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Possible integration of PLA1  in Norwegian institutions 

- may it also help the South?

A core statement
Participatory Learning and Action (PLA)1 "parallels and resonates with paradigm shifts in the social and natural sciences, business management, and development thinking, supporting decentralisation, local diversity, and personal responsibility" (Chambers 1994). This contribution wish to promote a dialogue on what implications for our work in Norway this statement may indicate.

Introduction
Though most people today in principle agree about asking the recipients of Norwegian  aid  what they in fact want, it is more confusion about how this should be implemented (Refsdal 1997). However, our contact with the South present us for other, but connected challenges as well. Can we for example take it for granted that Norwegian health workers and systems are more efficient than those of the poor countries of the world? Or may it be in part be the other way (Bøhler 1996)? If so, we have to search for what we can learn from the South and simultaneously look for what Northern "knowledge" is preventing us from obtaining such a profit and thus what to unlearn. On the whole most of us would want to prioritise the most effective transfer of important knowledge in both directions. 

We will here not try to promote a dispute but rather a dialogue (Dahl 1996). Your answers to the following questions may help decisions on possible useful bi-directional transfer of knowledge and understanding (Dalin 1992).

A. How strongly does ethics indicate the use of a participatory learning and action methodology in Norway even if it is developed in the South?

B. May there be an extended family of PLA-compatible methodologies?

 Is it necessary and possible to get an umbrella under which they can be harmonised ?
C. Which Norwegian institutions may be the first to internalise the umbrella? Will it be those which already recommend participatory work in the South?
D. Should the participation umbrella be institutionalised  more generally in Norwegian NGOs, official administrations and research institutions?
E. What is your conclusions ?
A brief background for our comments you may find in IDS (1996) and the notes:                (1) What is PLA?    (2) Theory - why do PLA work?  (3) Norwegian experiences and acknowledgements.

A. How strongly does ethics2 indicate the use of a participatory learning and action methodology in Norway even if it is developed in the South?

An ethical attitude is one of the main pillars for facilitators of PLA. The core attitude required is to respect every person as a human being irrespective of his apparent actions and attitudes. All the human rights can be deducted from this general principle and today almost nobody challenges these rights. Educational theory2 tells us that our thinking is guided by the methods we use. Thus, our own ethics is successively improved by participating in PLA processes. Personal experiences have supported this.

Medical ethics has shown that an inefficient health service is á priorí unethical (e.g. Bøhler 1996). An inefficient development methodology must correspondingly á priorí be unethical. It is thus unethical not to compare methodologies for finding the most efficient one. 

Both efficiency and respect are closely related to our humbleness concerning own knowledge and viewpoints. Due to our cultural and traditional formal learning we Northerns are usually not humble  in all respects. We most often are not aware of the relative importance of "the four squares of knowledge" (Tolley & Bentley 1996). In addition we tend to define the contents of textbooks as knowledge whereas unrecorded local experience at best is just an "understanding" of the thus defined "real knowledge" (Dalin 1992). Experience with PLA3 shows that important parts of self-esteem and humbleness go very well together! Stressing competition between individuals as the main natural force for progress would indicate the opposite. This is but one example of how PLA leads to uncovering of some of our embedded illusions.

The tentative conclusions may be that: 

- all who work on our common ethical basis have to connect the aspect of  total importance for the stakeholders to the efficiency objectives of a project

- we must dare to compare a wide range of methodologies and dare immediately to do business as unusual if the results so indicate

- according to the existing evidence on the flexibility and efficiency, an PLA-compatible approach  should be included in any relevant comparison of methodologies from now on. One may argue that it is only those who knows both the PLA and at least one other practical approach who are competent to judge what method to recommend.

B. May there be an extended family of PLA-compatible methodologies?

 Is it necessary and possible to get an umbrella under which they can be harmonised ?
Some causes for making specific methods may be to hit the target more precisely and to protect the revir of ones own profession or niche of activity (cf. Chambers 1995). Respecting the revirs of others may help keeping up the number of specific methods. However, the more flexible the user is, the more general method she can apply. The general methods can be applied by a wider range of users and for more kinds of tasks. Practice with an general method may easier be seen as connected with theory. We need a mix of specific and general methods but the latter is naturally more holistic. Some evidence comes from the history of statistical methods. However, the target for these reflections are how appropriate it will be to integrate and co-ordinate the extended family of PLA-compatible approaches. 

Ancestral methodologies of PLA which were effective in extracting knowledge from local people include rapid assessment procedures (RAP) and rapid rural appraisal (RRA). Other relations have  been listed as PALM, AEA, PAR, RSA, MARP and so on.

PLA-like elements are important in a number of approaches known in Scandinavia. Due to different terminology it has taken some time to discover this fact. Some of the approaches are social pedagogy, action research, district active schools, network learning, quality assurance, problem based learning, experience based learning (including use of silent knowledge), search conference, future workshop (framtidsverksted), partnership planning (dugnadsmetoden), generative planning, formative evaluation, partnership idea search (idédugnad), re-evaluation counselling (strukturerte parsamtaler), and even "molecular anthropology". Above all the change agents (Burkey 1993) and focus groups approaches belong to this list. Not at least the practical experience from under other headings like neighbourhood work, or under no heading at all are relevant. Here we find a large number of  projects with ad hoc or undefined methods but stressing the participation of clients,  patients, consumers, or grassroot. If harmonised they may increase the number of elements under a possible wide PLA umbrella a little but above all they will connect much earlier experience to the common pool of techniques and thus display the practical use of several elements in different contexts for a much wider audience.

The great weight on visual communication is included in few of the methods on the list and thus more specific for PLA. Still, branches of  pre-school teaching and special pedagogy may also have such elements. 

Harris (1990) found that the human nature when placed in different but corresponding environments often produce very similar cultural solutions. In line with this, the extended family of PLA-like methodologies could not have emerged under different circumstances unless they were deeply founded in human nature. (This is not to say that human nature has denied us other options as well.)  Probably it is these natural liabilities which create the astonishing great power of true participatory practices. This power may often bring us fine successes with many participatory methods when we are replacing them for non-participatory methods. The paradox then surfaces that the elation of our successes prevent us from seeing that yet greater benefits with another participatory methodology may be within close reach.  

Because PLA is a general and holistic approach the list of possible uses of PLA is endless (IIED 1995+ & IDS 1996). Probably, most of the problems on which the methods listed above have been applied could alternatively have been solved with PLA. In fact, many of them are PLA processes even if the users not are aware of this or may not like to term them as such. Anyway we see now that PLA may well serve as an umbrella for co-operative processes and teamwork whether in "routine" departments or multidiciplinary research. Havnevik (1997) suggested that development researchers should negotiate more with donors to bring aims and methods of the projects more in line with the professional and personal interests of the researchers. We think PLA should be tried in some such processes.

The main benefit from harmonisation, syntheses and co-ordination under a common participation or stakeholder umbrella is the much increased availability of an efficient and very practical approach for those researchers, planners, implementors, and others truly interested in empowering people, reaching the weakest too. The holistic aims and processes are most feasible in local space. 

The World Bank has for some time followed the development of practical participation methods and is increasingly using them for assessments and evaluations, less for direct empowerment. Their new tool kit for participatory approaches (Rietbergen-McCracken  & Narayan 1997) comprises  six modules or methodologies stemming from various traditions:  Social assessment,  Stakeholder analysis, Participatory Rural Appraisal, SARAR (self-esteem, associative strength, resourcefulness, action planning, responsibility), Beneficiary assessment, and Participatory  monitoring and evaluation. The kit represents a step in the direction advocated above. When the facilitators within each of these traditions thus easily can have a look on the others, they eventually will see that most of the differences are questions of terminology, and much of the rest differences are due to weighting the elements according to kind of tasks they primarily were constructed for. Then time will be ripe for more direct harmonisation as suggested above. 

C. Which Norwegian institutions may be the first to internalise the umbrella? Will it be those which already recommend participatory work in the South?
Norwegian aid workers returning from development tasks in the South have long been frustrated because their experience not have been systematically utilised to inform new recruits and the administrations. For those who tried applying their experiences from the South in their Norwegian context and frankly declared this it was not easier. Openness for import of ideas from countries "on a completely different and lower level of development" is not too often met. The use of people with long service in the South in some administrative positions at home is but a weak substitute for what a PLA process with group reflections on the experiences of all returnees could have yielded. 

Acknowledgements to the South for their contributions to knowledge utilised elsewhere (Bøhler 1996) would of course demonstrate the respect for the Southerns themselves and for the conditions under which they struggle. There has been a shortage of such systematic feedback which certainly generates "good circles" in our learning together. However, we have some examples of acknowledged help from the South to the North. The Ugandan Redd Barna has arranged seminars in Africa for Norwegians who want to use PLA in Norwegian contexts. The change agent association in Uganda is also establishing good circles with at least a couple of NGOs in Norway. Some other dramatic net transfers are well known, many others are known only for a few. The pricing of knowledge is difficult.

Since long we have known that quality work in a knowledge institution is greatly facilitated if one organise most of its processes within one level (a flat structure). With PLA the knowledge exchange will be within one informal level whereas the decision power may be distributed according to a more formal and hierarchical structure. Studies on the quality of research from many research departments have revealed only one common characteristic of  the outstanding ones. That was the presence of a good  co-operative culture within those departments. Using formal PLA as a prioritising and sorting method of information more departments may be trained to better co-operative cultures at large.  However, other kinds of institutions have different main obstacles and if "transforming a bureaucracy" always is possible it may be demanding (Korten & Siy 1989).

We will now hint how an hypothetical institution interested in an optimal exchange of knowledge and experience among its multidiciplinary staff stepwise may handle the challenge. The point of departure is the indications that one can build PLA competence into a Norwegian institution. The director then has to take the leadership and honestly be willing to give the option a real try. He should immediately assess the results of each step in order to start the next one without delay if the assessment indicate so. This may in fact remove any risks with the experiment as well as it accords with the PLA principles. The cautious steps might be:

1. evaluation by an external PLA facilitator of  one finished not too large aid project

2. educate two PLA facilitators from within own staff

3. plan and implement formative PLA-evaluations for some own aid projects

4. make a team of about five people comprising at least one internal and one external PLA facilitator as well as the director.  Its task would be to prepare information for and facilitate a dialogue during an one day meeting for the whole staff. 

5. the staff meeting should design how to introduce the PLA approach in the whole institution and recommend or decide if this should be implemented.

The first three steps can follow many examples. However, their evaluations will be broader because reflections upon their significance or learning for the two last steps will enter. 

D. Should the participation umbrella be institutionalised more generally in Norwegian NGOs, official administrations and research institutions ?

What is the present working culture in all organisations in our country? Some authorities may not agree with Andvig (1997) in his vivid but depressing description of one group of organised activity: the management of research proposals. But again to speak with Chambers (1996): "whose reality counts"? Anyway, most of us will agree that  in spite of - or partly because of - the numerous organisation development activities with the help of a lot consultants, there is still much left to adjust. 

Some business management schools are now applying several of our umbrella principles with good success. The trade and industry do not risk loosing profit by ignoring important effectivity factors. The late organisation psychologist Arne Ebeltoft was a pioneer in Norway who 25 years ago helped me to see some aspects of participation. He started with  schools and official administration but these sectors were then far from ripe for the message. Later he worked with industrial psychology (Ebeltoft 1993), stressed local studies and challenged many by announcing that the results of much expensive research went directly into the garbage bin because of the traditional approaches behind.

These aspects together with what else we have presented in this communication indicate that the PLA umbrella could and should be tried in many sectors in our society. It is especially important that official administrations and research departments and NGOs aiming at the common good honestly will try implementing PLA working approaches. Then they may satisfy their staff, the people they serve and for once convey both efficiency and culture to the trade and industry instead of being only recipients as usual. We hope for two vanguard fronts with aims and commitments for holistic, total and practical implementations. One front is at least two local municipalities. The other one is two aid organisations or more as mentioned under C.  However, the research community may choose to be free to meet three important challenges: to use PLA as a research methodology, to study PLA as such, and to study the harmonisation with possibly compatible approaches. From the umbrella one can choose a profile of  techniques which is powerful for the tasks in almost any sector. Thus "it is a revolutionary potential in the patient-oriented medicine" (Førde & Solbakk 1991).

Each of these aspects is interesting, but daily one sees new examples of actions and projects that ignore the full interests of the target population group in Norway. The responsible don't know how to be informed about these interests or how to act upon them. 

E. What is your conclusions ?

You may follow Chambers (1996) and "use your own best judgement at all times" when answering the following: 

May some benefits from widespread use of  PLA in the North - pioneered both from the local grassroot and some institutions - be:

1. increased efficiency at a multitude of tasks in the North ?

2. that before new field workers start practising in the South they can have practical training in Norway in effective and flexible co-operation with local populations ?

3. that practise in the South will be seen as an advantage by Norwegian employers?

4. that aid organisations show their counterparts in the South that participation principles already have been taken seriously by the aid organisation itself ?

5. that the Norwegian population at large will be so acquainted with an feasible approach for true participation and consequently will support an aid which uses the same approach in the South ?

Does this list show that aid organisations aiming at participation may not be afraid of supporting some Norwegian projects planned for immediate domestic results? May the spin-off sometimes be serving the ultimate aim of the organisation better than some projects planned for solely obtaining immediate results for the South ?

Referring to the core statement, are we sure that the new paradigm will win at all or soon enough for today's individuals, groups and projects to profit? If any doubt, may it then be imperative to join forces in transforming the processes for evaluations, projects and ourselves as well as organisations ?
Notes
Note 1) What is PLA ?

 PLA is "a growing family of approaches, methods and behaviours that enable people to express and analyse the realities of their lives and conditions, to plan themselves what action to take, and to monitor and evaluate the results" (IDS 1996). Such a wide goal may seems impracticable. However, an analogy with the diversity of tasks and disciplines in which the personal computer is used may open our minds to a possible corresponding  array of applications for  PLA. This is demonstrated in the PLA Notes (IIED 1995+). The methodology has no discipline specificity though it has much in common with anthropology which certainly has inspired its development.

We prefer participatory learning and action (PLA) to participatory rural appraisal (PRA) because it is more descriptive at introductions in new fields (IIED 1995+). Till now the terms have been used interchangeably though PLA sometimes has be used for a wider umbrella than PRA (IDS&IIED 1997). A simplified term is just participatory appraisal (PA). Practice with the methodology often reveals different meanings of words. With these headings it is the other way round, please don't let this prevent your uptake of the concepts.

We are lucky that some real experts on the approach are present at this meeting. Their comments will be appreciated by all of us. Some who have worked in the South have used the principles there. Especially those who also have used PLA in the North should tell us about it? In contrast with many other research meetings I guess all the participants of this congress are familiar with the basics of this issue.
The power of the PLA approach as applied in other countries is recently described in a leaflet which can be recommended as a first, short introduction for most people who not are familiar with the methodology but curious about it (IDS 1996). This note is an even shorter account. Anyway, to be acquainted with the methodology you have to see it in practise, any reading comes second!

The three principal pillars of the methodology are attitudes, sharing, and methods  (see e.g. Mascarenhas 1991). Attitudes indicates the ethics of fully respecting every individual as a person. Sharing indicates our honest will and ability to communicate to anybody what we believe is the most important aspects even if we think it we risk not to be correctly understood. (I am just now trying to share!) Another side is to desist from copyrights (see e.g. Pretty & al. 1996). Methods is characterised by visualisation and flexibility which allows everybody to contribute (Pretty & al. 1996).

There are various models of the levels of participation illustrated by staircase steps. However, PLA aims at, and with good facilitators often manages, to go directly to the highest level. Alternatively one goes to a lower level which the local people and the facilitator carefully agree upon in the start. If not, frustration raised by rising expectations for empowerment embedded in the approach naturally may be dangerous. This is but one of the many threats against a quality assured practising of PLA not elaborated here (IDS 1997).

Note 2) Theory - why do PLA work?
One may speculate a lot on why PLA works so well. One point of departure to such journeys is the failure of earlier models. Another is "why do we choose the theory we choose" (Havnevik 1997). Both protecting and respecting the revirs of each other's professions keeps up the numbers of specific methods or works against multidiciplinary work.

The methodology is holistic and therefore eventually will be related to many theories in different disciplines. PLA respects empirical evidence and silent knowledge very much. It implies the shortest possible way from practice to practice in the research spiral. Again, nobody can understand the approach without taking part in practical work. The applied and holistic nature of PLA regulates the weight put on each item under the pillars of a PLA process. This demands  a good facilitator. Partly intentionally much earlier work and studies according to mainstream blueprint methodology had what we now will term bad weightings from the onset and also poor adjustment procedures. 

Both nature and nuture we have different aptitudes for extrapolations. Some of us are very careful not to use the methods in apparently different contexts.  As other of us see it, transferability of this and any other method depends upon which level of generalisation the analogies are based, what kind of details are truly relevant for the possible new application.

Not at least the participatory action research (PAR) tries to combine theory and practice. However, successful practical PAR projects looks very like PLA-exercises. Paulo Freire who contributed so much to the theory of empowerment just died on May 2 at an age of 75 (Shafer 1997). One of  the very few who dared to attend our first PLA-seminar was an admirer of  Freire. However, at her examinations in the teacher college some years ago it was forbidden to mentioned his name! The competition between theories can be very hard. 

As mentioned, it is plenty of interesting theoretical challenges, but the theories should be developed in continuos contact with the grassroot. That is in fact said to have been the case with Hans Skjervheim when he worked out his philosophy on participant and spectator (Deltakar og tilskodar). His philosophy is very relevant to the theory of PLA.

Note 3) Norwegian experiences and acknowledgements
Seven years ago we started a search for principles for how experts and local people could cooperage in order to produce and use what now is named "evidence-based practice" within the whole health field. At the NFU-conference in 1991 we mentioned that the farmer's need for direct influence led to a sustainable alliance with researchers in the experimental groups in Norwegian agriculture (Gedde-Dahl 1991&1992). That interpretation inspired to work out a general model for Local health trials (Gedde-Dahl 1993). Some preliminary projects in Norway according to this model revealed, however, that declaring participation and using questionnaires were far from the practical, detailed, holistic, efficient, and participatory evaluation method we in fact needed.  It was an astonishing low interest for finding such approaches. 

Then, in November 1993, Robert Chambers introduced us to PRA during his visit to The Centre for Partnership in Development  and The Foundation for Local Health Trials in Oslo (cf. Chambers 1994). His  ideas were difficult to catch for many of us who were primarily used to the mainstream of medical science. Our needs forced us, however, slowly to realise the power of  this methodology. 

With the good help from NORAGRIC in the second half of 1995 we began to test the response to the methodology in Norwegian contexts (the EPRA-project). In 1996 the Foundation and Melbukontoret with support from county agencies in Nordland three 3-day introduction seminars were held (PLA-seminar 1996). Two facilitators attended short courses in the UK. 

The year 1997 shows that the methodology is sustainable in Norway. Melbukontoret has facilitated one and planned another course in the south of Norway for social security people. Four prospective PLA-facilitators will attend Scottish courses. Vestfold College will start courses in November (for context see Arntzen & Hauger 1996). The use of PLA for evaluations and daily co-operative work is progressing satisfactory at the few places where enough competence is concentrated. 

Our Norwegian testing have formally been modest. The response of seminar participants have however confirmed both that many kinds of development activities are taking place all the time in our own society and that astonishing much of the PLA methodology worked out in the South is urgently needed for such activities in the North. 

----------------------------

A long chain of bottelnecks have been gone through with the help of  largely different people at each neck. All were necessary for the progress made. However, three persons were operating at several difficult bottlenecks: daring, indefatigable Liv Aune, wise Nina Foss and inspiring first facilitator Elisabeth Molteberg. All the participants in our seminars seem to have verified the saying of one of them: any person is a whole fairy-tale, it depends on you listening if you will have a glimpse of the tale.  - Who could foresee such an spin-off? 
-----------------------------------------
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