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Background: How Wide Are the Ripples?

This report presents reflections from a workshop held in London on 18th and 19th March 2010.  The workshop was part of a larger process of reflection and research, supported by IKM Emergent and called ‘How Wide Are the Ripples?’.  The process explored how international development NGOs use and manage the information, knowledge and perspectives generated through the participatory processes they initiate or fund.   The initial research and report built on a literature review and case studies from five international NGOs (ActionAid, Concern, Healthlink, Panos and Plan), identifying challenges and opportunities to good bottom-up information and learning flows.  The workshop invited participants from the original research and others working on and around these issues to reflect further on the challenges and discuss practical solutions based on their own experiences.  

Participants came from a mix of large international development NGOs, smaller organisations and included independent consultants
.  The variety of organisations was not only evident in their size, but also in their different structures and relationships with grassroots processes and organisations, a recurring theme throughout the discussions.   The expectation, and commitment from the participants, was that these discussions and experiences would feed into a guest-edited edition of the IIED journal Participatory Learning and Action (PLA), in June 2011. The workshop was therefore organised around two main goals:  improving the practice of international development NGOs in relation to information generated through participatory processes, through workshop discussions and by developing a network for support and sharing ideas; and promoting further reflection and learning around specific issues, in particular through developing articles for the edition of PLA.   

A focus on international/ northern offices:

The focus of the research and workshop was on the use of information and perspectives generated through participatory processes in internal operations of INGOs
.  This includes areas such as strategy development, project management and planning, and in organisational learning and reflection.  The issue is very broad and ranges into many areas of work, from organisational development and structure, to communications and learning, and monitoring and evaluation, for example.  The initial research was focused the challenges faced by people sitting in the Northern and central offices of INGOs, understanding the specific context and strategies employed to widen the ripples and we were keen that the workshop built on this.  The workshop was aimed at people working in northern offices or headquarters of international NGOs, and focused on their own role and potential actions at this level.  However, one of the main issues that arose from the initial research was the problems relating to information across national boundaries, and particularly from national to international (or Southern to Northern) contexts, where different uses and understandings of the information need to be considered.  To respond to this the workshop included participation and feedback from Steve Kirimi of Pamfork Kenya, who had conducted parallel research in 2009 looking at the situation of INGO offices in Kenya
.  

The workshop structure:

The workshop began with an exploration of our operational context, identifying the main drivers for and threats to sharing and using this type of information, based on people’s practical experiences.  Following this several participants shared their own practical examples of promoting the flow and use of information from participatory processes, including the use of stories, reflection meetings and online mechanisms.  A lunch-time event on the first day also enabled participants to network with a wider group of people interested in strengthening the information flows from participatory processes.  Based on these discussions the group were able to identify some of the elements which support or strengthen flows, and some of the key considerations for designing or using such tools.   Some themes and issues came up again and again, both as blocks and opportunities, and on the second day the group began the process of working out how these issues could translate both into personal strategies, and into articles or case studies for the edition of PLA. 

Our operational context:

The first main session of the workshop, facilitated by Tina Wallace, asked participants to identify, based on their own experience, factors which facilitate or inhibit the flow of information from the grassroots to northern offices and HQs.  There was widespread agreement among participants of important factors in the operating context, which ranged from practical issues like time and skills, to cultures and behaviours, and organisational systems and structures.  

While trust and quality relationships were seen as central in creating an environment for good bottom-up flows of information there was a concern that the dominant practices across the sector left little space to value the long slow process of building trust and quality human interaction. Participants identified the impact of managerialism, suggesting that an over-riding emphasis on results-based management has closed the space for understanding development as non-linear and complex.  This focus has directly influenced the skills and capacities recruited for and valued in northern offices, organisational communication and reporting structures and incentive systems.  Within this current context participants felt that there was little room for poor peoples perspectives, whether this was in relation to organisational decision-making and strategy development or wider visions of development, arguing that such a management approach ultimately determines whose knowledge and what kind of knowledge is considered legitimate.   Linked to this was a fear that organisations have become increasingly hierarchical and that this limits learning and reflection and the potential to respond to the outcomes of participatory processes. Participants noted that the use of consultants was widespread across the sector, especially in relation to programme evaluations and specific learning processes.  And in relation to this was an important concern that staff, and external consultants, were routinely self-censoring, becoming complicit in an agenda to understand development as straightforward, linear and predictable. 

While a fairly bleak picture was painted of the development context, many of the issues raised were also considered as enablers in the positive, for example in relation creating space for learning, the potential of humanising development and building good quality relationships of trust. 

Exploring practical experiences:

Building on analysis and identification of these drivers and threats, participants formed six groups to look more deeply at specific experiences and strategies for strengthening the flow of information from grassroots participatory practice.  Six participants shared their experiences as a basis for analysis, including three different types of uses of stories (from ActionAid, International HIV/ Aids Alliance and IDS), an organisation-wide online platform from Oxfam, Healthlink’s routine reflection spaces and Concern’s framework for downward accountability.   

Participants were encouraged to ask questions which would help them to understand the extent to which the focus of the tool or system, as it had been implemented, was information management, or the promotion of participatory values and principles (or both). We wanted to understand what makes a tool good at promoting participatory principles and knowledge management – is it something intrinsic to the tool itself or is it about why and how it is used, and how do these different elements interact.  A wide range of questions emerged including:

· What is the driver for working with this tool or process (or engaging in organisational change)

· Is the grassroots participatory process itself empowering?  Is it properly supported and invested in?

· What is the purpose of information sharing, who benefits and how do different people across the organisation engage in the process?

· Who decides what stories are told and what information is shared?

· What difference could this information make to decision-making or strategy development?

· How can you demonstrate the added value of time and investment in reflection and learning? 

· Is there organisational commitment at every level to respond to learning from the grassroots, and are the potential implications well understood?

The case study discussions were rich and helped locate much of the earlier more abstract discussion on the operating context.  However, it was also clear that each tool and process had emerged in a specific context, with a specific aim in mind, and therefore successes and challenges were also specific.  In order to explore more general lessons from experiences a second session revisited the case studies, asking what it would mean to adapt the tool or process to a different context, need or circumstance.  Different groups discussed the questions: 

· What would it mean for stories to have more impact on policy? 

· What would it mean for Oxfam’s KARL to overtly promote participatory principles and outputs?

· What would it mean for a large INGO to adopt Healthlink’s model of regular reflection weeks?
· What would it mean for a large INGO to respond effectively to voices from the ground?

These discussions further deepened our analysis of the factors and issues identified previously, turning them into areas to consider in the design and implementation of strategies and tools.   

Issues emerging:

The workshop began by opening up what felt like a can of worms or Pandora’s Box of all that is stopping us hearing the voices of people at the grassroots.   Exploring our operational context allowed us to identify faults in systems, relationships and organisational culture, as well as identify examples of good practice.  Subsequent exploration of the specific case studies and experiences reiterated some of these issues, which we found easier to grapple with when analysed in context and in terms of practical applications.  By the end, the list of issues was still great, but so was our feeling of possibility and potential for engaging with the status quo to enable better practice.  The following are a combination of insights from the different sessions. 
Strengthening grassroots voices in development: power down or information up?

Though many issues were flagged, tracing the roots of the challenges we all face inevitably led to discussion of larger organisational, structural issues that are beyond our individual responsibility, and can seem overwhelming.  Initially the reaction of many of us seemed to be to reject the international NGO model (s), and seek different ways of organising and contributing to development.  There was agreement that all of these issues are easier to deal with in smaller organisations, with more direct relationships across levels, countries or functions. In smaller organizations closer personal relationships are able to support knowledge sharing, not so easy in larger organisations, where there is limited opportunity for learning across teams and a need to find other mechanisms to stimulate these conversations.   It was noted that in some cases the northern offices of international NGOs have a subsidiary role, providing advocacy and fundraising to their southern offices, which was felt to make power relations clearer and more balanced and strengthen the link between local participation and organisational decision making.  A suggestion was made to explore different models and structures for development NGOs working internationally, to see how the needs for information from the grassroots are interpreted and dealt with differently. 

These larger issues resurfaced throughout discussions and analysis of practical experiences, and are reflected throughout this report.  As the group explored and discussed our experiences and insights further, we began to identify different points to engage positively to make change happen within the existing systems.   In fact, it was pointed out that engaging with power structures to create change was what was expected of people engaging in participatory processes at community level, making a parallel between the C.E.O.s of our organisations and the role of the village elder or chief.   Furthermore, it is important to note that stronger bottom-up information flows do not have to reinforce centralised, Northern decision-making systems, but are valuable alongside processes of devolving power in order to inform and broaden perceptions and visions of development. 

Delivering to unvoiced demand: where is the need? 

A major challenge is that there is not clear, strong demand for this type of information from headquarters.  While there may be demand for stories and anecdotes for fundraising and reporting to sponsors and donors, or to identify and back up advocacy messages, there are fewer examples of demand for use in internal learning and reflection.   This lack of demand is in sharp relief to the potential identified, to ensure that the views of the people the INGOs are working for are effectively included in strategy and decision-making processes of the organisation, to influence development approach and vision, and through this have an influence on donors and policy makers. 

This suggests an important facilitation and brokerage role for the headquarters and northern offices of INGOs, requiring strong internal mechanisms to capture experiences at the grassroots level and create spaces to make these voices heard.    But without clear demand from the headquarters or northern offices, and considering that most of the participatory processes at grassroots are primarily designed for local outcomes, it is difficult to see this happening.  What’s more, the group noted that processes for high-level strategy development and decision making are fairly opaque, making it hard to see how information is sourced and used.  

A recurring theme at the workshop was the need to be clear about the types of uses to which this type of information and perspectives can be put, so as to strengthen both demand and supply, allow for feedback and pre-empt some of the ethical issues.  There needs to be more clarity as to what people in northern offices might use the information for, so that any information can be well channelled.  One task could be to further explore the types of information that managers use when developing strategies, and where there is potential or unmet demand for this type of information.  This would enable field staff to better plan for communication of the outcomes of participatory processes, building in mechanisms for consent and feedback for wider uses and abstraction of people’s views and information.   Whether we choose to push power down or information up, or both, feedback loops within a system allow for reflection and learning to be built into communication, and potential uses of information to be better identified and leveraged.  
Turning multiple voices into clear messages: what are the trade-offs?
Participatory processes may help to build consensus, but by their nature they allow and promote the airing of different views and perspectives.  Some of the case studies explored aim to capture this complexity and provide qualitative information. However, for the information to feed into existing organisational knowledge and systems another step is often required or desired, to turn these perspectives into data, or evidence.  What’s more, often when translating the output from participatory processes into information relevant to northern offices and headquarters, we have to fit it into alien frameworks (results-based or evidence-based) which are largely dictated by donors.  As one group stated, “knowledge management is there to get numbers to donors, not for learning.”  
This has implications for the role and skills of the monitoring and evaluation officers in INGOs, and discussions on what it means to develop knowledge management systems and processes which encourage learning are also summarised below.  But there was also recognition that while numbers, evidence and targets are part of the management system, this will have serious implications for the way in which qualitative information is used and interpreted.  There is a real difference between drawing conclusions from other people’s opinions and stories, and reinforcing our views by extracting the information that is useful to us.  What is the process for constructing meta-analysis, overviews and trends from individual stories or complex, contextualised data?  How can we be legitimate, fair and transparent in this process?  How can we aggregate data to make a coherent argument around a specific point while maintaining the different perspectives and multiple voices of (multiple) grassroots groups? 
Several areas of work were mentioned which inform and support this area of work: including
Robert Chambers’ (2007) work on participatory numbers, Dee Jupp´s (2009) work on measuring empowerment in Bangladesh and the software developed by David Snowdon at Cognitive Edge which enables those telling the story to classify its meaning for themselves.  These examples aim to bring together the narrative richness of storytelling and the precision of more quantitative analytical techniques to respond to the debate within the sector around results-based management.  Furthermore, Tina Wallace referenced an alternative set of indicators to the traditional SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound), developed by Chris Roche to support monitoring of participatory processes.  These are SPICED: Subjective, Participatory, Interpreted, Cross-checking, Empowering and Diverse.  
At what stage is the information translated, interpreted, transferred into a different framework, and how accountable are we to the owners and originators?  A lot of issues were discussed which touch on this theme of ethics, ownership and control of the use of information, who makes sense of it and how much it matters how information may be used in different contexts.   On the one hand, the output of participatory processes will often be multiple voices, sometimes contradictory, and always contextualised, but it is very important that these perspectives are heard and reflected in debates which shape development aid and assistance.  On the other hand, people felt a need to somehow shift the value and categorisation of information generated through participatory processes, coming from the grassroots, from poor people, to another level more respected and valued in international policy and strategy making circles.  This implies making it fit into frameworks of evidence, or results, as described above.  
The discussion spanned the practical and ethical issues of aggregating and decontextualising qualitative data, and came back to the issue of unequal power relations.  There is a well-documented tension between upward and downward accountability in international development, and this session highlighted the excessive weight given to donor perspectives and frameworks relative to those of grassroots communities and partners, in setting the organisational context for valuing and using information.  

Flows of participation: what does it look like in practice?
The different groups all recognised that facilitating quality participatory processes requires skills and a lot of time.  Participatory processes cannot be rushed to a conclusion as they often involve a lot of capacity building and group development.  This has implications for both documenting and using the resulting information.  If participatory processes are to feed into wider organisational processes this will require strong skills in documenting and analysing data, it will require time for lessons and themes to emerge, and the quality and legitimacy of the information could be compromised if this timing is set according to external needs.  

While on one level this is a question of skills and time (budget), it goes deeper into the extent to which participatory values permeate an organisation, its culture and working practices. Staff need time and space to reflect upon and write up their experiences, but participants from large INGOs noted that it is easier to take larger discrete blocks of time for moving forward and producing work, than (even small amounts of) time to make deeper changes in practice to be more reflective and open to learning and change.  The relationship between learning and change, both individual and organisational level became a strong theme by the end of the workshop.  
In discussion of tools, similar issues about the quality of participatory processes emerged.  Some processes, such as the Critical Stories of Change, are facilitated so as to generate information, for local use or to feed more explicitly into evaluations and policy.  Others, such as participatory video, see the creation of content as a means to empower the participating groups.  While they may be able to use the resulting videos for wider information or advocacy, that depends on the outcome of the process, and is not usually an objective.   If we aim to use information generated through participatory processes to influence strategy and policy directions in northern offices and headquarters, how can we ensure that this does not divert or subvert the original process?   Although it is important to be clear how the information can be used, the group were concerned that if we try and overload a process with broader objectives we may end up undermining the fundamental empowerment aims.  
Airing our dirty laundry: how much do we sanitise our stories?
The relationships between offices in the north and south in INGOs are varied, but the experience of many participants was that northern (or central) offices send out information to define or influence the overall priorities and direction of their southern counterparts, and require information relating to accountability and reporting requirements.  This provides very little opportunity for field staff to feed their experiences of, and learning from, working with communities into wider organisational strategies.   But beyond that lack of opportunity, it sets a very restrictive context for free sharing and flow of information, perspectives and ideas.  

Control or influence over budgets, as well as strategic planning, will affect power relations in such a way as to constrain free communication, especially regarding learning from negative or unsuccessful initiatives.    This issue is particularly challenging as there are constraints at both sides, and often this comes down to self-censorship rather than rules or guidelines which can be more easily changed.  Field staff and grassroots groups may be unwilling to voice complaints and grievances due to the unequal power relations that characterise the international development sector.  This may come down to a fear of losing their jobs or funding, or concern that their suggestions will not be acted upon.  At international level there may be a reluctance to change operational procedures based upon experiences at the field level, exacerbated by a fear of losing funding or alienating supporters if projects and programmes are not seen to be having a positive effect.  Fundamentally the lack of trust which colours relationships at every level limits honest discussion and reflection and blocks the potential for organisational change.
Room to respond: the implications of listening and learning
Participatory principles cannot strictly be contained to one part of a process or organisation, although in practice they usually are.  When we talk about using the information generated through participatory processes we are ultimately talking about learning, because we are hearing new or different views, and if we are going to respond truly and openly to that then we are talking about change.  Learning does not sound as dangerous as change, but if we listen without the possibility of responding to what we hear, then we run the risk of selecting and using information to back up our existing strategies and priorities, which is unethical and wasteful.  Conversely the issue of how to respond to information which comes into conflict with organisational belief systems (such as the anti-homosexuality bill in Uganda mentioned above) is complicated and real.  What happens when local knowledge comes into conflict with international human rights discourse? How can, or should, an organisation respond when community priorities do not match the issues on which organisational funding has been agreed?  Key in discussing these real tensions are identifying where the power lies and exploring how INGOs set and explain the parameters for engagement.   Equally central are questions of choosing the ‘right’ partners, organisational and funding flexibility, money and time.


The picture painted of large INGOs is that they are becoming increasingly hierarchical and tend towards silos which constrain opportunities to learn from and respond to different points of view.   The group felt that learning needs to take place close to where it can and will be used, which implies allowing decision-making to take place as close to the ground as possible.  It was also suggested that it may be more beneficial to invest in improved horizontal learning and coordination between country offices and between them and their national partners.   But we also felt that we cannot shy away from the challenge of strengthening the voice of the poor in INGO decision making, at headquarters and in northern offices.  Promoting opportunities for learning also means promoting a culture of learning, based on good quality relationships between staff which require shared experiences and values, informality and accessibility, especially when people are working in different countries or departments with different systems, incentives, indicators and even language.   

The butterfly effect: can big change happen from small things? 

As noted above, our responses and reactions to the model of northern HQs and southern country offices were mixed and often confused, whether to engage with its failures head-on, subvert it from the inside or support alternative models.  We feel we need the support of senior management to make change happen, and yet increasing managerialism in international development is undermining participatory values and working against our goals.  This reflected a wider theme of formal or informal strategies to create change.  Although we had shared some examples of large-scale organisational systems for downward accountability and bottom-up learning, in the main these were referred to more as theory than implementation and practice.  One exception was the case study from Healthlink of regular week-long reflection meetings, reinforcing the feeling that small is better, or at least easier.   Many of the examples of success or change were very small or informal, ‘champions’ who push for space to try new ideas and experiment.  The question is how we can engage positively and constructively with the larger organisational structure, and senior management, to allow these small innovations to scale.   

 As one participant stated, “learning can be messy, we need to be clear how we feel about this messiness”.  We need to be clear about the implications of listening, learning and change, not to shy away from the challenge, but to plan our work with awareness of the context in which we operate.   Thinking about organizational structures may help us to identify where the information bottlenecks exist and consider how to address them, and also where there are opportunities and openings for change.  Equally important were views of organisational role, specifically the role of northern and central offices.  This included questions of where the agenda is being set, and for example, to what extent offices in the north should act as a broker, facilitating international donor support for national partners who were responsible for developing their own projects and managing their own budgets.  

Challenges ahead 

Although the issues identified in early workshop sessions felt overwhelming, by the end of the two days there was a definite feeling of possibility in the room, of individual empowerment and a commitment to personal action.  We all need to take responsibility for change, while being aware of and working with the challenges presented by the operating context, specifically the tension between results-based management and widening the ripples of participatory practice.  The final sessions of the workshop focused on potential themes for the future PLA publication; and individual strategies and commitments in taking this work forward.  

PLA articles: The precise focus of these themes and individual articles will be clarified over the next few weeks as part of a six-month process of supported writing, with the potential for peer support, a facilitated write-shop and wider online exchange, all dependent on participant preference.  Emerging themes included:

· The role of personal behaviour and values; 

· Working with multiple knowledge(s) - validity and ethics;

· Generating knowledge, aggregating and making sense (processes)

· Information and knowledge flows and management (systems)

· Working with specific knowledge products (stories; Participatory video, virtual platforms) 

· Organisational structures, supporting learning and change 
Another area for potential collaboration would be to develop the list of questions (appendix 2) into a framework to support organisations to widen the ripples of their participatory practice.

There was a strong feeling across the group of the need to reflect further on the issues and as such an interest in developing a private online space to support exchange of ideas and developing practice, along the lines of KARL.  Such a space would allow for exchange of ideas, focused on personal learning, specific tools for information management, aggregating qualitative data, acting as ‘positive deviants’, or mechanisms and processes for organisational change for example.   Given that participants identified concrete actions for their own practice, an online forum could also be used to blog and share personal reflections on how these play out in practice, and enable peer support and advice.  
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	Name
	Organisation
	Role
	Contact

	Anna Downie 
	International HIV/AIDS Alliance
	Programme Officer: Knowledge Sharing
	adownie@aidsalliance.org

	Alice Klein
	International HIV/Aids Alliance 
	Programme Assistant: Key Correspondents Team 
	aklein@aidsalliance.org 

	Andrew Chetley
	Healthlink
	Director
	 chetley.a@healthlink.org.uk

	Angela Milligan
	IIED
	PLA
	angela.milligan@iied.org

	Ashley Raeside
	Engineers Without Borders Canada
	Water & Sanitation Team - Southern Africa Region
	raeside.ashley@gmail.com

	Beryl Mutonono-Watkiss
	Healthlink
	 
	Watkiss.b@healthlink.org.uk

	Brendan Whitty
	One world trust
	 
	bwhitty@oneworldtrust.org

	Cath Long
	IIED
	senior researcher, forests
	cath.long@iied.org

	Cathy Shutt
	Independent
	critical stories of change with AA and Plan
	cathyshutt@yahoo.com

	Chris Burman
	University of Limpopo
	 
	burmanc@edupark.ac.za

	Clodagh Miskelly
	Panos
	Consultant 
	miskellaneous@hotmail.com

	Daniel Guijarro
	IDS 
	Dphil - placement with ActionAid
	D.Guijarro@ids.ac.uk

	Elaine Mercer
	IDS
	Knowledge Services
	E.Mercer@ids.ac.uk

	Helen Banos Smith
	independent
	 
	 h.banossmith@googlemail.com

	Jasber Singh
	Independent
	http://foodenergynexus.wordpress.com
	jasbersingh@gmail.com

	Jo Lyon
	Oxfam
	Information management lead
	jlyon@oxfam.org.uk

	Jonathan Dudding
	ICA UK
	Director
	jdudding@ica-uk.org.uk

	Julian Srodecki
	BOND
	effectiveness programme manager
	jsrodecki@bond.org.uk; 

	Kanwal Ahluwalia
	Plan UK 
	Gender Equality Manager
	Kanwal.Ahluwalia@plan-international.org

	Kate Carroll
	ActionAid
	Knowledge Initiative 
	Kate.Carroll@actionaid.org

	Kirimi Steve
	PAMFORK
	 
	stevekirimi@yahoo.com

	Nicole Kenton
	IIED
	PLA
	nicole.kenton@iied.org

	Robyn Wilford
	Family Action (previously with Concern Worldwide)
	 
	robynawilford@googlemail.com

	Rose McCausland
	Living lens
	 
	rose@livinglens.co.uk

	Sarah Cummings
	IKM Emergent
	 
	sc@developmenttraining.org

	Sofia Angidou
	Brooke
	 
	sofia@thebrooke.org

	Soledad Muñiz
	Insight Share
	London Hub manager
	smuniz@insightshare.org 

	Taitos Matafeni
	Sightsavers
	 
	tmatafeni@sightsavers.org

	Tessa Lewin
	IDS
	Communications Manager
	t.lewin@ids.ac.uk

	Tina Wallace
	Independent
	 
	tinawallace11@aol.com

	Hannah Beardon
	Independent/IKM
	Facilitator
	hannahbeardon@hotmail.com

	Kate Newman
	Independent/IKM
	Facilitator
	kate.a.newman@googlemail.com

	Louise Clark
	Independent/IKM
	Documentation
	lounatclark@gmail.com


Appendix 2: Questions for reflection on tools

A key aim of the workshop was to support participants to reflect on the relationship between a specific tool and the context or aim in which it was used. A graph was developed with information management on one axis and participatory values on the other; with questions focused on how a tool gets located in the top right hand quarter of the graph.   

The questions listed below were generated from the specific case studies, but could be worked on further to produce a framework to support organisations planning to strengthen the information flows from their participatory practice; covering issues on the level of organisational commitment, the quality of participatory practice itself, the process of information flows and power and drivers within the specific context.  

How extractive is the underlying process?  

· What do the participants do with the information?  

· How do organisational interests balance with people participating? 

· How much time and effort is spent enabling staff to facilitate good quality participatory processes?

What is the purpose of sharing the information?

· Who benefits and how?  

· Does the information generated feed into other spaces?  

· Does it increase capacity of people to engage and use different media?  

· Does it favour specific groups? 

· Does it empower grassroots voices? 

· How do you interface with people who don’t have direct access to the information (platform)?

· To what extent do frontline staff learn from the information (stories)?

Who decides which stories are told?

· Who needs what information where? 

· What need is there for information to be pushed up, as opposed to devolved decision making?

· How do you get consensus on what is written?

· What can you learn from areas where there is no change? 

What impact do you expect?

· What difference does the information (stories) make to decision making? 

· What makes an impact on strategy?

· What is/ could be the long-term impact of the information?

· Who drives the follow-up process?

Why don’t some things take off in organisations and how can we deal with that?

· How can you demonstrate the added value of time and investment in reflection and learning? 

· Where is the leverage for promoting a learning culture?

· How can we address the barriers differently? 

· How do you move from reflection to action? 

Digital Story Telling: IDS


Participants discussed digital storytelling based on the experiences of “Pathways of Women’s Empowerment’, an international research and communication programme which links academics with activists and practitioners to find out what works to enhance women’s empowerment.  DST is understood as short narratives (3 minutes) developed by a group of people who also choose what images to use to illustrate the narrative, and has been used by the programme in various ways, including a focus on women’s sexuality.  





While the process of DST has supported discussion on sensitive topics, and can be an empowering approach itself, it has also raised diverse ethical issues.  For example, in relation to the reproduction of the information, who decides how it is used, and how can systems be put in place to overcome a potential tension between what could be an extractive process focused on generating evidence and participant empowerment?  The need to be clear about how a specific process will feed back into the supporting organisation was also raised, which not only raised questions of audiences but also echoed the wider concerns of how and where participatory information and knowledge can flow.    





PAMFORK Kenya: a national perspective


Steve Kirimi shared reflections from research on the use of participatory information by INGOs in Kenya, and found many parallels with the research on northern offices.  Steve highlighted some of the practical issues in relation to the translation and interpretation of material generated from participatory processes to enable wider learning. He noted that the same cultural barriers exist in Kenya, and ‘organisations prioritise the implementation of planned activities at the expense of reflection, learning and action…[t]his phenomenon leads to an extensive loss of vital information that could otherwise be used to enhance organisational impact’.  





He reflected that, in practice, much of the learning happens through oral communication, with people sharing tacit knowledge that they hold in their heads.  The majority of INGOs did not have a resource centre and many do not hold copies of their organisation’s own publications.  This suggests that documentation is often written for specific international audiences, limiting the potential for internal learning or benefits at national level. 





Critical Stories of Change: ActionAid


ActionAid has been using a process called ‘Critical Stories of Change’ to explore how and why change takes place in their programmes.  CSoCs accept that development work is complex and messy, and provide space to discuss critical questions and be frank.  The story development process is led by a facilitator, who creates space for diverse stakeholders (community members, local groups, partner organisations, ActionAid staff, local government, donors etc.) to reflect, share, discuss and actively learn from their experience.  Building from this process the facilitator develops a narrative to describe how change has taken place in the context, highlighting a range of social, economic, political and cultural factors, and identifying tensions and challenges.   By supporting this story process ActionAid hopes to add to a deeper understanding of how development happens, contributing to its own organisational learning and learning across the sector.  





In the workshop participants reflected on who decides on what stories are told, and how to balance learning by participants and frontline staff with wider organisational learning and change.  The question arose as to how the stories could have more impact on wider policy and organisational decision-making.





Key Correspondents: International HIV/AIDS Alliance


The Key Correspondents team is a citizen journalism project supported by the International HIV/AIDS Alliance (Alliance) which links 300 community-based writers in more than 50 countries.  The Key Correspondents represent people affected by and living with HIV, TB and related health issues. They come from a variety of backgrounds to ‘speak their world’.  The Alliance provides training and capacity building in writing skills and analysis, as well as supporting the dissemination of articles through various online tools.  The stories are considered in national fora to feed into national policy and advocacy processes. 





The discussion focused how these stories were valued, whether as an end in themselves or for a wider organisational purpose, and if the latter, how these diverse perspectives could be aggregated and made sense of for different needs and contexts.  Also discussed was what happens when opinions in a story conflict with organisational positions and values, for example in relation to the proposed anti-homosexuality bill in Uganda.  Such experiences raise the question of identity and control of processes, and the extent to which INGOs set and explain the parameters for engagement.





Listen First: Concern Worldwide


Listen First is an organisation-wide system aiming to strengthen organisational accountability to Concern’s beneficiaries.  It is based on four principles: providing information publicly; involving people in making decisions; listening; and staff attitudes and behaviours.  Although the framework was successfully piloted, it was not eventually taken up by the organisation as a whole.





The discussion focused on the role of senior management in supporting the organisational change required by such systems, which should lead to significant changes in the way decisions are made and power is shared across the organisation, and with partners and communities.  On the one hand discussion focused on the power of the CEO and their role in change, on the other it recognised the role of individual staff and teams actively working on issues and presenting the case for change.  This raised questions of organisational flexibility to respond, and inevitable questions of time, budgets, skills and the influence of donor and supporter expectations.





In-weeks: Healthlink Worldwide


Every 3 months all Healthlink staff (about 17 people) participate in a week-long retreat to reflect, analyse and learn.  The space is used to look at issues arising and ensure learning from experience.  Sessions are designed and facilitated by different staff, and at times partners or external consultants are involved in the process.  Recognising that many across the sector would balk at the idea of participating in such an intensive and extensive learning process the staff of Healthlink argue that the process continually strengthens their practice and impact, and in addition to organisational learning, participation in the learning week is considered as individual staff development, equivalent to investment in training.  Notably the ‘in-week’ is supported by the CEO, and the organisation promotes a culture of knowledge seeking and learning.  





Discussion focused on how to move from reflection to action.  But questions were also raised regarding how and whether such a process would translate to a larger INGO; where operations are much more diverse, organisational focus is broader, working relationships across teams are weaker and staff numbers higher.





KARL: Oxfam GB


Oxfam has been experimenting with the OSI Knowledge and Resource Locator system (KARL).  KARL is a virtual internal platform which Oxfam staff can use to self-organise, network and share information. One of the defining elements behind the success of KARL was the fact that it was not imposed upon staff by an organisational mandate but entered  into horizontally.  While the senior management team did support the budget to create the platform, they did not attempt to tell people how to use it, leading to a vast array of different organisational experiences and KM innovations.  While still in its infancy this sort of tool has the potential to transform internal communication and challenge hierarchies and has already created space for horizontal knowledge sharing through message boards and user-created groups to address issues of interest to staff across offices and levels. 





The discussion focused on whether there was a tension in providing a space that only organisational staff could access, and how such a system could be more inclusive of partners and grassroots voices.  It also explored how the information generated through such a system fed into other processes and spaces.


























Info mgmt














		 Participatory


		 principles








� See appendix 1 for a full participant list


� i.e. We were less interested in how specific participatory experiences are used in external communications for fundraising and profile raising, and were more focused on how these collective experiences influence organisational learning, understanding of development processes and organisational decision-making.


� Both the international and Kenyan reports are available on the IKM Emergent website: http://ikmemergent.wordpress.com/2010/02/02/working-papers-and-workshop-on-the-use-of-information-derived-from-participatory-methodologies/ 


� a full list of questions is contained in appendix 2
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