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ETHICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES IN RESEARCHING INTERNATIONAL AID ORGANISATIONS: NOTE OF A WORKSHOP HELD AT THE INSTITUTE OF DEVELOPMENT STUDIES,

8 DECEMBER 2004

Report written by Rosalind Eyben

Introduction

In September 2003 David Lewis and David Mosse organised a conference at SOAS on the anthropology of development. 
 This included a number of papers reporting on research into development organisations but the methodological and ethical issues in that respect were touched on only tangentially.  Therefore, Andrea Cornwall and Rosalind Eyben thought it might be valuable to have a smaller and more informal event to focus on these issues.
  

Participants included social scientists and consultants working inside the aid system as well as researchers.  Disciplinary perspectives included political science, economics, organisational theory, social anthropology and sociology. Three participants circulated draft papers in advance
.A very relevant prior publication was  Gould (2004).

The workshop was structured by first seeking the views of those working inside the system as to the peculiarities of aid organisations and the challenges in researching them. We then discussed the challenges as described by three participants currently engaged in such research. Drawing on these contributions in the afternoon we shifted to a broader discussion of the issues. While we had initially divided these into ‘ethics’ and ‘methods’, we realised that the two completely inter-twined and cannot be easily separated for the purposes of discussion.   Nevertheless, within that whole some key themes can be identified and to which we found ourselves returning throughout the day.  These are:

· The challenge of ‘knowing’

· Positionality and relationships;

· Power and learning;

· Whose text?

This is the note’s structure followed by a brief conclusion. 

The challenge of ‘knowing’

Aid organisations are a sub-class of bureaucratic organisations and as such fit into the ethnographers’ category of subjects that are more powerful than the researcher – as distinct from the village community where there may appear to be less problem of access and therefore less difficult to ‘know’ it.   However this may be a fallacious perception and an aid organisation may be as easy or as difficult to know as any other kind of organisation or social system.  In all cases we may have to problematize the boundary of what is being researched but perhaps a formal bureaucratic organisation can mislead the researcher into assuming it is more of a closed system than other kinds of research subjects that may appear more open.   

Despite its appearance of substance, the organisation as a social construct may be found to be relatively insignificant as a shaper of values, knowledge and agency by those who are officially its members. We need to avoid being blinded by the formal model promoted by the organisation itself which through such messages as ‘work-life’ balance signals that there is no connection between what individuals do, think and feel as employees from what they do in their other spheres of social interaction.  Even should we restrict our research to the ‘workplace’ we may find inter-organisational coalitions and networks that are more significant for agency than are the formal organisations to which these actors belong.  

Nevertheless, while recognising these caveats, official aid organisations  - part of a wider governmental machinery -   do have certain distinguishing features that shape the behaviour of their members and that allow us to compare and contrast DFID, for example, with Sida or BMZ.   These cultural characteristics are what is quickly observable when you are looking in from the outside. Furthermore, there are specific qualities about aid organisations that distinguish them from other parts of the public sector because of the weak link with the people the organisations exist for, namely poor people in developing countries. (Buchanan Smith 2003, Eyben and Ferguson 2004)

Researcher positionality and relationships

Those of us interested in ‘knowing’ aid organisations fall into several categories that affect both our relationship with those we are researching and our final product in terms of text.  For those who had been inside the organisation and who were changing their identity to outside researcher there were problems of exit; for those on the outside there was the opposite challenge of entry.  From the perspective of those inside the organisation and wishing to protect its secrets an insider converted into a researcher is clearly more dangerous than a true outsider because of her prior knowledge of the culture. For that very same reason, champions of change may see such a researcher as a useful political instrument.  The researcher herself is likely to be more immediately conscious of how she is being used than would an outsider coming new to the organisation. On the other hand, a former employee’s construct of the organisation might blind her from observing recent changes.

In terms of participatory action research where the subjects are their own researchers, the problem becomes one of how to make sense of different kinds of ‘knowing’ and how to represent these to the organisation and the wider public (Cornwall, Pratt and Scott-Villiers).  

Researchers are also differently positioned depending on why they want to know.  Is it a case of knowledge for its own sake or are they ‘activist academics’, a phrase coined by Action Aid.  As such, like NGOs, they may find themselves claiming to speak on behalf of the voiceless poor. Even if they are not interested in their findings directly contributing to changes in policy or practice, in their capacity as citizens they are stakeholders in the subject of their study, something that may be more evident to managers in the organisation than to the researcher and influencing management attitudes to access. 

As with traditional ethnography, access by outsiders appears to be heavily dependent on the researcher’s prior or initial relations with influential insiders. This might shape staff readiness to give time to the researcher simply because they wish to please their superior or because they perceive the researcher as someone powerful whose findings may contribute to desired change.

The organisation’s internal complexity means that good relations with one set of actors might be detrimental to securing access to another set. High level of support at head office might not be helpful when wanting to research operations at the country level.  Access to people’s opinion through one-to-one interviews might be the easiest data collecting method when the researcher has no prior influential contacts and is making it clear that the sources will be non-attributable.  Willingness to be interviewed is associated with the often unintended therapeutic character of the encounter.   Spilling the beans to an outsider may also be viewed as an opportunity to blow the whistle without putting one’s own job at risk.   On the other hand, informants may sometimes tell more than they intended to and afterwards ask the researcher not to publish this information.  

Researcher-facilitated discussion among a group of individuals may be less acceptable to the organisation’s management or if allowed the findings may be of no great portent. Access to written documents or internal meetings tends to be even more difficult unless the researcher is prepared to become an insider using participant observation.  However this may lead to personal identity conflict and discomfort even though the researcher is being quite transparent about her interest and dual role.  

Covert research was briefly touched upon but not discussed further other than the personal and moral problems that come in its wake and the comment made that power may require a lack of researcher transparency
 leading to the reflection that in many instances the extent to which we are completely honest may be a grey area.  As discussed later regarding the construction of text, it is not possible to be transparent concerning the research topic when the researcher knows that she will be developing and changing the nature of her inquiry during the research process.   This is very different from the ethics of medical research where currently at they demand certain things; like who can and cannot be contacted, how, anonymity, what questions are suitable in the questionnaire etc. What is interesting is that the more regulatory they become, the less inclined might the moral question of broader responsibilities be thought through

Participatory action research is perhaps the most challenging of approaches in terms of informing people of what they are letting themselves in for.  There is a chance that the research might lead to personal transformation and associated life changes. People may even decide to give up their job as a result of the experience.  Informed consent would have to be premised on the question “Are you willing to go through a difficult time?”   Research subjects may well resist such a process because of their intuitive recognition of the risks involved (Klouda 2004). 

 Power and learning

Where power lies and who learns forms the backdrop to the real life anxieties about negotiating the text, discussed in the next section.  The current version of the ethical guidelines of the Association of Social Anthropologists assume power lies with the researcher who has a responsibility to the less powerful – the archetypal village community – while taking a view that the learning or knowledge gained is a public good.  It is only quite recently that anthropologists have made an effort to communicate their findings and elicit feedback with the people they have been studying.

Research into large hierarchical organisations poses different challenges, associated with how people in the organisation understand the role and purpose of ‘knowledge’ and the organisational politics that block learning by senior management and make research evidence controversial.   Learning is easier at lower echelons but there is less preparedness to take an interest in the substance of the research as more and more senior staff become involved in deciding whether or not the research should take place or, if already written up, should be published.  A standard tactic to cope with this problem for a researcher to secure the patronage of someone very senior but there is always the risk that before the research is completed the patron will have moved to another position where he can no longer protect the researcher. 

Development organisations may be particularly competent at exercising the privileges of power (as compared, for example with the private sector) because of their quasi-religious function whereby power is legitimated by reference to ‘the poor’ for whom the organisation exists.   Staff commitment to this supreme objective of reducing poverty -  equivalent to ‘saving souls’ -  can be used to suppress the efforts of those within the organisation to support research that inquires into failure as well as success. As one participant remarked, “Yet still, on a daily basis, farmers commit suicide in Andhra Pradesh”.

At the same time, we must be cautious about assuming that all bureaucratic development organisations have this kind of religious vocation.  An instance was cited of a development co-operation ministry where disbursing funds for Afghanistan was no different for the staff member than disbursing old age pensions at home.  People get their job satisfaction from the correct fulfilment of required procedures. 

Nevertheless, despite staff seeing the job as the same, it is different because in the case of Afghanistan the voice of the recipient is much weaker than that of the pensioner at home. This very weak line of accountability to ‘the poor’ may place academic researchers in a more powerful position. They may be seen (or see themselves) as speaking on behalf of the poor whom the organisation is meant to be serving and thus create anxiety within the organisation fearing inquiry into the every day practice of political expediency. 

 “Organisations start to think for you” (Douglas 1986) and if someone proposes to think differently, the press office will quickly respond by commenting that the views are of the individual and do not represent those of the organisation. How do we engage with an organisation which has various forms of denial built into its structure and where deniability provides for the deferral of responsibility? (Cohen 2001)

One response is to take an actor-oriented approach, inquiring into informal systems of coalitions and networks within and between organisations and to explore the role of agency in subverting, transforming and managing contradictions.  We ourselves, as researchers of development organisations, are part of these contradictions.  We fear that our voice is not heard and that the aid system is incapable of learning. On the other hand, the fact that there were resources available for this workshop to take place is itself indicative of the internal tensions in the system between the technocratic and political understandings of aid. 

Whose text?

”The ethical moment for anthropologists is the moment of publication” commented a participant, quoting one senior anthropologist at a conference on “fieldwork” , perhaps highlighting the centrality of the text in anthropology  It can be seen as the moment of betrayal of friendships formed during the research process.  People have feelings and do not like to see their work (as they see it) disparaged. They are aggrieved when they perceive the researcher as being ‘clever’ about something very difficult to which they have devoted considerable effort and commitment.  The academic’s commitment to publication can be seen as an act of selfishness related to her own career advancement.  

More seriously, while publication may cause significant damage to the careers of certain individuals, what about the potential harm caused to the people the organisation is meant to be serving if information is suppressed? What is the researcher meant to do? Where is his primary obligation? Codes of ethics may not of much help when confronted with these choices.  The ASA guidelines, for example, point to the need to be responsible both to informants and to the wider society. The ASA guidelines are not meant to solve these issues, their main function is pedagogical. They point to all the realms of responsibility that anthropologists need to consider in what they do. These are inevitably contradictory.

At the organisational level, researchers are confronted with the challenge of negotiating their text with people who are highly experienced in this art as an integral part of their own bureaucratic practice.  The researcher’s own code of ethics can be used an instrument against him by an experienced negotiator to change the text or suppress publication.  A crisis over representation can lead to an over-reaction by the researcher’s own organisation or association with a revision of the code to respond to that particular problem which is not likely to come again. 
 

Development organisations are also very effective at integrating academically generated theory, using new language, without fundamentally changing themselves. It was felt that new ideas and evidence are re-interpreted to confirm the status quo without any real change in the way the organisation behaves.  Perhaps only in moments of acute crisis are organisations prepared to learn new behaviour as in the case discussed at the workshop concerning the evaluation of the role of the international aid system in the 1994 Rwanda crisis (Buchanan Smith 2003
).   Within the system the evaluators found themselves defended by some and criticised by others. They had to deal with one hundred pages of comments.  The report did not accept all these comments but acknowledged dissent. 

Nevertheless, there may be a fundamentally different perspective about dissent between the researcher and those representing the organisation.  In the first instance, the researcher may welcome objections and record these as part of the process of knowledge construction (Latour 2000) whereas organisations will seek compromise and consensus through negotiating the final text.  These different perspectives may often be irreconcilable.  Furthermore, even acknowledgement of dissent is under the authorial control of what goes into a footnote or a preface. 

Conclusion

Emerging questions included:

(1)  The ethical and practical dilemmas in publishing case studies of the challenges in researching development organisations. An illustration of this dilemma was a draft paper by one of the participants, concerning a case of a researcher's analysis being challenged by a development agency. When the paper's author was invited to moderate the dispute between researcher and agency, she did not seek prior consent to write about it afterwards.

(2)  How to engage with those commissioning research so as to encourage them to understand ethnographic inquiry into aid organisations and practice as a legitimate and useful element of development studies.

(3) Why and how the theme is becoming of greater academic interest?   It is possibly due to the growing body of wider research in organisational learning and change on the one hand,
 and, on the other hand, an awareness by those in development studies that one of the most powerful actors in shaping life chances for millions of people are not just states, markets and civil society in developing countries but the international organisations active in these countries.

(4) The need to interrogate further the link between research, advocacy and organisational change and to explore how to improve modes of communication. 

(5) Recognising that there is not one good practice but a spectrum of methods each bringing with them their own ethical challenges.  

(6) Exploring the role of research as a mechanism for strengthening the accountability of international aid.  

Participants concluded by agreeing that these and other issues could usefully shape themselves into an edited book where the problems and challenges were aired and debated.  As a first step towards this eventual end, it was decided that this present note circulated to all those who have expressed an interest in the issue and inviting reactions. 
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� See Lewis and Mosse forthcoming 2005 


� A number of cancellations and winter illnesses reduced the eventual participation to a dozen people.  Participants are listed at the end of this report..


� And some of us had also seen a draft paper by David Mosse concerning the dispute over his book  (2005) 


� cf Taussig 1999 and the argument that the function of organisations and their authority (power) may become impossible with total transparency.


� Fluehr-Lobban (2003 2nd edition) in her introduction to Ethics and the Profession of Anthropology sees the engagement with AAA codes in the US as invariable responding to “crises.


� See also The Hunger Business (First Circle Films)


� For example, Cambridge University Judge Institute of Management  currently has three doctoral students researching development organisations.
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