), the PAMA Programme Completion Report (PCR) and compare these to the 

phenomenographic analysis from Chapter 6. I examine how each of the reports presents the 

achievements of PAMA over its seven year history. The content review is followed by a 

discussion of the implications of taking a traditional evaluative approach to program M&E 

and what this means for the long-term impact of the intervention. 

6.4.1 The PAMA Mid-Term Review (MTR) 

The PAMA MTR and PCR are recognised by IF AD and the government of Mozambique as 

the indicative measures of the success of PAMA. The project's impact is illustrated in these 

documents, and through them they seek to highlight the influence of PAMA funding on 

targeted recipient communities. Both reports use the original design of PAMA as a way of 

framing where it has been successful and how it has been instituted. The focus of both 
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documents was on 'measuring the impact of project components and activities' (IFAD 2000) 

and being able to report these findings to the key donors. It is this emphasis on accountability 

that I believe prevented a rich transmission of ideas and understanding amongst PAMA 

stakeholders. The following review of both reports will illustrate how this oversight 

diminished the possibilities for learning through review and reflection. 

The MTR was prepared in August 2005 by a team of independent evaluators24 with the main 

objectives being to: consider the project implementation performance; the achievement of the 

project objectives and the constraints thereon; the management performance of the UFP and 

UFPPs; and the continuing relevance of the preparation of PAMA and donor support thereto 

(IF AD 2005). These objectives align with the original design documents of 2000, which 

stipulate that the MTR will assess: implementation progress and impact of project 

components and activities; performance and financial management of the UFP and the UFPP; 

and the continuing relevance of preparation of PAMA and donor support and interest in the 

same (IF AD 2000). The PAMA M&E approach strongly adheres to the original design and 

commits the MTR to providing an overview of how the program has progressed against the 

logframe and to judge whether the premise of the program remains relevant. There is little in 

the documents refen-ing to 'learning about what works in certain situations and what does 

not; and, learning new ways to address old problems' (IF AD 1999). The MTR does not 

endeavour to find the broad range of ways the program is progressing. Rather, it attempts to 

justify the stream of funding, account for the project objectives and measure management 

progress25
. As Mowles et al. (2008) argue of this approach to evaluation, the attempt is to 

'scope the undertaking in terms of "milestones" and "deliverables" having imagined an 

idealised end point'. The PAMA management team talked about ' stage managing the MTR 

process using our contracting consultant and keeping IF AD happy ' 26
. This highlights the 

emphasis on accountability as a review priority over any commitment to learning or change. 

One of the important limitations of the MTR report was the framing of the review approach. 

Interestingly, the report did not include a methodology, nor did it provide an overview of how 

the various judgements in the report were reached. The outline referred to ' observations on 

24 Team included Carlos Costa, Nkululeko Lehta, Paulo Mole, Tom Morrison (see IF ADP AMA Report 2005). 
25 The MTR terms of reference mention the need to identify areas for improvement, but they do not build on the 
principles of formative evaluation to ensure improvement in the latter stages of program delivery. 
26 This comment is drawn from the interview transcripts, but is not numbered due to the anonymity of interview 
data. 
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achievements to date, and their effectiveness and relevance' in addition to 'the constraints to 

the implementation of those achievements or targets not achieved' (IF AD 2005). There was 

also a section on 'recommendations on how best to use the remaining resources to achieve 

the original objectives, if those are still relevant' (IF AD 2005). But there was only a short 

reference to ' lessons learned' and, in a rather unusual aside, these lessons were seen as 'not 

affect[ing] this project, but may be useful for other similar projects in Mozambique and the 

region ' (IFAD 2005). This was particularly strange given that the mid-term review was 

formative and designed to provide direction for the remaining portion of the program. The 

loose definitions in the review and the lack of a clearly articulated approach meant the focus 

remained on identifying program indicators and management efficiencies rather than seeking 

views on how PAMA was understood and used by various stakeholders. 

The disciplined framing of the report around the original logframe meant it relied on the long 

list of trigger indicators as the measures of success (see Attachment 1, IF AD 2000). The 

report emphasised the importance of remaining committed to the plan as ' lapses in the 

approach .. . have led to mistakes which have cost time and money' (IFAD 2005). References 

to program efficiency are regularly used in the report and there was a heavy focus on 

measuring progress against the original PAMA objectives. The report confined itself to 

premeditated concepts of success, confirmed by the design and the logframe that sat behind 

it. There was little mention of peripheral aspects and unintended consequences of the 

program. \Vhile the report acknowledged the courage and patience of the Mozambique 

government to allow the space, time, resources and flexibility for the framework to emerge 

(IF AD 2005), the conclusions were critical of the delays that put it behind the implementation 

schedule. The efficiency theme carried through into criticism of management costs at 33 per 

cent of expenditure, and the rnultilayered structure with ' its sub-contracted consultants 

providing basic project services' (IF AD 2005). On the one hand, the report supported the 

flexibility of the design yet, on the other, it was critical of the limited outputs that resulted. In 

this way, the report rarely strayed from its focus on the efficient roll-out of component 

outputs. Some credit was given to the innovative discussion and flexibility that made its way 

into the PAMA design, but it was undem1ined by criticisms about the efficiency and 

associated costs rather than heing something valued as an important learning tool. 

The MTR focus on efficiency extended to the report ' s judgement on the management team. 

There was regular acknowledlgement of the commitment to the program logframe: 
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' ... the UFP have adhered strictly to the fundamental philosophy of project 

design, market linkage development, and while there may have been some 

delays in physical outputs and expenditure, the quality and direction of activities 

and outputs has been maintained' (IFAD 2005). 

Each of the design components was carefully examined, outputs were noted, expenditures 

listed, and percentage measures were used to illustrate how far along the implementation 

schedule PAMA had progressed. Moreover, there was extensive reference to the efficiency of 

organisation, management and supervision arrangements. These references highlighted the 

success of the contracting model and the partnership arrangements that had been central to 

making parts of the program work: 

' ... UFP's task has been to instil a culture of management and implementation 

by contract. This is immensely difficult, and in Mozambique's rural 

development sector it is actually pioneering. But it is critical for the success of 

PAMA, and goes right to the heart of the PAMA approach and its objective of 

injecting modem business and commercial practices into everyday 

implementation' (IF AD 2005). 

The MTR team attributed the success of the contracting model to ' ... careful preparation of 

terms of reference based on good intelligence ' (IF AD 2005). This reference suggests there 

are examples of learning in the implementation process, but the examples of good practice 

were not referred to as 'adaptive ' or ' iterative ' ways of building on the design. By limiting 

the assessment of PAMA to program outputs, the MTR did not address the social impact of 

the program. It did not identify and explore the learning process that may or may not be 

relevant to PAMA and it presented its conclusions and recommendations as a universal 

illustration of how PAMA had been received by recipient communities. 

There is a strong sense that the PAMA MTR recommendations sit in only the first identified 

category of the phenomenographic analysis presented in Chapter 6. The recommendations 

reflect the MTR's focus on meeting expectations and 'making the project work', rather than 

trying to understand the 'potential for change'. The recommendations were mechanistic and 

included managerial concerns: developing, monitoring and implementation of exit strategies; 
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new contracting requirements; a system of scored eligibility criteria for farmers associations, 

rural traders and agro-processors for greater distribution efficiency; larger company 

arrangements ' ... to spend the budget in the time available ' ; and less experimentation ' ... 

considering the short time available to the end of the project' (IF AD 2005). While the report 

presented a positive view of PAMA, and highlighted some of the important achievements of 

the original design, it limited its findings to where money had been spent. The report was 

about 'sharpening the focus on linkages to overcome operational constraints' (IF AD 2005) 

rather than investigating how PAMA had influenced stakeholder views or contributed to 

transformations in stakeholder communities. Where a phenomenographic approach looks for 

aspects of difference to highlight how PAMA has changed community views, the MTR 

presented managerial recommendations that focused on the efficient distribution of resources. 

This meant the report was limited to the first level of the phenomenographic hierarchy, where 

the efficient allocation and exploitation of resources was the main concern for relevant 

stakeholders. 

6.4.2 The PAMA Programme Completion Report (PCR) 

The Programme Completion Report (PCR) was prepared by the PAMA management team to 

capture 'achievements' registered in the implementation of the program against its outlined 

components. The PCR provided a summary of achievements collected through: a beneficiary 

impact assessment for each component; thematic stakeholder workshops for each component; 

end of component implementation workshops to present results; and a national lessons learnt 

workshop (IFAD 2008). These inputs were intended to provide the necessary overview of the 

program and to satisfy the accountability demands of IF AD, the government of Mozambique 

and other associated stakeholders. 

The rep011 was framed around the key program objective of PAMA: to increase incomes and 

food security of smallholder farmers through: i) increasing the number of producers 

marketing their produce; ii) inc..Teasing the number of buyers purchasing produce; iii) and 

increasing the level and share of end prices accruing to farmers. It identified 175,000 

smallholder households as constituted 'beneficiaries ' (IF AD 2008). Significantly, no direct 

reference was made in the report to poverty reduction, a typical goal in most rural programs. 

It confined itself to a focus on how the program performed in developing markets and 

advancing commercial opportunities for targeted communities. It is left to the reader to 
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discern whether these opportunities had any impact on poverty in targeted regions, stipulated 

as a goal in the original design. 

The PAMA design set out to test interventions aimed at promoting smallholder farmers' 

access to markets. This moved away from the market linkage intentions of the original 

PAMA design, due in part to limited donor support for complex cooperative programs and to 

a shift in Mozambique government priorities towards market infrastructure support (IF AD 

2005). The design comprised a range of components directed towards stimulating market 

activity and were managed by focal area resource groups (FAR Gs), which were responsible 

for approving focal area plans and monitoring agreed activities. Importantly, the design was 

about 'learning from doing' (IF AD 2000), so the evaluation needed to look at how effectively 

this approach worked and to assess the impact it had on recipient communities. The range of 

ways the management team sought to report on the impact of PAMA was broader than the 

MTR. The various review approaches offered considerable opportunity to look at how things 

had changed and what had been learnt. In the following paragraphs, I look at how these 

results were reported and argue that the PCR again illustrated the very limited scope of the 

review process for PAMA. 

Like the MTR, the PCR focused heavily on management and performance against designated 

targets. The original PAMA design was predicated on ideas of flexibility, responsiveness and 

experimentation, but there was little explicit reference to these concepts in the final PCR 

documentation. The report referred to the FAR Gs as an example of this flexibility and 

responsiveness, but their relevance is questioned due to the required investment of time and 

resources to make them work (IFAD 2008). Interestingly, the report suggested the broad 

makeup of these groups be revised in future designs to avoid delays in work plans. The 

suggestion was to replace these groups with district consultative mechanisms linked to 

existing government systems. This might make sense from an efficiency standpoint, but it 

challenges the findings of the phenomenographic analysis, which found the FARGs were 

fundamental to community ownership of PAMA and an 'empowering' form of stakeholder 

participation. The PCR found the consultative and learning process at the heart of the FAR Gs 

to be a distraction to the roll-out of PAMA activities, ' ... particularly at the provincial level, 

meetings were not held regularly and it may have been better to fit in with regular 

government consultations ' (IFAD 2008). In the PCR, the FARGs were presented as a 

diversion from the core business of delivering the prescribed development program. Yet it 
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was this very engagement that proved central to the third category of description outlined in 

the phenomenographic analysis , building relationships and sharing knowledge to improve 

development practice. Like the PAMA MTR, the reporting process for the PCR was captured 

by notions of efficiency and placed outputs ahead of the important peripheral outcomes that 

sat behind this new type of development intervention. 

References to qualitative measures of achievement in the PCR are more evident than the 

limited references made in the MTR. Formal impact assessments were conducted and the 

findings are presented as useful evidence of the success of PAMA. The report identified that 

the majority (95%) ofrespondents indicated that the project was important to their lives 

(IF AD 2008). Significantly, though, this part of the PCR was conducted in 2005 and it did 

not articulate why the project was important or how the assessment was conducted. It made 

only a cursory reference to the other findings in the survey and then returned to commentary 

on the institutional arrangements of winding the program up. Much like the MTR, the PCR 

was more comfortable in communicating success against the logframe than it was in 

illustrating the changes that were evident as a consequence of PAMA. The report was quick 

to compare its own outputs with those of other development initiatives: ' ... most project 

activities were implemented within planned budgets and at costs that are either comparable or 

below those of similar progrnmmes being implemented in the country' (IF AD 2008). It also 

provided cost comparisons, benchmarking the program against road prices in other donor 

programs (CL USA Rural Group Enterprise Development Program - see IF AD 2008). This 

focus on efficiency meant the report contained long lists of key outputs including plans, 

consultations and strategies (!FAD 2008). There was no real explanation of what these 

outputs were for, no outline of how they were used, nor an articulation of why they had been 

important. 

The PCR was laden with references to the speed of progress. The numerous delays brought 

on by weak assumptions in the design were highly criticised (IF AD 2008). Yet these 

criticisms did not reference the foundational work that sat behind the program. There was no 

explanation of how important the design/implement nature of PAMA was to the way it was 

perceived in the community, and there was only limited discussion of why the slow progress 

often led to positive outc1omes. In the phenomenographic analysis, the themes of expanding 

awareness are built around a sense of change and reflection. The learning inherent in the 

higher categories of development perceptions was closely matched to the long lead times on 
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how PAMA evolved, changed and improved throughout its implementation cycle. As I 

outlined in Chapter 6, the numerous responses of stakeholders regularly referred to the 

commitment of PAMA to long-term impacts and iterative change. The PCR acknowledged 

some of these strengths27
, but was quick to define success by the speed with which change 

occurred. The report was critical of the very nature of the PAMA design as the team was 

partly hampered by the 'time consuming approach to focal area planning ... and the need to 

redesign some of the proposed interventions' (IF AD 2008). So, while the participatory 

planning and complimentary processes are praised for correctly identifying the core problems 

to be addressed by PAMA, the report denigrated the iterative nature of the program, arguing 

that 'planning should have been organised in a manner that allowed the release of results to 

feed the implementation process as further planning takes place' (IFAD 2008). Interestingly, 

the phenomenographic analysis found that it was the planning cycle that ensured continuous 

learning and that fostered key relationships important to the perceived success of PAMA. In 

the phenomenographic analysis of PAMA, planning took on a multitude of meanings that 

were not simply instrumental, but were social, environmental and pedagogical. 

While the focus of the PCR was on program 'achievement', the report did articulate some of 

the design strengths of PAMA. There was a reference to the experimentation of service 

providers and praise for the commitment to capacity building amongst partner organisations. 

The report acknowledged that 

' . .. most of the groups that were selected for support had false expectations of 

receiving financial support or handouts. It took the programme some time to 

overcome this attitude on the part of target beneficiaries ' (IF AD 2008). 

In this way, the report celebrated the new approach PAMA made towards a development 

process not built on resource handouts. However, the PCR did not clarify what impact this 

experimentation had on communities, and it failed to outline how the attitudes to handouts 

were overcome. The phenomenographic analysis dealt with this issue of handouts by 

recognising that, as stakeholders increased their awareness28 of the development intervention, 

they learnt that institutional support is the only sustainable way of delivering successful aid 

27 Including the designs multidisciplinary character, the organised planning approach, and the participatory 
nature of many of the institutional structures. 
28 The awareness referred to relates to the themes of expanding awareness where stakeholders are situated 
differently in the hierarchy based on their conception of the given phenomenon - see Chapter 6. 
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programs29
. While the PCR was interested in how partner institutions facilitated an efficient 

delivery modality for its activities, phenomenographic analysis looked at partnerships as a 

necessary bridge to understanding the development process and as part of greater 

development awareness. 

In acknowledging the importance of learning, the PCR sought to capture the key lessons of 

PAMA. The PCR identified various agricultural marketing constraints and the multi-

disciplinary nature of PAMA enabled a diversified response to these challenges (IF AD 1999). 

The report revealed that working with focal areas made it easier to demonstrate how regions 

could respond to varied market demands, and how participatory planning approaches were 

important to understanding how areas needed to change (IF AD 2008). What wasn't addressed 

in the report was the pedagogical approach to disseminating these lessons. The report referred 

to learning as a 'training regimen' and there was an emphasis on 'technologies' and 

'technical advice' rather than on how PAMA appealed to stakeholders in different regions. 

The references to learning included statistics on the number of stakeholders being trained, 

rather than a narrative on the transformati ve behaviour of recipient communities (IF AD 

2008). The PCR did not discuss the transformative nature of PAMA, nor did it discuss what 

recipient communities could take away from the PAMA experience. Where 

phenomenography highlights how a design could seek to encourage stakeholders to move 

through the development hierarchy (assuming the higher levels of this hierarchy are 

desirable), the PCR was a statement of what 'has been~ and a "pitch' for what might be if 

future funding can be secured. The focus of the section on ' lessons learned' was on 

identifying fringe aspects of PAMA that worked. There was little discussion on what PAMA 

provided, what stakeholders could now do or discussion on why PAMA was important. In 

short, the PCR did not explore what the new and experimental approaches outlined in the 

design could actually achieve. This meant the report would be of little use to future design. 

The final summary of the PCR returned to issues of facilitation and efficiency. It identified 

measures to deliver the same type of program but with useful 'improvements' such as a 

planning approach organised to allow results to feed implementation; and a contractor model 

that included government entities. There is a sense that the knowledge of the management 

team was encapsulated in many of the observations, but they are not linked to the report 's 

29 See Chapter 6 - moving a.long the hierarchy of themes of expanding awareness. 
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findings, nor are they backed by stakeholder responses or documented evidence. 30 If 

anything, the lessons-learned section of the report gives the impression that the M&E system 

was collecting data on the core outputs of the program but not telling the whole story of what 

was happening within the program. We are given figures telling us that PAMA has achieved 

a 48 per cent success rating against the original indicator of the increased number of 

smallholders marketing agricultural produce; an 18 per cent success rating against an 

increased share of end market prices obtained by smallholders; and a 23 per cent success 

rating for the increased total value of smallholder produce marketed (IF AD 2008). And, yet, 

these indicators seem inadequate as a marker for how the program changed targeted 

communities. The enormous diversity of PAMA meant all sorts of things were happening 

throughout the program cycle, but only a small portion of this was communicated through the 

PCR. 

Both the MTR and the PCR are comprehensive and thoroughly prepared evaluation 

documents. I believe they provide a balanced judgement31 on what PAMA has achieved and 

fulfil the accountability requirements outlined in the original IF AD PAMA design documents 

(IF AD 2000). The repo1is are helpful in accounting for donor funds and for providing a way 

to frame the time-bound nature of the program design. What they fail to do is explore the 

broad and complex set of outcomes, relationships, interactions and reflections that are part of 

the development process. Like many evaluative documents, the PAMA M&E was 

characterised by the functionalist approach to development practice I outlined in Chapter 3. 

The audience for the reviews was those providing the funding, the approach was influenced 

by the design documents, and the resulting recommendations were confined to the 

operational aspects of PAMA. What the two reports did not cover was an assessment of the 

reflection, learning and relationships that took place amongst PAMA participants. Without 

exploring the variety of ways stakeholders engaged with PAMA, we are left with only part of 

the performance story. The PAMA evaluative process was directed to the same set of 

predetermined targets that were incorporated in the original design documents. This 

prevented the review process from exploring the unintended consequences, advanced 

learning experiences, integrated pathways, and new knowledge that comes from tackling 

complex and 'wicked problems '. If we are to extend the parameters of the evaluation cycle to 

30 See list of preparatory studies on pages 1-2 of the PCR. 
31 The MTR was prepared by an independently contracted review team and the PCR had a range of data sources 
to triangulate its findings from the various studies used in the final report. 
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include learning, transformative change, and reflection we need to look at other ways of 

engaging in the review process, not by applying new or different mechanistic tools to M&E 

reports but by changing the fundamental ways development practice is undertaken. In the 

following section I illustrate how phenomenography can contribute to outlining an alternative 

development pathway. 

6.5 The phenomenographic analysis 

The phenomenographic analysis outlined in Chapter 6 revealed very different aspects of 

PAMA to the MTR and the PCR. The analysis was not beholden to the PAMA logframe, nor 

was it seeking to provide an overview of how money was spent, which was included in the 

institutional reports. Given that it does not seek to address the issue of accountability, the 

phenomenographic analysis is limited only by the perceptions of stakeholders and any 

methodological limitations of the interview and sampling process. Thus, the 

phenomenographic approach starts from a different place to the IF AD reports and is not 

beholden to the same measures of achievement. In the following section I argue that it is not 

the principles and motivations of the MTR and PCR that matter, but the approach to 

understanding the way stakeholders engage with a given phenomenon. The application of a 

different methodology to investigating, researching and understanding32 PAMA works with 

different ambitions and different intentions. I believe it is these factors that determine the 

different outcomes. By starting with a different set of goals in the review cycle we are able to 

shift our way of thinking about development aid interventions. 

Phenomenography sought to use stakeholder responses to illustrate the different features of 

PAMA without the strict logframe parameters that were applied to the MTR and the PCR. 

The phenomenographic analysis organises PAMA features into a set of categories that 

broadly illustrates how the program was experienced by a range of stakeholders. The focus 

was on the elements of difference in how people perceived the development intervention. 

Stakeholders expressed their unique perception of what PAMA was about and determined 

their own measures of success against what they understood the program was trying to 

achieve and potentially against what they personally valued about the initiative. The 

questions asked of recipients were not confined by indicators or judgements of what should 

32 Here I avoid referring to evaluation, as the whole idea about using different methodologies is to extend the 
scope of M&E to include learning, reflection and change that is not necessarily about achievement. The 
reference to evaluation infers a degree of judgment that I believe limits our ability to explore the diverse and 
various ways that stakeholders can and do engage with development interventions. 
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have occurred. The definitional parameters of the experience were left to stakeholders to 

decide and they presented a range of ways that PAMA was perceived. The variation in 

perception was explored to determine what features of PAMA influenced the stakeholder's 

level of engagement and the degree of change in their lives. This information is what 

separated the phenomenographic approach from the traditional means of M&E. It is this 

dataset that has the capacity to shift our way of thinking about how we engage in the practice 

of delivering development aid. 

The premise of phenomenography is built on the idea that stakeholders will reveal the 

different ways they perceive a phenomenon through answering questions about the way they 

engage with its features and characteristics. For the researcher, the description of how 

stakeholders engage reveals the variation in meaning they attach to a given phenomenon (:.e. 

the PAMA project). It also provides the basis for the hierarchy of themes of expanding 

awareness and illustrates a level of discernment amongst stakeholders, who must surmise the 

'purpose ' they attach to the different features of the phenomenon. In this way, they are 

building meaning into how they look at a given phenomenon. The meaning they attached ~o 

PAMA is what situates them in the hierarchy. Those with an instrumental understanding f 

PAMA sat further down the hierarchy. Their perception of PAMA was about engaging wi:h 

its development components, and exploiting the program's resources. Those with a deep 

understanding of what PAMA was about had the awareness and understanding that allowfd 

for a complex engagement with the intervention. The experiences of the stakeholders defined 

the possibilities of what the development initiative might and could achieve, whether this ·,vas 

addressing the objectives outlined in the logframe or identifying significant learning 

outcomes where there was a complex and sophisticated understanding of the phenomenon 

The project stakeholders varied considerably in their perceptions of PAMA. Many 

stakeholders had a traditional view of the initiative, seeing it as a development interventio 

designed and delivered by external parties to improve conditions amongst rural household3 in 

targeted areas of Mozambique. These stakeholders saw the initiative as a collection of 

deliverables: time-bound development outputs wound into a standard development aid 

logframe. This position was outlined in the following example: 

'PAMA is an integrated program that includes several important components. 

Each of these components contributes to better the producer's access to the 
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agricultural market and thus get a better price for their produce, increasing their 

earnings ... [PAMA] consists of providing the conditions so that the producers 

produce and the market culture is one that encourages better commercial value, 

in order to get a better profit from the agriculture. Basically, this is what it is'. 

(15P4) 

This focus saw PAMA as an instrument, where the outcomes were about resources; about 

meeting individual milestones; about' getting the job done'; and about exploiting project 

advantage. The stakeholders were looking at the initiative through a single lens with a 

confined sense of what development could deliver for recipients. This perception and 

understanding of PAMA was similar to what the MTR and the PCR were looking for. They 

were highlighting how PAMA inputs were being used (or abused) by stakeholders and what 

this meant for the designated outcomes the designers originally stipulated. What was different 

in the phenomenographic analysis was that this dimension represented only the first level of 

engagement of how stakeholders perceived PAMA. The phenomenographic analysis sought 

to look beyond these surface perceptions of PAMA towards a more complex interpretation 

that included a variety of different ways stakeholders could engage. 

The themes of expanding awareness that characterise the hierarchical structure of the 

different categories of description went beyond the functional level to explore the 

relationships, the interactions and the learning processes that took place through engaging 

with PAMA. While the MTR and PCR limited its reporting to results against designated 

indicators, the phenomenographic analysis was looking for other characteristics in how 

stakeholders engaged with PAMA. Some of these responses could be matched to PAMA 

program indicators, but other responses articulated the unintended consequences of PAMA, 

explored how it had influenced the way they thought about development aid and explained 

the experimental nature of the approach. The MTR and PCR provided only limited reference 

to this issue of 'experimentation'. It was included in design notes, but was not measured in 

the IF AD reports due to the limited methodological scope of the MTR and PCR. In the 

phenomenographic analysis, the 'development procedures' were referenced in simple terms 

as a mechanism that could make the project work. We see elements of this perception in the 

following response. 
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'Part of the experience has been encouraging commercial practices. That has 

been the major challenge. There is a limitation to service providers; there is a 

limitation to getting technicians working down in Niassa. This is a kind of new 

approach. It is a gradual process to understand this type of approach, working 

through service providers. Many organisations are used to getting the funds and 

implementing programs themselves, not using this type of thing. But we - this 

is the model we have implemented in the country at the moment. I expect that 

it's going to be like this, and service providers are going to get used to this type 

of system, but it is a learning process and takes some time'. (I7P65) 

The development phenomenon in this response was seen as a pursuit, a way to progress the 

interests of recipient communities, a way to engage and to move things forward. The program 

was more than distributing resources and meeting program targets. It was a process of 

working through a design, engaging with the process, experimenting through activity and 

building on limitations and constraints. But here the phenomenon is still seen through the 

development lens, a controlled intervention with designated tasks and roles to be completed. 

Where the perceptions of stakeholders went beyond the parameters of the project, there was 

an understanding that development aid was also about relationships. Stakeholders at this level 

in the hierarchy saw PAMA as part of community engagement and a response to 

development challenges. For these respondents, PAMA had the capacity to extend beyond the 

boundaries of its design to foster new relationships, expand knowledge, and encourage a 

culture of learning from doing. The development process that began with PAMA played the 

role of catalyst for community action. We see this in the following response. 

'I think building a strong association is positive, and it will be very good, not 

just for the market but for the community as a whole ... there is some 

development and they understand what is trying to be done, but it is difficult in 

this system. There is a lot of movement from one year to another and it's not 

organised as it might be elsewhere. It must come from the farmers and they are 

slow to react. The type of development we are doing is slow and if we are really 

talking about sustaining these organisations, we must be clear about what the 

farmers want and what they offer. To achieve this will take time ' . (I24P32) 
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This response highlights the importance of interpersonal engagement with development 

interventions. The phenomenographic analysis showed that relationships are integral to how 

people understand and engage with development aid. These perceptions of PAMA were 

directed at placing the intervention in a larger contextual space. The stakeholders understood 

that development interventions do not exist in a vacuum, and it is vital to pursue the influence 

of aid if it is to be seen as 'greater than the sum of its parts'. These notions are more closely 

linked to ideas of discordant pluralism, where stakeholders build relationships to expose both 

the aversions and the attractions to what is occurring through development interventions. If 

these issues are ignored in the delivery of aid, the impact of the phenomenon is likely to be 

diminished. 

Other stakeholders took a completely different approach to articulating their perceptions of 

PAMA. They saw PAMA as an opportunity and catalyst for change. The initiative was 

perceived through a lens of transformation, with individual and community benefits flowing 

from PAMA activities. For these stakeholders, PAMA was the beginning of a complex 

learning engagement where its various components were the genesis of individual and shared 

benefits. PAMA was seen to foster community transformation, action and learning as part of 

the development process and individuals could reflect on their engagement to ensure shared 

benefits were an outcome of the development intervention. To illustrate: 

'But the whole environment in Mozambique is less in that direction. Most of the 

organisations are more social and community focused like giving actual money 

to the communities and bringing things to the communities. So this made it a 

difficult environment to operate in where the community is wanting you to 

arrive with a bag of sweets and you arrive with only the paper bag. To 

overcome this challenge we have tried to gain trust and make them realise this is 

about community transformations and learning'. (I30P26) 

This perception of PAMA was built around a complex understanding of the multiple seams 

that influence change. Stakeholders at this level understood that development interventions 

are fuelled by a variety of instrumental, human and cultural dynamics that detennine how a 

phenomenon is perceived. They looked at the links between various stakeholders and saw 

how the various components of the phenomenon informed actors' responses to the 
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intervention. At this level, PAMA was perceived as a mechanism for shared benefit and 

transformation. 

Like most development interventions, PAMA meant different things to different people. The 

IF AD design intended PAMA 'to increase smallholder incomes ... and promote broad-based 

economic growth' (IFAD 1999). The MTR and PCR were to measure progress against this 

goal based on a set of designated indicators determined by the original design team. Given 

this intention, the reports are partly successful. They were able to provide a proportional 

achievement statistic33 and they illustrated the success of the program in delivering the 

activities committed in the program design. However, both reports provide only limited 

reference to how the indicators relate to the overall objectives, and against the predetermined 

indicators PAMA is presented as a marginally successful initiative. Achievement rates range 

from 18 per cent to 100 per cent against the targets, with most below 50 per cent. This meant 

the reports focused on justifying the poor performance or to measuring how efficiently the 

program completed planned activities. There was limited reference to the appropriateness of 

the measures and no substantial discussion on how the process of PAMA influenced 

stakeholders in targeted regions. Working within the design to determine what success looks 

like meant the reports rarely strayed from the PAMA design. This meant the whole PAMA 

approach to M&E was limited to the activities that directly related to IFAD funds. The 

complexity of the development intervention was diminished and confined to its various parts. 

Peripheral features, unintended consequences or relational aspects of PAMA were 

overlooked if they sat outside the predetermined indicators in the original design. 

The phenomenographic transcripts revealed considerable variation in the way stakeholders 

engaged with PAMA, and this in tum highlighted a range of different meanings. As Akerlind 

(2003) explains, 

' . . . at any one point in time and context, people manage to discern and 

experience different aspects of a phenomenon to different degrees - sometimes 

aspects are not discerned, sometimes they are experienced sequentially rather 

than simultaneously'. 

33 The PCR provides a final percentage achievement figure for each of the components included in the design 
and a percentage achievement figure against the program objectives (see page 18, PCR). 
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This made the engagement more than the 'sum of its parts'. In a phenomenographic analysis, 

PAMA was not just about the program and its measured outputs. It was also about the 

different ways stakeholders engaged with the phenomenon and the more or less complete 

experiences this entailed. Phenomenography advances our understanding of the complex 

ways development interventions are received, conceived of and experienced by different 

stakeholders. The phenomenographic analysis of PAMA did not give us the definitive answer 

as to its value or success, but it did advance our understanding of where stakeholders felt it 

was useful, how they related to it, how they learnt from it and what factors might determine 

the catalytic effect it has on community transformation. In the following section, I look at this 

idea of using learning as an alternative way to frame development aid interventions and what 

difference this might make to how donors and recipients approach the complex challenges of 

development practice. 

6.6 A learning approach to delivering development aid 

Having looked at the limitations of the independent reviews of PAMA and having compared 

these with the phenomenographic analysis, it is necessary to now map out a way forward for 

the sector in its efforts to tackle complex and 'wicked ' problems. In this section, I look at 

examples of ' learning based ' development approaches and examine how they have been 

applied to development practice. I then explore the contribution of phenomenography to 

broadening our understanding of development aid. I argue that the success of the method is in 

the range of ways it illustrates the peripheral elements and unintended consequences of 

development. This has important implications for how we approach development practice. 

6.6.1 Alternative ' learning based' approaches 

There are a range of ' learning based' approaches that have been applied to research and 

evaluation in the development sector. While an increasingly common theme in development 

aid is the emphasis on learning (IF AD 2002; Ellerman 2006; Patton 2006; Woodhill 2006; 

Guijt 2008), I believe the cultural and contextual foundations of existing development aid 

structures limits the evaluative cycle from being more useful. In Chapter 2, I outlined how the 

existing focus on poverty and its associated metrics limited the range of ways stakeholders 

engage with development practice. I referred to the existing development paradigms and 

argued that both approaches are limited by the professionalisation of the sector and political 

barriers to reform. I believe the role of learning, reflection and variation in development 

practice is similarly confined by the way the system functions. This has been partly 
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determined by the methodological approaches used in evaluation reports, but has also been a 

consequence of trying to fit learning methodologies to inappropriate development practices. 

In the following section I use an example of a 'learning based' approach that was prepared as 

an agency reform, but was stymied by the institutional structures of the associated 

organisation and the instrumental nature of how it was applied to development practice. 

Guidance on M&E for Civil Society Programs (Kelly, David et al. 2008) was prepared by 

external consultants in 2008 for AusAID program managers to encourage a more holistic 

evaluation process. The guidance identified people as the 'heart of change' and argued that 

there must be different approaches to defining what success looks like depending on the 

context and the type of change envisaged. Logframes were identified as just one of many 

ways to define a development intervention. The guide argued that the complex nature of civil 

society relationships required greater flexibility in how designs were put together. The design 

process was seen as the start of an ongoing participatory monitoring cycle that identified 

major areas of desired change, expected change in given time periods and the means by 

which progress will be monitored (Kelly, David et al. 2008). These core issues were to 

provide the parameters for building a program design that was informed by experience and 

open to change. A set of desirable M&E characteristics were identified by the guide. They 

should be 'dynamic, participative and gender sensitive, reflective and evolving' (Kelly, David 

et al. 2008). Most importantly, the elements had to be delivered in an environment committed 

to ' learning by doing' . In short, the guide argued that M&E was about learning and building 

on the successful elements of a program. It presented a prescription for an ' annual reflection 

cycle' and pointed to methodological approaches such as appreciative inquiry, outcome 

mapping, and most significant change as ways to understand the changes that might take 

place in a program. The guide even argued that the key test of a good M&E system is the 

degree to which learning and insights are used. So why then have these approaches not been 

more influential in changing the way development aid is practised? This guidance provides 

evidence that there are other ways of thinking about development interventions, and yet the 

guide has done little to shift the way AusAID approaches the evaluation cycle. 

To understand why these learning approaches have not been more influential in changing the 

nature of development practice, it is necessary to reflect on the system drivers I referred to in 

Chapter 2 and examine how these minor reforms have ignored the philosophical and cultural 

changes needed to shift development towards the complexity principles I outlined in Chapter 
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3. At this point, it is important to acknowledge that I am a senior member of the AusAID 

performance and quality team. Therefore, it may seem strange to critique the agency's M&E 

processes. However, while I spend much of my time supporting the agency's performance 

system, it is my work at AusAID that informs much of the thinking I have applied to this 

thesis. Hence, my experience provides a useful counterpoint to exploring the extent to which 

the guide influenced agency practice. 

While Guidance on M &E for Civil Society Programs was important in stimulating debate on 

appropriate M&E approaches in AusAID, there was little change in the quality of monitoring 

and evaluation of civil society programs in the years following the release of the report. 

Quality at implementation34 (QAI) (2008/09) ratings for civil society programs in the agency 

showed little improvement in M&E35 and technical reviews of evaluation reports for civil 

society programs were consistently rated as only ' satisfactory ' 36
. The design of new civil 

society programs has been more promising, with a number of important initiatives receiving 

strong support from peer review panels in the last twelve months37
, but there is a challenge in 

instituting this into agency practice. The guide was prepared in response to the limited 

performance data for civil society programs. Recent monitoring shows that guidance can help 

in establishing the parameters for change but they must be backed by a cultural and 

organisational shift that will make them relevant to institutional practice. The existing M&E 

approaches are only adequate in dealing with the diverse nature of current development 

practices if organisations are committed to the principles of learning and change. Without a 

broader understanding of what sits behind the reticence to embrace change, we are left with a 

set of helpful documents that are rarely used. 

This institutional dilemma is further illustrated in the work of Irene Guijt (2008), who looks 

at the differences between espoused theory and theory-in-use (Argyris and Schon 1996). In 

her research on collective learning in rural resource management, Guijt (2008) uses three 

M&E guidelines to investigate just where learning fits in the process of M&E. Each of the 

34 This is the agency' s annual reporting document for monitored initiatives exceeding $3 mi1Jion in value. It is a 
template that assesses the relevance, efficiency, effectiveness, monitoring and evaluation, sustainability and 
gender ratings of a program. It is a self-assessment document prepared by program managers with ratings of 1-6 
for each of the categories. 
35 The average QAI rating for M&E in 2007-08 was 3.76 (out of 6) increasing to 3.82 in 2008-09. 
36 See AusAID technical evaluation stocktake 2010. 
37 This includes the PNG Churches Partnership Program, which builds on existing relationships to institute an 
iterative frame for the design rather than a set of prescribed objectives and outcomes. 
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three guidelines (Casley and Kumar; AusAID guidelines for project cycle management; and 

IF AD's M&E guide) is based on the program logic model and looks at the degree of 

'projectable change' . Each of the guidelines is committed to the use ofM&E as a 

management tool for program improvement. What is important in Guijt' s research is the 

recognition of how limited the guidelines are in making M&E support learning outcomes. 

Guijt (see Chapter 4 p.113-123 2008) identifies thirteen presuppositions the guidelines 

require to make M&E work and, while each of these plays an important role in learning 

outcomes, the operational reality is such that they are rarely applied with the time, reflective 

space and resourcing required to ensure they deliver on their ambitions. Guijt uses the 

example of the IF AD M&E guide to explain why performance measurement does not meet 

expectations. This is caused by an inconsistency between the 'espoused theory' (outlined in 

the thirteen presuppositions) and the theory-in-use (what actually happens). Guijt argues that 

the different M&E guidelines are more focused on 'consistent and orderly relationships' 

rather than messy reflective evaluation cycles. Guijt (2008) identifies two critical issues in the 

theory-in-use constraint on the sector: the focus on the known and the expected; and learning 

as a 'general' rather than ' context-specific ' aspect of engagement. Guijt argues that there 

needs to be greater clarity about how ' learning ' is applied and how it can be designed and 

considered within development practice. Without broadening the parameters of learning, 

there is little to ensure it is properly incorporated into agency practice. Leaming is complex 

and needs to be supported by appropriate institutional structures that are not simply listed in 

agency reports and guidance. 

This is where guidelines alone will struggle, in shifting the contextual reality of changing 

operational practice. I argued earlier that development aid is messy, and outlined how 

phenomenography shows us that learning takes place on many different levels. These cannot 

be easily written into guidelines; they are about tacit knowledge (Nonaka, Von Krogh et al. 

1999), learning networks (Power, Maury et al. 2002), and understanding that ' experience is 

the foundation and stimulus for learning' (Boud, Keogh et al. 1998). While there are 

numerous examples of learning in development, the challenge is finding ways of applying 

this learning to changing practice. Patton (2006) refers to the challenge as the great 

institutional disruption, where we change our ideas about where development starts and ends. 

He argues that we should be able to ' try things that don't necessarily succeed on their own, 

but end up teaching us something and creating other opportunities ' . I argue that this concept 

fits with methodological approaches that do not start with a logframe or a set of ' known' 
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boundaries, but look at the diversity of a given phenomenon. In applying these approaches, 

we are not confined by the 'known and the expected'. Success is measured using complexity-

based developmental evaluations where the locus and focus of accountability is internal. To 

get to this point requires the use of methodologies that are based on learning, and approaches 

that challenge the 'orderly relationships ' that characterise existing development aid. 

6. 7 The phenomenographic contribution 

The two examples outlined above show that learning as a core principle of evaluation does 

not work unless it is supported by a development system committed to iterative cycles and 

diverse conceptions of what development is about. It would be easy for some to conclude that 

phenomenography is simply another method to add to an evaluator's ' toolbox' - an approach 

to be wheeled out where time, cost and context allow and applied to the orderly judgement of 

a development program. This would diminish the role that phenomenography can play in 

shifting our thinking about development practice. The methodology is not about judgement, 

nor is it about identifying management responses to more effective aid delivery. 

Phenomenography is about learning and understanding complex phenomena, and stimulating 

qualitative change that builds on the knowledge of the 'knower'. In exploring aspects of 

difference in the way stakeholders engage with development, we expand our understanding 

of what the phenomenon (the development intervention) entails and highlight the peripheral 

aspects of PAMA that are fundamental to how it was received in the targeted conununity. 

The broad range of ways that stakeholders engaged with PAMA is an example of why we 

need M&E to expand its mandate and broaden its applicability to encompass sectoral and 

systemic change. Currently, M&E sits too firmly within the constraints of the existing 

system. Without extending the reach of the development agenda, the model will continue to 

focus on existing cause-and-effect logic models rather than realising that interventions have 

the capacity to operate and function on a variety of levels. 

The strength of phenomenographic analysis is its ability to broaden the scope of 

understanding diversity and difference. The concept of learning in a phenomenographic sense 

is not about acquiring more of the same sorts of information, it is about learning in a more 

fundamental sense, and implies sense-making, and seeing things in new ways. This is where 

the real value of phenomenography lies. Marton (Marton and Booth 1997) describes the 

concept in the following. 
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' .. . the learner has developed a capability to experience a certain phenomenon 

when it appears in a novel situation in a particular way (which goes beyond the 

other ways in which she has been capable of experiencing the phenomenon), 

which in tum means that the relationship between the learner and the 

phenomenon has changed. The learner has become capable of discerning aspects 

of the phenomenon other than those she has been capable of discerning before, 

and she has become capable of being simultaneously and focally aware of other 

aspects or more aspects of the phenomenon than was previously the case' 

(Marton and Booth 1997). 

Phenomenography seeks to identify the aspects of the learning situation, and thus the learning 

approaches, that afford such learning. This requires three essential elements, variation, 

discernment and simultaneity, all of which sit at the heart of phenomenographic analysis 

(Bowden and Marton 1998). Lack of understanding is linked to being unaware of the 

potential for variation - seeing only what is taken for granted. The real benefit of delving into 

variation is finding the ways to challenge what is taken for granted and to open the dimension 

for deliberate reflection. I believe the issues outlined by Guijt (2008) regarding espoused 

theory and theory-in-use stem from an inability to communicate learning through existing 

development aid mechanisms. Guidelines, design documents and existing M&E approaches 

tend to present new ways of operating within the same system. Roche (2009) posits that 

' the creativity and innovation that is occurring appears to be largely within the 

realm of improving existing practice and ways of working, rather than inventing 

very different ways of doing things, or radically changing how organisations 

function '. 

What a phenomenographic analysis of PAMA provided was an overview of the ways learners 

experience critical aspects of the learning situation and a description of the variation required 

to problematise the ' taken-for-grantedness ' so common in development interventions. This 

has the capacity to highlight situations where critical features of development practice can be 

brought out of a taken-for-granted background by exploring the variation that exists in how 

stakeholders perceive that feature. The comparison between the two approaches to PAMA 

highlights this difference, with the formal IF AD reviews looking to legitimise the predictive 
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power of the logframe as a measure of success, against the phenomenographic analysis, 

which was looking at how stakeholders were transformed or influenced by the PAMA 

expenence. 

6.7.1 Phenomenography and the complex development system 

Using phenomenography to analyse the experience of PAMA has shown that methodologies 

grounded in 'complex systems' are able to effectively scope and frame what is being looked 

at to find integrated solutions. PAMA was a good example of a development program where 

different people experienced different lessons from the same story of success or failure, and 

where the variation and difference built, rather than dismantled, a range of knowledge 

components (see Rashomon reference in Section 3.2). An illustration of this contrast is 

provided by the different findings of the evaluative approaches to PAMA. If we were to 

confine our judgement to the two formal reports on PAMA prepared by IF AD and the 

program management team, we would say that it has been a worthy program with some 

development success. Using the PCR achievement table (page 18, PCR) we would conclude 

that we have a 50 per cent average rating against what we set out to do and we would make 

some general comments on impact against the stated objectives (IF AD 2008). While this 

might satisfy the fonnal reporting protocols in IF AD, the phenomenographic analysis showed 

that this presents only a small part of what really occurred during and throughout PAMA. 

Where the IF AD reports were looking for certainty, the phenomenographic analysis was 

looking for possibility - what are the possible ways stakeholders have engaged with the 

phenomenon? Where the IF AD reports were measuring success against program indicators, 

the phenomenographic analysis was seeking knowledge of how stakeholders would relate to a 

given phenomenon (the development program). The phenomenographic relationship is 

grounded in understanding and characterised by the inseparable relationship between the 

subject (stakeholder) and the object (PAMA), where learning was seen as a transformation of 

that relationship through participation in the 'activity system'. In these circumstances, 

stakeholders were both shaping meaning and being shaped by their engagement with PAMA. 

In Vygotsky's (Vygotskirei, Veer et al. 1994) words, the stakeholders were 'interacting with 

the intervention on their own terms'. Understanding the variation in this interaction enables 

us to understand why individuals 'do what they do '. What I have sought to expose in using 

phenomenography is the set of learning principles that expand our understanding of how 

stakeholders engage with development and to diminish our expectations of what we believe 

development aid can achieve. 
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Discordant pluralism seeks to carefully scope and frame complex problems by building 

understanding and applying this to integrated solutions. Phenomenography offers a useful 

approach to undertake this task. Complex problems do not necessarily demand complex 

solutions. What they do require is what Bawden (1998) refers to as ' self-referential, or 

critical, learning systems'. Phenomenography offers a mechanism to undertake this task. By 

collecting different perceptions and ideas and placing them into a hierarchy that illustrates the 

different ways individuals reflect, plan and act in response to a given phenomenon, we reveal 

the characteristics that separate those with 'a more complete' understanding of the 

phenomenon from those with only a surface perception. Understanding the difference 

between the levels of awareness of a phenomenon enables practitioners to develop new 

approaches to teaching and learning that could inform how one thinks about what to do in the 

development sector. Describing the variation in experience is useful and meaningful in 

highlighting how individuals move from less powerful to more powerful ways of 

understanding a phenomenon. This is not about prejudging the way the phenomenon is 

viewed or experienced. Rather, by highlighting the variation in experience it is possible to 

illustrate the different ways the phenomenon can be viewed in more sophisticated, holistic 

and complex ways. As Akerlind (2005) argues, 'the world is not simply constructed by the 

learner, nor imposed on them. Rather, it is a constituted world where an internal relationship 

exists between objects that would not be the same without the other'. Phenomenographic 

research offers a way to look at more complex meanings of how development is perceived 

and applied to the 'wicked problems ' it seeks to tackle. Harnessing this sophistication is 

essential if we are to shift existing thinking on how development aid should be delivered. 

6.8 Implications for policy and practice 

In this chapter I have argued that development interventions are complex, diverse and 

encountered in a variety of ways by a variety of stakeholders. The phenomenographic 

analysis of PAMA revealed that stakeholders learnt from the activity and the experimentation 

that took place through the development intervention. The themes of expanding awareness 

revealed how stakeholders from across the spectrum moved from less powerful to more 

powerful ways of understanding the phenomenon. These pivotal observations have the 

capacity to change the very nature of development, to shift our thinking about the complex 

problems and to absolve development from the constraint of fighting its battle against 
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poverty. But for the change to occur there must be a cultural shift in the development sector 

that institutes new accountability mechanisms and locates aid within a broader paradigm of 

international co-operation. In the following section, I identify the three key issues that need to 

be addressed, and outline what needs to change to make these three things possible. 

First, learning outcomes need to be considered an accountability measure for how we judge 

the success of development interventions. The example of the learning approaches outlined in 

the AusAID Guidance on M &E for Civil Society Programs showed that where learning is 

attached to existing designs and is an assumed part of the evaluative cycle, it is hijacked by 

the managerial drivers I outlined in Chapter 2. The PAMA MTR and PCR showed that if 

learning is a secondary priority to measuring the verifiable indicators of a design, it is poorly 

handled and has little impact on the final report. In these circumstances, learning is seen as an 

instrumental step in the formulation of future designs rather than a driver for personal 

transformation amongst stakeholders. For learning to be at the forefront of our thinking about 

development aid, it needs to be an accountability measure for those delivering and designing 

our aid programs. This means rethinking the way we measure success, the way we design 

interventions and the way we think about development cooperation. If learning becomes an 

accountability measure, it opens up real opportunities for experimentation, new partnerships 

and new approaches to delivering aid. And it places value on learning as an end in itself that 

is a desirable outcome for development interventions. 

For learning to become an important end in itself requires people to believe that learning 

leads to other outcomes that people believe in like povetiy reduction, better living standards, 

and improved livelihoods. There is a lot of people and resources invested in this idea and it is 

not going to disappear overnight as the raison d'etre of the aid sector. For all their limitations, 

the MDGs have become a strong symbol for international cooperation in the development 

sector. Leaming needs to be placed alongside existing structures if it is to have any influence 

over how the development sector functions. The critique of 'poverty' outlined in Chapter 2 is 

directed at challenging the symbolism of the target, not at dismissing the problem. A new 

approach to development practice requires us to use learning, amongst other things, to 

broaden our understanding of what poverty is all about. Therefore, we need to think about 

new measures for judging, evaluating and measuring progress of development interventions. 
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Second, to address the challenges of a complex and diverse development system requires new 

ways of working that are attuned to the broad range of demands, requirements and 

expectations of stakeholders. The phenomenographic analysis of PAMA revealed 

extraordinary variation in how stakeholders engage with a development intervention. This 

necessitates greater variation in how programs are delivered and a development architecture 

that is attuned to the different ways people relate, learn and change. PAMA stakeholders were 

driven and motivated by very different elements of the program, and they had a diverse range 

of ways they chose to engage. Prescribed cause-and-effect relationships do not make sense 

where recipient populations have entirely different expectations of what an aid program is 

going to deliver. Thus, the development system needs to replace the 'management by 

objectives' model with an approach that is sympathetic to complex and messy problems. It 

needs to detach itself from the focus on objectively verifiable indicators and the blueprint 

approach to programs and look at building knowledge and relationships that inform the way 

people plan, work and learn. 

This change requires a greater power-promoting equity of ideas. Donors need to be humble in 

their approach to design and take less of a ' controlling' hold over the direction that 

development interventions take. I imagine that many in the donor community will find this 

hard. There is such a common power dynamic in the sector, that those who bring the money 

should control the shots. This needs to be turned around if we are to see learning as a 

legitimate outcome for providing development aid funds. Unless there is the link between 

learning achievements and accountability, the opportunity for recipient communities to be 

involved in the formulation of development aid plans will be limited. 

Third, the phenomenographic analysis of PAMA showed that we need to find alternative 

experimental methodologies that extend our understanding of the way the development 

system functions. Much of what is revealed in the stakeholder responses to PAMA relates to 

the importance of community, empowerment and independence. The experimental nature of 

the PAMA design made it clear that there were to be few 'goodies' in the program. Many 

were sceptical of this feature of the design. Yet it emerged as one of the central factors behind 

PAMA' s success. What stakeholders revealed in the interviews is that PAMA became 

increasingly about people. There was a stable management team, capable and committed field 

officers and an understanding that problems would be tackled when they were properly 

understood. These features made it possible for stakeholders to learn, to reflect and to change 
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throughout the program. Without applying experimental methodologies to research 

development interventions, we remain caught in the existing organisational loop. Therefore, a 

cultural shift in the development sector requires the right balance of research, review and 

iterative practice to ensure we continuously evolve and improve what we do. 

A change to existing delivery mechanisms raises various methodological challenges. Where 

previously programs measured program indicators , new approaches require mechanisms for 

measuring learning outcomes. This requires qualitative methods that don't lend themselves to 

reductionist forms of measurement. While this may make people even more uncomfortable 

about putting ' learning' forward as the main focus of accountability, it is a necessary reform 

if programs are to focus on iterative evolutionary change in communities. There are 

interesting and informative ways to report on learning achievements, as the example of 

phenomenography showed. But these will need to be more broadly applied and thought 

through before they are embraced by development aid practitioners. The debate and 

conversation on these approaches needs to be opened for the sector to take steps towards 

thinking differently about learning and development aid. 

The phenomenographic analysis of PAMA has convinced me that a learning culture sits at the 

heart of effective development. Poverty needs assessments may well identify the gaps in 

community wellbeing, but without a long-term commitment to understanding the context in 

which programs are delivered, there is little chance of real success. ' Wicked problems' 

require complex systems approaches that are moderate, pragmatic and responsive. This 

research has shown that if we focus development on people, partnerships and understanding, 

then there is a greater equity of ideas. This equity increases the focus on learning and fosters 

shared knowledge as an alternative goal to the existing commitment to resource exchange and 

poverty alleviation. This shared knowledge is then used by different parties to achieve their 

unique goals. 
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7. Conclusion 

This thesis set out to explore different ways of engaging with the complexity and uncertainty 

of delivering development aid. I have argued that existing approaches do not adequately 

account for the 'wicked' nature of development problems. I believe this has resulted in a 

development sector that is skewed towards manageability rather than one committed to 

transformation, learning and change. If the development sector is to respond to the 

complexity of the problems it seeks to address, we need to learn more about what we 'should' 

and 'could' be doing. This requires new ways of working, researching and engaging with 

development practice. By applying a new methodology grounded in educational research to 

the examination of a development program I have identified a structured analysis of the range 

of ways stakeholders engage with development interventions. In this final chapter, I 

synthesise the outcomes of my research by revisiting the initial research questions. 

7.1 Where it all started 

This research set out to address four questions relating to the underlying meaning of, and 

ways of experiencing a development intervention. It sought to describe how the application of 

a particular learning methodology might contribute to tackling complex development 

problems. In the following section, I summarise my arguments for each of these questions. 

7.1.1 Different perceptions of development aid interventions 

5. What are the different ways that stakeholders38 conceive of and relate to development 

aid interventions? 

Chapter 2 argued that the contemporary development aid sector is largely premised on a 

com..mitment to solving problems. Its operational structures and epistemological foundations 

are functionalist and situated around the challenge of 'poverty alleviation'. This determines 

the dominant role of managerialism and limits the scope of how we engage with development 

aid interventions. In particular, the approach to planning and change is enveloped by the 

dominance of the managerialist culture. Designated indicators and targets determine 

achievement and impact is measured on the basis of pre-determined objectives. In this way, 

38 Stakeholders here include aid program recipients, INGOs, delivery agencies/donors, contractors, government 
and community organisations. 
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the focus on poverty limits the scope of what development interventions might actually be 

doing and influencing. 

Chapter 3 built on these principles arguing that the development aid sector needs to be 

reconfigured to deal with complex and 'messy' problems. The relationship between 

complexity, reflection and transdisciplinarity was used to illustrate how important a diverse 

and expansive understanding of the development sector is to stimulating transformational 

change. I articulated the role critical systems thinking might play in expanding the range of 

ways development aid is perceived and I identified discordant pluralism as a useful approach 

to looking at development research and policy with a different lens. Discordant pluralism was 

described using the metaphor of a ' constellation' to highlight the unique views and positions 

of stakeholders in how they engage with a development intervention. The constellation 

metaphor helped in illustrating the dynamic and evolving nature of development and the 

importance of seeking to understand the many competing and conflicting perspectives that 

exist where there are complex problems. 

Having established that the complex nature of development aid requires new ways of 

unde11aking research and practice, I identified learning theory as an alternative way to frame 

development problems. Drawing on the work ofVygotsky and Marton, I established that 

involving the learner in defining the choices they make about how to engage with 

development aid shifts the focus from a goal based process of attainment, to an iterative cycle 

of evolutionary transformation. This approach shifts the focus of aid a way from the 

measurement of 'poverty alleviation' to a more realistic goal of community transformation 

and learning. 

To facilitate this shift I argued that an alternative set of instruments and tools are required to 

track progress and broaden our understanding of what stakeholders are actually looking for in 

the delivery of development aid. I chose to use a learning methodology to investigate whether 

broadening the engagement with development interventions told us anything different about 

stakeholders and how they conceived of a development phenomenon (the PAMA program). 

Using a phenomenographic interview approach, I collected responses from a range of 

stakeholders to a development program in Southern Africa. These responses were analysed in 

Chapter 5 to discern the variation and difference amongst stakeholders. 
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The phenomenographic analysis clearly showed that there is considerable difference in the 

way different stakeholders engaged with PAMA and in the complexity of their engagement. 

A number of respondents saw PAMA simply as an opportunity for material or professional 

gain. These responses could be matched to the indicators of achievement built into the 

original design. However, there was a group of respondents that saw PAMA as something 

more. These stakeholders recognised the importance of learning and reflecting on their 

engagement. They saw PAMA as an opportunity for developing their skills, building 

partnerships and learning from engaging with the program' s activities. For these 

stakeholders, there was an affinity with PAMA and a commitment to exploring a range of 

ways to engage with the development phenomenon. These responses were not conceived of 

in the original design and are not included in the range of indicators used to measure the 

effectiveness of PAMA. 

The variation in the range of ways stakeholders engaged with PAMA showed us that the 

existing measures we use in development aid practice represents only a selection of the many 

ways recipient communities and development practitioners engage with a development 

program. My use of phenomenography was directed at highlighting how stakeholders 

conceive of and relate to aid interventions to extend our understanding of what aid entails and 

finding the particular approaches that enable us to tell the development performance story. 

This requires an approach that adequately explores and categorises the perceptions of 

development stakeholders. 

7.1.2 Using perceptions to enhance understanding of development aid 

6. How does mapping the variation of responses to a development aid intervention 

expand our understanding of what development aid entails? 

Having identified the considerable differences in the ways stakeholders conceive of and relate 

to development aid, I used phenomenography to map this variation and broaden our 

understanding of what aid entails. Mapping the variation in responses meant identifying the 

phenomenographic themes of expanding awareness. These themes illustrated the degree of 

complexity stakeholders identified in PAMA and the way they chose to engage with the 

program. The expanding awareness or ' completeness' of the experience revealed that 
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stakeholders from across the spectrum39 understood development aid to be a messy and 

complex process, but the way they chose to engage varied considerably. Those with a 'less 

complete' understanding of the phenomenon were limited in the way they drew on program 

resources and less likely to see the broad array of ways development could be undertaken. 

Stakeholders with a 'more complete ' understanding of the phenomenon identified an inter-

play of the various components and the competing forces that underpin development aid. 

They recognised the inherent challenges in transforming communities and they understood 

the iterative nature of development. The more complete experiences were focused on the way 

stakeholders learn, reflect and respond to changed circumstances in their communities. 

Understanding this difference is of particular relevance to the way programs are designed and 

to how resources are shared with recipient communities. 

Mapping the variation of responses showed that limiting development aid to preconceived 

notions of success confined the capacity of the program. My research found that many 

stakeholders were not entirely aware of the program design, and yet they displayed a complex 

and intricate understanding of what PAMA had set out to do . In this way they did not need 

the parameters and boundaries of the original design to determine how they would engage 

with program resources. The interviews revealed that program recipients often had an 

intimate understanding of the way PAMA officers worked, even where they were not aware 

of what else it was trying to achieve. In these circumstances, they were committed to helping 

the program improve their communities because they could see the commitment and support 

of PAMA staff~ not just PAMA resources. I found that these stakeholders did not necessarily 

understand or know of the logframe indicators and the program targets , but they understood 

the importance of building networks and engaging with new agricultural partners to achieve 

change and were therefore committed to making PAMA work. The stakeholders were 

committed to the people, not just the concept or the idea behind PAMA. 

The mapping of stakeholder responses to PAMA showed that the variation that existed in 

perceptions of aid had a bearing on the perceived impact of the phenomenon. Where PAMA 

simply satisfied cause and effect arguments about increased resourcing of agricultural 

regions, it was only mildly successful. However, where stakeholders saw PAMA as one part 

of a 'bigger picture ' it was successfuL timulating community activity, forging new 

39 The ' spectrum' includes the range of stakeholders and where they were drawn from - some are recipients, 
some program employees, some contractors and others senior management with donor organisations. 
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partnerships and challenging stakeholders to experiment with new approaches to finding their 

own development options. The phenomenographic mapping of responses established a 

different set of measures for how PAMA was perceived. Stakeholders identified the 

importance of peripheral features and ' unintended ' consequences of PAMA that were not part 

of the design. Expanding the scope of how PAMA was understood allowed participants to 

explore the full range of ways they engaged with its features. This resulted in a broader 

understanding of the program's impact and increased my knowledge of the many ways a 

development intervention could be perceived. 

7.1.3 Thinking differently about how to approach development aid interventions 

7. What insights are revealed through exploring stakeholder perceptions of development 

aid and their associated ' levels of awareness' 40? 

In Chapter 3 I argued that dealing with 'wicked' problems necessitated a reconfiguration of 

the development aid sector to include interactive forms of society-wide learning. This 

learning was premised on finding ways to view various positions and integrate these into 

complex judgements. My application of phenomenography has been used to illicit these 

positions by identifying the ' levels of awareness ' of PAMA stakeholders. 

Woodhill (2006) identified learning as a key lever in understanding how to work towards 

different approaches to desired change. The ' levels of awareness' identified through the 

phenomenographic analysis showed that learning played an important role in formulating 

change. Stakeholders learnt through participating in iterative cycles of activity. Just as 

Vygotsky (1978) argued in his principles of cognitive scaffolding, PAMA enabled 

stakeholders to gradually build on their ideas of development practice through supported 

reflection and action. The ' levels of awareness ' amongst stakeholders showed that desired 

change was not universal , nor confined to ambitions of 'poverty eradication' - there was a 

sophisticated structure of awareness that showed an ability to visualise and process the 

complex nature of development interventions. 

40 Here the reference to awareness refers to the ' themes of expanding awareness ' used in phenomenographic 
analysis to illustrate the hierarchy of understanding that is attached to a given phenomenon - this is explained in 
detail in chapter 4. 
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The ' levels of awareness' I identified in the phenomenographic analysis showed that existing 

development sector structures restrict analysis of stakeholder engagement to a surface level. 

The analysis of PAMA evaluation reports showed that performance assessment against 

logframe indicators identified the programs ability to deliver resources and efficiently 

complete designated tasks. But they did not adequately identify how PAMA performed in 

experimenting with new development approaches. Nor did they highlight the important 

partnerships established through PAMA activity. And they certainly did not find ways to 

illustrate the learning and social transformation that was taking place through the activity that 

was generated by PAMA funds. Using phenomenography, I was able to discern the various 

ways stakeholders engaged with PAMA and the degree of 'completeness ' in their 

understanding of the phenomenon. 

There are two key insights that emerged in the formulation of the phenomenographic ' levels 

of awareness'. Firstly, stakeholders had a more sophisticated level of engagement with the 

development intervention than the original design acknowledged. Most stakeholders 

recognised the need to make PAMA work and to meet program objectives. But the 

operational imperative was often linked to the broader intention of extending the 

development process and identifying the potential for change. This emphasis highlighted the 

complexity of stakeholder perspectives and illustrated how PAMA had become part of the 

community's change agenda. The focus of most development reporting with its' emphasis on 

donor generated indicators and financial accountability does not deal with this leve] of 

complexity. By expanding the parameters and scope of PAMA, the research exposed a 

myriad of other characteristics of aid that are overlooked in standard approaches to evaluation 

and design . These characteristics had a particular influence on the way the intervention was 

viewed and embraced by the recipient communities and other stakeholders. Understanding 

the level of sophistication with how stakeholders engage allows us to broaden our 

expectations of what design could be doing and focus on the key relationships that sit behind 

the way programs function. This dramatically shifts the parameters of development aid 

towards a more nuanced range of responses, rather than the existing focus on designated 

outcomes. 

Secondly, stakeholders that illustrated a greater level of 'completeness' in their understanding 

of PAMA were able to discern both individual and shared benefit in how they engaged with 

the program. This ' completeness' was informed by an ability to reflect and learn from 
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PAMA. These stakeholders identified the program as just one way of engaging with the 

development process. They recognised that there were outliers and other factors that 

influence how development aid is received and utilised. For these stakeholders, the 

experience was cumulative, iterative and expanded their awareness of what community 

transformation entailed. By mapping stakeholder responses into a structured hierarchy, the 

phenomenographic analysis of PAMA showed how development interventions can be used as 

a catalyst for a broader range of changes to communities. By elevating aid delivery to 

something that includes learning, reflection and partnerships, one starts working in a broader 

development realm. Programs focused on these characteristics build on the transmission of 

ideas, fostered by relationships, where there is uncertainty. This means constructing the frame 

around how development interventions might look and slowly building the foundations based 

on feedback, reflection and understanding. Understanding stakeholder responses to change 

has considerable implications for how the impact of an aid intervention is viewed and how 

programs are conceived. 

7.1.4 The implications of learning and reflection on development theory and practice 

8. What are the implications of this exploration of variation and difference in 

stakeholder conceptions of a development intervention on development theory and 

practice? 

In Chapter 1 I argued that development researchers and practitioners require the skills of 

' detectives, translators and diplomats ' (Patton 2006) to make sense of how the development 

sector works. The phenomenographic analysis of PAMA showed that in addition to these 

skills, researchers and practitioners need to become teachers and learners. The 

phenomenographic analysis of PAMA showed that existing approaches to results-based 

assessment do not adequately illustrate the diverse ways stakeholders experience 

development aid. There are three important implications of this finding worth covering in 

detail. 

Firstly, the variation I identified in stakeholder conceptions of PAMA suggest that 

development theory must adopt an iterative approach to research and practice to adequately 

account for the inherent complexity of the development sector. The domain of 'epistemic 

cognition' Bawden (2007) referred to is premised on experiences being informed by the past. 

The interview transcripts from stakeholders showed that the persistent experiential challenge 
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that came from PAMA related activities encouraged program participants to embrace their 

changed circumstance. This applied across the spectrum and showed that even in 

circumstances where the engagement was instrumental stakeholders still built on their 

'cognitive scaffold' (Vygotskirei and Cole 1978) to make sense of PAMA. The variety of 

responses to phenomenographic questions showed that where development interventions are 

designed around iterative cycles of assistance, stakeholders feel comfortable in defining their 

own way to engage with the phenomenon. This is a significant departure from the existing 

model of design, implement, review and reflect. It suggests that reflection should not be 

limited to its current focus on the development aid activity, but should also be dealing with 

the social, cultural and political dynamics of the recipient communities in which development 

works. If development is to become the 'transmission belt for ideas ' Picciotto (Mavrotas, 

McGillivray et al. 2009) refers to, then the activity cycle requires mechanisms for regular 

reflection and iteration that ensure designs remain appropriate to, and builds on the context in 

which they are delivered. 

Secondly, the exploration of differences in stakeholder perceptions showed that learning 

through development presents an opportunity for thinking differently about how we measure 

the success of development support and intervention. The phenomenographic analysis of 

PAMA showed that there are djfferent ways individuals interact with and experience 

phenomena. A greater focus on learning through development divests development from its 

commitment to global benchmarks such as the MDGs and recognises the diversity of 

experience as a telling indicator to how a development activity is received. The 

phenomenographic results from PAMA showed that stakeholder activity, experimentation 

and reflection shaped meaning for those program participants that had a more complete 

understanding of the phenomenon. Where learning was fostered in the PAMA context, it was 

based on a stakeholder' s ability to deal with complexity and discern the required changes for 

a given set of circumstances to improve the lives of those in recipient communities. Unlike 

existing approaches that choose to define and frame the parameters of a development 

problem to determine appropriate solutions, the learning approach undertaken by some of the 

PAMA stakeholders showed that 'wicked problems ' can only reach 'better or worse 

solutions, not right or wrong ones' (Crawford 2004). Approaching development aid in this 

way shifts the focus away from meeting designated targets towards designs built around 

ideas, experiments and emergent structures. As I argued in Chapter 6, this requires a new set 
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of methodologies to measure learning outcomes, rather than meeting arbitrary targets that 

may or may not be relevant to the communities in which the intervention is taking place. 

Thirdly, my phenomenographic analysis of PAMA showed that the systematic bifurcations 

Jacobs (2000) refers to should not be seen as sidelines to development problems, but as key 

components of a new approach to delivering development aid. The importance of these 

bifurcations was evident from the detailed discussion respondents provided on peripheral 

aspects of PAMA. The ' unintended' consequences of PAMA activities were often more 

important to stakeholders than the measureable aspects included in the logframe design. The 

bifurcations shaped the nature of how stakeholders engaged and as I outlined in Chapter 5, 

they often determined whether the activities were well received or failed to get traction with 

recipient communities. Field officers became caught up in these bifurcations and changed 

their whole approach to development thinking. Applying a phenomenographic lens to PAMA 

meant approaching the intervention in a very different way. What it revealed was an entirely 

different set of issues that sat outside the original design. These elements of the intervention 

were lost in the IF AD evaluations. And yet they were central to how PAMA performed in 

influencing the community's transformation. Undertaking research into the different 

perceptions of PAMA showed that there are numerous aspects to development interventions 

not captured in existing approaches to program evaluation. This limits our ability to 

successfully engage with the complex aspects of development aid and prevents the 

international donor community from moving on from the existing delivery model. 

7.2 Reflection on the approach 

Having considered the contribution of this research to answering questions about 

stakeholders experiencing development aid, it is worth reflecting on how far the approach has 

progressed against Sumner and Tribe ' s (2008) four essential elements of good development 

research. In addressing these elements I outline how my phenomenographic analysis of 

PAMA has contributed to 'speaking with' those with whom we work for change. 

The first of Sumner and Tribe ' s (2008) elements is 'self-reflexivity'. In undertaking this 

research, I chose an unfamiliar pathway. Given my background in economics, the use of a 

qualitative research methodology was unfamiliar territory. Regular reflection on the 

consequences of working in a new field was an important part of my research. In many ways 
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the approach informed and disarmed me and thus made the process both challenging and 

revealing. I was forced to learn a new set of skills just as stakeholders were in their 

engagement with PAMA. I believe the experience of working in unfamiliar methodological 

territory enabled a humble approach to my questions and a focus on the rigour required to 

make qualitative approaches work. The regular critique of the approach and the interrogation 

of my thinking was an essential component in undertaking this qualitative research project. 

The second element in Sumner and Tribe' s (2008) list is reciprocity. This element became a 

central tenet of my research. I mentioned in Chapter 4 that I chose to do my research in 

Mozambique because of my familiarity with the region and the communities in which PAMA 

took place. I would argue that this choice was a significant factor in getting to where I did 

with the approach. My research provides the basis for this thesis, but the partnership with the 

PAMA community extended well beyond the final document. Regular dialogue with PAMA 

stakeholders has ensured that the phenomenographic discussions have extended to regular 

reflection on how the communities are fostering change. Likewise, managers from IF AD 

have continued to show an interest in the work and are keen to explore its relevance to their 

organisation. While I have been very careful in protecting the integ1ity and privacy of 

respondents, I have also made a real effort to ensure that the research is about 'speaking with ' 

PAMA stakeholders. This meant regularly updating them on where the research has gone and 

what it has told us about development aid and program delivery. 

Uncovering marginalised knowledges is the third element in Sumner and Tribe's (2008) list. 

This was the most revealing aspect of my research. Applying a phenomenographic approach 

to PAMA uncovered a broad array of different ways development aid can and is perceived. In 

Chapter 3 I briefly referred to the ethical imperative that comes from learning through 

development. This premise is framed by the need for practitioners to question and adjust their 

actions and choices based on the power dynamics of the circumstances they find themselves 

in. As I outlined at the beginning of this research, existing development aid approaches are 

structured around an interventionist philosophy committed to 'planning for results ' and 

identified solutions. This approach does not adequately deal with the power differential 

between donors and recipients, nor does it encourage the adjustment of actions and choices as 

the model is locked into an instrumental commitment to change. Undertaking this research 

showed that by applying different approaches to how we consider, measure, and reflect on 

development interventions uncovered a broad range of marginalised knowledges that were 
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central to PAMA and its influence on transformational change. It also showed that where 

these knowledges are not captured and considered in relation to programs, the impact of 

donor funds is lessened. 

The findings from this phenomenographic analysis highlight the enormous variety that exists 

in how stakeholders engage with development aid. The relevance of the findings to other 

development work is difficult to gauge given the narrow slice of experience being dealt with 

here, but the responses are broad enough and surprising enough to suggest that additional 

work should be undertaken to validate how significant these ideas are. Many of the traditional 

ideas and concepts that drive existing approaches have only limited utility when we measure 

them against the findings of the phenomenographic analysis. This suggests there is a raft of 

other aspects that should be considered in undertaking work in the sector. Thus while it is 

necessary to be circumspect in judging how these findings translate into other contexts, it is 

safe to conclude that further research exploring the unintended consequences of interventions 

would be helpful to development programming. Similarly, the use and success of the 

phenomenographic approach merits further application to future research both with 

development practitioners in various organisations and with recipients in the field. Only by 

embracing alternative research methods are we likely to find a range of ways to adequately 

track how plans for transformation and change get taken up in practice and what results from 

the process. 

The fourth element in Sumner and Tribe ' s (2008) list of quality requirements for good 

development research is the rethin/dng definitions of research design and validity. The 

undertaking of this research project emerged from a desire to reconcile hard and soft systems 

to ensure more successful outcomes. The concept began with a set of problematic submarines 

(see Section 1.5), but was really about the challenge of multiple perceptions and the 

limitations ofleaming. To address this issue required a different approach to research in the 

development aid sector. Perceptions and learning are varied and difficult to capture and 

categorise. Therefore, the approach required a research design that went beyond a single 

discipline and looked at development aid through a diverse set of lenses. The validity of this 

approach relied on carefully marking out the parameters of the research and an 'interpretive 

awareness' that articulated the subjectivity of the researcher throughout the research process. 

I believe that my phenomenographic approach to researching development aid issues 

provides strong justification for looking more broadly at how alternative methodologies can 
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be applied to the sector. In Chapter 6, I referred to the challenge of thinking through 

appropriate ways to measure ' learning' . This thesis has shown that there are research 

methodologies out there that can take on this challenge, but it requires us to rethink what we 

are looking for from an engagement with the development aid sector. While each of these 

elements has presented a strong case for my research advancing the interests of development 

research, the following section outlines the key implications of this research to the ethical 

dimension of ' improving' people' s lives. 

7 .3 Implications for Policy and Practice 

In a recent article in Foreign Policy magazine, David Miller (2010) referred to the critical 

mistake made in US foreign policy engagement - doing before thinking. In many ways, my 

research points to a similar dilemma in development aid. Miller refers to the quintessentially 

American habit of wanting to fix things and make them better. In the development aid sector, 

I would argue that this is a common characteristic of most developed nations in their 

approach to lesser developed countries. Miller goes on to argue for incremental change, 

experimentation, humbleness and 'making headway where you can' - the argument being 

that while it's not sexy, it's a lot smarter than the decades of chaos and stagnation. The 

development aid sector is characterised by some of the ,ame complex and challenging 

elements of foreign policy. This complexity should inform the way f01ward rather than hinder 

it. I have argued through this research that there are ways we can confront the challenge of 

making complexity and diversity features of how we deliver development assistance, but it 

requires rethinking the existing organisational structures and operational approaches. 

In Chapter 6, I outlined the three issues that phenomenography identified as the key elements 

of moving to a broader paradigm of international co-operation. In this final section, I draw 

together these elements and the principles that informed the phenomenographic approach to 

development research to illustrate the four implications for aid policy and practice. This 

thesis points towards the concept of 'development as learning' having some legitimacy and 

the implications articulate this thread. 

The first implication of the research is the need to revisit the dominant goal of poverty 

alleviation as the premise f or development aid intervention (see Chapter 2). Encouraging a 

broader and more diverse approach to aid delivery stimulates discussion on what elements of 
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this complex issue influence and trigger responses to transformational change. The historical 

focus on poverty has confined the application of aid to a 'problem solving' pursuit that is 

difficult to 'win'. The inherent complexity of the development sector and the associated 

'wicked problems' it experiences require multiple methods, diverse approaches and iterative 

goals that are beyond the standard definitions of poverty. The application of a learning 

methodology to researching PAMA has shown that broadening the scope of how we look at 

and conceive of development aid shifts our ideas about what the process entails. This has 

considerable implications for how the sector approaches design, implementation and 

evaluation. 

The second implication is demand for broadening the methodological options for 

development research and evaluation. The research in this thesis has taken a new 

methodological approach to development research and has shown that broadening the range 

of approaches used reveals different ways development aid is experienced. This suggests that 

in acknowledging the complex nature of the development sector, we need to find ways to 

extend our understanding of development interventions and this requires a broader range of 

methodologies drawn from various disciplines to inform appropriate development research 

and practice. The implication is not that there is one kind of methodology or approach that 

works for dealing with complex and messy problems. Rather, a philosophy of methodological 

pluralism (as outlined in Chapter 3) is a useful way of thinking about how to approach 

research and evaluation in the development aid sector. 

Third, the exploration of the PAMA evaluation reports in Section 6.4 showed that the 

development aid sector requires a more humble and modest set of expectations of what 

development aid can achieve. Existing approaches to designing a development interventior. 

are extremely ambitious. Both the program objectives (often extremely high level poverty 

related - see PAMA logframe Appendix 1) and program outputs set challenging milestones 

that are rarely achieved. This compounds the focused and frenetic approach to 'getting things) 

done' and prevents adequate space for reflection and iteration. Moving towards a more 

modest set of expectations is extremely difficult given the current structures and political 

pressures that determine the managerialist arrangements. However, improving the way we 

report on the realities of development aid achievements (or under achievements) and 

highlighting the benefits of unintended consequences should help in justifying a change to 1 

more modest set of expectations. 
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Finally, the phenomenographic analysis in this thesis showed that the sector needs to 

recognise learning and relationships as a valid achievement of development aid. The 

implication here is that the set of indicators, evaluative approaches and ways of explaining 

the performance story needs to change. This requires researchers and practitioners to find 

different and diverse ways of explaining the full range of ways that development aid funds 

can contribute to transformational change. In Chapter 3 I argued that the multidimensionality 

of the development sector requires practitioners to foster learning processes, build thinking 

skills and harness relationships. This response is required to deal with endemically pluralist 

' life-worlds' (Gregory 1996) that exist in communities. Using development interventions to 

learn about these communities and harness key relationships must be recognised as an 

important and valid contribution if development aid is to move beyond its predilection for 

finding poverty solutions. 

7.4 Opportunities for further research 

Building on the notion of 'development as learning' opens up a range of new ways to think 

about and explore the development sector. In particular, there is the opportunity to explore 

how learning is being used in different ways within exi 'ting development practice. Strength-

based approaches and appreciative inquiry are examples of evaluation methods that 

encourage learning and reflection to inform the way given interventions are viewed. 

Undertaking research to explore other areas where learning approaches are informing 

development research and practice would broaden the range of ways we understand the 

contribution that learning makes to development aid. 

My thesis has largely addressed questions at the theoretical level, leaving aligned research at 

the operational level outside my scope. The application of phenomenography to development 

aid has highlighted the considerable diversity in ways stakeholders engage with interventions, 

but it has only touched on how this difference and variation might inform changes to the 

development sector. Research at the operational level would be essential to enable greater 

utilisation of this variation to development practice. Research topics at this level include 

building variation into program design, and measuring learning outcomes in development 

programs. 
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Finally, there are other opportunities for the application of phenomenography to research in 

the development sector. The focus in this research was on differences and variation amongst 

a set of stakeholders linked to the same program. While the defined boundaries of this 

intervention was helpful in articulating the differences amongst a group of people 

experiencing the same phenomenon (the development program - PAMA), I can see how 

broadening the phenomenon being investigated could provide new insight into how people 

see development aid at a different level. In shifting the focus to development aid more 

generally and asking particular groups (for example - a sample set of evaluation consultants) 

about their perceptions of the broader development aid agenda, we would have another set of 

categories of description to tell us about differences and how to build on these in our 

development practice. The existing system largely assumes we are all working towards the 

same goals and with similar sets of principles. My study of PAMA showed this is rarely the 

case. Further research on the variation of the collective experience of development aid and 

the associated internally related, hierarchical categories of description would be particularly 

valuable to informing ways of changing the existing fixed operational structures. 

I set out on this research journey looking for the right mechanisms and instruments to 

understand the complexity of development aid. I am not sure I managed to find the right 

mechanisms, but I did discover that dealing with 'wicked problems' requires us to move 

beyond the command and control systems that dominate existing development interventions 

towards discordant pluralist approaches that encourage us to look and appreciate the variation 

in 'our' constellation. I have discovered that the development sector requires a commitment 

to learning and to people if it is to influence transformational change. This means shifting the 

epistemological and ontological perspectives of current participants and encouraging a more 

realistic change agenda built on ' speaking with' rather than ' speaking for ' those we seek to 

represent. 
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Appendix1 - PAMA Logframe 

Intervention Logic Key Performance Indicators Monitoring and Evaluation Sources 

Development Objective: To increase In focal areas: National income and poverty studies 
smallholder incomes and food security and 
promote broad based economic growth Reduced food purchases by small holder Project impact assessment 

producers 
Increased school attendance levels 
Increased number of tin roofs, bikes, radios 
etc 

Intervention logic Key Performance Indicators Monitoring and Evaluation Sources Crit.ical Assumptions/Risks 

Overall Project Objective: Increased agricultural production levels Participatory diagnostic and baseline Economic Stability: stable exchange rate 
surveys and impact assessment surveys and low inflation 

To (a) increase the number of small holder Increased number of smallholders Case Studies Openness of the economy: liberalisation of 
producers marketing and buyers marketing crops Government statistical bulletins and trade continues and free trade exists 
purchasing agricultural produce; (b) the Increased volume of crops marketed publications Conducive political environment which 
share of end market prices obtained by I Increased farm gate prices facilitates participation of local and 
small holders for their produce and ; (c) the Reduced fluctuation in farm gate prices international NGOs in development 
total value of small holder produce process 
marketed. Attractive price/cost ratios exist between 

agricultural products 
Increased marketing does not represent 
distressed sales 



Intervention Logic Key Performance Indicators Monitoring and Evaluation Sources 
Outputs/Results: By PY4 PAMA is developed, established Stakeholder meetings Donor community buys into process 
1. Successfully contributed to process of and operational by stakeholders PAMA appraisal report Active participation of key stakeholders 
formulating and establishing programme Relevant legislation is modified wheie Legislation passed Government maintains key support 
framework for smallholder market linkage necessary Regular monitoring reports Political will exists 
development MADR strengthened and their programmes Periodic studies 

supported by the project 
Participation of NGOs gradually transferred 
to local organisations to take over 
responsibility 

2. Well-managed and sustainable No.s of groups and associations formed Implementing partner reports Legislation passed 
smallholder producers and associations Percentage of farmers in targeted areas Beneficiary survey reports Local NGOs strengthened 
formed and operational that are members of associations and are Harmonisation of different approaches 

selling through them Lower cost models of farmer groups 
Volumes, prices and values of commodities developed 
marketed and handled by associations 

3. Rural market access roads rehabilitated Roads rehabilitated , improved and Implementing partner reports Improved roads results in increased traffic 
and maintained using labour based maintained: distance, cost and jobs Beneficiary survey reports - transporters Roads fund is replenished to cover 
methods No.s of famil ies, cultivated areas, and and traders and farmers maintenance 

crops grown Regular community road reports Rehabilitated roads are added to 
Traffic counts maintenance network 
Transport costs at peak periods 
No.s of traders operating 

4. Tested, proven and accepted Warehoused inventory schemes Implementing partner reports Warehouse operators participate in 
mechanisms to allow smallholder traders established Beneficiary survey reports program 
and associations to access credit from No.s of traders storing produce Traders associations deposit in 
commercial banks Produce stored - volume and value warehouses 

Total credit disbursed by traders Commercial banks provide credit 
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Intervention Logic Key Performance Indicators Monitoring and Evaluation Sources 
5. Network of rural based agricultural input No.s of traders participating Stakeholder meetings Input suppliers interested in establishing 
suppliers established and marketing Range, value and volume of inputs sold PAMA appraisal report commercial relations with associations 
increased quantity of inputs No.s of male and female headed Legislation passed Effective demand amongst targeted group 

smallholder producers purchasing inputs Regular monitoring reports 
Periodic studies 

6. New small scale producer processing No.s and efficiency of processors Implementing partner reports Entrepreneurs able to access opportunities 
activities are started and existing operators Milling and processing charges Beneficiary survey reports Effective demand amongst targeted group 
expand No.s of male and female headed 

smallholder with commercial relations with 
plants 

7. New market opportunities are identified No.s of commercial market opportunities Implementing partner reports Market opportunities can be exploited 
and exploited for existing and new identified Beneficiary survey reports - transporters 
agricultural products Volume and value of sales and traders and farmers 

Number of products marketed Regular community road reports 

8. Outreach of market information system No.s of programmes and information Implementing partner reports General availability of radios 
is expanded disseminated Beneficiary survey reports Station coverage is adequate 

No.s accessing rad io programmes Market information is accurate 
Ratings of usefulness of programmes 



Appendix 2 
Institution Position Location Gender Language 

IFAD Regional Director Rome Male English 

Austral General Manager Maputo Male English 

Austral LONAT Team Maputo Male English 
Member 

PAMA Project Economist Maputo Male English 

CL USA Regional Director Nampula Male Portuguese 

Consultant - MAT Mid term Team Cuamba Male English 

PAMA Regional Director Cuamba Male English 

AM ODER Regional Manager Cuamba Female Portuguese 

GAPI Regional Director Cuamba Male Portuguese 

Niassa District Cuamba Male Portuguese 
Administrator 

PAMA PAMA Director Maputo Male English 

GRM Regional Brisbane Female English 
Coordinator 

IFAD Country Director Maputo Male English 

IFAD Maputo Country Manager Maputo Male English 

PAMA Regional Director Cuamba Male English 

Farm Agro Proces or Cuamba Male English 
--· ·-------------Cuamba - -- - - -------- -·- - -------

Community Radio Radio Presenter Male Portuguese _, -- - - --- ---------- t-- - - --- ---- - - - - - - - -
Cuamba District Commercial Cuamba Male Portuguese 

Director Niassa ·- - ------Josima Proprietor Road Niassa Female Portuguese 
Constructions Contractor 

UCA Association 
President 

Niassa Male Portuguese 

UCA Association Chief Niassa Male Portuguese 

Farmers & Association de Niassa Male Chichewa 
Assoc . Members Magoma II 

Oleo Anima Director - Food Oil Niassa Male Portuguese 

OXFAM Project Monitor Niassa Male English 

Indep Consultant Roads Consultant Niassa Male English 

ONIO Roads Contractor Niassa Male Portuguese 
- ----- ----

Lurio Market Stallholder 1 Niassa Male Portuguese 
-·------ - -- ------- ----

Lurio Market Stallholder 2 Niassa Male Portuguese 

Cuamba Market Stallholder Niassa Male Portuguese 

PAMA Marketing Director Maputo Male English 

GRM Regional Director Pretoria Male English 
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Appendix 3 

Interview Questions 

1. What can you tell me about the IF AD PAMA Project? 

2. What role have you played in the process? 

3. What can you tell me about the role of IF AD in Mozambique? 

4. What do you see as the positive elements of the IFAD PAMA Project? 

5. What about the negative aspects? 

6. How has the project been implemented? 

7. What are the approaches and processes used for this implementation? 

8. What processes are in place to measure the effectiveness of the project? 

9. Who are the key stakeholders you have encountered in the project? 

10. Are you aware of any resistance to the project? 

11. What obstacles have had to be overcome? 

12. How have these barriers been addressed? 

13. What does the PAMA project offer IF AD in the long term? 

14. Do you believe the project can fulfil its objectives? 

15. How do you see your role in this outcome? 
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