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SAPRIN GUIDELINES 

for RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
I
POLITICAL-ECONOMY 

1.
What is a political-economy approach?
1.1.
A study of social relations and structures. 

Using the most accepted dictionary and academic definitions, political economy refers to the study of social relations and the mechanisms that regulate production, distribution and consumption of goods and services.  In this context, a political-economy approach sees economic phenomena as a product of specific social relations and structures.  This has important implications for economic analysis and policy.

1.2.
An analysis of the institutions, power structures and interests that affect economic behavior.
In the first place, this means that economic phenomena cannot be analyzed and understood alone, that economic variables cannot be explained by themselves.  For example, the dynamics of interest rates cannot simply be explained by monetary supply and demand, by inflation levels, by movements in the fiscal deficit, etc.  Clearly, the “interest rate” variable is determined by other economic variables, overall through certain “technical relations” (coefficients, degree of correlation, etc.), but these cannot explain all of its behavior, much less its fundamental behavior.  In the same way, the Market is not a simple mechanism that allocates scarce resources and is driven by individual rationality, or a place where these technical relations interact among economic variables.  These elements are insufficient to fully explain the dynamics of the market.


The basic and fundamental behavior of economic phenomena, in so far as these are a product of social relations, is rooted in a whole array of institutions, interests, power structures, conflicts, alliances, cultures, etc. that characterize these relations.  For example, from a political economy perspective the dynamics of interest rates are also determined by the degree of monopoly in the financial system, by the location of financial groups within the power structures and the capacity of these groups to convey their interests through these structures, by the quality and degree of development of regulatory and supervisory institutions, and by the strength and capacity for negotiation of clients and users of the financial system.  Similarly, social relations are imbedded in markets; markets are not abstract, but rather are concrete products rooted in social dynamics.  Thus, markets do not merely express specific ways of allocating resources, but also are contexts for expression of conflicts and social interests.


The analyses undertaken in the research process of SAPRI/CASA should look at the economic phenomena being studied with this perspective, whether the subject under study deals with financial markets, labor markets, performance of statistical data series, econometric correlations, etc.  To take a political economy approach implies that we cannot limit ourselves to the analysis of technical relations among economic variables.

1.3. An understanding of social relations and structures as determinants of policy impacts.

In second place, and based on the point above, to adopt a political economy approach means that a specific economic policy is not and cannot be separated from these social relations that determine and are expressed through economic phenomena.  Continuing with our examples, a policy to manage or reduce interest rates will not be entirely effective if it does not deal with issues such as the problem of the nature of the financial market, its degree of monopoly, the state of the system’s regulatory and supervisory institutions, the level of institutional capacity, the unequal access to information and to information systems, and the deformations in the power structures.


Similarly, the outcome and reach of public-sector modernization or privatization policies cannot be understood without looking at the concrete structures and realities of the markets in which they are applied.  It is for this reason, for example, that in many countries where markets are concentrated, institutions are weak and strong interest groups exist (including mafias, drug-traffickers, etc.), privatization policies generally tend to produce effects that are contrary to those desired and reinforce issues they supposedly attempt to correct: strong monopolies, weak levels of competition, high tariffs, greater corruption, etc.  The processes of privatization in Russia and Mexico are examples of this tendency.


For these reasons, the analysis of adjustment policies in the SAPRI exercise does not simply focus on the analysis of impacts or the fulfillment of objectives, that is, showing whether a specific policy had a particular outcome, whether that policy achieved its objectives, whether a trade policy had a positive or negative effect on productive capacities of industries, whether a fiscal reform policy had a positive or negative impact on income distribution, etc.  Taking a political economy approach, the research phase of SAPRI should look for the causes, why and how certain policies had particular impacts, why they did or did not meet their objectives, that is to say, through what mechanisms, institutions or structures were adjustment policies implemented and what were the outcomes.  This way of looking at things, as will be seen, has important implications not only for analyzing the dominant economic policies, but also for the process of constructing alternatives.

1.4.
An analysis of the effects as a whole of a package of interrelated policies, rather than a search for a unilateral causal relationship.

In the third place, given the complexity of the social relations that are at the root of economic phenomena, from a political-economy perspective there can be no unilateral causal relationships, where one cause produces one effect, policy X has effect Y.  A political-economy approach looks at a whole group of causes and an entire group of effects, it looks at the effects of a group of policies on a group of realities or objectives.  As stated by I. Roman, stabilization and structural adjustment programs should be assessed “not simply as a relation between an isolated policy and an isolated objective...  To do so in that way would mean not evaluating structural adjustment but only isolated components and outcomes of adjustment.”  The SAPRIN Latin America Regional Methodology Workshop (February, 1999, San Salvador) concluded that the SAPRI research process seeks to analyze and assess the package of adjustment policies, not just a particular policy under adjustment, and attempts to ascertain the impacts as a whole on the reality of the sector or group in question, not just a particular impact.


This implies that, as originally put forward in the document on SAPRI research methodology, the adjustment policies to be assessed (fiscal policies, monetary and exchange-rate policies, trade policies, privatization, deregulation, etc.) should examined in the context of their inter-relatedness, as part of a package.  What is relevant to a process of assessment of adjustment from a political-economy approach are the effects as a whole on the realities in question (quality of life, productive capacity, ecosystems, etc.).

1.5.
A multidimensional analysis that takes into account gender, ethnic, cultural and age differences and factors in variations in the political, social and environmental context.
Finally, in the fourth place, a political-economy approach, in so far as it is a product of multiple social relations (economic, political, social, environmental, cultural, gender, ethnic, etc.), has a multidimensional focus.  This means that the evaluation of a phenomenon or of a particular economic policy should take into account the different dimensions in which social relations operate.  As a result, evaluating adjustment policies cannot only be done in economic terms: the causes of an economic phenomenon are not only economic, the effects of an economic policy are not only economic, but they are also political, cultural and environmental, and vary according to gender and race.  

An evaluation of adjustment programs or policies, without losing its specificity, should be integral.  For example, liberalization of trade and exchange-rate policy, as part of a package of stabilization, may have had positive effects on the price of imports and thus on inflation levels and on consumers.  At the same time, however, these policies may have: weakened the productive structures of national producers; impacted women (by adversely affecting those economic sectors where the majority of employees are women); affected the external account (by increasing imports) and the fiscal account (by decreasing tariffs); degraded the environment (by substituting energy sources or increasing imports of toxic chemical inputs); or affected human health or cultural norms (through a change in consumption habits), and so forth.  

2. A political-economy approach and the process of constructing alternatives.
Taking a political-economy approach also determines the way in which the process of constructing alternative socio-economic policies is carried out.  This should be taken into account in SAPRIN’s work on the construction of alternatives.

2.1. Alternative economic policies should seek to influence not only the technical relations that are established between particular economic variables, but also the structures, institutions and mechanisms at their root.  

Continuing with our previous example on interest rates, a policy of reducing financial costs should not only look at new ways of managing monetary policy (proposing alternatives to dollarization or to the establishment of a currency board as in Argentina) or new forms of restraining fiscal pressure or the expansion of the money supply, but should also address policies that tend to modify the structures, institutions or mechanisms of the financial system as a whole.  Thus, an alternative monetary or financial policy that takes a political-economy approach should propose changes in: the regulatory and supervisory institutions in the system; the monopolistic structures that prevail in the financial sector; the state protection schemes that tend to support these financial interest groups; the laws and extra-legal mechanisms that legitimize unfair competition; the mechanisms and laws that protect borrowers and depositors; and so forth.

2.2. Alternative policies should not only propose changes in a policy, but in a whole group of policies.  

Again, taking as a reference the financial policy on reducing interest rates, we could say that this policy will not be viable if changes are not made in another group of economic policies: a fiscal policy based on an increase in income instead of in a reduction in expenses; a trade policy that does not penalize fiscal income; control of inflationary pressures through expansion of supply rather than through contraction of demand (especially wages), and so forth.

2.3. Alternatives to neoliberal policies, while staying within the realm of economic policies, should be multidimensional.  

In other words, alternative economic policies should propose changes in other policy areas.  Thus, a proposal for reform of the financial system, in addition to proposals for economic reforms, should be accompanied by proposals for changes in: the consumption patterns that lead to irresponsible management of credit cards; the inappropriate focus of credit that favors development of activities that damage the ecosystem; the operations and mechanisms that make access to credit difficult for micro- and small-scale enterprises or female heads-of-household; and so forth.

II.
GENDER

1.
A gender analysis needs to take into consideration the fact that women and men participate in and are affected by economic policies differently.

In order to articulate a gender perspective, it is important to begin by recognizing these differences and the specificities that lead men and women to be affected by policies in different ways.  Women an men play different roles, have different needs and encounter different limitations when dealing with results of changes in any type of policy – in this case, economic policy. 

2.
Gender differences are reflected by the fact that men and women have different economic capabilities, as evidenced by their differentiated access to, use and control of economic and productive resources.

These differences arise from the fundamental asymmetry in the respective rights and obligations of men and women.  Another element that is influential in maintaining differentiated economic capabilities is the division of work by sex/gender as a result of the traditional and cultural roles of women and men.  Certain occupations are perceived as pertaining to one or the other sex/gender and, in some cases, unequal salaries are paid for the same work, which has important implications for the position of women and men in society.

3. A gender analysis necessarily takes into account the full range of economic activities: remunerated production as well as social reproduction, generally women’s unpaid labor.


The underlying cultural orientation in the design, as well as in the various stages of development and implementation, of economic policies is a result of having established a generalized analysis that places the masculine image at the center and makes invisible the work of women in both the economic and non-economic arena -- including that involving social reproduction (physical reproduction, child rearing, domestic work, care of the home, etc.).  This orientation also leads to rendering invisible the work of men in social reproduction because it is not generally valued.


The result is a partial view of the full range of economic activity, where those activities in the home, the area of social reproduction, are excluded.  In the end, this leads to a failure to make the links and to recognize the fundamental interdependence that exists between paid and unpaid economic activities, between the productive and the reproductive areas.

4.
There are several vital aspects to be taken into account when using a gender analysis in research on the impact of economic policies:

4.1 The nature and functioning of the area of social reproduction -- of activities involving the household -- and the role of these activities, both in economic production and as a means of transmitting social welfare, have implications for the distribution of resources.

4.2 The sex/gender division of work is fundamental in determining the economic capabilities of women and men and the way in which these have evolved.  These capabilities are asymmetric for women and men, as is reflected by differences in: ownership of resources; access to, use and control of benefits and resources (land, capital, technology); and income distribution.

4.3 It is important to take into account the links and connections that exist between different sectors and branches of economic activity, and the way that women and men participate differently in these.  This implies analyzing the market economy (paid activities) as well as the area of social reproduction (the home, unpaid activities), productive investment as well as social investment, the “formal” as well as the “informal” sectors.

4.4 It is necessary to establish an interconnectedness between the macro, meso and micro levels of the economy using a concentric view and not a vertical perspective.  This permits taking into account the dynamics of the various institutions and how gender relations are expressed within them.  Gender relations should be seen as being impacted not simply by economic policies but also by the cultural and social effects of these policies.

4.5 To make this connection, it is necessary to use categories of analysis that include gender relations, the areas of production and reproduction, and family relationships.  It is important to look at how these concepts are addressed and influence each one of the three circles of analysis (macro, meso and micro).

4.6 Fundamental to gender analysis is the disaggregation of data by sex/gender.

4.7 Indicators of impact must also be disaggregated by sex/gender and new indicators should be constructed that are sensitive to gender differentiation in order to enable a more integral evaluation of economic phenomena.

III.     PARTICIPATORY METHODS AND USE OF QUALITATIVE INFORMATION

1.
Definitions.
1.1. Participatory methods are inclusive and are a means of empowerment.

Methods are participatory when then involve local people, organizations and communities, particularly disenfranchised stakeholders.  They help to empower people to be subjects who take part in a process over which they have ownership, rather than objects who are acted upon by a research or development process.  Participatory methods are a viable alternative to the conventional, expert-dominated and top-down practices.

1.2. Participation is both an iterative and interactive process.


A participatory approach to research is a systematic method of semi-structured investigation in the field carried out by a multi-disciplinary team of researchers in collaboration with other stakeholders.  This implies that people/groups/communities both give as well as receive information.  They provide inputs throughout the research process and help process and review its results, which they may validate or modify.  

1.3.
A participatory process includes taking part in decisionmaking.

A participatory research process involves stakeholders in the research design, field work and drawing of conclusions from the process.  They need to have a say in the process in order to have a sense of ownership.

1.4.
Qualitative information valorizes local knowledge and can better capture the complexity of local situations than standard quantitative data.  

Qualitative information is best gathered in field research through a participatory process that involves stakeholders in providing information based on direct knowledge and experience.  It should also be noted that qualitative information can be processed quantitatively.  Participatory methods can provide quantitative data by constructing indicators designed to gather a rich set of information that can be processed quantitatively (e.g., the materials of which the floor, walls and roof of residences in a community are made can be processed through a ranking and used as an indicator of the standard of living).  Finally, qualitative methods are not always participatory.  A door-to-door survey can extract some qualitative information, but even surveys designed with open-ended questions are not fully participatory because the flow of information is one way and stakeholders are not part of an iterative process and are not involved in decisionmaking.

2.
Methods and process.


There are a variety of methods for organizing a participatory process that come from a rich experience of social movements across continents in the developing world, as well as from academic studies and work in the field of development.  These methods rely on a similar process that is particularly suited to a political-economy approach to research.  There are also a variety of “toolkits” that can be used in a participatory process and that focus more on qualitative information.  Methods and tools need to be adaptable in order to adjust to the particular context and the stakeholders involved.  Such participatory practices do more than improve the results of the research or the effectiveness of a plan or policy proposal, they also seek to involve people in a process with a broader goal of capacity building and empowerment.

2.1. Examples of methods: 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA).

Two well-known participatory methodologies can serve as points of reference for organizing a participatory process: Participatory Action Research (PAR), developed primarily in Latin America; and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), used extensively in Africa and Asia.  The two approaches are very similar and seek to build capacity and empower local people and communities.   

PAR was heavily influenced by Paolo Freire and proponents of liberation theology, and further developed by Orlando Fals Borda and others, as a means of social transformation using popular education to empower people to take action to achieve social change.  It seeks to enable communities to define their problems, analyze them and then act to resolve them.  PRA, of which much has been written by Robert Chambers and others, was developed as a family of approaches and methods to enable rural people to share, enhance and analyze their knowledge of life and conditions, to plan and to act.  It has been applied in Africa and Asia with both rural and urban communities.  PAR tends to put more emphasis on popular education as a key element of the participatory methodology and maintains as a goal overall social transformation, while PRA focuses on building local capacity to define, analyze and solve the problems faced by communities.  

2.2. A participatory process applies a set of questions to draw out the complexities of the local and institutional contexts in which policies are implemented.

To implement a participatory process involves applying a basic set of questions to every problem under investigation, namely: why, what, where, when, who and how.  These questions, when addressed by a diverse array of stakeholders, feed into a political-economy approach and help reveal who lost and who gained as a result of the policies under investigation, why and how.  Participation enriches the process of field research by directly involving relevant sectors and institutions in a manner that elucidates the complexities of the context in which policy impacts are felt at the micro and meso levels.  It facilitates an understanding of how differences in aspects such as gender, class, age, ethnicity and race determine the effects of policies.

2.3.
Tools for qualitative research from Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) and PRA.
RRA is a qualitative methodology used to gather information during relatively short but intensive studies in the field.  PRA is an outgrowth of RRA.  Both use a range of tools and techniques that encourage local participation in the research process and facilitate the sharing of local knowledge.  These tools are intended to elicit local knowledge in specific areas.  In PRA, they are applied within a framework that gives local actors themselves control over the process and, in addition to gathering quality information, seeks to build local capacity.  

Examples of tools commonly used in participatory field research to gather qualitative information include: semi-structured or key-informant interviews; group discussions; mapping exercises; flow charts; constructions and diagrams; ranking techniques and matrices.  (Booklets describing these tools have been produced by various organizations.)

3.
Operationalization.


Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and Participatory-Action Research (PAR) are examples of participatory methodologies rather than models that need to be followed in an exact form.  Instead of specifying how to organize a participatory process, a basic checklist is provided to illustrate aspects that strengthen the participatory nature of a research process and make use of qualitative methods.

3.1. Involving stakeholders.

The identification and selection of participants or stakeholders is a key step in the research process.  The primary challenge is to involve those who have traditionally been excluded, while not allowing local influential people to dominate or hijack the process.  In carrying out the field work, broad representation should be sought by taking into account all social dimensions, such as ethnicity, gender, age and cultural or religious tradition.  Furthermore, stakeholders should participate in the process from the point of defining the problem to the gathering and processing of the information.

3.2.
Planning and design.  

Planning should begin by developing a clear research design that uses participatory methods.  It is important to bring in those affected by the policies being studied, particularly disenfranchised stakeholders, to the planning stage in order that they be able to participate in designing the research process.  In addition to providing important knowledge on the research topic itself, local people provide unique perspectives on how to organize activities that best serve to elicit a rich set of information.  Based on a PRA model, a good research design would require:

3.2.1. Clarification of the study’s objectives in terms of its frame and the subjects or areas to be covered, the type of information and level of accuracy required, and the timeframe for the study and report preparation;

3.2.2. Selection of teams that are both multidisciplinary and small in size (three to five people) to facilitate effective collaboration;

3.2.3. Team training in PRA tools and methods;

3.2.4. Transparency and accountability, innovative communication techniques and regular contact, as well as use of modern technology in data gathering to ensure rapport within the team and effective work with stakeholders.

3.2.5. Site selection and stratification that improves sampling efficiency, ensures adequate coverage of major variables and helps ensure adequate coverage of individuals and groups.

3.3.
Research team composition.

Field work should involve people from multiple disciplines and backgrounds (from technical as well as social-science fields), particularly those with ties to the communities or sectors being studied.  It is also helpful to integrate into the research team people from organized communities or sectors relevant to the research who do not have a particular technical expertise, as their local knowledge may be very useful in orienting the research. In addition, the team should have a gender balance.  Multidisciplinary research teams function well when each member is able to complement the knowledge and perspective of the others, and all are able to work together to analyze and synthesize the research findings in a holistic manner.

3.4.
Sampling techniques.


The sampling techniques commonly used in conventional research involve non-probability sampling, which tends to produce samples that are not representative of a society’s diversity.  A participatory process that uses a political-economy approach should seek to make samples more representative by taking into account the full range of social dimensions.  For example, a gender issue that focuses its research on women would omit all the other actors and institutions that have an impact on gender.  As a general rule, samples should be drawn from national, sub-national (meso) and community levels (including households and individuals).  

3.5.
Adaptability and flexibility.

Participatory processes must be open to constant change.  If stakeholders are to give input and have a say in a process, that process must be flexible in order to adapt to the new information they may provide.  While a broad framework for the study should be clarified in the planning stage, a successful participatory process needs flexibility to incorporate progressive learning from the knowledge gained during the process itself.  Such learning results from an iterative relation between stakeholders and the research team, as well as from their interaction during the course of the field work.  It is facilitated by methods that seek to probe further when looking for causal relationships, to investigate exceptions and not just conventional practices, and to allow for opening up new lines of investigation.  In addition, in terms of the specific methods and tools used, flexibility should be exercised in their selection and prioritization.

3.6.
Triangulation and validation.

Triangulation is one important means of validating information gathered using qualitative methodologies.  It refers to the principle of neutralizing biases by diversifying perspectives and continuously cross-checking information using different tools and sources.  Furthermore, a participatory process in which stakeholders have ownership implies that they must also have a say in analyzing the results of the research process.  This can be accomplished through consultations or workshops in which initial results of the research are presented to different groups of stakeholders for feedback, modification or affirmation.  The results of the validation process should be incorporated into the final report of the research phase.
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