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Conventional methodologies for learning

Agricultural institutions of all types have long relied on questionnaire surveys and
quick rural visits to gather information on rural people and resources. Samples of
people selected from a larger population are asked the same set of questions, and
so it is assumed that the interviewers do not influence the process. Many informants
are selected to account for all variation, and the resulting data are statistically
analysed. Such surveys are used at practically all levels, from the large-scale census
to small-scale, village-level research; by governments and NGOs; and for planning,
research, and extension.

But there are problems with questionnaire surveys. The questionnaire designer has
to determine the questions well in advance. Yet those who design these instruments
cannot know which issues are important for local people. So they tend to increase
the number of questions to ensure that all relevant issues are covered. This leads, in
some cases, to forms of absurd length, with several hundred questions taking hours
to administer. Rarely is attention paid to the nature of the interviewing process. In the
structured survey, many of the contextual grounds for understanding are
systematically removed or ignored, and all too often, the ill-trained enumerator
further influences the process by prompting with answers. Despite many criticisms of
this methodology (Chambers, 1983, 1992c; Fowler & Mangione, 1990; Rhoades,
1990; Gill, 1993), official surveys, such as sample censuses of agriculture or
household expenditure surveys, remain remarkably popular.

At the other end of the spectrum are the brief field visits made by development
professionals. But such "rural development tourism" is full of biases that misguide
professionals into believing they have seen an accurate picture of rural life.
Chambers (1983) characterized these biases into four main types: spatial biases, in
which the better-off people living near roads and services are visited, with those who
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