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Background

The use of mixed methods in researching poverty and vulnerability and
evaluation of interventions in this field has expanded rapidly in the last
few years. The added value of mixed methods research in analysing pov-
erty and vulnerability has now been widely acknowledged (see Shaffer 
2013, Stern et al. 2012). Much work has been undertaken with respect 
to meaningfully combining methods at various stages in the research
process – from generating data to analysis and reporting – and reflec-
tions thereon have led to mixed methods not only having become more
‘mainstream’ but also more robust and of greater quality. Despite an 
exponential growth of studies using mixed methods research in the last
decade, gaps and challenges remain.

A workshop on mixed methods research in poverty and vulnerability
held in London in July 2013 brought together academics, practition-
ers and consultants from developing and developed countries to share
ideas and learn lessons about the use of mixed methods approaches
in this particular area of study. A number of themes emerged in terms
of where more advances are to be made, namely credibility, complex-
ity and usability. This edited volume provides reflections on various 
issues within these themes, largely based on practical applications in
research and evaluation. The collection includes contributions from
different disciplinary perspectives and holds considerations on the
process of data collection as well as the use of data for analytical and
policy purposes.

In this introduction, we will discuss each of the three emerging themes
and how they are covered in the contributions in this volume.

1
Introduction
Keetie Roelen and Laura Camfield
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Credibility

Although mixed methods research in poverty and vulnerability may 
have firmly established itself as a valuable contribution to develop-
ment studies, it still lacks credibility in many areas of academia. Thisy
holds particularly true for academics studying poverty and vulner-
ability from a singular disciplinary perspective such as economics
(Shaffer 2013). Underlying this scepticism might be the epistemologi-
cal clashes when trying to combine data and methods grounded in 
different disciplinary backgrounds. The field of impact evaluation has
been particularly liable to such a divide, where quantitatively focused
‘randomistas’ often find themselves on the opposite side of hetero-
dox quantitative, qualitative and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)-
influenced researchers (Bamberger et al. 2010). There may also be 
concerns relating to the rigour of mixed methods research given that
few people are expert in both qualitative and quantitative data gen-
eration and analysis. This renders conventional guidelines for assess-
ing quality insufficient. For example, Camfield (2014) notes that the 
mixing of methods requires an engagement with the metanarratives’
underlying assumptions about the topic under investigation and,
therefore, with the epistemological understandings that shape those
assumptions.

Considerations for improving credibility in mixed methods research, as 
well as the ways in which mixed methods approaches can make research 
more credible, are central to many contributions in this volume. From
an epistemological perspective, a more explicit consideration of how dif-
ferent disciplinary backgrounds enter mixed methods approaches and
shape the subsequent research design allows the researcher to extend
beyond the implicit assumptions and methodological choices that are 
rooted in such disciplinary backgrounds. At the same time, greater
reflection on disciplinary considerations that feed into the design of 
mixed methods approaches may allow users of research to overcome
their own epistemological qualms. Edmiston (Chapter 3, this volume)
shows how distinct citizenship theories and concepts of relative depriva-
tion can be meaningfully and credibly combined through the study of 
lived experience, furthering our understanding of poverty and vulner-
ability in light of social, economic and cultural relations. Fahmy, Sutton 
and Pemberton (Chapter 2, this volume) highlight how consensus about 
‘necessities of life’ is interpreted differently from quantitative and quali-
tative perspectives and that more deliberative methods are required for
understanding public views on necessities.
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Methodological opportunities for making analysis and presentation of 
findings more robust across a spread of methods, grounded in different
disciplinary backgrounds, includes the role of methodological bilingual-
ism by ensuring that the research team has experts from each of these
backgrounds (Torres Penagos and Bautista Hernández, Chapter 8, this 
volume). The importance of combined use of methods and assigning 
equal weight to such methods is also considered imperative in overcom-
ing epistemological and methodological divides and for adding cred-
ibility to the overall findings (Dawson, Chapter 4; Torres Penagos and 
Bautista Hernández). Finally, an issue often overlooked yet crucial for
collecting credible and high-quality data is that of the positionality of 
researchers and the research-respondent relationships (Dawson). With
respect to impact evaluation, Copestake and Remnant (Chapter 6, this
volume) consider issues that tend to undermine its credibility, includ-
ing the challenges of attribution and establishing external validity and 
systematic biases such as confirmation and pro-project bias. They con-
clude that greater emphasis on qualitative methods and the use of mixed
method approaches might be most appropriate in addressing such issues.

Complexity

The use of mixed methods in research on poverty and vulnerability
grounded in complexity frameworks is limited. This is despite grow-
ing recognition that pathways out of poverty are anything but linear,
forcing us to think beyond direct impacts from single interventions
and acknowledge ‘the multiplicity of contributions to development
outcomes’ (Befani et al. 2014, p. 3). In a longitudinal mixed methods 
study in Bangladesh, Davis and Baulch (2011) found that household
wealth can follow a range of trajectories, most of which are non-linear. 
Similarly, in a longitudinal study of 20 Ethiopian communities, the use
of case-based methods for investigating changes over time showed com-
munities to be ‘dynamic open complex systems’ (Bevan 2014).

Yet many studies appear to adopt the view of livelihood systems being
clearly demarcated and delineated structures, and of poverty dynam-
ics being linear processes. Evaluation studies appear particularly prone 
to such over-simplification. But as indicated by Picciotto (2014), while
experimental impact evaluations may be able to attribute impact to an
intervention, they are not able to answer questions about whether the
intervention was appropriate, relevant or efficient. Pradel et al. (2013)
argue that an outcome evaluation approach – focusing on proximate out-
comes rather than impacts – is better suited to reflect both the complex 
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contexts in which interventions take place and the many factors that 
lead to change. Mixed methods research can make an important contri-
bution to studies that analyse poverty and vulnerability as complex and 
overlapping states, as opposed to delineated and linear processes. This 
includes evaluations of programmes and their contributions to poverty
reduction and improved livelihoods.

The notion of complexity and the role of mixed methods in address-
ing such complexity is a key theme in contributions throughout this vol-
ume. Copestake and Remnant argue for the pursuit of realism in impact 
evaluations and therefore for a more balanced integration of methods, 
realising that confounding factors in such evaluations are too plenti-
ful and change too rapidly for purely experimental quantitative evalu-
ation designs. The contribution by Devereux and Roelen (Chapter 7,
this volume) is based on precisely this premise: that programme impacts
are non-linear, particularly when considering social dynamics and ‘true 
impacts’ over a longer period of time. They argue that mixed methods
approaches are crucial in unpacking that complexity.

Relationships form an important element of this complexity. The 
importance of relationships as an inherent but often overlooked fac-
tor in understanding poverty and wellbeing, and the role for mixed 
methods approaches in unpacking such relationships, is emphasised 
in several contributions in this volume. Edmiston reveals how an inte-
grated study of deprivation and citizenship arrangements by combining 
quantitative data on objective and subjective measures of deprivation 
with lived experiences is crucial for unpacking the complex dynamics of 
deprivation at the micro-level within the context of macro-level socio-
economic relations. McGregor, Camfield and Coulthard (Chapter 10,
this volume) argue for the importance of using human wellbeing as a
measure of development, partly on the premise that relationships are
core to human wellbeing and a neglect of this dimension would obscure 
the complexities underlying the process of development. The use of 
mixed methods is considered vital for moving beyond simplistic and 
static understandings of wellbeing and thereby development.

Usability

Despite the additional insight and texture that mixed methods stud-
ies offer to the issues of poverty and vulnerability, policymakers often
remain sceptical of such studies (for reasons discussed above) (Shaffer
2013) and subsequently make limited use of them. However, as pointed 
out by Sorde Marti and Mertens (2014), social scientists not only have 
a responsibility to identify problems and provide insight into them and 
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the processes leading up to them, but also to offer suggestions on how 
to respond to or solve those problems – to work towards ‘transformative 
social change’. Usability of mixed methods studies could be increased
by introducing action research elements or by responding more directly
to the information needs of policymakers when choosing methods and
presenting findings.

Various chapters in this volume show how mixed methods studies
can be user-friendly and meaningfully contribute to scientific and policy
debates. Dawson shows how ‘conventional poverty measures’ provide
a picture of development that may not necessarily resonate with those 
experiencing the effects of these policies. The mixed methods study 
juxtaposes findings following ‘conventional poverty measures’ and
people’s own perceptions. Clear reference to information from both
types of data and their contrasting insights makes the study more pol-
icy amenable. Torres Penagos and Bautista Hernández illustrate how the
integration of data and methods at the municipal level generates infor-
mation that is relevant for policymakers at that level, thereby facilitating 
policy uptake and shortening the linkages between evidence and policy 
impact. Finally, Burrows and Read (Chapter 9, this volume) discuss
how an organisation-wide evaluation protocol can ensure that find-
ings from country-specific mixed methods studies lead to greater policy 
uptake by the organisation’s managers.

This volume

As the three themes discussed above appear across the different chap-
ters, this volume is structured around three main topics of study, clus-
tering chapters into (i) poverty measurement, (ii) evaluation research
and (iii) from research to policy. Within these three sections, individ-
ual chapters link to the knowledge gaps and challenges with respect 
to mixed methods research in poverty and vulnerability as discussed
above. Contributions present case studies from developed and develop-
ing country contexts and applications of different approaches to mixed
methods research, offering substantive findings and reflections follow-
ing their use.

Section I pertains to studies regarding poverty measurement, includ-
ing how mixed methods research can contribute to interpreting meas-
ures of ‘necessities of life’ in the United Kingdom (Fahmy, Sutton
and Pemberton, Chapter 2), understanding deprivation and social 
citizenship in the UK (Edmiston, Chapter 3), contrasting pictures of 
development and poverty reduction in Rwanda (Dawson, Chapter 4), 
and vulnerability and resilience in Burkina Faso (Tincani and Poole, 
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Chapter 5). Section II offers reflections from impact and evaluation 
research, following the proposition of a new evaluation protocol for
examining the impact of rural interventions (Copestake and Remnant, 
Chapter 6) and elaboration on an alternative evaluation framework in
the area of social protection (Devereux and Roelen, Chapter 7). Section
III covers contributions concerned with research for policy, sharing
reflections from a multidimensional poverty study in a small munici-
pality in Colombia (Torres Penagos and Bautista Hernández, Chapter 
8), a cross-organisation evaluation of interventions in protracted ref-
ugee situations by the World Food Programme (WFP) (Burrows and 
Read, Chapter 9), and deliberations about the place of mixed methods 
in a human wellbeing approach to development (McGregor, Camfield 
and Coulthard, Chapter 10).
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Introduction

Recent years have witnessed growing interest in the applications of 
mixed methods research strategies and specifically in the integration
of qualitative and quantitative perspectives within social research. As a 
result, advocacy of mixed methods strategies has become increasingly
accepted in research on the international analysis of poverty and vulner-
ability. However, despite its growing appeal in global poverty research
within the United Kingdom, poverty research mixed methods designs
remain rare with limited dialogue between proponents of qualitative 
and quantitative approaches. This partly reflects the persistence of long-
standing methodological controversies in the applications of mixed
methods approaches in poverty research. Combining data derived from
multiple sources and generated using different data collection methods
therefore continues to raise important conceptual, epistemological and 
methodological challenges in poverty measurement. In this chapter we
illustrate some of these issues by drawing on qualitative development
work undertaken as part of the 2012 UK Poverty and Social Exclusion
Survey (PSE-UK) comprising a series of 14 focus group discussions in dif-
ferent locations in the UK. In doing so, we seek to illustrate the potential 
applications of qualitative evidence on poverty in assessing the credibil-
ity of evidence derived using large-scale survey methods.

The 2012 PSE-UK study is the latest and most comprehensive in a 
series of household surveys conducted since the 1980s adopting a ‘con-
sensual’ approach to poverty measurement based on public perceptions 
of minimally adequate living standards. Consensual approaches to pov-
erty measurement are now widely adopted in large-scale survey research 
both in the UK and internationally. However, determining the extent 

2
Mixed Methods in Poverty
Measurement: Qualitative
Perspectives on the ‘Necessities of 
Life’ in the 2012 PSE-UK Survey1

Eldin Fahmy, Eileen Sutton and Simon Pemberton
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and nature of public agreement on the items and activities constituting 
‘necessities of life’ is not straightforward. In this chapter we consider
the contribution of qualitative perspectives in understanding the pub-
lic’s views on this issue in the UK today and discuss the implications
of our findings for empirical poverty measurement using social survey
methods. Our findings suggest that public understandings of the term 
‘necessity’ are diverse and may not always be consistent with research-
ers’ interpretations, or with current usage in survey-based measurement.
These findings have important implications for how we should interpret 
‘consensus’ within survey-based consensual poverty measures, and we
conclude by considering the wider methodological and epistemological
implications of these findings in relation to research on poverty and 
vulnerability.

Mixed methods approaches in poverty research:  
Bridging the methodological divide?

The logic of mixed methods enquiry

Recent years have witnessed an increasing rapprochement between 
advocates of qualitative and quantitative methods in the practical con-
duct of social research, including in international research on poverty
and development. Advocates of multi-method approaches have long 
argued that a tendency to view research methods in terms of polarised 
opposites (i.e. qualitative vs quantitative) encourages a methodologi-
cal parochialism which frustrates our attempts to adequately address 
substantive research problems (e.g. Bryman, 1988; Brewer and Hunter,
1989; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998). As Hammersley (1992: 52) argues,
the idea of a fundamental methodological divide exaggerates the differ-
ences between qualitative and quantitative approaches, and underplays 
the diversity of assumptions, strategies and techniques which underpin
social research – a diversity which does not correspond closely with the
qualitative/quantitative distinction.

Various writers have advocated the application of multiple methods
as a means of overcoming the inherent weaknesses of ‘mono-method’ 
approaches. The concept of ‘triangulation’ as proposed by Denzin (1970) 
is perhaps the most widely cited rationale for multi-method approaches, 
and dominated early discussion of multi-method research strategies.
As formulated by Denzin, this implied combining research methods 
to address the same research problem thereby enhancing the validity
of resulting inferences. In this view, different data sources are seen as
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essentially commensurate, and thus amenable to integration, in terms of 
the truth claims they make. However, whilst advocates of triangulation
propose the combination of different methods as a means of minimising 
measurement error (e.g. Brewer and Hunter, 1989), the assumption that
combining approaches in itself safeguards validity has been widely and 
effectively attacked (Fielding and Fielding, 1986; Bryman, 1992) lead-
ing to a significant reformulation of this concept in recent years (e.g. 
Denzin, 2012). Insofar as qualitative and quantitative methods reflect 
rather different concerns, and contrasting strengths and weaknesses, it 
is unlikely that the resulting data can be combined in the unproblematic
fashion originally proposed by advocates of triangulation.

Brannen (1992: 16; see also Brannen, 2005) thus rightly refers to the
complementarity of different approaches in multi-method research, in 
which rather than addressing the same aims methods are combined ‘in 
order to study different levels of enquiry and in order to explore dif-
ferent aspects of the same problem’. Fielding and Fielding (1986: 33) 
similarly argue that combining methods may not necessarily enhance 
the accuracy of measurement but that it can produce a fuller, more
multidimensional (but not more objective) account of social phenom-
ena. Advocates of complementarity thus stress the relative merits of 
different methods in addressing different aspects of research problems.
Combining qualitative and quantitative methods can potentially give 
both depth and breadth to research findings by drawing upon the dif-
ferent strengths of these approaches. In this chapter we seek to illustrate 
the applications of this interpretation of multiple method research in 
research on public perceptions of minimally adequate living standards.

Mixed methods in poverty research

As documented by Shaffer (2013: 269), a more systematic approach to 
the integration of qualitative and quantitative approaches and evidence
has been a key characteristic of contemporary ‘Q-squared’ approaches
in poverty research in the Global South, for example, in relation to
the definition and social meaning of poverty, and understandings of 
its causes, dynamics and effects (see also Kanbur, 2005). Nevertheless, 
within UK research on poverty the language of dichotomy continues
to pervade discussion of the methodological assumptions of research
practice. Qualitative and quantitative approaches are typically taken
to denote not just different methods and techniques, but also conflict-
ing ontological and epistemological assumptions. One objective of this 
chapter is therefore to consider the philosophical and epistemological 
implications of combining qualitative and quantitative strategies in



12 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

research on poverty, and on this basis to examine the extent to which 
these approaches can be usefully combined in advancing the under-
standing of poverty. We illustrate the potential of this approach by con-
sidering the potential contribution of qualitative methods in addressing
one basic question in contemporary poverty research, namely, ‘what are 
the necessities of life?’. In doing so we hope to identify some key points 
of convergence and divergence between qualitative and quantitative 
approaches, and the issues and challenges they raise in assessing the 
degree of public consensus which may exist on this basic question.

One claimed advantage of mixed methods designs lies in their ability 
to address the ‘identification problem’ in research on poverty associ-
ated with difficulties in specifying the relevant dimensions of poverty, 
their weighting and poverty thresholds. Given that poverty is a social 
relationship, our definitions should reflect the meanings ascribed to the
term within contemporary societies. Drawing upon Giddens’ (1976) 
epistemology, Shaffer (2013: 270) thus observes that

[s]ocial phenomena are ‘intrinsically meaningful,’ in the sense that
their significance and/or existence depends on the meanings ascribed 
to them. Understanding a concept such as ‘poverty,’ entails a ‘double 
hermeneutic’ of interpreting a concept which is pre-interpreted by
social actors.

One claimed strength of consensual approaches to poverty measure-
ment has been its capacity to incorporate public perceptions on poverty
in the scientific measurement of this concept using survey methods (e.g. 
Gordon, 2006). However, as we shall see, determining the public’s views
on the ‘necessities of life’ is far from straightforward, and qualitative 
methods have an important role to play in better understanding public 
views on this.

Quantifying the ‘necessities of life’ in Britain

What is the consensual approach to poverty measurement?

In recent decades, consensual approaches to poverty measurement
have been widely adopted in large-scale survey research both in the 
UK and internationally. This approach was pioneered in the UK in the
‘Breadline’ series of poverty surveys as originally implemented in the
1983 Poor Britain survey (Mack & Lansley, 1985). It has subsequently 
been developed and refined in the 1990 Breadline Britain survey
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(Gordon & Pantazis, 1997), the 1999 Poverty and Social Exclusion 
of Britain (1999 PSE-GB) (Gordon et al., 2001), the 2002 Poverty and
Social Exclusion in Northern Ireland (2002 PSE-NI) surveys (Hillyard
et al., 2003) and most recently in the 2012 PSE-UK survey that is cur-
rently in progress. In recent years, this approach has also been more 
widely adopted in order to better measure living standards and social
and material deprivation in the European Union (Guio et al., 2012) and 
in many EU member states including Sweden (Hallerod, 1995, 1998),
Finland (Kangas and Ritakallio, 1998), Ireland (Nolan and Whelan,
1996; Layte et al., 1999), Belgium (van den Bosch, 1998) and The 
Netherlands (Muffels, 1993). It is also an approach increasingly widely 
applied further afield in both high-income countries such as Australia
(Saunders, 2011; Saunders and Wong, 2011), Japan (Abe, 2010), Russia 
(Tchernina, 1996) and New Zealand (Perry, 2009), and in middle- and 
low-income countries including Bangladesh (Ahmed, 2007), South 
Africa (Wright, 2011) and Vietnam (Davies and Smith, 1998).

Conceptually, the consensual approach has its roots in Townsend’s 
relative deprivation theory of poverty (e.g. Townsend, 1979, 1987). 
Within this perspective, poverty is viewed as an insufficient command
of resources over time resulting in an inability to fulfil needs (i.e. dep-
rivation). Crucially, needs are understood here as socially determined
and relative to prevailing normative standards. However, in response to
long-standing critiques of the limitations of expert judgement in deter-
mining the ‘necessities of life’, since the 1983 Poor Britain study, social
survey methods have been used to ascertain the public’s views on what
constitute contemporary necessities and to incorporate these public 
judgements in the subsequent survey measurement of deprivation.

Nevertheless, whilst the conceptual rationale for this approach is now
well established, ascertaining public attitudes towards the necessities of 
life in the UK today is less straightforward than might at first appear.
Although the contention that a widespread public consensus exists on
the items and activities needed to avoid poverty in the UK today has 
been central to the consensual approach, the nature and meaning of 
‘consensus’ here is not currently well understood. Moreover, existing
qualitative studies do not in general provide unambiguous empirical
support for the existence of a public consensus regarding the meaning 
and definition of poverty itself. Rather, they demonstrate the plurality
of public conceptions of poverty, for example, with regard to preferences 
for ‘absolute’ versus ‘relative’ interpretations (e.g. Beresford et al., 1999;
Dominy and Kempson, 2006; Crowley and Vulliamy, 2007; Flaherty, 
2008; Women’s Budget Group, 2008). These studies reinforce survey
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findings demonstrating the diversity of public views on the definition of 
poverty (e.g. Park et al., 2007; Clery et al., 2013). We will argue here that
qualitative methods can make an important contribution in advancing 
the understanding of these issues. We will base our observations on the 
measurement approach adopted in the 2012 PSE-UK study, though a 
very similar methodology was implemented in the 1990 and 1999 sur-
veys. We begin by briefly outlining the approach taken to measure the
‘necessities of life’ within the 2012 PSE-UK study and the role of the 
qualitative methods discussed in this chapter in relation to this wider
study. Although consensual approaches have been increasingly widely 
adopted in poverty research, this approach has not been without its
critics. Especial concern has focused both on the extent to which sur-
vey methods can in principle be informative about the nature of public 
deliberations on this topic (Walker, 1987), and the extent to which they
in fact demonstrate the degree of consensus claimed by their proponents
(McKay, 2004). In this chapter we therefore go on to consider what light 
qualitative methods can shed on these key controversies surrounding
consensual approaches to measuring the necessities of life.

Quantifying the ‘necessities of life’ in the 2012 PSE-UK study

In the interests of methodological consistency, and in order to facilitate
meaningful comparisons over time in public perceptions of the necessi-
ties of life, the same overall measurement approach and question word-
ing were used in the 1999 and 2012 studies. In the 2012 PSE-UK study,
a module on public perceptions of necessities was included within the
Summer 2012 Office for National Statistics Opinions Survey in Britain, 
and within the June 2012 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 
Agency Omnibus Survey. Based upon stratified random sampling 
methods, a total of 1,447 interviews were conducted in Britain and 1,015 
in Northern Ireland, representing achieved response rates of 51% and 
53%, respectively.

The selection of items for inclusion in the necessities survey was based
upon: (a) analysis of existing survey evidence derived primarily from the 
1999 PSE-GB and 2002 PSE-NI studies, as well as other relevant survey
sources; (b) expert review of potential survey items conducted by the
PSE-UK project team and project International Advisory Group compris-
ing academic, policy and practitioner experts on poverty measurement
and analysis, and; (c) a series of 14 focus group discussions with different 
population groups in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
Our main focus here is on the role of these qualitative focus group dis-
cussions in informing understanding of the nature and extent of public 
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consensus on the ‘necessities of life’ in the UK today. Within the context
of typologies of mixed methods research designs, for example, as pro-
posed by Teddlie and Tashakkori (2006), the approach adopted here thus
describes a sequential approach in which a primarily quantitative survey
design is supplemented by qualitative data and methods that seek to
provide complementary evidence to inform the selection and specifica-
tion of survey instruments.

Survey respondents were asked to undertake a shuffle card exer-
cise in order to determine those items and activities ‘which all adults
should be able to afford and which they should not have to do with-
out’. Respondents were asked to distinguish between those items and
activities considered ‘necessary’ and those considered ‘desirable but not
necessary’. An example of the overall procedure is provided in Figure 2.1
in relation to adult items (with separate survey tasks relating to adult
activities, child items and child activities).

SHUFFLE SET A (PINK) CARDS AND SORT BOX

[N1]  On these cards are a number of different items which relate to our standard 
of living. I would like you to indicate the living standards you feel all
adults should have in Britain today by placing the cards in the appropriate
box. BOX A is for items which you think are necessary – which all adults 
should be able to afford and which they should not have to do without.
BOX B is for items which may be desirable but are not necessary.

SET E (PINK) CARDS

A B Unallocated

Necessary Desirable 
but not
necessary

Does not 
apply

[SETGNEC] [SETGDK]

(1) Enough money to keep your
home in a decent state of 
decoration

(2) Replace any worn out 
furniture

(3) Replace or repair broken
electrical goods such as 
refrigerator or washing
machine

Figure 2.1 Example of 2012 ONS Opinions Survey Necessities module question
format (adult items)
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Table 2.1 Public perceptions of the necessities of life in Britain, 2012 (percentage 
agreement)

Heating to keep home 
adequately warm

96 Regular payments into an
occupation/private pension

51

Damp-free home 94 Television 51
Two meals a day 91 Presents for friends or family 

once a year
46

Visiting friends or family in  
hospital or other institution

90 Replace worn-out clothes with
new ones 

46

Replace or repair broken  
electrical goods

86 Friends or family round for 
meal/drink monthly

46

Fresh fruit and vegetables 
every day

83 Car 44

Washing machine 82 A holiday away from home for 
one week a year

42

All recommended dental work/
treatment

82 A small amount of money to 
spend each week on self

42

Celebrations on special  
occasions such as Christmas

80 Internet connection at home 41

A warm waterproof coat 79 Mobile phone 40
Attending weddings, funerals 

and other such occasions
79 Home computer 40

Telephone at home (landline  
or mobile)

77 Replace any worn-out  
furniture

39

Meat, fish or vegetarian
equivalent every other day

76 An outfit to wear for social or 
family occasions

38

Curtains or window blinds 71 A roast joint (or its equivalent) 
once a week

36

A hobby or leisure activity 70 Hair done or cut regularly 35
Household contents insurance 70 Going out socially once a 

fortnight
34

Money to keep home in  
decent state of decoration

69 Attending places of worship 30

Appropriate clothes to  
wear for job interviews

69 Visits to friends or family in 
other parts of the country

27

A table, with chairs, at 
which all the family can eat

64 A meal out once a month 25

Taking part in sport/exercise
activities or classes

56 Holidays abroad once a year 18

To be able to pay an 
unexpected expense of £500

55 Going out for a drink once a 
fortnight

17

Two pairs of all-weather shoes 54 Going to the cinema, theatre  
or music event monthly

15

Regular savings (£20 a month) 
for rainy days

52
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Within the context of quantitative consensual poverty measurement 
using survey methods, a public ‘consensus’ on the necessities of life is usu-
ally said to exist where on the basis of a representative sample survey design:

(a) A simple majority of respondents agree that the specified items and
activities are things which all adults, children or households should
be able to afford and which they should not have to do without.

(b) There are no significant social differences in respondents’ percep-
tions of these items, that is, this consensus exists across social divi-
sions such as those relating to class, gender, ethnicity and age.

Full results for all the items included in the 2012 ONS Opinions Survey
are shown in Table 2.1.

The subset of items meeting this simple majority threshold (shown
in bold) can then be subject to standard statistical methods in order 
to establish the degree of between-group consensus on these items, for 
example, between male and female respondents, old and young, and 
so on. Although some authors have questioned the extent of between-
group consensus (see e.g. McKay, 2004), results for the 1999 PSE-GB and 
2002 PSE-NI studies generally demonstrate a high degree of similarity
across social groups in public perceptions of the items and activities 
which all people should be able to afford (Gordon et al., 2001; Pantazis
et al., 2006). Initial findings from the 2012 PSE-UK also suggest a high
degree of consensus between social groups on necessity items for exam-
ple, with regard to gender, age group, marital status, ethnicity, edu-
cation, housing tenure and income (Mack et al., 2013). These results
informed the subsequent selection of items to be included in the 2012
PSE-UK main stage survey in order to establish how many households
lack these ‘necessities of life’ because they cannot afford them, and to
derive a consensual deprivation index on this basis.

Qualitative perspectives on the ‘necessities of life’  
in Britain

What are the applications of focus group methods  
in the 2012 PSE-UK study?

As has been noted above, this general approach to consensual poverty
measurement has been widely applied both in the UK and internation-
ally in an increasing number of rich and poor countries. Nevertheless,
this approach has not been without its critics, not least with regard
to the nature and extent of the ‘consensus’ generated using survey
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methods to establish the ‘necessities of life’. As we will argue below,
qualitative methods can advance our understanding of some of these 
issues. The overall aim of the qualitative fieldwork reported here was,
therefore, to explore the public’s perceptions of the necessities of life 
using focus group methods in order to inform the design of the 2012 
ONS and NISRA modules, as well as the 2012 PSE-UK main stage survey
itself. In addition, the focus groups also explored wider understandings
of poverty, social exclusion and wellbeing.

A total of 14 focus group interviews were conducted in November 
and December 2010 in five different locations, including in each of the
four territories comprising the UK: Bristol, Cardiff, London, Glasgow
and Belfast. Three focus group interviews typically with between six to
10 participants were conducted in each location (two in Glasgow), with 
each group lasting approximately 2.5 hours in total. Participants were
professionally recruited and all of them received a one-off gift payment
of £35 plus travel expenses in recognition of their contribution to the
research. Groups were facilitated by the research team and all sessions
were audio recorded with the consent of participants in addition to the
collection of contemporaneous notes during the session itself. Thematic
analysis of the resulting transcripts was then conducted using propri-
etary software (QSR Atlas TI). Prior to delivery, research instruments
and procedures were piloted in three preparatory group interviews with 
undergraduate students at the University of Bristol.

Since the aim of focus group discussions is generally to achieve con-
sensus amongst participants, variability in public perceptions of the
necessities of life needs to be taken into account at the design stage. The 
recruitment plan therefore aimed to promote homogeneity in group 
composition with regard to key social and demographic factors relevant 
to participants’ views on necessities. From a mixed methods perspective,
ensuring that the non-random samples recruited in qualitative develop-
ment work are consistent with the desired sample profile in random
sample surveys is also important (e.g. Ravallion, 2005). Separate group 
interviews were therefore conducted with low-income, non-low-income 
and mixed-income samples, and groups were also stratified by house-
hold type, and minority ethnic status. The profile of the achieved sam-
ple is described in the Appendix (Table 2A.1).

Research was conducted in two overlapping phases. In phase one 
groups, participants were asked to suggest potential indicators of dep-
rivation in a relatively unstructured way. Our aim here was to gener-
ate a consensus within groups on possible indicators based primarily
upon participants’ own suggestions. Participants were asked to delib-
erate upon those items and activities which they considered to be 
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necessities for a ‘typical’ family with children in the UK today based
upon the situation of a hypothetical family comprising a couple with
two children. Sessions began by soliciting participant feedback on a
selection of prompted items drawn from previous studies. Participants 
were then encouraged to add freely to and amend items as appropriate
using brainstorming methods. The dynamics of participant interactions
within focus groups meant that, in practice group decisions on many
items were made on the basis of universal or near-universal agreement.
However, where strong differences of opinion existed, a majority deci-
sion and individual respondent preferences were recorded.

Drawing on participants’ suggestions in the phase one groups, the
objective in the phase two groups was to ‘test’ the items agreed on
by phase one groups, as well as to explore perceptions of wider living 
standards, including things which might be viewed as desirable but 
non-essential, or as ‘luxuries’. To do so, some additional items and activ-
ities were selected for discussion based upon findings from earlier stud-
ies relating to items not widely viewed as necessities by the UK public.
These items were added to the phase one results and participants were 
then asked to sort the combined items into three categories using card
sort methods as follows:

Necessities: things which are essential and which everyone should be 
able to afford if they want them in our society today.
Desirables: things which many or most people have access to in the 
UK today but which are not essential in our society.t
Luxuries: things which are quite costly and exclusive and which fewer 
people have in our society today.

Our expectation was that a wider public consensus may exist where,
using different research instruments, phase two groups independently 
classified broadly the same subset of items and activities as ‘necessities’
as those initially suggested in the more exploratory phase one groups. 
General consensus in this context therefore refers both to the extent of 
within-group agreement and the absence of substantial between-group
differences in perceptions of the necessities of life in our society today – 
an issue to which we will return below.

What then can qualitative methods contribute  
in understanding public views on necessities?

Critics of the consensual approach have raised various methodologi-
cal concerns about the nature of the ‘consensus’ achieved in sample
surveys of perceptions of necessities, for example, by highlighting the
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conceptual and methodological difficulties in establishing a ‘valid’ con-
sensus on the basis of individualised survey responses. As Walker (1987) 
has argued, the nature of the ‘consensus’ generated using consensual
survey methods is not currently well understood, and existing evidence
derived using these methods reveals relatively little about the nature
of public understandings of ‘necessities’ and the considerations that 
guide public deliberations on specific items. Moreover, as Walker notes,
respondents in surveys on this topic are ‘asked to provide immediate
responses to tightly worded questions about complex and sensitive
issues to which few of them will previously have given much thought’ 
(1987: 213–214). Related to this prescient observation, survey evidence
on public perceptions of necessities provides no information on the
stability of respondents’ views, for example, in the light of empirical
evidence on the extent of deprivation or in the face of wider public
discussion of these issues.

As Walker notes, survey methods tell us little or nothing about the
evaluative criteria respondents employ in determining whether spe-
cific items are ‘necessary’, nor indeed whether the concept of ‘neces-
sity’ is itself equated by respondents with those items which ‘no-one
should have to do without’ as generally intended by researchers adopt-
ing consensual approaches. Walker’s observations (1987: 219) lead him
to describe the consensual approach as originally operationalised by
Mack and Lansley (1985) as representing ‘consensus by coincidence’,
and to conclude that on their own consensual survey methods:

. . . are unable to say anything about the criteria which people employ 
in judging whether or not items are ‘necessary’ nor, indeed, whether
respondents felt equally strongly about each of the items assessed.
Is the concept of ‘necessary’ really juxtaposed in people’s minds with
the notion ‘should not have to do without’ (which would seem to 
postulate some form of intervention) as the Mack and Lansley ques-
tion implies? What reference groups do people use? How far are
judgements grounded in experience or hearsay? How stable are peo-
ple’s responses in the light of information about living standards and 
on hearing the views of others?

Although these fundamental issues were first raised more than a quar-
ter of a century ago, they remain pressing questions in evaluating the 
adequacy of existing approaches to consensual poverty measurement
and in interpreting subsequent results.
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Much more recently, McKay (2004) provides a more strident critique
of the nature and extent of consensus generated using consensual meth-
ods. Most importantly for our purposes, based upon an analysis of the
1999 PSE-GB data, it is argued that the existing interpretation of ‘con-
sensus’ by focusing exclusively on the extent of between-group social 
differences ignores substantial inter-individual variations in perceptions
of necessities. As McKay observes, the wide distribution of responses to 
the necessity items suggests that more attention is needed to under-
stand respondents’ decision-making processes and interpretations of the
survey task. Taken together these critiques suggest that more attention 
is needed to understanding respondents’ decision-making processes in
responding to survey items on necessities. We argue here that doing so
involves taking seriously the opinions and perspectives of the public on
the basis of more deliberative, qualitative methods of enquiry.

The following discussion explores these issues by examining partici-
pants’ strategies for making decisions on the ‘necessities of life’ in the
qualitative group discussions and by considering the light these issues
can shed on the nature of survey response on this topic. We begin by
examining the methodological challenges involved in examining public 
consensus on the ‘necessities of life’ using methods drawn from very
different research paradigms and reflecting different epistemological
and ontological assumptions. We then consider the contribution that
focus group methods can make in better understanding respondents’
decision-making processes, for example, with regard to issues of cogni-
tion, judgement and response.

Methodological issues in determining consensus

From a methodological viewpoint, it is important to emphasise that the
inter-personal dynamics of focus group interactions tend towards con-
sensus and this may in itself limit the diversity of participants’ responses
or the intensity of their views on specific items. It is difficult to make
definitive statements about the impact of these forms of ‘collective rea-
soning’ on the selection of specific items. Nevertheless, focus group 
methods clearly result in quite different ‘truth claims’ with regard to the
knowledge they create in comparison with survey-based approaches. In 
particular, this knowledge is assumed to be inter-subjective, negotiated
and contingent rather than individualised, external and absolute.

We cannot therefore assume that the knowledge derived using these
different methods is commensurate, nor is it in any real sense possi-
ble to ‘triangulate’ methods based on very different epistemological
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assumptions in order to arrive at a better approximation of a singular
social reality. Rather, they may at best be viewed as complementary in 
tapping different dimensions of experience. The question of whether
ontological priority should be accorded to individualised or delibera-
tive interpretations of ‘necessities’, thus, has no simple solution. In
view of the preceding discussion on the nature of consensus, one might 
therefore also expect focus group methods to generate a much higher 
degree of within-group consensus in comparison with survey methods. 
As such, the process of deliberation differs markedly from the response
process undertaken by individual survey respondents in selecting neces-
sity items. Certainly, group dynamics were generally characterised by a 
process of convergence in participants’ perspectives, both as a result of 
social conformity pressures, due to the impact of dominant individuals
in shaping group dynamics and decisions, and most importantly as a
result of the sharing of perspectives and experiences.

Nevertheless, even in a focus group context, individual participants’ 
starting points in making decisions about necessities were often radi-
cally different. This was true both with regard to wider perspectives on
the definition of poverty itself and with regard to perceptions of specific
items and activities. The focus on group processes and outcomes means
that the primary unit of analysis here is the group interaction rather
than individual participants’ preferences. It is therefore important to
consider both the extent of differences in responses between groups
(e.g. as a result of differences in social composition) and within-group 
differences in participants’ views and perspectives. Overall, whilst our
analysis of the interview transcripts suggested few substantial social dif-
ferences in perceptions of necessities between groups, there was con-
siderable within-group variation in these perceptions. Even after group
discussion and negotiation it was not possible to reach widespread 
agreement on all items in many cases, and a majority verdict was there-
fore pursued. On this basis one might expect participants to indepen-
dently derive quite different lists of necessities in the context of survey
measurement, even where little social patterning of responses is evident.
Although such variation may be unsurprising (especially, given McKay’s
2004 analysis of the 1999 PSE-GB survey data), it was very questionable
whether such variability could be construed as reflective of an underly-
ing social ‘consensus’ on necessities.

Cognition issues in determining the ‘necessities of life’

Participants’ comments also suggested different interpretations of 
the survey task. A key distinction was evident between positive and 
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normative judgements concerning the items and activities that ‘all peo-
ple should not have to go without’. Some participants interpreted this 
phrase to denote those items that people in fact would be likely to prior-
itise if they were experiencing poverty, rather than the items all people 
ought to be able to afford (i.e. in a normative sense as intended by the 
research team). Thus, some participants’ evaluations of specific items 
implied an assessment of whether the lack of an item was empirically
associated with poverty vulnerability rather than any normative judge-
ments about its social desirability.

Despite prompts from the researcher, some participants understood
the task to involve selecting items necessary for people experiencing
poverty. In some groups the terminology used in consensual research 
methods was also questioned. Some participants thus expressed con-
cerns about the interpretation of the term ‘necessity’ to denote items 
or activities that all people should be able to afford, rather than to
denote those items and activities people simply cannot live without.
To this extent, researchers’ interpretations of the term ‘necessity’ may
not always be consistent with wider public understanding. The latter
frequently referred to items and activities which were viewed as impos-
sible to go without, implying a more restrictive interpretation of needs 
more consistent with basic needs and ‘absolute’ poverty measurement
approaches.

Generally, references to what households and individuals ‘should’ be
able to afford are potentially ambiguous in referring both to a norma-
tive judgement about entitlements, as well as to evaluative judgements
concerning what households and individuals are in fact likely to be able
to afford and need. The latter interpretation of ‘necessities’ as items that 
are both affordable and widely enjoyed, and perhaps also impossible to
do without in our society today, was one widely supported within these 
discussion groups. Again this is not necessarily consistent with research-
ers’ use of this term though it could be argued that such an interpre-
tation is in principle consistent with Townsend’s relative deprivation
theory of poverty which underpins consensual approaches. However, 
participants’ accounts of their decision-making sometimes also referred 
to estimations of how difficult it would be to do without the item in
question regardless of issues of affordability, and therefore of the extent 
to which items and activities may be seen as ‘luxuries’ – however inex-
pensive they may be and regardless of how widely enjoyed such items
are within our society today. For example, a DVD player may be some-
thing which all households ‘should be able to afford’ but few partici-
pants viewed it as a ‘necessity’.
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Int: Do you think fresh fruit or vegetables daily are important?
BRS2 RM: Not a necessity, no . . . In an ideal world yeah, everyone

loves a bit of meat . . . but surely if you’re on the poverty line a 
bowl of porridge would just see you through.

CDF3 RF: I know it’s not a necessity but I think all children should 
experience some sort of a holiday . . . I think every family should 
be able . . . to afford to do that.

GLS1 RM: There’s a difference between what that family should be
able to afford and what a necessity is . . . I would say a TV is abso-
lutely 100% this family should be able to afford, but it’s not a 
necessity so it’s difficult.

NI3 RF: The way I would have to look at necessity is, can you survive 
without it?

Need, entitlement and the abstract individual

Although the survey task refers to items and activities which ‘all people
should be able to afford’, it quickly became apparent in the piloting of 
the focus group instruments and in their subsequent application that
many participants felt they lacked the necessary contextual information
to make a reasoned decision on necessity items. In the conduct of the 
focus groups, participants were provided with a hypothetical scenario
or ‘vignette’ to facilitate group decision-making on ‘necessities of life’
items. Participants were therefore asked to deliberate upon those items 
and activities which they considered to be necessities for a ‘typical’ fam-
ily with children in the UK today based upon the situation of a hypothet-
ical family comprising a couple with two children, as detailed in Box 2.1.

Nevertheless, some participants had difficulty in making judgements 
on whether specific items should be viewed as necessities in the absence
of further contextual information which might aid their decision-making, 
such as the family’s level of income, or issues related to the contemporary 
costs of living for households in different circumstances. For example,

Box 2.1

Hypothetical family scenario for group deliberation

SCENARIO 1: Tom (aged 38) and Jenny (aged 35) are a married couple
with two children, Jack (aged 12) and Lizzie (aged 8). They live in the 
suburbs of a large city. Tom works at a local hospital and is the sole 
wage earner within the household. Both parents are in good health.
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in evaluating whether access to a car should be classified as a ‘necessity’,
many participants felt they required information on the availability of 
affordable public transport, household composition (especially in rela-
tion to children and elderly or disabled residents), geographical location,
working patterns and so on. Related to this point, such decisions also
appeared to be difficult for some participants in the absence of further 
information on the full basket of goods, activities and services available to
households and the extent to which different items may be substitutable
(i.e. car vs affordable public transport, internet access vs telephone, etc.).

Such contextual information was also perceived to be important in
shaping participants’ normative judgements concerning entitlements
often based upon underlying moral distinctions between the ‘deserv-
ing’ and ‘undeserving’ poor. Reference was made in many groups to the
entitlements that were perceived to arise from fulfilment of social roles 
as workers and as good parents. There were, however, differing opinions 
expressed on issues of eligibility for people living on a low income or 
who were perceived to be ‘welfare-dependent’. Whilst some referred to 
notions of universal entitlement, others made distinctions between the
‘working’ population and the ‘poor’, and sometimes between what we
expect for ourselves and our families, and for the population as a whole.

GLS2RF: It depends how much he’s earning first and foremost . . . 
it just really depends.

LDN2 RM: What sort of accommodation would he be able to afford? 
Are they social housing, are they private housing?

BRS1 RM: I’d say car only if public transport not available.
NI1 RM: I think it depends where you work and where your schools are.
LDN3 RM: If you’re saying there’s nobody working in the house then

I’d say no way, but you’ve got a working household you would
hope in this country that people could [go out for a meal].

CDF2 RF: I’m not being horrible to poor people but why should they
be allowed to have double glazing when people who are working 
can’t afford it.

Discussion and conclusions

What then can we conclude regarding the contribution of qualita-
tive methods in informing the understanding of public perceptions
of the necessities of life and of the definition and meaning of poverty
more generally? The consensual measurement framework is now well 
established in poverty research practice, and survey methods have been
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central to efforts to establish the extent of social consensus on the ‘neces-
sities of life’ in the UK for more than 25 years. Nevertheless, little atten-
tion has been focused on the nature of the consensus generated using
survey research methods; for example, by interrogating respondents’
decision-making processes in reaching judgements on necessity items,
in understanding respondents’ own views on the concept of ‘necessity’ 
itself in this context or in considering the stability of respondents’ views
on these items. Although focus group methods were employed in the
development of question items on the ‘necessities of life’ both in Mack 
and Lansley’s ground-breaking 1985 Poor Britain study, and in the 1999
PSE-GB survey (see Middleton, 1998), little serious attention has been 
focused on these basic conceptual issues.

Nevertheless, as the above discussion illustrates, there are compelling
grounds for questioning the extent to which existing survey approaches
provide solid evidence of widespread public agreement on the neces-
sities of life. Whilst there is very limited evidence of significant social 
patterning in perceptions of necessities (e.g. on the basis of income, 
household composition or ethnicity), even using focus group methods
which tend towards consensus considerable individual level variations 
remain on this topic. These observations suggest that ‘majoritarian’
(rather than consensual) may be a better description of the overall 
methodology. Moreover, the focus group discussions reveal significant
variability in participants’ interpretations of the required task relating
to issues of cognition, recall and judgement, for example, in relation to
the term ‘necessity’ itself, and with regard to the information required
to reach reasoned conclusions.

At the very least, this suggests that further question testing using
methods such as cognitive interviewing and behaviour coding may be
warranted in future work in this area in order to better understand the
cognitive aspects of the survey task and to identify associated problems 
of cognition, recall, judgement and response. More generally, however, 
these findings also emphasise the importance of taking seriously partici-
pants’ perspectives in the context of qualitative work on the necessities
of life if we are to fully realise the potential of consensual approaches in
the measurement of poverty. As Walker (1987: 221) concludes:

To be true to the consensual approach, people must be given scope
to express their views. They need time to find their own words, to
reflect on their own experience, and to grapple with the complexi-
ties of the subject. Researchers must equally be prepared to listen
to their respondents and to work with their ‘real-world’ concepts.
Similarly they should be willing to enter into a dialogue with their
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respondents. Opinions grounded in ignorance, while interesting in
themselves and sometimes valuable as predictors of behaviour, have
little utility as a basis for policy not least because they are likely to be 
very unstable. Moreover they do not do justice to the intellect of the 
respondents or to their presumed commitment to the research exer-
cise. Researchers are therefore obliged to provide respondents with 
the information which they need in order to make reasoned choices
and, as far as possible, to provide feedback on the consequences of 
the choices made.

The above observations clearly raise some important questions regard-
ing the credibility of existing survey evidence concerning the nature
and extent of public consensus on the necessities of life in the UK today.
Taking seriously participants’ perspectives is therefore essential if consen-
sual poverty measurement is to genuinely fulfil its potential as a research 
strategy for incorporating public views on the definition and meaning
of poverty within scientific measurement. In recent years ‘deliberative’
methods have gained increased currency as a means of soliciting the 
public’s reasoned and considered views on normative questions relat-
ing to poverty, for example, in order to ascertain the income needed
for different households to meet minimally acceptable living standards
(Bradshaw et al., 2008; Hirsch et al., 2009; Davis et al., 2010; Hirsch and 
Smith, 2010), and in operationalising notions of capability and well-
being (Burchardt and Vizard, 2009, 2011). Nevertheless, the application
of deliberative methods in understanding public views on necessities
remains an under-researched topic and a pressing priority in relation to
consensual poverty measurement.

The contention that poverty should be understood in relative terms
with regard to prevailing societal norms is now widely accepted within
poverty research. However, whilst this approach accords well with the
‘double hermeneutic’ associated with interpretive sociological perspec-
tives (e.g. Giddens, 1987), too often poverty research in the UK and
elsewhere remains the victim of sterile debates concerning the claimed
relative merits of interpretive and positivist social enquiry resulting in 
limited dialogue between qualitative and quantitative research on this
topic. Whilst the advantages of combing qualitative and quantitative 
approaches are now widely acknowledged in theory, in practice pov-
erty research in the UK remains largely characterised by a continuing
silo mentality with regard to shared methodological concerns with
safeguarding the credibility of research evidence. Finding new ways 
to address this enduring problem should be a key priority within the
emerging field of mixed methods poverty research in future.
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Table 2A.1 Summary profile of focus groups

ID Group Profile N Location

BRS1 Working age, no dep. children: non-low 
income. Older owner-occupiers living in 
detached homes, mixed sex group

8 Bristol

BRS2 Working age, no dep. children: non-low income.
Mixed age group owner-occupiers, predominantly
male

9 Bristol

BRS3 Pensioners: low income. Owner occupiers 
living in mixed dwelling types, predominantly 
female

9 Bristol

CDF1 Pensioners: low income. Owner occupiers 
living in mixed dwelling types, predominantly 
female

8 Cardiff

CDF2 Couples with dep. children: non-low income.
Younger owner occupiers living in mixed 
dwelling types, mixed sex group

9 Cardiff

CDF3 Single parents: non-low income. Mixed aged group 
renters living in semi-detached homes, 
predominantly female

9 Cardiff

LDN1 Ethnic minority: mixed income. Mixed age group
renters living in mixed dwelling types, mixed sex 
group

9 London

LDN2 Ethnic minority: low income. Mixed age group 
LA/HA renters living in terraced houses and flats,
mixed sex group

8 London

LDN3 Ethnic minority: non-low income. Younger mixed 
tenure group living in varied dwelling types, mixed 
sex group

8 London

GLS1 Working age, no dep. children: mixed income.
Younger mixed tenure group, all male group

3* Glasgow

GLS2 Single parents: low income. Younger private 
renters living in mixed dwelling types, 
predominantly female

6* Glasgow

NI1 Couples with dep. children: mixed income. 
Younger private renters living in semis and 
terraced dwellings, mixed sex group

9 Belfast

NI2 Single parents: low income. Mixed age group 
renters living in mixed dwelling types, 
predominantly female

9 Belfast

NI3 Couples with dep. children: mixed income.
Mixed age group owner occupiers living in 
semis and terraced dwelling, predominantly 
female

10 Belfast

*Participant recruitment was affected by extreme weather conditions and transport
disruption. As a result it was necessary to cancel one further group in Glasgow.
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Note

1 This work was supported by the Economic and Social Research Council (Ref:
RES-060-25-0052). The research materials described in this article have been 
deposited with the UK Data Service (SN 851404).
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Introduction

All poverty research is underlain by a set of epistemic and ontological
assumptions. Not only do these determine how poverty is operational-
ised and measured but also how institutions interpret and respond to
poverty. As a result, poverty measurement is greatly contested. From 
the local to the international level, there are competing priorities deter-
mining the appropriate measure employed. Equally significant are the
particularising factors that change the significance and utility of poverty
measures from one context to the next. At its most general, poverty is
not a fixed or isolated condition – it is a signifier of socio-economic and 
political relations within any given context. A methodological approach
that can identify and analyse these relations goes some way towards an
‘objective’ measure that transcends contextual difference. This chapter
explores the potential of a new analytical approach grounded in mixed
methods to overcome some of the challenges faced in researching pov-
erty and vulnerability in divergent contexts.

As a concept and practice, citizenship reproduces the structures and
conditions that exist between communities, institutions and markets.
Exploring the phenomenon of deprivation through the lens of citizen-
ship ‘allows poverty to be analysed within a framework of institutional
relationships’ (Jordan, 1996: 81). Citizenship, as defined by British 
sociologist T. H. Marshall, ‘is a status bestowed on those who are full
members of a community. All those who possess the status are equal
with respect to the rights and duties with which that status is endowed’
(1950: 28). According to Marshall, the social rights of citizenship help 
uphold the equality of status articulated through membership. These 
social rights include ‘the whole range from the right to a modicum of 
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economic welfare and security to the right to share to the full in the
social heritage and to live the life of a civilised being according to the
standards prevailing in society’ (Marshall, 1950: 10–11). According to
Marshall, social citizenship is principally concerned with moderating 
material inequalities to safeguard equality of status. Acknowledging the 
figurative and applied potential of social citizenship offers an analytical 
basis through which to understand poverty and the relations that result
in inclusion or exclusion. Citizenship captures the relational dimen-
sions of poverty that are often overlooked in poverty measures. In addi-
tion though, it reconceives the purpose and outcome of inclusion as
‘equality of status’:

In Britain, studies of poverty have long aimed at proving that, below 
a certain level of resources, individuals were excluded from partici-
pation in mainstream social activities. The evidence of exclusion
was thus that they did not possess, consume or do certain things 
(with efforts to show that this was because they could not afford them) 
that many or most others did. As critics have pointed out, these meth-
ods bias such studies towards income as a measure of poverty; they
also construct social exclusion mainly in terms of participation in
market exchange. They make little direct attempt to study the social
relations of poverty – how the poor relate to each other, and to mem-
bers of other economic groups. (Jordan, 1996: 81–82)

Understood in this way, poverty and vulnerability can be seen as a
relational condition – an artefact of systemic processes structured by 
citizenship.1

Lived experiences are, by their nature, derived from individual inter-
pretation. However, this chapter explores how subjective impressions
could be of objective significance for deprivation measurement and pov-
erty alleviation. In certain instances, social citizenship can be configured 
in such a way that it propagates rather than smooths out the material
and status differentials between citizens (Wacquant, 2009; Jo, 2013).
With this in mind, the phenomenology of deprivation is as much a 
reflection of citizenship arrangements as it is of lived experience. In this
sense, the lived experience of citizens offers diagnostic insight into the 
reality of, but also the structuring of, deprivation. This chapter explores 
how mixed methods poverty research can be used to make micro-level
qualitative data on lived experiences conceptually and empirically trac-
table in the analysis of macro-level socio-economic relations. Such an
approach offers the possibility for lived experiences to concretely inform
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institutional responses to poverty and vulnerability across a range of 
contexts.

The chapter draws on lessons learnt from a mixed methods research
project employing secondary quantitative data analysis and in-depth
qualitative interviews to explore the lived experiences of those negotiat-
ing poverty and affluence in day-to-day life in the UK (Edmiston, 2015). 
The research project and accompanying methodology have subsequently
been replicated in New Zealand. The first section examines existing
approaches to measuring poverty and then proposes a new analytical
framework to overcome some of the challenges and incorporate some 
of the strengths of different approaches to poverty and vulnerability
research. The second section outlines the dialectic between deprivation 
and social citizenship: it suggests that poverty is a manifestation of citi-
zenship structures. In light of this, the third section outlines the objec-
tive significance of lived experience for understanding how poverty arises
and how it can be addressed. The last section considers some of the ana-
lytical limitations of purely qualitative and quantitative methods when
researching poverty and vulnerability. The chapter concludes by suggest-
ing to what ends these lessons might be put.

Towards a new analytical framework for 
measuring deprivation

In this section, I consider a range of approaches to measuring poverty. 
In doing so, I explore the potential of a new analytical framework that
seeks to mitigate some of the challenges and limitations faced by exist-
ing paradigms of poverty research. This framework offers a means by 
which different approaches can be integrated to more fully capture the
dynamics of poverty and the social relations and institutional configura-
tions that give rise to it.

Measures of poverty have traditionally been based on disposable
financial resources and/or consumption patterns (Chambers, 1995). 
The history of modern poverty research has its roots in identifying 
an ‘objective’ or ‘absolute’ standard of poverty. Those pioneering this
approach identified a constellation of fiscal or dietary minima: all those
that fell below this threshold were considered to be living in poverty
(Rowntree, 1901; Booth, 1903).2 These researchers were able to quan-
tify the extent of poverty in certain geographical areas. This method of 
poverty measurement has been advanced on the grounds that it is based 
on the actual needs of those subject to poverty rather than the behav-
iours, resources and consumption patterns of those that are not poor 
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(Joseph and Sumption, 1979). However, Peter Townsend contends that
an ‘objective’ measure of poverty can be arrived at that is meaningfully 
constructed in reference to the rest of a given society:

Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in
poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, par-
ticipate in the activities, and have the living conditions and ameni-
ties which are customary, or at least widely encouraged or approved,
in the societies to which they belong. Their resources are so seriously
below those commanded by the average individual or family that
they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary patterns, customs and
activities. (Townsend, 1979: 31)

Measurements of relative poverty, deprivation and social exclusion all
work from the understanding that the dynamics and experiences of pov-
erty are determined by and in relation to the context within which they 
occur. This ‘participation standard’ has proven influential in UK poverty 
research. There are, however, a number of criticisms of this approach.
Firstly, such a definition makes comparison difficult because the basic 
goods required for effective participation will vary across time and space.
Secondly, the threshold of customary goods and activities is somewhat 
arbitrary (Piachaud, 1981). And thirdly, people have very different life-
style expectations and behaviours that shape the experience and utility
of the income they receive (Mack and Lansley, 1985). Doyal and Gough
(1991) and Sen (1999) surmount some of these challenges by suggesting
there are a range of ‘needs’ or ‘capabilities’ that are universal. How these
‘needs’ or ‘capabilities’ are met will vary. However, they suggest that it is
possible to settle on an objective measure of common human ‘needs’ or
‘capabilities’ and say with some certainty and consistency that these are 
not met for certain groups.

Mack and Lansley (1985: 39) suggest that an objective measure of pov-
erty can be arrived at by identifying those suffering ‘an enforced lack of 
socially perceived necessities’. Often referred to as the consensus-based
approach, this measure surveys the general public to ask which material
and social goods they believe everyone should be able to have and which 
no one should have to do without. If 50% or more of the representative
survey believe an item is necessary for an adequate standard of living, 
this good is classified as a ‘necessity’. All those that desire and lack the 
means for these necessities are classified as living in poverty according 
to this measure. There is epistemic and instrumental value in measuring
the necessities of life via a consensus-based approach. Poverty alleviation 
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and welfare policy design can be informed by a populist imperative
to follow the minimum according to what the polity deem appropri-
ate. However, a 50% threshold for a good to be considered a ‘socially
perceived necessity’ has been criticised as being somewhat arbitrary 
(Halleröd et al., 1997). In addition, this approach may be susceptible to 
flawed judgements from the general public and a lack of expertise about
what comprises ‘the necessities of life’ (as also discussed in Chapter 2 in
this volume). The Minimum Income Standard project seeks to address 
this by combining professional expertise with public opinion and delib-
eration to arrive at a publicly and professionally endorsed standard of 
living for different demographic groups (Bradshaw et al., 2008). This 
multi-stage iterative process involves a series of discussion groups with 
people from a range of socio-economic backgrounds and the input of 
‘expert professionals’ to design a set of minimum income standard
budgets. However, such an approach still offers little explanation of why
and how people experience poverty and what significance this has for
their perceived and objective status within a given polity.

Poverty research that explores the lived experiences and opinions of 
individuals goes some way to remedy these limitations. With the excep-
tion of the Minimum Income Standard, approaches to poverty measure-
ment cited thus far have tended to ground their definition at a level of 
abstraction that often fails to fully incorporate the views of the poor 
themselves. By exploring the subjective perceptions of those near to or 
in a position of material hardship, it is possible to overcome some of the 
paternalistic prescriptions that tend to occur in researching and tack-
ling poverty (Atkinson, 1989; Hulme and McKay, 2005). The subjective
poverty line is one such example of this. According to this approach, 
individuals define their needs and state whether they fall above or below
a threshold they deem appropriate (Van Praag et al., 1980). Proponents
of this approach ‘assume that individuals themselves are the best judge 
of their own situation’ (Van Praag et al., 1980: 462).

Poverty research that explores subjective perceptions and lived experi-
ences tends to identify those living in poverty according to a set of a priori
criteria such as those discussed above. These studies offer valuable insights
into the experiences, dynamics and nature of poverty that enable poverty
researchers to explore ‘how social actors subjectively perceive (or some-
times fail to see) the unequal conditions of class and place that frame their
biographies’ (MacDonald et al., 2005: 874). However, these studies still 
depend on a pre-conceived understanding of socio-economic and politi-
cal relations, rather than a set of a posteriori definitions and measures of 
poverty that are grounded in the subjective perceptions of individuals.
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In Relative Deprivation and Social Justice, Runciman (1966) goes some
way to defining poverty according to the views and experiences of 
individuals. He explores people’s perceptions of their material and
non-material welfare in relation to others. Runciman claims that peo-
ple tend to compare their situation with a reference group similar to 
themselves rather than the whole of society. This tendency means 
some are less aware of the extent of income inequality and pov-
erty and where they lie on the income distribution. Various studies
have shown that people tend to make comparisons within their own 
social groups and networks rather than across abstract sociological 
categories (Evans and Kelley, 2004). As a result, people tend to inac-
curately assess their socio-economic position and the relative value
of their income and wealth in relation to the rest of the population
(e.g. Toynbee and Walker, 2009). Those in a position of ostensible dep-
rivation have been known to deny their own poverty (Flaherty, 2008;
Shildrick and MacDonald, 2013). Equally, people in relative affluence 
have said that they ‘struggle’ to meet their individual or household 
needs (Hamilton, 2003). Issues of ‘status anxiety’ (de Botton, 2004) 
can be seen as confounding the credibility of subjective perceptions in 
defining and measuring poverty. Equally, the validity of an individual’s 
judgement ‘may be seriously limited by his or her social experience’
(Sen, 2002: 860). However, some have suggested that people’s expo-
sure to and thus awareness of poverty and affluence has grown and 
as a result people have become better at making comparisons across
different reference groups (Pradhan and Ravallion, 2000). Whilst
limitations may remain in allowing the poor to define themselves,
‘the views and experiences of people who consider themselves poor
need not be neglected’ (Roll, 1992: 21).

It is entirely possible and indeed desirable to incorporate subjective
impressions into an ‘objective’ account and measure of poverty (Deleeck 
and Van den Bosch, 1992). One productive way of undertaking this 
task is to scrutinise subjective impressions within their social context 
(Sen, 2002: 861). Chase and Walker (2013) recently did so by explor-
ing how feelings of shame amongst poor people can be conceived as a 
‘social fact’ in a consumerist society. The authors demonstrate how a
‘self-conscious’ emotion such as shame is constructed in reference to an
individual’s expectations and circumstance as well as the expectations 
and circumstance of others. Exploring lived experiences and attitudes
through the lens of social citizenship makes it possible to do the same
thing in relation to poverty and so minimise the limitations and max-
imise the strengths of various poverty measures.
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It has long been argued that subjective impressions of circumstance
can constitute an objective measure of lived experience (Bourdieu, 
1977). A great deal can be gleaned when lived experiences of depriva-
tion are incorporated into or used as the point of departure in poverty 
research. A growing body of evidence has demonstrated the objective 
significance of lived experiences and subjective perceptions. Ritterman
et al. (2009) found that subjective perceptions of social status were as 
good a predictor of behaviours as objective socio-economic categories.
Interestingly, there was an inverse effect on behaviours when asking 
people about their social status at a community and national level. The
authors suggest that research into how people perceive themselves in 
relation to their reference groups is likely to increase understanding and 
thus efficacy of policy interventions. A range of other studies have found
that subjective perceptions of one’s social status are independently asso-
ciated with health problems and, at times, a better predictor of health
complaints than objective socio-economic status measures (Goodman
et al., 2003; Cohen et al., 2008; Miyakawa et al., 2012). Goodman et al. 
(2005) found that social disadvantage increases stress irrespective of the
sociological categories drawn upon. ‘Objective’ poverty measures then
could be called a risk marker, rather than a risk factor, and the authors
recommend researching the experience of adversity that is reflected by
social characteristics and the processes by which it operates (Goodman
et al., 2005). These studies demonstrate that personal views about mate-
rial circumstances and social position within a given polity can pro-
foundly affect outcomes, behaviours and social networks. By exploring
the underlying causes and meanings of experience it is possible to ana-
lyse the relational and institutional features that give material expres-
sion to poverty (Green, 2006).

Some have suggested that it is important to separate the causes, con-
sequences and experiences of poverty from its definition. According to
this logic, it becomes possible to disentangle the significance of differ-
ent dimensions of poverty. However, such an approach may obscure the 
multidimensional nature and constitution of poverty. For example, mate-
rial deprivation has a number of foreseen and unforeseen consequences
across time and space that can have compounding effects. These effects 
can influence the utility of steps taken to tackle the causes of poverty.
Without a rounded conception of poverty, the efficacy of prevention
and alleviation are potentially undermined (Tomlinson et al., 2008: 600).
Consideration of poverty within a social citizenship framework helps
overcome some of these challenges by ensuring interventions are designed
to account for and tackle the systemic phenomenon of poverty.
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Mindful of this, Ferragina et al. (2013) explore the psychosocial 
dimensions of poverty as well as its effect on the capacity of individuals 
to effectively participate in society. By acknowledging that ‘poverty is
more of a process than a state’, the authors find that a range of factors, 
in addition to income, shape the attitudes, behaviours and outcomes of 
individuals (Ferragina et al., 2013: 36). Whilst this study did not adopt
a citizenship framework, it was critical of equating ‘participation’ with
‘inclusion’. By incorporating the attitudes and choices of individuals 
into their analysis, the authors were able to go some way in capturing 
the ‘social relations of poverty’ (Jordan, 1996: 82).

Mixed methods research in poverty measurement contributes towards
‘innovative attempts to better determine who are the poor and why they
are poor’ (Shaffer, 2013: 270). Existing poverty research tends to draw on
a set of a priori selection criteria to identify those cursorily defined as
‘poor’. These criteria enable researchers to quantify the extent of poverty
and additional qualitative research offers ‘depth’ in understanding its 
experience and nature. However, qualitative and quantitative methods 
are less commonly employed in conjunction to capture the relations
of poverty that prove so significant in understanding its constitution.
Using social citizenship as a framework, it is possible to explore the rela-
tional nature of poverty and the implications of this for policy design
and coordination (Tomlinson et al., 2008).

In a recent mixed methods study, I identified those in a condition 
of material and symbolic deprivation according to three selection cri-
teria: income, employment status and area deprivation. Those that
had an equivalised net household income below 60% of the median 
were included because this is largely understood to be a reliable meas-
ure of relative poverty (cf. Gordon and Pantazis, 1997). Those that were 
unemployed were included because employment status is a significant
determinant of one’s income, as well as one’s involvement and vali-
dation within a polity given the ‘work-biased construction of citizen-
ship responsibilities’ (Lister, 2002: 107). Finally, those living in the top
30% of most deprived areas in England were included. The Index of 
Multiple Deprivation does not measure the deprivation of an area as
such, rather the proportion of people experiencing deprivation within
that area (DCLG, 2011). As a result individuals sampled are surrounded
by a greater proportion of people and households that are in a simi-
lar material situation to themselves. Only individuals fulfilling all three
selection criteria were included for the purposes of this study. Other 
studies have, through a citizenship lens, employed similar compound
selection criteria to capture the multidimensional nature of exclusion 
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(e.g. Ferragina et al., 2014). Such studies have illustrated that a compos-
ite indicator of deprivation is able to track experiences across divergent 
contexts but also capture diversity across institutional settings.

Of course, employing pre-defined selection criteria (compound, or
otherwise) may suffer the same limitations of other studies outlined 
above. However, the validity, and thus value, of selection criteria can 
be tested through their integrated use alongside other research methods 
that explore the attitudes and experiences of individuals. In my own 
study, secondary quantitative data analysis of the Citizenship Survey 
was undertaken to explore whether deprivation (as operationalised 
according to the three selection criteria) affected attitudes and experi-
ences relating to social citizenship. As such, it was possible to identify
what the dominant conceptions of social citizenship were amongst the
general public and then explore the extent to which those in a condition
of deprivation deviated from this. Rather than asking the general pub-
lic what goods and activities they believe are necessary, the Citizenship
Survey asks which social citizenship rights respondents feel everyone 
living in the UK should have. This included a range of social and eco-
nomic rights such as the right to have a job and the right to be looked 
after by the state if you cannot look after yourself. Support for the rights 
of citizenship tends to be high amongst the general public (Vizard,
2010) but there is greater variation in the extent to which individuals 
feel they actually have these social and economic rights. There was a
very strong association between the ‘objective’ condition of deprivation
(according to the three selection criteria) and of individuals feeling that
they did not have social and economic rights. This correspondence sup-
ports the validity of the selection criteria but also demonstrates the util-
ity of employing a citizenship framework to understand the relational
and institutional significance of deprivation.

Following this, qualitative interviews were undertaken with individ-
uals who satisfied the same three selection criteria. Participants were 
asked about a range of aspects of their day-to-day lives: satisfaction with
public services and their local area; how they saw their own material sit-
uation relative to others; whether they thought they had enough money
to have a good quality of life; whether they felt they had social rights
and responsibilities; what they understood a social citizen to be; and
whether they felt like a social citizen according to their own definition.

With this research design it was possible to overcome some of the inher-
ent limitations of existing paradigms of poverty research. Paternalistic 
and arbitrary judgements about the definition and extent of poverty
were moderated by drawing on a range of selection criteria that were
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subsequently explored in qualitative interviews. The validity of these
selection criteria was interrogated from the point of view of those expe-
riencing deprivation. ‘Objective’ measures of poverty at the household
level have been criticised because they fail to account for the structural
causes of difference between the lives of those subject to poverty (e.g.
Millar and Glendinning, 1987). By capturing views about income, con-
sumption patterns and behaviours, it was possible to explore the ‘exer-
cise of agency within structural inequality’ (Orton, 2009) in people’s 
day-to-day experience of poverty. For example, qualitative interviews
with individuals living below the relative poverty line offered insight 
into the financial constraints faced by individuals. In addition, it was 
possible to explore how this affected people’s capacity to participate in 
societally valued activities; whether this was a problem or concern for
individuals; in what ways this affected their social relations and net-
works; and the coping mechanisms and strategies utilised to overcome
or mitigate the effects of income poverty.

By exploring the subjective perceptions of those in a position of 
material deprivation, it was possible to explore how people negotiate
a socio-economic and political landscape that has increasingly come to 
structure their marginality (Wacquant, 2009). Doing so in conjunction 
with ‘objective’ and ‘socially determined’ measures of deprivation gives 
credibility to the lived experiences and views of participants. It also
adds greater depth and texture to the measures of poverty employed.
Through a citizenship framework, participants were asked to think 
about all citizens in their social comparisons. This encouraged partici-
pants to think beyond limited reference groups to all people as social
citizens, that is, equal in regard to rights and duties conferred in their
status (Marshall, 1950). This appears to establish some sense of propor-
tion when respondents are asked to consider their own position within
society. Income, employment status and area deprivation were not only
conceived on the basis of some abstract participation standard – they 
were understood as representing dominant conceptions of social citi-
zenship amongst the general public in the UK. Lived experiences were 
therefore understood as a reflection of macro-institutional structures 
which established the policy significance, reliability and credibility of 
lived experience. By employing a mixed methods approach that incor-
porates ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ measures, it is possible to capture the
various dimensions of poverty and their significance at a conceptual and 
applied level. For example, the research found that many unemployed 
individuals interviewed not only felt excluded from the pecuniary ben-
efits of engaging in paid employment, but also felt socially excluded due 
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to the valorisation of paid work in the UK (Lister, 2002). For these indi-
viduals, they felt their relative worth as citizens was somehow compro-
mised as a result of their unemployment. In addition, many individuals
suffering income poverty felt that their reliance on food banks or their
inability to heat their houses undermined their common membership as
a social citizen of the UK. Analysis of attitudes, experiences and behav-
iours through a citizenship lens offers critical insight into the socio-
economic and political relations that result in deprivation.

The nexus between deprivation and citizenship

Whilst citizenship is not a concept immediately recognised as influen-
tial in daily life, the principles underpinning it prove pervasive in lived
experiences (Dean and Melrose, 1996; Dwyer, 2002; Lister et al., 2003).
Those experiencing deprivation in their day-to-day life are, to some 
extent, alienated from the common experiences that underpin and rein-
force sentiments of collective belonging and mutuality. As a result, those 
experiencing deprivation appear to develop distinctive frames of expe-
rience and reference that ‘should be understood within a dynamic of 
inclusion and exclusion’ (Jordan, 1996: 111).

The presence of poverty within any polity corrupts the material and 
symbolic significance of social citizenship (Lister, 1990). The lived expe-
rience of deprivation emphasises the disjuncture between the dominant
ideals of social citizenship and the socio-economic reality that exists. As
such, sustained and intense forms of deprivation threaten the material
and ‘ontological security’ (Giddens, 1991: 47) of social citizenship:

Someone who was living in absolute poverty could not be consid-
ered a citizen in any meaningful sense . . . their continued exclusion
from many of the day-to-day practices that are taken for granted by
the wider population indicates that the full promise of social citizen-
ship remains a distant dream for many, and that Marshall’s expansive 
vision of a ‘civilised life’ remains an illusion. (Dwyer, 2002: 84)

For those experiencing deprivation, their lives are often characterised
by precarity, upheaval and vulnerability (Hooper, 2007). Such an experi-
ence makes it difficult for these individuals to reconcile their own situa-
tion with the apparent benefits of social citizenship. The findings from
my own study suggest that the broken promises of social citizenship are 
materially and symbolically alienating and many struggle to identify 
with citizenship as a meaningful status given their own experience of it. 
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When asked, only a third of deprived respondents felt as if they were 
social citizens. These respondents recognised the exclusionary potential
and reality of citizenship but nonetheless felt that they were able to chal-
lenge this in their interactions with public institutions. The other two 
thirds of deprived respondents did not feel as if they were social citizens.
These individuals felt that their employment status, income poverty, sur-
rounding environment or a combination thereof precluded them from 
the ostensive benefits of citizenship. Deprived and affluent respondents 
also differed in how they viewed the role of personal responsibility, the
relationship between structure and agency, and what they felt the rights 
of social citizenship should be. As a result of their lived experiences,
deprived respondents were much more likely to recognise exogenous
factors impinging on individual agency. Owing to their experiences and
material position, affluent respondents exhibited less awareness of the 
systemic features of deprivation but particularly struggled to grasp the
‘exercise of agency within structural inequality’ (Orton, 2009). It is clear 
that the topographies of social citizenship, resulting in a stratification of 
resources and status, feed into the lived experiences of different social
groups. This results in differing ‘ways of construing the self, perceiving
the world, and relating to others’ (Kraus et al., 2012: 561).

The condition of deprivation is meaningful and potent in isolation.
However, the relativity of deprivation is perhaps most powerful for 
understanding the nature of poverty and how individuals make sense of 
citizenship as an ideal and practice. People seem to evaluate the worth
of their resources, orientate their experiences and authenticate their 
position in relation to and against others so that the material resources
at one’s disposal are socially constituted (Dittmar and Pepper, 1994). 
Deprivation and affluence then are not only a material deficit or accre-
tion, they are an expression of one’s citizenship status and position
(Beresford et al., 1999; Palmer et al., 2008). In this sense, deprivation and
its consequences negotiated in day-to-day life undermine a common cit-
izen identity. Other studies have found similar psychosocial effects with 
deprived individuals feeling like ‘second class citizens’ or ‘excluded from
citizenship’ (Dean and Melrose, 1996; Dwyer, 1998; Lister et al., 2003;
Humpage, 2008; Scanlon and Adlam, 2013; Roseneil, 2014).

A number of studies have attempted to explore how structured
inequalities shape the divergent experiences and attitudes of citizens.
However, studies that have attempted to incorporate lived experi-
ences into an explanation of attitudinal difference tend to suggest that
economic self-interest is a principal driver of attitudinal divergence
(e.g. Evans, 1993; Brooks et al., 2006; Brooks and Svallfors, 2010: 208; 
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Evans and de Graaf, 2013). These studies fail to account for the complex 
ways in which citizens mediate their own experiences and interactions
with citizenship structures. As Andrea Campbell (2003) puts it, public
policies and institutions ‘help make citizens’. Invariably then, the lived
experiences arising from structural inequality ‘influence the ways indi-
viduals understand their rights and responsibilities as members of the
political community’ (Mettler and Soss, 2004: 61). The lived experience
of those subject to deprivation can constitute an objective reality in this
regard. These lived experiences can be broadly comparable across time
and space whilst still accounting for differences across institutional set-
tings. Irrespective of context, a nexus tends to exist between deprivation 
and social citizenship in most developed and developing countries. A
methodology that explores how people navigate this nexus goes some 
way to researching poverty in a consistent and holistic way.

Inclusion and exclusion are a necessary function of all social forma-
tions. However, what is interesting is to explore the processes that lead 
to such a condition. Once poverty is operationalised as both a mate-
rial condition and a corrosive social relation (Lister, 2004), it is pos-
sible to capture the material and symbolic significance of deprivation.
Poverty research has tended to focus on the material features of depri-
vation. However, there is an increasing appreciation for the social and
figurative facets of poverty (e.g. Chase and Walker, 2013). Jo (2013)
suggests that ‘social needs are inherently connected to the broader
context of the social, cultural and economic systems and institutions
at work’ (Jo, 2013: 517). By grounding poverty research in the lived
experiences of notionally equal citizens facing material hardship, it is
possible to better understand these processes and undertake a thicker 
analysis of poverty.

The objective significance of lived experience

Whilst definitions and measures of poverty are often relative to the
standards prevailing in society, the existence of poverty is frequently
understood as ontologically independent. It has therefore been argued
that objectivity in poverty and vulnerability research occurs when ‘a
definition is independent of the feelings of poor people’ (Roll, 1992: 12).
Whilst, a significant body of research has explored subjective percep-
tions of poverty (Danziger et al., 2000; Dunlap et al., 2003; McIntyre
et al., 2003; Saunders et al., 2006; Hooper, 2007; Ridge, 2011), these
studies are generally recognised as capturing qualitative experiences 
(rather than quantifying the nature) of poverty. These studies often
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operate within epistemological confines that restrict their capacity
to explore the relational features that are constitutive of poverty 
(Harriss, 2007). As a result, the phenomenological significance of dep-
rivation has often been overlooked in mainstream poverty research
(Charlesworth, 2000; Van der Merwe, 2006).

Psychosocial studies and wellbeing research,3 by virtue of their 
inter-disciplinarity, seek to ‘rethink some key popular and disciplinary
constructions of the welfare subject and the scope of social policy’4

(Stenner and Taylor, 2008: 443). Affective states that were once con-
sidered part of the private or emotional sphere are now being attended
to in comparative poverty research to understand how institutional
arrangements can affect individual experience and behaviour across a 
range of contexts in similar ways. Underlying research in this area is a 
basic recognition that affective states cannot be understood in isolation 
from the circumstances in which they arise. For example, in response 
to being bitten by a dog, a child may violently retaliate, cry, run away
or do nothing. Irrespective of the (in-)action taken, the child’s affective 
state, experience and action can only be understood in relation to the 
actions of the dog and the broader context within which they arise. 
Similarly, the affective states and experiences of poor people are signifi-
cantly independent of socio-economic structures – but their meaning,
cause and consequence can only be fully understood in relation to the 
social policies and market forces that shape contextual and material
circumstance. Recent work on the psychology of scarcity demonstrates
this point well. Mani et al. (2013) find that compared to better-off 
individuals, worse-off individuals are more likely to make bad deci-
sions and mistakes. A reasonable conclusion may be that individuals
are worse off as a result of their poor decision-making. However, Mani
et al. (2013) demonstrate that scarcity arising from socio-political and 
economic systems greatly affects an individual’s psychological capac-
ity for good decision-making. Arguably, lived experiences are an objec-
tive reflection of institutional and structural arrangements as much as
they are an individualised affective state or subjective perception. The
fact that subjective perceptions and lived experience cannot be fully 
understood in isolation from structural or relational schema does not
undermine their objective significance. Indeed this inter-dependency 
demonstrates the importance of theorising the relationship between
subjective experience, material circumstance and institutional arrange-
ments. This produces new forms of poverty knowledge that is ‘more
capable of taking account of the relational complexities of subjectivity’
(Taylor, 2011: 789).
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As previously stated, subjective perceptions do not always correspond
with material circumstances or social positions (Flaherty, 2008; Shildrick 
and MacDonald, 2013) as:

people who are poor try not to admit it to themselves exactly because
the admission of ‘failure’ adds to the misery they feel from their objec-
tive situation. Thus in interviews poor people, lower class people, are 
often able to characterise the situation of others like themselves in 
lively detail, but they often seek to distance themselves personally
from that common plight. (Rainwater, 1990: 3)

Findings such as this do not undermine the credibility of subjective 
perceptions and lived experiences in poverty research. Neither do they
necessarily represent a discord between the structural and affective reali-
ties of deprivation. As the quote above illustrates, poverty denial could
very well be an articulation of the relational nature of poverty. Reference 
groups, cultural praxes, normative frameworks, agentive choice and
other complex structural determinants of experience will shape affec-
tive responses to and lived experiences of material hardship. By explor-
ing how people navigate and give meaning to a social, political and 
economic system, it is possible to see how the substantive and figura-
tive significance of social citizenship is undermined for those experi-
encing deprivation. Citizenship is by no means the only framework 
through which to explore the significance of lived experience, but it
does proffer three inter-related conceptual benefits. Firstly, the ‘equality 
of status’ premise of citizenship makes the analysis of structural inequal-
ities meaningfully independent of normative critiques of poverty and
vulnerability. Secondly, citizenship is based on principles of common
membership that govern the relations between polity, state and market.
In this way, poverty can be understood not as a peculiarity of market
processes but as a systemic feature of citizenship arrangements. Finally,
despite differences across domestic and international settings, citizen-
ship offers a common conceptual and analytical framework through
which to explore the distributional effects of institutions within and
across national boundaries.

Grounding poverty analysis and debate in lived experiences can be 
transformative for those facing poverty and those seeking critical and
efficacious policy solutions to address it (Dutro, 2009). One challenge
is to make the rich micro-level data that is drawn from such research
‘policy relevant’ (Brock, 1999). The structural macro-level data that 
tends to treat the poor as a unit of observation needs to be refined and
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complemented by poverty definitions, experiences and solutions that
originate from poor people themselves (Marti and Mertens, 2014). By 
integrating disparate paradigms and methods of poverty research, it is 
possible to develop new understanding about the existence and nature
of poverty, as well as effective poverty prevention and alleviation
strategies.

Lived experiences of deprivation: An integrated 
mixed methods approach

This section considers how an integrated mixed methods approach can 
add credibility to the lived experiences of deprivation. This approach
could help transcend pre-existing epistemic and disciplinary bounda-
ries in a way that makes lived experiences tractable with institutional
and non-institutional responses to poverty. In particular, this section
considers how the novel use of mixed methods can make use of qualita-
tive data to analyse socio-economic and political structures bound up in
social citizenship (e.g. Dwyer, 2002).

There is often a false distinction between quantitative and quali-
tative methodologies. Quantitative research can adopt interpretiv-
ist approaches, just as qualitative research can take a realist approach
(Bryman, 1984). Nevertheless, there are epistemological and ontologi-
cal tensions that arise between the two paradigms of poverty research.
These tensions are symptomatic of the particular strengths and limita-
tions inherent in purely quantitative or qualitative methods.

Quantitative poverty research tends to focus on the measurement and
extent of poverty within and across contexts. In many ways, quantitative 
studies are best suited to capture the structural manifestations and, at
times, the dynamics of poverty. As a result, quantitative methods have a 
propensity of ‘imposing analytical categories with little local relevance’
on those experiencing disadvantage (Shaffer, 2013: 270). Indicators
such as income and consumption have been used because they can be
most readily compared but this raises a number of problems (Chambers,
1995). It goes without saying that there is great diversity in patterns of 
social differentiation, resource use, production and consumption across
and within socio-economic and political communities. Overly positiv-
istic studies of poverty fail to capture the multiplicity of ways in which
poverty can be interpreted, understood and felt by those living with
‘minimal’ resources (Halleröd, 1996). The affective attachments and cul-
tural images bound up in poverty are often coarsely misrepresented or
absent in the interpretations of data from surveys or large-N poverty
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studies. As a result, the features of significance in poverty measurement 
and research are regularly constructed with a western bias that impedes
the local relevance of quantitative measures (Grech, 2009). Irrespective 
of the challenges faced in measuring poverty consistently and accurately,
these studies run the danger of de-politicising the nature of poverty and 
the ‘cures’ deemed desirable or even feasible (Green and Hulme, 2005;
O’Connor, 2009). Worse still, they potentially subjugate certain forms of 
knowledge over others and prioritise elite views of poverty rather than 
the views of those subject to it (Harriss, 2007).

Many qualitative studies attempt to address this imbalance.
Participatory poverty research ‘seeks to understand the experience and 
causes of poverty from the perspective of the poor themselves’ (Robb, 
2002: xi). Such methods have become increasingly prevalent in interna-
tional development since the 1980s. One challenge is to make the rich 
micro-level data from participatory poverty research empirically compat-
ible with policy responses. This is a challenge faced by most qualitative
poverty research that is grounded in the voices and experiences of the
poor. Resource requirements, experiences and behaviours differ within 
and across social groups. This makes it difficult to consistently and sys-
tematically measure poverty across contexts from purely qualitative 
research. For this reason, the use of qualitative data is often tokenistic,
operating within the confines of existing policy paradigms, objectives 
and socio-structural inequalities (Cornwall, 2003). As a result, the extent
to which qualitative research on lived experiences can be ‘empowering’
or ‘transformative’ has been questioned (Norton and Stephens, 1995; 
O’Meally, 2014). Qualitative researchers often claim that their methods
are innovative and contribute something new to understanding pov-
erty. However, it is not so much the methods of poverty research that 
have the capacity to be transformative, rather it is how the research
design is formulated and to what ends ‘the voices of the poor’ are put
(Brannen, 2005).

There is a tendency in some qualitative poverty research to focus on
the effects of poverty without reflecting on its causes (e.g. McIntyre 
et al., 2003). This limits the utility of some qualitative poverty research
because it does not fully capture ‘the structures and relationships that 
give rise to the effects believed to define poverty’ (Harriss, 2007: 2). In 
addition it can lead to development strategies and institutional practices
that can have the perverse effect of propagating inequalities – principally 
because they fail to attend to power relationships and the structurally
embedded nature of poverty (Ansell, 2014; O’Meally, 2014). This chap-
ter suggests that, through effective integration of mixed methods, lived
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experiences of deprivation offer something of more instrumental worth 
for social and development policy. The conceptual, structural and rela-
tional schema that shape poverty are grounded and reflected in lived 
experiences. As such, subjective perceptions of deprivation must be inte-
grated into poverty research in a way that reflects both their ontological
and epistemological values. O’Connor (2009) argues that it is necessary 
to reconsider the purpose and function of poverty research so that it
captures and thus speaks to the structural causes and manifestations of 
inequality. She suggests that effective poverty research must

redefine the conceptual basis for poverty knowledge, above all by 
shifting the analytic framework from its current narrow focus on 
explaining individual deprivation to a more systemic and structural
focus on explaining – and addressing – inequalities in the distribu-
tion of power, wealth, and opportunity. (O’Connor, 2009: 22)

Research that studies the poor must acknowledge that this is not the
same thing as studying poverty (O’Connor, 2009). Detaching expe-
riences and effects from the causes of poverty renders poverty meas-
urement imprecise and policy responses ineffectual. By looking at the
relationship between deprivation and social citizenship, the lived expe-
riences of those subject to poverty offer significant explanatory power
and insight into the causes and consequences of material hardship. In 
doing so, it becomes possible to connect macro socio-economic and
political structures with micro processes and factors shaping the extent 
and nature of poverty (Carney et al., 1999).

My own study could have exclusively drawn upon quantitative meth-
ods to establish the prevalence of income poverty, unemployment and
area deprivation. However, looking at the correlates of deprivation in
isolation, or even in conjunction, says very little about the nature of 
poverty and the relational determinants of its existence and experience. 
Drawing upon a representative quantitative survey to explore how the
aforementioned selection criteria coalesce to affect support for social 
citizenship and the extent to which people feel they have social rights 
does go some way to explore the nexus between deprivation and social
citizenship. Whilst it captures something about the probabilistic deter-
minants of difference in attitudes, experiences and outcomes, it fails to
offer an explanation for this difference and the multiple ways in which 
it may occur. Without qualitative research with those in similar cir-
cumstances, it becomes impossible to explore the significance or mean-
ing of quantitative differences observed in the first phase of the study. 
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As previously stated, qualitative interviews explored the lived experi-
ences of deprivation in relation to structural and institutional schema.
The data generated were used in conjunction with quantitative data and
put towards a number of different ends. As Brannen (2005: 12) argues, 
‘data collected from different methods cannot simply be added together
to produce a unitary or rounded reality or truth’.

The integration of mixed methods and data can serve a number of 
different purposes; and in this instance, lived experiences of depriva-
tion were drawn upon for three key reasons. Firstly, exploring the lived 
experiences of deprivation helped partially explain attitudinal differ-
ences towards conceptions of social citizenship. For example, it was
found that deprivation reduced support for certain social and economic
citizenship rights. By exploring lived experiences of deprivation, it was
possible to explain why these differences in attitudes occurred and what
these indicated about the relationship between deprivation and citizen-
ship. Secondly, subjective perceptions about the material and symbolic 
significance of deprivation were able to capture the relational nature of 
poverty. By attending to the relational and systemic features of poverty,
it was possible to research lived experiences of deprivation in the UK but
also replicate the study in New Zealand in a systematic way. Finally, and 
as a result, the findings of the study helped provide empirical support 
to citizenship theories about the relationship between deprivation and
social citizenship (Lister, 2004).

Without sufficient integration of mixed methods, this would have
not been possible. Integrated mixed methods help avoid a mismatch
between categories and aspects of poverty measured, and facilitate a
‘better understanding of the transition matrix in the study of poverty
dynamics and greater appreciation of causal variables, and their interac-
tion’ (Shaffer, 2013: 280). Particularly in my study, integration of mixed
methods facilitated an effective examination of the relational nature
of poverty. Whilst integrated mixed methods add credibility to lived
experiences, I would argue that this is primarily for applied rather than 
epistemic reasons. To say that qualitative research findings gain credibil-
ity as a result of a mixed methods approach undermines the objective
significance and utility of lived experience in understanding poverty.
As this chapter has suggested, lived experiences can proffer unique
insight into ‘the social and political-economic relationships that trig-
ger poverty’ (Harriss, 2007: 13). Indeed, lived experiences could, in this 
instance, be said to challenge the internal validity of certain quantita-
tive poverty measures. Having said that, integrated mixed methods can
equally strengthen the external validity of qualitative research findings.
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The use of mixed methods helps contribute towards the instrumental
use of qualitative research – particularly research that is grounded in
or at least informed by lived experiences of deprivation. Due to their
transgressive nature, qualitative research findings that challenge the 
dominant poverty and policy paradigm are often not compatible with
existing forms of poverty knowledge. As a result, there may well be ten-
sions that arise in definitions of poverty deemed appropriate and fea-
tures of poverty deemed significant. Equally, explanations of poverty 
and policy recommendations derived from lived experiences are less
likely to be compatible with existing institutional and structural mecha-
nisms designed to tackle poverty. Institutional action depends on pre-
existing poverty knowledge (Bradshaw, 2006) and as a result new forms
of poverty knowledge that challenge the status quo are less likely to be
compatible with frameworks of action. Mixed methods research is faced
with the challenge of making lived experiences of deprivation episte-
mologically compatible with the existing poverty paradigm. In turn,
this can inform innovative poverty action. Whilst this approach has 
the potential of being transformative in the long-term, it is necessarily 
iterative in the short-term. By moderating existing paradigms of poverty
knowledge through mixed methods, lived experiences can come closer
to affecting progressive social debate and action. Combining new forms 
of poverty knowledge with quantitative methods enhances the credibil-
ity and usability of research findings. These findings may then be able
to more constructively engage with policy debates, and potentially shift 
the terms of deliberation in a direction that more effectively tackles pov-
erty (e.g. Zea et al., 2014). If mixed methods poverty research is to be 
transformative, researchers have a ‘responsibility of creating novel sci-
entific knowledge that do not just progress in the diagnosis of the social 
problems but which also inform policies or actions aimed at reversing
them’ (Marti and Mertens, 2014: 2). I would argue that integrating lived
experiences of deprivation into a mixed methods approach is one way 
of achieving this.

Conclusion

A number of studies have combined objective and subjective measures
to arrive at a definition of poverty (Mack and Lansley, 1985; Deleeck 
and Van den Bosch, 1992; Eroğlu, 2007). However, fewer studies have
accounted for the objective significance of lived experience. That is, 
qualitative and mixed methods studies of poverty often fail to see that
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lived experiences and subjective perceptions are a manifestation and
reflection of structural relations (e.g. Novak, 1996). Such an approach
would offer new insights into measuring poverty and vulnerability but
most importantly it would also offer a new methodological framework 
through which to assess the efficacy of poverty alleviation processes 
in a comparative context. Rather than assessing the efficacy of welfare
regimes on their own terms (i.e. via different structural welfare arrange-
ments), the lived experience of citizens helps uncover the extent to
which the dominant praxis of social citizenship operates effectively to 
tackle or at least temper poverty and vulnerability. These benefits can
only be reaped by integrating mixed methods to overcome the limita-
tions of purely quantitative or qualitative research. In this sense, qualita-
tive and quantitative methods

are fundamentally complements, not substitutes – and certainly not 
rivals. They mutually inform each other, to everyone’s benefit. . . .
Developing powerful and effective diagnoses of the causes of poverty,
and appropriate treatments to reduce poverty, requires both well-
designed quantitative investigation and giving a genuine voice to 
poor people. (Robb, 2002: xii–xiii)

Mixed methods can strengthen the credibility and external validity
of lived experiences. Whilst lived experiences tend to be part of the 
qualitative paradigm, this chapter has argued that researching lived
experiences of deprivation could be seen as a methodology in its own
right. A number of recent studies have made significant contributions
in this regard (e.g. Chase and Kyomuhendo, 2014). Understanding 
the causes and consequences of poverty is contingent on capturing
the socio-economic and political relations that shape the nature of 
poverty. A methodological approach that can examine these relations
goes some way towards an ‘objective’ measure that captures the com-
plexities of poverty in a systematic way. In spite of significant dif-
ferences within and across social groups, this methodology makes it
possible to consistently measure and explore poverty across a range of 
contexts. This is exactly because the organisational variations across 
different contexts give rise to very different types and thus experi-
ences of poverty. Poverty prevention and alleviation strategies that
incorporate such an approach have the potential to be more effec-
tive because they account for the mitigating and propagating deter-
minants of poverty.
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Notes

1 These systemic processes extend well beyond the social realm of citizenship
to civil and political domains as well. The terms ‘citizenship’ and ‘social 
citizenship’ are therefore used interchangeably henceforth to reflect the
inherently ‘social’ nature of all citizenship practices.

2 Of course, Rowntree went further to develop the notion of ‘secondary
poverty’ to suggest that there were a group of people whose basic needs were
not being met due to behaviour or lifestyle choices.

3 For example, Chase and Kyomuhendo (2014), Walker (2014), Tomlinson et al.
(2008) and Goffman (1963).

4 Within this context, ‘welfare subject’ refers to an individual affected by but 
also psychologically responding to structural welfare arrangements.

References

Ansell, N. 2014. Challenging Empowerment: AIDS-affected Southern African
Children and the Need for a Multi-level Relational Approach. Journal of Health 
Psychology, 19, 22–33.

Atkinson, A. B. 1989. Poverty and Social Security. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester 
Wheatsheaf.

Beresford, P., Green, D., Lister, R., and Woodard, K. 1999. Poverty First Hand: Poor 
People Speak for Themselves. London: CPAG.

Booth, C. 1903. Life and Labour of the People in London. London: Macmillan.
Bourdieu, P. 1977. Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press.
Bradshaw, J., Middleton, S., Davis, A., Oldfield, N., Smith, N., Cusworth, L., and 

Williams, J. 2008. A Minimum Income Standard for Britain: What People Think. 
York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation.

Bradshaw, T. 2006. Theories of Poverty and Anti-Poverty Programs in Community 
Development. RPRC Working Paper No. 06-05. Columbia: Rural Poverty Research 
Centre.

Brannen, J. 2005. Mixed Methods Research: A Discussion Paper. ESRC National 
Centre for Research Methods.

Brock, K. 1999. It’s Not Only Wealth that Matters – It’s Peace of Mind Too: A Review 
of Participatory Work on Poverty and Illbeing. Washington, DC: World Bank.

Brooks, C., Nieuwbeerta, P., and Manza, J. 2006. Cleavage-based Voting Behavior
in Cross-national Perspective: Evidence from Six Postwar Democracies. Social
Science Research, 35, 88–128.

Brooks, C. and Svallfors, S. 2010. Why Does Class Matter? Policy Attitudes, 
Mechanisms, and the Case of the Nordic Countries. Research in Social
Stratification and Mobility, 28, 199–213.

Bryman, A. 1984. The Debate About Quantitative and Qualitative Research:
A Question of Method or Epistemology?. British Journal of Sociology, 35, 75–92.

Campbell, A. L. 2003. How Policies Make Citizens: Senior Political Activism and the
American Welfare State. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Carney, D., Drinkwater, M., Rusinow, T., Neefjes, K., Wanmali, S., and Singh, N.
1999. A Brief Comparison of the Livelihoods Approaches of the UK Department 



Daniel Edmiston 55

for International Development (DFID), CARE, Oxfam and the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP). London: Department for International 
Development.

Chambers, R. 1995. Poverty and Livelihoods: Whose Reality Counts?. Environment 
and Urbanization, 7, 173–204.

Charlesworth, S. J. 2000. A Phenomenology of Working-class Experience. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Chase, E. and Kyomuhendo, G. (eds) 2014. Poverty and Shame: Global Experiences.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Chase, E. and Walker, R. 2013. The Co-construction of Shame in the Context of 
Poverty: Beyond a Threat to the Social Bond. Sociology, 47, 739–754.

Cohen, S., Alper, C. M., Doyle, W. J., Adler, N., Treanor, J. J., and Turner, R. B.
2008. Objective and Subjective Socioeconomic Status and Susceptibility to the
Common Cold. Health Psychology, 27, 268.

Cornwall, A. 2003. Whose Voices? Whose Choices? Reflections on Gender and 
Participatory Development. World Development, 31, 1325–1342.t

Danziger, S., Corcoran, M., Danziger, S., and Heflin, C. M. 2000. Work, Income, 
and Material Hardship after Welfare Reform. Journal of Consumer Affairs, 34,
6–30.

DCLG. 2011. The English Indices of Deprivation 2010. Department for Communities 
and Local Government. London: HMSO.

de Botton, A. 2004. Status Anxiety. London: Hamish Hamilton (Penguin).
Dean, H. and Melrose, M. 1996. Unravelling Citizenship: The Significance of 

Social Security Benefit Fraud. Critical Social Policy, 16, 3–31.
Deleeck, H. and Van den Bosch, K. 1992. Poverty and Adequacy of Social Security

in Europe: A Comparative Analysis. Journal of European Social Policy, 2, 107–120.
Dittmar, H. and Pepper, L. 1994. To Have Is to Be: Materialism and Person

Perception in Working-class and Middle-class British Adolescents. Journal of 
Economic Psychology, 15, 233–251.

Doyal, L. and Gough, I. 1991. A Theory of Human Need. London: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Dunlap, E., Golub, A., and Johnson, B. D. 2003. The Lived Experience of Welfare
Reform in Drug-Using Welfare-Needy Households in Inner-City New York. 
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, 30, 39–58.

Dutro, E. 2009. Children Writing “Hard Times”: Lived Experiences of Poverty and 
the Class-Privileged Assumptions of a Mandated Curriculum. Language Arts, 87,
89–98.

Dwyer, P. 1998. Conditional Citizens? Welfare Rights and Responsibilities in the 
Late 1990s. Critical Social Policy, 18, 493–517.

Dwyer, P. 2002. Making Sense of Social Citizenship: Some User Views on Welfare 
Rights and Responsibilities. Critical Social Policy, 22, 273–299.

Edmiston, D. 2015. The Poverty and Riches of Social Citizenship in the UK:
How Lived Experiences Affect Attitudes Towards Welfare, Rights and Respon-
sibilities. PhD Sociology and Social Policy, University of Leeds.

Eroğlu, S. 2007. Developing an Index of Deprivation Which Integrates Objective 
and Subjective Dimensions: Extending the Work of Townsend, Mack and
Lansley, and Halleröd. Social Indicators Research, 80, 493–510.

Evans, G. 1993. Class, Prospects and the Life-cycle: Explaining the Association 
between Class Position and Political Preferences. Acta Sociologica, 36, 263–276.



56 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

Evans, G. and de Graaf, N. D. 2013. Political Choice Matters: Explaining the Strength
of Class and Religious Cleavages in Cross-national Perspective. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Evans, M. D. and Kelley, J. 2004. Subjective Social Location: Data from 21 Nations.
International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 16, 3–38.

Ferragina, E., Feyertag, J., and Seeleib-Kaiser, M. 2014. Economic and Social
Outsiderness among Young People in the EU. In Social Policy Association Annual
Conference, Sheffield.

Ferragina, E., Tomlinson, M., and Walker, R. 2013. Poverty, Participation and Choice – 
The Legacy of Peter Townsend. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation.

Flaherty, J. 2008. Getting by, Getting Heard: Poverty and Social Exclusion in the
Borders. Listening to the Voices of Experience. Glasgow: Poverty Alliance.

Giddens, A. 1991. Modernity and Self Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age.
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Goffman, E. 1963. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Goodman, E., Adler, N. E., Daniels, S. R., Morrison, J. A., Slap, G. B., and Dolan, L. M. 
2003. Impact of Objective and Subjective Social Status on Obesity in a Biracial
Cohort of Adolescents. Obesity Research, 11, 1018–1026.

Goodman, E., McEwen, B. S., Dolan, L. M., Schafer-Kalkhoff, T., and Adler, N. E. 
2005. Social Disadvantage and Adolescent Stress. Journal of Adolescent Health,
37, 484–492.

Gordon, D. and Pantazis, C. 1997. Measuring Poverty: Breadline Britain in the
1990s. In Gordon, D. and Pantazis, C. (eds), Breadline Britain in the 1990s. 
Aldershot: Ashgate.

Grech, S. 2009. Disability, Poverty and Development: Critical Reflections on the 
Majority World Debate. Disability & Society, 24, 771–784.

Green, M. 2006. Representing Poverty and Attacking Representations: Perspectives
on Poverty from Social Anthropology. The Journal of Development Studies, 42,
1108–1129.

Green, M. and Hulme, D. 2005. From Correlates and Characteristics to Causes: 
Thinking about Poverty from a Chronic Poverty Perspective. World Devel-
opment, 33, 867–879.t

Halleröd, B. 1996. Deprivation and Poverty: A Comparative Analysis of Sweden
and Great Britain. Acta Sociologica, 39, 141–168.

Halleröd, B., Bradshaw, J., and Holmes, H. 1997. Adapting the Consensual
Definition of Poverty. In Gordon, D. and Pantazis, C. (eds), Breadline Britain in
the 1990s. Aldershot: Ashgate.

Hamilton, C. 2003. Overconsumption in Britain: A Culture of Middle Class 
Complaint? Discussion Paper No. 57. Canberra: The Australia Institute.

Harriss, J. 2007. Bringing Politics Back into Poverty Analysis: Why Under-
standing Social Relations Matters More for Policy on Chronic Poverty than
Measurement. Chronic Poverty Research Centre Working Paper No. 77. http://
www.chronicpoverty.org/

Hooper, C.-A. 2007. Living with Hardship 24/7: The Diverse Experiences of Families 
in Poverty in England. London: Frank Buttle Trust.

Hulme, D. and McKay, A. 2005. Identifying and Measuring Chronic Poverty:
Beyond Monetary Measures. CPRC-IIPA Working Paper 30. New Delhi: Indian
Institute of Public Administration.



Daniel Edmiston 57

Humpage, L. 2008. Talking About Citizenship in New Zealand. Kōtuitui: New 
Zealand Journal of Social Sciences Online, 3, 121–134.

Jo, Y. N. 2013. Psycho-social Dimensions of Poverty: When Poverty Becomes
Shameful. Critical Social Policy, 33, 514–531.

Jordan, B. 1996. A Theory of Poverty and Social Exclusion. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Joseph, K. and Sumption, J. 1979. Equality. London: J. Murray.
Kraus, M. W., Piff, P. K., Mendoza-Denton, R., Rheinschmidt, M. L., and Keltner,

D. 2012. Social Class, Solipsism, and Contextualism: How the Rich are Different 
from the Poor. Psychological Review, 119, 546.

Lister, R. 1990. The Exclusive Society: Citizenship and the Poor. London: CPAG.
Lister, R. 2002. Work for Those Who Can, Security for Those Who Cannot: 

A Third Way in Social Security Reform or Fractured Social Citizenship?. 
In Edwards, R. and Glover, J. (eds), Risk and Citizenship: Key Issues in Welfare.
London: Routledge.

Lister, R. 2004. Poverty: Applied Ethics and Social Problems. Cambridge: Polity 
Press.

Lister, R., Smith, N., Middleton, S., and Cox, L. 2003. Young People Talk About
Citizenship: Empirical Perspectives on Theoretical and Political Debates.
Citizenship Studies, 7, 235–253.

MacDonald, R., Shildrick, T., Webster, C., and Simpson, D. 2005. Growing Up in
Poor Neighbourhoods the Significance of Class and Place in the Extended
Transitions of ‘Socially Excluded’ Young Adults. Sociology, 39, 873–891.

Mack, J. and Lansley, S. 1985. Poor Britain. London: Allen & Unwin.
Mani, A., Mullainathan, S., Shafir, E., and Zhao, J. 2013. Poverty Impedes 

Cognitive Function. Science, 341, 976–980.
Marshall, T. H. 1950. Citizenship and Social Class: And Other Essays. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.
Marti, T. S. and Mertens, D. M. 2014. Mixed Methods Research with Groups at 

Risk New Developments and Key Debates. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 8,
207–211.

McIntyre, L., Officer, S., and Robinson, L. M. 2003. Feeling Poor: The Felt 
Experience Low-income Lone Mothers. Affilia, 18, 316–331.

Mettler, S. and Soss, J. 2004. The Consequences of Public Policy for Democratic 
Citizenship: Bridging Policy Studies and Mass Politics. Perspectives on Politics, 2,
55–73.

Millar, J. and Glendinning, C. 1987. Invisible Women, Invisible Poverty. Hemel
Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf.

Miyakawa, M., Hanson, L. L. M., Theorell, T., and Westerlund, H. 2012. Subjective
Social Status: Its Determinants and Association with Health in the Swedish 
Working Population (the SLOSH Study). The European Journal of Public Health,
22, 593–597.

Norton, A. and Stephens, T. 1995. Participation in Poverty Assessments. Social
Policy and Resettlement Division Discussion Paper. Washington, DC: World Bank.

Novak, M. 1996. Poverty: Facts and Feelings. Družboslovne razprave (Sociological
Essays), 12, 84–98.

O’Connor, A. 2009. Poverty Knowledge: Social Science, Social Policy, and the Poor in 
Twentieth-century US History. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

O’Meally, S. 2014. The Contradictions of Pro-poor Participation and Empow-
erment: The World Bank in East Africa. Development and Change, 45, 1248–1283.



58 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

Orton, M. 2009. Understanding the Exercise of Agency within Structural 
Inequality: The Case of Personal Debt. Social Policy and Society, 8, 487–498.

Palmer, G., Macinnes, T., and Kenway, P. 2008. Monitoring Poverty and Social
Exclusion 2008. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation.

Piachaud, D. 1981. Peter Townsend and the Holy Grail. New Society, 10 September, 
pp. 419–421.

Pradhan, M. and Ravallion, M. 2000. Measuring Poverty Using Qualitative
Perceptions of Consumption Adequacy. Review of Economics and Statistics, 82, 
462–471.

Rainwater, L. 1990. Poverty and Equivalence as Social Construction. The
Luxembourg Income Study Working Paper No. 55. Luxembourg: CEPS/INSTEAD.

Ridge, T. 2011. The Everyday Costs of Poverty in Childhood: A Review of 
Qualitative Research Exploring the Lives and Experiences of Low-income
Children in the UK. Children & Society, 25, 73–84.

Ritterman, M. L., Fernald, L. C., Ozer, E. J., Adler, N. E., Gutierrez, J. P., and
Syme, S. L. 2009. Objective and Subjective Social Class Gradients for Substance
Use among Mexican Adolescents. Social Science & Medicine, 68, 1843–1851.

Robb, C. M. 2002. Can the Poor Influence Policy?: Participatory Poverty Assessments 
in the Developing World. Washington, DC: International Monetary Fund.

Roll, J. 1992. Understanding Poverty: A Guide to the Concepts and Measures, Family
Policy Studies Centre Occasional Paper 15. London: Family Policy Studies 
Centre.

Roseneil, S. 2014. On Meeting Linda: An Intimate Encounter with (Not-)belong-
ing in the Current Conjuncture. Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society, 19, 19–28.

Rowntree, B. S. 1901. Poverty: A Study of Town Life. London: Macmillan.
Runciman, W. G. 1966. Relative Deprivation and Social Justice: A Study of Attitudes

to Social Inequality in Twentieth-Century England. London: Routledge & K. Paul.
Saunders, P., Sutherland, K., Davidson, P., Hampshire, A., King, S., Taylor, J.,

Australia, M., and Anglicare, N. 2006. Experiencing Poverty – The Voices of 
Low-income Australians: Towards New Indicators of Disadvantage Project.
Stage 1: Focus Group Outcomes. Social Policy Research Centre, University of New 
South Wales.

Scanlon, C. and Adlam, J. 2013. Knowing Your Place and Minding Your Own 
Business: On Perverse Psychological Solutions to the Imagined Problem of 
Social Exclusion. Ethics and Social Welfare, 7, 170–183.

Sen, A. 1999. Commodities and Capabilities. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Sen, A. 2002. Health: Perception versus Observation: Self-reported Morbidity has 

Severe Limitations and Can Be Extremely Misleading. British Medical Journal, 
324, 860.

Shaffer, P. 2013. Ten Years of “Q-Squared”: Implications for Understanding and 
Explaining Poverty. World Development, 45, 269–285.t

Shildrick, T. and MacDonald, R. 2013. Poverty Talk: How People Experiencing 
Poverty Deny Their Poverty and Why They Blame ‘The Poor’. The Sociological
Review, 61, 285–303.

Stenner, P. and Taylor, D. 2008. Psychosocial Welfare: Reflections on an Emerging 
Field. Critical Social Policy, 28, 415–437.

Taylor, D. 2011. Wellbeing and Welfare: A Psychosocial Analysis of Being Well 
and Doing Well Enough. Journal of Social Policy, 40, 777–794.



Daniel Edmiston 59

Tomlinson, M., Walker, R., and Williams, G. 2008. Measuring Poverty in Britain
as a Multi-dimensional Concept, 1991 to 2003. Journal of Social Policy, 37, 
597–620.

Townsend, P. 1979. Poverty in the United Kingdom: A Survey of Household Resources 
and Standards of Living. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Toynbee, P. and Walker, D. 2009. Unjust Rewards: Ending the Greed that is
Bankrupting Britain. London: Granta Books.

Van der Merwe, K. 2006. The Phenomenology of Experiencing Poverty – An
Exploration. TD: The Journal for Transdisciplinary Research in Southern Africa, 2,
131–144.

Van Praag, B., Goedhart, T., and Kapteyn, A. 1980. The Poverty Line – A Pilot 
Survey in Europe. The Review of Economics and Statistics, 62, 461–465.

Vizard, P. 2010. What Do the Public Think about Economic and Social Rights?
Research Report to Inform the Debate about a Bill of Rights and a Written 
Constitution. CASE Report 61. Centre for the Analysis of Social Exclusion, 
London School of Economics.

Wacquant, L. 2009. Punishing the Poor: The Neoliberal Government of Social
Insecurity. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Walker, R. 2014. The Shame of Poverty. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Zea, M. C., Aguilar-Pardo, M., Betancourt, F., Reisen, C. A., and Gonzales, F. 2014. 

Mixed Methods Research with Internally Displaced Colombian Gay and
Bisexual Men and Transwomen. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 8, 212–221.



61

Introduction

Immense efforts and funds are directed towards trying to improve the
lives of those in the world’s least developed countries. Yet, as current argu-
ments surrounding the Millennium Villages Project highlight (Sanchez 
et al. 2007, Wilson 2013), the methods for achieving and measuring 
the desired poverty alleviation impacts are subjects of intense debate.
There are different standpoints about how poverty should be concep-
tualised, the pathways through which the lives of the world’s poorest
may be improved and how changes in their lives should be measured 
or assessed. Rwanda, a small landlocked state in Sub-Saharan Africa,
provides a fascinating example of different perspectives on poverty and
poverty reduction policies in developing countries. While politicians, 
practitioners and researchers hail Rwanda’s progress in meeting national
socio-economic targets as representing a model of development (IMF 
2011, UN 2013), a smaller group of academics and activists take a quite
polar stance (see, for example, Straus and Waldorf 2011). While national
indicators show a rapidly declining incidence of poverty, studies explor-
ing the control that individuals are able to exercise over land and prop-
erty, their individual freedoms and ability to participate in decisions
affecting them paint a picture of a very contrasting trajectory in their 
wellbeing (Des Forges 2005, Pritchard 2013).

Using Rwanda as a case study, and employing both qualitative and
quantitative analyses based on household interview data, this chapter
aims to: (a) show why and how conflicting standpoints about trajec-
tories in poverty and wellbeing may occur; (b) critically analyse some 
of the different types of poverty analyses utilised to characterise trends 
and inform policy interventions; (c) present a mixed methods study

4
Bringing Context to Poverty in
Rural Rwanda: Added Value and
Challenges of Mixed Methods
Approaches1

Neil Dawson
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applying a holistic wellbeing approach to the lives of rural Rwandans; 
and finally (d) discuss some of the added and complementary values
of applying such an approach, while also addressing some of the chal-
lenges and obstacles which must be overcome in bringing mixed meth-
ods approaches into common usage for the design and evaluation of 
development policy. Particular attention will be paid to issues of posi-
tionality and integration of methods at the time of data collection.

Bridging the divide in poverty research

Much of the disagreement about how to tackle issues of poverty stems
from the lens through which people’s lives are viewed and the methods 
used to describe them. Policymakers and analysts tend to seek consist-
ent poverty indicators so that regions and time points may be com-
pared with one another. Yet development policy may be most successful 
when paying attention to local knowledge and practices as well as 
more material or wider economic concerns (Tendler 1997). Contrasting 
approaches, often promoted by more locally focused actors, therefore
favour attention to contextual issues. Centuries of academic debate has
drawn simplistic pictures of two polar incompatible fields in academic
research, often boiled rather crudely down to a question of methods:
the use of quantitative methods to measure, classify and statistically
analyse; and the use of qualitative methods to engage with people and 
interpret their perceptions, a debate sometimes referred to as ‘the para-
digm wars’ (Kuhn 1970, Kanbur and Shaffer 2007). A similar divide can 
also be considered to occur in poverty research. The difference between
the two approaches is not trivial as the implications to be drawn from
them about poverty and its causes, even within the same population, 
can be quite different (Pogge and Reddy 2005, Camfield and Ruta 2007).

Hearteningly, these polarised approaches to poverty and views about 
policies to alleviate it are not beyond reconciliation. Both offer insights
into the different dimensions of an individual’s wellbeing, which are 
entirely compatible and complementary rather than contradictory.
Mixed methods approaches have been widely recognised for offering 
opportunities to advance poverty methodologies and provide compre-
hensive policy recommendations (Bamberger et al. 2010, Stern et al.
2012). However, their fusion is not a straightforward exercise and 
obstacles exist to bringing mixed methods research into mainstream
academic research and development practice, particularly regarding
the view that they may compromise the consistency and comparabil-
ity so valued in standard poverty measurement studies (Brannen 2005). 
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Rather than labelling the distinction between approaches to researching
poverty as a simple question of methods, quantitative versus qualitative
(a distinction which does not hold in all circumstances), the divide is 
represented here as being more nuanced based on research objectives
and underlying methodologies. This chapter will instead distinguish
between approaches aiming to achieve consistency of measurement and
those seeking to reveal specificity of context (Ravallion 1996).

To achieve consistency of measurement and therefore comparability
between times and places, poverty is represented through indicators 
considered to be reliably observed and recorded. The most commonly
employed measurement of poverty is the consumption method through 
which data is used to establish whether or not individual households
have the resources to buy a set basket of goods enabling them to acquire
sufficient food to meet their basic needs. And if not, those households
may be considered to be below the poverty threshold. This approach
indisputably dominates poverty assessment among states and large
development institutions (McKay and Lawson 2003). The consumption 
approach provides a consistent measure which can be repeated in dif-
ferent settings at different times to allow comparison to other social 
and geographic contexts and past and future time periods (Ravallion
1996). Although the prices of the bundle of goods required for achiev-
ing those functionings is adjusted to reflect local economic conditions,
as a measure of poverty it seeks to maximise consistency at the expense 
of specificity (ibid). Broadly, such an approach assumes that the reality
of an individual’s poverty, and a person’s capabilities and functionings, 
can be observed and recorded objectively.

In terms of Rwanda, trends in consumption poverty reveal great
advances in poverty alleviation. Rwanda faces challenges in its develop-
ment which include acidic soils lacking in nutrients and organic matter,
the highest population density in mainland Africa and high depend-
ence on subsistence agriculture (REMA 2009). Partially to combat these
problems, Rwandans have been exposed to internationally supported
far reaching development policies to promote economic development, 
rural modernisation, land reform and agricultural transformation. The
development policies have been hailed as overwhelming successes, par-
ticularly for their impacts in alleviating poverty (IMF 2011, UN 2013). 
Statistics show there have been tremendous gains in Rwanda in recent
years: Based on the national poverty line of around US$3/UK£4.50 per 
adult per week, consumption-based poverty fell by 12% from 57% to
45% in the five years from 2006 to 2011 (NISR 2012). Despite the global
downturn Rwanda has consistently achieved high economic growth of 
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over 5% each year since 2008 and aims to become a middle-income 
country by 2020 (UNDP 2007, IMF 2011). This represents an astonishing
turnaround since the devastation that remained after the 1994 genocide
and the following civil war.

The conclusions to be drawn from the Multidimensional Poverty
Index (MPI) are very similar to those provided by consumption poverty
rates: Authors of the MPI report for Rwanda indicate that approximately
17% of Rwandan households have moved out of multidimensional
poverty from 2005 to 2010 (OPHI 2013) and have been quoted as sug-
gesting that if such trends continue, multidimensional poverty may be 
eradicated in Rwanda in 20 years (Anonymous 2013). The MPI also seeks
consistency of measurement but attempts to look beyond consumption
as an indicator, to include additional dimensions linked to Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs). It attributes weights to household poverty
indicators for education, health, housing, sanitation, fuel, water and a 
number of assets to arrive at an aggregated weighted index (Alkire and 
Santos 2010).

Approaches to the study of poverty that seek consistent measure-
ment provide valuable understanding of the demographic and geo-
graphic distribution of poverty and some of the material and human 
resources that those people are deprived of. However, research aiming
to inform development interventions in developing countries has long
recognised that economic indicators, though they usefully reflect some
of the relative hardships faced by the population of a given country, 
are insufficient to understand the complexities of individuals’ lives,
actions and struggles (Easterlin 2003). Contextual and non-material 
factors can be crucial to the alleviation of poverty, which may persist 
not only due to material factors but also due to social processes that
result from and lead to inequalities in power between people, which
dictate the outcomes they are able to achieve (Cleaver 2005, Du Toit
2005). As Hulme and McKay (Hulme and McKay 2005: 2) succinctly
conclude:

Chronic poverty has been studied almost exclusively in relation to
income or consumption poverty, and using household panel sur-
vey data. Further, much of the focus has been on the identification
of chronic poverty and finding correlates, without developing an 
understanding of the underlying processes by which some people are
trapped in persistent poverty while others escape. A broader multidi-
mensional – and multidisciplinary – perspective needs to be brought
to the understanding of chronic poverty.
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More context-specific approaches may therefore seek to explore social
complexity and look not only at comparative measures but at the fac-
tors that characterise poverty or wellbeing in a given context. They may
focus on: the experiences, values and perceptions of individuals and
groups; plurality in ways of thinking and acting; how people’s lives are 
influenced through interactions with other people and institutions; and
the dynamics and drivers affecting their lives.

A key message put forward in this chapter is that consistent measures
including consumption poverty and the MPI are not wrong in their rep-
resentation of poverty, but rather incomplete and therefore represent 
insufficient evidence to draw conclusions about trends in wellbeing or
the effectiveness of development policies. Approaches seeking consist-
ency of measurement, alternative approaches incorporating context
specificity and the resultant differing viewpoints about development in
Rwanda do not actually contradict one another. Both may be equally 
robust and valid. Indeed, when an individual’s wellbeing is considered
more holistically, it becomes evident that studies seeking consistent 
indicators and those exploring social complexity and specificity each
tend to measure different aspects of a person’s wellbeing. Applying ele-
ments of both simultaneously has been shown to provide an additional
understanding beyond single disciplinary approaches in the study of 
poverty (Bamberger et al. 2010, Shaffer 2013), particularly in adding
some specificity or contextualisation to the consistency of, for example, 
consumption-based studies (McGee 2004).

In the case of Rwanda, there is a basis to suggest that life is not actu-
ally improving for many Rwandans, that their wellbeing is poorly rep-
resented by some of the simple development indicators used to assess
policy and that claims of development success should be treated with
more than just caution (Ansoms 2011). Critics point out that despite
introducing many development programmes, political opposition has
been greatly suppressed in Rwanda, the role of civil society is severely
limited, policymaking is highly centralised with limited participa-
tion and policy monitoring is often restricted to broadscale indicators
(Beswick 2010, Gready 2010, Reyntjens 2011), earning Rwanda the 
label of a developmental patrimonial state (Booth and Golooba-Mutebi
2012). This is not a controversial or disputed claim. It simply receives
little attention regarding poverty measurement or alleviation efforts. 
World Bank governance indicators show Rwanda to be in the lowest
11% of countries in the world with respect to ‘voice and accountability’,
defined as the perceptions of the extent to which the country’s citizens
are able to participate in selecting their government, as well as freedom
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of expression, freedom of association and a free media (WB 2013). Many 
of the national scale, one-size-fits-all, blueprint development policies
introduced (including villagisation of the entire rural population, hous-
ing modernisation, health insurance schemes, universal education, 
trade building improvements, land consolidation and crop specialisa-
tion programmes) appear to be negatively impacting large numbers of 
Rwandans (Newbury 2011, Pritchard 2013, Dawson 2013).

Mixed methods research for bridging the divide

Mixed methods research may be particularly well suited to balance
issues of consistency and specificity. However, for several inter-linked
reasons, mixed methods are far from the mainstream or most commonly
employed in either academia or development practice. Mixed methods
research incurs the limitations of and must meet the standards for rigour
of both quantitative and qualitative methodologies: in practical research 
terms this involves promoting credibility or trustworthiness, contextual
suitability and auditability as demanded in qualitative study at the same 
time as ensuring generalisability, validity, reliability and replicability for 
quantitative analyses (Brannen 2005).

Even if methods are mixed, it is important to note that many stud-
ies utilising both quantitative and qualitative methods, which may 
be considered to be mixed methods studies, do not explore additional
dimensions of poverty or wellbeing in sufficient depth to achieve suf-
ficient specificity. The nature of the methods being mixed is very impor-
tant, particularly for the study of poverty. Studies exploring subjective,
non-material and relational factors generally involve more attention to
the way the researcher–participant relationship, the situation in which 
research takes place and the language used influence the answers pro-
vided and interpretation of the results (Bryman 2004). This attention to 
positionality can be a key contribution of the qualitative component of 
mixed methods studies to the more comprehensive picture they may
provide, illustrated below through the shortcomings of one prominent
mixed methods study of poverty in Rwanda.

In 2001 the Government of Rwanda undertook a participatory poverty 
assessment (PPA) under their ‘Ubudehe’ programme to understand local 
perceptions of poverty. The exercise was undertaken in one sector in
each of the 30 districts in the country. The PPA highlighted the impor-
tance of land and livestock to Rwandans and their role in defining pov-
erty. Howe and McKay (2007) took the common characteristics of poor 
households put forward by Rwandans as strong determinants of poverty 
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in the PPA (such as land and livestock) and then applied these criteria to 
the quantitative household survey in order to establish proportions of 
chronically poor households. In so doing, the study moved beyond nor-
mative definitions of poverty to utilise a subjective and context-specific
definition put forward by people within that society.

However, one of the major potential contributions of mixed meth-
ods approaches is to elaborate the relational and political dimensions to
wellbeing and development policy. In incorporating local perspectives
into research, attention must be paid to relationships with participants 
and interpreting their motivation for answering questions in a certain
way. The PPA for the ‘Ubudehe’ programme, the qualitative dimension
to this study, relied on research undertaken by the national govern-
ment (Holvoet and Rombouts 2008). Responses may differ consider-
ably between research conducted by government representatives and
researchers emphasising their own independence and motivations, and 
it is therefore understandable that people did not mention issues regard-
ing ethnicity and politics during the PPA, particularly given the exclu-
sive use of group-based research methods. When participants referred
to culture it was in regard to their own ‘ignorance, mismanagement of 
resources, and idleness’, as being causes of poverty (Howe and McKay
2007: 201). This point is particularly relevant in Rwanda, where the gov-
ernment has sought both to de-ethnicise the population through recon-
ciliation policies and to unify ethnic groups through powerful discourse 
surrounding Rwandan citizenship and identity and severe punishment
for those who do not comply (Purdekova 2008). Indeed, ‘the denial of 
politics’ is a major issue when addressing the effectiveness of develop-
ment efforts in Rwanda (Holvoet and Rombouts 2008). Through its lack 
of attention to positionality and reliance on group-based methods, the
results of this poverty research lost some of the specificity required to
reconcile the differing viewpoints of Rwandan development described
earlier. The application discussed in the next section and reflection
thereof considers the aspects of positionality and combination of meth-
ods with households in more detail.

The application of mixed methods to research rural
wellbeing in Rwanda

The previous section described some considerations for undertaking 
mixed methods study to reveal context specificity and some of the short-
comings of poverty studies in Rwanda. The study presented in this sec-
tion seeks to move beyond those shortcomings and constraints. To do so



68 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

it utilises a conceptual approach for the study of wellbeing in developing
countries which builds upon the ideas of the capability approach (for 
more detail see Gough and McGregor 2007, Dawson 2013). Wellbeing is
defined to consist of three inter-related dimensions: the material, rela-
tional and subjective dimensions (White 2009). Subjective wellbeing
incorporates the idea that two individuals will apply different meanings 
to resources, will develop varying aspirations and may be differentially 
satisfied with the same objectively measured quality of life (Copestake
and Camfield 2009). The relational dimension focuses attention on ‘the 
rules and practices that govern “who gets what and why”’ (White 2009).
Groups who apply different (subjective) meanings to ways of living and 
acting often occupy different relative positions of power in society. This
reflects and results in differences in the recognition of their needs and 
wants by people and institutions, their ability to participate in deci-
sions affecting their lives and therefore in the outcomes they are able to
achieve, material or otherwise (Mosse 2010). Poverty may therefore be 
seen in part as the consequence of social categories and unequal power 
relations between them, which is very difficult to capture through con-
sistent and measurable rather than context-specific and complex repre-
sentations (Green and Hulme 2005).

Mixed methods are well suited to wellbeing research as different
aspects of an individual’s wellbeing lend themselves to each, such that 
quantitative indicators can be presented alongside qualitative data 
(Camfield et al. 2009). For example, the study of cultural values and 
their influence on an individual’s aspirations and actions requires con-
certed qualitative study. But basic human needs (which form an integral 
part of this wellbeing definition) can be considered as universal for every
individual’s survival, and they may therefore be studied and recorded 
more objectively (Doyal and Gough 1991).

This conceptual approach to the study of multidimensional wellbe-
ing was applied to fine-scale research in three study areas in moun-
tainous western Rwanda between October 2011 and May 2012. Of 
the three research sites, one was in the district of Nyamasheke in the 
southwestern corner of Rwanda, one in Nyamagabe district further
to the east in southwestern Rwanda and one in Rutsiro district in the
northwest of the country. The three study areas within those districts
were selected because they varied along a gradient of remoteness and 
were also far enough apart that regional variation could be explored.
Within each of the three study sites, a number of villages, adjacent 
to one another, were selected to provide a representation of the vari-
ety of social, economic and cultural groups present. The names and 
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locations of villages were not pre-selected but rather a decision was 
taken after several weeks had been spent at each site regarding the
suitability of individual villages and the number of villages required
to adequately represent the variation present in the population of that
area. Each village often comprises just one or two hillsides of clustered 
houses, typically between 100 and 200 households, and the inhabit-
ants may be quite distinct from the next hillside. Neighbouring vil-
lages may contrast strongly based on the history, religion, ethnicity,
land use, economic activities and wealth of their inhabitants. The 
aim of sampling was not to choose a sample population which was
deemed to represent proportionally the wider rural population, but
to encompass the variation present in the population of the region
to enhance the study’s generalisability. In all sites, selection of only a
single village would have provided a very poor representation of that
variety. In total, eight villages were included in the study across the
three study areas.

In placing a focus upon subjective experiences of wellbeing and pov-
erty, it was an important first step of this study to consider local con-
ceptions of wellbeing. Hence, focus groups were used to explore the 
important elements of wellbeing in that local context and to determine
whether this differed between villages and groups, whether the impor-
tance of certain domains of life was contested or whether consensus
could easily be reached regarding what it meant to live well. This initial
qualitative exercise was conducted once in each of the eight villages
with five to seven randomly selected participants.

The second research method involved conducting interviews with
individuals from 165 different households across the eight villages.
The number of interviews conducted in each village was derived from

Table 4.1 Household sampling and socio-ethnic diversity by village and district

District Village 

Number of 
house-
holds 

Number  
of 

interviews

Long- 
term 

residents

Returnees 
from  
DRC Twa

Percentage of 
households 
interviewed 

Nyamasheke 1 126 20 20 0 0 16
2 176 30 29 1 0 17

Nyamagabe 3 170 20 9 8 3 12
4 120 20 20 0 0 17

Rutsiro 5 121 20 3 17 0 17
6 133 20 18 2 0 15
7 127 20 19 0 1 16
8 107 15 2 0 13 14

Total 8 1,080 165 120 28 17 15
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the overall number of households, which was determined from lists
of households and occupants maintained by village chiefs or cell 
administrators. Households were selected at random from that list for
interviews which all took place in the participant’s house. To provide
a representation of the variation present within the population of 
each village, interviews were conducted with over 10% of households 
(Table 4.1). In terms of the three socio-ethnic groups present, this
random selection resulted in 73% of households sampled being long-
term residents (120 households), 17% returnees from the Democratic
Republic of Congo since the 1994 genocide (28 households) and 10%
Twa, an indigenous group, many of whose lives were forest-based until 
recent decades (17 households, Table 4.1). Groups were identified 
through time spent in villages prior to formal research (see Dawson
2013 for further detail).

Quantitative and qualitative methods for the household level study 
were not conducted separately, but were instead integrated in the same
interview. Interviews involved application of standardised, survey-type
questions (to collect socio-economic data about measurable material
resources, education and ability to meet basic needs) alongside open 
and flexible questions exploring the individual’s values, priorities, land 
practices and how they felt about changes in their lives over the past
10 to 15 years.

Three integrated analyses were performed on the resulting data.
Results from the analysis of initial focus group exercises were used to 
guide quantitative analyses of the survey-type data collected for the
165 households interviewed. That analysis, therefore, focuses upon the 
aspects of material wellbeing put forward by participants themselves 
as important for their wellbeing and assesses changes in those key
resources over time, rather than analysing normatively selected indica-
tors. In order to differentiate based on socio-economic status of house-
holds, a hierarchical cluster analysis was used to group households based 
on the main material and human resources. Clustering was agglomera-
tive using between-group linkages and squared Euclidean distances with 
standardised values to account for the different scales of the four vari-
ables described below.

Finally, the qualitative data obtained from the open questions included 
in interviews, the unstructured components were used to explore peo-
ple’s values, factors which determine their ways of acting and people’s 
feelings regarding changes occurring in their lives. The mixed methods 
analytical approach used in this study can be described as an integrated 
mixed methods study, taking a ‘qual-quant-qual’ analytical form.
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Results and discussion

This section details results from the different stages of data analysis:
firstly, focus groups exploring local conceptions of wellbeing; secondly, 
the quantitative analysis of material and human resources highlighted
in those focus groups, collected through household surveys; and finally,
further qualitative analyses of both material and non-material aspects of 
wellbeing and drivers of key changes in respondents’ lives.

Initial qualitative exploration

Focus groups were conducted to elicit views as to a local conception of 
wellbeing. To achieve this only one simple question was asked: what
does it mean to live well here, in this village? The facilitator sought only
to encourage debate among the five to seven randomly selected partici-
pants in each village. The major themes were then extracted from these
transcripts through qualitative analysis.

The responses from the eight focus groups exhibited a strong consist-
ency across villages and there was clear agreement within those groups
on the major components of wellbeing in that local context. They pro-
vided information on issues that people find important for assessing
wellbeing, spanning subjective and relational dimensions alongside 
material ones. These consisted of: land; livestock; employment; health;
housing; infrastructure; social relations and sharing; and also finally the 
autonomy of a household over its own land use and investment deci-
sions. Some components of wellbeing commonly afforded high impor-
tance were absent, notably education.

Land was put forward as the priority element of wellbeing and a key
resource required in seven of the eight focus groups, and livestock was 
in each case named as a key resource to enable people to use that land
productively to produce food for their household or for trade oppor-
tunities. The importance afforded to land and livestock represents a
notable departure from ‘conventional poverty measures’ and the val-
ues attached to these resources, and impacts of deprivation in them are
therefore prioritised here for more detailed discussion. Without these
paired resources people would be expected to struggle to find sufficient
food for their household. This initial, very clear response by participants 
is quite unsurprising given the environmental constraints faced in food
production and the proportion of the population who practise subsist-
ence farming. Furthermore, the majority of households grew crops for 
subsistence rather than for trade and therefore income would not neces-
sarily represent a good proxy for land in poverty assessments.



72 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

In addition, land use, particularly agricultural practices, formed an 
intimate link with social relations and cultural practices. Farming meth-
ods often become common to people across a wider area in response
to environmental constraints like climate and terrain. The relationship
between agricultural practices and wellbeing is therefore complex and 
often relates to subjective and relational wellbeing, as well as purely
material aspects. In this context, as was revealed through qualitative 
exploration of values, people utilised knowledge which has built up over
centuries to practise a complex polyculture to minimise their chances
of suffering hunger, and around which patterns of trade and social rela-
tions had evolved (Dawson, 2013). The only village for which land was
not put forward as the major contributor to their wellbeing was in a 
village consisting entirely of Twa households, who possessed negligible
land and whose cultural attachments to forest appeared stronger than
those for agricultural practices.

While education plays a major part in poverty indicators and MDGs,
its contribution to wellbeing was highly contested in this particular con-
text and it was considered to play a key role in only the two wealthiest
villages. Many people placed education of their children as an aspiration 
for the future and valued the increased availability of schools closer to
their homes. Yet its impact on the wellbeing of households was con-
sidered by many to be minimal. It is not difficult to illustrate why this 
should be the case: In rural Rwanda, the majority of people earn about 
100 times less than the minimum wage in the UK on a day they can
actually find work (most commonly 50 pence for a day of labouring in
crop fields), which is seasonally available and for many very uncertain 
from day to day. Yet food costs around a quarter to a half of the equiva-
lent cost in Britain. Higher-paid alternatives for work are scarce such
that those with relatively high levels of education are often still reliant
on manual labouring in rural areas.

Finally, two further elements of wellbeing considered to be important
in this rural Rwandan context were less material in nature. People fre-
quently put forward social relations and sharing within the village and 
autonomy, the freedom to act to pursue their own wellbeing goals, as
key contributors to their wellbeing. The inclusion of these non-material 
elements supports the use of concerted study of subjective and rela-
tional aspects of wellbeing to assess the impacts of change or of poli-
cies on rural Rwandans. Autonomy was considered to be a recurring 
theme through expressions such as, ‘We need for rural people’s opin-
ions to be heard by the government!’ Respondents in every focus group
highlighted policy examples through which their behaviour, practices, 
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earnings and expenditure were subject to control which they consid-
ered excessively restrictive and for which non-compliance could result
in fines. These included policies governing housing materials, standards
for household items, agricultural practices, crop selection and livestock 
husbandry.

Quantitative representation of heterogeneity in sample 
population

By disaggregating households, the variation within a population can be
represented to highlight which types of people suffer which types of pov-
erty, with implications for the design of poverty alleviation policies. In 
attempting to display variation in the more objective aspects of wellbe-
ing in this case study, the results of focus groups (the objective indicators
put forward as being important by participants themselves) were used to
guide quantitative analysis. Therefore land size, livestock, employment
and shelter were categorised to describe households (Table 4.2).

A hierarchical cluster analysis was then employed to look not only at
which households suffer deprivations in each of those resources but to 
determine the extent to which socio-economic groups could be iden-
tified based on this group of resources, and particularly to highlight 
which and how many households in the sample could be described as 
suffering poverty in the local context. Clustering was agglomerative
using between-group linkages and squared Euclidean distances with 

Table 4.2 Categories of land size, livestock, shelter and occupation used for hier-
archical cluster analysis (based on interview data for 165 households)

Land size Livestock House type Occupation

< 0.1 hectare 
(17%)

0.1 to 0.25 ha 
(23%)

0.26 to 0.5 ha 
(22%)

0.51 to 1 ha 
(19%)

1.1 to 2.5 ha 
(14%)

> 2.5 ha (4%)

No livestock (33%)
Small livestock or 

borrowed cow 
(31%)

Own one cow 
(22%)

Own two cows or 
more (14%)

Basic constructions 
of earth and 
sticks (25%)

3 rooms or less, 
constructed with 
large adobe or 
concrete blocks
(42%)

Larger houses built
with concrete or
manufactured 
bricks (33%)

Agricultural labour
only (17%)

Other labouring (e.g. 
tea labour, building,
charcoal making or 
brewing (25%)

Own trade such as
crops and shop 
owners (36%)

Professionals (builders,
teachers, 
administrators, 
mechanics or 
drivers) (22%)
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standardised values to account for the different scales of the four vari-
ables detailed in Table 4.2. Cluster results are presented in Table 4.3.

The four groups identified in the cluster analysis presented in Table 4.3
were very clearly divided and the sample size enabled common groups 
and patterns to be drawn from it. Standard errors for each of the variables 
were very small and differences between each group were highly statisti-
cally significant (p( < 0.01). The differences between landless labourers 
and relatively wealthy groups in terms of material resources reflect high
levels of inequality and suggest that changes and development policies 
are experienced very differently by groups in rural Rwandan society.
Most notably in terms of studying poverty dynamics, the group identi-
fied as ‘landless labourers’ is very similar to the groups defined as living
in chronic poverty in Howe and McKay’s study of rural poverty dynam-
ics described above (Howe and McKay 2007). For landless labourers land
and livestock holdings are negligible, their shelters very basic and small 
and they are entirely dependent upon sporadic labouring opportuni-
ties which yield uncertain and very small wages. This group represented
34% of the sample population (although this may not be representative
of the wider population in the region due to the small sample size and
potentially non-representative sample). The deprivation experienced by
this group is illustrated by their inability to meet basic needs: 89% of 
this group collect firewood illegally and 75% suffer food scarcity, hav-
ing to go at least an entire day a month with no food at all (this often
occurred much more frequently).

Table 4.3 Results of hierarchical cluster analysis displaying different groups
identified from 165 households in rural Rwanda (greater detail on methods can 
be found in Dawson, 2013)

Landless 
labourers 
(34%)

Resource  
poor workers 
(38%)

Relatively 
wealthy, 
diversified  
farmers (24%)

Relatively 
wealthy
professionals 
without 
livestock (3%)

Land Average 0.13 ha Average 0.56 ha Average 2 ha Average 2.25 ha
Livestock Majority have 

none, 7% 
own cow

29% own a cow Nearly all own  
cows

No livestock. All 
grow trees 
commercially

Occupation Labourers 
earning 40p to 
£1 per day

Regular,  
low-paid  
work. 43% 
trade crops

Own business or 
professionals.  
68% trade crops

All are 
professionals 
and trade 
crops

Housing Small and basic
houses

Mostly medium Relatively large 
houses

All have large
houses
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Levels of poverty and inequality were also explored across socio-
ethnic groups. During introductory and sampling phases of fieldwork, 
prior to focus groups and household interviews, clear differences had
been observed between socio-ethnic groups based on their material well-
being and most obviously based on their spatial segregation. Analysis
was therefore performed to explore the proportion of people from each
socio-ethnic group who were represented in the four socio-economic
groups identified in Table 4.3. Results revealed that less than 10% of 
returnee households were classified as landless labourers compared to 
30% of long-term resident households and a striking 88% of Twa house-
holds. Indeed not one Twa household belonged to the highest two cat-
egories. Households lacking a male household head were also skewed
towards the poorer groups but the effect was slight compared to socio-
ethnic difference.

Quantitative analysis, based on these objective indicators, can also 
inform us about trends in material wellbeing among the sample pop-
ulation. Recall, supported by triangulation of responses, is a common 
method to reconstruct data about past events (Bamberger et al. 2010).
By asking respondents to recall to what extent their land holdings,
livestock and occupations have changed over the preceding decade 
it is possible to ascertain changes in their socio-economic status over 
time. Responses were verified visually where possible, and also verified
through repeated questioning at later stages of the single interview con-
ducted in each sample household. This exercise revealed that 12% of 
the sample population had fallen into the landless labourer category
in the last decade, having sold large areas of land in that time. Analysis
of change between socio-economic categories also revealed that land
holdings were not falling consistently across the categories identified. 
While 28% of all sampled households revealed falling land holdings,
16% were also able to increase holdings over the same 10 to 15 year 
time period. Those who were able to increase holdings were almost all
in the two relatively wealthy socio-economic categories in Table 4.3.
This indicates a redistribution of land away from the poorest households
towards the wealthiest and suggests some very different trends to those
indicated by standard poverty measures. National level measures of ine-
quality suggest that inequality is extremely high in Rwanda. The Gini
coefficient has consistently been greater than 0.5 since 2000 (http://
data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI, accessed 9 July 2013). This
simple depiction of difference and change does not provide conclusions 
as to why this inequality between groups exists but does indicate that
social and cultural difference and associated inequalities in power may
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play a substantial role in the outcomes which people are able to attain.
The nature of these social processes and inequalities therefore form an
important component of further qualitative analysis.

Further qualitative analysis: Relational and subjective
wellbeing and causes of change

In order to gain further insight into the impacts and effectiveness of 
development policy in rural Rwanda, further qualitative study was
performed based on household interviews. Results are presented only
briefly here. See Dawson (2013) for further detail.

Despite wellbeing gains in certain areas of rural lives (particularly
security, health, housing standards and education provision), virtually 
all respondents expressed during household interviews that they per-
ceived wellbeing as a whole to be decreasing and poverty levels to have 
increased over the previous 10 to 15 years. Furthermore, in many cases it 
was the poorest among them who indicated they had suffered the most 
from these changes. This trend has also been noted in other rural areas
in Rwanda (WFP 2009, Ansoms and McKay 2010). Increases in poverty 
were on the one hand experienced through falling resource levels, par-
ticularly land and livestock holdings, a trend illustrated through the 
quantitative analysis of material wellbeing. On the other hand this was 
felt in ways not measured by conventional poverty indicators: through 
non-material aspects of people’s lives such as impacts on cultural prac-
tices, social relations and a curtailment of people’s individual freedom
to act as they wish to pursue their goals.

The drivers of change mentioned during interviews included sporadic 
food price changes, environmental change in the form of soil degrada-
tion and social change through increased exposure to global markets 
(Dawson, 2013). However, one of the major themes to be drawn from 
household interviews was the primarily negative influence of what were
ostensibly development policies on the wellbeing of rural households.
The very policies which had been declared successes based on limited 
quantitative indicators, including poverty measurements (IFAD 2011,
IMF 2011), were perceived by participants to have negatively impacted 
them. The development policies considered to have impacted poor
households in this study negatively include enforced housing improve-
ments, modernisation of trade buildings, villagisation of scattered rural
settlements and agricultural intensification policies. I discuss villagisa-
tion and agricultural intensification below.

The villagisation policy aims to bring the entire rural population of 
the country into clustered settlements by 2020 (ROR 2007), ostensibly 
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in order to provide services and better housing to the rural population. 
With local targets passed down to local administrators by the central 
government, considerable pressure is applied on particular families 
living remotely by their fields to move home. The financial burden
involved in moving to more costly areas with higher housing standards
often involves selling land, incurring debt and losing income-earning 
potential and has contributed to land redistribution and decreased
wealth among some of the poorest, despite indicators of increased hous-
ing standards and the potential for electricity to be installed reflecting a
reduction in poverty.

Although the villagisation policy has had profound effects for some,
the greatest negative impact was deemed to be incurred as a result of 
agricultural development policies. The new Rwandan Land Policy and
Crop Intensification Program (ROR 2004, MINAGRI 2011) was put 
forward as a set of interventions aiming to improve the lives of small-
holder farmers and to improve food security for the Rwandan popula-
tion (i.e. policies with development objectives). These two policies seek 
to promote increased utilisation of agricultural land and production of 
marketable crops to enable smallholders to make a transition towards
modern, market-oriented farmers. The effects of those policies on auton-
omy, expectations, tenure security over homes and land, and on social 
and cultural practices formed some of the most important trends and 
shocks occurring in the lives of rural inhabitants.

In rural Rwanda, the traditional mode of food production, grow-
ing multiple crops, is a method to reduce vulnerability to crop failure, 
high prices for alternative foods at market and to reduce times without 
harvestable staples in the face of highly sloping land and extreme and 
unpredictable dry and rainy seasons. Farming methods often develop
over centuries as a response to environmental uncertainty and those
methods represent a cultural and human resource (Zoomers 1999). In
this polyculture system, 60 different crop types were recorded in west-
ern Rwanda, often with overlapping crop cycles (NISR 2010). Rwandan 
agricultural policies are directly opposed to this system, deeming it 
‘a mediocre agriculture that has no future’ (ROR 2004). In the three areas
within this study, maize, beans and tea were being gradually imposed 
upon farmers, despite their own perception that maize was unsuitable 
for their land and that cash crops were unsuitable for their subsistence
needs. The approved crops require use of chemical fertilisers, which are 
provided on credit. However, as only 38% of households traded crops
(the rest relying on subsistence), only a third of households actually 
used them, leaving the rest more vulnerable to crop failure, lack of food
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and an increased need to sell their land simply to meet costs and feed
their family. Among the 165 interview respondents only six households 
stated support for the policy whereas 68 described that it had affected
them negatively, a large number despite the obvious reluctance of 
respondents to voice strong opinions about government policy.

Despite the potential impact on land tenure, land distribution and the
ability of millions of rural smallholders to subsist, the policy may still
be deemed a success, based on increased production yields of approved 
crop types. Furthermore, in terms of consistent measures of poverty, the 
loss of land and reduction in time spent producing food for a house-
hold may lead to increased reliance on labouring for income meaning 
that the purchasing power of households could actually be deemed to
increase. The enforced change in land practices has affected not only
material wellbeing but also non-material elements, having strong effects
on social relations and cultural practices. It is the pervasive impact of 
such policies on a household’s expectations, agency and ability to uti-
lise their human, social and cultural resources which are unrepresented
through objective, normative, conventional poverty indicators. This dif-
ference in the focus of different approaches to the study of poverty and
vulnerability is a key factor explaining the difference between the two 
polar viewpoints of Rwandan development policy impacts described 
throughout this chapter.

Reflections on the application of integrated  
mixed methods

The previous sections highlighted some of the shortcomings of poverty
research in Rwanda, both in quantitative and mixed methods studies, 
and illustrated why divergent conclusions about poverty trends and 
policies may emerge. The application of mixed methods in this study 
reveals how some of those limitations may be overcome and how con-
sistent poverty measures and context-specific poverty studies may be
reconciled. This was achieved through the integration of subjective and 
relational dimensions of wellbeing with research into the more objec-
tive, material aspects of people’s lives. I focus particularly on the issue of 
positionality and integration of data collection methods.

Attention to positionality is a crucial factor enabling context specific-
ity to emerge and is therefore also essential for integrated mixed meth-
ods study. But while this represents an opportunity for mixed methods
study, it also highlights some tensions relating to the practical, logistical
application of research methods. The requisite standards for qualitative



Neil Dawson 79

and quantitative data differ and to meet these multiple requirements
means that mixed methods research is time-consuming, necessitates a
broad range of skills for research teams spanning several academic disci-
plines and it can be costly to develop sufficient understanding and rela-
tions to perform well (Brannen 2005). Time was required in this study to
build relationships and for continued reflection and flexibility, aspects
which commonly receive less attention in quantitative household sur-
veys. This was a mixed methods study, not ethnography, but the atten-
tion paid to the researcher-participant relationship went well beyond
that of a rapid rural appraisal. Steps were taken as part of the research to 
spend sufficient time in the research sites to interact with people prior 
to interviews in order to allow participants to understand the motiva-
tions for this project, scope of the work, likely timescale, outcomes and, 
crucially, to enable them to make an informed decision on whether to 
take part or not. Numerous respondents confided about conflicts within 
the family, health issues and candid opinions about government poli-
cies or local level corruption and this provided me with confidence that
my position was well understood and trusted as an independent, albeit
white, British student. Up to three months were spent at each of the
three study sites and, overall, more than one day in the field for each
of the 165 interviews and eight focus groups conducted. This serves to
illustrate well the trade-off between sample size for quantitative analyses 
and the levels of trust and depth of understanding required from quali-
tative analyses, when methods are conducted concurrently by the same
researcher. A focus on researcher-participant relationships allows reflec-
tion on the way in which researchers and methods are perceived, ques-
tions are comprehended and any reasons for the provision of certain
verbal or non-verbal responses (Tourangeau et al. 2000). For example,
development discourse is prevalent in many developing countries and
responses to surveys often strongly reflect this discourse if attention to 
positionality is not given sufficient consideration (Van Dijk 1990). Such
an approach, although ultimately limiting potential sample sizes, ena-
bled sampling and research methods to be tailored to the specific con-
text, and to explore the nature of social differentiation and subjective
factors which define wellbeing in the specific context. Relational factors
can play a particularly important role in local experiences of poverty and
vulnerability in sensitive political environments and ongoing reflexivity 
regarding the relationship with participants. Attention to research eth-
ics and adaptability to changing circumstances were important factors 
in developing a suitable sampling strategy to enable the importance of 
power and culture to emerge.
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This study integrated data collection for quantitative and qualitative 
analyses simultaneously into one household interview. Their combina-
tion in data collection also enhanced their compatibility in subsequent
analyses and interpretation of results, for example, through identifying
changes in holdings of material resources and matching these to percep-
tions of drivers of change. Qualitative and quantitative data collected in
this study formed parts of one holistic (and multi-disciplinary) wellbeing
framework rather than separate (and disciplinarily distinct) methodolo-
gies and this contributed to the different findings supporting, rather than 
contradicting, one another. This presents a possible case for mixed meth-
ods to be integrated, conceptually, through fieldwork and in the analyti-
cal approach, rather than each being designed, conducted and inevitably
evolving, in isolation. The perceived cost of this integrated and detailed 
approach may be the limited sample size, geographic coverage and, 
therefore, relevance of results to other locations. However, for this study 
the validity of the findings and their generalisability may be relatively 
high, because many of the drivers of change were national scale policies.

Conclusions

The way in which poverty is defined, measured and researched strongly 
influence judgements about the suitability and effectiveness of devel-
opment policies in alleviating poverty. In particular, poverty measures
based on consistent, universal objective indicators can produce seem-
ingly conflicting results with studies emphasising context-specific defi-
nitions, experiences and drivers of poverty. Mainstream measurements 
of poverty focus entirely on objectively measurable components of 
material wellbeing to maintain international consistency, while over-
looking the subjective and relational dimensions which are often fun-
damental to people’s wellbeing in that specific context (Ferguson 1990,
Gledhill 2000). It is for this reason that questions about the effectiveness 
of development policies in Rwanda polarise opinion. The rapid reduc-
tion in the proportion of the population falling below poverty indicators
has been praised as an example of successful development. However, at 
the same time, the Rwandan government is decried for implementing 
a suite of coercive policies which disrupt traditional modes of produc-
tion and social systems and favour wealthier citizens while increasing
the vulnerability of the poorest in society. This chapter has described 
how this apparent contradiction arises from different types of poverty
research, those which seek to consistently measure poverty through
objective indicators and those focused on more context-specific and 
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subjective factors. Yet the chapter has also illustrated that both represent 
valid perspectives. Furthermore these apparently contradictory perspec-
tives can be reconciled using a mixed methods approach incorporating
a more holistic analysis of wellbeing.

Access to material resources including water, shelter and medicine is 
universally important for people’s wellbeing. In this sense great strides
have been made in alleviating poverty in Rwanda. Yet such gains do not 
represent a complete picture of what is required to live free from poverty
or enable conclusions to be drawn about overall poverty trends. Though
the MPI adds further material and human resources to monetary-based
poverty measurement, it also suffers the same limitations as consump-
tion-based poverty indicators (Ravallion 2011). Research that pays 
attention not only to the incidence of absolute, measurable poverty but
also to the dynamic social processes which effectively reproduce pov-
erty outcomes may contribute greatly to the implementation of effec-
tive long-term solutions (Hulme and Shepherd 2003, Bevan 2004). In 
the application to Rwanda, for example, the extent of poverty differed
considerably between socio-ethnic groups, suggesting that disaggrega-
tion on this basis may provide valuable insights into the social processes
which reproduce poverty.

By utilising local definitions of wellbeing, poverty and inequality were
shown to be increasing in the villages that were part of this study, even
though mainstream, consistent poverty indicators may reveal an oppo-
site trend. The exclusion of land and livestock from those indicators,
such critical resources for the wellbeing of many rural people, was a
key factor in this discrepancy and, more generally, represents a great
anomaly surrounding research into rural poverty. Additionally, some
of the resources which enable people to live free from poverty are not 
valued for their material contribution alone. Instead, their cultural and
social meaning may form an important component, as was illustrated
through the value conferred on land in rural Rwanda. To reveal some
of these further elements of wellbeing, exploratory research approaches 
may be much more suitable than the ‘confirmatory’ approaches which
may result from rigidly designed studies which only focus on consist-
ent, objectively measurable poverty indicators (Copestake 2013). It is 
the study of the further subjective and relational dimensions of wellbe-
ing and the combination of both qualitative and quantitative methods 
in doing so that support the counternarrative regarding Rwanda’s devel-
opmental trajectory. Ultimately, by using multiple methods to define 
and analyse trends in wellbeing, negative poverty trends were shown to
be exacerbated by development policies themselves.
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The case supporting the wider adoption of mixed methods has come 
through the realisation that long-term development success has lagged 
far behind the potential and that the limited attention paid to context, 
culture and relational factors has been a contributory factor. But although 
mixed methods approaches can overcome many of the described weak-
nesses in poverty research, their application is far from common. There
are a number of inter-related reasons why the credibility of this type
of research is questioned by current academic and institutional norms.
Mixed methods poverty research spans different disciplines (Kanbur
and Shaffer 2007) and though this chapter has demonstrated this is
not insurmountable, the clash between the skills required to perform
‘thick description’ of social complexity (Geertz 1973) and the strict aca-
demic and professional demands of development practice may form a 
considerable barrier. Attention to positionality and the use of research
methods which explore subjective and relational aspects of wellbeing in
addition to the material and human resources people possess or lack can
allow more holistic interpretations of poverty and its causes to develop.

This study has shown that mixed methods research has a crucial 
potential role to play in the progression of development practices
towards achieving poverty alleviation goals and avoiding negative pol-
icy impacts. Ethically, more holistic research approaches may help to 
break a cycle of development practice which, although in some circum-
stances may produce tangible gains, in others it may prove to be inef-
fective, and critically in others may result in an unregistered harm to
some of the poorest people on earth (Mosse 2004). The challenge for
those practising mixed methods research lies in continuing to utilise
and refine approaches, in different fields and contexts, so that their use 
becomes common practice and the insights they bring forward become 
what is considered to be good or sufficient evidence. Acknowledgement 
of the credibility of mixed methods as a research method is growing. 
Acknowledgement of its role in providing credible evidence of develop-
ment or policy impacts may also follow.

Note

1 This study was made possible through funding from the Social Sciences
Faculty of the University of East Anglia and with support from the Ecosystem 
Services for Poverty Alleviation (ESPA) programme. Permitting and logistics 
were aided by staff at the Rwanda Development Board, Wildlife Conservation 
Society and Forest of Hope in addition to village chiefs and local executive 
secretaries. Above all we are thankful to those who participated in and con-
tributed to the study.
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Introduction

The concept of resilience is at the centre of current debates in develop-
ment, climate change adaptation and humanitarian aid. Most recently, 
calls were made to integrate ‘resilient development’ and disaster risk 
management into each sector of the post-2015 Sustainable Development 
Goals (Hasan 2014). Constas et al. (2014: 4) wrote, ‘In a world where
conventional approaches to dealing with humanitarian aid and devel-
opment assistance have been questioned, resilience has captured the
attention of many audiences because it provides a new perspective on
how to effectively plan for and analyse the effects of shocks and stress-
ors that threaten the well-being of vulnerable populations.’ But what is
meant by resilience, how can we measure it and what do we know about
the factors that drive resilience?

The Sahel has been at the forefront of the debate on resilience due to
the apparent failure to sustainably improve food security in the region, 
which has suffered from a recurring cycle of food shortages for decades
(Jefferys 2013). Sahelian populations have been depicted as passive vic-
tims subject to exogenous features of the ‘complex, diverse and risk-
prone’ environments they live in (Chambers 1997). Others, however, 
portray these populations as highly skilled at adapting their livelihoods
to a challenging environment, with ‘resilience’ seen as an essential
pre-requisite to reducing poverty and food insecurity (Gubbels 2013). 
Burkina Faso, a Sahelian landlocked country, provides a pertinent case 
study of these polarised views. However, it is not yet fully understood
how such ‘resilience’ can be achieved and what indicators can be used 
to measure resilience at the scale of a livelihood system. With over 
2.5 billion people living in drylands worldwide, it is important to
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understand how sustainable agricultural livelihoods are constructed
and maintained in risk-prone environments.

This chapter presents a mixed methods approach to unpicking liveli-
hood resilience, documenting how rural populations in two provinces
of Burkina Faso manage risk and adapt their livelihoods. The rationale 
for choosing a mixed methods approach is laid out below. The approach 
aims to identify factors enabling resilience, explore how strategies can
vary within and between households and seasons, and understand how
and why these drive household resilience and impact on a household’s 
welfare – specifically their level of food security. Through the use of 
mixed methods this chapter provides a more nuanced understanding of 
how sustainable agricultural livelihoods are constructed and maintained 
in risk-prone environments. The benefits and challenges regarding the 
application of mixed methods are also discussed.

Conceptual background

Resilience: More than ‘bouncing back’

The term ‘resilience’ is widely used in a range of disciplines from psy-
chology to engineering, and is increasingly employed by humanitarian 
and development actors in the context of climate change adaptation 
and disaster risk reduction. However, the term ‘resilience’ is used in dif-
ferent ways within different disciplines because the concepts behind it 
have separate intellectual histories (Janssen and Ostrom 2006).

In engineering and psychology, the term ‘resilience’ is equated to the
capacity of a physical structure or person to ‘bounce back’ or return to 
equilibrium following a perturbation or psychological stress (Gunderson
and Holling 2002). In contrast, ecological resilience refers not to a sim-
ple return to status quo after a shock but refers to repeating cycles of 
adaptation and change which can result in a variety of different out-
comes. This chapter uses the definition from ecology and applies it to
the research on poverty, understanding resilience as the property which
helps people and communities to anticipate, prepare for, cope with, and
recover from shocks. It not only allows them to ‘bounce back to where 
they were before the shocks occurred, but [also to] become even better-
off’ (Fan et al. 2014).

The poverty literature has had a long tradition of examining the 
links between shocks, poverty or food insecurity and coping, examin-
ing the processes leading to the outcome of poverty1 (Chaudhuri 2003,
Davies 1996). Widely documented processes include coping strategies,
before as well as after a shock (Dercon 2005). These strategies are usually
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examined at the scale of an individual or a household, with the term 
‘resilience’ often employed as a loose antonym of vulnerability (Adger
2000). Examining the same links between shocks, food insecurity and 
coping through a ‘resilience’ lens would similarly concentrate on
understanding the underlying processes, but focus the analysis on a
different level: Resilience refers to a process occurring at the scale of a
whole system – be it an ecosystem or a livelihood system – instead of 
a process at the level of a household or individual. As such it moves
beyond understanding the individual determinants of vulnerability, 
and focuses on understanding the system-wide factors which help
groups of people – extended families and communities – to anticipate,
prepare for, cope with, and recover from shocks. For this reason, this 
study focused on polygamous families in Burkina Faso as they are large
enough to each manage their own livelihood ‘system’.

Links between ‘resilience’ and ‘food security’

While resilience has been used effectively within ecology, psychology
and engineering, and more recently in the humanitarian sector, resil-
ience within the context of food and nutrition security is still a nascent
concept (Fan et al. 2014). ‘Resilience’ and ‘food security’ relate to each 
other in two different ways.

Firstly, food and agricultural systems themselves need to be resilient
to shocks, both large and small, to help preserve food availability and
access even when shocks occur. Otherwise, economic shocks such as
volatile food prices and financial crises, for example, can cause fluctua-
tions in food prices which can reduce food consumption among net
food buyers in developing countries (Zseleczky and Yosef 2014). In other 
words, resilience of a livelihood system can ensure the food security of 
individuals within that system.

Secondly, being food secure facilitates the ability of an individual
to anticipate, prepare for, cope with and recover from shocks simply
because that individual is healthy and able to work and operate within 
their social network, all other things being equal. The food security
of individuals can also enhance the resilience of whole economies 
by enhancing the long-term health and productivity of individuals 
(Hoddinott 2014). This concept is particularly relevant to the food secu-
rity and nutrition sector because it emphasises the adverse long-term 
consequences of short-term shocks (Constas et al. 2014). In the context
of addressing chronic undernutrition, there is a compelling body of evi-
dence showing that not only do shocks and stressors such as civil war 
and drought have immediate effects on pre-school children’s nutritional 
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status but that these effects persist into adulthood. Conversely, children
in households with greater resilience are likely to be better nourished
and better schooled; and, as adults, these children will likely be more 
resilient to the shocks and stressors they face.

In summary, individual food security can enable individual resilience 
and therefore resilience of a livelihood system more widely – but a resil-
ient livelihood system can also ensure the food security of individuals 
within that system. In other words being food secure can be both an 
enabling factor and an outcome of resilience.

Climate change literature is increasingly examining these inter-
linkages between resilience and food security in the context of adap-
tation to climate change, focusing particularly on the inter-linkages
between resilience and poverty alleviation. For example, the African 
Climate Change Resilience Alliance (ACCRA) has been investigating cli-
mate change adaptation in Ethiopia, Uganda and Mozambique for the
past five years (2009–2014). They have developed a local adaptive capac-
ity (LAC) framework which helps to understand what drives resilience 
at the level of local government institutions (Jones et al. 2010). Their 
framework was based on five elements which were thought to reflect a 
high capacity for resilience and adaptive capacity: the asset base, insti-
tutions and entitlements, knowledge and information, innovation and 
flexible forward-looking decision-making and governance.

This chapter adopts a similar approach as the LAC framework but 
focuses on a lower level: it examines these five elements in the context 
of the food security of individuals and their individual strategies – 
instead of focusing on local government institutions.

Application of mixed methods to ‘resilience’

Although resilience is a relatively intuitive concept, it remains difficult 
to measure because it can be measured at different levels (individual, 
household, community or country-wide) and because resilience is
shock-specific. If a household is resilient to one type of shock, it does
not follow that the household is resilient to all shocks (Carpenter et al.
2001: 767).

Two types of measures of resilience can be distinguished; those which
capture the capacity for resilience before a shock (ex-ante) and those
which track the outcome of being resilient after the shock has occurred
(ex-post). Most studies have focused on developing an ex-ante indica-
tor to capture the capacity for resilience, because ex-post indicators can
simply rely on existing approaches to tracking the recovery of income or
undernutrition after a shock. For example, in the case of undernutrition,
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one would track weight for height and height for age assessing the tim-
ing and severity of their fall and the length of time it takes to recover
from the shock (Hoddinott 2014).

Ex-ante indicators generally take the form of a single resilience index
which aggregates a variety of characteristics that are thought to enable
resilience. The 2013 report of an Expert Consultation organised by the
FAO and World Food Programme (WFP) reviewed 11 methodologies cur-
rently being employed by a variety of research groups, NGOs and UN 
agencies to measure the ex-ante capacity for resilience – including the
ACCRA study mentioned above (Frankenberger and Nelson 2013).2 All
computed an index which aggregated a variety of characteristics such as
asset holdings, income levels, food security levels, coping strategies and 
exposure to shocks – with only three of the 11 indices also including 
‘softer’ dimensions such as social capital, wellbeing and psychological
stress, knowledge and awareness of adaptation options, and the flexibil-
ity of governance structures.

Only one of the 11 methodologies explicitly adopted a mixed 
methods approach whereby the index which was computed using sec-
ondary data was validated and further explored through key inform-
ant interviews and focus group discussions in Haiti.3 A subsequent 
review conducted by the authors found only two other resilience
studies which adopted mixed methods approaches based on research 
in Somalia4 and Honduras.5 Out of the three, only the Somali study
described a clear rationale for the sequencing of qualitative and quan-
titative elements.

In summary, it appears that the measurement of resilience is currently
dominated by quantitative approaches. While easier to track over time,
the over-reliance on quantitative aggregate indicators can make trends
difficult to interpret, especially the ‘softer’ dimensions listed previously.
This chapter adopts a mixed methods approach precisely to unpick 
some of these ‘softer’ dimensions.

Methodological approach

Overview

This chapter is part of a wider study (Tincani 2012) which aimed to bet-
ter understand the different causal links between ‘resilience’ and ‘food
security’ at the level of the individual and the household. It took the
premise that resilience and food security are self-reinforcing drivers,
meaning that a resilient household is expected to be more food secure 
(better able to meet the food needs of their family all year round); and a 
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food-secure household is expected to be better able to prepare for, cope 
with and recover from shocks, making it more resilient.

The wider study took a three-pronged mixed methods approach, which
is summarised below. It includes both ex-ante elements for the capacity
for resilience (the enabling factors) and ex-post elements regarding the
result of possessing or not possessing resilience (outcome indicator).

A variety of qualitative and quantitative enabling factors were explored 
over the course of the study to understand the causal links between
household resilience and household food security levels. These fac-
tors were not aggregated into a single index in order to maintain the 
richness of the data.
Quantitative process indicators of resilience were developed, and meas-
ured over the course of the study for each household, in order to
capture variations in the determining factors driving household food 
security. The application of these process-level indicators is novel in
the field of food security and poverty research, and draws on defini-
tions of quantitative resilience indicators from the ecological sciences.
The household’s food security level was estimated at the beginning 
of the study, in order to capture variation in food security between
households (for simplicity this is referred to as the outcome indicator 
even though food security can be both an enabling factor and an
outcome of resilience – as previously explained).

All three elements where tackled through a mixed methods approach
entailing quantitative surveys, qualitative semi-structured interviews,
focus groups discussions (FGD), key informant interviews and partici-
pant observations over 14 months. Table 5.1 provides an overview of 
the different data collection tools used. While the wider study covered
all three elements, this specific chapter focuses on a discussion of the
enabling factors and briefly presents the variations found in the ‘process
indicators’ of resilience. We present the whole research design below
because the data on enabling factors analysed in this chapter was col-
lected throughout the study and benefited from the careful sequenc-
ing of different elements of the mixed methods approach to inform the
design of tools and enable continuous triangulation of findings. Before 
data collection began, a qualitative participatory wealth ranking was 
undertaken to better understand the local understanding of ‘food secu-
rity’ and to define four food security levels. Thereafter, for each of the
six survey rounds during the 14 months study, each round began with 
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Table 5.1 Overview of quantitative and qualitative tools used to address the 
research questions

Research questions

Qualitative data 
collection and  
analysis tools

Quantitative data
collection and  
analysis tools

Which livelihood 
strategies were 
members of  
the household  
engaged in?

Individual interviews 
used to understand 
which strategies are
undertaken by whom,  
in each season.

Quantitative cooking
survey used to compare
how much each 
strategy contributed to
household food security.

How and why did 
different strategies
contribute to the
household’s 
resilience level?

Individual interviews 
and FGD used to
understand the  
decisions behind why
different strategies 
were chosen.

Pairwise ranking exercise 
used to identify which 
criteria was most
important in making 
decisions that resulted
in strategies being 
chosen that improved 
the household’s
resilience level.

What was the 
household’s 
resilience level?

FGD used to assess
community  
perception of historic
levels of resilience.

Compound resilience
indicators constructed
to measure household
resilience levels.

What was the 
household’s food 
security level at the
beginning of the  
study and how did  
it relate to the
household’s 
resilience level?

Participatory wealth  
ranking used to  
define four food  
security levels.

FGDs used to estimate
which of these four 
levels applied to each
household (self-reported).

Correlation analysis 
used to assess the
relationship between
levels of food security
and levels of resilience.

a quantitative data collection phase and was followed three–four weeks
later by a qualitative data collection phase. This timing meant that dur-
ing each phase the findings from quantitative data could be verified and 
deepened through the qualitative tools applied straight after. However, 
these qualitative findings also helped to continuously refine the under-
standing of the concepts studied, and allowed the following round of 
quantitative questionnaires to be refined to better capture the indicators 
it intended to measure. The mixed methods design enabled a detailed
understanding of which strategies household members were using and
why they were choosing these.
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Scope of the study sample

In order to examine the link between food security and resilience,
households were chosen from two provinces within the Mossi ethnic
group (see Figure 5.1). The two study provinces were deliberately chosen 
because of their varying level of food security. While at national level, 
Burkina Faso is just about self-sufficient in food production, covering
105% of its food needs over the last decade, the drier Northern provinces
frequently experience a shortfall in staple crops, only meeting 73% of 
their food needs on average (INSD 2009). As the majority of agriculture 
is rain-fed, differences in cereal production are significantly affected by 
variations in rainfall patterns, with Yatenga province receiving average 
rainfall of 560 mm per year and Zoundwéogo province receiving aver-
age rainfall of 1050 mm per year. Extreme variability in rainfall onset, 
intensity and duration with consequent droughts and floods – a typical 
feature of the Sahelian climate – adds a significant element of uncer-
tainty to the cropping season.

Within each province, two villages were selected. Each of the four
study villages was of a similar size, containing 150–250 polygamous

Figure 5.1 Map of Burkina Faso indicating major rivers and towns, the two field 
sites (triangles), rainfall gradients (dotted lines) and the area inhabited by the
Mossi ethnic group (dashed circle)
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families (roughly 2000–3000 people). Within each village, the study 
sample was selected based on varying levels of household food security;
the outcome indicator for the study. First, different levels of food secu-
rity were defined using a participatory wealth ranking exercise. Next,
a participatory listing of polygamous families was undertaken with 
key informants in each study village. Following this, all households in
study villages were grouped into four food security categories that had 
been defined in the participatory wealth ranking exercise. Finally, two 
polygamous families were purposely chosen per village which contained
households of varying levels of food security, in order to specifically
explore intra-compound variation. All polygamous families of the study 
were purposely chosen as those which could not assure their entire food 
supply from home-grown crops.

Within each household, every adult6 member of the polygamous fam-
ily was interviewed repeatedly during the study period, resulting in a
total study sample of 94 adults (see Table 5.2). Every adult member of 
the polygamous family was interviewed because all contribute in differ-
ent ways to the family’s livelihood system. In the study areas, polyga-
mous families consist of related households communally living together
in large family compounds that often include an ageing patriarch, his 
married sons and their wives and families. These households commu-
nally farm the large family field and share its harvest, while smaller indi-
vidual fields are devolved to married sons and to each of their wives.
Responsibilities relating to major expenses and to the cooking of main 
meals are shared by the whole compound, with minor expenses covered
by households or individuals. Communal living also provides a safety
net against other risks apart from agricultural variability, including dis-
ease morbidity and mortality. However, it is unclear if communal liv-
ing is the best form of risk-pooling, and the delicate trade-off between
individual and collective interests is one of the aspects explored in this
chapter. Decision-making within polygamous families is particularly
difficult to pick up through quantitative surveys and therefore allows 
more useful insights to be gained through the mixed methods approach 
adopted here.

Finally, the livelihood strategies of selected families were observed
over a whole agriculture cycle, spanning a total of 14 months. This time
frame was chosen due to the highly seasonal nature of livelihood activi-
ties in Burkina Faso. The dry season (February to May) is dedicated to
maintenance work on the house and farm, as well as local or migra-
tory trading activities. First rains usually begin in May and last until
October. The ‘rainy’, ‘lean’ and ‘harvest’ seasons (May to January) are
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dominated by agricultural tasks ranging from clearing the land, sow-
ing and weeding through to harvesting. The lean season, known as the 
période de soudure (transition period), is thought to be the period of high-
est food insecurity, with food stocks running low because the previous 
year’s dwindling staple crop reserves have not yet been replenished by
the new harvest. As most rural farmers are not self-sufficient in food
production, families engage in a wide range of livelihood activities such
as livestock-keeping, agroforestry, trading activities and other off-farm 
activities in addition to farming.

Estimating household’s food security levels (outcome indicator)

In order to better understand the quantitative element of the mixed
methods approach, we first briefly describe how we estimated house-
hold food security levels and developed quantitative process indicators
before moving on to enabling factors, the focus of this chapter.

Before data collection began, different levels of food security were
defined together with a selection of key informants from the study sites 
using a participatory wealth ranking exercise based on local criteria,
including the possession of physical assets, disposable income and sub-
jective perception of food security (Grandin 1988). Interviewees defined
four categories: ‘very low’, ‘low’, ‘acceptable’ and ‘high’ food security.
This categorisation of the food security level of each household was only
undertaken once – at the beginning of the study.

Developing and measuring quantitative process  
indicators of resilience

The process indicators of resilience were based solely on quantitative 
data and analysis, measured at the scale of one livelihood system (the
sum of livelihood activities carried out by one polygamous family). The
three indicators – diversity, co-variance and standard deviation of food 
sources – were based on resilience indicators that have been repeatedly
tested and validated through the long-term study of resilience in ecosys-
tems (Gunderson and Holling 2002, Holling 1973) but have not been 
empirically tested for livelihood systems. A full methodological discus-
sion of these indicators can be found in Tincani (2012).

Due to the goal of the study – aiming to understand the causal link 
of how and why ‘resilience’ might increase food security – only those
livelihood strategies contributing to the family’s food security were used 
to calculate the three quantitative process indicators of resilience in 
accordance with Sen’s Entitlement Theory7 (Sen 1981). In short, only
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the following four strategies which were physically bringing food into
the household were documented:

Home-grown staple foods – principally sorghum, millet and maize;
Food purchased from nearby towns with cash from agricultural sales or d
off-farm employment;
Food received in the form of gifts from relatives, most commonly sacks d
of rice or millet; or
Food gathered in the form of edible tree products, for example, leavesd
and fruits of a range of trees such as baobab.

The proportion of food stemming from each of the four pre-determined 
food sources – or livelihood activities – was quantified through cooking
surveys, which were administered every two months from November
2009 to December 2010, resulting in six survey rounds (S1–S6). These 
surveys quantified in detail what each woman had cooked over the last 
six days, through two three-day recall questionnaires.

Contextual information was also gathered on livelihood strategies
which generated income for other purposes than food purchase, in order
to ensure data quality through triangulation. Contextual information
on other livelihood activities such as child minding or maintenance of 
social relations was not recorded.

Exploring enabling factors

In order to understand the causal links between household resilience
and household food security levels, a variety of enabling factors were
explored using both quantitative asset surveys and qualitative tools, as
well as contextual secondary data on rainfall patterns, seasonal livestock 
and staple crop prices. The enabling factors were grouped following the
LAC framework developed by ACCRA (Jones et al. 2010). The only mod-
ification for this study was the level of analysis, which focused on the 
polygamous household as the ‘institution’ or ‘system’ under examina-
tion, whereas ACCRA focused on the higher level of local government 
institutions.

The ownership of assets are well documented as playing an important
role in determining the options households have in responding to 
shocks and thus conveying resilience (Chaudhuri 2003, Davies 1996).
The tangible asset base of every household member was quantified, 
including land owned; monetary income and expenditure flows;
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livestock assets; and food reserves remaining from the harvest, from
food purchases and from collections made in forested areas (edible
tree products). These asset flows – entailing both assets accumulated 
and assets consumed – were quantified every two months to capture
the strong seasonality of wealth in Burkina Faso. They were quanti-
fied for every adult household member individually using a quanti-
tative questionnaire to disentangle the distribution of assets within
polygamous families8 common in the study area.
Understanding not only the asset base but also access to assets 
through entitlements is essential to untangling how these contrib-
ute to conveying resilience. This research specifically focused on the
household/extended family as an ‘institution’ through which access
to resources is mediated. As such, asset entitlements were examined 
using the extent of asset sharing within polygamous families, through
one-off qualitative interviews with every adult member of the house-
hold. These focused in particular on the ability of household mem-
bers to negotiate access to resources held by other members of the 
polygamous family, as well as accessing common property resources 
held by the whole family – namely edible tree products gathered from
land owned by the whole family clan.
Understanding risks and how to adapt to them affects the ability of 
households to maintain their food security in the face of these risks.
This ability is generally understood to be enhanced by an understand-
ing of which future changes are likely, knowledge about adaptation
options, the ability to assess options and the capacity to implement
suitable interventions (Fankhauser and Tol 1997). This knowledge base
was examined through one-off qualitative interviews, particularly
focusing on the channels through which household members gained 
knowledge about adaptation options.
The ability to foster innovation and support new practices is essen-
tial to allow existing practices to be altered and allow new ones to be
adopted, in response to changing conditions (adaptive capacity). This 
study focused on micro-level innovation, namely initiatives taken by 
individual household members. These were captured through qualita-
tive interviews held every two months, thus tracking changes in behav-
iour occurring against the backdrop of the seasonality of asset cycles.
Flexible forward-looking decision-making is thought to be a key enabling 
factor of resilience, as it determines how individuals and institutions
make decisions over asset allocation, in response to changing cir-
cumstances (Jones et al. 2010). This aspect was investigated through 
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qualitative interviews held every two months, which examined how 
and why household members took certain decisions. The trade-offs 
between decisions were examined through participatory pairwise
ranking exercises.9 Analysis included understanding the ability of 
household members to influence decision-making over the use of 
shared resources, and how these power relations changed across sea-
sons. Changes in attitudes to risk-taking were also mapped across
seasons. Finally, the flexibility of the ‘institution’ of polygamous
family as a whole was examined, exploring how social norms gov-
erning decision-making varied between families and between study
locations.

Data analysis

The comparison of case studies was done within a factorial design10

which compared all combinations of location (northern field site and
southern field site) and food security levels (three levels). Qualitative
and quantitative data collection was identical across all sites. However, 
for statistical analysis, each case study formed a ‘group’, allowing the 
statistical comparison of the averages of key indicators within and 
between ‘groups’.

A mixed methods approach to data analysis was adopted, entailing an
iterative sequencing of quantitative and qualitative data analysis. First,
the quantitative data emerging from the asset inventories and cooking
surveys was analysed and tabulated to identify trends between villages,
between seasons, and within households. Next, qualitative analysis
was undertaken on the transcripts from key informant interviews and 
focus group discussions to further explore these trends, uncovering fac-
tors which could explain the differences identified between villages, 
between seasons, and within households. Lastly, quantitative resil-
ience indicators were computed and analysed to assess if trends identi-
fied in the previous two rounds of analysis also held for the resilience 
indicators.

Limitations of the study

This study took a deliberate approach of investigating decision-making 
within the polygamous family, each of which contained several house-
holds. As such, the emphasis was placed on repeated and detailed data
collection within the household, as opposed to covering a large number 
of households. The resulting study sample was small (23 households; 
94 adults) and made no claim at achieving any level of local or regional
representativeness. Instead, the study was intended as a case study, 
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providing a detailed snapshot of the decision-making processes of eight
polygamous families.

Particular emphasis was placed on the processes affecting decision-
making within the household, focusing on economic, cultural and
behavioural drivers. While the socio-political context of the study vil-
lages and of the country as a whole undoubtedly affected behaviour, this
aspect was not examined in detail by this study. The two study provinces
were deliberately chosen within the same ethnic group to control for
different social structures found in different ethnicities, but it is possible 
that local variations in the socio-political context may still have affected
behaviour in different villages.

Results

This section reports the underlying factors enabling both diversification
and specialisation, contextualising these by looking first at the house-
holds’ resilience levels and how and why different strategies contributed
to these.11 The section is structured to first present the trends in resil-
ience levels revealed through the quantitative data, and then present 
the qualitative findings which were used to unpick and understand the
enabling factors that may have caused these trends. Note that this struc-
ture was chosen to highlight the added value of the mixed methods
approach but during data collection quantitative and qualitative data
was not collected in a sequence, instead it occurred in parallel over six 
iterative survey cycles.

Variations in resilience

This section briefly presents the findings from the quantitative element 
of the study, which measured variations in resilience through various 
‘process indicators’ of resilience. To explore the robustness of the resil-
ience indicators, we discuss whether they exhibited the pattern expected
under varying levels of food security. For the level of diversification of 
food sources – one of the ‘process indicators’ of resilience measured in
this study – one would expect a declining relationship between diver-
sification and food security (Holling 2001). This idea is based on the
premise that assets – in this case, food – can be successfully accumu-
lated through fewer food sources, namely those which ‘work best’, thus 
increasing food security.

However, the data displayed no clear relationship between diversifica-
tion and food security (non-significant Spearman’s rank correlation). For
some households, diversification appeared to be driven by need. Average
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diversification levels were higher in the northern than the southern field 
site12 (see Table 5.3), with qualitative analysis showing that households
diversified in reaction to staple crop shortfall, particularly through pur-
chase. Taken on a seasonal basis, households both in the northern and
southern field site exhibited the highest diversification levels during the 
lean season and the lowest levels after the harvest13 (see Table 5.3), when
staple crop stocks were at their highest.

It also appears other factors influenced diversification levels, as evi-
denced by the fact that some households diversified outside of the lean
season. This effect became particularly clear when one controlled for the
amount of labour available to the household. For polygamous house-
holds with more than one wife, a high level of diversification was main-
tained year-round, whereas monogamous households diversified only
during the lean season – presumably to complement staple crop short-
falls (see Table 5.4).

Based on quantitative data alone it is neither possible to confirm or
reject the claim that livelihood diversification levels affect households’
resilience and food security, nor to examine the causal mechanisms for
how this might be the case. As a result, the following sections discuss
qualitative findings which shed light on the enabling factors that may
have been causing the trends emerging from the quantitative data.

Table 5.3 Seasonal variation livelihood diversification for polygamous families 
in the northern and southern field sites

Nov–Dec Jan–Feb Mar–Apr Jun–Jul Aug–Sep Oct–Nov
Yearly

average

Northern 
fieldsite

0.40 (0.15) 0.50 (0.18) 0.42 (0.12) 0.65 (0.15) 0.50 (0.12) 0.32 (0.14) 0.46 (0.16)

Southern 
fieldsite

0.40 (0.16) 0.33 (0.11) 0.47 (0.11) 0.50 (0.09) 0.30 (0.18) 0.33 (0.07) 0.40 (0.13)

Note: The standard deviation is indicated in brackets

Table 5.4 Yearly average of livelihood diversification for monogamous house-
holds and households with more than one wife

Average yearly diversification level

Households with more than one wife 0.39 (0.16)
Monogamous households 0.45 (0.15)

Note: The standard deviation is indicated in brackets
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Underlying factors enabling both diversification  
and specialisation

This section is structured around three of the five enabling factors intro-
duced in the methodological section, namely asset entitlements, the
knowledge base and the flexibility of decision-making. The remaining 
enabling factors, the asset base itself and micro-level innovation, were not 
found to play a significant role in supporting resilience (Tincani 2012).

Asset entitlements: Resilience is actively constructed

Table 5.5 summarises qualitative findings which suggest that resilience
was not an emergent property, in other words it was not an automatic
result of existing pre-conditions. This highlights the difference between 
resilience and vulnerability. Numerous studies have highlighted that
vulnerability is higher for asset-poor households, but findings of this
study suggest that the livelihood systems of asset-rich households were 
not necessarily more resilient; namely these systems did not necessar-
ily result in a higher level of food security. Table 5.5 outlines examples 
of the decision-making of asset-rich and asset-poor households; one of 
the five types of enabling factors set out in the methodology. It is not
only the asset levels themselves that mattered, but also the way they
were managed. Asset-poor households with low food security levels did 
not manage to put savings away whereas those with high food security
levels succeeded in saving, even if only at a very slow rate. In contrast, 
asset-rich households did not necessarily have high food security levels, 
as some invested their savings unwisely, thus depreciating their capital.
In other words, resilience was not an emergent property but was actively 
constructed based on key decisions taken by household members.

The knowledge base: Ability to make decisions is based on the ability  
to anticipate future changes

As mentioned in the background section, the ability to anticipate future
changes is generally understood to be enhanced by an understanding of 
which future changes are likely, knowledge about adaptation options,
the ability to assess options and the capacity to implement suitable 
interventions (Fankhauser and Tol 1997).

Qualitative findings showed that this capacity was driven by a vari-
ety of factors. Regular exchanges with village elders, as well as personal
experience, explained how household members had accumulated a host
of potential causal drivers of food insecurity. For example, it was known 
that overgrazing of fallow fields degraded soils and limited their ability to 
produce substantial harvests in coming years. Exchanges with elders and
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other village inhabitants also contributed to gaining an understanding 
of which factors can be expected to occur more often, and which early-
warning signs can be used to prompt adaptation before a crisis occurs.

Some of this ‘common wisdom’ was documented in proverbs – such
as the saying that if rain had not fallen by mid-June, women should 
start collecting edible forest products to complement dwindling staple
crop reserves (Bonnet 1982). Other behaviours were born out of expe-
rience, which differed between the northern and southern field sites.
In the northern field site, all households skipped breakfast in the lean
season, with four out of 15 households closing the main granary store
all together.14 None of the southern households displayed either of these 
behaviours. In the northern field site, such behaviour was undertaken 
to save food following the commonly cited rule that ‘if the granary is 
already half empty by March it is best to skip breakfast’. This behaviour
was born out of experience, which showed that reducing food consump-
tion during the hot dry season months (February to April) was more 
feasible than during the lean season (June to September) when physical 
strength was required for farming. In fact, meal sizes notably increased 
during the lean season period to provide strength to those farming, as 
a necessary investment to ensure that the harvest turned out well. The 
observed behaviour was therefore proactive, reducing food consump-
tion to conserve grain reserves, as opposed to reactive, with meal sizes
being smallest once granary reserves had run out in the lean season, just
before the next harvest.

Flexible decision-making: Based on access to labour and asset pools

Remaining flexible and adaptable was cited repeatedly by interviewed 
households as a means to meeting the family’s food needs throughout 
the year. Interviews revealed that three main factors enabled flexibility: 
(i) having access to labour and assets (land, draught animals), (ii) having
sufficient savings to experiment with and (iii) having sufficient auton-
omy within village society to not stifle behaviour. These aspects are dealt
with in turn, below. It is important to note that all three aspects var-
ied considerably within the polygamous family, reinforcing the impor-
tance of a study design which interviewed every adult family member 
separately.

(i) Having access to labour and assets on demand

Economic theory has long highlighted that ownership of assets (con-
trol over a labour pool, ownership of land, draught animals and so on)
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is a significant factor in determining the choices people make, based 
on their options. However, interviews showed that not only ownership 
over assets mattered. Household members such as wives and unmarried
sons who owned few assets highlighted that they were still able to nego-
tiate access to them when needed:

Life was not easy 100 years ago. Men refused to give [their wives] land
because they were afraid she’d become too independent . . . or they’d 
just give her a bad plot of land . . . and as soon as she had worked it
hard and restored soil fertility, he’d take it away out of jealousy and
farm it himself. Thankfully such ‘stories’ are finished now. But a simi-
lar thing still happens to immigrants15 today – when a tenant asks for
land, the owner sometimes takes [the plot] back just when it is start-
ing to be productive again (elderly woman, January 2011).

I don’t have money to buy a plough but I borrowed one from my
brother, and helped him farm his field in return (young male house-
hold head, May 2011).

I asked the head of another clan for access to his trees, and he
allowed me to gather enough to cook dinner for my children. But 
if anyone comes with sacks [with the intention of collecting large 
quantities for selling], they would be chased (monogamous wife,
January 2011).

In closely knit polygamous societies assets are often shared between 
wives of the same husband, between households of the same family
and within family clans. A sophisticated system of negotiation is in
place whereby those requiring a plot of land, for example, can borrow
it from a relative for a fixed period of time. The ability to negotiate
access through social ties was just as important as the physical ability 
to access a market, such as the presence of a road which did not flood
in the rainy season. As a result, even household members in remote vil-
lages in northern Burkina Faso were found to still regularly trade with 
major urban centres in the south of the country, thanks to a network of 
relatives.

The only asset for which negotiation was less effective was access to
labour. As the quantitative data showed, households with more than
one wife had additional labour available to procure food through addi-
tional sources. Qualitative analysis showed that the ability to access
additional food sources depended on a wide variety of factors, includ-
ing purchasing power, proximity to markets, desire to diversify the diet, 
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quality of relationships with relatives and power dynamics within the
household. Additional food sources could be pursued for a host of rea-
sons, including to accumulate food in the form of savings which can 
be later sold and to attenuate power imbalances within the household
(Tincani 2012). In contrast, qualitative analysis confirmed that labour 
shortage due to few adult household members or due to pregnancy or
illness was a significant factor in limiting the ability to access additional
food sources.

(ii) Having sufficient savings to experiment with

A certain pool of savings was a pre-requisite to be able to experiment 
with different strategies and adapt to circumstances. However, inter-
views showed that it was not the absolute but the relative amount of 
savings that mattered. Women reported that if they were able to save
only 15,000 CFA (approximately 18 GBP) per season, they could start 
a new business such as baking, allowing them to sell cupcakes in the
market and gain additional income. Bi-monthly asset inventories clearly
showed that savings levels were highly seasonal, with household mem-
bers typically exhibiting the highest levels of savings at the start of the
dry season (February–April) and least during the lean season (June–
September), see Table 5.6. As a result, the diversity of income-generating
strategies carried out peaked during the dry season, thanks to having
sufficient savings to invest, and diminished in the rainy season.16 If 
successful, income-generating activities created a feedback loop which
generated more income that could be reinvested in other livelihood
activities.

Table 5.6 Seasonal variation of cash income and cash expenditure streams for
all four households of the Tao family (all currencies indicated in CFA, with
£1 = 827 CFA)

Nov–Dec Jan–Feb Mar–Apr Jun–Jul Aug–Sep Oct–Nov Yearly total

Combined 
income

226,800 265,200 274,875 147,200 192,250 309,350 1,415,675

Combined 
expenditure

255,750 174,000 230,600 292,450 223,050 212,675 1,388,525

Assumed
savings

−28,950 91,200 44,275 −145,250 −30,800 96,675 27,150

% of income 
as savings

−13 34 16 −99 −16 31 2
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(iii) Having sufficient autonomy within village society to not stifle 
behaviour

Household members reported that even with sufficient savings and 
access to assets and labour, some were constrained by social norms 
which hindered them from carrying out certain activities – even though 
these activities would have helped them improve their family’s food
security level.

Particularly women and unmarried sons from traditional families
reported that they did not have the freedom to pursue income-generating 
activities, due to lack of permission from the head of the household or
due to other social obligations:

I would like to buy young cows and fatten them up [to sell them].
But I cannot take care of many. I do not have the time to cut much 
grass for them. I am the only son left. All my brothers left for town. 
I need to help my father [to feed the family] (male household head, 
December 2010).

I wanted to start selling cakes so I asked my husband for permission. 
I waited until it was my turn17 and asked him then. As the proverb
goes ‘it is best to sleep on it’ (second wife, November 2009).18

My trading is supposed to be for me. The reason it is not improving is
because I keep using the profit to support the whole family [instead of 
re-investing it back into my trade]. As the proverbs goes, ‘where there 
is one rich man and nine poor, there will soon be ten poor’ because 
income is invariably redistributed. I only take care of the most urgent 
problems [otherwise I get too many requests] (male household head,
May 2010).

The more money I make, the more people ask for help so maybe it is
better to stay poor. I tried making cakes to sell in the market but my
grandchildren ate most of them . . . I can hardly refuse; can I accept
that they go hungry? (elderly woman, December 2010).

In response, some pursued their activities in secret or deliberately disre-
garded certain social norms:

I would like to buy some goats with my savings so that I can later 
sell the little ones [and accumulate savings]. But my husband would 
never accept it; we are poor – he will not accept that I have more 
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animals than him. So I bought two [goats] anyway but kept them at
my uncle’s house, in a neighbouring village where I grew up.19 Now
I can keep my goats [and any income from their sale] without upset-
ting my husband (elderly woman, December 2010).

My married son and I share the same household. I am old and I rely
on him to help me. I gave him his own field so that he could grow
his own crops and help us all eat better. He planted red millet, but 
sold all of it by December, instead of stocking and drying it for the
whole family to use later (elderly male head of a polygamous family, 
December 2009).

I prefer to put the fertiliser I bought on my aubergines rather than
keep it for the family’s staple crops, that way I harvest more [auber-
gines] and have more income [for myself] (young unmarried man, 
December 2009).

Other interviewed household members chose to pursue a different strat-
egy, preferring to take advantage of strong social norms instead of going 
against them. Such behaviour was very common, with many household
members reporting that they would help their neighbours harvest in
the expectation that they would help them in return if they ever experi-
enced a shortage. The Mossi proverb stating that ‘the best place to store
your food is in someone else’s stomach’ was widely cited. It summarises
the notion that investing in social networks, by deliberately redistrib-
uting your assets (e.g. by inviting your neighbours for dinner), allows 
you to secure favours which can be used as contingency in times of 
need. Such exchanges of favours were particularly common within com-
plex households, with the data gathered from cooking surveys showing 
that at least 5–15% of staple crops consumed stemmed from gifts from 
neighbours.

Discussion on the application of mixed methods

The findings of the study showcase several elements of added value in
adopting a mixed methods approach. They are discussed in turn below.

More holistic understanding of resilience

Adopting a purely quantitative approach would have captured the vari-
ation in resilience indicator levels between households and over time, 
and correlation with certain factors such as asset levels and labour 
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availability. It would not, however, have allowed a deeper examina-
tion of why certain households appeared to have higher levels of resil-
ience than others. Adopting a purely qualitative approach would have 
revealed a multitude of different objectives driving the choice of liveli-
hood strategies – such as the need to procure sufficient quantities of 
food and diversity of food types, to fulfil income-generation needs, to
fulfil social obligations and to maintain social standing. It would not, 
however, have permitted a classification of how these objectives facili-
tated or hindered resilience. By combining both approaches, the quanti-
tative data was able to reveal certain patterns – such as the relationship 
between labour availability and livelihood diversification – which could 
then be further examined to understand the differing objectives driv-
ing behaviour through semi-structured interviews with household
members. This more holistic understanding is the main benefit offered 
over conventional resilience approaches, which has focused on purely 
quantitative approaches. Having a more nuanced understanding of 
‘resilience’ makes findings that adopt a mixed methods approach more 
useable, as they better reflect the reality at hand and can therefore better
inform policymaking.

Improved insight into polygamous households

The mixed methods approach also allowed dynamics within polyga-
mous households to be better understood, which are challenging to 
pick up on in quantitative surveys usually addressed to the household
head. For example, the approach allowed the identification of differ-
ent and sometimes conflicting decision-making processes within the 
household. It showed that the interests of the household head are not
always aligned with the interests of other household members. It also 
highlighted that different household members have access to differ-
ent level of savings and/or control over different pools of labour. In 
addition, different household members have different levels of social 
autonomy. This suggests that each household member contributes in 
different ways to the resilience of the livelihood system of the polyga-
mous family. Some may strengthen its resilience by building up assets 
and strong social ties while others might make it more vulnerable. 
While the exact causal relationships could not be unpicked, the choice 
of a mixed methods approach helped to reveal important themes
which appear to drive the relationship between food security and resil-
ience. As with the point above, having a better insight into the behav-
iour and incentive structures within polygamous households allows
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a mixed methods approach to produce more useable findings, which 
better reflect the reality at hand.

Improved credibility of the data through triangulation of findings

The repeated sequencing of quantitative and qualitative data collection
phases over six survey rounds enabled findings to be triangulated over
several survey rounds and using different tools. The sequencing also
allowed the tools themselves to be refined, for example, by ensuring
that all household assets were included in asset inventories. Initially,
the gender of livestock had not been recorded in asset inventories. It
was only after the qualitative data showed the importance the gender of 
livestock played in asset management (namely that males were usually
sold) that this indicator was included in the asset inventory. Both the
triangulation of findings and the iterative refining of tools allowed the
mixed methods approach to produce more credible findings.

Challenges in combining qualitative and quantitative datasets

The benefits of triangulation mentioned above were only possible
when qualitative and quantitative approaches were combined in such
a way that the same concept could be explored through two differ-
ent approaches. This was achieved for the enabling factors discussed
above, but was more challenging for the concept of ‘food security’. For 
example, ‘food security’ was only captured using self-reported ranking 
methods, and not triangulated with other sources. As a result, the food
security levels obtained were less credible than if they could have been
compared against other food security indicators.

Conclusion

This study set out to understand the concept of ‘resilience’ in the con-
text of rural livelihoods in Burkina Faso. It adopted a mixed methods
approach, using qualitative indicators as well as quantitative indi-
cators adapted from ecology, to examine how resilience can best be
measured.

The quantitative data displayed no clear relationship between diver-
sification – one of the quantitative process indicators of resilience – and
food security. Trends did appear when the data was disaggregated by
seasonality (diversification was higher in the lean season) and by house-
hold size (diversification was higher when the household head had 
more than one wife).
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These trends could be further explained through the qualitative data
which revealed that three of the enabling factors introduced in the 
methodological section played an important role:

The asset base: By comparing the strategies used by asset-poor and 
asset-rich households, it became clear that not only the asset levels
themselves mattered in determining food security and resilience lev-
els, but also the way they were managed (prudently or not prudently).
The knowledge base was important in driving decision-making, for 
example, with regard to meal sizes – where a notable difference was 
observed between the two field sites, and between seasons. Such 
behaviour was found to be the result of personal experience as well as
common wisdom.
The flexibility of decision-making was cited repeatedly by interviewedg
households as a means to meeting the family’s food needs through-
out the year. Interviews revealed that three main factors enabled flex-
ibility: having access to labour and assets (land, draught animals) on
demand, having sufficient savings to experiment with and having
sufficient autonomy within village society to not stifle behaviour.

In summary, using the qualitative data to understand the trends in 
the quantitative data revealed that the high heterogeneity found in 
the quantitative data was due to the different ways household mem-
bers made decisions. This level of detail within the household would 
have been impossible to pick up using a conventional survey approach
addressed at the household head. As a result, adopting a mixed methods 
approach resulted in more usable findings, as they better reflect the real-
ity at hand and can therefore better inform policymaking. Adopting a
mixed methods approach also made findings more credible, as results 
could be triangulated across several data sources thus making them 
more accurate. The findings of this study therefore provide a more
nuanced understanding of the processes underlying resilience. They 
stress the need for future resilience studies to move beyond only con-
structing resilience indexes which aggregates resilience characteristics, 
but should also include qualitative approaches which unpick the causal
mechanisms that enable these characteristics.

Nonetheless, challenges remained in the application of combining 
methods in such a way that would allow a fuller triangulation of all find-
ings. For example, the concept of ‘food security’ was only captured on
one occasion using self-reported ranking methods, and not triangulated 
with other sources. This provides an important lesson in mixed methods 
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design: each research question must be explored through both qualita-
tive and quantitative methods to allow findings from both approaches
to complement each other. Future studies should carefully explain in 
their methodology how and why different quantitative and qualitative
approaches were combined to answer a given research question, and
what added value their combination can bring. This would encour-
age researchers to critically assess the design of their mixed methods
approach and result in a clearer justification of how approaches were
combined.

Notes

1 In the poverty literature, the distinction between process and outcome is
also reflected in the debate on ‘capability’ versus ‘poverty’ (Dreze and Sen
1991).

2 Thirteen methodologies are presented in the report but two of these are 
ex-post resilience indicators.

3 This study analysed the effects of humanitarian assistance on resilience out-
comes in the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti (DRLA 2012).

4 This joint FAO-UNICEF-WFP initiative has not yet been published but 
findings were presented at the Resilience and Development Conference in
Montpellier in 2014 (see http://resilience2014.sciencesconf.org/25572).

5 This was a study on the impact of climate change on social and ecological 
systems (USAID 2014).

6 An ‘adult’ was not defined by a particular age, but by whether the person 
considered themselves as an active member of the household with regard to
contributing to the household’s food security. In this study sample, the age
of ‘active adults’ varied from 16 to around 80 years of age. 

7 Sen stipulated that people access food in three ‘entitlements’: through their
own food production; through exchange of goods for food via the market;
or through food transfers from relatives. A fourth entitlement channel is
also included, namely ‘environmental entitlements’, where informal com-
munity-level institutions grant access to communally owned resources such
as edible tree products (Leach et al. 1999), a coping strategy against famine
that has been amply documented in the literature (Waal 1990).

8 In the study area, polygamous families usually consisted of 10–25 adults. 
They contained several different households, each headed by one married 
man – most commonly, several brothers. Each married man had one or sev-
eral wives, with each wife and her children forming a ‘wife sub-unit’. 

9 Pairwise ranking is a common participatory technique used to rank prefer-
ences or rank lists of factors influencing decisions, such as lack of market
access or lack of credit facilities (Russell 1997).

10 The 23 households are unequally distributed within the factorial study
design because, historically, compounds in Yatenga province are larger than 
in Zoundwéogo (West 2009), resulting in a larger sample of households in 
the northern field site. 
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11 The other research questions in Table 5.1 are covered by the wider study
(Tincani 2012).

12 The difference was statistically significant (two-sample Wilcoxon rank-sum
test, d.f. = 1, p < 0.01).

13 The difference was statistically significant in the northern field site (two-
sample Wilcoxon rank-sum test, d.f. = 1, p < 0.01) and in the southern field
site (two-sample Wilcoxon rank-sum test, d.f. = 1, p < 0.05).

14 The main granary holds the staple crop harvest of the collective household
field, owned by the household head. These staple crops are usually used for
communal meals. When the household head decides to ‘close’ this granary,
forbidding its use, food is instead provided by the women – based on what
they had harvested from their own small fields – and whatever additional
food can be purchased with available savings.

15 ‘Immigrants’ refers to people from another ethnic group that are not origi-
nally from the area.

16 The diversity of livelihood strategies was not only driven by the ability to 
experiment with different strategies, but also by the availability of labour. 
During the rainy season, most people were busy farming their fields and had 
little time to pursue other livelihood activities.

17 In polygamous marriages, women took turns cooking for the whole house-
hold. When it was their turn to cook, it was also their turn to sleep in their
husband’s house that evening. On other nights she slept in her own house.
Note that every adult man and woman had their own houses.

18 Other studies have confirmed the double meaning of the proverb (Bonnet 
1982).

19 In Mossi society, it is common for women to move to the village of her hus-
band’s family once she is married.
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Introduction

This chapter reports on pilot testing of a qualitative impact protocol – 
referred to as the QUIP – that aims to provide credible, timely and cost-
effective evidence of impact based on the testimonies of intended ben-
eficiaries of rural livelihood interventions without the need for a control
group. The QUIP aims to address the perennial question of how inter-
national development agencies evaluate the impact of their work, with
particular reference to the challenges faced by NGOs seeking to assist
smallholder farmers with often complex agricultural and rural livelihood 
transformations associated with market integration and adaptation to
climate change. Evidence of programme impact is potentially useful 
both for organisational learning and for building legitimacy through
improved external accountability. Its importance has been reinforced by
the seemingly inexorable rise of results-based and performance manage-
ment culture in development practice (Gulrajani, 2010; Ramalingam, 
2013) notwithstanding concern that this approach is undemocratic 
(Eyben, 2013) and can encourage what Natsios (2010) refers to as ‘obses-
sive measurement disorder’. While often framed in technical terms, the
issue of how the impact of development interventions can realistically
and credibly be evaluated has been one battleground for these debates 
(Camfield and Duvendack, 2014).

A central methodological issue is attribution: or how particular out-
comes can reliably be causally linked to specific projects, interventions 
or mechanisms in different contexts. The dominant approach defines
impact as the difference in the value of an outcome indicator (Y1) for a
given population after a particular intervention or ‘treatment’ (X) com-
pared to what the value would have been for the same population if 
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the treatment had not occurred (Y0) (White, 2010: 154). Putting aside 
the problem of consistent measurement of X and Y, a central issue is 
how to establish a plausible counterfactual. If the evaluator can make 
a large number of observations of X and Y then they can draw on well-
known quantitative approaches to address this problem, including 
the use of randomised control designs. In contrast, the research sum-
marised in this chapter addresses the scope for more qualitative and
‘small n’ approaches. Our motivation for this is that while there are a 
range of established qualitative impact evaluation methods to choose
from (process tracing, for example) there has been insufficient empirical
research into how best to employ and to adapt these to disparate kinds of 
development activities (Stern et al., 2012: 1; White and Phillips, 2012: 5).

Among various criticisms of quantitative approaches that rely on 
experimental or quasi-experimental designs, perhaps the most important
concern is the feasibility of addressing the practical threats to internal 
validity.1 In an immensely complex, diverse, fast changing, emergent
and recursive social world, many researchers have argued that it is simply 
too slow and expensive to generate sufficient data using experimental or
quasi-experimental designs. It may be possible to measure a large vector
of variables Y for a given population and time period, and to demon-
strate how they are affected by exposure to a vector of interventions or
treatments X. But each set of results is specific in time and space to a 
vector of confounding or contextual variables (Z) that is too small to 
be measured reliably, or too quickly becomes out of date (Pawson and 
Tilley, 1994). Realist evaluation offers one counterpoint to this, empha-
sising the need for a cumulative process of broadening understanding 
of context-mechanism-outcome interactions or knowledge of ‘what 
works for whom in what circumstances, in what respects, over which 
duration . . . and why’ (Pawson and Manzano-Santaella, 2012: 177). This
pursuit of realism can be viewed as being achieved at the expense of the 
precision gained from experimental methods which generate statistically 
significant results through artificially restricting variation in treatment
and contextual vectors (Levins, 1966). In this sense, the quest for alterna-
tives to precise quantitative methods of impact evaluation entails dealing 
with ‘organised complexity’ on its own terms, rather than through a pro-
cess of deliberate reduction into a closed model with a more manageable 
number of variables and/or statistical properties.2 Employing more than 
one strategy for addressing attribution can also add to the credibility of 
impact claims by broadening the range of possible causal mechanisms
explored and revealing consistency (or lack of it) in evidence between
methods subject to different sets of assumptions and potential biases.
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An alternative to estimating a counterfactual on the basis of statisti-
cal comparisons between respondents subject to different levels of expo-
sure to a project/treatment is simply to ask intended beneficiaries what 
they think. If we are interested in finding out whether particular men,
women or children are less hungry as a result of some action, it seems
ethically important as well as common sense to just ask them (Anderson
et al., 2012). But even putting aside problems of construct validity (over
the definition of hunger, for example) it is not obvious how easily they
will be able to attribute changes in their experience to specific activities; 
and there may also be reasons to doubt the reliability of their responses,
including confirmation bias (Haidt, 2012: 93) or a tendency to anchor
their responses to what is familiar or expected (Kahneman, 2011). In this
chapter we also use the term pro-project bias to refer to the possibility that 
someone consciously or otherwise conceals or distorts what they think 
they know about an activity in the hope that doing so will reinforce the
case to keep it going. The instrumental value of asking people directly 
about attribution is practical and empirical. To what extent is it possible 
to find ways to benefit from their direct experience of the impact of a pro-
ject in a way that is not undermined by potential pro-project bias?

The structure of the chapter is as follows. The remainder of the first 
section elaborates on what is meant by a credible evaluation. The second
section provides a short factual description of the methodology under-
pinning the QUIP as designed and tested on two NGO projects in Malawi 
and two in Ethiopia. The third section presents selected findings from
these pilot studies to illuminate the methodological discussion. The 
fourth section discusses three key methodological issues – attribution, 
confirmation bias and generalisability – and the fifth section concludes.

Defining credible impact evaluation

White (2010: 154) notes that the term impact evaluation is widely used to 
refer both to any discussion of outcome and impact indicators, and more
narrowly to studies that explicitly seek to attribute outcomes to a specified
intervention. This chapter adopts the second definition. It also allows for
the possibility that specific impact assessment methods (including those
within a positivist tradition) can be nested within broader (including 
interpretive) evaluation approaches. Attributing impact is only one issue 
that evaluation addresses – others including how an intervention works
and whether it constitutes value for money (Stern et al., 2012: 36).

As a servant of action in a changing context, the scientific rigour of 
impact evaluation also has to be weighed alongside cost, timeliness and
fitness, to purpose. Without rejecting the quest for consensus about 
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what constitutes quality in qualitative research, Hammersley (2013: 83) 
also favours use of the term credibility rather than scientific rigour as
a criterion for assessing impact evaluation, echoing the more general
distinction between reasonableness and rationality (McGilchrist, 2010).3

By credibility we refer to one party being able to offer a sufficient com-
bination of evidence and explanation to convince another party that a
proposition is reasonable in the sense of being sufficiently plausible to
act upon – not rational in a logical sense, perhaps, but neither irrational. 
While this emphasises the importance of context and trust, the rigour
with which conclusions about impact are logically derived from stated 
evidence and assumptions is also clearly important.4 A more specific 
approach to defining credibility with respect to impact evaluation is to
agree on what constitutes reasonable evidence of causation. For example, 
an evaluator’s claim to establishing impact (i.e. X causing Y in particular 
contexts) might be regarded as being credible if: (a) there is strong evi-
dence that X and Y happened in such contexts, (b) X is described by a
diverse range of stakeholders as having been a necessary component of a
package of actions that are sufficient to cause Y in those contexts, (c) their 
explanations of the mechanism by which X caused Y in those contexts 
are independently arrived at and mutually consistent and (d) the counter 
hypothesis that they have other reasons for making the statement can 
reasonably be refuted. The point is not to secure universal agreement,
but to be as clear and precise as possible about what can reasonably be 
expected in a given context. For example, our emphasis here being on 
qualitative methods, the definition excludes the requirement for (e) evi-
dence of how much Y varies according to exposure to X.5

The idea of credible causation, based on reasonableness, can be further
elaborated by specifying minimum conditions for mitigating the risks of 
systematic bias. The definition above, for example, proposes structures 
and processes of evaluation that reduce the plausibility of complicity
among different stakeholders. This falls short of scientific certainty but
in complex contexts it is often as much as we can hope for, particularly 
given the possibility that efforts to aim higher may be counterproduc-
tive in terms of cost, timeliness and policy relevance. In other words,
we are not suggesting that this definition is universal or even widely 
accepted, rather that it is a realistic one in contexts where overcoming
the attribution problem is particularly difficult.

Methodology

This section reports on action research comprising the design and test-
ing of QUIP.6 Initial piloting was conducted with four projects sponsored 
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by international NGOs: two in Malawi and two in Ethiopia. Details of 
them are set out in Table 6.1. Projects 1 and 3 concentrated their activi-
ties (X) on specific crops, while Projects 2 and 4 incorporated a broader
spectrum of activities intended to promote livelihood diversification. 
However, all of them aimed to strengthen the livelihoods and food
security of selected rural households, enabling the QUIP to be designed 
around a common set of impact indicators (Y) listed in the second col-
umn of the table. The context of all the projects can be described as one
of organised complexity arising from the presence of inter-connected,
uncertain and hard-to-measure confounding factors (Z) affecting the
causal links between X and Y. In both Malawi and Ethiopia these include 
climate change, commercialisation (Collier and Dercon, 2009; Future
Agricultures, 2014), the activities of other NGOs working in the same
area and the evolution of public policy (e.g. Abro et al., 2014; Chirwa 
and Dorward, 2013) and social protection (Wedegebriel and Prowse, 
2013). In contrast to quantitative impact assessment methods, the QUIP 
sets out to generate differentiated empirical evidence of impact based 
on narrative causal statements of intended project beneficiaries without
the requirement to interview a control group. Evidence of attribution is 
sought through respondents’ own account of causal mechanisms link-
ing X to Y alongside Z, rather than by relying on statistical inference 
based on variable exposure to X.

Drafts of written guidelines for the QUIP were prepared for a meth-
odology workshop held in June 2013 and attended by staff from the 
University of Bath, the University of Malawi, Self Help Africa, Farm 

Table 6.1 Summary of pilot projects, impact indicators and confounding
factors

Interventions (X) Impact indicators (Y) Confounding factors (Z)

Project 1. Groundnut 
production and 
marketing (Central 
Malawi)

Project 2. Livelihood 
diversification  
(Northern Malawi)

Project 3. Malt barley
production and 
marketing (Southern
Ethiopia)

Project 4. Livelihood 
diversification  
(Northern Ethiopia)

Food production
Cash income
Food consumption
Cash spending
Quality of relationships
Net asset accumulation
Overall wellbeing

Weather
Climate change
Crop pests and diseases
Livestock mortality
Activities of other external

organisations
Market conditions
Demographic changes
Health shocks



124 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

Africa, Evidence for Development, Oxfam, UK, and Irish Aid.7 Each sec-
tion was subject to detailed discussion at the workshop, and further 
refined through field testing of the protocol with two NGO projects
in Malawi in November 2013, and two in Ethiopia in May 2014. The 
guidelines cover commissioning of impact assessment, its relationship
to other impact evaluation activities, sample selection, data collection
methods, briefing and debriefing the field researchers, facilitating inter-
views, data analysis, quality assurance and use of findings.8

Data collection by two field researchers for each pilot study was
intended to last 10 days, comprising four days of household level 
interviews, one day of focus group discussions and five days of data 
transcription. For the initial pilot studies in Malawi eight households
were interviewed, and four focus groups were carried out; in Ethiopia
the number of households was increased to 16, while the focus groups
remained the same (sufficient to cover groups of older and younger men
and women). Sample sizes were dictated primarily by constraints on 
time and funding, with all data collection restricted to one or two vil-
lages only, selected purposively as reasonably typical of the project area.

The field researchers were independently contracted by the University
of Bath, acting as lead evaluator. They set up interviews and focus group 
discussions without any contact with the selected NGO or project staff,
or indeed without knowledge of the project being analysed. In the
absence of this information the research team entered the field with an 
introductory letter to relevant local officials and a list of individuals in 
selected villages from which to randomly draw the interview sample. 
They introduced themselves to respondents as independent researchers
conducting a study of general changes in the rural livelihoods and food 
security of farmers in the selected area. The purpose of this ‘blinding’
procedure was primarily to reduce potential for pro-project bias on 
the part of respondents, and is discussed in the section on discussion. 
It also minimised diversion of the NGO’s time and effort into impact 
evaluation.

The household interview schedule started by asking respondents about
changes in household composition. It then worked through a series of 
discrete sections covering different impact domains to explore how
changes in food production and other sources of real and cash income
relate to changes in spending, food consumption, asset accumulation, 
relationships and overall wellbeing. Each domain section starts with an 
open-ended generative question and finishes with one or more closed
questions, as summarised in the Appendix. Optional probing questions
(also shown) were also available to help the interviewers sustain and
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deepen the conversation. A final section asked respondents to list organ-
isations they interact with from outside their village, and to rank their
importance, thereby providing them with an additional opportunity to
volunteer information about the NGO being evaluated.9

The researchers recorded narrative data in the field on a paper pro
forma, subsequently copying it into an Excel spreadsheet with an identi-
cal layout. They then passed the data to staff at the University of Bath
for analysis. Their task – having also been briefed about details of the
project – was to identify and code cause-and-effect statements embed-
ded in the data according to whether they (a) explicitly attributed impact
to project activities, (b) made statements that were implicitly consist-
ent with the project’s theory of change, and (c) referred to drivers of 
change that were incidental to project activities. These statements were 
also classified according to impact domains and whether respondents
described effects as positive or negative.10 A similar process was followed 
for analysis of the focus group data.

Findings were fed back to the NGO in the form of a ten-page report 
for each project (to a standard format), accompanied with an annex set-
ting out the coded cause-and-effect statements in full. The body of these
reports comprised a series of tables with frequency counts of different 
kinds of narrative statements. Simple quantification of responses in this
way was not intended to support any kind of statistical claim. Rather it
provided an initial indication of the extent of congruence in responses
across the sample. At the same time the project reports encouraged read-
ers to draw on the coded narrative statements, which were provided
as an appendix. These statements were organised thematically making
them easier to read, whilst retaining the richness of the original data.

Findings

Although asked only after an open-ended discussion, we start with
answers to closed questions from household interviews as these reflect 
respondents’ own overall assessment of the direction of change in
selected impact indicators.11 The data from Malawi shown in Table 6.2
refers to perceived changes over the previous two years.

For Project 1 (groundnut) the data indicates positive change in food
production, cash income, cash spending and food consumption for all
but two respondents. For Project 2 (climate adaptation) the picture is
more mixed with six out of eight respondents reporting falling food 
production and three of them also reporting negative changes with 
respect to the other indicators. The final column refers to net asset 
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accumulation, and in the majority of the cases this follows the pattern
of responses to the other questions: positive changes being associated
with asset accumulation (seven cases) and negative changes being asso-
ciated with asset sales (two cases), possibly as a coping strategy. But the 
number of mixed responses is also noteworthy, including three cases
where the direction of net asset accumulation bucked the trend of 
changes in the other indicators. Open-ended interviews offered various 
explanations, including negative health shocks and positive remittance 
flows, illustrating the complexity of household livelihood systems and 
the environment within which they operate.

Table 6.3 presents similar data on perceived changes (this time over
the previous two years) for the Ethiopia projects. Project 3 (malt bar-
ley) reveals a consistent pattern of increasing or stable food production,
cash income and food consumption, with most respondents also report-
ing improvements in cash spending (i.e. overall purchasing power), net 
asset accumulation and rising overall wellbeing. In contrast, Project 4
(livelihood diversification) reveals a more mixed picture of change. 
Positive responses outnumber negative for perception of food produc-
tion, food consumption and overall wellbeing, but it is the opposite way
round for changes in cash income and purchasing power. This illustrates 
a recurring theme in narrative interviews of retail price inflation eroding
hard-won improvements in real income.

In the case of Projects 1, 3 and 4, the selected NGO was picked out by 
respondents as the main organisation working with them from outside 
their village, although its precise identity was often confused by reference 

Table 6.2 Responses to closed questions: Malawi projects

Gen Age FP CY CS FC AA Gen Age FP CY CS FC AA

Project 1 (n = 8) Project 2 (n = 8)

F 61 = + − − + F 58 − + + + +
F 31 + + + + + F 39 − − − − +
M 49 + + + + + M 33 − + + + +
F 22 + + + + + M 23 − − − − +
F 31 − − − = − M 54 − − − − −
F 22 + + + + − F 43 − + + + =
M 26 + + + + + M 32 + + + + +
M 43 + + + + + M 42 + + + + +

Notes: FP – Food Production; CY – Cash income; CS – Cash Spending; FC – Food
consumption; AA – net Asset accumulation. See last column of Appendix table for details 
of questions.
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to the name of the project and/or local partners including local govern-
ment extension workers. The institutional landscape was particularly con-
fused in the case of Project 2, where the selected NGO was coordinating
a project that also involved several other local agencies. Resolving these
identity issues and precisely establishing who was doing what in which 
localities emerged as an important preliminary task to coding of the nar-
rative data. Exactly how the selected NGOs are labelled by ‘their’ intended
beneficiaries within the institutional landscape is itself potentially insight-
ful; for example, some government and NGO projects were confused.

Table 6.4 shows the number and type of cause-and-effect statements
extracted from the narrative data, juxtaposing it with closed question
data already discussed. The first number indicates the number of house-
hold respondents making a statement of this kind, and the second the 
number of focus groups. In so doing we move from evidence of per-
ceived change to evidence of attribution classified according to whether 
respondents volunteered statements that explicitly mentioned the pro-
ject as causal drivers, made statements that were implicitly consistent
with the project’s theory of change or were incidental to it (the note to

Table 6.3 Responses to closed questions: Ethiopia projects

G A FP CY CS FC AA WB G A FP CY CS FC AA WB

Project 3 (n = 16) Project 4 (n = 16)

M 28 + + − + + + F 33 + + + + + +
M 45 + + + + + + M 38 − − − + + +
M 58 + + + + + + M 37 + + + + + +
M 28 + + − + + + F 52 + − −  = − +
M 40 + + + + − − F 52 − − −  = − −
M 38 + + + + + + F 40 −  = + + + +
M 67 + + + + = + F 47 + + + + + +
M 30 + + + = + + F 27 − − − − + =
M 40 + + − = = = F 51 = = + + = =
M 31 + + + + + + M 50 + = − = − −
M 26 + + + + + + F 40 = = = = + =
M 50 + + + + + + F 45 + + − + + =
M 60 + = = = ? = M 43 = − − = = =
M 55 + + + + + + F 46 = − − = = =
M 49 + + + + + + F 38 + − = = = ?
M 65 = = = + − = F 50 = = + = + =

Notes: G – Gender; A – Age; FP – Food Production; CY – Cash income; CS – Cash Spending; 
FC – Food consumption; AA – net Asset Accumulation; WB – wellbeing. See last column of 
Appendix table for details of questions.
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Table 6.4 provides a more precise definition). The first point to note here
is the frequency of explicit positive statements about impact relative to 
the complete absence of negative statements. The fewer explicit positive
statements about Project 2 reflect at least in part the fact that project
activities were less advanced in selected villages, and there was some con-
fusion over the withdrawal of another NGO from the area. Reference to
incidental negative drivers of change (many weather related) were also 
higher for Projects 2 and 4. In contrast, many respondents of the study 
of Project 3 volunteered statements about positive incidental drivers
of change. Those relating to increased food production referred either
to livestock rearing, vegetable (including potato) production or both,
often linked to the work of government Development Agents (DAs).
There were also numerous references to the benefits of government train-
ing in nutrition and gender relations adding up to a consistent story of a 
community of farmers that were highly tuned into and responsive to pro-
gressive government outreach. Having avoided linking the field research-
ers to the NGO in order to reduce the risk of pro-project bias towards the
project, it is likely that these responses collectively reflect a tendency
towards positive confirmation bias towards government activities.

The frequency counts presented in Table 6.4 do not convey the detail
and diversity of information about causal processes in the narrative
data. For example, an interesting finding about Project 1 was the men-
tal accounting through which farmers linked income from groundnut
production to the cost of fertiliser purchases for their main maize crop: 
a rise in income from groundnuts being discounted as of little impor-
tance if offset by the rising price of fertiliser, even though this probably
would have happened anyway. This also illustrates how discrete drivers
were often interestingly linked – for example, positive endorsement of 
help with purchasing livestock, but hedged by reference to disease and
mortality problems. To give another example, there was explicit and
implicit support for the NGO project activities in Project 4 (particularly 
irrigated vegetable production) but such statements were often com-
bined with reference to the magnitude of the incidental negative driv-
ers, particularly lack of rainfall. For example, one of the focus groups of 
older men was reported as saying the following:

As the agricultural land is so small and not suitable for crop pro-
duction, many Development Agents have been advising farmers and 
providing training on how they can use their land for alternative 
sources of income. Because of the drought our income has recently 
been reduced. But still many farmers are struggling to make use of the
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limited water in the check dams and hand dug wells to produce crops 
and vegetables to earn some money.

It is very easy to pull out narrative quotations such as this to support 
specific points, but thereby also to present the evidence in a biased or
cosmetic way to support prior views. To counter this danger the data
analysis for each project included a process of inductively grouping and 
then systematically tabulating drivers of change mentioned by at least 
two respondents (cf. Benini et al., 2013). The main drivers identified in
this way are summarised in Tables 6.5 and 6.6. Data in brackets again
indicates the frequency with which the driver was mentioned in both 
household interviews and focus groups. Asterisks indicate those drivers
that explicitly or implicitly support or negate project theory. One unsur-
prising finding here is that the same drivers were mentioned repeatedly
in relation to different impact indicators: the importance of advice from
DAs in the case of Project 3, for example. This repetition is nevertheless
important. For example, it is no surprise in the case of Project 1 that
groundnut production was widely cited as improving food production,
cash income and spending, and the same for new varieties of barley in
Project 3. But it is significant that as crops grown primarily for sale, these
factors are also mentioned as positive drivers of food consumption.

Discussion

This section critically reflects on methodological issues encountered in
designing and piloting the QUIP. These are grouped into three. The first 
section reviews the potential of the QUIP to generate internally valid 
evidence of project impact, subject to the premise that confirmation bias
and related problems can be addressed. The second reflects on the strategy
for mitigating confirmation bias, and the third reflects on questions of 
sampling bias, timing and external validity. The chapter concludes with
a preliminary assessment of the overall credibility and cost-effectiveness 
of the approach taking into account all these considerations.

Attribution

One motivation behind the action research presented here was to
explore scope for addressing the problem of impact attribution not only
through statistical inference based on variation in exposure of a popu-
lation to project interventions but also through self-reported attribu-
tion, in the form of narrative statements from intended beneficiaries, 
explaining what happened to them over a period of time compared to
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Table 6.5 Most widely cited positive and negative drivers of change, Malawi
projects

Domain Positive Negative

Project 1: Groundnut seed, Malawi (n = 8,4)

Food production NGO support for groundnut crop (4,0)*
NGO advice on making manure (2,2)*
NGO advice on small-scale irrigation 

(2,1)*

Low sale price for
crops (1,3)*

Cash income NGO support for groundnut crop
(5,3)*

NGO pass-on livestock programme
(3,2)*

NGO support for farming as a
business (3,0)*

Low sale price for
crops (2,3)*

Cash spending NGO support for groundnut crop (5,3)*
NGO support for farming as a

business (3,0)*
Village savings and loan groups (3,0)

Increased prices,
including food
(0,3)

Food 
consumption

NGO support for groundnut crop
(2,1)*

Increased prices,
including food (0,2)

Quality of 
relationships

NGO support for farming as a
business (1,1)*

Economic hardship 
(0,2)

Net asset 
accumulation

NGO support for groundnut crop
(2,0)*

Project 2: Climate change adaptation, Malawi (n = 8,4)

Food production NGO livestock rotation programmes
(2,3)*

Training in conservation farming
(2,0)*

Poor weather
conditions (4,4)

Livestock diseases
(2,0)*

Cash income NGO village savings and loan groups
(2,3)*

NGO small-scale irrigation projects
(2,1) *

Low sale prices for
crops (2,1)

Cash spending Poor weather
conditions (4,3)

Low sale prices for
crops (0,2)

Food 
consumption

Training in nutrition (0,2) Poor weather
conditions (1,4)

Quality of 
relationships

NGO training in financial
management (0,3)

NGO village savings and loan groups
(0,2)

Net asset 
accumulation

Poor weather
conditions (0,3)
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Table 6.6 Most widely cited positive and negative drivers of change, Ethiopia 
projects

Domain Positive Negative

Project 3: Malt barley seed, Ethiopia (n = 16,4)

Food 
production

Agricultural advice from DAs (16,4)*
New varieties of barley from NGO 

(13,4)*
Advice from DAs on livestock 

rearing (8,4)
Cash income Agricultural advice from DAs  

(13,4)*
New varieties of barley from NGO 

(11,3)*
Advice from DAs on livestock 

rearing (9,4)
Cash spending Agricultural advice from DAs (5,4)*

New varieties of barley from NGO 
(2,2)*

DA training in financial
management (2,0)

Increase in market prices 
of food, fertiliser and 
clothes (8,0)

Increase in contributions 
to govt. bodies (2,0)

Food 
consumption

Agricultural advice from DAs (8,2)*
Advice on diet and nutrition from 

HEAs (5,4)
New varieties of barley from NGO 

(3,2)*
Quality of 

relationships
Kabele training in gender equality 

(10,4)
DA training in working together 

(10,2)
New varieties of barley from NGO 

(1,1)*

Increased work demands 
and competition 
between households 
(0,2)

Net asset
accumulation

New varieties of barley from NGO 
(0,3)*

Project 4: Livelihood diversification, Ethiopia (n = 16,4)

Food 
production

Increased fruit and veg production 
(4,4)*

Goat rearing (1,3)*
Beekeeping (1,1)*
Purchase of ox, camel or cow (2,0)

Snow in August 
(& shortage of rain) (6,1)

Lack of water/drought (3,3)
Problems maintaining 

livestock (2,0)*
Decreased labour (2,0)

Cash income Increased fruit and veg production 
(4,3)*

Goat rearing (3,1)*

Lack of water/drought (5,3)
Snow in August (and

shortage of rain) (4,0)
Decreased labour (2,0)

(continued)dd
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what would have happened to them in the absence of the activities being
evaluated. To put it another way, the attribution strategy being explored
relies on respondents being able and willing to imagine and communi-
cate statements about change relative to a hypothetical counterfactual
of zero exposure to particular activities. It is certainly not rare for us
to communicate contingent statements of this kind to each other: ‘if I
hadn’t been at the meeting I would not have got the job’, for example. 
The tougher questions concern how much information such statements
can reliably carry in different contexts, and how explicitly the contin-
gent nature of the statement needs to be spelt out. For example, to say
‘I got the job because I went to the meeting’ implies causation, but is
rather more relaxed, for I might still have got the job if I had gone to
some other meeting instead.

The four pilot studies certainly generated lots of cause-and-effect 
statements of the kind ‘X caused Y’. But even if accepted as unbiased
and truthful, their interpretation is not easy. One observation that can
be made is that relatively few statements attempted to assess the mag-
nitude of observed impact. The most precise statements referred to the 
effect of new varieties of barley seed on yields (Project 3), while others 
downplayed the impact of project activities relative to larger forces like 
climate (Project 4). In line with discussion of sampling issues below,

Domain Positive Negative

Cash spending Increased fruit and veg production
(3,1)*

Employment abroad (2,0)

Increased prices (5,0)
Lack of water/drought

(1,3)
Price of fertiliser (2,0)

Food 
consumption

Increased fruit and veg production
(5,4)*

Cheaper vegetables (2,0)*

Lack of water/drought
(3,1)

Quality of 
relationships

Sharing ideas and resources in new
farming practices (4,2)*

Lack of voluntary
community support
(3,1)

Net asset
accumulation

Goat rearing (6,4)*
Increased fruit and veg production

(1,1)*
Purchase of ox, camel or cow (2,0)

Problems maintaining 
livestock (4,0)*

Overall 
wellbeing

Increased fruit and veg production
(3,3)*

Beekeeping (2,0)*
Improved health services (1,1)

Lack of voluntary
community support
(1,1)

Table 6.6 (continued)
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the frequency with which certain statements about impact were made
constitutes evidence of their credibility rather than magnitude or impor-
tance. Hence in most cases the magnitude of the impact per household 
remains unknown, and so in isolation the QUIP should therefore pri-
marily be viewed as a method for contribution analysis rather than
impact assessment.

One strategy for addressing this limitation is to use the QUIP in 
conjunction with more precise quantitative monitoring of changes 
in key variables – in other words to use mixed methods.12 In a second 
round of pilot studies, ongoing monitoring surveys will be used to 
estimate the magnitude of changes in food security, with the QUIP 
providing complementary qualitative evidence from respondents of 
the main causes behind these changes. This can at the very least help
establish limits to the magnitude of change that might conceivably
be attributed to an intervention. For example, if monitoring reveals 
at some future date that an indicator, Y1, of household disposable 
income on average rose by 2% between baseline and a repeat survey,
it will still be possible for the intervention to have had an average
impact of more than 2% because it might have offset the negative
impact of a change in some confounding variable, Z1, such as rain-
fall. However, claims of impact in excess of observed changes would 
also need to be substantiated by evidence that these confounding
causal effects were indeed present. If sufficiently detailed then QUIP 
data on causal mechanisms can be combined with monitoring data
on the relative magnitudes of key variables to construct models with 
which to simulate the impact on Y of different combinations of X 
and Z. Armed with such estimates it would then be possible to make 
cost-benefit calculations in order to compare the cost-effectiveness
of selected projects relative to alternatives.13 This illustrates one 
example of the potential for synergy between qualitative and quan-
titative methods in impact evaluation that is quite different from
mixed method combinations where one is used to frame the other
sequentially, or they are used in parallel to obtain more robust results
through triangulation.

Confirmation bias

One criticism of impact evaluation based on self-reported attribution is
that it generates weak evidence on the magnitude of change. Another
even more potentially damning argument is that it is particularly vul-
nerable to confirmation bias whether based on a respondent’s effective
willingness to please or a more strategic calculation that exaggerating 
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impact can contribute to continued or further project support. Nor is 
the risk of bias confined to respondents. Researchers can also accentuate
the importance of project interventions by downplaying or remaining
ignorant of other influences on respondents’ lives, particularly given
the dominance of performance management culture in development
practice, prompting evaluations to focus narrowly on assessing progress 
towards stated project goals (Picciotto, 2014: 35).14 In contrast the QUIP
approach aims to be even-handed in eliciting evidence on the impact
of treatment and of potentially confounding variables.15 It thereby also
seeks to explore the tension between ‘exploratory’ and ‘confirmatory’ 
approaches to impact evaluation (Copestake, 2014).

The QUIP pilots attempted a robust response to potential confirma-
tion bias problems by recruiting independent field researchers in a
way that meant they were unaware of the identity of the project being
evaluated and the NGO implementing it.16 This emphasis on avoid-
ing pro-project bias appears to be in tension with the argument for 
placing project theories of change at the heart of impact evaluation
to facilitate formulation of clear and testable impact hypotheses (cf. 
Ton, 2012). However, the piloting of the QUIP demonstrated that this
apparent tension can at least partly be resolved by separating the role 
of data collection from that of analysis. In other words, an exploratory 
data collection stage of the QUIP was nested within, but contractu-
ally separated from a confirmatory analysis stage. One feature of this 
strategy was the involvement of another agency to serve as lead evalu-
ator: recruiting and briefing the lead researchers, providing them with 
lists of potential respondents from project staff and then carrying out 
the data analysis by cross-analysing the narrative data against infor-
mation on the goals, activities and intended outcomes of the project. 
The good news from the pilots is that it demonstrated that the process
of ‘blinding’ was indeed feasible. Lead researchers remained unclear
which projects they were specifically helping to evaluate, yet the proto-
col nevertheless succeeded in generating a substantial amount of useful 
data about their impact.

At the same time, the piloting experience revealed at least four limita-
tions of this approach to dealing with confirmation bias. First, removing
the association between field workers and the implementing NGO left
a vacuum in the minds of respondents that they presumably filled with
other possibilities.17 In all cases the field researchers identified them-
selves as being affiliated with national universities; and while this may
not have eliminated pro-authority bias entirely, it perhaps encouraged
respondents to be more honest and hopeful. But in at least one case
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(Project 3) there seems the possibility that pro-NGO project bias was
replaced by a generalised pro-government bias.

A second problem is the replicability of the model used for these pilot 
studies. The pool of suitably qualified researchers (combining knowl-
edge of local languages with social research skills) is limited, and being 
part of a UK university-sponsored research project helped to recruit 
some of the best, which may be more difficult for NGOs to replicate 
over the longer term. Although our collaborators readily understood
and entered into the spirit of conducting the work blind, it could easily 
be misconstrued in other contexts as distrustful and is in any case hard 
to guarantee or sustain. Ultimately, blinding is perhaps less important
than building up the pool of qualified social researchers with profes-
sional commitment to high research standards of independent evalua-
tion and research ethics.

Third, while field researchers were left in the dark about the project
this was not the case for the role of data analysts for whom knowledge 
of project theory was necessary in order to code whether it was consist-
ent or not with the empirical evidence collected. This raises the ques-
tion of how far they too might have been prone to bias in coding and 
interpretation of the data. Distinguishing between explicit and implicit
attribution, deciding how far multiple positive and negative cause-
and-effect statements can be unbundled and aggregation of these into 
groups were three of the analytical tasks that proved difficult to do in a
completely mechanical and objective way. However, this point should 
not be overstated: the subjective space for using the written transcripts
is much smaller than that available to respondents and researchers in 
constructing those narratives, and in principle the analytical role is
also more easily audited, particularly since the coded transcripts are
attached in full to the report (enabling readers to take issue with coding
if they so wish).

Fourth, not being fully transparent with respondents about the pur-
pose of interviews raises deeper ethical issues. In the case of the QUIP
this did not involve an outright lie: the field researchers did indeed 
come from national universities and the research was indeed motivated
by a broad interest in the lives and livelihoods of farmers in the selected 
areas. Having explained this it was made clear to respondents that their 
participation was entirely voluntary, and that their anonymity would
be protected. It is also unlikely that concealing the identity of the
NGO caused any harm. However, farmers were nevertheless deprived 
of information that might have prompted them to withdraw or to give
voice to stronger views about the NGO, whether positive or negative.
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Thus there is an unavoidable ethical choice to be made between adher-
ence to categorical principles (such as being fully transparent as pos-
sible) and pragmatism about means (being economical with the truth)
in pursuit of hopefully sufficiently important ends (more reliable and 
useful evaluation). While it may accurately reflect human psychology,
a more contentious issue for some may nevertheless be the decision to 
base research methods on implicit distrust in what other people will
say when presented with a fuller explanation of why the data is being 
collected.

These ethical issues cannot be fully posed in isolation from the
wider political economy of any impact evaluation as a mechanism for
accounting for the use of scarce resources, and in relation to the cost and 
ethics of methodological alternatives. For example, one motivation for
the QUIP research was to investigate methods of impact evaluation that
(a) give voice to respondents’ own explanations of change rather than 
inferring this indirectly from often rather simple comparisons of their 
behaviour and (b) avoid assigning some people or villages, randomly 
or otherwise, into a control group that entails questioning them even
when they are not benefiting directly and immediately from the project
being evaluated.18 More fundamentally still there is the issue of how
to balance evaluation practices with different development ends, with 
QUIP falling somewhere between more extractive survey approaches
and more participatory and democratic approaches.

Overall confirmation bias may significantly undermine the credibility
of qualitative impact evaluation, and the QUIP pilots suggest ways of 
addressing this. But doing so does not come without having to make
compromises, and since the extent of such bias is itself very hard to eval-
uate or quantify it is not easy to assess how much importance should 
be paid to this problem in methodological design.19 While the piloting
exercise illustrates that there is scope for reducing some bias through 
innovations such as partial blinding, these are unlikely to be able to
offer the same reassurance as triangulation of findings between studies
that are prone to different sources of bias.

Generalisability

The reflections above have focused on credibility of what QUIP findings 
reveal about the impact of each project on selected respondents, but
not on how generalisable these findings are beyond the relatively small 
sample of project participants actually contacted and the time period –
of two years or less – covered by the questions they were asked. This
section first considers selection over project space, within communities
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and over time. It then reviews scope for generalisation beyond project 
boundaries and time horizons.

For monitoring surveys that aim at precise estimation of the typical
(hence overall) value of selected indicators subject to acceptable levels
of statistical significance there is a relatively well understood science for
sample selection. In contrast, qualitative research is designed primarily 
to identify not only the main causal mechanisms affecting key indi-
cators but also unexpected outcomes; thus, criteria and processes for 
sample selection are unavoidably less precise. In the case of the QUIP, 
the ideal scenario would have been to randomly select a sub-sample
of all households covered by systematic monitoring surveys, and keep
open the option to augment the size of an initially small sample until
it becomes apparent that additional interviews are not generating suf-
ficient additional evidence to justify the effort. A relatively higher level
of duplication of responses can be observed, for example, across the
sample of 16 household interviews conducted for Project 3, than for
Project 4.

The pilot studies were not able to draw samples this simply, not least
because randomly selecting respondents across large and scattered 
project areas would have massively increased the cost of finding and 
reaching respondents. Consequently, selection proceeded in two stages,
with an initial purposive selection of one or two villages followed by
random selection of households from within them. The issue of how
representative the selected villages were of the wider project area is not
one that can be addressed by the procedure described above (augment-
ing a random sample opportunistically) because of the relatively small
numbers involved. In practice, purposeful selection relied on secondary
data, and the number of villages selected was limited by the constraint 
to limit data collection to five days for two researchers. Best practice
combined two steps: documenting key sources of variation between sub-
areas within the project area (e.g. agro-climatic, including altitude, and 
proximity to markets); and inviting knowledgeable local stakeholders to
sort villages into like groups on the basis of what they anticipate being
the most important sources of variation in project performance. This at
least can clarify how far villages selected for qualitative studies compare
with others across the project, as well as the extent of within project
contextual homogeneity. It quickly became apparent, for example, that
farming systems across Project 2 were hugely diversified (with maize, 
rice, sorghum and cassava competing as staples). In contrast, the farm-
ing system in Project 3 was relatively homogenous, with barley domi-
nant at intermediate altitudes and giving way to wheat and oats at the 
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lower and upper margins, respectively, of the project area. An additional
and underestimated source of factors that affected the QUIP pilot studies 
was variation in the nature and timing of project activities between vil-
lages. For example, in the case of Project 4, households were earmarked
for one of five distinct livelihood diversification packages, and data col-
lection was restricted to one of the two villages where they had all been
introduced.

The challenge of minimising or at least clarifying the extent of geo-
graphical bias is complicated by the need to ensure adequate coverage
of variation in project effects within villages and indeed within house-
holds. For example, projects may accentuate differences in access to
resources between households, and feed intra-household tensions over 
gender and age-specific allocation of labour, cash and other resources.
One way to address the second problem is through multiple interviews 
within each household to provide greater detail of information and
gender sensitivity, but at the extra cost of doubling up on interviewers, 
and having to invest time in reconciling potentially inconsistent data.
Separate second interviews within each household can also be difficult
to arrange (due to absences for work, for example), and resolving dif-
ferences in answers risks creating or accentuating tensions within the 
household. For these reasons QUIP interviews during the pilot stage
were limited to one per household, starting with the primary respond-
ent identified from project lists (e.g. almost entirely men in the case 
of Project 3), but without ruling out participation of other household
members. At the same time the QUIP pilots augmented household
data with exploratory gender- and age-specific focus groups to explore
whether replicating discussions within small peer groups rather than a 
household setting might elicit different data.20 For example, we hypoth-
esised that respondents might be more likely to complain about gen-
dered effects arising from a shift to cash cropping outside their own
household and without having to refer to it specifically. Focus groups
did throw up some interesting contrasts: younger people often being
more positive about change than the elderly, for example. But Table
6.4 does not reveal a consistent difference across the four studies in the 
ratio of positive to negative statements collected through household
interviews and focus groups.

In addition to respondent recruitment at the extensive and inten-
sive margin, complex issues arise with respect to timing and frequency 
of interviewing (Camfield and Roelen, 2012; Devereux et al., 2012;
Woolcock, 2009). With many project interventions linked to the farm-
ing cycle, the minimum period for assessing change is a year while
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at the other extreme it is optimistic to expect farmers to provide a 
detailed account of how different drivers of change interacted over 
more than a two-year period. However, data for over more than two
years is clearly necessary to address the sustainability of post-project 
impacts, implying that repeat studies are essential – particularly for
projects such as the ones considered here that are profoundly influ-
enced by long-term fluctuations and trends in market activity, climate, 
demography and even culture.21 A potential strength of qualita-
tive assessment is that findings are separable and additive – that is,
each additional interview can independently add to understanding. 
Additional studies can also be organised relatively quickly over time 
and across space – for example, in response to findings generated by
routine monitoring of key indicators. They are also potentially valu-
able early in project design and implementation to challenge project 
assumptions (Lensink, 2014).22

Overall, there are practical constraints as to how far scope for gener-
alisation can be increased through better sampling methods without 
also taking into account the budget available for impact assessment 
in relation to the heterogeneity of activities and contexts within and 
between projects, and over time. The four projects reviewed here illus-
trate how bespoke design of projects around time and space bound
technological and market opportunities are critical to supporting live-
lihood diversification and adaptation. Hence, while building concur-
rent impact evaluation into large-scale development programming can 
help, expanding the mix of assessment methods that can be used flex-
ibly and iteratively is also important. The goal of the action research 
reported here is to develop a QUIP with a unit cost of less than £5,000 
(the budget used in these pilots), that can be conducted from start 
to finish in a few weeks and can be scaled up and adapted to reflect
changing project activities and conditions; but this assumes the pro-
tocol can build upon comprehensive and reliable quantitative moni-
toring of changes in key variables. A second round of pilot studies is 
planned for 2015, and there is clearly scope for further work both over 
time and in other contexts.

Conclusion

This chapter has presented results from a first round of pilot testing 
of a qualitative impact assessment protocol tailored to provide inde-
pendent feedback on how rural livelihood and climate adaptation
projects are affecting household level production, income and food
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security. First, it has suggested that it is possible to address problems
of attribution and contribution using qualitative as well as quantita-
tive methods by relying on narrative accounts of drivers of change 
collected directly from intended beneficiaries, particularly if this can
be part of a mixed methods strategy by being combined with quantita-
tive monitoring and estimation of changes in key indicators through
model-based simulation (not described here, but planned as part of 
a second round of piloting). Second, it has identified some scope for
addressing pro-project or confirmation bias through the use of inde-
pendent evaluators distanced from project implementation. Third, it
has pointed towards the importance of strengthening scalable meth-
ods of research that can be used adaptively, particularly in conjunction
with routine monitoring of key indicators. Despite many years of effort 
to improve monitoring and evaluation of rural development, consid-
erable scope remains for improvement. While the focus of the action
research reported here has been on rural livelihood transformations
and their effect on relatively familiar and uncontroversial indicators
of economic security, there is potential also to explore how the ideas 
and methods of qualitative assessment being tested relate to methods
being utilised in other areas of intervention and with other indicators
of wellbeing.

At a more general epistemological level this chapter is unapologetic
in promoting improvement in impact evaluation through systematic
research and testing, including through comparative use of multiple
and mixed methods to perform the same role. At the same time it
implicitly recognises that success hinges upon building trusted and
sustained collaborative relationships that erode the frequently made
but overdrawn distinction between research and practice. It also rec-
ognises the limitations of a positivist approach to improving develop-
ment in the face of overwhelming contextual complexity and multiple
stakeholder interests that spawn diverse and competing interpreta-
tions of what constitutes credible and useful evidence. More specifi-
cally, responses to problems of attribution, confirmation bias and
generalisability have to be assessed against standards of construct,
internal and external validity and reliability, simultaneously. Likewise
the messy details of design, data collection, analysis and use also have 
to be tackled together. Action research, such as that reported in this
chapter need not be premised on rational production of universal best
solutions. Rather its purpose is to spur progress towards a wider range
of more reasonable better practices, recognising that they will still be
contested.
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Notes

1 Randomisation is also no guarantee against pro-project bias (White, 2010: 
156), particularly if Y is obtained from respondents (and/or by researchers)
who are not blind to whether they belong to the treatment or control sample,
and may therefore be prone to different degrees of response bias, including 
Hawthorne and John Henry effects (Duvendack et al., 2011). For further dis-
cussion see Camfield and Duvendack (2014).

2 Complexity is much discussed, but often rather loosely. For discussion of the 
term ‘organised complexity’ see Ramalingam (2013: 134). Here we take it to 
mean that the influence of X on Y is confounded by factors Z that are impos-
sible to fully enumerate, of uncertain or highly variable value, difficult to
separate and/or impossible to fully control. Additional complexity arises if the
nature and value of X and/or Y is also uncertain.

3 McGilchrist (2010) suggest humans are all capable of thinking in two distinct
and complementary ways. The first more rational, depersonalised and cer-
tainty seeking abstracts and simplifies, producing narrower, more precise and
focused models of the world. The second aims to be reasonable, concrete, less
certain, contextual, person rather than idea oriented, emphasising difference
rather than sameness and quantification over meaning. It is associated with 
open forms of attention and vigilance, alongside broader, contextualising and
holistic ways of thinking. Much of the time we employ both together, and 
this confers immense potential evolutionary advantages: to think narrowly
(as forensic hunter-gatherer) and broadly (as agile evader of other hunters) at 
the same time, for example. But that does not rule out individuals having a 
stronger pre-disposition towards one way of thinking over the other. Rowson 
and McGilchrist (2013: 30) make clear that this ‘horizontal’ distinction is
complementary but distinct from the ‘vertical’ one between ‘fast’ and ‘slow’ 
thinking made by Kahneman (2011).

4 A common way of further elaborating on the credibility of evidence is 
to distinguish between the validity of an approach, and the reliability of 
results arising from its application in a particular context. However, we
agree with Lewis and Ritchie (2003: 270) that this distinction is harder to
sustain and therefore less useful for qualitative impact evaluation given
that no study can ever be replicated in precisely the same time and setting 
in order to identify how far results are sensitive to implementation rather
than design.

5 Although scope for quantification will be explored through a second round
of pilot studies making greater use of ongoing monitoring data using the
Individual Household Method (IHM). This is further discussed in endnote 12. 

6 It covers work carried out between November 2012 and May 2014 as part 
of the three-year ‘ART Project’ programme of research into ‘assessing rural
transformations’. This is in turn funded under a joint call of the UK Economic 
and Social Research Council (ESRC) and Department for International 
Development (DFID) for research into ‘measuring development’.

7 This in turn drew upon a QUIP designed during the 1990s to meet the spe-
cific needs of microfinance organisations that also linked in-depth impact 
interviews with routine quantitative monitoring of borrower or ‘client’ level
indicators (see Imp-Act, 2004).
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8 A draft copy of the QUIP is available at http://www.bath.ac.uk/cds/projects-
activities/assessing-rural-transformations/index.html

9 This echoes the more holistic area approach to assessing impact adopted by 
both the WIDE programme in Ethiopia (Bevan, 2013) and PADev in West 
Africa (Dietz et al., 2013).

10 The analysis of the first two Malawi pilots was conducted in parallel by two 
analysts, one using bespoke Excel software and the other the qualitative analy-
sis package NVivo. This served a quality control function (e.g. leading to iden-
tification of spreadsheet errors), and also stimulating discussion and reflection
on how to improve both coding and presentation of findings. The field
research teams also provided feedback on the field work process and results.

11 It is worth noting at this point that only eight households were interviewed 
in each area in Malawi, as compared to 16 in Ethiopia. The pilot will inter-
view 24 individual respondents in the next round in Malawi, giving us valu-
able information on the relative advantages of different sample sizes.

12 In the case of the selected projects, the NGOs are monitoring the food secu-
rity of intended beneficiary households using the IHM developed by the NGO
Evidence for Development (EFD). This approach is based on a combination 
of participatory rapid rural appraisal, structured household interviewing and 
simulation using bespoke software. Field data is used to generate estimates of 
how the production, exchange and transfer entitlements (in cash and kind)
of a sample of households compare with estimates of their food consump-
tion needs based on standardised nutritional requirements and food conver-
sion ratios. Adult equivalent entitlements for a cross section of households 
are then compared with a benchmark, absolute poverty threshold, and can
be used to simulate the heterogeneous impact of price, output, income and
other shocks, as well as the impact of project interventions. 

13 Mueller et al. (2014) propose an alternative approach that entails using
more specific questions to encourage respondents to quantify hypothetical
counterfactuals.

14 In the absence of scope for placebos and double blind interviewing, even 
quantitative impact evaluation methods that incorporate ‘control’ groups 
are prone to this problem – in the form of Hawthorne and John Henry
effects, for example. However, these problems can to some extent be miti-
gated by ensuring interview questions focus on general changes experienced 
by respondents, thereby concealing project intentionality and minimising
(though never eliminating) differences in the way interviews with ‘treat-
ment’ and ‘control’ respondents are framed and structured.

15 The repeated mention of the significant impact of the work of government 
agricultural experts in Project 3 is a good example of this – whilst not part of 
the NGO’s project, the positive effects of both were inextricably intertwined, 
and it was important to note this relationship.

16 This approach may be viewed as a form of ‘goal free evaluation’, as reviewed
by Youker et al. (2014), who also point out the dearth of systematic and
empirical studies into its use.

17 Anthropologist Thayer Scudder once recounted being told categorically by a 
villager in Zambia that he must be from the government. When asked why
he thought this, the villager replied ‘only three sorts of outsiders come here: 
government people, missionaries and traders. And if a missionary or a trader
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then you’re the worst of either I’ve ever met.’ The world has of course moved
on, but there is still something satisfyingly robust about the generalisation
that outsiders in rural areas have either political, commercial or religious
motives (see Levine, 1972: 56–58).

18 Such respondents can be compensated with money, lottery tickets or other
token gifts, but this raises still more ethical dilemmas.

19 It would be possible to test the blinding approach by randomly inform-
ing some respondents but not others of the identity of the NGO evalu-
ated. However, the problem would remain of how to assess the extent to
which results could be generalised to other contexts, as discussed in the next 
section.

20 More specifically the QUIP guidelines were for four focus group discus-
sions per study (for younger men, younger women, older men and older
women), with a minimum of three people present in each and a maximum 
of eight. The guidelines suggest inviting participation from additional mem-
bers of selected households (other than the lead respondent), augmented 
by encouraging them to bring along a friend (the idea being to encourage
freer peer discussion of more sensitive topics). In practice, selection of par-
ticipants across the four studies was more ad hoc, with only 38 out of 96 
belonging to selected households. 

21 With respect to culture, the studies of Projects 3 and 4 both raised the ques-
tion of how projects were responding to (and perhaps influencing) a shift 
towards more individualistic and competitive relations between neighbour-
ing households, including having less time to share coffee and being less 
likely to offer help to those in need.

22 The QUIP carried out for Project 2 in this study demonstrates this: it was
too early in the lifecycle of the intervention to provide much information
about the effectiveness of the project, but it did provide useful information
on what respondents saw as the most significant positive and negative forces 
affecting their livelihoods.
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Introduction

Development interventions aim to achieve a pre-determined set of 
positive improvements in the lives of people who receive them. They 
embody an implicit or explicit theory of change: people’s wellbeing is 
impaired by certain deficits or challenges they face, so providing specific
benefits to them will alleviate these constraints and improve their well-
being. Impact evaluations test whether the theory of change holds in
practice: did the intervention actually improve wellbeing as predicted?

The simplest way to test this is to identify relevant indicators of 
wellbeing and to measure them before and after the intervention. For
example, if an intervention aims to reduce child hunger then children’s
nutrition status should be assessed pre- and post-intervention. If chil-
dren’s nutrition status improves over this period, the intervention has
succeeded and this appears to validate the theory of change. However, it
is possible that nutrition indicators improved over this period for unre-
lated reasons. Hence, a ‘control’ group of children with similar charac-
teristics, except that they do not receive the intervention, must also be 
assessed at the same two points in time, and the net difference between
changes in the ‘treatment’ group and changes in the ‘control’ group is
declared the impact of the intervention. This is the logic underpinning
‘difference-in-difference’ estimations, and rigorous randomised control 
trials (RCTs) that follow these protocols are often considered to be the
‘gold standard’ for impact evaluations.

As Camfield and Duvendack (2014) acknowledge, RCTs have their
limitations. They do not explain why any observed changes occurred,
or why an intervention failed. They are limited to assessing pre-deter-
mined indicators, ignoring a range of other potential impacts. 

7
Evaluating the Impacts That
Impact Evaluations Don’t Evaluate
Stephen Devereux and Keetie Roelen
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They favour quantitative indicators, so are biased towards material out-
comes as opposed to more subjective or social changes. Experimental
research designs assume away or ‘control for’ the messy complex reali-
ties that explain actual outcomes. These limitations explain why some
critics have argued instead for mixed methods as the ‘platinum stand-
ard’ (Khagram and Thomas 2010) for impact evaluations: quantitative
surveys can answer the ‘how much’ questions, but complementary qual-
itative research is needed to answer the ‘why’ or ‘how’ questions.

This chapter builds on arguments for mixed methods or ‘Q-squared’
(Shaffer 2013) approaches to impact evaluation by focusing on two
aspects of development interventions that are not adequately considered
in impact evaluations: ‘programme processes’ and ‘social dynamics’.
The following section examines programme processes using school feed-
ing schemes as a case study and argues that intended impacts might 
not be achieved because of the way the intervention is designed and
delivered, or because the theory of change is fundamentally flawed. The 
next section, on ‘social dynamics’, draws on several case studies to reveal 
how the intended impacts of a development intervention can be com-
promised in practice because the intervention establishes or modifies a
series of key social relationships.

The chapter concludes by arguing that mixed methods are necessary 
to incorporate the analysis of programme processes and social dynam-
ics into comprehensive, more accurate impact evaluations. This conclu-
sion reinforces the growing recognition that evaluations must become
more responsive to the complex, non-linear nature of poverty reduction 
pathways (Befani, Barnett and Stern 2014), and the increasing momen-
tum behind mixed methods approaches for more insightful analyses of 
poverty and vulnerability (Kanbur and Shaffer 2007). Moreover, we add
a call to critically interrogate the development intervention itself – its 
theory of change, design and implementation modalities – and to give
due attention to unintended outcomes as well as to intended impacts.

Programme processes

Development interventions deliver inputs or resources through a process
or modality that generates outcomes leading to short- and long-term
impacts, some intended, others unforeseen. In theory, the intention 
is to influence selected aspects of wellbeing by transferring relevant
resources to people whose wellbeing is believed to be impaired because
of deficits in these resources. This linear theory of change is illustrated
in Figure 7.1.
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Impact evaluations reflect but rarely challenge this simple narrative.
Current dominant evaluation approaches fail to address ‘the multiplic-
ity of contributions to development outcomes, their interrelationships, 
or their complex trajectories over a long period of time’ (Befani, Barnett 
and Stern 2014: 3). For instance, Roelen and Devereux (2014) argue that
‘programme processes’ – design choices, implementation modalities 
and the assumptions implicit in the theory of change – substantively
affect the outcomes and impacts of development interventions, but pro-
gramme processes are not subjected to scrutiny in standard evaluation
methodologies.

Consider a school feeding scheme that provides a free breakfast or lunch
to learners every school day. What motivates governments and donor
agencies to introduce such a scheme? What is their theory of change?

Inputs

Resources (goods or services)  to be delivered
to programme beneficiaries    –   e.g.   cash,
food, livestock, microcredit, school bursaries,
health insurance

Process

The modality by which resources are
delivered – e.g. cash transfer, fertiliser
subsidy, fee-free education, school feeding
scheme

Outcomes

Direct consequences of the intervention –
e.g. giving food to hungry people is expected
to have higher food consumption   as  one
outcome

Impacts
(short-term)

Attributable changes in wellbeing due to the
intervention – such as higher asset ownership
or reduced malnutrition rates

Impacts
(long-term)

Sustainable and attributable improvements in
wellbeing – such as reduced inter-generational 
transmission of poverty

Figure 7.1 Theory of change: development interventions

Source: authors
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Interrogating the programme processes surrounding school feeding
schemes can reveal why their desired impacts are not always achieved. 
Giving children from poor families free meals at school is expected
to generate improvements in two areas: food consumption and educa-
tion. Specifically, for children who benefit from the scheme, food con-
sumption and school attendance rates are both expected to increase.
These positive outcomes are, in turn, expected to translate into meas-
urable impacts in both areas. Higher food consumption should lead 
to improved nutrition status, and increased school attendance should 
lead to improved learner performance. Children will progress further
through the primary, secondary and possibly tertiary education system, 
they will achieve better examination results and they are less likely to
fail or drop out.

There is also a hypothesised synergy between the consumption and 
education outcomes that is predicted to reinforce these positive impacts:
better nourished children can concentrate better in class and should out-
perform hungry children in tests and exams. So a single instrument – 
school feeding – is predicted to improve both the nutrition and educa-
tion of poor children, enhancing their human capital and ultimately 
improving their chances of earning higher incomes and breaking the
inter-generational transmission of poverty. Figure 7.2 illustrates this
hypothesised causal pathway.

This is a plausible narrative that posits a linear series of effects of an 
intervention on beneficiaries. It may generate the expected outcomes
and impacts in many cases. But in reality school feeding schemes rarely 
achieve such clear positive impacts, because of a range of confounding 
factors and methodological challenges that intervene between inputs 
and impacts, at each step in the theory of change. Some of these factors 
and challenges are discussed next.

Inputs Process Outcomes

Food to under-
nourished and 
under-
educated 
children

School 
meals 
scheme

Higher food 
consumption
by children

Reduced 
child 
malnutrition

Higher 
income and
reduced 
poverty for
children in 
adulthood

Higher school
attendance 
rates

Better child 
performance
at school

Impacts
(short-term)

Impacts
(long-term)

Figure 7.2 Theory of change: school feeding schemes

Source: authors
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Between inputs and process

Were undernourished and under-educated children actually reached by the 
school feeding scheme?

The assumption that school meals will be delivered to hungry under-
educated children needs to be tested in evaluations. In fact the evidence
suggests that school feeding schemes typically have high ‘exclusion
errors’ in low-income countries, because the poorest children are least 
likely to be attending school so they might not be reached by this inter-
vention. Exclusion errors are often also gendered, because in many
cultures girls are much less likely to be sent to school than boys. School 
feeding schemes have the objective – and the effect – of attracting 
poorer children to school, so exclusion errors can be reduced to some
extent (Bundy et al. 2009: 16). But free school meals are rarely a suffi-
cient inducement to overcome the sociocultural barriers that keep girls 
out of school, unless gender targeting is introduced specifically to nar-
row gender gaps in access to education.

Methodological implications: Understanding the reasons why certain
children do not attend school requires mixed methods investigation.
Are the barriers to access for children from poor families financial
(unaffordable fees and non-fee costs), logistical (no physical access to
schools in remote communities), education-related (quality of teaching
is perceived to be poor) or labour market-related (returns to education 
are perceived to be low)? Are barriers to access for girls security-related 
(it is unsafe for girls to walk to school, or girls are sexually harassed by
teachers), policy-related (pregnant girls are excluded from school) or
cultural (girls are expected to become home-based wives and mothers
so educating them is considered redundant)?

School feeding schemes also usually register high ‘inclusion errors’, 
because targeting tends to be either universal (all children in all schools)
or geographic (entire districts or entire schools rather than individual
children within a school), so all poor and non-poor children attend-
ing schools running a feeding scheme will benefit equally. It is theo-
retically possible to restrict free school meals to poor children only, but 
this raises challenges of targeting (how to identify and separate out poor
children) and possible jealousy from excluded classmates. As pointed out
by Bundy et al. (2009): ‘While targeting individual children on the basis
of need can have considerable benefits in cost-effectiveness, it has poten-
tial social costs from stigmatization’ (54). Policymakers therefore need to 
trade-off the financial costs of universal schemes (‘leakages’ of free school 
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meals to non-needy children) against the social costs of targeted schemes 
(marginalisation or stigmatisation of school feeding beneficiaries).

Methodological implications: Quantitative research should determine
the extent of leakages to non-poor children from targeting entire
schools rather than poor children within each school. This should be
complemented with qualitative research to establish whether target-
ing poor children for school meals has negative social consequences
for them – will they be stigmatised by other children?1 This will pro-
vide policymakers with essential information they need to decide 
whether to introduce a universal scheme or geographic targeting, or
targeting of individual poor children, to maximise cost-effectiveness
and positive intended impacts while minimising any negative unin-
tended impacts.

Between process and outcomes

Are school meals additional to food consumed at home?

The assumption that food provided at school is 100% additional to food 
consumed at home has been tested in several countries, with highly var-
iable results. Many studies reviewed in Kristjansson et al. (2006) found 
that total consumption increased by approximately the size of the trans-
fer, but other studies have recorded a significant degree of ‘substitution’.
For example, 77% of children and 82% of caregivers surveyed in Malawi
reported that school feeding beneficiaries receive less food at home.
Studies in India and Peru that measured the net increase in calories con-
sumed found that it amounted to less than half the calories transferred
through school meals. One study in Kenya even found a net decrease in 
excess of 100 calories – these children would have eaten more at home if 
they were not fed at school. Substitution effects are generally higher in
poorer and larger households. These findings have adverse implications 
for the impacts of school feeding schemes on children’s nutrition and 
cognitive performance (Kristjansson et al. 2006: 10, 39).

School meals are also not provided every day – they stop over week-
ends and school holidays – and supplies might be interrupted or inade-
quate, even during school terms. ‘Home-grown school feeding’ (HGSF) is 
an innovative modality that sources food from local farmers rather than 
using commercially imported food or food aid, in order to stimulate the
local economy and match school meals to local tastes and consump-
tion patterns. However, local procurement is vulnerable to disruptions
in supplies (e.g. due to agricultural seasonality or weather shocks) and
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to challenges in terms of food safety and quality (e.g. food fortifica-
tion might be needed). As indicated in a recent World Food Programme 
(WFP) report: ‘HGSF must guarantee an uninterrupted supply of appro-
priate quality food to targeted children’ (WFP 2009: 23).

Methodological implications: It is erroneous to assume that a child’s
food consumption will increase by an amount equivalent to the nutri-
tional content of food they receive at school. Additional mixed methods
research is needed into consumption patterns at the child’s home and
what determines intra-household food allocation rules, including the
reasons for and extent of any ‘substitution’ effects by household size and
poverty status, as well as by child age and gender, also bearing in mind 
the sensitivity of this issue and potential biases in survey reporting.

Between outcomes and short-term impacts

Did children who received school meals improve their nutrition status?

Anthropometric evidence from several studies confirms that school
feeding schemes that increase caloric intake can increase children’s body 
size and muscle mass, while micronutrients in fortified foods, especially
iron and zinc, have positive impacts on children’s height (Adelman,
Gilligan and Lehrer 2008: 45). One study in Kenya found that children
who received a mid-morning snack of meat at school for 21 months
performed better than children who received milk, others who were
given an energy snack, and a control group who received nothing, on 
cognitive tests for abstract and perceptual abilities (Whaley et al. 2003).
These results suggest that the quantity and quality of food provided
through school feeding schemes have differential impacts on children’s
nutrition status and cognitive performance. On the other hand, it is
well known that nutritional deficits in the first 1,000 days of life have 
permanent consequences for physical and cognitive development. From
this perspective, school feeding schemes intervene too late to reverse the 
damage done by maternal and early childhood malnutrition, except to a 
marginal extent (Bundy et al. 2009).

Methodological implications: If school feeding schemes fail to sig-
nificantly reduce the incidence of malnutrition among learners, this
could be because the food provided at school is inadequate in qual-
ity or quantity. Evaluations from other contexts can provide lessons
about the appropriate amount and kinds of food to deliver in school
meals. However, if the theory of change is flawed because school feed-
ing schemes, being a late intervention, cannot be expected to reverse
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early childhood malnutrition, then nutrition indicators should not be 
assessed in impact evaluations.

Did children who received school meals perform better in examinations?

While providing free school meals offers a positive incentive for children
to attend and stay in school, this is purely a demand-side effect. If there
are insufficient teachers or teachers are poorly trained, then increased
attendance rates (a positive outcome) might not result in improved learner 
achievement in exams (no positive impact). Increasing the demand fortt
education without investing in the supply side could even create a nega-
tive synergy. Specifically, introducing a free school meal scheme often
precipitates a surge in enrolment, which can undermine the quality
of education if learner-to-teacher ratios rise above optimal levels, or if 
teachers and administrators are diverted away from their core functions
of teaching learners and managing schools. One study in India found
that school feeding responsibilities took teachers away from teaching for
two to three hours each day (WFP 2009). More children might get access 
to education, but if the quality of education falls they might perform
worse in exams and failure rates could rise (a negative impact).

Methodological implications: If children who receive free meals at school 
do not perform better in learner assessments than they did before and 
compared to their peers, this could be attributed to deficiencies in the
school feeding scheme, or to substitution of meals provided at home,
or to problems with the quality of education provided, which might
be exacerbated by the demands imposed by the school feeding scheme 
itself. This potential negative synergy between access to education
(a positive demand-side outcome) and the quality of education (a neg-
ative supply-side outcome) requires expanding the theory of change. 
Understanding this complex chain of causality requires a combination 
of quantitative and qualitative research methods to establish the net 
impacts of a school feeding scheme.

Between short-term and long-term impacts

Do children who received free meals in school earn higher incomes and 
escape poverty in adult life?

No panel studies that we are aware of have traced children over decades 
and isolated the effects of school feeding schemes on their incomes in 
adulthood. The methodological challenges of setting up such a panel 
study are perhaps insurmountable, or at least too complex and costly to
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justify the expense. But there is credible evidence from other relevant 
sources suggesting that even well-nourished and well-educated children
from poor backgrounds will not necessarily escape poverty in adult life. 
Breaking the inter-generational transmission of poverty is not achieved
only by investing in the human capital (nutrition and education) of 
poor children. Some causes of poverty are structural rather than due to 
individual characteristics such as educational qualifications. For exam-
ple, rigidities in the labour market or systematic discrimination against
minority groups can present barriers to access to decent employment 
opportunities, even for well-educated school-leavers. Evidence comes 
from Mexico’s conditional cash transfer programme, Oportunidades. An
evaluation found that requiring children from indigenous families to
attend school as a condition for the family receiving cash transfers is not
sufficient to overcome the challenges they face from the poor quality of 
education they receive and the discrimination they face from employers 
when they leave school and apply for jobs (Ulrichs and Roelen 2012).

Methodological implications: Investing in children’s nutrition and edu-
cation effectively increases the supply and quality of labour. A quanti-
tative assessment that finds little long-term impact of school feeding
schemes on poverty reduction should not assume the programme has
failed. Rather, it should be supplemented by qualitative research to
understand why school-leavers failed to secure well-paid employment, 
and by a qualitative assessment of the labour market – is there adequate 
demand for labour in aggregate, and are there barriers such as discrimi-
natory attitudes and practices by employers that effectively reduce the
demand for certain types of labour, including job-seekers who were once
recipients of school meals?

Social dynamics

Having elaborated the importance of considering and unpacking aspects 
of programme processes, we now move to examining the importance of 
social dynamics in evaluations of development interventions.

People live in complex networks of relationships with others, both 
within and beyond their family units. These relationships are char-
acterised by inequalities of power that are typically overlooked when 
programmes are designed, implemented and evaluated. Yet the impacts
of an intervention could be affected directly by these social relations,
or the intervention could have effects on social relations which, in
turn, impinge on impacts. It has long been known that development
interventions affect and are affected by their sociocultural context. 
USAID (1995: 1) argued that development planners should consider 
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both: ‘the compatibility of the project with the sociocultural environ-
ment in which it is to be introduced’, and ‘the social impact on distribu-
tion of benefits and burdens among different groups, both within the 
initial project and beyond’.

So impact evaluations should look in two directions: at how the socio-
cultural context affects the intervention and at how the intervention 
affects the sociocultural context. Table 7.1 presents a partial typology of 
social relationships that are potentially affected by an intervention, or 
that can impinge on the intervention’s effectiveness. This section pre-
sents case studies of each of these relationships.

Intra-household dynamics

Within the household or family unit, power imbalances between gen-
ders (men and women, boys and girls) and generations (older persons,
working-age adults, children), as well as between blood relatives and 
others (e.g. biological vs adopted children) can intervene to subvert the 
intended impacts of an intervention.

Female vis-à-vis Male

Patriarchal gender relations and assigned gender roles within fami-
lies can substantively affect the outcomes of development interven-
tions, both in terms of who benefits and in terms of impacts on gender 
relations.

An evaluation of a public works programme in Ethiopia found that,
on aggregate, higher household incomes benefited children through 
reduced needs for child labour and higher school attendance rates. 
However, for some groups of households, girls significantly increased
their hours of labour, mainly on domestic chores rather than income-
earning activities, probably because they were substituting for mothers 

Table 7.1 Typology of social relations around development programmes

Level Social relationships

Intra-household Female � Male
Older generation � Younger generation
Biological children � Non-biological children
Beneficiary � Recipient

Intra-community Beneficiaries � Non-beneficiaries
Programme actors Beneficiaries � Programme staff
Economic actors Beneficiaries � Traders
Political actors Beneficiaries � Local politicians
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who were engaged in public works projects (Hoddinott et al. 2011). This
finding, that some girls were left worse off than before the intervention, 
qualifies the headline conclusion that child wellbeing was enhanced 
overall by the public works programme and illustrates the imperative 
for gender-disaggregated impact evaluations.

An evaluation in the 1990s of the income and empowerment effects 
of microcredit programmes in Bangladesh (pithily titled ‘Who takes
the credit?’) found that women were increasingly targeted as the recipi-
ents and intended beneficiaries of loans made by microfinance institu-
tions. However, many women were required to transfer the money they
borrowed to their husbands, due to patriarchal norms dictating that
men should control all cash coming into the household. Some women
were actually left worse off than before, because their husbands used
the loan money for their own enterprises or for personal consumption, 
leaving their wives with the responsibility of repaying the loan
(Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996). This study highlights the need to look 
beyond ‘first order’ outcomes – did women receive the loans – and to 
assess ‘second order’ outcomes – did women control the use of these 
loans – in evaluating actual programme impacts.

Older generation vis-à-vis younger generation

Dynamics between generations, particularly in multi-generational
households, can greatly affect how transfers or returns from develop-
ment interventions are negotiated within households and who benefits
from them.

A qualitative evaluation of South Africa’s Child Support Grant found
that the regular receipt of monthly cash transfers instilled confidence
in primary caregivers, many of them young women. Nevertheless, find-
ings also suggested that decision-making processes regarding the use of 
the grant can lead to tensions in multi-generational households, with
grandmothers receiving or making decisions about the use of the grant
for grandchildren on behalf of their young mothers (DSD, SASSA and 
UNICEF 2011). With respect to a cash transfer pilot project in Lesotho, 
Slater and Mphale (2008) found that generational conflicts are of con-
cern in households with elderly widows caring for orphans and vul-
nerable children, as they find it difficult to respond to demands on 
the sharing of household food and money or use of livestock, particu-
larly with respect to older children. These findings suggest that evalu-
ations should pay greater attention to generational dynamics within
households and the ways in which they impact upon decision-making 
processes.
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Biological children vis-à-vis non-biological children

Despite well-documented positive impacts of cash and in-kind trans-
fers on child wellbeing and good intentions to target such impacts to 
the particularly vulnerable group of orphans, intra-household dynamics
may undermine such impacts and potentially cause unintended nega-
tive consequences.

In terms of the caregiver–child relationship, non-biological children
are widely known to be at a higher risk of exploitation, often being con-
sidered as a source of labour within the family and receiving lower qual-
ity care and attention. Targeting non-biological children with cash or 
in-kind transfers may reinforce these risks, as evidenced in research on 
linkages between social protection and children’s care in Rwanda and
Ghana (Roelen and Karki Chettri 2014; Roelen and Shelmerdine 2014).
Adults (including caregivers of biological and non-biological children)
indicated that while the provision of transfers constitutes much-needed 
support for most caregivers of non-biological children, it may also play
into bad intentions when caregivers are primarily motivated by eco-
nomic gain. Rather than going to school like their biological siblings, 
such children may serve as domestic workers or be put to work on the 
family farm, for example. Interventions aiming to support orphans and
vulnerable children must be cognisant of the potential for perverse
incentives.

With respect to the relationship between biological and non-biological 
children, the explicit targeting of non-biological children can lead to 
tensions following stigmatisation or power dynamics. Social workers
in Botswana, for example, indicated that orphans receiving in-kind 
transfers used their position to negotiate greater shares in the distribu-
tion of household food and money (Roelen et al. 2011). Thus, while 
programmes directly targeting non-biological children may improve
material outcomes, they may also lead to intra-household tensions and
marginalise individual children.

Beneficiary vis-à-vis recipient

There is sometimes a distinction between the recipient of a social grant
and its intended beneficiary. For instance, cash transfer programmes that 
target children usually give the grant money to parents or carers rather
than to the children themselves. As a consequence, the child does not 
necessarily receive the full benefit of the intervention that was designed
to assist them. When asked how she uses the Child Support Grant (CSG) 
cash that she collects for her daughter each month, one South African
mother replied: ‘Basically it is for the child, but because of poverty this
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money is used to assist in the household food requirements’ (DSD, SASSA and
UNICEF 2011: 46). The methodological implication is that evaluations 
should never assume that the full value of an intervention will accrue
to the direct beneficiary. In this case, any increase in food consumption
that is attributable to the CSG is shared among the beneficiary child’s
family, and the average CSG household in South Africa has just over six 
members. So the food consumption and potential nutritional impacts of 
the CSG are diluted among several ‘secondary beneficiaries’.

A similar dynamic arises when the beneficiary is unable to collect 
his or her benefit due to illness or infirmity, and nominates a proxy
or ‘designated person’ to collect the benefit on their behalf. Evaluation 
results from a cash transfer programme in Tigray, Ethiopia, suggest that 
dynamics between the main beneficiary and proxy or designated person 
allowed to collect the transfer on behalf of the main beneficiary can 
play an important role in the final impact of the transfer (Berhane et al.
2012). As the programme was targeted to the extreme poor and those
unable to work, more than half of the beneficiaries in the rural area were
unable to travel the relatively long distance to physical pay points and
therefore relied upon a designated person to collect the transfer on their 
behalf. Survey data and interviews with key informants suggested that 
designated persons are not reliable to collect transfers in timely fashion
and asked for money or favours in return. Programme impacts may be
undermined following the dynamics between beneficiaries and desig-
nated persons as these led to beneficiaries receiving fewer funds than 
intended, and at more infrequent intervals.

Intra-community dynamics

Beyond the household, any intervention that delivers benefits (e.g. cash, 
food, assets, free services) to some members of a community and not to
others immediately divides that community into two groups: ‘benefi-
ciaries’ and ‘non-beneficiaries’, which can create tensions between the 
two groups.

Beneficiaries vis-à-vis non-beneficiaries

An evaluation of the Zimbabwe Emergency Cash Transfer (ZECT) pilot
project in 2010 found that the choice of transfer modality led to dif-
ferentiated social consequences. ZECT transferred food to some house-
holds and an equivalent value of cash to others, and compared the 
outcomes. Both food and cash transfers registered positive material
impacts on intended indicators, notably consumption of staple food,
with no inflationary impact from cash transfers on local food prices.
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Cash transfers also enabled recipients to pay for education and health
care, which made cash more flexible and more effective than food trans-
fers in meeting multiple basic needs.

However, there were severe unintended social consequences. Recipients 
of cash transfers reported experiencing resentment, jealousy, even
‘hatred’ from non-beneficiary neighbours. Although there is a culture of 
sharing food in rural communities, sharing cash is much less common, 
and the switch from food aid (seen as a basic need) to cash transfers
(seen as a sign of wealth) clearly had profound negative effects on social 
relations. The consequences of this deterioration in intra-community 
relations were felt in tangible ways. Some households that received
cash reported that they could no longer rely on their neighbours if they
needed to borrow agricultural implements, to share childcare respon-
sibilities or to work together on communal activities (MacAuslan and
Riemenschneider 2011). Evidently, the introduction of cash transfers to 
rural Zimbabwean communities disrupted traditional norms of reciproc-
ity and initiated a process of commercialisation of informal social sup-
port systems.

Programme actors

Actor-oriented approaches recognise the significance of the relation-
ships between the key actors involved in development interventions 
(Long 2001). Imported development models that are not well adapted 
to local context specificities, and that do not acknowledge the different 
expectations and interests of people who deliver the intervention and
people who receive it, often fail for reasons that will not be revealed by
impact evaluations that deploy standard evaluation methodologies to
assess a simplistic theory of change.

Beneficiaries vis-à-vis programme staff

In the 1990s ActionAid established women’s Savings and Credit groups
in Ghana, for purposes of disbursing small micro-enterprise loans. An 
anthropologist undertook an ‘interface analysis’2 of this programme by
attending many group meetings over one year and observing interac-
tions between staff and participants.

One group was visited each week by a young male ActionAid field-
worker who arrived on his motorcycle and remained seated on it while
each woman came to him to make her weekly loan repayment or sav-
ings deposit. Within 10–15 minutes this task was completed and he left.
A second group was visited weekly by a young female fieldworker who
arrived on her bicycle which she would dismount to sit on the ground in
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a circle with the women. After talking with them for some time, advis-
ing them on their businesses and hearing about their families and other
issues, she would collect their repayments and deposits and leave. While
the atmosphere in the first group’s meetings was formal and slightly
tense, the second group’s meetings were friendly and relaxed. Within
one year the first group disbanded without fully repaying their loans, but
the second group repaid in full and most of their ActionAid-supported 
micro-enterprises were thriving.

Solomon (2003) concluded that field staff should be trained not only 
in their core functions of disbursing and collecting loans and savings 
but also in how to interact with their clients, since programme out-
comes were mediated by the different priorities and approaches of each
individual fieldworker. Solomon also recommended that evaluations of 
development programmes should include an assessment of fieldworker-
client relationships, given how profoundly this aspect affected pro-
gramme performance in this case study.

Economic actors

The involvement of the private sector in development interventions, 
either directly or indirectly, sets up a relationship between programme 
participants and economic agents such as banks or traders. Some pro-
grammes are undermined by corruption or inefficient implementation.
How participants are treated by these agents can also affect the effec-
tiveness of the intervention. Here we consider the role of traders in pro-
grammes that transfer cash to poor people.

Beneficiaries vis-à-vis traders

Many cases exist of traders exploiting the dependence of cash transfer
beneficiaries on them to profit from this dependence. This can happen 
directly, if private traders are sub-contracted to pay out cash transfers,
or indirectly, if traders take advantage of pay-days to profiteer. Below
we provide two examples. An example of private actors benefiting from
being delivery agents comes from the social grants in South Africa,
which can be collected from supermarkets as well as government offices,
post offices and banks. An example of profiteering comes from a cash
transfer project in Swaziland, which boosted the income of local retail-
ers as well as that of project participants.

South Africa’s social grants can be collected at designated retail outlets
using a swipe card but many retailers abuse this facility by imposing a
compulsory spending rule, arguing that cashiers cannot open the till
unless the beneficiary buys something. In some cases the amount spent
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can be nominal, but other retail chains insist that the beneficiary spends 
10% (R24) or even up to 20% (R50) of their grant money in the store.
(‘When I collect the money at Rhino the shop-owner requires me to spend at 
least R24 of the money that I am coming to collect.’) Among grant recipi-
ents interviewed this practice was the main source of complaints made 
against retailers (DSD, SASSA and UNICEF 2011: 38).

A combination of a half ration of food and the equivalent value of 
cash was delivered to 40,000 drought-affected people in Swaziland
for six months during 2007/2008. A pre-intervention feasibility study 
predicted that the cash transfer would push up local food prices by
only 5–7%, but in project communities the retail price of maize actually
increased by over 35% during the intervention period. Opportunistic
behaviour by traders was observed, especially on pay-days, when trad-
ers established temporary markets near the queues of people waiting to
collect their cash, selling a wide diversity of commodities for prices typi-
cally 10–20% or even up to 50% higher than normal. Local shopkeep-
ers also reported surges in demand and higher turnover on pay-days,
but ‘cash recipients claimed that shop owners raised the prices of basic
commodities on cash collection days, taking advantage of the “windfall
income” that caused recipients to be less price conscious than usual’ 
(Devereux and Jere 2008: 38).

These market responses to South Africa’s social grants and a humani-
tarian intervention in Swaziland could be interpreted either positively,
as a stimulus to local economic activity, or negatively, as exploitation of 
vulnerable poor people by unscrupulous traders. Either way, both cases
offer clear evidence of a modified relationship between beneficiaries and 
local economic actors that should be captured and analysed in evalua-
tions of cash transfer programmes, but is often overlooked.

Political actors

Political actors also play an important role in positively reinforcing or
undermining programme impact. Issues of clientelism or elite capture,
for example, can divert programme resources away from the intended
beneficiaries.

Beneficiaries versus local politicians

A public works programme in the western hills of Nepal – the Karnali
Employment Programme (KEP) – aims to reduce poverty and improve
livelihoods by providing cash-for-work to poor households in local
communities. Recent reports, however, suggest that a lack of function-
ing accountability mechanisms between stakeholders at district, village 
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and community levels and programme participants leads to inclusion
of non-eligible programme participants and misappropriation of funds 
(NPC 2012). In one particular community, the owner of the land across 
which a road was being built as part of the programme demanded to be 
a participant, despite not being poor. In other communities, funds ear-
marked for KEP projects were used to pay private contractors to do the 
job, or allocated to other purposes altogether (Roelen and Karki Chettri 
2015). This example illustrates the importance of strong accountabil-
ity mechanisms as part of development interventions, particularly by
including procedures for programme beneficiaries to hold politicians 
and officials to account at various levels of government.

Assessing social impacts

Harrison (2014: 39) points out that most evaluations limit themselves
to considering observables only, in effect ‘looking for keys where the
light is better’. Evaluations of development interventions should
account for their unintended ‘difficult to measure’ consequences as
well as their intended quantifiable impacts. Although some interven-
tions explicitly attempt to transform social relations (e.g. to empower 
women or to reverse discriminatory attitudes and practices), these are a
minority and for simplicity we equate ‘intended’ with ‘material’ impacts
(on income, nutrition, education, assets, etc.) and ‘unintended’ with
‘social’ impacts (on gender relations, stigma, jealousy, etc.).

Also for our purposes, ‘intended material impacts’ operate mainly at
the level of targeted individuals or households, while ‘unintended social
impacts’ operate between individuals or households and extend to rela-
tions with non-beneficiaries. (‘Second order’ material impacts, such as
the effects of cash transfers on prices and local economy multipliers, are
also sometimes evaluated [Davies and Davey 2008; Kagin et al. 2014].) 
From a methodological perspective, intended material impacts are typi-
cally observable and quantifiable while unintended social impacts are 
less easily observed and are more amenable to qualitative than quan-
titative research methods. This requires an extension of the evaluation
toolkit beyond the use of randomised control trials or other quantitative
techniques, to include more qualitative and participatory methods.

Figure 7.3 offers a holistic tool for assessing the intended and unin-
tended impacts of a development intervention in combination, in 
a matrix format. Standard impact evaluations are oblivious to social
impacts – in effect, they assume the intervention being evaluated had
a neutral social impact, so they consider only the middle column in
Figure 7.3. But even if the evaluation records improvements in the
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material wellbeing of beneficiaries [+/=], it is quite likely that the inter-
vention had social impacts, either positive [+/+] or negative [+/−]. 
However, these more holistic results are rarely recorded because social 
impacts are not usually assessed.

Consider a cash transfer programme that targets the poorest mem-
bers of a community. A standard evaluation would report on how the
cash was used and what changes followed in key indicators of interest, 
such as the food security and nutrition status of beneficiaries. Effects
on social dynamics within the community would be overlooked, but
could go either way. A ‘double success’ [+/+] would occur if the com-
munity valued the delivery of cash transfers to its poorest members,
because this alleviates the burden of care from their neighbours who 
become ‘indirect beneficiaries’ of the programme. But a ‘mixed result’
[+/−] is also possible, if neighbours resent being excluded from the pro-
gramme, believing they are equally deserving of support. The social ten-
sion that this creates counterbalances the positive economic gains to
‘direct beneficiaries’.

There is also a synergy to be evaluated here. If formal cash transfers 
substitute for informal support previously provided by the community 
(similar to the ‘substitution effect’ discussed in school feeding schemes

Intended
(material)
impacts

Unintended (social) impacts

Positive Neutral Negative

Positive

Intervention achieved
its objectives and also
had unplanned,
beneficial social
consequences

Success [+/=]

Intervention achieved 
its material objectives 
and had no discernible
social consequences

‘Mixed result’ [+/–]

Intervention achieved
its material objectives,
but had unplanned
negative social 
consequences

Neutral Intervention did not 
achieve its objectives, 
but recorded improved
social indicators

No impact [=/=]

Intervention 
effectively never 
happened; it had no 
discernible intended 
or unintended impacts

‘Qualified failure’ [=/–]

Intervention did not 
achieve its objectives
and left beneficiaries 
worse off on social 
indicators

Negative

‘Failure plus’ [–/+]

Intervention left its 
beneficiaries worse off
in material terms but 
better off on social 
indicators

Failure [–/=]

Intervention left its 
beneficiaries worse 
off in terms of its 
intended material 
indicators

‘Double failure’ [–/–]

Intervention left its 
beneficiaries worse off
in both material and 
social indicators

‘Double success’ [+/+]

‘Qualified success’
[=/+]

7.3 A matrix for assessing intended and unintended impacts

Source: authors
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above), the direct beneficiaries could gain very little in material terms,
and neighbours who gain might feel positively about the programme
[=/+] while others who are poor but excluded might feel resentful [=/−].

This example highlights the complexity of unintended mate-
rial impacts and social dynamics, which are never uniform but could
diverge across the beneficiary group. Some beneficiaries could be signifi-
cantly better off thanks to the intervention, while others might be left
even worse off than before if their informal support systems are severed 
and they lose more than they gain. Drawing on one of the examples 
discussed above, while a child grant may improve household income
and children’s nutritional outcomes it may at the same time under-
mine a young mother’s position if she lives in a multi-generational
household with an older woman. Similarly, some social relationships
might be enhanced while others are compromised by this interven-
tion, as illustrated by intra-household dynamics between biological and
non-biological children. Analysing these kinds of impacts requires less
conventional methods, such as social network analysis (Camfield and
Duvendack 2014).

Conclusion

Standard impact evaluations that deploy (quasi-) experimental design
protocols are locked into testing a theory of change that might be inap-
propriate, and are at risk of overlooking unintended impacts that could
compromise the wellbeing of beneficiaries in unforeseen ways and
could also undermine the effectiveness of the intervention. Conversely,
qualitative methods alone are unable to assess the scale or significance
of material impacts, nor can they attribute any observed changes to
a specific intervention. It is therefore axiomatic that mixed methods
approaches are imperative to investigate the roles of programme pro-
cesses and social dynamics in shaping outcomes and impacts.

Several methodological implications follow from the analysis and
arguments made in this chapter. Most fundamentally, these reflections
question the hegemony of randomised control trials as the ‘gold stand-
ard’ in evaluations of development interventions, and propose a more
open-ended, holistic and exploratory approach to research design, data
collection, data analysis and reporting.

Impact evaluations need to be more aware of possible divergences
from the intervention’s predicted trajectory of change. Specifically, the
way the intervention is designed and delivered can in itself affect out-
comes and impacts, either positively or negatively. One such pathway is



168 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

through unintended and unpredictable impacts on ‘social dynamics’ – 
the inter-personal relationships that are affected by the intervention. 
Understanding these potential social consequences could be enhanced 
by undertaking a pre-intervention ‘sociocultural analysis’ that would
include a ‘gender audit’, especially if gender empowerment is one objec-
tive of the intervention, for example, by transferring cash or microcredit 
directly to women.

In addition to standard qualitative tools such as focus group discus-
sions, key informant interviews and in-depth case studies, impact evalu-
ations should draw on fieldwork methods from disciplines including 
social anthropology and rural sociology – such as participant observa-
tion and social network analysis. These methods remain under-utilised 
in impact evaluations, but they might be essential to capture complexity 
to better understand why programmes succeed or fail and to report more
comprehensively on their outcomes and impacts.

Finally, if a development intervention fails to achieve its intended 
impacts, the theory of change should be interrogated. Often reality is 
more complex than is implicit in a simple linear ‘cause-effect’ hypoth-
esis, and more nuanced research methods are needed not only to under-
stand this complexity but also to adjust expectations of what a single
development intervention can realistically achieve.

Notes

1 See Adato (2008) and Ellis (2012) for wider discussions about social tensions
resulting from targeting procedures.

2 ‘Interface analysis problematises the notion that development interventions 
are implemented according to linear blueprints which culminate in projected
outcomes, highlighting the agency of actors that transform, undermine and 
subvert policy and give rise to the host of unacknowledged and unplanned 
outcomes’ (Solomon 2003: i).
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Introduction

Historically, poverty studies have focused on the quantitative analysis
of information as a key for decision-making for policy makers. However, 
recent studies have shown that a mixed approach captures the richness
of the information, and also allows us to understand the extension, the
pattern and the nature of poverty (Bourguignon, 2001; Carvalho, 1997).
This chapter aims to demonstrate the validity of the use of mixed meth-
ods in studying poverty and its additional value for informing policy
processes. Through the integration of information, methodologies and
experience in quantitative and qualitative approaches, we designed a
mixed methods diagnosis of poverty in a municipality in Colombia.
This study used mixed methods in order to update the information on,
and explain and understand the phenomenon of, poverty holistically
for this small municipality.

The technical advantages of using mixed methods are plentiful. Each
approach has clear objectives that differ from each other and comple-
ment rather than compete: ‘the limitations of one method can be offset
by the strengths of the other method, and the combination of quantita-
tive and qualitative data provide a more complete understanding of the
research problem than either approach by itself’ (Creswell and Plano,
2011, p. 45). The essential purpose of mixing methods in this context is
to get the best measurement of multidimensional poverty for the study 
population using the strengths of each of the methods proposed. In the 
research presented here, the use of mixed methods was important for 
three main reasons: (i) allowing for a robust analysis following trian-
gulation of data, sequencing of data collection and research methods

8
An Inclusive Proposal for the Use
of Mixed Methods in Studying
Poverty: An Application to a
Colombian Municipality
María Fernanda Torres Penagos and Edna Bautista Hernández
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and methodological bilingualism, (ii) identification of priority areas for
policy and (iii) promoting policy uptake at the local level.

For the study of poverty used in this chapter, mixed methods were
particularly effective in gathering information that would not have been 
collected by either quantitative or qualitative methodologies in isola-
tion. The integration of the methodologies was essential to develop a 
complete diagnosis of the situation of poverty in a municipality that did
not have enough information about the living conditions of its inhab-
itants since it did not have up-to-date diagnoses of the poverty condi-
tion, neither quantitatively nor qualitatively. Mixed methods research
allowed for identifying individual dimensions of poverty in the particu-
lar study site, as well as to obtain results generalisable to the entire popu-
lation of the municipality while deepening the understanding of causes 
and consequences of poverty experienced by some of the inhabitants. 
The research also allowed for identifying the institutional arrangements
of the municipality, the relationship between citizens and local authori-
ties, and programme rationales about fighting poverty and the needs of 
the town’s inhabitants to improve their quality of life.

This investigation contributes to the literature in public policy to over-
come poverty in the local contexts in three aspects: (i) the application of 
a mixed methodology for making a diagnosis, and following from this 
(ii) the identification of priority areas for state interventions and (iii) the 
use of study findings for policy uptake at the local level.

This chapter proceeds as follows: First, we discuss the use of mixed
methods research, its main objectives and its importance in the study of 
poverty. Second, we briefly present the research and its purpose, the meth-
odology for undertaking a poverty diagnosis and main results. Third, we 
present a discussion of the contributions of our work to poverty studies 
using mixed methods research, as well as the advantages of using mixed 
methods for measuring and analysing poverty. Finally, we provide recom-
mendations for policy and/or future research in mixed studies of poverty.

From individual approaches to mixed methods

Social science research integrates different tools to approach the study of 
poverty. However, at a methodological level ‘much analysis of chronic 
poverty to date has focused on monetary measures of living standards, 
partly because these are among the measures that can fluctuate most 
over even quite short time periods (McKay and Lawson, 2003, p. 426).’
The main feature of the quantitative methodology is quantifiable meas-
urement of the observed phenomena. Statistics is an appropriate tool to
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measure ‘objective’ and ‘regular’ phenomena, so as to study their varia-
bility and degree of generalisation (Castro, 1996). Thus, the quantitative
methodology allows us to generalise the results to the study population
and allows us to answer questions such as How much? What? What is the
relation? For the specific case of a multidimensional poverty measure-
ment that is representative of the population, quantitative methodol-
ogy is critical to identify which parts of the population are living in
poverty, what are the most urgent deprivations to address and how deep
such deprivations are. In this regard, the objectives of generalisation and
‘objective and fair’ measurement is fulfilled.

Although the use of quantitative methods has been essential to
inform the process of political decisions related to overcoming poverty,
it is clear that the use of this research method in isolation presents some 
limitations. Specifically, the exclusive use of quantitative methods does
not reveal enough information to understand the factors and processes
operating within situations of poverty (Howe and McKay, 2007).

Given that poverty is a phenomenon with a high level of complex-
ity and a multitude of factors at play, it is important to also approach
it from a qualitative perspective. People experiencing poverty have the 
greatest knowledge of the hardships that affect their wellbeing. The
qualitative methodology is intended to answer questions such as How?
Why? And it seeks to understand the meaning of definitions, symbols 
and descriptions of particular cases (Neuman, 2010).

Although the use of qualitative methods strengthens the participa-
tion of communities and identifies their perceptions of the determinant
factors to explore related to poverty, the main difficulty lies in the par-
ticularity of the results from participatory approaches, as these are not 
usually generalisable to the population.

Mixed methods research has become a fundamental tool to investi-
gate complex issues such as poverty since ‘they are useful when you 
have a need to explore and explain both, and when either qualitative 
or quantitative methods alone seem inadequate for the complexity of 
the research questions and topics’ (Bronstein and Kovacs, 2013, p. 355). 
Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) suggest that mixed methods research
went through a formative stage in the 1970s, a discussion of paradigms 
and procedures throughout the 1980–1990s, advocacy and expansion 
in the next period, and is currently in a reflective period (Bronstein and
Kovacs, 2013). Mixed methods research has been called the ‘third meth-
odological movement’, the ‘third research paradigm’, and ‘a new star in 
the social science sky’ (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011, p. 52). It emerges 
as an alternative to develop research to understand the complexity of 
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social phenomena holistically. Morgan (2007, p. 73) aptly summarises
the previous discussion:

I find it helpful to think of qualitative research as research that empha-
sizes a contextual-opinion-inductive approach, while quantitative 
research emphasizes a deductive-objective-generalising approach.
Where we find problems is in the treatment of these major trends
as absolute and defining characteristics for these two different 
approaches [. . .] the pragmatic approach [mixed methods] offers an 
effective alternative through its emphasis on abductive-intersubjec-
tive aspects and transferable of our research.

As such, the importance of combining methods has been widely cov-
ered. First, mixed methods research is desirable considering that both
methods share the goal of understanding social phenomena in the best 
way, the common objective of disseminating knowledge for practical use
as well as a shared commitment to rigour, awareness and critique in the 
process of research (Haase and Myers, 1988; Reichardt and Rallis, 1994).
Second, a mixed methods approach allows for responding to a greater
number of questions, permits a greater variety of perspectives on the
problem analysed in terms of frequency, size and prevalence (quantita-
tive), and depth and complexity (qualitative) (Creswell, 2005). Finally,
as stated by Reams and Twale, the use of mixed methods emerges as
necessary to ‘uncover the most of information and perspective, increase
corroboration of the data and render less biased and more accurate con-
clusions’ (Reams and Twale, 2008, p. 133).

Although mixed methods have been used within development stud-
ies for more than two decades, no consensus currently exists in relation
to a single definition on what these are. According to our experience,
we believe that using mixed methods is not only the use of two differ-
ent methodologies of data collection, but instead involves a complete 
integration of collection, interpretation and analysis of information
for the study of the same phenomenon. In this sense, the definitions 
given by Sampieri et al. (2006), Tashakkori and Creswell (2007) and
Bronstein and Kovacs (2013) mirror our understanding of mixed meth-
ods research. Sampieri et al. (2006, p. 546) suggest that mixed methods 
research could be defined as ‘a set of systematic processes, empirical and
critical research and involve the collection and analysis of quantitative 
and qualitative data, as well as their integration and joint discussion, 
to make inferences product of all the information collected and greater
understanding of the phenomenon under study’.
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Tashakkori and Creswell (2007, p. 4) define mixed methods as ‘research 
where the researcher collects and analyzes data, integrates results and
draws conclusions using both quantitative and qualitative approxima-
tion in a single study [. . .] a key aspect of this definition is the integra-
tion’. Finally, according to Bronstein and Kovacs, research using mixed 
methods has been referred to as an intuitive way of doing research, prag-
matic and practical, that draws on the strengths of both qualitative and 
quantitative methods to fully answer the research questions (Bronstein
and Kovacs, 2013).

It follows that the use of methods in this study supports a holistic 
understanding of the mixed methods approach, where the integration
of the methodologies starts from the formulation of the problem and 
enables a deeper understanding of a phenomenon as complex as poverty.

Diagnosis of poverty with mixed methods: The case  
of Colombian municipality

In Colombia, 20 million people live on less than two dollars a day 
(DANE, 2012). The latest results of poverty and extreme poverty inci-
dence reveal stark differences between regions and geographical areas in
the country. In 2010, the incidence of multidimensional poverty in rural
areas was 53%, which is more than twice the percentage of poor people 
in urban areas (24%). Also the differences between regions are alarm-
ing; while Bogotá registered multidimensional poverty levels of 12%,
the Atlantic region presented levels close to 46% (Angulo et al., 2011). 
Trying to understand these gaps within the country was one of the moti-
vations for developing a diagnosis in a small municipality near Bogotá.

This research explores poverty as a multidimensional phenomenon
in a small municipality composed of urban and rural areas in Colombia
that did not have updated sources of information for measuring living 
conditions of the population at the municipal level (most recent local
poverty measurements were based on the 2005 Colombian Census). To
do so, we use a mixed methods design and the most up-to-date database
(Survey for the Identification System and Classification of the Potential
Beneficiaries for Social Programs [SISBEN] 2010) to explore poverty by
combining both quantitative and qualitative research techniques.

The municipality in focus is Villapinzón, a community located in
Cundinamarca (Colombia), which is 95 km away from Bogotá (the
capital), the choice of which is closely linked to the programme of 
the School of Government Alberto Lleras Camargo, University of Los
Andes, called Local Action Initiative (the acronym in Spanish is IDEAL). 
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The objective of this programme is to support both the administration
and the citizens of small municipalities in developing local manage-
ment capacity to overcome poverty, social policy and local planning, 
among others. The municipality is an interesting case study because 
it is part of the five hundred poorest municipalities in Colombia and, 
according to the National Planning Department, it had a high incidence
of multidimensional poverty. Additionally, the size of the municipality 
in this case facilitated the research as well as future poverty monitor-
ing efforts, as it is easier to survey and update information of relatively
small populations. Furthermore, in this type of municipality (small pop-
ulation, low income, rural economy and approachable authorities) it is
easier to establish a close relationship with the authorities, and know
the results of the performance of mayors and governors, and also for
citizens to learn about the implementation of public programmes and
to exercise the necessary political control through the different mecha-
nisms of participation.

This research was inspired by two shortcomings in poverty measure-
ment in Colombia. Firstly, most government efforts are aimed at the
development of public policies to overcome poverty at the national level. 
Secondly, there is a lack of updated measurements of the living condi-
tions at the municipal level since local poverty measurements were only
available from the 2005 Colombian Census. In this research, the SISBEN
2010 database was used. This data allowed for an elaborate poverty diag-
nosis and to operationalise the dimensions of the Multidimensional
Poverty Index Colombia (MPI-Colombia), thereby supporting the iden-
tification of potential intervention areas that could contribute to the
social policy agenda of the local authorities in this Colombian munici-
pality. This approach is replicable and is therefore a starting point for 
the measurement of poverty in multiple parts of Colombia and other
countries with similar conditions.

Methodology

The methodology of this research divides into five phases: (i) preliminary 
visits, (ii) participant observation, (iii) calculation of the MPI, (iv) focus 
group discussions and new poverty calculations and (v) semi-structured 
interviews. The research team consisted of two researchers with particu-
lar quantitative and qualitative skills that were drawn upon in isolation 
and combination throughout the research. The methodological approach
allowed for the identification of new dimensions and risk factors that 
would not have emerged if multidimensional poverty phenomena had 
been analysed with qualitative or quantitative approaches separately.
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Preliminary visits (Phase I) were aimed at familiarising ourselves with
the leaders of the municipality and the general population. Seven fami-
lies were prioritised by the Red Unidos (one of the main strategies to
fight poverty and extreme poverty in Colombia1). From these visits, one 
family was selected to participate in Phase II of the research. This family 
was composed of seven people that lived in the rural area of the munici-
pality and agreed to participate in participant observation (Phase II).
It is worth mentioning that the family did not allow the researcher to
stay overnight, due to the distribution of space and overcrowding. This
Phase I was important to build confidence through recognition within
the context of research and breaking down power relations between
researcher and researched (Crang, 2007; Ritterbusch, 2011).

Phase II aimed to identify, observe and collect qualitative information
from a family living in poverty. The dimensions of the MPI were taken
into account as well as new dimensions that emerged during the field-
work. To this end the technique of Participant Observation was used;
the expert in qualitative research methodology was embedded in the
daily routines of this family living in poverty for a week.

Phase III of the research consisted of calculating the MPI as devel-
oped by Alkire and Foster (2007) and was led by the expert in quantita-
tive research methodology. The MPI for the municipality is a replica 
of the national MPI conducted by the National Planning Department
(NPD), recognising that it is the official measurement of multidimen-
sional poverty used in the country and is part of the official indicators 
and goals of the National Development Plan. The MPI-Colombia meas-
ures five dimensions: household education conditions, childhood and
youth conditions, labour, health and access to household utilities and
living conditions.2 Following Angulo et al. (2011), each dimension has a 
weight of 0.2 (for a total of 1.0), and each variable has the same weight 
in its respective dimension (see Table 8.1).

The MPI-Colombia uses two databases: the survey of Quality of Life 
in Colombia for 2008 (with updated information but representativeness 
for a larger geographic area) and the National Census for 2005 (with
representative information at the municipal level but not updated). 
The main source of information used for this study was the SISBEN 
2010 database. The SISBEN is the information system that identifies
potentially beneficiaries of government subsidies. The database for the 
municipality selected has information from 16,173 people for 2010. The
survey has 90 questions which are divided into seven modules: (i) iden-
tification, (ii) details of the dwelling unit, (iii) household data, (iv) socio-
demographic background, (v) health and fertility, (vi) education and 
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(vii) occupation – income. In the SISBEN special emphasis is placed on 
questions related to housing conditions (health services, drinking water,
number of rooms) and possession of goods (fridge, TV, computer, motor-
cycle), and less emphasis on questions related to health and education.

From the 15 variables used by the NPD for the calculation of the 
national MPI, it was possible to rebuild 14 for the municipality under
study using the SISBEN database. The only variable that had no infor-
mation in the SISBEN database and was not possible to estimate for this 
municipality was ‘Healthcare access when needed’, which measures the
percentage of households with all members having access to healthcare.

The Multidimensional Headcount Ratio and the Adjusted Headcount 
were calculated, identifying the number of poor people in the munici-
pality. The municipality has large differences in its geographic area (66% 
of the population lives in the rural area vs 34% in the urban area); for 
this reason calculations were performed differentiating by area of resi-
dence (urban/rural). Calculations were also performed by household
composition: with children and without children. The Adjusted Poverty 
Gap (which adds in information about the depth of poverty) was also 
calculated, and a multi-variate analysis was done with the aim of study-
ing the relationship between multidimensional poverty as a function of 
a group of potential risk factors or circumstances. Finally, the MPI was
calculated for a second time but only for the population identified as
multidimensionally poor in the municipality (people with 33% or more
of deprivations in the Index). The focus of these calculations was to 
understand the contribution of individual dimensions to the index for 
MPI scores for this subgroup of the population.

Phase IV was developed by both researchers in the team and consisted 
of conducting focus group discussions (FGDs) with a sample of the 
urban population of the municipality. This Phase focused on the urban 
population considering that participant observation (in Phase II) was
conducted in the rural area. The ‘snowball’ technique was used, making 
it possible to identify members with similar life experiences (Browne,
2003; Salganik and Heckathorn, 2004) and with personal information
relevant for this research. Three focus groups were conducted, each with
three to six participants. This sample was stratified by age, gender and 
education level but not socio-economic status of the participants.

The purpose of this activity was to generate a dynamic of participa-
tion and conversation with the community, in order to motivate the 
group to meet and discuss poverty in general through programmes,
interventions related to overcoming poverty and the identification of 
alternative solutions. Participants answered questions such as: What 
is poverty? How is poverty experienced? What is the most important factor 
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in overcoming poverty? What can the government do to solve the problems
of the community? The information was collected using a diary, focus
group guides, videos, photos and audio. Along with the analysis of MPI,
the focus group discussions were useful for ranking the most important 
dimensions for participants in order to contribute to the construction
of the participatory poverty diagnosis. This phase allowed prioritisation 
of variables and dimensions of the MPI by the urban population, thus 
facilitating the identification and collection of qualitative information
about the perception of poverty.

In this same phase, and following the approach made by Angulo 
et al. (2011) for Colombian MPI, the researchers estimated the incidence
of poverty (Headcount Ratio) only for the poor population (people with 
33% or more deprivations compared to the non-poor population) in
order to prioritise the most important variables for the poor and com-
pare the results with those found in the focus group discussions.

Finally, the two researchers conducted semi-structured interviews 
(Phase V) with the main decision-makers of the municipality in order to
create awareness about and deepen the findings of the preceding phases.
One of the main objectives of the interviews was to observe the viabil-
ity of the public policy proposals coming out of the poverty research. 
As such, this phase allowed for deepening the dimensions of poverty 
that were identified as key through observing the responsiveness of local
authorities to them, as well as programmes and policies designed and
executed for overcoming poverty.

Key findings

Key findings following the combination of methods are discussed on a 
dimension by dimension basis.

Household education conditions

This domain pertains to past educational attainment of household mem-
bers rather than current educational outcomes for children and youth.

Following findings from the qualitative components in Phases II and IV 
it was found that family support is a key aspect to achieving educational
attainment. In the rural family, for example, we found that the absence
of support from grandparents, parents and caregivers was a key factor for
dropping out of school. Similarly, a young female participant (Phase IV)
said the financial support from their parents was the reason for having
finished her studies in fifth grade:

[When I got pregnant at age 15] I was not studying because my mom
had just money to support me until fifth grade and I wanted to
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continue studying but my family had no money to continue study-
ing. (Woman, Focus Group, 21 years)

In general, many people in the municipality (both urban and rural 
areas) had low levels of educational attainment. Nearly 80% of surveyed 
household members over 15 on average received less than nine years of 
schooling. Large differences by area are identified in the results; the per-
centage of households with low educational attainment in urban areas
is 58.1%, while for rural areas it is 94.0%.

Child and youth conditions

With respect to outcomes for children and young people, fieldwork 
revealed that several children in the municipality both work and study. 
This group, according to the discussion in Phase IV, is more likely to 
drop out of school. The most serious problem for children and youth in
this municipality appeared to be child labour.

Other obstacles for children in rural areas in going to school or
accessing early childhood services were found to be geographic isola-
tion and beliefs about early education (Phases II and V). For example, 
children of rural families have to walk almost an hour to get to school
every day. Regarding the access to early childhood services, it was 
found that none of the children of the family interviewed in Phase II 
had access to early education because the parents did not trust the
quality of this service and children were taken care of by their mother
or grandmother.

The variables that attract most attention in terms of their incidence
are educational lag and lack of access to early childhood services. The 
first has an incidence rate of 57% and the second has an incidence rate of 
31%. Differences between urban and rural areas are small – educational 
lag (58% urban and 56% rural) and without access to early childhood
services (28% urban and 32% rural) – indicating that these variables
must be taken into account regardless of the particular characteristics
of the area that is inhabited. It is important to note that incidence rates
for child labour were low, which is due to the way in which the question 
is asked in the SISBEN database. In the qualitative fieldwork phases, it 
emerged in all cases.

Health

Health issues in the municipality appear to be more of an access problem
than a coverage problem, especially for rural areas. Observations from
Phases II and IV indicate that access to healthcare is different by area. 
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In rural areas, Phase II showed that distance implies a barrier to access-
ing services. In terms of urban areas, participants felt that doctors do not
pay enough attention to their cases, so it is more efficient to purchase 
medicines and have them at home.

Findings from the quantitative analysis in Phase III suggest that
more than 20 out of 100 people have no health insurance. The per-
centage of people without health insurance is similar in rural and
urban areas.

Labour

In the municipality it is difficult to get formal employment; adults in
Phase IV indicated that there is not sufficient labour supply for all.
Although both men and women experience difficulties getting work,
women are more likely to be unemployed:

[How many cows milked today?], Five cows, [how much you earn
for milking?], $ 1.50, and my boss gives me a liter of milk. [But your 
husband earns more money?], Of course, they pay him 12 dollars per
day. (Mother of the family, Participant Observation, 29 years)

Over 77% of households in the municipality have informal work, reflect-
ing the labour instability that characterises large parts of the population 
in the municipality. The fieldwork for the qualitative component in 
Phase IV clearly showed that the dynamics of work (especially in rural
areas) is based on the system of daily wages, where workers are not enti-
tled to social security and do not have an employment contract. Results
vary greatly depending on the area; the rate of informal employment is
59.5% in urban areas and 89.2% in rural areas.

Public services and housing conditions

For people in this municipality, the most pressing issue with respect 
to living conditions is overcrowding. In the case of the rural family
(Phase II), it was found that the household has no access to sew-
age disposal and improved water. The focus group discussion with
adults (Phase IV) suggested that government social programmes for
housing are not designed according to the living conditions of the 
population:

It seems to me irrational, you must have a lot to build, or to have
a housing allowance [. . .] the state should help us to get the land.
(Women, Focus Group, 47 years)
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Critical overcrowding (three people or more sleeping in the same room
for the urban area and four or more people in the rural area) is very high
in the municipality, revealing that 27 of every 100 households suffer 
from such deprivation. Sewage disposal (18%) and access to improved 
water (14%) are also variables that must be taken into account. When
performing the analysis by area, greater deprivation can be observed in 
the rural area of the municipality (sewage disposal 26% and access to 
improved water 23%).

New dimensions

Finally, our research allowed for the identification of new dimensions 
of poverty. In the design of the focus group discussions (Phase IV), new
dimensions that were observed in the participant observation (Phase II) 
and that were not reflected in the quantitative results were taken into
account. We identified that geographic isolation, domestic violence and
teenage pregnancy affected the household welfare.y

The fieldwork in Phases II and IV revealed that geographic isolation is
a major barrier to accessing services. Children of the family participating 
in Phase II walked 50 minutes to get to school, crossing a river in boots. 
Unfortunately, there is no information to quantify this variable beyond 
this single observation.

With respect to domestic violence, it was found that alcoholism is a 
factor that aggravates abuse, physical abuse and domestic violence. All 
participants in the qualitative components (Phases II and IV) referred 
to acts of violence in their families. Violence against women was men-
tioned in all the focus group discussions; most participants had been 
abused by their spouses.

In terms of teenage pregnancy, it was found that all women over 18 
years who participated in the qualitative components (Phases II and IV) 
were mothers of at least two children. The average age of the mothers
was 17 years. However, the quantitative SISBEN data only identified that 
1.14% of women under 20 reported having been pregnant in the munic-
ipality. This value may be underestimating teenage pregnancy because
the information specified in the database does not take into account 
women over 20 years who had children when they were teenagers.

Contributions to the methodological debate

Several contributions to the literature on mixed methods emerge from
the research conducted for this small municipality in Colombia. We 
elaborate on the general advantages of the use of mixed methods in 
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our research. We analyse why it is advisable to develop mixed meth-
ods research with multi-disciplinary teams and researchers specialised in
each of the methodologies. Also, we highlight the importance of paying
attention to the timing and sequencing in the development of the field-
work and the importance of integrating methods and data for a deeper
understanding of the phenomenon.

This section proceeds as follows: we discuss (i) the advantages of using
a mixed methodology for making a diagnosis, (ii) the identification of 
priority areas for state interventions and (iii) reflection on our study and
policy uptake at the local level in relation to interviews with authorities.

Advantages of using mixed methods for measuring 
and analysing poverty

The use of mixed methods strengthened the results of this research for
three main reasons: (i) triangulation of results, (ii) timing of integration of g
methodologies and (iii) a robust methodological bilingualism. These stages 
of analysis in the mixed methodology incorporate collection, analysis
and integration of both techniques to answer one research question, so
the usefulness of mixed methods results in a more comprehensive and
inclusive understanding of the research problem (Bilinski et al., 2013).

Triangulation

Triangulation is a key element in the use of mixed methodologies. As
said by Arias (2000) it is conventionally understood as the use of multi-
ple methods in studying the same object in order to increase the validity
of the results. However, it goes further and includes diversity of data,
researchers, theories and methodologies (Arias, 2000). When an inves-
tigation has more than one type of triangulation it is called ‘multiple
triangulations’ and it is ideal because it provides a ‘more comprehensive
and satisfactory sense of the phenomenon’. Thus, triangulation allows
the researcher to ‘take advantage of the strengths and offset the weak-
nesses of each [approach])’ (Royce et al., 2010, p. 99).

In the case of this research, triangulation was understood as the use of 
different sources, triangulation of researchers and triangulation of meth-
odologies. Triangulation of data sources was vital for complementing
the information collected by using different methodologies. Researcher 
triangulation occurred as two researchers (with different backgrounds)
explored the same phenomenon in the field. The methodological tri-
angulation was carried out both in design and in data collection 
between the qualitative and quantitative methods (through different
information gathering techniques to know the poverty condition of 
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this municipality). As a result, variables that were not evident from the 
quantitative data were picked up in the qualitative fieldwork as being
important elements of living in poverty (teenage pregnancy and child 
labour). Similarly, while the quantitative methodology allowed a disag-
gregated analysis of the impact of different dimensions on conditions of 
poverty, qualitative methodology allowed deepening the enquiry into
the causes of poverty that these people experienced. For example, geo-
graphic isolation was found as a determinant for the quality of life in 
the urban area.

The use of mixed methods facilitated the understanding of the com-
plexity of the phenomenon of poverty in the municipality. The qualita-
tive results allowed us to understand the causes and consequences of 
poverty. As said by Shaffer (2012), one of the great challenges when
measuring poverty refers to the need to use categories ‘with local signifi-
cance’ of poverty. In this study the concepts of poverty corresponded
to the understanding of the people surveyed about their meaning of 
poverty. Meanwhile the quantitative results allowed us to speak of 
generalisable results to the entire population living in poverty in the 
municipality, essential for the designing of public policies to overcome
poverty. At the local level, for example, dynamics that perpetuate the
poverty status of the study population were identified such as alcohol-
ism and domestic abuse. These dynamics that are not addressed in the 
national poverty measurement are part of the problems to solve in the
case of this small municipality.

Timing

The timing or implementation of research methods refers to the sequence
in which the information is collected, analysed and interpreted (Creswell 
et al., 2004). Morgan (1998) suggests that decisions about the timing 
need to be properly resolved when considering what is the complemen-
tary method and what is the central method. According to Bilinski et
al. (2013) the methodological design of the mixed methods research
requires deciding in advance the timing of the phases of the research.
McWey et al. recognise how the timing of mixed methods can contribute 
more effectively to the research question: ‘with this type of design, both
quantitative and qualitative data are collected at the same time and given
equal weight. Also with concurrent triangulation, the quantitative and 
qualitative data are analyzed separately, but are integrated when inter-
pretations of the data are made’ (McWey et al., 2009, pp. 80–81).

In our particular case, for the design and content of the various stages
of the research it was essential to build the information about the
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dynamics of poverty in the municipality in a parallel way. Both the com-
plementarity of the information and the triangulation of data required
a component of synchronicity in timing of our investigations. Although
the sequence and development of the research seems a secondary factor
for researchers, in the case of mixed methods, and particularly for our
research, the strategy was to plan both how andw when to integrate the
data collected. It is worth specifying that both quantitative and quali-
tative data were collected and analysed with the same priority. While 
there were experts in both methodologies, none of them advocated any
particular method, as these converged at the stage of interpretation,
allowing a significant increase in the information available to analysis.

The sequencing of the various research phases led us to pay special
attention to data that appeared to be contradictory between the quan-
titative and qualitative methodologies; dimensions such as child labour
and teenage pregnancy showed the importance of using mixed meth-
ods and specifically timing in implementing the methodology. These 
dimensions emerged strongly in the qualitative work done in the early 
stages (Phase I – preliminary visits and Phase II – participant observa-
tion). However, when they were tested in the database they were found 
to affect a very small percentage of the population. The information
gathered from the questionnaires of the survey did not capture the exist-
ence of child labour (it asked if people work or study without acknowl-
edging that the two activities may be performed simultaneously) nor the
magnitude of the phenomenon of teenage pregnancy (considering that 
the question ‘currently pregnant or had children’ does not identify adult 
women who got pregnant in their teens). Subsequently, the research
team decided to deepen knowledge on these two variables in the later
stages of fieldwork (Phase IV – focus group discussions and Phase V –
interviews). Findings highlighted that child labour and teenage preg-
nancy are indeed important issues as perceived by research participants.
As such, the policy recommendations made to decision-makers of the
municipality included these two variables.

Two methodologies: One researcher? Methodological bilingualism

One of the major concerns of the sceptics in relation to mixed meth-
ods is related to the lack of tools and skills on the part of research-
ers to adequately develop the two types of methodologies. Denzin 
(2008, p. 11) says, for example, that the ‘methodological bilingualism
is superficial, and perhaps even impossible’. Qualitative experts, as 
stated by Teddlie and Tashakkori, think that mixed methods research-
ers do not have adequate training in the ethnographic tradition or
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appreciate the skills needed to conduct ethnographies (Teddlie and
Tashakkori, 2012). However, authors like Shulha and Wilson (2003)
and Bliss (2008) state that this criticism is addressed by an approach 
to mixed methods through multi-disciplinary teams where not
everyone is skilled in each methodology but everyone has a minimum 
knowledge of the other’s arguments. Bliss says, ‘familiarity in the two 
methodologies allows effective communication because they handle 
a common language and a viable number of conceptual similarities’ 
(Bliss, 2008, p. 190).

In the case of this research, the team consisted of an expert in quanti-
tative methods and an expert in qualitative methods. Each component 
of this research was peer reviewed by experts in quantitative and qualita-
tive methodology respectively. Also, each researcher had a solid founda-
tion in the other methodology before starting research, which facilitated
communication and the choice of information gathering techniques; 
this was vital for the integration of the entire research process. Prior
knowledge in the other methodology facilitated the sequence in which 
information was collected and improved the triangulation, allowing a 
fluid and proactive exchange of information.

Methodological bilingualism was also key when determining the pri-
ority areas of intervention and how the results were presented to local
authorities. Both the statistical results and the voices of the participants
occupied a central role in the diagnosis; this combination contributed to 
suggesting areas of intervention that are important for the population as
a whole but also with a human face.

Identification of priority areas for state interventions

One fundamental aspect for the integration of quantitative and quali-
tative data in this research was the prioritisation of the dimensions 
of poverty in each of the methodologies. Following Tashakkori and 
Creswell (2007), mixed methods research goes beyond the reporting 
of quantitative and qualitative findings; this methodology must con-
nect and integrate the information collected by these two approaches. 
The conclusions must then present a much more complete picture of 
the phenomenon studied. The integration must compare, contrast and 
build upon the conclusions from each of these methods (Tashakkori and 
Creswell, 2007). As such, the great contribution of this prioritisation is
that it was used to generate and develop analysis in order to provide
richer data. It also strengthened the significance of our research since
this integration was important to generate new approaches to the study 
of poverty in the municipality from the combination of the two sources
of data input.
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To this end, the six most important variables for each component were 
prioritised on the basis of both quantitative data (Phase III) and qualita-
tive data (Phase IV) – see Table 8.2. In the quantitative component, the 
prioritisation was performed according to the incidence of the dimen-
sions contained in the MPI for the population multidimensionally poor. 
The incidence rate of the dimensions of the MPI was calculated only for
the poor (only people deprived in 33% or more of all dimensions in the
municipality3). With respect to the qualitative component, a weighting
exercise was developed to identify the relative importance of dimen-
sions of MPI in terms of the quality of life of the people who participated 
in our research. Specifically participants answered to the question: What
is most important to me?4

In this phase of the investigation, the gathering of information was 
made through each one of the methodologies. It was found that five of 
the six most important variables of wellbeing associated with the MPI
were prioritised by both methodologies (from a total of 15 variables). At
the moment of the data integration it was found that priorities which
were the same in both components were: Education (low achievement,
educational lag and knowing how to read and write), Services for Early
Childhood, Work (informal and having a job) and Household Conditions 
(overcrowding, walls material and having bathroom and sewer). The 
only variable that was not prioritised by the two methodologies was
health insurance, only present in the quantitative prioritisation.

Table 8.2 Prioritising mixed diagnostic variables

Priority
order Qualitative component Quantitative component

1 Having a job Low academic achievement

2 Firm material walls School lag

3 Overcrowding Without access to services for
childhood

4 Health, nutrition and  
initial care

No insurance

5 Have bathroom and  
sewer

Rate of informal employment

6 Knowing how to read  
and write

Overcrowding
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Policy uptake at the local level

From the prioritisation of the variables of mixed diagnosis it was possible
to make recommendations regarding priority areas for intervention. As
explained before, the prioritised dimensions combined into: housing con-
ditions (overcrowding), education (low educational level and illiteracy) 
and labour (rate of informal employment). This prioritisation allowed the
government authorities to develop programmes and projects (described
later) that emphasised people’s resources and supported them in improv-
ing their living conditions. Clarity of information combined with detailed 
analysis allowed the Mayor to take efficient decisions addressing real
needs and the technical and managerial capabilities of the municipality. 
As a result of the prioritisation of needs arising from this research, govern-
ment authorities prioritised labour and housing conditions.

Two years after the diagnosis, the municipality is developing a policy
advocacy framework in partnership with the University of Los Andes, 
a project with fungi as an alternative crop and source of nutrition, and 
access to employment. Besides offering advice about mushroom grow-
ing, the University supports the marketing thereof, to improve the
income of people living in poverty. The authorities have also created 
strategies to improve housing conditions with the help of academia
and the private sector. These initiatives aim to improve the use of pub-
lic resources, including basic services such as drinking water. Likewise,
strategies have been designed to optimise the overcrowded conditions of 
households in the municipality.

Considerations and conclusions

The contribution of the research presented in this chapter is threefold:
Firstly, it provides a detailed and up-to-date understanding of the pov-
erty situation at municipal level in Colombia. Secondly, it allowed for 
the identification of priority areas for state interventions and input into
policy processes. Thirdly, it provides insight into the value added by 
using mixed methods in the study of poverty at subnational level and
its contribution to local policy take-up. The research responds to two 
shortcomings noted in addressing Colombian social policy: first, cur-
rently in Colombia most government efforts are aimed at developing
public policies to overcome poverty nationwide. Second, there is a lack 
of current sources of information to measure the living conditions of the
population at municipal level.

As noted throughout this document, the use of mixed methods proved
to be useful. Triangulation of results and methodological bilingualism
strengthened the credibility and usability of this research, which would 
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not have been possible without the participation of specialists in each
methodology and without time synchronisation of methods.

For the study of poverty in this chapter, mixed methods were particu-
larly effective in identifying information that was not present in the use
of quantitative or qualitative techniques in isolation. The methodological
triangulation allowed the researchers to identify variables that were not
evident from the quantitative data and were picked up on in the qualita-
tive fieldwork as being important elements of living in poverty and for
policy recommendations: the effect of geographic isolation, domestic
violence and teenage pregnancy on household welfare. These dynamics
are not addressed in the national poverty measurement but are part of 
the problems to solve in the case of this municipality. The integration
of methodologies was vital to strengthen the results and to reach local
authorities with a convincing diagnosis of the poverty of the municipality.

Regarding timing, it was essential to build the information about the
dynamics of poverty in the municipality in a parallel way. Both the com-
plementarity of the information and the triangulation of data required a
component of synchronicity in timing.

Methodological bilingualism was key when determining the prior-
ity areas of intervention and how the results were presented to local 
authorities. To have the ability to deliver information to the Mayor that
was representative of the entire population of the municipality, but also 
highlight the experiences of poverty in the everyday life of some of the 
town’s inhabitants was key for the decision-makers to undertake public 
policy actions once the diagnosis was known.

The identification of priority areas for state interventions was also a
fundamental exercise regarding the importance of using mixed methods.
Five of six dimensions of wellbeing associated with the MPI were priori-
tised in the same way by both methodologies, finding significant matches 
in key results obtained by both methods. The impact of this study is not
confined to the identification of priority areas for overcoming poverty
areas but, on the contrary, was the starting point for the Mayor to give
priority in its municipal development programme to a strategy for eradi-
cating extreme poverty. Two years after the diagnosis, the municipality is
developing programmes related to employment and housing conditions.

We consider that poverty studies can greatly benefit from the appli-
cation of different methodologies to the same phenomenon. The sub-
sequent results are more information-rich, are more respectful of each 
methodology-specific epistemology, place equal emphasis on quanti-
tative data and narrative information and provide a broader range of 
policy alternatives. In sum, this provides a more satisfying sense of the
complex phenomenon studied.
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Notes

1 For more information visit: http://www.colombiaenaccion.gov.co/2011/06/07/
red-unidos/

2 The criteria used by the government of Colombia to set these dimensions
are: (i) frequent usage (national or international), literature review, discussion
with experts and other indicators; (ii) indicators can be affected by public 
policies and (iii) availability of information (in the survey of Quality of Life 
in Colombia). For more information visit: https://colaboracion.dnp.gov.co/
CDT/Estudios%20Econmicos/382.pdf

3 Results are presented in Appendix 8.1.
4 Each participant had three votes, researchers presented the MPI for people to 

vote for what they considered the most important (could use all the votes in
one variable or distribute them according to their preferences). In the end, a
rapporteur chosen by them did the prioritisation according to votes and made 
a classification of the variables that were fundamental to the group.
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Introduction

A series of four mixed methods impact evaluations and an overall syn-
thesis report, conducted in 2011 and 2012, explored the contribution of 
food assistance to short, medium and long-term outcomes and impacts
in WFP/UNHCR operations in protracted refugee situations. Refugee 
groups in four countries were studied:

Myanmar Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh, arriving from the early 
1990s.
Refugees from the Central African Republic in southern Chad, arriv-
ing from 2002.
Eritrean and Somali refugees in Ethiopia, arriving from 1990.
Congolese refugees living in camps in Rwanda, arriving from 1994.

The overall objective of the evaluation series was to provide evidence
and inspiration for future strategies to improve the contribution of food 
assistance for refugees in protracted situations. The main intended audi-
ences were policy and strategy makers and programme implementers 
within WFP and UNHCR, governments hosting refugees, donor agencies 
and other relevant United Nations and non-governmental agencies. The 
contribution of this chapter is to illustrate how evaluators working in 
‘real world’ situations and especially in humanitarian contexts experi-
ence and manage time, budget, data availability and political constraints
(Bamberger et al., 2012). Following Leeuw and Vaessen (2009), it shows 
how a mixed methods approach can be used to address threats to valid-
ity and to ‘assess different facets of complex outcomes or impacts, yield-
ing more breadth, depth, and width in the portrait than one method 

9
Challenges and Insights from 
Mixed Methods Impact Evaluations
in Protracted Refugee Situations1

Sally Burrows and Marian Read
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alone can’ (39). This chapter also explores the potential of contribution
analysis in humanitarian contexts as the evaluations assessed the effects 
against the intended results set out in a Theory of Change derived from 
WFP and UNHCR documentation. Expected outcomes and impacts were 
improved nutrition and food security in the short term and increased 
self-reliance linked to local integration in the host country or voluntary
repatriation or resettlement in a third country (known as ‘durable solu-
tions’) in the long term. Each evaluation sought to measure effects of 
food assistance and also to identify the principal contextual and imple-
mentation factors influencing those effects and understand how they 
interacted together as part of a causal package, recognising that impact 
in complex contexts is often due to a combination of causes. The evalu-
ations used a mixed methods approach, collected primary qualitative
and quantitative data and analysed secondary sources of information.
Data collection methods including sampling are discussed later in this 
chapter. These evaluations, conducted jointly by WFP and UNHCR,
employed a wide range of strategies to enhance usability and followed a 
standard process at the preparation, inception, fieldwork and reporting
phases, thereby facilitating the synthesis of findings.

The growing interest in impact evaluation, mixed methods and 
contribution analysis, combined with the challenges inherent in real 
world and especially humanitarian contexts, presents opportunities 
for strengthening their use in future evaluations. The series presented 
in this chapter provided insights into how to apply a mixed methods 
approach to complex questions in data-poor humanitarian contexts,
where impact is rarely linear and few evaluations of impact are con-
ducted. It contributed to the ongoing methodological discussion in the 
field of impact evaluation by providing an innovative example of how 
to use an integrated mixed methods design at all phases, and, how to 
integrate a ‘contribution analysis’ approach into the evaluation design 
to strengthen evidence of causal chain linkages. It also demonstrated 
how strategic use of evaluations can be strengthened by synthesising 
cases where the programme theory and implementation were similar 
but the contexts quite different. The absence of a conventional counter-
factual, limited time series data, complexity of the Theory of Change to
be tested, diversity of the contexts, limited budget and time to conduct
the evaluations, and constraints of working in a humanitarian context 
were all challenges that needed to be addressed in preparing an appro-
priate evaluation design and throughout the evaluations.

The first part of the chapter discusses the institutional context of the
evaluation series, including WFP’s Evaluation Quality Assurance System 
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(EQAS), and presents relevant literature on the mixed methods and
contribution analysis approaches. It then describes how the EQAS and
mixed methods and contribution approaches were applied through the
different phases of the evaluation process and assesses the threats to
validity of findings and conclusions. Finally, it draws some conclusions 
and discusses future opportunities.

Institutional context for support in protracted  
refugee situations

The international community has aimed for a long time to support refu-
gees in leading self-reliant independent lives. In 2002, after years of joint
assistance to refugees living in protracted situations, WFP and UNHCR 
adopted a new Memorandum of Understanding – updated in 2011 – 
renewing their commitment to shift from a ‘care and maintenance’
approach that assumed the situation would be temporary, towards a
policy of actively supporting ‘self-reliance and durable solutions’. WFP
is responsible for mobilising cereals, edible oils and fats, pulses or other 
sources of protein, salt, sugar, high energy biscuits, and fortified blended 
foods for general, selective and school feeding programmes for pro-
tracted refugee situations. UNHCR is responsible for ensuring adequate
supplies of non-food items and services, particularly those relevant to
the safe and effective use of food items, such as cooking utensils, fuel,
water and sanitation, medicines, soap, shelter, and appropriate health
services. WFP has piloted and adopted new approaches and tools for
food assistance, including providing cash or vouchers for refugees to 
purchase food in local markets. However, in-kind food rations were regu-
larly distributed to refugees in all the country cases studied. UNHCR has
used cash grants in repatriation programmes, but only recently started
to give serious consideration to its use in refugee camps.

Given how inter-connected the agencies’ responsibilities vis-à-vis the
food components are, an evaluation undertaken jointly by WFP and
UNHCR was considered the optimal way to credibly evaluate the impact
of food assistance. This was the first time impact evaluations had been
undertaken on this topic. The series complemented UNHCR’s studies of 
other aspects of protracted refugee situations.

This series evaluated four situations with WFP/UNHCR collabora-
tion and assessed the effects and contribution of food assistance for
refugees living in camps, usually for more than 20 years, in Bangladesh, 
Chad, Ethiopia and Rwanda. The Theory of Change posited that WFP/
UNHCR combined inputs and activities contributed to increased refugee
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self-reliance over three stages of evolution: short term – lives saved,
improved food consumption, safety and protection; medium term –
improved food basket and nutritional status; and livelihood capacity 
established, setting the basis for long term outcomes of self-reliance and
durable solutions – integration, resettlement or repatriation.

WFP’s Evaluation Quality Assurance System 
for impact evaluations

The WFP Office of Evaluation’s ‘Evaluation Quality Assurance System 
(EQAS) for Impact Evaluations’ (WFP Office of Evaluation, 2011) is a
working tool that guided evaluation managers and independent evalua-
tion teams through the entire evaluation process. Originally developed
in 2009, and periodically revised, it complements relevant evaluation 
literature by focusing on the observance of evaluation principles of 
independence, credibility and utility and good practices of partner-
ship and transparency. This was the second series that applied EQAS 
for impact evaluations, the first focused on the impacts of WFP-assisted
school meals programmes. EQAS required the use of a mixed methods
approach. It outlined for the individual evaluations and series the pro-
cesses and quality standards to be adhered to, and it provided detailed 
guidance and templates for each process step and major written products.
To enhance transparency and utilisation, EQAS explicitly required stake-
holder participation throughout the evaluation process and preparation
of a formal management response to the evaluation recommendations. 
EQAS covered five major evaluation phases: Preparatory, Inception, 
Evaluation including Fieldwork, Reporting and Dissemination.

Relevant literature on the mixed methods 
and contribution analysis approaches

Michael Bamberger, Jim Rugh and Linda Mabry in the second edition
of RealWorld Evaluation (Bamberger et al., 2012) include new perspec-
tives on the debate over the ‘best’ evaluation designs and give emphasis 
to mixed methods evaluation. They state ‘[m]ixed-method evaluation 
involves the use of a multi-disciplinary team so the evaluation design 
and hypothesis formulation, as well as data collection, analysis, dissemi-
nation and use, all draw on the theories and methods of two or more rel-
evant disciplines’(Bamberger et al., 2012: 319). Mixed methods designs
‘involve the planned use of two or more quantitative and qualitative 
methods of data collection and analysis’ (Bamberger et al., 2012: 353).
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This builds upon other influential evaluation literature, such as Frans
Leeuw and Jos Vaessen’s ‘Impact Evaluations and Development’ (2009) 
that also identifies the use of a mixed methods approach to address
threats to validity and to ‘assess different facets of complex outcomes or 
impacts, yielding more breadth, depth, and width in the portrait than
one method alone can’ (39). Stern et al. (2012) argue similarly for a 
broad range of designs and methods for impact evaluation, stating that
‘[t]he choice of methods (and overall design) needs to follow from the
kinds of questions that are being asked; whilst taking into account the
settings in which they are to be applied’ (9).

Bamberger et al. discuss various options for sequencing qualitative and
quantitative methods and identify concurrent designs as one option.
In concurrent designs, the quantitative and qualitative approaches are
used at the same time. ‘An example of a concurrent design is where
quantitative and qualitative data are collected simultaneously, using tri-
angulation to compare information on outcomes, impacts and other
key indicators from different independent sources’ (Bamberger, 2012: 9).
An advantage of sequential designs compared to concurrent designs is
‘that logistics are easier to organize’ but concurrent designs ‘also make 
it more difficult to handle feedback, as adjustments would have to be
made more quickly than for sequential designs’ (Bamberger, 2012: 9). 
While each country evaluation employed concurrent designs, in some
cases the quantitative data was in practice collected immediately prior
to qualitative data (sequential), allowing for some adjustment of the
latter (see discussion in section EQAS, Mixed Method and Contribution
Analysis Approaches). Moreover, the overall series was conducted
sequentially and evaluation teams were able to learn from the experi-
ence of the previous country evaluations thereby mitigating some of the
challenges of concurrent design.

When initiating the evaluation series it was considered unlikely that 
evaluators could identify comparison groups ‘without’ treatment allow-
ing for experimental design since registered refugees, living in camps in
countries that receive WFP food assistance, are universally entitled to
food rations. Given this fact, plus the nature of the evaluation questions
and the complexity of the context, a theory-based design was preferred, 
using a mix of methods appropriate to that design (Stern et al., 2012).
Mayne proposes an approach to ‘attribution through assessing the con-
tribution a programme is making to observed results’ (2008: 1). He iden-
tifies a set of steps to be followed that do not require experimental data 
collection methods to establish causal linkages. The main steps focus on
the development of a Theory of Change and risks to it, gathering the
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existing evidence on the Theory of Change and assembling and assess-
ing the contribution story, and challenges to it (Mayne, 2008). The con-
tribution story is tested by asking questions about: how strong or weak 
the evidence is regarding the links in the results chain; the overall cred-
ibility of the contribution story; the agreement or not of stakeholders
with the story; the validation or not of the key assumptions; and the 
clarity and understanding of the impacts of other influencing contex-
tual factors (Mayne, 2008: 3).

EQAS, mixed methods and contribution  
analysis approaches

How EQAS, mixed methods and contribution analysis approaches were
applied to the individual country evaluations and the synthesis is out-
lined below. The text following the Table 9.1 explains in greater detail 
each of the five evaluation phases: (a) Preparatory, (b) Inception, (c)
Evaluation including Fieldwork, (d) Reporting and (e) Dissemination.

Preparatory phase

In line with EQAS, evaluation managers developed a Theory of Change 
for the whole series and identified the main analytical frameworks to 
be used. According to Bamberger et al. ‘[p]rogram theory is particularly
useful for RealWorld Evaluation because it helps to identify the critical
issues on which scarce evaluation resources should focus, and where
possible a program theory model should be developed during Step 1
(scoping) of the evaluation’ (2012: 181). The theory was drawn from
agencies’ policy, programme and Memorandum of Understanding docu-
ments, including existing logical frameworks for the countries included
in the series. The main intervention studied was the contribution of 
food assistance to ‘care and maintenance’ of refugees in protracted dis-
placement as well as to the intended shift to promoting self-reliance.
Conceptual frameworks, concepts and definitions used were nutrition,
food security, self-reliance and protection as they pertain to refugee con-
texts (WFP/UNHCR, 2013b). The evaluations tested evidence related to
the Theory of Change and its assumptions about context and process.

Developing a Theory of Change retrospectively to incorporate agen-
cies’ policy statements broadened the evaluation scope to a strategic
level. In Ethiopia, Rwanda and Bangladesh where governments had not
formally supported employment or farming opportunities for refugees, 
short term results remained the focus. The evaluations explored what
were the longer term and unintended results of the food assistance, as
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implemented, from the perspective of the affected populations and in
comparison to the intended theory, while acknowledging the constraints 
imposed by the context. In Chad, the results of a self-reliance strategy
were closely studied. The government supported a policy of integration
and allocated land to refugees, and phased reductions in food distribu-
tions had been implemented alongside the provision of seeds and tools 
in some camps. During fieldwork, evaluators encouraged stakeholders to
discuss self-reliance opportunities and challenges in all countries. This 
laid the basis for understanding differences between theory failure and 
implementation failure.

In accordance with EQAS guidance, the preparatory phase included 
establishing evaluation management structures, quality assurance pro-
cesses, reference groups and expert reviewers. This approach is con-
sistent with evaluation literature where this key stage clarifies, among
other issues, the activities needed to evaluate and who is responsible for
each (Bamberger et al., 2012: 427). WFP and UNHCR evaluation man-
agers agreed that all major decisions would be made jointly, includ-
ing finalisation of terms of reference, country selection criteria and
case selection, evaluation team recruitment and acceptance of incep-
tion and evaluation reports. This approach increased transaction costs,
especially in the early stages, but strengthened quality of decisions and
management process. They also agreed that communications to core
stakeholders would be done jointly from the two agencies’ evaluation
offices and a joint funding formula for the series was adopted. From
the outset WFP and UNHCR management were jointly committed at 
both country and headquarter levels to use the evaluation findings 
and recommendations. The joint evaluation management facilitated 
continued engagement by both agencies and follow-through on this 
commitment.

EQAS Quality Assurance sets out the roles and responsibilities of the
evaluation managers, evaluation teams, reference groups and clarified
and communicated norms and processes. Evaluation literature stresses
the importance of evaluation offices working closely with agency man-
agement and other stakeholders to produce more realistic terms of ref-
erence and evaluation design and to help ensure that evaluations are 
designed to be useful and that findings and recommendations are actu-
ally used (Bamberger et al., 2012: 451). Reference groups included man-
agement and technical staff from WFP and UNHCR and stakeholders 
from case countries. Expert reviewers – an evaluation expert and a refu-
gee expert – were engaged for two of the evaluations to provide feedback 
at evaluation design and report stages.
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Contracting external evaluators, an EQAS practice, is consistent with
approaches described in the literature as external evaluators usually 
have more credibility and lend the perception of objectivity to the eval-
uation (Morra-Imas and Rist, 2009: 18). Using multi-disciplinary teams 
to conduct the evaluations also served to facilitate triangulation at all
stages. Evaluation teams included international and national members 
with expertise in anthropology, sociology, nutrition, economics, evalu-
ation methodology and experience in refugee contexts, food security 
and livelihood analysis. The combination of international and national 
team members added value to the evaluation process, especially field-
work and analysis. The national members brought deep contextual
knowledge (political, social, economic, etc.) and cultural understanding
essential to quality of design, appropriate analysis and triangulation. For 
example, how to pose certain questions and lines of enquiry so that they
were received in the way intended and thus more likely to elicit accurate
responses and locally appropriate interpretation of responses. Teams
with previous WFP impact evaluation and research experience were
used for each evaluation. Some team members had previously worked
together in multi-disciplinary teams, which facilitated their internal
communication and work processes. Evaluation managers promoted
inter-disciplinary discussion within the team during the design phase
and in triangulation of findings in the analysis and reporting phases as 
part of the quality assurance process. They also facilitated communica-
tions between the team and stakeholders throughout the entire process.

Inception phase

Methods of data collection 

During the Inception phase evaluation managers and team undertook 
joint field visits and completed the literature reviews. The evaluation
team then developed the evaluation matrix and prepared the inception
reports. Reference groups, expert reviewers and evaluation managers 
reviewed the draft inception reports and provided detailed feedback and
quality assurance. This EQAS phase is consistent with the evaluation lit-
erature that highly recommends using an evaluation matrix to organise
the evaluation purpose and questions to match what is to be evaluated
with the appropriate data collection techniques (Morra-Imas and Rist, 
2009: 241).

As the evaluations were undertaken consecutively, the first country
evaluation team (Ethiopia) designed and tested the mixed methods 
approach and tools from which the following countries built their
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evaluation design, making adaptations as needed related to reflect, for 
example, cultural differences for both refugees and host populations, 
variation in government policies and practices relating to refugees in 
camps, and livelihood and migration activities of selected comparison 
groups. Maintaining flexibility in evaluation tools used allowed for find-
ings to be nuanced to the context and helped to make the findings more 
reliable and useful to the country-level stakeholders. All the subsequent
evaluation designs used the series’ Theory of Change as their foundation.

During the inception stage the evaluation teams met in-country stake-
holders, partners and beneficiaries; reviewed and assessed secondary 
data sources, identified locations of camps and data available on refu-
gee households, and identified possibilities for comparison groups; and
prepared for the logistics of fieldwork. Each inception report included
the evaluation design, summarised in an evaluation matrix, indica-
tors, quantitative and qualitative methodologies and data triangulation 
approaches, information on sampling (quantitative and qualitative), 
draft survey and interview instruments and made reference to the con-
ceptual frameworks to be used in the analysis of the data. The inception
mission was also the stage that the teams were ‘formed’, comprising
up to six international team members with up to three national mem-
bers,2 and roles and responsibilities for each team member were clearly 
identified.

Data collection methods and sampling strategies

The sampling strategies for the different qualitative and quantitative 
methods were selected to permit generalisation and triangulation of find-
ings, as illustrated on a country by country basis in Table 9.2. Countries 
are listed in the sequential order that the evaluations were conducted 
showing an evolution of the sampling approach during the conduct of 
the series. While refugee populations in each country fluctuated over
time, the downward trend in randomly selected households generally
reflected smaller populations in Chad and Bangladesh. In both Chad
and Bangladesh host population groups were surveyed using random 
selection. In Chad the households in neighbouring villages were sur-
veyed to compare the refugees to the local population and to provide an
indication of the level of self-reliance that could be realistically reached 
given the local context. In Bangladesh a small sample of households
from host communities provided descriptive comparators. Participatory
rural appraisal exercises with local Bangladeshi communities sought to 
develop appropriate instruments taking into consideration cultural and 
social norms as well as the political context.
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Recognising the impossibility of using conventional counterfactuals
and ‘double difference’ approaches, other comparisons were constructed 
based on what was appropriate in each context. In all countries inter-
camp comparisons were possible and in two of the four countries 
‘opportunistic’ comparison groups were identified where both the con-
text and treatment differed. The following describes the stratified ran-
dom sampling approaches used in all four countries for the quantitative 
household survey.

In Ethiopia and Rwanda the focus was on encamped and officially 
recognised refugees. All refugees received the same WFP food rations
and UNHCR assistance. Therefore, survey design allowed for analysis of 
cross-sectional differences among camps and, to a lesser extent, among
different socio-economic and ethnic groups within the refugee popula-
tion. In Ethiopia a total of 1,155 households were surveyed, stratified by
two camps and by ethnic group. In Rwanda 1,200 households stratified 
by two camps were surveyed.

In Chad there had been significant expectations that encamped refu-
gees would grow their own food and in some camps there had been
a stepped reduction to half rations over time. Survey design allowed
for inter-camp comparison of refugee groups that had received differ-
ent rations over time. A total of 641 refugee households were surveyed, 
stratified by groups receiving different quantities of food and living in
three different camps which were differentiated by the ethnicity and
wealth of resident households (WFP/UNHCR, 2013a). In addition, 241 
households in the local host communities were surveyed.

In Bangladesh there were a large number of ethnic Rohingya people,
living in unofficial make-shift camps. They were judged by UNHCR to
be refugees within the criteria of the 1951 Refugee Convention, but
not acknowledged as such by the government of Bangladesh and thus 
officially disqualified from receiving humanitarian assistance includ-
ing food rations. This permitted a quasi-experimental design, allowing
for comparison of refugee groups in two camps that received regular 
food rations with unregistered refugees in three makeshift camps with 
no food rations. Registered refugees (349 households) and unregistered
refugees (620 households) in five different locations and poorest house-
holds within the host population (100 households non-representative
sample) were surveyed.

An example from the Rwanda evaluation illustrated the purposive
sampling strategy and the topics covered in interviews and focus group 
discussions. Within each camp the team interviewed groups of male and 
female refugees, food distribution committees, male and female refugee 
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leaders, youth groups and group leaders (men and women) and refugees
representing different vulnerable groups. The team also interviewed one 
focus group each of men and women (non-beneficiaries) within three 
different host communities that had social and economic relations with 
refugees. The key informant interviews with implementing agencies
elicited opinions, perspectives and strategic thinking on the potential
for durable solutions within refugee contexts (WFP/UNHCR, 2012: 11).

Evaluation phase including fieldwork

In the EQAS Evaluation phase, the evaluation team conducted quan-
titative and qualitative data collection concurrently, while, consistent
with evaluation literature, the evaluation managers followed the pro-
gress of the evaluation and provided feedback and guidance to evalua-
tors during all phases of implementation (Bamberger et al., 2012: 450).
Overall, the wide variety of data collection methods used provided a 
wealth of information and perspectives that were triangulated in the
data collection and analysis stages. Emerging findings were presented 
during a fieldwork debrief, with country-based stakeholders, evaluation 
managers and the reference group, which provided an opportunity for
validation of the findings and deepening of analysis and interpretation.
This feedback and later comments on draft reports indicated where the 
evaluation teams needed to improve the accuracy of their analysis and 
sharpen their reporting so that the messages they intended to convey
were indeed the messages received. The evaluation teams retained full
authority to decide which comments they accepted (fully or partially)
and which they rejected and gave transparent explanation of their 
decision.

Quantitative data collection methods

For this series two different quantitative methods were used to general-
ise results. The household surveys captured information related to:

Access and receipt of the food basket and non-food items;
Food security and coping strategies;
Asset building or asset retention;
Livelihood activities, including agricultural and other income-
generating activities;
Security and protection.

In addition, nutrition surveys had been conducted in refugee camps 
in each country over several years. The evaluations analysed nutrition 
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trends including measures of Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM), Severe
Acute Malnutrition (SAM) and stunting rates.

Qualitative methods

Qualitative methods were used to gain a deeper understanding of 
perceptions and experiences related to nutrition and food security, 
self-reliance, livelihoods and protection results from refugees and 
other stakeholders including host communities (non-beneficiaries) and 
agency representatives. They also provided insights into (a) unintended
results and sensitive issues not well captured by quantitative methods, 
(b) the contextual factors outside WFP and UNHCR control affecting the
results observed and (c) the implementation factors within the agen-
cies’ control or influence that affected the results. All four evaluations 
included: qualitative interviews, including focus group discussions with
refugees (and also unregistered refugees in Bangladesh) and with mem-
bers of host communities; key informant interviews with WFP, UNHCR,
government and non-governmental organisations; observation during 
transect walks of camps; and reviews of literature and secondary data.
In each country, both qualitative and quantitative fieldwork was con-
ducted within a period of a few weeks and in some cases quantitative
data was collected immediately prior to qualitative data (sequential).
This permitted teams to adjust the qualitative instruments to gain more 
relevant contextual information, enhance understanding of sensitive
and emerging topics, such as the situation of unregistered refugees in
and around camps and undocumented incidence of sexual and gender-
based violence, and to identify and include previously unknown inform-
ants. National team members, in particular, helped to build trust with 
local communities and refugees by explaining the evaluation’s purpose,
objectives and target group (WFP/UNHCR, 2012: 1).

The Ethiopia evaluation provides an example of how data collection
and analysis stages were combined, findings triangulated and initial 
results validated. For focus group discussions and interviews, each day
of data collection was followed by a day of entering data into content
analysis matrices, an iterative process that allowed the team to pursue
questions, fill gaps and to conduct systematic checks on accuracy, con-
sistency and reliability of collected data to ensure quality. Information
from interviews was organised by different themes relevant to the
Theory of Change as well as to those that emerged from the participants 
themselves. Initial themes included household food security, food dis-
tribution, non-food item distribution, livelihood programming, gender-
based violence in camps, sexual exploitation of children, opportunities 
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for employment, relationship with host communities and institutional
performance. Once all interviews in a camp were completed the matri-
ces were shared with all team members to identify recurring and newly 
emerging themes. Through team discussions the major findings were
triangulated and themes recorded and then analysed by ethnic group, 
gender and age group, where appropriate. Differences in perception
between stakeholders were also noted. Additional key informant inter-
views were carried out with WFP and UNHCR regional and headquarter
staff and a debriefing session was held at country level with a range of 
stakeholders to share preliminary findings and validate results (WFP/
UNHCR, 2011b: 9).

Reporting phase

At the EQAS Reporting phase each evaluation team prepared a draft
report including triangulated findings from primary and secondary
sources, conclusions and recommendations. Overall, the guarantor of 
the validity of the findings was the range of sources and methods used to
collect, assemble and triangulate the evidence. Consistent with evalua-
tion literature the EQAS process ensured that the draft report underwent 
a thorough quality check by evaluation managers to ensure that it satis-
fied the terms of reference, evaluation findings were defensible and rec-
ommendations were realistic (Bamberger et al., 2012: 450). The evidence 
presented in the draft report was further triangulated through review 
and comments by reference groups, stakeholders and peer reviewers
(where used). Following the review, a revised, full report was completed
with annexes. In addition, a summary document was finalised for pres-
entation to the Executive Bodies. WFP and UNHCR Management pre-
pared a formal response to the recommendations that was reviewed by 
the Executive Bodies together with the evaluation summary report.

Both quantitative and qualitative analysis methods were used to
deepen analysis and findings were subsequently compared. The qualita-
tive analysis assisted interpretation of quantitative findings and deep-
ened the analysis and understanding of causal links (WFP/UNHCR, 
2011b: 9). The degree of corroboration of findings across methods also 
determined the degree of certainty with which evidence was presented.
Conventional quantitative methods produced frequency tables, cross-
tables and regression analysis, while qualitative data content matrices
were further analysed. The quantitative methods analysed the main
outcome results of household food security, measured using the stand-
ard indicators of Food Consumption Score (FCS), Household Dietary
Diversity Score (HDDS) and the Coping Strategies Index (CSI), as well 



Sally Burrows and Marian Read 217

as asset scores to measure household levels of wealth.3 Nutrition data
were analysed for trends and compared to global benchmarks for mal-
nutrition. Content analysis derived from interviews and focus group
discussions was systematically compared to validate findings, check 
on inconsistencies, and highlight different interpretations. It was also
used to test the validity of the assumptions in the Theory of Change. A
similar triangulation was done with evidence found in secondary source
documents, especially WFP/UNHCR Joint Assessment Mission reports.
However, if a finding could not be sufficiently verified, a note of caution 
was included in the report (WFP/UNHCR, 2012: 7).

The Ethiopia evaluation provides an example of how the quantita-
tive and qualitative data were combined and the Theory of Change was 
tested. The team matched the qualitative data with the quantitative
data to determine if results were consistent. This triangulation process 
enabled the team to explain some of the findings that were emerg-
ing in the quantitative survey. For example, in Ethiopia, polygamous
marital relations were found to occur in far greater numbers among
the Somali refugees than in the surrounding general population, who
are also Somali. Focus groups explained that this was an important
food access strategy for refugees as each woman in a polygamous mar-
riage takes a ration card under her name. When there were signifi-
cant inconsistencies, both the qualitative data and quantitative data 
were re-examined. Through this iterative process, topics for further 
quantitative analysis were identified and the team examined emerging 
evidence relating to outputs, outcomes and impacts identified in the
Theory of Change and determined whether their assumptions were
correct. The qualitative data provided significant insights regarding
the assumptions (discussed in WFP/UNHCR, 2011b: 9). The validity
and reliability of the findings generated through these data collection, 
analysis, triangulation and verification processes were strengthened by
having multiple disciplines and international and national members 
on the evaluation team.

Contribution analysis

For contribution analysis, Mayne suggests that after gathering the exist-
ing evidence on the Theory of Change, to assemble and assess the con-
tribution story, and the challenges to it, and then to seek additional
evidence and revise and strengthen the contribution story (2008: 1). 
This approach was used in the analysis and reporting phases for each
country evaluation and to a certain extent subsequently for the synthe-
sis report, where the four evaluations were systematically analysed.
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As the Theory of Change had three time dimensions, the analysis 
examined evidence related to short, medium and long-term outcomes
and impacts and the programme logic. Following this analysis, the syn-
thesis report concluded that the contribution story was plausible in the
short term but not sufficient in the medium and long-term perspectives. 
Contribution analysis offered a structured and systematic approach to
analysing a theory with complex and not entirely linear influences. 
To understand the challenges to the contribution story, assumptions
regarding the contextual factors outside agencies’ control and imple-
mentation factors within their control were examined. For example, the
assumption that food distributed to refugees on a biweekly or monthly
basis was taken home and consumed was found to be only partly true as 
significant quantities of food and other items distributed by the agencies 
were used for income and collateral.

Prior to the finalisation of the reports, several iterations of the findings
and recommendations in presentations and reports were widely shared 
with agency staff and management, government representatives, donors 
and implementing partners’ field staff to identify factual errors, major
omissions or misinterpretations and to complete the quality assurance
steps. Upon completion of each evaluation report, country-level man-
agement and teams from WFP and UNHCR, in consultation with the
government, considered the report’s recommendations and prepared a
management response that included follow-up activities to be imple-
mented over the course of a few years.

The synthesis report facilitated cross-country learning and led to
strategic level action at the management and governance levels. The
standing high-level meeting of senior managers from both agencies con-
sidered the findings and recommendations and agreed to a follow-up 
action plan.

Dissemination phase

At this final EQAS phase the evaluation managers, consistent with evalu-
ation literature, disseminated the evaluation results to key stakeholders 
and other audiences and promoted the implementation of recommen-
dations and the use of evaluation results (Bamberger et al., 2012: 451).
The Directors of Evaluation, from WFP and UNHCR, made formal 
presentations to the Executive Bodies for each country evaluation and
the synthesis report together with managers from both agencies, who
presented the joint management response including follow-up action
plans. Just prior to the Executive Bodies’ meetings, the country evalua-
tions’ full and summary reports and the synthesis report were published
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on WFP and UNHCR public websites. To enhance accessibility and use 
by diverse audiences, short evaluation briefs for each evaluation and 
a colourful booklet of the synthesis report and management response, 
including photographs, were also published on public websites and dis-
seminated. WFP systematically monitors the follow-up action taken vis-
à-vis the management responses over a period that spans several years.

The synthesis report (WFP/UNHCR, 2013a) presented evidence from
the four country impact evaluations, analysing patterns and drawing
out systemic issues emerging from the series as a whole and testing the 
logic and assumptions of the common Theory of Change. Agency-wide
utilisation at the policy and strategy levels in both WFP and UNHCR 
was greatly enhanced by presenting evidence that could be generalised
across the four different country cases and by drawing attention to the
weaknesses in the programme theory related to medium- and long-term 
outcomes and impacts.

The overarching conclusion from the series is that the intended evo-
lution towards self-reliance had not occurred. The international com-
munity’s response to refugees in protracted crises is failing to deliver.
To resolve the issues blocking progress, there is need for a change in 
paradigm with concerted action among all actors, backed by political
will and financing to enable refugees to make productive contributions
to the countries where they live, and to support other long-term durable 
solutions where possible.

Management response and follow-up action

In presenting their response to their governing bodies, management of 
WFP and UNHCR agreed that the synthesis provided ‘compelling evi-
dence of the need for all parties to renew their commitment to sup-
porting the attainment of durable solutions for refugees in protracted 
situations’ (WFP/UNHCR, 2013c: 29). Subsequently, UNHCR in its
Global Appeal for 2014 and 2015 stated that:

[B]ased on the mixed-method impact evaluations in 2011–12, assess-
ing the contribution of food assistance to durable solutions in pro-
tracted refugee situations, WFP and UNHCR agreed at a high-level
meeting in January 2013, to develop a strategy for the transition to
self-reliance, using a holistic approach and establishing the partner-
ships necessary to achieve it at the corporate and country levels,
including with full engagement of UN Country Teams, development
actors, host and donor states. The strategy will be implemented in
three countries: Chad, South Sudan and Uganda, using new economic 
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assessment criteria and methodologies to help target interventions.
(UNHCR, 2013)

In following up recommendations of the individual impact evaluations 
WFP and UNHCR have taken measures to introduce cash or voucher 
transfers to refugees in Ethiopia, Rwanda and Chad replacing food dis-
tributions, initially on a pilot basis, while in both Chad and Bangladesh
efforts are being made to support vulnerable host populations as well as
refugees. In Bangladesh the agencies continue to make concerted efforts
to have the government’s policies affecting support to the unregistered
refugees changed. In Chad self-reliance strategies based on the updated 
livelihood approach are being pursued.

An assessment of the threats to validity of the findings 
and recommendations

This section presents an analysis of the threats to validity of the find-
ings and recommendations of the evaluation series. It follows Bamberger 
et al.’s method for conducting a summary assessment of an evaluation’s 
design, implementation, products and communication strategy (2012: 
126). Undertaking an assessment when the evaluation series is com-
plete provides insights into how the methodology used supported valid-
ity and suggests how the methodology could be strengthened in future 
evaluations.

Evaluators distinguish between internal validity (conclusions about
the contribution of project and programme interventions to explaining
observed changes in the beneficiary population may not be valid) and
external validity (conclusions about the replicability of the project in
other contexts may not be valid) (Bamberger et al., 2012: 127). Internal
validity includes objectivity, internal design validity/reliability, statisti-
cal conclusion validity and construct validity; whereas external valid-
ity is about transferability, utilisation validity asks ‘was the evaluation
designed to address the right questions?’ (Bamberger et al., 2012: 129).

Internal validity/objectivity

Overall, the conclusions of the four evaluations and the synthesis were 
drawn from available evidence and were free of researcher bias. The 
EQAS and mixed methods approach ensured that: (a) methods and pro-
cedures were well described; (b) evaluation data was retained and made 
available for the synthesis and future use within the agencies; (c) data
presented supported the conclusions; (d) multi-disciplinary teams with
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international and national members were used, with appropriate tech-
nical and evaluation skills and knowledge and (e) a range of qualitative
and quantitative methods were used to control for bias.

With hindsight, objectivity could have been enhanced if the contri-
bution analysis approach had been followed more closely for each indi-
vidual impact evaluation and analysis of a competing hypothesis had 
been more explicitly explored and recorded in the series. For example, 
this could perhaps have involved a case where registered refugees living
in protracted situations did not receive WFP food assistance but rather
support from another agency or government such as a social safety net,
employment or agricultural land that logically could have resulted in 
the same outcomes and impacts.

Internal design validity/reliability

Overall the adherence to the evaluation phases set out in EQAS and use
of similar methods and tools to collect and analyse data in each country
evaluation ensured a process that was consistent, coherent and reason-
ably stable over time. The findings were credible to the agencies and
populations studied and to a wide range of readers. Reasons were found
why the causal relationships outlined in the Theory of Change were 
valid for the short-term but not valid for the medium and long-term
periods. EQAS, mixed methods and contribution analysis approaches
ensured that: (a) there was sufficient information to provide a credible
and valid description of the refugees and their context; (b) triangula-
tion among complementary methods and data sources produced gen-
erally converging conclusions which were well linked to the Theory
of Change; (c) negative evidence was sought and found, though rival 
explanations could have been more explicitly considered; (d) where
accounts of different observers did not converge this was recognised and
addressed; for example, in the Bangladesh evaluation if a finding could 
not be sufficiently verified using primary or secondary data, as was the
case for some ‘anecdotal’ findings, a note of caution was included in the 
report (WFP/UNHCR, 2012: 7); (e) peer and colleague reviews were used 
systematically throughout the evaluation process and (f) the steps for 
confirmation of the Theory of Change were applied.

Internal design validity could have been strengthened if more infor-
mation on attrition of refugees had been available. Data on what had 
happened to individuals or households who had left the camps was
patchy. Tracer studies of some households no longer in the camps were 
considered, but would have required considerably more time and finan-
cial resources with high uncertainty of success in tracing refugees.
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Threats to statistical conclusion validity

Evaluation designs for quantitative sampling ensured that the samples
were large enough to detect statistically significant differences between
refugee groups living in different camps and with the comparison groups
of unregistered refugees (Bangladesh only). Statistical tests ensured that
observations were independent of each other.

Limitations to the data collected by the evaluation teams were taken
into account during the analysis stage and were systematically recorded 
in the reports. For example, Bangladesh, Chad and Ethiopia faced the 
constraint of inaccurate camp population databases. Enumerators often
found particular households were not where they were supposed to be
or were no longer in the camp (WFP/UNHCR, 2011a). Possible biases in
quantitative survey data also arose from the timing of surveys in Chad 
and Rwanda, which could have had an impact on accessibility, respond-
ent availability, food consumption and dietary diversity (depending on 
the season and last food ration distribution).

The main threats to statistical conclusion validity stemmed from the
nature and context of the refugee situation and the lack of conventional 
counterfactual and baseline data for the refugee populations. Future
evaluations should ideally be designed over a longer timeframe so that 
‘pre-test’ and ‘post-test’ surveys could be undertaken.

Construct validity

EQAS, mixed methods and contribution analysis approaches ensured 
that multiple indicators and methods were used to measure the complex 
constructs defining processes, outcomes and impacts as well as contex-
tual variables set out in the Theory of Change. The construction of the
Theory of Change from literature and testing it in the first country, and
further developing it through the inception missions, clarified the con-
structs to be used to define the outputs, outcomes and impacts. To max-
imise coherence in how the constructs were interpreted by evaluation
teams, two different evaluation companies were used for the four evalu-
ations (two each) and two team leaders led two evaluations each. Prior to
the commencement of their work team leaders were briefed well by eval-
uation managers on the definitions of the constructs. This facilitated a 
degree of consistency within and between teams in their interpretation.

The main threat to construct validity was that although WFP and 
UNHCR had an agreed definition of ‘self-reliance’ and ‘protection’, 
there are nevertheless constantly evolving differences in interpretation
in different cultural contexts and the diverse teams used a variety of 
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indicators to study them. These differences particularly influenced the 
extent of comparability of the individual evaluation findings for the
synthesis report. There are trade-offs in how these threats could be han-
dled in future evaluations. An evaluability assessment during the pre-
paratory phase clarifying and pre-defining all the constructs could help
to ensure consistency across cases. Strict adherence to pre-defined global 
construct definition and measurement, however, could undermine the
validity of the evidence if room is not left to adjust the constructs in line
with the context.

External validity

Using EQAS, mixed methods and contribution analysis all helped to 
build the external validity in this series. The quantitative sample design
enabled some generalisations, but was always balanced against the
need to maintain some flexibility of design to be appropriate to con-
text in order to maintain internal validity. Analysis of the assumptions,
especially of host government policies towards refugees, demonstrated 
that the context had a strong influence on outcomes, especially on the 
potential of refugees to achieve self-reliance or local integration. A very 
wide range of readers/stakeholders reported the findings to be consistent
with their own experience at country level, and at agency management 
and governance levels.

Threats to external validity related to the small sample of countries
selected for the series, which did not include protracted situations where 
refugees had become self-reliant through local integration or repatria-
tion. A future series might consider including a case where self-reliance
had occurred that could provide useful information on the contribution
of food assistance to these impacts.

Utilisation

The two key factors contributing to utilisation were the series model itself 
and adherence to the EQAS processes. The problematique of increasing
self-reliance for refugees in protracted situations is highly complex. The 
political, social and economic issues involved are not amenable to sim-
ple solutions and require simultaneous action to common ends on the 
part of host governments, donor governments, UNHCR and WFP and 
refugees themselves. Individually, each evaluation contributed solid and 
motivating evidence to help build political will to bring the parties in
each country together to seek solutions. Collectively, and with common
and systemic lessons and patterns synthesised, the series of reports from
multiple countries provided evidence to feed into renewal of WFP and



224 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

UNHCR’s global strategy. The evaluations provided guidance for future 
action through the formulation of specific recommendations for each 
country and for the agencies generally at strategy and policy setting 
levels and the reports for each evaluation were presented to different
stakeholders in country, at the governing body level and to inter-agency 
management groups.

The EQAS process required identification and analysis of stakehold-
ers at the very start of the evaluation process and formation of refer-
ence groups from among them. Reflecting the series model, individual 
reference groups were formed in-country for each evaluation. Another 
reference group comprised regional and headquarters level staff from
both agencies. The pre-existing inter-agency group of senior managers
responsible for operations comprised a third reference group. Each refer-
ence group reviewed and commented on the main evaluation outputs
of terms of reference and draft evaluation report. The evaluation teams
considered the comments and recorded whether the comments were
accepted (partially or fully) or not accepted and why. In this way, the
independence of the evaluation was maintained, but relevance, accu-
racy, transparency and utility of the evaluation products were enhanced. 
Engagement of these key stakeholders throughout the evaluation pro-
cess contributed to the commitment to follow up.

The series model and EQAS processes ensured that the findings were 
useful to WFP and UNHCR country and headquarter level staff and 
management and indirectly to refugees, host governments and other 
stakeholders. Follow-up actions taken by UNHCR and WFP manage-
ment related to recommendations of each individual evaluation as well 
as the synthesis were tracked over years. The follow-up project docu-
ments suggest that the series had significant influence on subsequent 
project design and funding requests. The UNHCR Global Appeal 2014
and 2015 specifically cite the series and mention a new strategy being 
undertaken by WFP and UNHCR to enhance refugee livelihoods in three 
pilot countries. Government representatives from at least one of the
countries also expressed interest in the reports from other countries for
peer-to-peer learning. The series also contributes to the existing body of 
knowledge on protracted refugee situations, as the reports are available
to the public on WFP/UNHCR websites.

Utilisation could have been improved further through clear processes
for dissemination of the final version of the evaluation reports and 
other products in the countries where the evaluations took place. This
was left up to the agency staff based in the field and was not moni-
tored. Having a dissemination strategy for evaluation products for local
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governments, local UN and implementing partners, refugees and host
populations could enhance evaluation utilisation and implementation
of recommendations.

Conclusions

This series of four mixed methods impact evaluations and a synthesis
report analysed the contribution of food assistance in WFP/UNHCR 
operations in protracted refugee situations. The series provided a case 
study of how mixed methods and contribution analysis approaches,
coupled with a systematic evaluation quality assurance system (WFP’s
EQAS) can be used to ensure credible evaluation processes and products
that resulted in good levels of utilisation by a range of stakeholders.
Within this chapter insights about the elements of a credible evalua-
tion process were identified by examining how EQAS provided a strong
framework within which the various elements of the mixed methods
and contribution analysis approaches were applied. The examination
also showed how these approaches effectively mitigated the challenges 
of evaluating in humanitarian contexts, where the absence of a con-
ventional counterfactual, limited time series data, a complex Theory of 
Change and limited budget and time to conduct the evaluations were
constraints. The insights gained from EQAS, mixed methods and contri-
bution analysis approaches are noted below, followed by discussion of 
opportunities for strengthening impact evaluation, mixed methods and
contribution analysis in real world contexts.

Insights regarding EQAS

EQAS created an enabling environment by setting out how the series
was designed and conducted. Built into EQAS was a set of processes that
promoted adherence to good evaluation principles. EQAS ensured that
skilled international and national evaluation teams brought a multi-
disciplinary approach to the series. EQAS focused from the outset on 
how the evaluation series would be used for programme and policy
improvements at multiple levels. Consistent with EQAS’ transparency
and partnership principles, follow-up action was facilitated through 
stakeholder participation from the outset in evaluation reference groups
and by mandating a formal management response with follow-up action
presented to Executive Bodies. Adherence to EQAS’ phases, templates
and quality assurance guides on content and process, by evaluation
managers, evaluation teams, reference groups and other stakeholders,
ensured that the strengths of quantitative and qualitative approaches



226 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

were incorporated into each phase. Consistently following EQAS’ five 
phases (preparatory, inception, evaluation, reporting and dissemination) 
helped to ensure common evaluation designs across different country
contexts, integrated triangulation throughout all phases and enhanced 
transparency in the evaluation process for stakeholders. The common
EQAS system facilitated partnership of WFP and UNHCR at multiple 
levels from evaluation managers, who jointly initiated and managed the 
country evaluations and synthesis, to the joint inter-agency manage-
ment group which took responsibility for implementing strategic and
policy recommendations.

Insights regarding the mixed methods approach

EQAS clearly mandated a mixed methods approach. The evaluation 
designs used were consistent with mixed methods approaches described
in relevant evaluation literature, such as Bamberger et al.’s 2012 
RealWorld Evaluation. The strengths of mixed methods were realised in 
the four evaluations and the synthesis report. It allowed for examining 
different facets of outcomes and impacts and resulted in a comprehen-
sive portrayal of refugees in protracted situations through triangulation
at multiple levels. Quantitative methods greatly enhanced the series’
credibility. Collecting primary household level data and using exist-
ing nutrition evidence addressed selection bias, allowed for generalised 
results, permitted replicability by using standardised approaches and
strengthened validity.

The qualitative methods added breadth and depth, strengthened find-
ings’ validity and assisted generalisation. Evaluators adapted qualitative 
instruments to address emerging issues and used purposive sampling to
assess different facets of outcomes and to examine different stakeholder 
views. Qualitative methods facilitated collecting information on sensi-
tive topics and difficult-to-reach groups. Evaluators noted that using
qualitative methods to collect data regarding programme implementa-
tion and context proved critical in explaining the results, including the 
relative importance of various influencing factors in highly complex 
environments.

Multi-disciplinary evaluation teams, comprising international and 
national members, employed a range of analytical frameworks, enhanc-
ing the validity of the process used and findings generated. These 
benefits outweighed the transaction costs involved in team members 
reaching mutual understanding. Evaluation design included multiple
data sources and methods of data collection, repeated observations over 
time and analysis incorporating a range of perspectives. Conducting 
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primary quantitative and qualitative data collection concurrently
resulted in iterative data analysis and validation between team members
while fieldwork was ongoing.

Insights regarding contribution analysis approach

As outlined in Mayne (2008), the contribution analysis approach pro-
vided a systematic way to assess the Theory of Change. The particular
humanitarian context and timing of the evaluations led to the expecta-
tion that quasi-experimental design would not be possible. A Theory
of Change, developed during the preparatory phase and contextual-
ised for each country, provided a common programme cause and effect
logic to be tested. It also identified common assumptions which placed
emphasis on collection, analysis and reporting on process and contex-
tual information. At the synthesis level, when programme theory was
tested across evidence from four countries, the congruence of results
led to strong conclusions about the plausibility of the existing theory, 
which informed recommendations and subsequent follow-up action by 
stakeholders.

Opportunities for strengthening impact evaluation, mixed 
methods and contribution analysis in real world contexts

A first area of opportunity is to adopt an evaluation quality assurance
system that ensures quality, promotes utilisation and provides a frame-
work for the mixed methods approach. In particular, utilisation can be
enhanced when the evaluation system ensures that major stakeholders
are engaged throughout the evaluation process and a formal manage-
ment response to evaluation recommendations is mandated within the
organisation.

A second opportunity is to ensure that a systematic mix of quantita-
tive and qualitative methods is used in complementary ways appropri-
ate to the evaluation questions to be answered and to the context, using
multi-disciplinary teams, and closely following relevant literature pro-
viding guidance on the methodology. In humanitarian cases where an 
experimental design method often cannot be used, mixing methods in
a theory-based approach and incorporating contribution analysis steps
and processes can provide robust causality arguments.

A final opportunity is to conduct a series of impact evaluations using
the same Theory of Change and, as far as possible, methodology, draw-
ing evidence from a number of cases. Common and systemic lessons
and patterns can be synthesised from multiple cases and effectively
used to inform organisational-level policy and strategy, even where
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there is not sufficient consistency of method for statistical comparison.
This approach is particularly powerful when evaluations are conducted
jointly with partners thereby widening the focus and strengthening use 
and follow-up. Furthermore, publicly disseminating the reports enables
a contribution to the existing body of knowledge on the topic evaluated.

Notes

1 Disclaimer: The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the United Nations World Food 
Programme or the UNHCR.

2 Excluding multiple enumerators working on the quantitative surveys.
3 FCS combines food diversity, food frequency and the relative nutritional 

importance of different food groups. HDDS represents the average number of 
food groups, consumed by households during a 24-hour period, taken from 
a list of 12 food groups. CSI measures how often 12 strategies were used by
households to overcome difficulties in accessing food.

References

Bamberger, M. (2012). Introduction to Mixed Methods Impact Evaluation, Impact 
Evaluation Notes No. 3. Washington, DC: InterAction. URL: http://www.inter-
action.org/sites/default/files/Mixed%20Methods%20in%20Impact%20
Evaluation%20%28English%29.pdf

Bamberger, M., Rugh, J. and Mabry, L. (2012). RealWorld Evaluation (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks: SAGE.

Leeuw, F. and Vaessen, J. (2009). Impact Evaluations and Development. The Network 
of Networks on Impact Evaluation. Washington, DC: Independent Evaluation
Group.

Mayne, J. (2008). Contribution Analysis: An Approach to Exploring Cause and Effect.
Netherlands: Institutional Learning and Change (ILAC) Brief 16.

Morra-Imas, L. and Rist, R. (2009). The Road to Results. Washington, DC: The 
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development/The World Bank.

Smith, L. and Subandoro, A. (2007). Measuring Food Security Using Household 
Expenditure Surveys. Washington, DC: International Food Policy Research 
Institute.

Stern, E., Stame, N., Mayne, J., Forss, K., Davies, R., and Befani, B. (2012). 
Broadening the Range of Designs and Methods for Impact Evaluations: Report of a 
Study Commissioned by the Department for International Development. DFID 
Working Paper 38. London, UK: DFID.

UNHCR. (2013). Global Appeal 2014 and 2015. Geneva: UNHCR.
WFP Office of Evaluation. (2011, updated in 2013). Evaluation Quality Assurance

System – Impact Evaluations. Rome: WFP. http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/
groups/public/documents/reports/wfp231096.pdf, accessed 19 August 2014.

WFP/UNHCR. (2011a). The Contribution of Food Assistance to Durable Solutions in 
Protracted Refugee Situations: Its Impact and Role ETHIOPIA: A Mixed Method 
Impact Evaluation Vol. I Full Report. Rome: WFP.



Sally Burrows and Marian Read 229

WFP/UNHCR. (2011b). The Contribution of Food Assistance to Durable Solutions in 
Protracted Refugee Situations: Its Impact and Role. Ethiopia: A Mixed Method Impact 
Evaluation Vol. II. Rome: WFP.

WFP/UNHCR. (2011c). The Contribution of Food Assistance to Durable Solutions in 
Protracted Refugee Situations: Its Impact and Role in Rwanda (2007–2011), Annexes. 
Rome: WFP.

WFP/UNHCR. (2012). The Contribution of Food Assistance to Durable Solutions in 
Protracted Refugee Situations: Its Impact and Role in Bangladesh: A Mixed Method 
Impact Evaluation Vol. I. Rome: WFP.

WFP/UNHCR. (2013a). Synthesis Report of the Joint WFP and UNHCR Impact 
Evaluations on the Contribution of Food Assistance to Durable Solutions in Protracted 
Refugee Situations. Rome/Geneva: WFP/UNHCR.

WFP/UNHCR. (2013b). Joint Assessment Missions: A Practical Guide to Planning and 
Implementation. Geneva: UNHCR. www.alnap.org/resource/8835, accessed 19
August 2014.

WFP/UNHCR. (2013c). Summary Report of the Joint UNHCR/WFP Impact Evaluation
on the Contribution of Food Assistance to Durable Solutions in Protracted Refugee 
Situations – Chad. Rome: WFP.

WHO. (2000). The Management of Nutrition in Major Emergencies. Geneva.



231

Introduction

The renewed focus on human wellbeing in international policy and aca-
demic debate encourages us to think again about how quantitative and
qualitative methods are combined in understanding development and
poverty. During the 2000s the Q-Squared movement provided a wide
range of valuable and insightful material that explored the possibilities
for and obstacles to combining qualitative and quantitative research
methods (Kanbur and Schaffer 2007). Since then a growing number
of national and international statistical agencies have recognised the
importance of seeking to assess the impacts of governance and public
policy in terms of human wellbeing and in doing so they are adopt-
ing a hybrid framework that takes account of the objective and subjec-
tive dimensions of human wellbeing (OECD 2011; UK ONS 2011). This 
chapter presents the argument that if development policy and practice
is to promote a focus on human wellbeing then it is necessary to con-
sider what types of data are required to do that. The current ‘business as
usual’ in international development focuses mainly on material wellbe-
ing and tentatively and occasionally stretches out to encompass human
development outcomes (Alkire and Foster 2011). This chapter argues
that in order to assess a more holistic conception of human wellbeing
(McGregor and Sumner 2010), it is necessary to generate three types of 
data: objective, subjective and inter-subjective.1 To achieve this, both 
quantitative and qualitative methods are required and it is necessary
to reconsider how these are sequenced and mixed to generate the data.

Following the publication of the Final Report of the Commission on 
the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress in 2009
there has been tremendous upsurge of initiatives to find ways to assess 
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development in terms of its impacts on human wellbeing. Chaired by 
Joseph Stiglitz, Amartya Sen and Jean-Paul Fitoussi, the report concludes
with a recommendation and challenge to policymakers, academics and 
civil society actors to ‘shift emphasis from measuring economic produc-
tion to measuring people’s well-being’ (Stiglitz et al. 2009, p. 12). After 
all, as they put it in a subsequent publication, ‘What we measure affects
what we do. If we have the wrong metrics, we will strive for the wrong 
things. In the quest to increase GDP, we may end up with a society in 
which citizens are worse off’ (Stiglitz et al. 2009, p. xvii). But, what does 
measuring wellbeing actually mean? In this chapter we outline the key
elements of a wellbeing approach, discuss some of the conceptual and 
methodological challenges, present commonly used wellbeing frame-
works and provide an example of its use in an evaluation in Zambia. 
In doing so we demonstrate how a wellbeing approach can potentially 
bridge the disconnect between macro- and micro-level policy think-
ing, address ineffective governance caused by limited engagement of 
the potential beneficiaries of development policies and provide a more
rigorous and politically sensitive framework for participatory work in 
development. We begin by outlining the distinctive characteristics of a
human wellbeing approach.

Our conceptualisation of wellbeing draws on work initially developed
by the UK ESRC Research Group on Wellbeing in Developing Countries 
(WeD, see Gough and McGregor 2007). In this framework, wellbeing is
understood as

[a] state of being with others which arises where human needs are 
met, where individuals and groups can act meaningfully to pur-
sue their goals, and where they are satisfied with their way of life.
(McGregor 2008)

This approach requires us to engage with human wellbeing both as an 
outcome and as a process, taking into account three inter-dependent
dimensions: the material, the relational and the subjective. These are 
grounded in specific cultural, social and ecological contexts and in a 
particular time. Although the third dimension is labelled ‘subjective
wellbeing’ this is to distinguish it as a necessary inquiry into people’s 
own perceptions of their ‘quality of life’. While the material and rela-
tional dimensions can be assessed using objective data, each of the com-
ponents of these can also be assessed subjectively. Thus, for example, 
in relation to material wellbeing, whether people feel their income is
secure and sufficient to meet their needs is measured, as opposed to how
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much income they have. Looking at both the objective and subjective 
component not only provides more information, but also highlights sit-
uations where the two may be in conflict. For example, objectively peo-
ple may have a large income, but it is not reliable or is earned through
work that is perceived as demeaning.

Material wellbeing relates to the extent to which men, women and chilg -
dren meet their basic human needs (in terms of food, source of income,
housing, access to services, etc.), on a secure and sustainable basis. The
material dimension therefore focuses on practical welfare and standards
of living (White 2010). These are often assessed using a household sur-
vey; however, a wellbeing approach would also entail preparatory quali-
tative research to identify what local people consider to be the most 
important material needs and the thresholds at which they consider
them to be met (Camfield et al. 2008).

Relational wellbeing refers to personal and social relations. Rather thang
viewing relationships as something (an asset) that someone possesses,
men, women and children are viewed here as becoming ‘who and what 
they are in and through their relatedness to others’. Relatedness is also
central to the construction of distinction and difference and can encom-
pass illbeing as well as wellbeing.

Subjective wellbeing refers to people’s perceptions of what constitutes g
a good or improved quality of life, and the (changing) extent to which 
people are satisfied that they are able to realise the goals that they believe
are necessary to lead a good life. This dimension of wellbeing refers not
only to the usual basket of ‘livelihood assets’, but also incorporates an
inquiry into non-material goals including cultural values, norms and
belief systems. On an individual level it accounts for notions of self,
individual and shared hopes, fears, aspirations, expressed levels of satis-
faction or dissatisfaction, trust and confidence.

Calls for greater attention to the specificities of human wellbeing have
been present in the study of international development since its emer-
gence in its modern form in the post-colonial era. In his seminal article,
‘The Limitations of the Special Case’, Dudley Seers (1967) argued that a
blind acceptance of a conceptual framework for development built from
the experiences of a limited number of special-case economies (Western 
industrialised countries) was inhibiting our understanding of the reali-
ties and policy problems of most other (developing) societies. Seers’
pleas for what was effectively an ‘anthropologising’ of economics fell on
deaf ears and post-war neoclassical economics increased in its sophisti-
cation and developed into an ever more powerful and hegemonic con-
ceptual machine in the international development arena. Aside from
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the dominance of this science and the GDP paradigm in both academic
and policy spheres, a key element in its maintenance has been the devel-
opment of a national and supra-national statistics industry mainly ori-
ented to serving this intellectual and ideological pre-disposition (Merry
2011; Shore and Wright, 2015).

The observation by Stiglitz et al. on the relationship between metrics
and goals affirms a view that has been presented in many forms in inter-
national development studies since the work of Seers, but which has 
not been so concisely and powerfully expressed: that economistic mod-
els and metrics of development and the policies that flow from them 
are incomplete in the ways that they comprehend the challenges that 
are encountered in the day-to-day lives of people in developing econo-
mies and societies.2 For development to be effective in terms of improv-
ing peoples’ lives it must necessarily entail considerations of money, 
jobs and growth, but for development policy and practice to be effec-
tive in a broader sense it must take account of much more than that. 
Following Stiglitz’s observation about the misdirection caused by the
wrong metrics, it is important that the development industry finds ways 
of measuring what matters for the people who experience and make
the development processes, particularly in social, economic and cultural
contexts. In 2013, United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolu-
tion that signalled an acceptance of the consensus that a focus on GDP
alone is not adequate for the measurement and promotion of human 
prosperity, and that ‘a more inclusive, equitable and balanced approach
is needed to promote sustainability, eradicate poverty and enhance well-
being’ (UN General Assembly Resolution 65/309, ‘Happiness: towards a
holistic approach to development’, p. 1).

Why measuring what matters, matters

In this chapter we focus our discussion on approaches to understand-
ing and measuring human wellbeing at the grass-roots level of develop-
ment policy and practice. Many of the initiatives that have followed
the publication of the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussie Report have concentrated
on measuring development performance at the level of the nation state
(see, for example, OECD ‘How’s Life?’ 2011). It is important, however, 
that the flaw that is illustrated by the theoretical divide between macro-
and micro-economic thinking (Coase 1998, Chang 2003, Pouw and 
McGregor 2014, p. 9) is not replicated in the wellbeing paradigm and
that work at the ‘top’ level does not become conceptually disconnected
from the work at the ‘bottom’, that focuses on the lived realities of 
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people, households and particular communities. While there have been
significant advances in the top level measurement initiatives, there has
been much less discussion about how the concept of wellbeing is made 
relevant and operational for the public policy frontline: in this case
for development policymakers and practitioners working at the level of 
the project or programme (Rojas 2008, Camfield and McGregor 2009, 
White 2014).

In order to understand why taking account of human wellbeing mat-
ters in international development it is important to recognise that pub-
lic policy efforts are a key component of contemporary governance. As a 
particular form of public policy, development programmes and projects 
can be regarded as specific and organised efforts to create better out-
comes for people and/or for society (they are not always the same). Like
all such policy measures, their success or failure depends on the extent to 
which the programme or project engages effectively with the values and 
behaviours of those people for whom they are intended or upon whom
their realisation depends. The relationship between the majority of the
people and the development policies of their countries is currently at a 
low ebb. As participants in a 2012 Summit reflecting on the challenges 
and opportunities for international development in the 21st century 
put it, ‘people have become bystanders in their own development’
(Bellagio Initiative 2012a, p. 46). Melamed (2011) observes that there
is often a ‘disconnect’ between the views and priorities of poor people 
and those involved in development decision-making (Bebbington et al. 
2007). This suggests that in the interests of greater aid effectiveness, but
also for improving the contribution of development policy processes to
effective governance, there is a need for methods and practices that are
founded in greater transparency and accountability and which enable 
better mutual comprehension.

The struggle to have the idea accepted that people might participate 
directly in shaping their own development policies has been a long one
and has gained some success (Chambers 1997). ‘Participation’ has been
taken on board at a level of high rhetoric and then in some large and 
high-profile set-piece studies (e.g. ‘Voices of the Poor’). This has led to 
it being co-opted into some development routines such as the staged
elements that have produced Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs – 
see Booth 2005 for a critical review), but knowledge generated by par-
ticipatory means is not consistently incorporated in everyday policy and
practice routines. Participatory methods may or may not be used at dif-
ferent stages in the policy or the project cycle and the data that they 
generate tends to have less traction in policy or project decision-making
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processes (Eyben 2013). In short, participatory methods have not made 
sufficient headway in the transition to becoming an accepted, legitimate 
and routinised element of development policy and practice, although 
they have tended to have more traction within some NGOs in rela-
tion to needs assessment, planning and evaluation (Catley et al. 2008).
Moreover, while participatory approaches have enabled the articulation 
of the types of things that matter for people in their own development,
producing lists that are effectively criteria for wellbeing is only one part
of what might be required in an assessment of what really matters for 
people. If we scan across from the treatment of wellbeing within partici-
patory work in international development to a rich tradition of quality
of life, work in health studies and sociology, then we can identify at 
least three different elements that must be further developed in order
to make a human wellbeing approach relevant for policy and practice: 
identifying systematically what is important to people for them to live
their lives well in their particular context (so addressing the critique
of lack of rigour which is often levelled at participatory work); finding 
ways of assessing how well people are doing in their achievements of the 
things that they regard as important; and developing assessment meth-
ods that acknowledge and address wellbeing conflicts. These elements 
are discussed below.

The first element is to understand how to identify in a systematic way t
what is important to people for them to live their lives well in their par-
ticular geographical and societal context. The challenge here is to do this
in a way that transcends the idiosyncrasy of numerous participatory stud-
ies of individual communities. This highlights the perennial challenge of 
finding a workable balance between universal and local approaches to 
understanding the world (see McGregor 2004). In other words, it is neces-
sary to find ways of eliciting what it is that matters for people in particu-
lar social, economic, cultural and geographical contexts, but also to make
these things comprehensible in terms of a universal framework of inter-
pretation. As we will contend, a potential solution to this conundrum lies
in a methodology that is founded in an iterative process between ‘top-
down’ and ‘bottom-up’ interpretations of the world. This would involve
a grounded adoption and adaptation of a universal framework that nev-
ertheless enables us to take account of the context-specific forms of the 
‘things’ that matter. As we explain, mixed methods have an essential role 
to play in this process of bringing together competing interpretations of 
what matters for a good life.

The second is to find ways of assessing how well people are doing in d
their achievements in respect of the things that they regard as important 
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for them to live well. For policy process purposes this is most often done 
using quantitative data as this enables communication at the popula-
tion scale that is required; however, there will be some policy purposes 
for which a qualitative assessment of how well people are doing in their
lives is particularly appropriate. The nature of the assessment that is 
required and the extent of its breadth and/or depth depend heavily 
on the purpose for which the assessment is being undertaken. While
national level policy assessments will likely require large sample data 
covering a relatively limited range of variables, other more detailed pol-
icy purposes, such as the evaluation of the differential impacts of a pol-
icy intervention in particular community contexts, will require detailed 
and context-specific content. The sampling standards for such purposes
would be shaped by the numbers of variables being explored and would
have a strong orientation to revealing patterns of differentiation within
a study population. Bearing this in mind, a key feature of any universal
wellbeing assessment framework that is to be adopted is that it should
be flexible so as to be adapted to different policy needs and be sensitive
to differing levels and contexts in which the policy problem is being
addressed. For example, qualitative methods could be used to develop
and test a measure that captures what is important for wellbeing in par-
ticular contexts and for particular individuals, but could still be used 
comparatively across a larger sample (Camfield et al. 2008).

The third element is to develop assessment methods that acknowledged
and address wellbeing conflicts, as opposed to developing measures that
homogenise and obscure these (e.g. by using income as a proxy for eve-
rything that contributes to wellbeing): an approach to understanding
development processes that focuses on the different human wellbeing
aspirations and strategies of those involved and reveals the essentially
contested and conflictual nature of development, making apparent the
role of power (for empirical examples of this see McGregor et al. 2014).
Conflicts are evident at the intra-personal and the inter-personal levels 
and each must be considered in relation to time – both now and in rela-
tion to the future.

At an intra-personal level, people are often required to make decisions
about trade-offs between different elements of their own wellbeing. For 
example, in circumstances of impoverishment a person may have to
trade-off their dignity and sense of self-worth by begging in order to eat
or trading-off time with family and children (relational wellbeing) in
order to keep a job (material wellbeing – economic security). Such intra-
personal trade-offs can take place both in the present and over time: a
person may choose a path of ‘deferred gratification’ where consumption
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in the present is forgone in the hope of greater gratification at a later
point in time.

At the inter-personal level, within any given community (whether a
household, village or nation state) there are also different and compet-
ing notions of (and strategies for) wellbeing. For example, recipients of 
emergency cash transfers in Zimbabwe traded relational wellbeing for 
material wellbeing as they experienced resentment from non-recipients
neighbours and exclusion from communal work activities (MacAuslan 
and Riemenschneider 2011). The struggle to find ways of living well and
living together in these communities inevitably involves people trading 
their wellbeing off against the wellbeing of others in relationships that 
are implicitly or overtly political. The aspect of time in inter-personal 
trade-offs neatly reformulates the problem of sustainable development
as was formulated in the Brundtland Report – where the wellbeing 
choices of some people in the present may adversely affect the well-
being possibilities either of others elsewhere in this time period or of 
others sometime in the future (McGregor 2014). In such circumstances, 
governments are often called on to act in order to encourage people
in the present to trade-off some of their wellbeing now for the sake of 
the wellbeing of people in the future (e.g. by reducing carbon-intensive 
energy consumption).

The issue of wellbeing conflicts at the intra-personal level refers to the 
challenges we each face of finding ways to live well as individuals, while
conflicts at the inter-personal level imply ‘the governance problem’ – 
of finding ways and arrangements to live well together (Deneulin and 
McGregor 2010). Of course, the irreducibly social nature of human well-
being means that trade-offs around intra-personal and inter-personal
levels are inter-dependent and cannot be meaningfully separated except 
for abstract analytical purposes (as in maximisation calculus). As we 
noted above, public policy has a distinctive role in this challenge because 
policy choices then involve the authoritative allocation of resources to
favour or support the wellbeing aspirations and strategies of some in
society over that of others.

Given the complex and contested nature of wellbeing, mixed methods 
have a particular role to play in giving insight into the societal processes 
that support some notions of wellbeing over others (Corsin-Jimenez 
2008, Davey and Selin 2012). These processes are the main subject of 
interest for policy analysis and although some insights may be gained
through having better quantitative data and analysis of that, the real life
and dynamic processes with which policy and practice must engage can 
only be revealed substantively through qualitative analysis. This is the 
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argument for mixing methods as the perceived shortcomings of qualita-
tive data – for example, generalisability, idiosyncrasy – can be addressed 
by drawing on good practice in quantitative work without losing their
distinctive insights.

Objective, subjective and inter-subjective

A possible source of confusion for the progress of wellbeing thinking 
and the development of metrics is the wide range of different frame-
works that are out there. While many of these are broadly similar they
nevertheless make different claims about what things matter, how we
should organise our thinking about them and what data is needed to
understand and assess human wellbeing. The differences in the kind of 
data that the frameworks call for is an important distinguishing feature
and deserves careful consideration, but before we do this it is worth
highlighting a basic source of confusion in the current debate. While
the mixed and sometimes interchangeable use of the terms ‘dimension’
and ‘domain’ may look like a trivial semantic problem, it is a cause of 
miscommunication that has the potential to be an obstacle to the coher-
ent development of wellbeing measures.

In the quality of life literature, arising out of the fields of health,
social psychology and sociology, the term ‘dimension’ is used to distin-
guish between objective and subjective aspects of life: thus it refers to
an ‘objective dimension of quality of life’ and a ‘subjective dimension
of quality of life’ (see Axford et al. 2014). This is not the same sense in 
which the term dimension is used in the multidimensional poverty and 
international development literatures. In that literature the term is used 
to encompass dimensions of poverty beyond income or consumption
and is therefore closer to the terminology of ‘domains’ or ‘domains of 
life’ (Rojas 2004) used in quality of life approaches.

We draw a distinction between indices of multidimensional wellbeing
and of multidimensional poverty, for example, the Multidimensional
Poverty Index (MPI) developed by Alkire and Foster, as the former deals
with only a limited range of things that might be considered to repre-
sent poverty or refer to the human conditions which reproduce poverty.
As we will discuss later, some of these other dimensions can be regarded
as ‘objective’ aspects of poverty (as in the UN’s human development
approach and MPI) while others can be considered more subjective (as
is illustrated by the ‘Voices of the Poor’ category dealing with peace
of mind, harmony, etc.). Others still are social in character (e.g. social 
exclusion and security). An important difficulty with the use of the term
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‘dimension’ in ‘multidimensional’ approaches to wellbeing, poverty or
development is that these mix up different categories of things in ways
that can cause confusion for empirical study.

There appear to be two main explanations for the different numbers
of dimensions or domains. The first is that each of these frameworks
has been developed from a different intellectual tradition and second is 
that they have been developed with different purposes and audiences in 
mind. If, for example, we take the frameworks that arise out of health
or social psychology such as the World Health Organisation Quality of 
Life (WHOQOL) or the SF-36 it is not surprising that they are relatively 
poorly developed in terms of their interest in and appreciation of social
and economic factors that affect a person’s overall wellbeing. These 
frameworks have been mainly interested in what is happening inside
people’s heads either to assess their mental health or to decide on what
is an appropriate treatment for a person. In this respect they are able to
limit their frameworks to identifying ‘domains’ within the dimension of 
subjective wellbeing that are most germane to health.

Those developing multidimensional poverty frameworks are primar-
ily interested in providing a view of poverty that is expanded beyond a
narrow income or consumption measure and their intended audience is 
a set of poverty policymakers who are profoundly wedded to objective 
indicators. It is not a surprise, therefore, that their framework would
be limited both in terms of what they want to include in it and what 
measures they want to use to provide an analysis of the situation, in
part due to problems of data availability (Alkire 2008). There has been 
considerable neglect until recently in economics and other disciplines 
of psychological or cognitive issues and physical health has been more 
a matter of concern than mental health. At the conceptual level these 
frameworks have been constrained by their underlying ontology (see 
Kanbur and Schaffer 2007 on the role of ‘inter-subjective observability’3),
but also by the hegemony of the idea of ‘parsimony’ (unwillingness to
accept notions of complexity) and also by the limits of their mathemati-
cal manipulation (too many variables produce intractable mathematical
problems).

These examples also indicate that there is a data dimension to this con-
fusion between dimensions and domains, and this arises from the dif-
ferent academic traditions that are contributing to the current debates. 
Broadly speaking economics and most public policy analysis traditions 
(e.g. social policy and development studies) have been strongly invested 
in working with what they regard as objective data4 – data that (notion-
ally) can be objectively verified and are understood to be a measure of 
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some reality in the world. In psychology, sociology and in other social
science disciplines there has been longstanding acceptance of subjective
data – data that arises from the views and experiences of the respondents
of the study which can be quantitative or qualitative. However, as we
develop approaches to generate a more comprehensive view of human
wellbeing, it becomes apparent that a combination of objective and sub-
jective data is required. Some things that are important as manifesta-
tions or indicators of wellbeing or are important to achieve wellbeing
can be comprehended objectively; others can be comprehended both in 
objective and subjective terms, while some others can only be compre-
hended subjectively.

As an illustration, if we take Martha Nussbaum’s (2000) ‘list’ of dimen-
sions of a good life then clearly we can comprehend many important
aspects of a person’s state of ‘bodily health’ in objective terms, but for
many purposes it will also be important to take into account the per-
son’s own subjective assessment of their ‘bodily health’. However, when
we turn to another of her dimensions ‘emotions’, unless we move into
objective measurement by neuroscience or bio-chemical assessment, 
this is mainly comprehended in subjective terms. Indeed, Nussbaum’s
list illustrates a third dimension of data that is often overlooked in most
debates over the role of objective and subjective data in the assessment
of ‘multidimensional’ human wellbeing; these are those things that can
only be comprehended inter-subjectively and therefore lend themselves
particularly well to a mixed methods approach.

There are some things that many would agree are important for
human wellbeing that cannot be well understood in either objective
or subjective terms, or, as we have argued earlier, through quantitative
or qualitative data alone. A strong argument for mixed methods is pre-
sented by the existence of inter-subjective phenomena, which are items
or characteristics that only exist in terms of a socially accepted, agreed
understanding between people. For example, Nussbaum’s dimension of 
‘affiliation’ provides a good illustration of this in as much as it deals with
issues of relationality and identity – it is agreed that you are someone’s
friend or that you are an accepted member of an identity group. It is at 
this point that researchers start to mix methods as more qualitative and
open-ended methods can capture the quality of relationships and the
recursive nature of identity while quantitative methods such as social
network analysis can show the extent and density of people’s networks.
In the following sections we discuss the characteristics of potential well-
being frameworks and how these might then be adapted using a mix of 
methods.
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Possible wellbeing frameworks

In 2012, in a major international conference to evaluate how the global 
community has been responding to the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussie challenge,
Martine Durand, the Chief Statistician of the OECD, felt compelled to
state that

[w]e are witnessing a convergence in our understanding of well-being 
with a common core set of well-being dimensions, and national pri-
orities reflected in more specific domains and measures. (Plenary
Address, 4th OECD Global Forum, New Delhi 2012)

Perhaps the first and main point of convergence has been an acceptance
that human wellbeing must be understood as ‘multidimensional’ and 
cannot be captured adequately by considering a single measure such as 
happiness (e.g. Bellagio Initiative 2012b). This runs counter to the work 
of the happiness economists such as Richard Layard, Andrew Oswald 
and Bruno Frey, and Alois Stutzer whose arguments suggest that a single 
happiness score contains enough information for it to be relied on in
policy decision-making.5 This work harks back to the days of Jeremy 
Bentham’s balance of pain and pleasure and implies that it is not neces-
sary to know the detail of what lies below a person’s feeling of wellbeing 
or happiness and that a single happiness or utility score can adequately
capture the underlying complexity, contradiction and fluidity of human
judgements about the quality of their lives across its whole range. This
is not a widely accepted view when considering the possibility of the
detailed use of wellbeing measures in particular policy spheres. Although 
a single overarching concept and measure of subjective wellbeing may 
have some uses as a broad brush comparator or as a variable to slot into 
regression equations, it cannot provide the detail or richness of informa-
tion required for most policy purposes (see Alexandrova 2005).

A second fundamental point in the emerging consensus is that it is
necessary to take account of both objective and subjective aspects of 
wellbeing in some kind of integrated framework6 although there may 
be technical challenges related to aggregation. That said, although it is
widely agreed that wellbeing is multidimensional, we quickly move into
the more perplexing discussion about which dimensions matter and
how we define these. This discussion hinges around which (or whose) 
framework is to be adopted. Currently there are a large and growing
numbers of different multidimensional frameworks and each offers
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slightly different lists of what are proposed to be the set (or list) of uni-
versal dimensions.7

Put simply, there are two ways in which these lists have been estab-
lished: one is in a ‘top-down’ manner in which the particular ingredi-
ents of what is required for wellbeing are identified predominantly from
a particular philosophical position, conceptual framework or ideology; 
the other is in a ‘bottom-up’ way, in which the ‘list’ of what is required 
for wellbeing is built up from observation or engagement with the
people whose wellbeing you are concerned to understand.8 The desire
for universality has tended to favour the ‘lists’ produced by top-down
approaches and most of the multidimensional frameworks on offer arise
from particular theoretical and philosophical positions.

Acknowledging the tension and the politics that lie between these 
two approaches, Sen had declined to propose such a list, arguing that 
any such list should arise from a process of public reasoning within a 
particular polity. However, many of his fellow academics have been
less hesitant. Nussbaum, for example, argues that there are 10 uni-
versal capabilities (what she calls ‘spheres of existence’).9 The Human 
Development Index has provided another multidimensional list based 
on Sen’s capabilities but like the MPI this is not a multidimensional
‘wellbeing’ measure as there are only three ‘dimensions’ (health, educa-
tion and standard of living), and the rationale for these three is drawn
from the human development and capabilities framework. In the MPI 
these three dimensions are then assessed using 11 objective indicators.

The ‘Voices of the Poor’ study conducted by the World Bank pro-
vides an interesting mid-point between narrow multidimensional pov-
erty frameworks and broader efforts to assess wellbeing (Narayan et al.
2000). In a study that took evidence from over 60,000 poor people in 
many countries of the world, they confirmed that people viewed and 
experienced poverty as multidimensional. From this relatively ‘bottom-
up’ perspective they assert that there are eight dimensions of experi-
enced poverty: (1) material wellbeing (i.e. having enough food, assets
and work); (2) bodily wellbeing (health, appearances and physical envi-
ronment); (3) social wellbeing (being able to care for, bring up, marry
and settle children); (4) self-respect and dignity; (5) peace, harmony
and good relations in the family/community; (6) security (civil peace, 
a physically safe and secure environment, personal physical security, 
security in old age and confidence in the future); (7) freedom of choice 
and action and (8) psychological wellbeing (peace of mind, happiness,
harmony including a spiritual life and religious observance).
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These dimensions are reflected in the many wellbeing frameworks aris-
ing out of social psychology. For example, Bob Cummins (1998), who
has spearheaded one of the most globally prominent subjective wellbe-
ing frameworks, proposes seven domains that contribute to quality of 
life (material wellbeing, health, productivity, intimacy, safety, commu-
nity and emotional wellbeing – spiritual wellbeing was added later). In 
this approach these are all assessed subjectively. Other prominent frame-
works arising out of social psychology or health such as the WHOQOL
assessment tool or the SF-36 from the Medical Outcomes Study have
between four and eight domains.

Coming from a tradition in social policy that focuses on human 
needs, Doyal and Gough (1991) suggest that there are only two funda-
mental and universal human needs and these are health and autonomy.
However, in an elaborate schema, these two basic needs are met in dif-
ferent social contexts through achievements in respect of 11 univer-
sal intermediate needs: adequate nutritional food and water, adequate
protective housing, non-hazardous work and physical environments, 
appropriate health care, security in childhood, significant primary rela-
tionships, physical and economic security, safe birth control and child-
bearing and appropriate basic and cross-cultural education (Doyal and 
Gough 1991).

The Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussie Commission concluded that a ‘multi-
dimensional’ approach to measuring wellbeing was required and also 
taking a top-down approach they proposed that there were eight dimen-
sions that needed to be taken into account (material living standards, 
health, education, personal activities, political voice, personal relation-
ship, environment and physical and economic security). Following 
on from this the OECD’s ‘How’s Life’ Framework (2011),10 which is an
element of their Better Life Initiative and is a direct descendent of the 
Stiglitz Commission formulation, expands the number of dimensions 
to 11. As is shown in Figure 10.1, these 11 ‘dimensions’ are divided 
between two ‘pillars’ that are labelled: ‘Material Conditions’ and ‘Quality 
of Life’. The quality of life pillar mainly contains human development 
dimensions but draws on other frameworks and includes a dimension 
labelled ‘Subjective well-being’, despite also using subjective data to assess
the material and human wellbeing dimensions. A third and important
element of the ‘How’s Life’ Framework is labelled ‘sustainability’ and this 
elaborates the context for material conditions and quality of life in that 
it identifies four types of ‘capitals’ that are seen as providing the enabling 
relationships through which present wellbeing can be translated (or not) 
into future wellbeing outcomes. This third element provides the dynamic 
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that is necessarily part of any understanding of how human wellbeing is
produced and how it is distributed across populations in a society.

Providing structure for assessing human wellbeing  
in development policy and practice

The purpose of frameworks such as the ‘How’s Life’ Framework devel-
oped by the OECD is much grander, more ambitious and more complex
than the frameworks that arise out of health and social psychology or
those that are concerned only with multidimensional poverty. Since the 
purpose of such a framework is to measure development or societal pro-
gress in terms of whether it is improving human wellbeing, it cannot
just be confined to what is happening to the poor (albeit that providing
an insightful analysis of poverty dynamics and distributions can be one 
important product of such an approach) nor can it be interested only
in measuring wellbeing in terms of what is happening inside peoples’
heads; it is also interested in what is happening to their bodies and their

Figure 10.1 The OECD wellbeing framework: better life initiative
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social relationships. It is this combination of considerations of the mate-
rial aspects of wellbeing, the assessments of perceived quality of life and
the relationships that give these their dynamic, that suggest a distinctive 
and three-dimensional framework.

When we consider the many other ‘multidimensional’ frameworks 
currently being offered (discussed in the preceding section) we find that 
most operate with some combination of three dimensions: a dimension
that refers primarily to the material conditions of life; a dimension that
refers to people’s broader quality of life, which includes human devel-
opment components such as education and health, but also extends 
to ‘conditions of being’ like security and subjective wellbeing; and a 
third dimension that can be understood as a relational dimension, 
which refers to the relationships that a person must be able to enter
into in order to continue meeting the needs that are important for
their wellbeing (e.g. the relationships in society that allow them to act 
with autonomy or the relationships amongst friends and family that
provide care).

There are different variants of this conceptual cluster and it is tempt-
ing to try to make the variants map on to each other. For example, we
could see these three dimensions as mapping onto the types of data
that might be used to assess how well a person is doing in their life. 
The material dimension is easily thought of as being assessed primarily 
by objective data (e.g. how much income a person has) but as we have
noted when one looks deeper into this dimension we see that there are 
different issues about the ‘qualities’ of this income that are not readily
assessed solely by objective data. From more subjective and relational 
perspectives it is important to consider whether the person regards
this as a satisfactory level of income or whether it is a ‘reliable’ and 
‘predictable’ income since this will provide an insight into the extent 
to which the person might be motivated by opportunities to generate
more income. Perceived reliability could be explored quantitatively,
for example, by asking people to report how reliable they think their
income is on a scale of one to five. However, in order to understand 
the response we would need an understanding of prevailing values and 
norms in the societal context, which could be explored through eth-
nographic research. In fact, in order to develop this scale it would be 
beneficial to know what the word reliability means in this context and 
how it is likely to be responded to, which could be done during an initial 
pilot, possibly using cognitive interviewing techniques. The ‘reliability’ 
or ‘predictability’ of the income will also depend on the quality of 
relationships that the person has with the source of that income. If, 
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for example, the person has a secure and legally protected employment 
contract that establishes clear rights to a regular and predictable income
then that must be considered an important aspect of their material con-
ditions. However, in most developing countries, the majority of people 
do not have a contract for income that has such a secure relational qual-
ity and in such circumstances the unreliable and unpredictable quality
of income becomes a key motivational factor for much of the behav-
iour (economic, political and social) of the person and their household. 
These types of insights have been accessed through mixed methods
evaluations of development interventions or grants which have demon-
strated conclusively that the process by which a ‘good’ is delivered is as
important in shaping its outcome as the good itself (e.g. see Molyneux
2006, Adato 2007 and Roelen and Devereux 2014 in the context of 
cash transfer schemes). Nonetheless, combining objective with subjec-
tive data can be challenging, due to the contradictions that can occur
between the two data types. For example, asking people whether they
are satisfied that their amount of food is sufficient may give a very dif-
ferent picture to objective assessments of their actual state of nourish-
ment, as Sen (1981) depicts in his account of ‘starving widows’ during 
the West Bengal famine who subjectively described themselves as far-
ing well. More recent work on the development of the Human Kind
Index in Scotland reported a high level of self-reported satisfaction with
health (88% responded that their [self-assessed] health was good or very
good in the 2007/2008 survey and 93% did so in 2009/2010), despite 
Scotland’s well-known health problems and health inequalities (Dunlop
et al. 2012). The presence of adaptive preferences that these examples
suggest is one of the strongest arguments for combining objective with
subjective assessments, and alerts us to the dangers of relying on subjec-
tive assessment alone.

If we return to the perspective of the person whose wellbeing we are 
trying to assess then we can remind ourselves that in order to achieve
wellbeing in any particular societal context, people need to have certain 
things, they need to be able to do certain things and these then combine
to allow and/or deny the person the possibility to be who they aspire 
to be.11 In order to assess how well people are achieving this kind of 
rounded and social notion of wellbeing it is necessary to use objective,
subjective and inter-subjective data to establish whether they have the
things that they need (e.g. objectively enough clothes to protect against
physical harm from the weather) and also that they have the things that
they believe they need (e.g. subjectively, the clothes that will enable
them to go out in society without shame). Equally important is whether
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they are able to do the things they need to do (e.g. in inter-subjective 
terms, are they socially excluded), and whether as a result of this they 
are able to be the person that they want to be (e.g. is their self-esteem
and sense of autonomy low).12 Many of these aspects of life are cultur-
ally specific, for example, autonomy, and are not always successfully 
interpreted through universal measures, which suggests that an impor-
tant role for qualitative research is bringing universal and local interpre-
tations into dialogue with each other.

A Wellbeing-Focused Evaluation (WFE) of social 
protection: Sequencing and mixing qualitative  
and quantitative methods

The final part of the chapter briefly describes how a mixed methodol-
ogy built around a three-dimensional wellbeing framework has been
implemented in an evaluation of a social protection programme in
Zambia. Social protection programmes and policies are forms of inter-
vention that provide poor and vulnerable people with inputs of some
kind (usually money or food, but also advice, education, medicines, 
nutritional supplements, empowerment, etc.) to enable them to meet
their needs and to participate better in society and in the development
process. In the case of Zambia, the government has been assisted in its 
social protection policy development by international aid donors and
has experimented with a range of different social protection models
(Harland 2014). As part of its move towards creating a national social 
protection policy and a unified programme, the Government of Zambia 
(GoZ) commissioned a series of evaluation studies in order to gather
learning from its existing programmes. While much of the learning
is taking place through the form of large-scale randomised control
trial studies (American Institute of Research – AIR), the GoZ alongside
UNICEF also commissioned a study of the ‘wider impacts’ of two of the
Cash Transfer social protection schemes (the Child Grant scheme and 
the ‘10% inclusive’ scheme).

The overall goal of the Zambian social protection programme was to
reduce extreme poverty and the inter-generational transfer of poverty.
The ‘10% inclusive’ cash transfer programme has been implemented 
since around 2004 in four districts in Zambia: three in Southern Province 
(Kalomo, Kazungula and Monze) and one in Eastern Province (Chipata).
The 10% inclusive scheme is so-called because it targets the poorest 10%
of households in the communities and seeks to address the poverty that
is believed to be causing them to be excluded from community life. It 
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focuses particularly on households that are destitute or incapacitated: 
by age, by disability, by being single headed households or by virtue of 
them being households caring for orphans.13

The Child Grant Cash Transfer Programme (CGP) has been imple-
mented since 2010 in three districts of the country which have amongst 
the highest rates of stunting, wasting, mortality and morbidity among
children under five years old in the country: Kaputa in Northern
Province and Kalabo and Shang’ombo in Western Province. The CGP 
has a universalist targeting strategy, going to any household with a child 
under five years old with the particular intention of breaking the inter-
generational transmission of poverty.

In response to a call to understand ‘wider impacts’ of social protec-
tion, the commissioned study proposed a framework for evaluation that
focuses on human wellbeing. Using the type of three-dimensional frame-
work described above, this evaluation study has explored impacts and
effects in terms of: material conditions (the extent to which the transfer
is enabling material needs to be met); quality of life (with a particular
focus on whether people receiving the transfer perceive themselves as
experiencing a better quality of life); and relational wellbeing (whether
the recipients are better able to do things that are important to them).
Accordingly, the study has defined ‘wider impacts’ in two ways: the effects
of the social protection schemes on the wellbeing of recipients and their
households beyond the immediate material impacts; and the positive
and negative effects that the cash transfer schemes have had on social,
economic and political relationships in recipient communities. In order
to remain true to the idea of assessing the impact on the wellbeing of 
the recipients in the three-dimensional way explained earlier, the studies 
used a sequenced combination of qualitative and quantitative research
methods. The purpose of the sequencing was to ground the assessment
of wellbeing in the things that mattered to people themselves: for a good
life in the different areas; to deepen the insights into the range and inter-
actions of impacts in the material, relational and subjective dimensions;
and to produce robust quantitative data on the different but interacting 
forms of objective, subjective and inter-subjective impact (Figure 10.2).

This framework is dynamic and takes account of the cumulative
and compounding effects of the cash transfer intervention (feedback 
loops).14 These include consideration of relationship changes that take 
place as a result of the material, relational and subjective impacts of 
the programmes (e.g. positively where recipients perceive themselves
as more empowered, or negatively where cash transfer receipt is seen
in the community as stigmatising). This approach enables the study to
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identify unforeseen or unintended consequences of Social Cash Transfer
(SCT) schemes that are often not readily in the purview of narrower
evaluations.

The framework directs the exploration of the impacts and effects of 
the SCT programme to three key levels:

(i) The impacts and outcomes that arise at the individual and house-
hold levels from receipt of the cash transfer.

(ii) The broader outcomes and impacts that arise in the community as 
a result of the community being included in the scheme.

(iii) The direct and indirect experiences that recipients and non-recipi-
ents have of the programme processes.

The fieldwork for all the studies was carried out in two stages. Six com-
munities were selected for study in the two different scheme areas: five of 
these were recipient communities and one was a non-recipient commu-
nity in the same or an adjacent district, included as a point of reference. 
The first fieldwork visit involved mainly qualitative methods, involving 
a combination of participatory methods, focus group discussions and
semi-structured interviews. These were used to establish relationships 

Figure 10.2 A wellbeing evaluation framework for social protection

Source: OECD, 2013
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of trust and understanding to enable further study in the community,
to carry out some basic scoping of key characteristics of the community
and to undertake the grounding work for the design of the research sur-
vey instrument to be used in the second fieldwork stage.

As a first step in operationalising the wellbeing framework, there are
two clear outputs from the first stage of the study. The first was a ‘com-
munity profile’ – this is a descriptive report on the community con-
text in which the recipients are living and receiving the cash transfer. 
It includes a description of basic community demographics, an insight
into the distributions of key resources and a preliminary identification
of the key social, economic and political relationships at work in the
community that pertain to poverty and vulnerability. The community
profile provides both practical and analytical information for the evalu-
ation: on the practical side it provides a better picture from which to
make decisions about sampling for the survey instrument implementa-
tion, while on the analytical side it provides a first exploration of the 
relationships and structures within which cash transfer recipients are
located. The second output of the first stage of the study was a set of lists 
from each of the communities of the things that people regarded to be
important for them to live their lives well in these particular commu-
nities. This information was gathered through a combination of Focus
Groups Discussions (FGDs) and semi-structured interviews. FGDs were
organised in each community for male and female recipients and also
for non-recipients. The objective of both the FGDs and the interviews
is to have people generate from amongst themselves lists of the things
that a person must have, be able to do or be able to be in that community 
in order to be considered to be living well. The information generated
by these methods is then collated from across the study communities 
and forms the basis for the design of a survey instrument which is then
systematically applied back to a sample of recipients and non-recipients
in the second stage of the study.

The second stage of the fieldwork took place some six months later.
This second fieldwork visit focused mainly on the application of the sur-
vey instrument that had been designed in the intervening period. This 
survey instrument consisted of a collated list of the ‘items’ that people 
said were important to have, to do and to be in order to live well in the
community. It asked a mixed sample of recipients and non-recipients
in the recipient communities and a set of non-recipients in the non-
recipient community about their objective circumstances in relation to 
these items and their subjective view of the importance and level of sat-
isfaction in relation to their achievement in respect of these items. The 
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survey instrument was mounted on tablet computers and was imple-
mented with the sample group by local research assistants. The appli-
cation of the quantitative survey was paralleled by a small amount of 
further qualitative work. Key informant interviews and a small number 
of further FGDs were used to have people in the communities explain
what they regarded to be possible pathways out of poverty for recipients
in these communities. This involved describing the different possible 
ways that people could seek to improve their wellbeing in these com-
munities. It involved descriptions of what things people had to have in 
order to progress and an explanation of the types of relationship they
needed to be able to access in order to achieve these outcomes.

From an analysis of qualitative and quantitative data, both of the
social protection schemes were found to have positive impacts on the
objective and subjective wellbeing of recipients. There were also posi-
tive spill-over effects on the wellbeing of non-recipients in the recipient
communities. These wellbeing impacts spanned all three of the dimen-
sions of wellbeing discussed above: material, relational and subjective.

In objective terms, the study broadly affirmed the findings of the 
Randomised Control Trial and recipients had been able to spend more 
on meeting the needs that they prioritised. This included spending on 
food and other small purchases such as soap. It particularly included
expenditures that enabled their children to stay in school. Recipients in
the ‘10% Inclusive’ scheme spent their cash transfer either on meeting 
these basic needs or hiring labour to work on their land. ‘Child Grant’ 
recipients were more likely to report investments in productive activities –
both new and existing businesses/services. This finding was affirmed by
the parallel pathways out of poverty focus groups. These showed that for
Child Grant recipients the pathway focused more on being able to make 
progress in agriculture or business, while for ‘10% inclusive’ recipients
these pathways were seen as less feasible and that their aim was to stay
out of destitution. These results appear intuitive since the incapacity
of 10% recipients usually constrains their ability to engage directly in
income-generating activities and the receipt of a cash transfer does not 
change these constraints.

In terms of impacts on subjective assessments of wellbeing, both 
schemes were perceived to have reduced the dependency of recipients
on others. This was widely held to be a positive development and impor-
tant for the psychological wellbeing of recipients. The overall quality of 
life scores for recipients are broadly similar across both schemes and for
all sites and were higher than for non-recipients of a similar economic 
status.
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In terms of relational wellbeing impacts, a key impact in both
schemes is that recipients perceive they have an improved ability to
participate in their community and be respected. In all sites there was
widespread reporting that begging had reduced after the introduction
of the schemes. One of the main concerns voiced about such social pro-
tection schemes was that they undermine or displace traditional and
community-based systems of support – in effect undermining existing
social capital. The analysis of the relational impacts of the cash transfers 
in these studies suggests that this has not been the case. Although some
aspects of support systems may become monetised (e.g. the incapaci-
tated hiring labour to work on their land rather than wait for that to
be supplied voluntarily), the general sense was that monetisation was
not a major issue. The 10% recipients in particular reported that they 
still needed help from more able-bodied family, friends and community
members but that this continued to be given. At the same time many
of the recipients in the 10% scheme perceived themselves, and were
perceived by others, to be less of a burden on these informal systems of 
support. The 10% recipients in particular seemed to welcome the greater 
autonomy that this provided and in both schemes poorer recipients
were proud to be able to report that they were even at times able to assist 
others. This brief insight gives an example of what a methodology for a
Wellbeing Focused Evaluation (WFE) might look like. The findings that 
are revealed by the methodology offer a broader insight into the effects
of development intervention than are usually offered by quantitatively
dominated evaluation studies. These broader insights have important
implications for how future social protection programmes in Zambia 
might be designed and implemented to effectively contribute to better
human wellbeing outcomes.

Conclusion

We began this chapter by recognising that there is an ongoing shift 
towards assessing development and societal progress in terms of human
wellbeing. The chapter explains some convergences around the kind of 
conceptualisation of wellbeing that is being adopted by national and 
international initiatives. This has involved recognition of the need for
a hybrid conceptualisation of human wellbeing that takes account of 
both objective and subjective wellbeing. While many of these initiatives 
are taking place at the macro-scale of measuring wellbeing in the nation
state and in relation to national development policies and trajectories,
this chapter is concerned that these macro-level developments do not
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lose touch with the understanding of wellbeing of people at the micro-
level of the community and of the development project or programme.
We argue that although the specific needs of measurement may be dif-
ferent at the two levels, the conceptual framework that underpins the
development of measures and methodology should be the same.

In order to establish whether this might be possible we review a range
of different wellbeing frameworks that are currently being used, explain-
ing that most of these have been created from a top-down perspective,
with only a few being informed by bottom-up processes. However,
when we look at the different terminologies and different numbers of 
domains or dimensions that they identify, we nevertheless find that 
essentially they all encompass three broad dimensions: a material well-
being, a relational wellbeing and a subjective wellbeing. This accords 
with and affirms the three-dimensional framework for understand-
ing and studying wellbeing that was developed through a thoroughly 
ground-up process in the ESRC funded Research Group on Wellbeing in
Developing Countries (WeD, see Gough and McGregor 2007, McGregor 
and Sumner 2010). We note that in evaluating each of the different
frameworks it is important to take into account the standpoint of the
developers and users.

When considering the efficacy of using a wellbeing framework at the 
grass-roots level and in relation to understanding the effects of specific
interventions, policies or projects, we suggest that there are three basic
tasks that a wellbeing methodology must address. First to understand t
how to identify in a systematic way what is important to people for them
to live their lives well in their particular geographical and societal con-
text; second to find ways of assessing how well people are doing in theird
achievements in respect of the things that they regard as important for
them to live well; and third to develop assessment methods that acknowld -
edge and address wellbeing conflicts that arise in relation to an interven-
tion or policy, and as opposed to developing broad or proxy measures
that homogenise and obscure differences. The multidimensional nature
of the wellbeing framework requires the generation of objective, subjec-
tive and inter-subjective data and as argued by authors in other chapters 
in the volume (e.g. Dawson, Torres Penagos and Bautista Hernández) for 
other multidimensional purposes, this points to the necessity of mix-
ing qualitative and quantitative methods. Moreover, to accomplish these 
three basic tasks the application of the different types of methods must
be appropriately sequenced.

For a wellbeing approach to work at the project, policy or intervention
level it is necessary to find a workable balance between universal and 
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local approaches to understanding the world (see McGregor 2004). In 
other words, it is necessary to find ways of eliciting what it is that mat-
ters for the wellbeing of people in particular social, economic, cultural 
and geographical contexts, but also to make these things comprehen-
sible in terms of a universal framework of interpretation. We contend 
that a solution to this conundrum is to be found in a methodology
that builds an iterative process between ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ 
interpretations of the world. This involves using a sequence and mix of 
qualitative and quantitative methods to identify what things matter to
people for their wellbeing in that particular context and then using that
to adapt a universal framework around which quantitative and compa-
rable data can be generated. The conceptual underpinnings and motiva-
tions behind the OECD How’s Life Framework (OECD 2011) coincide to 
a large extent with the purposes that lie behind the desire to carry out
wellbeing assessments at the frontline of development and as such this
is the most likely candidate framework for adoption and adaptation.

As we explain, mixed methods have an essential role to play in this
process of bringing together competing epistemologies that might dif-
ferently interpret what matters for a good life. The mix also allows us to
address the issues that are raised by the third category of data: the inter-
subjective. Inter-subjective data has the characteristic that it only exists
in terms of an agreed understanding between people (e.g. being some-
one’s friend or a member of an identity group). It is an often neglected
category of data but one which is essential for understanding wellbeing
in specific societal and cultural contexts. While global wellbeing frame-
works such as the OECD How’s Life Framework can come up with labels
that give meaning to the dimensions that must be taken into account
to assess wellbeing universally, the grass-roots implementation of any 
wellbeing assessment must also explore local meanings. For example, a
house in rural Bangladesh must have different qualities from a house in
urban London if it is to be considered to be an adequate form of shelter.
We argue that an important reason for mixing methods is that qualita-
tive methods can capture something of the quality of the things andy
relationships that are important for wellbeing. Quantitative methods
can explore the extent to which that quality is being achieved in either 
objective or subjective terms.

In the concluding part of this chapter we have presented an example
of a WFE to show how we can practically assess whether an interven-
tion has enabled people to have certain things, to do certain things and
combine these havings and doings to be who they aspire to be. The 
insights drawn from the evaluation of the impact of social protection
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on wellbeing and relationships in communities in the Zambia case study 
employs a methodology that reflects the three-dimensional wellbeing 
framework. It combines different methods in a sequenced way to gener-
ate the different types of information that when taken together afford
us a rounded insight into the wellbeing effects of the cash transfer pro-
grammes. Perhaps such insights could have been generated using dif-
ferent methods and under the banner of a different methodology but 
seldom are these methods and methodologies brought together in a way
that enables us to explore the impacts on a multidimensional notion of 
wellbeing. If we remind ourselves that the overarching purpose of devel-
opment interventions is to improve human wellbeing, then it would
seem that different types of interpretation of effects must be brought
together by the combined use of qualitative and quantitative methods 
that generate three different categories of data (objective, subjective and 
inter-subjective). Such a methodology has the benefit of re-engaging 
people in the development process and allowing them to have a say 
in what matters for their wellbeing. It is only then that we will begin 
to understand in a more holistic way what makes for a good society in 
which human beings can survive and flourish.

Notes

1 Inter-subjective refers to those things that are collectively agreed to be ‘true’
or ‘real’. It denotes those things or qualities of things whose reality is founded
in agreement based in the subjective views of two or more people. A strik-
ing example of this would be the accountancy practice of placing a value on
‘goodwill’ when recording the assets of a business.

2 Following the logic of the Seers’ argument, this chapter takes the view that all 
societies are developing societies.

3 Popper (1959, p. 103) argued that ‘“a basic statement” (a statement of scien-
tific fact) must also satisfy a material requirement . . . this event must be an 
“observable” event; that is to say, basic statements must be testable, intersub-
jectively, by “observation”’.

4 There are serious doubts as to whether much of the data that they regard as
‘objective’ can in fact be considered truly objective. For example, income data 
is notoriously difficult to collect accurately and the data that is presented on
this is usually deduced from other statistics or is the result of self-report in 
survey. Neither can be regarded as an objective measure.

5 See, for example, Layard (2010) and Oswald et al. (2010).
6 For example, see the discussion paper for session 3.1 at the 2013 OECD 

Global forum on development (www.oecd.org/site/oecdgfd/) or one of the 
nine key policy briefing papers that informed the United Nations Conference
on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) where it was agreed that ‘Both objec-
tive and subjective factors are critical for the overall well-being of individuals’ 
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 (RIO+20 POLICY BRIEF #6: Human well-being for a planet under pressure,
http://www.planetunderpressure2012.net/pdf/policy_wellbeing.pdf).

7 For a review of the different domains of various prominent frameworks, see 
Samman (2007).

8 See Alkire (2008), or Rodriguez-Takeuchi (2014), for a more sophisticated
account of this process.

9 Life, bodily health, bodily integrity, senses, imagination and thought, emo-
tions, practical reason, affiliation, other species, play and control over one’s 
environment.

10 http://www.oecd.org/statistics/howslife.htm
11 This definition arises from the work of the Wellbeing in Developing Countries 

ESRC research group described in the introductory section (see also Gough 
and McGregor 2007) and draws on the work of Sen, among others.

12 Work by Carol Graham (e.g. 2010) is particularly illustrative of situations 
where objective and subjective assessments diverge. She identifies popula-
tions that objectively have enough ‘stuff’ but feel dissatisfied with what they
have because of their aspirations, and others who are satisfied with life even
though they objectively have much less.

13 According to the Harmonised Manual of Operations for the Zambia Social
Protection programmes: ‘“Destitute” means that the household struggles 
to survive, adopts negative coping mechanism, has less than 3 meals a 
day, indecent shelter and clothing, limited access to education and health 
and only irregular and insufficient support. “Incapacitated” means that
the household has either no household members who are fit for work and
of working age or that there is a very high dependency ratio (at least 3
unfit members for every fit member)’ (MCDMCH 2013, p. 6). An unfit
household member is defined as a person who is younger than 19; older
than 64 or; 19–64 and chronically sick, or still going to school (MCDMCH, 
2013, p. iv).

14 For a related framework that draws on a similar view of wider impacts and
those acting over time and introduces feedback loops, see Devereux et al. 
(2013).
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In the Conclusion we return to the nine chapters and review the evi-
dence that they provide to support the claim made in the Introduction
that mixed methods in research on poverty and vulnerability can offer
greater credibility, acknowledgement of complexity and usability. We
also summarise the chapters’ contributions to measurement, evaluation 
and increased uptake of research by policymakers.

Chapter 2 by Fahmy, Sutton and Pemberton in the opening section 
on Poverty Measurement uses qualitative data from 14 focus group dis-
cussions to assess the credibility of evidence derived from a large-scale 
UK-based survey used to establish public agreement on what constitutes
the necessities of life (those things everyone should be able to afford
and no-one should have to do without). The focus group discussions 
suggested that public understandings of ‘necessity’ were diverse and
not always consistent with understandings held by researchers, or the
way in which the term is used in survey measurement. For example, the 
researchers observed considerable variation in understandings of what 
was necessary, and that this was not related to the background of the
respondents. This variation was not always resolved through discussion,
thereby challenging the idea of the existence of a societal consensus.

Based on qualitative investigation, the chapter makes useful recom-
mendations for researchers designing or analysing questionnaire-based
surveys. For example, being aware that many respondents may confuse
the original question wording of ‘should’ (e.g. should people live on
two meals a day) with ‘could’ or ‘would’ (e.g. could people live on two
meals a day, would they live on two meals a day if they had to), mak-
ing it more of an empirical than a normative question, holds important
implications for both survey design and the use of survey data by poli-
cymakers. The chapter also draws out challenges that respondents faced

11
Conclusion
Laura Camfield andd Keetie Roelen



262 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

in answering questions without adequate contextual information, for
example, deciding whether a car was necessary or not would require 
consideration of household circumstances, composition, availability
and affordability of public transport, among others. Fahmy et al. argue
that survey developers should include techniques such as cognitive 
interviewing and behavioural coding to increase their understanding of 
what people’s responses mean.

In terms of mixed methods research, Fahmy et al. advocate using 
mixed methods for complementarity – to draw out different aspects of 
research problems – rather than for triangulation, as the former does not
assume that different measures are commensurate, given their differ-
ent philosophical and epistemological underpinnings. They suggest that
policymakers should approach the findings of poverty consensus sur-
veys more cautiously and should not assume either stability over time or
that answers capture what respondents’ opinions might have been after 
greater reflection (e.g. in the context of individual interviews versus that
of a group discussion).

Chapter 3 by Edmiston also uses qualitative data alongside survey data 
to explore people’s lived experiences of poverty. He aims to increase the 
credibility of studies of these experiences by showing how the ‘phenom-
enology of deprivation’ is as reflective of the structures of citizenship
as it is of individual experiences. Individual interviews also enable him
to capture the recursive dimension of poverty where ‘“self-conscious” 
emotion such as shame is constructed in reference to an individual’s 
expectations and circumstance as well as the expectations and circum-
stance of others’. Interviews also allowed him to pay greater attention to
people’s agency in order to understand ‘how people negotiate a socio-
economic and political landscape that has increasingly come to struc-
ture their marginality’. Edmiston draws on the concept of citizenship to
access the relational dimensions of poverty and vulnerability, including
relationships with institutions. The use of the concept of citizenship 
avoids the trap of constructing inclusion and exclusion solely in relation
to participation in market exchange. Edmiston argues that such a nar-
row view pushes researchers towards income measures at the expense of 
understanding how poor people relate to each other and to members of 
other economic groups.

Methodologically, Edmiston claims that subjective measures of social
status are often as accurate as objective ones and more useful in pre-
dicting sequelae to poverty such as increased morbidity. By combining 
quantitative analysis with a second phase of qualitative data generation 
and analysis, he was able to explore the meanings of the quantitative 
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differences observed in the first stage of the study (e.g. why depriva-
tion reduced support for certain social and economic citizenship rights).
Edmiston’s study challenges the convention of measurement that pov-
erty is a fixed or isolated condition, arguing instead that it is a signifier 
of socio-economic and political relations within a particular context. 
Paradoxically, an ‘objective’ analysis of these relations cannot be done 
using purely quantitative measures. He also shows the effect of position-
ality on responses in that affluent respondents were much less aware of 
the systemic features of structural inequality or the ways in which mar-
ginalised people nonetheless exercised agency within this.

The chapter makes the important point that while subjective percep-
tions and lived experiences cannot be understood in isolation from institu-
tional arrangements, this does not undermine their objective significance.
In fact, it is only possible to understand the causes and consequences of 
policy by capturing the socio-economic and political relations that shape 
it. The chapter exemplifies Edmiston’s expressed aim of using mixed meth-
ods to offer a ‘new methodological framework through which to assess the 
efficacy of poverty alleviation processes in a comparative context’.

Dawson’s chapter starts from the contradiction that while in Rwanda
national indicators show rapidly declining poverty, studies that consider
the control that people have over their land, property and the way they 
live suggests a parallel process of declining wellbeing. He argues for a
greater use of mixed methods to capture specificity (depth) as well as 
complexity (breadth), which can only partly be captured through quan-
titative multidimensional measures. The application of his approach to 
some of Rwandan government’s policies such as villagisation, which were
celebrated internationally due to their success according to a narrow set 
of poverty indicators, highlights the way they were perceived negatively
by the population and impacted severely on the poorest households 
(e.g. the financial burden involved in moving to areas with housing 
built to a higher standard). In pursuing the theme of differential benefit,
Dawson used cluster analysis to identify four different groups who had 
and were having very different experiences of Rwanda’s development. 
While the groups were intentionally not identified according to existing 
social categories, further analysis found a strong ethnic dimension to
the clustering to the extent that none of the Twa households belonged
to the two wealthiest categories.

Dawson draws a distinction between approaches that aim to achieve 
consistency of measurement (e.g. by measuring whether a household has
sufficient income to meet their needs with a standard ‘basket of goods’)
and those that try to reveal the specificities of context (e.g. the effects



264 Mixed Methods Research in Poverty and Vulnerability

of social complexity and the variations in factors that characterise 
poverty and wellbeing in particular contexts). He notes the dangers of 
making judgements on poverty and wellbeing status based on a lim-
ited set of variables that may exclude some of the things that most 
matter to people, for example, political freedom. During his fieldwork, 
participants provided numerous examples of the ways in which their
behaviour and practices were subject to controls they felt were exces-
sive, even extending to how they constructed their houses and reared 
their livestock.

While Dawson’s study was primarily research-based, the implications
for evaluation and policy from his use of mixed methods are drawn 
out by an exploration of the trade-offs entailed in apparently beneficial
poverty alleviation initiatives and the differential effects they can have 
on different groups within the community. It also shows how percep-
tions of success are shaped by the choice of measure. For example, the
2001 Participatory Poverty Assessment that was conducted by the gov-
ernment contained no reference to politics, ethnicity or culture, except 
in the sense of the latter being a barrier to modernity. A combination 
of methods and measures can reduce such risks while at the same time
providing greater insights into differential experiences of benefits.

The final chapter in this section, by Tincani and Poole, combines quan-
titative methods from the ecological sciences and participatory quali-
tative research tools to gain greater understanding of the complexities
in building resilience for rural livelihoods in Burkina Faso. By focusing
on polygamous families – related households living together in family
compounds – the study introduces an additional layer of complexity in
capturing intra-household distribution of food and other resources as
each member of the family who identified themselves as contributing 
to the family’s food security was interviewed repeatedly over a period
of 14 months. Assets and entitlement to the assets of others were also
measured for every household member. In addition to looking at indi-
vidual decision-making, the study looked at the families as a unit and 
compared them across sites. The timeframe enabled the study to capture
the differential effects of the four main seasons on household activi-
ties and consumption, which would not have been possible in a study 
with a shorter duration. Due to the distinctive nature of the polygamous
household form, it was not possible to demonstrate the expected rela-
tionship between diversification or asset levels and food security, and 
so the qualitative data was drawn on to explain the absence of such 
a relationship. For example, asset-rich households might have made 
poor investment decisions, illustrating that it is not just the existence of 
assets but how they are managed that matters.
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Tincani and Poole use the Local Adaptive Capacity framework devel-
oped by the African Climate Change Resilience Alliance to investigate
climate change adaptation at the level of local government institutions
and apply it instead to individuals and their households to test its util-
ity at the micro-level. This is an entry point for mixed methods as the 
framework includes softer indicators such as innovation, which would
be difficult to capture accurately using a purely quantitative approach. 
The use of multiple approaches enabled triangulation and also improved
the quality of measures used. For example, the gender of the livestock 
was included in asset inventories when it was demonstrated that this
was important because male animals were usually sold.

Tincani and Poole also highlight the agency of household members 
in, for example, proactively reducing their consumption in the dry sea-
son to enable them to eat more in the lean season when they needed
their strength for farming, or using networks of relatives to sell their pro-
duce in major urban centres in the south. They conclude that the more
nuanced understanding of resilience and the strategies used to achieve
it provided by a mixed methods approach produces findings that are
more credible and usable for policymakers as they reflect the complex 
local realities.

The first chapter in the second section (Evaluation Research), by
Copestake and Remnant, focuses on the development of a qualitative
impact protocol to generate and analyse qualitative data in a credible
and cost-effective way, offering an alternative or complement to a largely
quantitatively dominated stream of research. The protocol developed by
Copestake and Remnant needed to be something that small NGOs could 
use to evaluate their projects – so an ‘appropriate technology’ – but also 
something that external audiences would judge to be rigorous. They
increased the credibility of their impact claims by employing multiple 
strategies to address attribution, so broadening the range of possible
causal mechanisms explored and triangulating findings. Copestake and
Remnant put forward the concept of ‘credible causation’ based on the
reasonableness of claims, rather than rigour defined in narrow statistical
terms. While this falls short of ‘scientific certainty’ they argue that this
may be the most we can hope for in complex contexts, and is potentially 
more useful for policymakers than the results of randomised control 
trials (RCTs). In order to avoid suggestions that they had used the quali-
tative analysis to ‘cherry pick’ quotations to support particular perspec-
tives, they inductively grouped perceived drivers of change. If these
had been mentioned by more than two informants they systematically
tabulated them and indicated the level of frequency with which they 
were mentioned.
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Copestake and Remnant argue that mixed methods provide an 
opportunity to deal ‘with “organised complexity” on its own terms,
rather than through a process of deliberate reduction into a closed
model with a more manageable number of variables’. For example, the 
qualitative analysis also illustrated the way that the same drivers, for
example, advice from extension agents, were mentioned in relation
to multiple indicators. One of the main challenges to the credibility
of qualitative evaluation are claims of bias, which the authors argue 
can be partially addressed by triangulation with quantitative research 
studies subject to different forms of bias. Their pilot also experimented 
with a simple if logistically challenging way to reduce pro-project bias
by blinding both respondents and researchers to the nature of the pro-
ject being evaluated. Whilst this was successful, it introduced space for
other forms of bias (e.g. pro-authority bias where the researchers were
assumed to be evaluating government initiatives), illustrating the need 
for continual vigilance.

The authors critically reflect on the extent to which the evidence gen-
erated will be useful in evaluation and the role of mixed methods in this.
For example, while respondents did not indicate the magnitude of the
impact they experienced, this could be resolved by combining the quali-
tative data with data from household surveys in later phases. They note 
the problem of replicability in that an NGO might not be able to recruit
a similar calibre of researchers or maintain the double-blinding. Given 
that the study was small, there was also a question of external validity; 
that is, how generalisable the findings would be to other villages. They 
addressed this by documenting key sources of variation between sub-
areas within the project area and inviting knowledgeable stakeholders to 
sort villages into groups according to what they thought were likely to
be the most important sources of variation in performance. This made 
it easy to see how the sampled villages compared with the rest of the
project.

The second chapter in this section, by Devereux and Roelen, proposes
a new way of studying the complex and non-linear nature of poverty 
reduction pathways, which aims to enable evaluations to capture unin-
tended outcomes as well as intended impacts. They look at the complex
dynamics within households, for example, between biological and non-
biological children and between different generations. They also capture 
potential tensions between intended beneficiaries of grants (e.g. specific 
children) and their recipients (parents who have responsibilities extend-
ing to the whole household). The use of mixed methods enables them 
to capture effects on other actors within programmes that are not always
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acknowledged; for example, traders who distribute grants on the proviso
that a percentage of the grant is spent in their shop, or project officers 
whose different positionalities set up different relationships and deliver 
different sets of outcomes.

The chapter makes the case for mixed methods evaluation designs
by highlighting two important and influential aspects that are often
neglected by standard evaluation methodologies: programme processes
(‘design choices, implementation modalities and assumptions implicit 
in the theory of change’) and social dynamics at the household, com-
munity and programmatic levels. Attention to the first explains why
intended impacts might not be achieved, while the second shows how 
impacts might be compromised because they establish or modify a key
set of social relationships. The evaluation design they propose goes 
beyond what might be expected from an evaluation in turning a criti-
cal eye on the project’s theory of change, such as the linear and wholly
positive relationships assumed in school feeding schemes. By outlining
a methodology for including unintended social impacts in evaluation,
despite their lack of amenability to quantification, they create a more
nuanced understanding of the outcomes of different interventions and
the ways these might vary across groups, even causing some participants
to be worse off than they were before.

The final section on Research to Policy starts with a case study from
Torres Penagos and Bautista Hernández illustrating the use of mixed
methods to establish the extent and causes of multidimensional pov-
erty in a Colombian municipality. The authors argue that the com-
bination of methods enhanced their validity as not only did they 
provide a more complete picture of the municipality by doing so, but
they were also able to triangulate different findings. They addressed
the complexity of people’s experiences of poverty and the structures 
that shape these through a combination of secondary analysis of 
national survey data, participant observation with a single family,
focus group discussions addressing community problems and inter-
views with decision-makers.

Torres Penagos and Bautista Hernández argue that their findings were
more persuasive and useful to the local authorities because they were
able to provide an holistic picture of the condition of the municipal-
ity which accurately represented people’s experiences. Their approach
enabled them to look at relational dimensions of poverty such as the
relationship between citizens and local authorities, in addition to more
quantitative questions on the prevalence, depth and intensity of pov-
erty. It also enabled them to draw on the knowledge the inhabitants
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themselves held about poverty and develop poverty categories and indi-
cators that held local significance. Nonetheless, data generation, analysis 
and presentation required a high degree of ‘methodological bilingual-
ism’ and integration was only possible because they had two researchers 
with a solid foundation in each other’s preferred methodology.

The chapter also contributes to a growing body of literature on the
utility of the UNDP’s Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) at differ-
ent scales and in different contexts, and the value added by qualita-
tive information in adapting and analysing the MPI. For example, they
observed missing dimensions such as domestic violence (something that 
has also been noted by the developers of the MPI) and variations in the
way that core dimensions were prioritised by respondents. Finally, their
study noted discrepancies between the quantitative and qualitative data, 
for example, in relation to the incidence of child labour. This could be 
explained by the phrasing of the question in the survey data the MPI 
was based on which did not allow the possibility of children working
and studying at the same time.

The final phase of the research involved interviews with decision-
makers to raise their awareness of the research and check both the via-
bility of the public policy proposals that were starting to emerge from 
it (e.g. strategies to address the high incidence of teenage pregnancy) 
and the decision-makers’ responsiveness to these. They identified many 
problems such as alcohol abuse that were not captured by national 
measurements, but were nonetheless imperative to address in this com-
munity. The researchers subsequently worked with the local authorities
to address overcrowding and improve the use of public resources such as
drinking water, which they felt was made possible by the integrated use
of information at the level of local decision-making.

The second chapter in this section, by Burrows and Read, describes a 
cross-country evaluation of the World Food Programme’s response to
protracted refugee situations. The mixed methods design shows how
qualitative methods provided insights into unintended results and sen-
sitive issues not captured by quantitative methods, contextual factors
outside the interventions’ control and implementation factors that were 
also influential. As in McGregor et al. and Devereux and Roelen (this vol-
ume), the most interesting insights include the effects of the intervention
on social dynamics. For example, the finding that far more Somalis in 
camps were in polygamous marriages compared to the host population
was explained by the fact that it enabled women to take ration cards 
under their own name and so was an important food access strategy.

In order to increase the credibility of the evaluation, the authors
adopted a common evaluation quality assurance system (EQAS) that set
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out the mandate and rules for all the evaluations, including the obser-
vation of common principles and practices of utility, partnership and
transparency. For example, where accounts of different observers did
not converge or there was insufficient evidence in support of an ‘anec-
dotal’ finding, this was noted in the report. EQAS provided detailed
guidance and templates for the processes and written outputs at all 
stages of the evaluation, which also enhanced comparability across
contexts and research teams. Data was triangulated between sources,
but also by ‘member-checking’ when initial findings were presented to
in-country informants and other stakeholders for feedback, including
refugees and host communities. The mixed methods fieldwork was car-
ried out sequentially so that other research teams could learn from the 
experiences of the other countries, which is particularly important for
mixed methods designs.

As a result, the usability of the evaluations was high and led to both 
follow-up at country level (e.g. the provision of additional support to 
host populations in two of the countries) and strategic level action by
the international NGO partners (e.g. the agreement to develop a strat-
egy for the transition to self-reliance and establish the partnerships to 
achieve this). Usability was ensured by the participation of stakehold-
ers in evaluation reference groups and formal management response
presentations, and a focus from the outset on the dissemination and
use of evaluation products for programme and policy improvements. 
Nonetheless, the authors acknowledge that more could have been done
to ensure dissemination within the countries where the evaluations 
took place as this was left to field staff and was not monitored.

The main contribution of the study, alongside the welcome empha-
sis on usability, was a demonstration of the feasibility of a contribu-
tion analysis approach in strengthening evidence of linkages across the
causal chain and the use of mixed methods within this approach. This 
was in a context of limited data, complex interventions, diverse con-
texts, limited resources and all the other constraints associated with 
working in a humanitarian context, which are not usually amenable
to experimental designs. The contribution analysis enabled a rigorous
testing of programme theories, for example, the assumption that food 
distributions were consumed was only partly true as they were also used 
for income and collateral.

The final chapter by McGregor, Camfield and Coulthard argues that
the credibility of policies and frameworks that aim to shape or repre-
sent wellbeing is enhanced by a more sophisticated understanding of 
the different dimensions of wellbeing (subjective, material, relational)
and the role of subjective and objective data within all of these. The 
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proposed approach supports triangulation by collecting objective and
subjective data on every dimension (‘how much income do you have?’
and ‘how satisfied are you with your income?’), as well as data that is 
both quantitative (‘how was the income spent?’) and qualitative (obser-
vation and conversations about the effects that this expenditure had 
on the household relationships). The emphasis placed on the relational
dimension in the case study on a cash transfer scheme in Zambia meant
that the evaluation captured the perhaps counter-intuitive finding that 
the scheme appeared to increase social harmony as well as individual 
confidence by reducing the dependence of poor households on other 
members of their networks.

Given the interest in and claims by agencies of improved wellbeing 
through intervention, the authors argue that the time has come for a
Wellbeing Focused Evaluation (WFE) methodology, which uses mixed 
methods to bring together information on different aspects of people’s
lives that are considered valuable to them. As in Devereux and Roelen 
(this volume), the methodology would enable identification and inter-
rogation of differences in benefit as particular programme processes
interact with the characteristics of recipients. The mixed methodology
proposed by the authors is intensive but feasible, and offers a rigorous
model for the use of participatory research to inform evaluation and,
ultimately, support community-level processes of deliberation over what 
counts as acceptable trade-offs. In the Zambian example, the WFE was 
conducted after an RCT and although the WFE throws some light on the 
RCT’s findings (e.g. the nature of the increased expenditures observed by 
the RCT), the very different epistemological starting points made it dif-
ficult to integrate the two datasets in a more profound way.

As a body of work, the nine studies combined in this edited volume 
illustrate the ways in which the use of mixed methods can be under-
taken in a credible manner, used to address complex realities and be use-
ful to policymakers. The contributions show how mixed methods can
enhance the credibility and usability of research and evaluation, while 
also enabling it to more effectively capture complexity than research
using a single method. Nonetheless, the authors reflect frankly on the
challenges they face in, for example, reconciling different epistemologi-
cal standpoints and assuring quality, and share some of the strategies 
they have adopted to address these (cf. Torres Penagos and Bautista 
Hernández, and Burrows and Read, respectively). This process of critical 
reflection and mutual learning, which started at the London workshop 
in 2013 and continued through this volume, offers the best opportu-
nity for mixed methods research and evaluation to reach its potential in
addressing the ‘wicked problems’ of development.
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