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MANAGING DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS AND PROGRAMMES 

Fresh perspectives towards an action research agenda

Status.  This is a discussion draft of a paper that is intended to set out some distinctive perspectives to guide the development of the action research programme of the Centre for Applied Development Studies (CADS) within the Lincoln School of Management (LSM).  The present draft is influenced by recent discussions and seminars with staff and doctoral students within the School, and by continuing communications with many of those associates from other countries who contributed to the CADS working conference at Lincoln in August 1997.  It is also influenced by readings of some significant recent publications in the literature of participatory development.  I am especially indebted to my colleague Dennis Finlayson, who has offered much in the way of encouragement and ideas as I have worked on successive drafts.
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MANAGING DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS AND PROGRAMMES

Fresh perspectives towards an action research agenda

Synopsis

The question to be addressed here is that of how far those involved in managing international development projects and programmes can achieve added value by including within their toolkits some of the newer participatory approaches and tools developed by management and systems scientists.  The intention is to help construct a collaborative agenda for action research, within which the new Centre for Applied Development Studies in the Lincoln School of Management can develop working relationships with partners throughout the developing and the developed world.

First, a crucial distinction is suggested between the management of development projects, involving temporary interactions among diverse parties in host, agent and sponsor roles, and the management of less transient development programmes.  A general model of interactive project management is proposed, and the more important sources of complexity in international development projects are reviewed.  A view of interactive decision-making amidst diverse sources of uncertainty is then introduced as a standpoint from which to analyse the practical difficulties that arise.

This enables a concept of reciprocal outreach to be developed.  It is argued not only that external project agents should learn to appreciate the complex local realities that influence the lives of their hosts; but also that these local hosts should develop a capacity to reach out to appreciate the worlds of influential external project agents and sponsors.  This leads into a discussion of how far appropriate tools for reciprocal outreach can be identified within the established toolkits either of development professionals, or of management and systems scientists.  It is then asked how far any such tools offer a capacity to counteract three pervasive types of destabilising influence in international development.  These are described as crisis; power distortion and programme interference.

There follows a review of some of the more familiar participatory approaches and tools from the domains of project planning; social analysis and assessment; systems thinking; and strategic decision support.  Some recent examples are offered of the use of participatory methods from the management sciences in international development projects and in community development projects.  It is argued that there is a potential for these methods to add significant value to the recognised toolkits of international development professionals.  While further experimentation will be important, there have already been some pointers as to how a creative synthesis can be achieved.

A critique is offered of the relevance of approaches to strategic management from the business world to the more challenging and pluralistic context of international development projects and programmes.  There follows further speculation as to the scope for developing deeper and more insightful interpretations of such widespread guiding precepts as participation, partnership, evaluation and sustainability.  

It is proposed that the search for such insights should guide the construction of an ambitious yet flexible action research agenda, within which the new Centre at Lincoln can develop progressively deeper collaborative relationships with other academic centres, development professionals and programme sponsors throughout the world. 

John Friend, Research Professor, Centre for Applied Development Studies
MANAGING DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS AND PROGRAMMES

Fresh perspectives towards an action research agenda

Scope

This paper sets out to explore the challenges involved in managing development projects and programmes in an interactive or participatory way.  Most of the arguments presented here can be tested in relation to almost any context of development in which many parties are involved.  However, particular reference will be made to those challenges that arise in the management of international development projects and programmes, in which resources from wealthier countries are mobilised to address issues of concern within what are sometimes known as developing countries or the developing world.  

The paper sets out to offer a basis for the advancement of appropriate theory as well as for the more sensitive management of development projects and programmes in practice.  In particular, it aims to offer some fresh perspectives on such widespread concerns as participation, partnership, evaluation and sustainability in the management of international development projects and programmes.

Projects and Programmes: a Key Distinction

As a point of departure, a crucial distinction will be suggested between the concept of a continuing programme of development, the ownership of which is usually clearly-defined and relatively stable over time, and the concept of a more finite development project which is negotiated among parties with differing programmatic interests.  Typically, any development programme owned by a particular party evolves through a succession of negotiated project engagements involving a continually evolving configuration of other participants, each influenced by its own changing combination of programme interests. 

Any negotiated development project can therefore be viewed from the perspective of more than one programme “owner”.  Indeed, in practice there will often be a rich and diverse pattern of programme interests to be disentangled. As will be discussed in more depth in a later section, these various contributory programme “strands” may range from overt and formally-structured institutional programmes to more elusive but nevertheless influential personal or political programmes or agendas.  Each such programme can be seen as itself gradually changing shape through the negotiation, management and evaluation of successive project engagements over the course of time.

These distinctions will here be explored in such a way as to raise some important questions about the relevance of familiar management concepts and methods that draw on recognised conceptual frameworks in such fields as systems thinking and decision theory.  It will be argued that there are important differences between the context considered here and the relatively closed context of strategic management within the autonomous business corporation, within which much of the established body of theory about strategic management has evolved.

This paper will seek conceptual clarity through a deliberate avoidance of the term development, except as a qualifier for the terms project and programme.  The intention is to bypass potentially sterile arguments about the nature of “development” as a process, recognising the confusions that can arise through the sheer multiplicity of contexts in which the word has acquired meaning.

The variety of contexts in which a concept of “development” has become familiar leads to a corresponding variety in the shades of meaning that have become attached to the term.  It is believed that much of what will be said here will have some relevance to most of these contexts.  Yet in order to avoid distractions from the main argument to be developed in this paper, a review of the range of contexts in which the word has become widely used, and the differing value associations that it has attracted, will here be relegated to an appendix (Attachment 1).  

If there is one characteristic of the context of international development projects that is widely recognised as presenting a distinctive challenge, it is the expectation that attenuated gaps in culture, lifestyle and appreciative judgement will be found among many of the principal parties.  In particular, such gaps are widely recognised between agents of change from wealthier countries and those people in less wealthy countries whose lives they seek to influence.  

These gaps tend to be particularly wide in relation to projects designed to help poorer or more isolated local communities or community sectors.  For the lives of these people – and their responses to change – tend to be shaped by subtle mosaics of structural, cultural and kinship influence that may remain largely hidden from external project agents, unless those agents are prepared to make substantial investments in appreciative judgement.  This is a challenge that has been explored in some depth in the writings of Robert Chambers of the Institute of Development Studies at the University of Sussex (Chambers, 1983, 1997). 

Types of Roles in Development Projects

In the case of a typical social research or organisational change project, or indeed a typical construction or engineering project, it has become usual to distinguish two principal types of role: the client role on the one hand, and the consultant or contractor role on the other.  However, in a recent review of a cross-section of completed projects conducted by staff and associates of the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations – most of them designed on action research principles - it was found more realistic to adopt a tripartite classification of project roles.  Those engaged in such a project can in general be viewed as approaching the negotiations from the direction of one or other of three broad domains: a host domain, an agent domain and a sponsor domain (Friend et al., 1998).  While these three domains will often be found to overlap to some degree, they can nevertheless be regarded as conceptually distinct in terms of the project roles that they contain.

The three domains can be distinguished as follows:

· The host domain includes those people who play continuing roles within the local context in which the work of the project is done;

· The agent domain includes those people who are appointed to do the work of the project, usually bringing professional skills and experience which are seen as beneficial in the context;

· The sponsor domain includes all those who mobilise and allocate the resources that enable the agents to be appointed to work with and for the project hosts.

A preliminary review of a range of international development projects suggests that this broad classification can have considerable interpretative value not only in relation to the types of project analysed in the Tavistock review, but also in relation to international development projects.  At least, the validity of the categories can be tested against a range of experiences in the field of international development – for example, the diverse set of sixteen projects recently reviewed in the World Bank Participation Sourcebook (World Bank, 1996).  The framework can then be adapted in whatever ways appear to be desirable to give a better fit.

It is a characteristic of most international development projects – and indeed of many relatively complex projects in other fields that are designed to combine objectives of action and of learning – that a more or less clear distinction can be made between a sponsor and a host domain.  Furthermore, distinct sets of programme interests can often be disentangled within each of the three domains - including the agent domain wherever a multi-disciplinary or multi-organisational project team has been assembled.  A generalised picture of the relationships among the domains in the course of a project is reproduced in Attachment 2.  

A Model of Interactive Project Management

The picture offered in Attachment 2 is one wherein people from each of these three types of domain converge in the course of negotiating a pattern of working relationships and mutual expectations, to last over some mutually agreed period of time.  The impetus for this negotiation may come from any of many sources – often reflecting a prior history of relationships among at least some of the parties. This process of contracting – which may in some instances be aborted – will, if followed through to a conclusion, result in the specification of a new development project.  

The intended outcomes of the project, and the methods to be used, may be pre-negotiated with either a greater or a lesser degree of precision.  It is to be expected, however, that interrelated choices about relationships, about inquiry and about producing will arise at many points in the course of the project (Spink, 1980).  If the project has been conceived in a participatory spirit, then these choices will involve not only the agents but also some of the participants from the host domain - and possibly from the sponsor domain as well.  The inclusion in Attachment 2 of a more shadowy project penumbra reflects a recognition that these project management choices may at any stage be influenced by people in each domain who are less intimately involved in the project work.  

In a participatory project, it is common for the distinctions among the three domains to become increasingly blurred as the project runs its course.  For it is now increasingly argued that the distinguishing feature of a participatory project in international development is that people from the host domain as well as from the agent domain, and possibly also from the sponsor domain, should become actively involved in project planning, management and evaluation.  

However, any development project sooner or later comes to an end through a process of disengagement, within which the lives of those from each domain become separated out once more.  Those in agent roles may then go on to engage in other projects involving different hosts and perhaps different sponsors, while those in sponsor roles may turn their attention to new projects involving other agents and other hosts.  Meanwhile, those in host roles may resume their ongoing local patterns of social, operational, managerial and political interaction, influenced to a greater or a lesser degree by their experiences in the course of the project.  

Yet some or all of these people are sooner or later likely to find themselves acting as hosts to other development projects, often involving different sponsors and different project agents.  This is a reality that can often obscure the conventional concern of project sponsors to assess the degree to which intended project outcomes have been “implemented” locally from their own particular programme perspective.  

Among the intended outcomes of a project within the host domain may be various forms of adaptation in local people’s capacities and relationships.  Within the sponsor domain, they will usually include advances in understanding that will help them in pursuing their programme interests on a broader front.  Meanwhile, those involved as project agents can expect to benefit to some degree not only from whatever direct project income has accrued to them, but also from new experiences that may be of value to them in negotiating and undertaking future projects.  

Inevitably, there will always be shortfalls in outcomes in relation to expectations; in addition to which there may be all kinds of unexpected outcomes to confront.  Demands therefore often arise for evaluation of the outcomes of a project from the perspective of significant parties within each of the three domains.  In the case of relatively extensive projects, important aspects of evaluation may be carried out within some kind of formal evaluation framework.  Whether or not this is the case, it is only to be expected that all participants will make their own informal evaluative judgements as to whether or not the project should be considered a success. 

An important judgement that is increasingly attempted is that of how far the intended outcomes of the project will be sustainable after the project has come to an end.  This reflects the experience of many sponsors that major project investments have failed to yield enduring changes within the host environment.  Yet judgements of sustainability in the world of international development can rarely be simple, for longer-term outcomes are likely to be influenced by a range of unforeseen events.  Prominent among these is the possibility that people and communities in the host domain may sooner or later become involved in subsequent projects in which they will receive the attentions of different agents, commissioned by different sponsors.  

Sources of Complexity in Practice

The model in Attachment 2 is intended to serve as no more than a general point of reference in exploring the practical issues encountered in managing development projects and programmes, and in developing appropriate theory and management methods.  Among additional sources of complexity to be confronted in practice are:

· The distinctions among the three domains, while becoming blurred during the course of a project, may also sometimes be less than sharp beforehand and afterwards.  For example, some staff from a sponsoring organisation may expect to become directly involved in successive projects as agents, while some people from host communities may take on roles within sponsorship structures – or indeed direct agent roles – in relation to future projects involving new hosts.  

· There may be several parties to be identified within each domain, contributing diverse strands of programme interests.  Sometimes, these parties may bring to a project a substantial history of past collaboration on earlier projects, whereas in other cases they may start with little awareness of each other’s backgrounds or interests.  Indeed, the history of ambitious inter-disciplinary development projects is littered with unhappy experiences in which little mutual understanding has developed among the project participants - even if there have been sufficient exceptions to encourage sponsors to persist in working towards inter-disciplinary ideals.

· There may be differing levels or types of programme strand to be distinguished within each domain.  In many cases, more than one organisation will be a participant in at least one – if not all – of the agent, sponsor and host roles, each with its own programme objectives.  In addition, there may be various less formal influences to be uncovered in any of the domains, in terms of personal or political aims. 

In the paper already cited (Friend et al., 1998), a distinction was presented between institutional programmes, disciplinary programmes and personal programmes.  This distinction was inspired by the work of Boothroyd (1978) in his book Articulate Intervention, which itself drew extensively on the writings of contemporary writers in the philosophy of science including Popper (1959), Kuhn (1962) and Lakatos (1972). 

Some indication of this potential for further complexity is offered in Attachment 3.  This builds further on the picture of Attachment 2 by suggesting the scope for identifying partially intertwined strands of institutional, disciplinary and personal interest within the agent and host domains.  The possibility of also identifying similar types of strand within the sponsor domain is here omitted simply to keep the structure of the general model relatively clear.  

In Attachment 3, the picture is presented in a simplified symmetrical form in order to illustrate these structural features.  Yet in any particular case of an international development project, the picture is most unlikely to be a symmetrical one.  The influences of the various contributory programme strands may be quite different in character and in degree.  Also, the extent to which they have already become intertwined before the project begins, or will remain intertwined thereafter, may be highly variable.  For this reason, the paper already cited (Friend et al., 1998) offers a further derivative of the model which those enquiring into any particular project experience are invited to use to guide a process of cross-questioning about the various influences involved.  

This framework of enquiry is reproduced in Attachment 4.  No particular sequence of questioning is here recommended.  The central axis of boxes highlighted through the use of darker shading indicates a set of relatively simple initial questions designed to lead towards a descriptive profile of a project.  Those boxes in lighter shading indicate deeper levels of questioning that, if pursued recursively, may yield progressively deeper insights.   

Responses to these deeper questions will be all the more valuable if participants in a project can be invited to engage in a process of group discussion between one round of enquiry and the next.  If the information resulting from such an enquiring process is to be analysed in depth, then it becomes important to record it in a structured yet flexible way.  This points to the value of recording the data with the help of  hypertext-based software, so as to capture the rich interconnections among answers to questions of the various types indicated in Attachment 4 (Friend et al., 1998). 

So far, the set of exploratory questions presented in Attachment 4 has undergone only a limited amount of field testing, as a means of investigating the range of influences bearing on the management of a sample of applied research and consultancy projects within the direct experience of the Tavistock team.  Among these however were several extensive and challenging action research projects involving multi-organisational hosts; multiple sponsorship; and agent teams who were not only inter-disciplinary but often inter-organisational in their composition.   

Adaptations to the Context of International Development

In the field of international development, it is only to be expected that some modification of this classification may be helpful, for example in interpreting the concept of a “disciplinary programme”.  In many contexts, this concept can be used both to explore distinctions among scientific disciplines within the agent domain, and to explore differing professional or functional responsibilities in those parts of a host environment populated by formal organisational structures.  

However, in other contexts the concept of a disciplinary programme might also be adopted to distinguish varied political programmes in a local host community, associated either with formal political parties or with less formal political factions; or to distinguish interests associated with different religious or ethnic groupings.  So the term might either be retained in the field of international development, with this broader interpretation; or it might be replaced by some broader term such as that of a cultural programme.  

In the context of international development, a capacity to distinguish important personal programmes can also be expected to remain important.  Perhaps, however, it might have to be adapted to give less emphasis to the pursuit of individual career aspirations through roles within formal organisations, and more emphasis to the pursuit of family interests within personal kinship networks.  

Decision-Making in the Course of Development Projects

The general model of the dimensions of a development project presented in Attachments 2 and 3 should help to dampen any expectations that the processes of decision-making within any major project in the field of international development will normally be simple to describe.  In this section, some of the particular challenges of decision-making in this kind of environment will be discussed, as a prelude to discussion of the practical contributions that can be made by various kinds of supporting approaches, tools and techniques.  

In the literature of international development, there has lately been an increasing tendency to focus on issues of decision-making (Chambers, 1983, 1997; World Bank, 1996).  This in turn has led to increasing advocacy of a principle of participatory decision-making, leading to a search for practical methods through which to translate this principle into a working reality.  

The view of decision-making to be presented in this section and that which follows draws on a programme of work over some two decades within a former unit of the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations in London. This unit was originally known as the Institute for Operational Research (IOR) (Friend, Norris and Stringer, 1988; Friend, 1997).  The roots of this programme can be traced to the sixties, when teams of operational research scientists and social scientists undertook two pioneering socio-technical studies of group decision-making in city government and in the management of construction projects (Friend and Jessop, 1969, Crichton, 1966).  

The programme of the “IOR School” (Faludi, 1987) gathered further momentum during the seventies through a combination of investigative projects for government departments and research councils, and more focused action research projects conducted in close association with staff of local authorities and other public sector agencies.  Many of these projects addressed local issues of inter-organisational decision-making within the public domain (Friend, Power and Yewlett, 1974; Friend, Laffin and Norris, 1981). 

The overall approach had now become known as the Strategic Choice Approach (SCA).  During the eighties, the members of the IOR School dispersed and the programme took on an increasingly international orientation.  A succession of consultancy and training projects in other European countries contributed to an increasing emphasis on the practice of facilitation of informal planning groups (Friend and Hickling, 1997).  Also, during the nineties, an interactive software package known as STRAD – for Strategic Adviser – was developed to support decision-making in smaller meetings (Cartwright, 1992).  

Over the last decade, several instances have been reported of the application of the methods developed within the “IOR School” to development projects in third world countries (van Steenbergen, 1990, White, 1994, Kammeier, 1997), and also to local community development projects within Britain (Bryant, Ritchie and Taket, 1994).  

The view of decision–making that has been sustained and refined throughout the development of this programme is one in which people with differing responsibilities, interests and skills face a challenge of working flexibly through successive interactions – often under insistent time pressures - in order to make incremental progress towards decisions. They therefore face challenges not only in identifying alternative courses of action and agreeing on preferences between them; but also in agreeing a view of the “shape” of the cluster of decision problems that they should be addressing, and a strategy for making progress towards commitments over time.  

The resulting view of decision-making – or of planning, for the two kinds of activity are seen as overlapping – is essentially an incremental one, in which successive agreements on progress – or progress packages – are negotiated through time.  However, the momentum of progress is not always maintained within the same social or organisational context; for patterns of involvement can be expected to evolve continuously, as successive changes in the decision agenda are agreed.

Managing Different Sources of Uncertainty

An important element in this view of decision making is the role played by the strategic management of uncertainty through time.  From the early stages of the city government project, it was observed that participants in meetings tended to differ in their views as to the major obstacles to decision-making for the most problematic issues on their agendas.  Some tended to see the main obstacles in terms of shortage of relevant information, leading to calls for investment in some form of investigation – survey, analysis, costing, technical study or research.  Others meanwhile would see the main obstacles to decision in terms of a lack of agreement over guiding objectives or values, leading to calls for investment in consultation with powerful policy-makers or representatives of important interests.  

Others again would see the major obstacles to decision in terms of the linkages between the issues on their present agenda and other issues due to be decided elsewhere at some point in the future.  Such a perception tended to lead to calls for investments in extensions to the current decision agenda, involving some form of negotiation, co-ordination or joint planning with other parties – some at least of whom could be expected to have different organisational or political allegiances.

All three of these proposed types of action – investigations, policy consultations, negotiations with other decision-makers – could be seen as different forms of investment in the management of the perceived level of uncertainty surrounding the decisions to be made at the present time.  This is indicated in the diagram of Attachment 5, which is regarded as central to the philosophy of the IOR School (Friend and Hickling, 1997).  Perceived in such terms, any proposed investment might be either more or less “resource-effective” than any alternative investment in reducing the current obstacles to decision; and thus in increasing the level of collective confidence with which progress towards decisions can be sustained.  

In the course of a meeting, this choice of appropriate response to uncertainty might not normally be expressed explicitly in such terms.  Yet it has been observed that the outcome of any group discussion of alternative ways of managing uncertainty can often have a powerful impact on the decisions that emerge, both in the shorter and in the longer term.  Furthermore, the outcome of this kind of discussion can have important influences on those process choices as to which other parties should become involved at any future stage; in what sequence; and though what procedural channels – whether these be formal or informal, bureaucratic or political. 

In this way, it is observed that patterns of future participation in decision-making are all the time being shaped by discussions about the management of current uncertainties - even thought the choices might not to be expressed consciously in such terms through the conventional mechanisms of collective decision-making.  The lack of a shared language through which to address at a conscious level such choices of how to manage uncertainty was a prime concern behind the design of the approach to strategic decision-making put forward by the IOR School in the late sixties (Friend and Jessop, 1969).  This was later to become known as the Strategic Choice Approach (Friend and Hickling, 1997).  

This emphasis is reflected in the choice of a recommended format that is sometimes known as a progress package when facilitating group decision-making through the strategic choice approach.  This consists of a grid – illustrated below – in which the decisions on the current agenda are subdivided into those that it is agreed to make now and those to be addressed at some future time.  In parallel, the areas of uncertainty surrounding these decisions are subdivided into those to be addressed now through some form of investigation, policy consultation or negotiation, and those that it is consciously agreed not to tackle in this way.  In this way, a focus is maintained on those areas of uncertainty that are agreed to be worth tackling now, so as to build a basis for approaching important future choices with more confidence.

The Progress Package Format

	
	DECISIONS

NOW
	FUTURE
	UNCERTAINTIES

NOW
	FUTURE

	Party A
	
	
	
	

	Party B
	
	
	
	

	Party C
	
	
	
	

	…….
	
	
	
	


This general approach to incremental progress towards decisions in the face of multiple sources of uncertainty has recently been demonstrating its relevance both to international development projects and to community development projects in Britain.  It has also now been widely tested in exercises with experienced programme managers from developing countries through summer courses conducted at the University of Sheffield over almost a decade.  It therefore offers a well-tested perspective through which to view the wider challenges of managing international development projects and programmes.

A Concept of Reciprocal Outreach

There have now been many experiences in introducing problem-structuring methods from the management and systems sciences in projects involving interaction with local communities, both in developing or in more developed countries.  These experiences have repeatedly indicated that it can be critical for local people to develop a capacity to appreciate more fully the choices facing decision-makers in influential external agencies.  For the forces at work on such agencies, in agent or sponsor roles, can present some of the most important sources of uncertainty for representatives of local communities in agreeing how they should act within the course of a development project.  This is especially the case with community groups which are relatively poor or disadvantaged, and which may find themselves subject to powerful forces of political, social, economic, environmental or technological change that they find it hard to influence in any significant way.

This argument leads to the articulation of a principle of reciprocal outreach, which is presented diagrammatically in Attachment 6.  The three domains of involvement in a project – host, agent and sponsor – are here shown as intersecting in addressing the particular set of choices – some of which may be substantive, some procedural – that have been identified as germane to the achievement of agreed project aims.  This picture can be seen as corresponding to a horizontal cross-section through the picture of Attachment 2, at any moment during the project’s course.  The areas of overlap – and the patterns of interaction among the people concerned - will tend to be at their most extensive while the project is fully under way.  Then the overlapping areas of choice will tend to diminish once more as the project draws to a close.

If the focus of attention during the project remains firmly on those choices that are agreed to be most central to the project aims, then it is to be expected that these choices will soon become seen as obstructed by all kinds of uncertainties.  Referring to the classification of Attachment 5, experience in successive development projects indicates that many of these uncertainties will be of type UR, relating to the intentions or agendas of other parties.  Furthermore, many of these uncertainties will relate to the intentions of parties in each domain who may not be closely involved in the work of this particular project.  

For example, there might be other powerful local stakeholders within the host domain whose actions could significantly affect the project outcomes, even though they are not participating directly in the management of this project.  Also, there might be other external agents now working on or expecting to work on other projects in this same locality, whose actions could either reinforce or threaten the planned outcomes of this project.  Then, there could be other powerful sponsors whose programmes and projects could profoundly influence what it is intended to achieve through this project.  In developing countries, such sponsors could range from other international agencies which profess benign intentions, to insurgent groups supported by foreign powers or international narcotic syndicates. 

Several instances in which such uncertainties become seen as critical are to be found in published accounts of applications of the strategic choice approach, as one particular means of supporting decisions that focuses directly on the planned management of uncertainty.  Such perceptions lead those involved in managing the project to reach out towards clearer understanding of the circumstances, intentions and predicaments of other parties, whether they be located in the host, agent or sponsor domains.  Then, if they judge it appropriate, they can attempt to influence the intentions of these other parties by approaching them to engage in some form of negotiation, collaboration or joint planning.

In particular, this experience supports the view that it is insufficient to offer tools whereby external project agents can reach out towards clearer understanding of patterns of choice facing their own project hosts - especially where the empowerment of local hosts is seen as a project aim.  It becomes just as essential that people in host roles should be helped to develop a capacity for reciprocal outreach towards other parties in other parts of the host, agent or sponsor domain who are perceived as critical sources of uncertainty in relation to important project decisions.  This applies in particular to local host communities that find themselves caught up in situations of externally generated crisis or rapid change – for example, in the wake of natural disasters or habitat destruction, or civil or military conflict, or political or economic turmoil.

The Search for Appropriate Tools

Attachment 7 presents a synoptic view, first presented for discussion at the international working conference at Lincoln in August 1997, of some of the tools and approaches that are now discussed and advocated among those involved in the three broad methodological movements of participatory development; systems thinking; and group decision support.  Within each of the three sectors, a selection of the more widely-promoted approaches is shown.  Some of them are indicated by acronyms for brevity, accompanied by the names of their more prominent champions; a key to the acronyms appears below.  Further background on the various participatory development tools can be found in the World Bank Participation Sourcebook (World Bank 1996).  Background on the systems thinking tools can be found in Flood and Jackson, Creative Problem Solving (Wiley, 1991).  Several of the decision support tools – specifically, those associated with the field of “soft” operational research or problem-structuring methods (PSMs) - are covered either in Rosenhead, J. Rational Analysis for a Problematic World (Wiley, 1989), or in Eden and Radford Tackling Strategic Problems (Sage, 1990).

In the centre of Attachment 7 will be found a concise statement of the important challenges to be addressed in managing development projects and programmes.  The words participation, partnership, evaluation and sustainability are given prominence because they are all now part of a familiar professional and governmental discourse about improved ways of managing projects in the international development field.  Just above the central rectangle, an impression is given of the ambient conditions that tend to present challenges to those engaged in the management of any development project.  These ambient conditions are summarised in Attachment 7 in terms of uncertainty, conflict and complexity.  These are three terms that are becoming widely accepted within the management science community (Rosenhead, 1989) as descriptions of the main sources of difficulty that have to be addressed in the design of appropriate techniques.  It may also be noticed that the three terms correspond broadly to the three classes of uncertainty presented in the model of Attachment 5.

Destabilising Influences in International Development

In addition, most professionals involved in international development projects become conscious in their work of further destabilising influences that can at times seem to make it virtually impossible for a project to achieve its intended results, however powerful the tools and approaches that may be deployed.  These influences are summarised just below the central rectangle in Attachment 7 in terms of the three categories of crisis and turbulence; power distortion; and programme interference.  Each of these destabilising influences will now be discussed in turn.

Crisis and Turbulence.  Many international development projects are triggered by, and many more are influenced by, crises or upheavals that create severe disturbances for settled patterns of relationships within local communities, and are at least partially of external origin.  Among such influences are natural disasters such as earthquakes and floods; political upheavals and wars, generating displacements and flows of refugees; international market forces that impinge on primary producers; and climatic changes leading to degradation of local environments and consequent destabilisation of established local economic and social systems.  

Power Distortion.   Many international development projects are directed towards the empowerment of community sectors that are recognised as disadvantaged or impoverished by such differentiating factors as gender, ethnicity or caste.  In such circumstances, project agents who seek to stimulate fuller participation of all stakeholders in decision-making may soon encounter daunting obstacles.  For sources of power may be less overt than in equivalent situations in developed countries where organisational roles and policies tend to be more formally defined.  So the use of participatory methods of any kind may become obstructed or subverted in ways that may be hard for the outsider to fathom.  The concept of power distortion is introduced here as one that makes sense intuitively.  In so far as it carries an implication of deviation from some ideal state of equitable distribution of power, it must be recognised that the definition of any such ideal state is itself likely to be a contentious matter.  However, this need not preclude agreement on the presence of serious distortions in relation to a particular development project.
Programme Interference.  The more closely an international development programme is targeted on some particular problem area or development objective, the greater the likelihood of tensions at its interfaces with other parallel programmes that may impinge on the same locality yet may be designed in pursuit of quite different programme objectives.  This leads to situations of what has been described as “policy stress” (Friend, 1977), in which the local decision-makers may find it hard, if not impossible, to agree on local actions that are consistent with competing policy aims.  For instance, aims of local economic development may conflict with demographic or nutritional objectives that guide other international development programmes; or perhaps with the programmatic aims, explicit or implicit, of powerful political forces within the government of the host country.  Wherever there are diverse programmatic strands to be disentangled within each of the host, agent and sponsor domains, the potential for programme interference or programme stress is clearly likely to be increased.
It will be evident even from this brief discussion that issues of these three types may in practice not be easy to isolate from each other.  For example, crisis situations may destabilise established local power structures, which in turn may exacerbate stresses among the forces driving different development programmes.  However, the distinction can help analytically in so far as the importance of each type of destabilising factor may be found to vary from context to context.  Furthermore, it should be possible to reshape and refine this initial classification of destabilising influences in the course of further research.

Three broad questions can now to be asked in relation to the aims of this paper: These questions will set the agenda for the sections that now follow.

· How far can any established approaches to the management of participatory development, and any operational tools associated with these approaches, be expected to cope with endemic conditions of uncertainty, conflict and complexity?

· How far can these approaches and tools still make a contribution in those situations that are further exacerbated by the destabilising influences of crisis and turbulence; power distortion; and inter-programme interference?

· How far can any of the more theoretically-grounded approaches developed by management scientists, such as the interactive systems thinking tools and decision support tools indicated in Figure 7, complement and reinforce the approaches and tools that are already in wide use by those involved in managing international development projects?  In other words, can they demonstrate significant added value in relation to international development objectives?

The discussion of these questions will begin with the set of participatory development tools as presented in Attachment 7.  This covers several approaches that are already widely-used by professionals involved in international development projects.  These approaches can be divided into two broad subgroups, the first concerned with participatory project management and the second with social analysis and assessment.  Each of these subgroups will now be discussed in turn.

Participatory Tools for Project Management

In the world of international development, there is now a substantial history of the use of participatory frameworks of project management which, while they may be formally structured for purposes of planning, monitoring and control, nevertheless encourage the involvement of all the more important stakeholders or interest groups.  Among the first of these to be introduced was Logical Framework Analysis, often abbreviated to LogFrame Analysis, which was widely promoted from the early seventies by such agencies as USAID and CIDA in Canada (McLean, 1988).  

In its standard form – illustrated below - this method focuses on the construction of a four by four grid or matrix.  The intention is to structure a debate about intended project objectives, both wider and more immediate, with associated outputs and inputs.  Each of these, once defined as a row in the matrix, is viewed in terms of a set of key indicators, methods of assessment and key assumptions and risks.  

The aim is to help participants arrive at agreement on the words to be used within each cell, and thus to generate an agreed view of the way in which the project should be managed.  The consideration of key assumptions and risks serves to acknowledge the many kinds of external disturbances that might be encountered in the course of the project.  In this way, an awareness of sources of turbulence, and of multiple strands of programme interest, can at least be shared and acknowledged from the outset of a project, with provision for further monitoring and review. 
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An important derivative of the LogFrame approach, stressing explicit arrangements for participatory working, is that generally known as ZOPP, standing for Zielorientierte Projektplanung, or Goal Oriented Project Planning.  The ZOPP approach has been promoted since the eighties by the German Aid Agency GTZ (Gesellschaft fur Technische Zusammenarbeit) (GTZ, 1991).  

An additional emphasis in ZOPP is the advocacy of the use of participatory workshops in order to construct a shared view of a “Problem Tree” in which perceived problems are arranged hierarchically, with a mutually agreed root problem at the top.  The problem tree is then inverted to form an agreed “Objective Tree” in which a high-level project objective, with a hierarchy of subsidiary objectives, is agreed.  Chambers (1997) has recently criticised the ZOPP method, at least in its standard form, because he sees the search for a unifying project objective as unrealistic in the face of complex local realities. 

A further derivative, TeamUp, has since been developed by Team Technologies in association with the World Bank’s Economic Development Institute.  This includes additional emphases on social aspects of team-building, and also on the availability of software support.  The foregoing discussion of multiple programme influences suggests that the risks of this approach lie in the primary emphasis that it gives to the achievement of coherence within a particular development project, through its emphasis on teamwork.  What has to be asked is how far such an emphasis can realistically be considered sustainable in practice, in the case of projects where there may be a multiplicity of underlying programme influences to be recognised.

Participatory Tools for Social Analysis and Assessment.  

The World Bank’s Participation Sourcebook (1996) presents a set of sixteen varied case studies in the use of participatory methods in many parts of the developing world, followed by a review of several of the participatory methods that have become widely used in practice.  The case studies illustrate clearly the complex negotiations and potential disruptions that can arise in managing development projects in the field.  The methods reviewed include not only the set of project management tools already mentioned – described in the sourcebook as workshop-based methods - but a complementary set of methods aimed at uncovering local realities and empowering host communities.  These latter methods are referred to in the sourcebook as community-based methods.

More operational guidance on some of these community-based methods is offered in the World Bank’s Resource Kit for Participation and Social Assessment (1997), targeted towards trainers and project managers in the field.  This kit consists of a video cassette plus a booklet of users’ notes, which sets a context for further booklets covering five more specific approaches: social assessment, stakeholder analysis, participatory rural appraisal; SARAR; and Beneficiary Assessment.  An overall process of social assessment is now becoming seen as a counterpart to the established procedures of economic assessment and environmental assessment that are already viewed as essential when testing the feasibility of a project proposal.  

In the World Bank’s resource kit, the process of social assessment is viewed as consisting of an initial social analysis leading to the design of a participation strategy.  It is recommended that the first step in social analysis should be a process of stakeholder analysis.  For this, a sequence of steps is suggested, in the form of a basic checklist.  The resource kit then introduces three well-established approaches to social assessment – Beneficiary Assessment, SARAR (standing for Self-esteem, Associative strengths, Resourcefulness, Action planning and Responsibility) and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA).  Each of these approaches has its origins in a broad movement that has become well-established in one or more parts of the developing world, driven by its own guiding ideology. 

A shared feature of most of these approaches is the advocacy of shared use by project agents and hosts of a range of relatively simple analytical tools – many of them highly visual in form.  The range is illustrated in the following list of categories of visual tools for expressing and analysing complexity presented in the chapter of Chambers (1997) which reviews the PRA approach (Table 7.1).

   Spatial: Mapping & modelling (maps on ground, paper, chalk, pens, symbols)

   Nominal: Collecting, naming, listing (collections, cards, symbols, lists)

   Temporal: Sequencing (ground, paper, cards, symbols)

   Ordinal: Sorting, comparing, ranking (cards, symbols, matrices)

   Numerical: Counting, estimating, comparing, scoring (seeds, stones, matrices)

   Relational: Linking, relating (Venn diagrams, cards, symbols, lines)

Chambers argues that such tools, used in combination, offer ways of building a clearer picture of the complex realities of life in local communities - especially communities that may be culturally distant from the worlds of visiting project agents.  Chambers represents the dimensions of this complexity in terms of the following five adjectives, to which he attaches the somewhat inelegant acronym LCDDU:

Local: Complex: Diverse: Dynamic: Unpredictable

Chambers also offers examples of further relatively simple tools that can be introduced to help local people to consider the areas of choice that are open to them, and to review their preferences among the courses of action that they can identify.  Some of these are simple versions of tools that have received deeper attention by management scientists – for example pair comparison charts and impact matrices.

Many of the tools within the PRA toolkit were originally applied as means of outreach towards local realities for project agents who come into contact with a local community with little familiarity with the patterns of community life and of problem perception that they will find.  These various tools were first introduced – under the name of Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) - in reaction to the disappointing results of large-scale social or economic surveys that had been designed by external project agents with little cultural understanding of the countries in which they were to be conducted (Chambers, 1983).  Chambers’ later book (1997) describes the subsequent transition to the idea of Participatory Rural Appraisal, in which the emphasis shifts towards the active involvement of local hosts in project planning, management and review.  The impression remains, however, that few of the tools as yet included within the PRA toolkit contribute significantly to the concern identified earlier to help local hosts to develop tools for outreach towards understanding of the important choices faced by external parties operating in agent or sponsor roles.  

In theory at least, this is where a potential arises for powerful contributions from the worlds of systems thinking and the decision sciences.  Systems thinking offers a capacity to model patterns of systemic relationships in a more synoptic way; while the decision sciences offer a capacity to model patterns of choice and uncertainty in a way that transcends any one sectional perspective.

Yet how far can this potential be now realised in practice?  Then how far might it be exploited more fully in future, through a sustained programme of action research?  

Families of Tools based on Systems Thinking

The use of simple forms of influence mapping or causal diagram to probe patterns of systemic relationships among the many interacting factors that are seen to impinge on any development project already forms part of the established repertoire of many project agents in the world of international development.  Meanwhile, within the international systems movement, there has been a steady shift of interest in recent decades from traditional quantitative approaches to systems modelling, with their dependency on reliable sources of numerical data, and towards more participatory or “softer” approaches such as Checkland’s Soft Systems Methodology.

In their book Creative Problem Solving: Total Systems Intervention, Flood and Jackson (1991) introduce six contrasting methodologies based on systems thinking, and subject each of them to critical review.  They also propose a meta-framework of their own – described as a system of systems methodologies – by the name of Total Systems Intervention (TSI).  This meta-framework, originally developed by Jackson and Keys (1984), is based on a 2x3 grid, as indicated below.  Its aim is to help in judging which more specific systems methodologies might provide the best fit to any particular problem context. 
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The categories of simple and complex are here introduced to describe the assumptions made about levels of complexity, while the categories unitary/pluralist/coercive are introduced to describe the assumptions made about levels of conflict.  

A range of familiar organisational metaphors is then introduced to help in judging which methodology offers the best match to any particular problem context.  The set of suggested metaphors is as follows: 

· a machine metaphor, 

· an organic metaphor, 

· a neurocybernetic metaphor, 

· a cultural metaphor;

· a coalition metaphor 

· a prison metaphor. 

The view of problem context already presented in Attachment 3 of this paper is that of a development project as an engagement of limited duration, negotiated amongst people representing varied programme strands in agent, host and sponsor domains.  This clearly does not suggest the utility of a machine metaphor, or even an organic or neurocybernetic metaphor, which Flood and Jackson see as more appropriate to unitary problem contexts.  

A coalition metaphor might be seen as more appropriate in these circumstances; and this leads to the question of whether such methods as SAST, SSM or Ackoff’s Interactive Planning could have a useful role to play.  Ackoff’s emphasis on a process of ideal-seeking does appear to match the emphases of such methods as LogFrame, ZOPP and TeamUp in the co-ordination of development projects.  However, it raises similar doubts in multi-party projects because of the expectation that all participants, however diverse their interests, should end by subscribing to an agreed set of project goals.  Meanwhile, Checkland’s SSM allows for a more pluralistic view of objectives, in that it encourages the exploration of competing root definitions of a system.  Yet it raises the difficult question as to whether a transient development project involving intersection and possible interference among many different programmes can be regarded as a system at all, in any meaningful sense.  

Meanwhile, the TSI matrix suggests that the SAST approach (Mason and Mitroff, 1981) may be of some limited value in relation to the management of complex development projects, in so far as it is designed for exploring relatively simple problem situations. Indeed, the same limitation may apply to Ulrich’s Critical Systems Heuristics (Ulrich, 1987), even though this encourages more critical debate of sources of power and systems boundaries.  For this reason, Flood and Jackson see this approach as appropriate to more coercive contexts - or conflictual contexts, to use an alternative term that has been substituted in some subsequent writings.  

These limitations focus attention on the final “complex/coercive” cell of the matrix, for which Flood and Jackson question whether any relevant systems methodologies have yet emerged.  In considering whether this cell provides a better fit for the context of a complex development project, it may be argued that such a project need not necessarily be seen as coercive – or even as conflictual in a more conventional sense.  Yet often such a project can appear more fluid or indeed chaotic than these adjectives imply, in that there may be little stability in the prior history of relationships among those involved from the agent, host and sponsor domains.  Whether it is possible to find any kind of systems metaphor to describe realistically such a fluid context, and to guide the search for appropriate approaches and tools, must remain an important and yet highly debatable question to be explored.

Families of Tools for Supporting Strategic Decisions

Before reviewing further the possible role for tools that draw on systems thinking, it is important also to review equally briefly those other tools in Attachment 7 which draw on the less synoptic and more closely focused perspectives of decision science and decision theory.  It must be accepted that this distinction between systems thinking tools and decision support tools is to some extent more one of convenience than one based on hard and fast distinctions.  For example, the SAST approach of Mason and Mitroff might have been included in either category, as might the methods of analytical drama theory as recently developed by Howard, Bennett, Bryant and their associates (Bryant, 1993).  

The more classical decision support tools tend to deal with relatively well-structured problem situations, which begin from a point at which the nature of the choices to be made is assumed to be clearly-defined.  For example, the better-known methods of multi-criteria decision analysis, including Saaty’s Analytical Hierarchy Process (Saaty, 1980), tend to start from the point of seeking to agree a preference within a prescribed range of alternatives.  This same point of departure also tends to be reflected in other computer-based group decision support systems such as GroupSystems developed by Nunamaker and his colleagues at the University of Arizona (Vogel, 1993).  However, protagonists of decision conferencing methods such as Peterson and Phillips (Phillips, 1990) have recently been giving more attention to the choice of an agreed problem focus in a group as well as the choice between alternatives.  

The set of six “problem structuring methodologies” that are brought together by Rosenhead in his book Rational Analysis for a Problematic World include  Checkland’s Soft Systems Methodology already discussed under the heading of systems thinking, togther with a range of other approaches with quite diverse conceptual roots.  Among these are Eden’s SODA methodology with its roots in cognitive psychology; and a family of related approaches with roots in game theoretic models, whose promoters Howard, Bennett and Bryant now tend to see them as more usefully viewed through the metaphor of the drama than that of the game.  

Also included in the Rosenhead book is the Strategic Choice Approach of Friend and Hickling (1997), which emphasises the strategic management of uncertainty through time.  This approach is rooted not so much within any recognised body of theory as in the extensive observation of decision-making groups, initially in local government then subsequently in various more ad hoc inter-agency contexts. These observations themselves led to a process of theory-building which has in turn led to a now well-tested yet still evolving body of facilitation practice.

Applications in Participatory Development Projects 

Applications to international development projects of the various systems thinking and decision support tools reviewed in the last two sections have as yet been limited, and no comparative review of experiences has as yet been published.  Yet, to the author’s knowledge, there have recently been enough published and unpublished applications of the strategic choice approach (SCA) in the international development field for a brief review to be offered here (Friend, 1984; van Steenbergen, 1990; White, 1994; Kammeier, 1997).  Perhaps significantly, methods from the SCA toolbox have sometimes been applied in conjunction with participatory methods from other toolboxes that are already familiar in the world of international development, such as Rapid Rural Appraisal or ZOPP.  

Applications in international development of other problem-structuring methods based on operational research or systems thinking may also be on record; though not always in widely published form.  Meanwhile, another source of relevant experience lies in the experience of community operational research within Britain over the last decade.  This movement began to develop momentum in the late eighties, when the UK Operational Research Society sponsored an initiative to set up a dedicated Community Operational Research Unit at Northern College near Barnsley in South Yorkshire.  In 1994, the Society published a book of 26 case studies (Ritchie, Taket and Bryant, eds. 1994) illustrating the experiences of operational research practitioners throughout Britain in working with local community groups – many of which represented ethnic or other minority interests.  

Most but not all of these cases involved the interactive use of the “softer” problem-structuring methods that had featured in the Rosenhead volume.  Among these, an analysis showed that the most frequently used approaches were Soft Systems Methodology (SSM); Strategic Options Development Analysis (SODA); and the Strategic Choice approach (SCA).  A significant feature of most of these applications was that they sought to explore not only the complexities of life within local host communities; but also their interrelationships with the various external project agents and sponsors with whom these communities found themselves engaging in the course of their work.  

To quote one example, the Community Operational Research Unit was invited to provide analytical support to a housing co-operative in a former mining village (Thunhurst, Ritchie, Friend and Booker, 1992).  In a first exploratory workshop with members of the co-operative, one of the most critical areas of choice that emerged concerned how they should handle their relations with the professional housing management organisation on which they depended for guidance during their initial transition from a campaigning to a managerial role.  Another critical concern was the choice between alternative strategies for approaching the various sources of external funding to which they might turn for support.  

Another project that demonstrates clearly the importance to community groups of a capacity to map the choices they face in relating to powerful external agents and sponsors was presented by Moullin (1994).  He reported on a series of strategic choice workshops with a group of mothers in Sheffield who were concerned with the development of more appropriate maternity services within the city. 

Turning back to the international development field, similar concerns about alternative ways of relating to influential external agencies emerged in an account by White (1994) of his involvement in a development project intended to help an agricultural co-operative in a village in Belize in adjusting to an influx of refugees.  White introduced a combination of methods from the toolkits of the Strategic Choice Approach and of Rapid Rural Appraisal - which at that time had not been superseded by the more interactive PRA approach.

These experiences confirm that some of the problem-structuring methods from the “softer” management sciences are now beginning to offer people in local host communities a capacity for reciprocal outreach towards the worlds of influential external project agents and sponsors.  Furthermore, they illustrate the importance of offering people in host communities tools with which they can reach out towards those playing agent or sponsor roles in relation not only to the project that is of immediate concern, but often also to other projects that may impinge on the same community.

These experiences also support the intuitively reasonable argument that any outreach methods for the direct use of project hosts should be simple enough to be readily accessible to them, at least in their essence.  This points towards the use of relatively transparent visual methods, such as the decision graphs of SCA, the cognitive maps of SODA and the “rich pictures” of SSM, all of which are used to construct visual models of complexity that can be jointly owned by the participants.  At the same time, it suggests a need for some cautious experimentation before assessing how widely the more sophisticated and potentially powerful methods within these management science toolboxes might be introduced in the international and community development fields.

Evidence of Added Value

What then is the evidence, if any, that the use of some of the more visual and interactive approaches and tools from the management sciences can add significant value to the set of participatory tools already in wide use in managing international development projects?

To the extent that widely-used frameworks of project management such as LogFrame and ZOPP are already rooted in widely-promoted goal-directed theories of management co-ordination, the influence of ideas from the management sciences may be said to be already well-established in practice.  Also, the acceptance of Venn diagrams within toolkits such as that of Participatory Rural Appraisal indicates that there is already some recognition of the added value that can be obtained by mapping tools of a conceptual as well as a spatial kind.

However, the examples in the preceding section point to a view that the use of further visual and interactive methods from the management sciences has a less widely-recognised potential to add further value of a kind that is especially relevant to the empowerment of relatively disadvantaged community sectors.  For they can help such people in reaching out towards fuller appreciation of the configurations of choices, uncertainties and inter-relationships within those agent and sponsor domains that have significant influences over their lives.  

To involve people in relatively disadvantaged communities in developing countries in mapping their own realities – local, complex, diverse, dynamic and unpredictable – may clearly be of considerable value to visiting project agents, and also to project sponsors.  However, many local people may already have quite a subtle intuitive appreciation of many of these realities; so this kind of mapping may offer only limited added value.  Often, what will be of greater value to them will be a demonstration of ways in which they can reach out towards understanding of the wider structures of influence, power and choice to be found within external agent and sponsor domains.  For it is through such knowledge that local people can become empowered to extend what may initially be only limited powers of influence powerful external forces.  

These arguments lead towards the expression a broad proposition that is already supported by a significant body of evidence.  Yet it is important that any such proposition should be further tested, and refined, through a sustained programme of collaborative action research, with reference to a wide range of international development projects.  As a starting point, the following formulation is offered:

The introduction of interactive methods from the management sciences offers the potential to add significant value to the range of participatory development methods already used in managing international development projects.  This potential lies primarily in the use of visual methods for modelling patterns of relationships among decisions, uncertainties and systemic interactions.  For such methods can provide people in host communities with means to reach out towards empowerment through fuller appreciation of, and influence over, the various external forces that combine to exercise most influence over their future lives. 

Steps towards Synthesis in Practice and in Theory

To realise this potential will require the exercise of both creativity and critical judgement in striving for a synthesis among approaches and tools with very different origins.  It is significant that there have recently been several steps towards such a synthesis – not least in the field of international development itself, where a number of established frameworks have already become subjected to comparative review.  Among these frameworks can be counted those of Beneficiary Assessment, SARAR and PRA with its close cousin Participatory Learning and Action (PLA).  

Meanwhile, in the management sciences, there have also been moves towards synthesis in combining participatory methods with widely differing origins.  In his foreword to a new edited volume Multimethodology (eds. Mingers and Gill, 1997), Rosenhead argues that the challenge of combining methods is one that was rarely seen to arise in the traditional world of quantitative operational research and systems analysis.  For here the skills of application are seen to depend primarily on the technical competence of an analyst, usually employed to work in a well-structured management setting, without much in the way of personal judgement and without extensive interaction with the decision-makers.  

The various contributors to the Multimethodology volume present an impressive range of instances in which methods with different conceptual roots have been combined in the field, working interactively with decision–makers in relatively complex management environments.  Some of the contributors also begin to develop arguments in support of a general theory of methodological pluralism.

Two of the contributors to that book have explored elsewhere the scope for synthesis in practice between the new softer methods from the management sciences and the more participatory methods from the world of international development (White and Taket, 1997).  They introduce the phrase Participatory Appraisal of Needs and Development of Action (PANDA) as a label for the kind of flexible framework that they introduced in working with local communities, first in Belize and then in parts of London.  Through such a synthesis, they have demonstrated how it is possible to augment well-known methods from the PRA toolkit by the use of more action-directed tools from the systems and decision sciences.  

Confronting Crisis, Power Distortion and Programme Interference

It was argued in an earlier section that, in the world of international development, the challenges of project and programme management are repeatedly aggravated by three kinds of destabilising influence: crisis and turbulence; power distortion; and programme interference.  It must therefore be asked how far any systematic management methods, even if chosen and deployed in the most flexible and participatory way, offer a capability to support decision-making in such unpromising circumstances. 

The potential for introducing any of these tools in the face of such destabilising influences cannot be addressed at all thoroughly in a brief review paper such as this.  Rather, a case for sustained research is indicated; and it is vital that any such research should be underpinned by the experience of extensive and diverse field projects. At this stage, however, a few preliminary propositions can be offered for wider discussion and testing in relation to varied contexts of international development, taking each of the three types of destabilising factor in turn.

Crisis and Turbulence:  As was earlier suggested, many international development projects tend to be driven at least in part by a perceived need to respond to a local state of crisis, disaster or turbulence.  This tends to be the case even within development programmes designed to address more enduring concerns, such as poverty or ill-health, which may be seen as endemic to particular localities or social groups.  In any crisis situation, the decision problems that press for attention on the project agenda are likely to emerge from unanticipated disturbances to familiar patterns of relationships.  In such circumstances, many of the strands that become entangled in the management of the project – as indicated in Attachment 3 – will tend to come from quite different directions, with little prior interweaving before the project begins. 

This may make it difficult to apply any of the more familiar systems metaphors to the analysis of patterns of interaction among hosts, agents and sponsors; or indeed to significant aspects of prior relationships within any one of the host, agent and sponsor domains. On the other hand, methods for mapping more transient aspects of the problem situation, such as interrelated areas of choice and uncertainty, can be seen as offering practical ways of making incremental progress towards closer mutual understanding.  This has indeed already been demonstrated in the course of international and community development projects where the strategic choice approach or other decision-centred methods have been introduced.

Power Distortion.  Clearly, difficulties can be anticipated in introducing participatory methods of any kind into situations where covert sources of power are believed to influence the outcomes of important decisions; or where some of the parties are in a position to exert exploitative or coercive power over others.  It is in such situations that an argument arises, at least in theory, for the systematic analysis of power structures through political science insights, or perhaps through the introduction of more critical strand of systems thinking such as that of critical systems heuristics. 

Such tools tend to have been developed primarily in academic environments; and there is as yet little record of their operational use in relation to the management of international development projects and programmes.  Yet the use of decision-centred methods to bring to the surface shared assumptions about important sources of uncertainty - including uncertainties about guiding values - can serve as one operational means by which questions about hidden power structures can be brought on to a project agenda.  

While opportunities for this kind of analysis may be difficult to engineer in the early stages of collaborative working on a project, it may often be possible to create them later once the participants become less guarded in each other’s company.  Even then, however, there may be resistance to any attempt to record such information in any form that might become more widely accessible.  
Programme Interference.  Issues of programme interference might appear to be closely linked to those of power distortion.  In the world of international development, however, structural problems of interference between influential development programmes can still arise even in the absence of any clear imbalances of power.  At the level of formal institutional programmes, international development banks and other remote programme sponsors may frequently find themselves working within the same locality on development programmes which are at cross-purposes with each other, or perhaps with the political programmes, overt or covert, of national governments or other powerful agencies.  

This serves as a caution that any management methods that call for those involved in a project to subscribe to hierarchical models of management and control may lead to considerable distortions of political realities in multi-organisational settings. 

Strategic Management: the Case for Pluralistic Models

These various types of destabilising influence might appear to point towards a need for those involved in project management to develop capacities to think, interact and negotiate with each other, and with external parties, in a flexible and strategic way.  So it may be asked how far useful guidance is to be obtained from the copious literature of strategic management as taught in business schools.

The succession of projects conducted by members of the IOR School in inter-organisational fields has yielded evidence that many of the conventional assumptions of strategic management found in business management textbooks lose much of their potency when working outside the context of the classical commercial enterprise.  

It is worth listing at this point five of the conventional assumptions that are now widely accepted in the strategic management of business organisations, yet have been found to mislead seriously in more complex multi-organisational fields:

(1) “Strategic management should have a corporate focus”.  YET this belief is clearly more relevant to the circumstances of a large autonomous corporation than to the management of projects that involve interaction among participants with diverse programme interests.

(2) “Group behaviour should be team-like”.  YET there is wide evidence that attempts to instil team-like behaviour can be counterproductive where they ignore the differing accountabilities of those involved in a multi-organisational development project.

(3) “Goals and objectives should be viewed as the leading agenda drivers”.  YET, where participants have widely differing allegiances, it becomes more realistic to view currently identifiable decision situations as the primary agenda drivers.  Furthermore, the more difficult these decisions become, the more likely it becomes that choices as to how to respond to critical areas of uncertainty will emerge as significant secondary agenda drivers.

(4) “Consensus should be aspired to as the primary end-product of group working”.  YET the concept of consensus tends to assume that differences in orientation arise from the different personal outlooks of individuals, rather than from their several accountabilities to disparate external interests; 

(5) “All stakeholders should be directly involved in decision-making”.  YET this precept, for all its recognition of the case for a more pluralistic perspective, assumes a “flat” model of stakeholding in which it assumed that the “stakeholders” have no organisational depth.  For the assumption is that the set of “all the stakeholders” can be enumerated as a list, ignoring the complexities of multiple types and levels of stakeholding – personal, disciplinary and institutional – that impinge on the management of complex development projects.

Such simplifying normative concepts as the corporate focus, team-like behaviour, goal-directed decision-making, consensus as a desired end-product and full involvement of stakeholders do have some powerful advocates in the world of international development as well as in the more structured world of business management.  Yet the models presented in Attachments 2 and 3 point to the case for richer, more pluralistic perspectives of management in this complex field.   

One alternative framework for analysing patterns of multi-agency involvement in development projects was developed during the early seventies in the course of a research project to explore the multiple influences on the expansion of the small English town of Droitwich (Friend, Power and Yewlett, 1974).  The organisational context was here viewed as a set of interacting policy systems, connected through more ad hoc decision networks.  A policy system was here defined as any relatively stable set of organisational arrangements within which people are expected to apply some set of generic policies or rules to the successive decision situations that they encounter.  

In analysing the management of development projects in the public domain, it was usually found essential to identify several more or less independent policy systems, the more local of which would often be nested within broader policy systems at a regional or national level.  People playing local management roles would then face the challenge of reconciling different and often mutually inconsistent policy guidelines in the course of dealing with a succession of local decision situations.  Indeed, many of these situations were seen to be of such local complexity as to defy any attempt at classification in terms of generic policy guidelines.  

It is only to be expected that the decisions that arise in the course of any ambitious and complex international development project will involve reference to diverse and often mutually inconsistent policy guidelines.  So the participants in such a project might be encouraged to use diagrammatic methods such as those adopted in the Droitwich project in order to explore the structures of systemic influence that are believed to govern their behaviour.  

To turn to a different analytical framework, there may well be scope for applying the conventions for drawing “rich pictures” offered by Checkland’s Soft Systems Methodology in exploring the structures of influence that bear on such internally complex agents as international development banks or multinational business corporations.  However, this kind of analysis may have more limited application in contexts where many of the working relations among hosts, agents and sponsors tend to be more ad hoc than systemic in character.  

Similar conceptual difficulties seem likely to arise in regarding any negotiated development project itself as systemic in character, with transactions across a recognisable boundary.  So other aspects of the “soft systems” methodologies may become harder to apply; for example, it becomes difficult to view the project itself as a system for which contrasting root definitions or metaphors might be developed and compared.

Participation, Partnership, Evaluation and Sustainability Revisited

In Attachment 7, the four guiding concepts of participation, partnership, evaluation and sustainability were shown as prominent among the abiding concerns of those engaged in managing development projects and programmes.  Is it now possible to offer any useful reinterpretations or refinements of these concepts, in the light of the perspectives that have been offered here?

The pointers that follow must be regarded as merely indicative of the sorts of deeper insights that might follow as a result of further action-grounded research.  

Participation.  The view that participation is a complex matter, which cannot be dealt with through a simple enumeration of stakeholders who can then all be invited to participate in a development project on similar terms, has already been recognised to some degree in the World Bank’s guidance on stakeholder analysis.  For this guidance recognises that, after the main stakeholders have been identified and their interests considered, it may be necessary to design patterns of involvement in which important structural differences among them are recognised.  

Some of the possibilities for designing multi-layered participation structures have already been explored by management scientists working in politically complex fields.  For example, Chapter 11 of the second edition of Planning under Pressure (Friend and Hickling 1997) presents a set of operational guidelines for synthesis of the political and technical “work streams” within extensive projects.  Also, Figures 83 and 84 of the same book offer an overall structure for participation that has served as a reference point in several extensive projects in the environmental policy field.

There remains considerable scope for further development of such tools for the design of participatory structures, in both theoretical and practical terms.  First, within any well-established and hierarchically-structured policy system, such as an international development bank, it becomes important to appreciate the distinctive patterns of internal and external influence that operate at central, regional, functional and local levels of responsibility.  

It must be recognised too that, the broader the level of responsibility within a hierarchy, the more it is to be expected that the institution’s stake in any particular local project will have to be balanced against competing stakes in many other local projects.  The expectation then is that equitable treatment will be maintained through explicit or implicit policy guidelines reflecting some underlying model of equity.  To extend the stakeholder metaphor, the more global the player the greater the expectation that this player will have placed chips on many other gaming tables.   

The more local stakeholders, on the other hand, may have more local freedom of action, while at the same time having a larger proportional stake in the local choices that are made.  In the case of less multi-layered organisational stakeholders, especially those to be found in the agent or the host domain, the influence of established policy structures will tend to be less dominant.  Even here, however, any analysis directed towards the disentangling of disparate institutional, disciplinary and personal programme influences may help in developing a richer, more multi-dimensional model of stakeholding, and thus of design alternatives for structures of participation within a project. 
Partnership  The principle of partnership can offer a potent slogan in the participatory management of a development project.  It tends to be invoked in particular during the early stages of project negotiation, when it is seen as especially important to engender a belief in a principle of shared ownership.  However, the understandings reached over the terms of a partnership arrangement tend to be considerably looser in the case of an international development project than in the case of a typical commercial partnership.  For in the latter case, legal arrangements are usually negotiated over the financial contributions from each partner, and their respective rights to any resulting monetary gains.  In contrast, where a partnership arrangement is entered into in pursuit of developmental objectives that are not so much commercial as social and environmental - and economic in a redistributional sense - the scope for removal of potential ambiguities in any initial partnership agreement is correspondingly reduced. 

A case study in depth of a long-term development project based on a concept of partnership, in which that concept came under progressively increasing strain, was presented as a result of the longitudinal research already mentioned into the planned expansion of Droitwich (Friend, Power and Yewlett, 1974).  This case demonstrates the way in which any initial concept of partnership between organisations with very disparate economic and political resources can rapidly become overlaid by many other political realities, to the extent that the climate can quickly become one of the day-to-day management of conflictual rather than cooperative relationships.  The research task is then to move away from simplified “flat” models of partnership to richer models that recognise the intertwining of disparate programme strands.  As already discussed in relation to the concept of participation, it then becomes possible to explore in as much depth as seems appropriate the political structures of the more influential policy systems and programme structures.

Evaluation.   It is inevitable that any party that invests substantial resources in a development project will be concerned to evaluate how far that project can be judged successful in terms of that party’s programmatic aims.  Such evaluative judgements may be called for not only upon the completion of the project, but also at key stages during its progress, so that adjustments to its future course can be considered.  Furthermore, where the planned impacts of a project are long term, successive evaluation exercises at different stages after it has formally come to an end may produce very different results.

Such evaluative questions may be asked from many perspectives, from within each of the sponsor, agent and host domains.  The more experimental the project design, the more those involved in its evaluation will seek to couch such questions in formative rather than summative terms.  The questions to be asked will then shift from the form “How far did we achieve what we originally set out to achieve?” to the form “What can we learn from this project experience that will help us to improve our management performance in any other projects that we may undertake in future?”.

There has recently been much progress in developing theories of evaluation that recognise the importance of bringing together multiple perspectives from a formative perspective.  The research challenge here is to develop and test evaluation methods that are as relevant as possible to international development projects and that are fully consistent with the adoption of participatory principles of project management. 
Sustainability.  The concept of sustainable development has become a potent one over the last decade, generating a widely-shared concern that any development initiative should be tested in relation to multiple aspects of sustainability – economic, environmental and social.  The concept of sustainability, however, tends to have different implications when applied to the management of development projects, negotiated among several parties, as against the management of development programmes with a more durable ownership structure.  

A development project is designed to be sustainable only in the limited sense that its management arrangements should not break down while it is in progress.  Yet the sustainability of a development programme remains a natural concern for most programme owners.  There is a parallel concern, meanwhile, that any intended local project outcomes should be sustainable, in so far as what was achieved through the project should not cease to have any influence once the project has run its course.  Such a failure of sustainability in intended local outcomes appears to have been a common experience in the case of international development projects that have been planned in a non-participatory way; indeed, this finding has provided much of the recent impetus behind the advocacy of participatory methods.  

Yet any attempt to evaluate the continuing local influence of a project engagement of finite duration will inevitably be contaminated by the advent of other future projects which may generate different types of change, whether intended or not.  Inevitably, then, the search for robust evaluative methods in international development becomes a challenging one – even where such methods are conceived as formative rather than summative.  Inevitably in these circumstances, it is the quality of project management that becomes a primary focus of concern.

Developing an Action Research Agenda

This paper has sought to do no more than open up some fresh perspectives on the management of international development projects and programmes.  A number of questions have been posed, relating to the challenges of strategic management in this kind of environment, and to the wider interpretations that can be given to such familiar yet debatable concepts as participation, partnership, evaluation and sustainability.  The managerial and methodological challenges have been recognised as especially complex and daunting where there are destabilising influences of crisis, power distortion or programme interference.  The concept of reciprocal outreach has been introduced as critical, if local hosts are to be helped to understand more clearly the worlds in which agents and sponsors operate, and thus empowered to exercise increasing influence over the shifting conjunctions of external forces that influence their lives.

The purpose here has been not so much to offer confident answers to such questions as to indicate directions for research that offer promise of progress towards clearer answers in the future.  What is important is that sustained research programmes should be developed within relevant institutions – primarily but not exclusively universities – in parallel with a rich diversity of research projects spanning many countries and cultures.  It is important too that many of these projects should be designed on action research principles.

The inaugural network conference that was held in Lincoln in August 1997 was intended to help give shape to one such research programme, within a new academic institution, and to connect this to other such programmes in other countries through the development of a flexible action research agenda.  

During this conference, there was some reference to a “map” of areas for future development that had been presented at the end of the new edition of Planning under Pressure (Friend and Hickling, 1997).  This map, reproduced in Attachment 8, took the form of a Venn diagram indicating 35 interrelated areas of development work grouped into the eight overlapping domains of research, education, methodology, facilitation, application, communication, technology and sponsorship. 

It was agreed among the conference participants that this diagram could be used as a structured checklist to which to refer in discussing joint initiatives.  By the end of the year, continuing contacts among these participants, primarily through the internet, had led to the crystallisation of three more specific priorities for a collaborative agenda:

· Over the next year or two, a series of demonstration workshops would be arranged in developing countries – especially but not exclusively in Africa – in the use of participatory approaches informed by management science perspectives;

· As background to this, an edited volume of case studies would be published, demonstrating the use of such approaches in practice; 

· As a means of developing a longer term research orientation, a framework of inter-university collaboration would be developed, based on linked doctoral research topics of relevance to the construction of appropriate theory.

At the time of writing, a process of consultation based on these three priorities has been under way for about four months.  Some promising planned initiatives are proving slow to bring to realisation, while others unexpectedly emerge to take their place; so momentum is being built up steadily, yet in a somewhat opportunistic way. 
There is much in this unfolding story that appears to mirror the wider challenge of maintaining the momentum of international development programmes through collaborative project work.  So long as it proves possible to construct a firm basis for collaborative learning within a gradually expanding network, then the effort and energy that has gone into the establishment of the new Centre at Lincoln will have shown itself to have been a worth while investment.
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Attachment I

Some Contexts of Development


Human development


Product development


Personal development


Process development


Child development



Systems development


Physical development 


Emotional development

Curriculum development 


Career development 

Professional development 


Management development

Organisational development 

Social development

Community development 


Institutional development


Commercial development 


Industrial development 

Policy development 



Urban development 

Rural development 



Infrastructure development

Physical development 


Economic development

Regional development 


National development

Overseas development 


International development

In many of these contexts, the concept of “development” is so familiar and widely discussed that it is frequently used without any qualifying adjective.

In most of the above contexts, too, the concept of development tends to be viewed as essentially benign. However, there are some contexts where it, carries negative connotations. In particular, this applies to contexts where development (economic, physical, urban, industrial) is seen as in opposition to conservation (environmental, rural, countryside). It is significant, in particular, that there appears to be no such concept as that of environmental development; indeed, the concept of environmental conservation is often seen in terms of opposition to the activities of “the developers”. It is interesting that concepts of environmentally sustainable (or responsible) development are sometimes introduced to fill the gap.

In many contexts, the concept of development tends to be linked with a concept of growth — which may be viewed either in terms of increasing size or, frequently, in terms of increasing complexity and differentiation of parts within a system. Indeed, the development of a biological organism — including of course a human being — is usually seen as a process of growth in complexity of self-organisation. The progression is one from a single cell at the time of conception to an assemblage of many specialised cells playing interdependent roles, and interacting in increasingly subtle ways with the organism’s physical environment.

However, as several writers have recently argued, there are dangers in an uncritical adoption of biological metaphors in attempting to understand and to influence many of the forms of development listed above. A fundamental difference in non-biological development is that information to guide growth and development is not carried through the now well-understood genetic mechanisms that underlie the reproduction and evolution of biological species, and their adaptation – or failure to adapt – to changing environments.

Attachment 2
A General View of a Negotiated Project Engagement 
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For brevity, tools are identified where appropriate by acronymss and names of champions.

Key to abbreviations: IP = Interactive Planning; VSM = Viable Systems Model; SD = Systems
Dynamics; SAST = Strategic Assumption Surfacing and Testing; CSH = Critical Systems Heuristics;
SSM = Soft Systems Methodology; TSI = Total Systems Intervention

SODA = Strategic Options Development Analysis; SCA = Strategic Choice Approach; AHP =
Analytical Hierarchy Process; MCDA = Multi-Criteria Decision Analysis

ZOPP = Zeilorientiert Projektplanung; AIC = Appreciation/Influence/Control; PRA = Participatory Rural
Appraisal: SARAR = Self-esteem; Associative strength; Resourcefulness; Action planning;
Responsibility; SA = Social Assessment; BA = Beneficiary assessment; ; GA = Gender Analysis; SCC
= Systematic Client Consultation
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