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Abstract 

 

 
How a project is perceived by its stakeholders affects how it is implemented, and 

how the outcomes of the project are interpreted by the stakeholders influences 

the impact project can have on those stakeholders. Often this diversity of 

perspective is considered an impediment to the effectiveness of the project in 

meeting its goals. Standard project evaluation techniques dependent on linear 

and conventional methods to assess and present outputs and outcomes from 

projects fail to consider the complexity in projects. Complexity in a project arises 

from the involvement of multiple stakeholders from diverse disciplines, 

backgrounds, and geographies, and having varied perceptions, expectations, 

and understanding of the project and its aspects. 

 
The overall aim of this PhD is to improve the understanding of evaluation of 

complex projects by studying the projects from the perspectives of the multiple 

stakeholders involved in them. The first objective is to explore and understand 

the approaches to evaluation drawing on perspectives from literature, and 

observations from the field. The second objective is to understand the 

perspectives of stakeholders operating at various levels of a complex project on 

different aspects of the project such as its nature, approach, outputs, and 

outcomes. The third objective is to relate outcomes at various levels in the project 

to processes used, as well as associate outputs with outcomes. The fourth 

objective is to develop an integrated approach to evaluate complex multi- 

stakeholder projects, which enhances a project’s outcomes and enables learning 

for the stakeholders involved. 

With the aim of improvement in the existing knowledge on evaluating complex 

projects, the methodological approach is developed from a combination of 

theories and practices on evaluation. Central themes of the methodology are 

methodological pluralism, multiple perspectives, systems thinking, and 

appreciation and learning. To facilitate flexibility in navigating through a variety of 

theories and perspectives to enable both change and enhancement, the PhD is 

undertaken and presented as an action research. Three complex projects with 

stakeholders from diverse backgrounds and disciplines are examined in two 



xv  

stages of this thesis. These projects situated on the Chotanagpur Plateau in India 

with different intervention areas are, i) an agricultural research for development 

(AR4D) project, ii) a project to develop the skills of community youth to impart 

education, and iii) a Corporate Social Responsibility initiative. Data are collected 

from 82 project participants chosen by purposive sampling in the form of 

narratives, through semi-structured questionnaires. 

 
Findings from examining multiple perspectives were similar across the three 

studied projects. Stakeholders interpreted the nature and outcomes of the project 

uniquely. This study confirmed the existence of diverse stakeholder perspectives 

that were not captured or acknowledged in the evaluation of the three projects. 

These perspectives, however, were important for the stakeholders in how they 

identified with the project, how they functioned in it, and eventually, how it 

impacted their lives. Moreover, largely, there was no cognizance of this diversity 

in the stakeholders of the project. In instances where the stakeholders were 

aware of the multiple views, there was no mechanism for interaction of, or sharing 

those perspectives. Neither did the project stakeholders learn to acknowledge 

and work with varied perspectives, nor did they learn from multiple views in the 

project which were different from theirs. Besides the standard outputs and 

outcomes from the project, the project stakeholders outlined long-term personal 

changes. In particular, the learning which they underwent was considered 

profound and significant. The subtle shifts in learning and development of 

capabilities in project stakeholders were capabilities that enhance their sense of 

agency and change their worldviews, which they may further utilise to impact the 

project, themselves, and others. 

In considering these findings and addressing the challenge of incorporating 

complexity in project evaluation, the thesis develops a framework to evaluate 

complex projects. The framework is complexity-appreciative which 

acknowledges, appreciates, and integrates multiple perspectives in the design 

and evaluation of projects. Evaluation frameworks are always dependent on the 

contexts in which they are applied, and on those who design and use them, and 

the kind of boundary judgements they make. Hence, the framework provided in 

this PhD is not a tool to be used at the end of a project to measure its outcomes; 

rather, it is a process that must be part of a project from inception as a feedback 

tool to enhance outcomes. The framework can become a means to create spaces 
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and processes in a project to enable stakeholders to share perspectives, listen to 

others, understand the diversity in the project, and acknowledge, appreciate and 

learn from each other’s perspectives as well as each other’s process of learning. 

Such a space will also allow stakeholders to find their voice and purposes in the 

project, to help each other do the same, and to further develop those purposes. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 
 

 

1.1 Background information 

 
Individuals from diverse backgrounds, disciplines and perspectives work together 

in programs and projects to address complex development problems. These 

multi-stakeholder projects encompass considerable diversity, in terms of 

contexts, processes, interpretations and assessments. However, to understand 

and evaluate these projects, we depend on linear processes with standard 

representations and measurable and pre-decided outcomes from established 

aims and goals. When the definition of the goals is narrow and rigid, and 

evaluation consists of measuring the achievements of these alone—in other 

words, “beginning with the end in mind”—there is a possibility of missing impacts 

that lie outside that uni-directional process of evaluation (Midgley, 2007). 

Moreover, these linear interpretations do not accommodate the multiple 

stakeholders’ interpretations of goals, outcomes and impacts. Evaluators are 

increasingly shifting their attention from achieving the fixed set of outcomes from 

an intervention towards asking different questions that reflect on, and diversify, 

the boundaries of evaluation. Questions which, for example, range from studying 

whether there were impacts, their nature and how they were reached (Reynolds, 

2015); to exploring stakeholders’ participation in the process of evaluation 

(Jacobson & Azzam, 2018); and to developing critical evaluation thinking and 

using evaluation to improve the lives of people (Fetterman, 1994; Torres-Cuello, 

Pinzon-Salcedo, & Midgley, 2018). 

Evaluation methods have been intensively studied since the existence of 

organisational and project literature. The nature of evaluations has changed from 

a single stakeholder perspective to multiple stakeholder perspectives. 

Challenges in defining, achieving and evaluating collaborative outcomes from 

multi-stakeholder interventions have been studied and the need to integrate 

multiplicity of perspectives recognised (Guarneros-Meza, Downe, & Martin, 

2018). Models have been developed and devised to study interaction between 

multiple stakeholders to facilitate further interactions hence enabling the process 
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of evaluation. However, the sustainability of such a model in a complex and 

dynamic environment created by the existence of, and interaction between, 

individuals with multiple perspectives has also been questioned (Guijt, Kusters, 

Lont, & Visser, 2012). The processes of complex inter-relationships and 

interaction between various stakeholders, their perspectives, their diversity and 

the impacts of the intervention, requires further consideration and investigation. 

This research explores the diversity and complexity in multi-stakeholder projects 

and examines ways to incorporate that complexity in their evaluation in a way 

that makes project outcomes more holistic on the one hand, and enhances the 

outcomes on the other. 

1.2 Aim and objectives 

 
The overall aim of this study is to improve the understanding of evaluation of 

complex multi-stakeholder projects from the perspectives of the diverse 

stakeholders involved and to build new knowledge on integrative evaluation. 

More specifically, this thesis has the following objectives: 

A1) Drawing on perspectives from literature, and observations from the field, 

explore, contrast, assess and provide a critique of various approaches to 

determining and measuring outputs and outcomes from multi-stakeholder 

projects. 

A2) Understand and assess how the stakeholders operating at various levels of 

a multi-stakeholder project perceive its nature, approach, outputs, outcomes and 

transformation in themselves, and in other project stakeholders. 

A3) Relate transformation at various levels in the system of the project to the 

processes used, as well as associate outputs with outcomes and transformation. 

A4) Propose an alternative integrated approach to evaluate multi-stakeholder 

projects which enhances a project’s outcomes and enables learning for the 

stakeholders involved. 

In addition to the overall aims of the study, parts of which are addressed in 

different chapters of the thesis, each chapter contains a custom set of objectives. 

and research questions which further contribute towards achieving and reflecting 

on the overall aim. 
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1.3 Structure of the thesis 

 
This study is an Action Research, explained in detail in the methodology chapter 

(see Chapter 3). Hence, all chapters of this thesis function as interacting 

components and should be read and interpreted as a single piece of work, rather 

than considered independently and in a linear way. Table 1.1 highlights the 

structure of the chapters and the three themes that they are grouped into. An 

outline of each of the thesis chapters follows. 

1.4 Outline of the thesis chapters 

 
Chapter 2: Understanding the multiple contexts studied in the thesis 

 
The objective of this chapter is to establish a better understanding of the nature 

of various aspects of the thesis to pave the way for a better understanding in the 

later chapters. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the diverse contexts of the 

various components of the thesis. It also defines the multiple terminologies and 

philosophies as applied in the thesis. 

Chapter 3: Thesis methodology 

 
This chapter explains the action research approach, with a two-part objective: 

first, to conduct inquiries with a focus on giving an alternative perspective to 

change or improvement; and second, to enhance the understanding of the 

process of inquiry and research through iteration and reflection. The overall 

methodology of the thesis has been described in this chapter. A multiple 

perspective approach was undertaken to study the diversity of perspectives in 

multi-stakeholder projects and a systems thinking approach was applied to study 

the multiple perspectives individually, the inter-relationships between those 

perspectives, and to understand the influence of this interaction for the project as 

a whole. Three multi-stakeholder projects are studied in this thesis and this 

chapter briefly discusses the specific methodology for the data collection and 

analysis and the process of iteration followed in the thesis chapters. 

Chapter 4: Surface and deeper reality of the nature of the projects: Multi- 

stakeholder agricultural project 

This chapter explores an agricultural research for development project which 

comprised diverse stakeholders engaged in improving the livelihood 

opportunities of indigenous women farmers in Eastern India as the first of the 
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three projects studied in the thesis. The chapter captures how the multiple 

stakeholders operating at various levels in this project perceived its nature, 

approach and their involvement in the project. Terms like “surface reality” and 

“deeper reality” have been used to signify understanding of the project from its 

reports and other documents, and from the perspectives of its stakeholders, 

respectively. This chapter presents the descriptive analysis of the diverse aspects 

of the stakeholders’ interpretation of the project. 

Chapter 5: Incorporating diverse perspectives in evaluation: Learning and 

transforming in multi-stakeholder projects 

Chapter 5 studies the same agricultural research for development project as in 

the previous chapter but from the perspective of evaluation of outcomes. It 

presents the literature on evaluation and learning from projects, and a detailed 

analysis of how the stakeholders interpreted the outcomes and impacts from the 

project under study. This chapter also captures stakeholders’ learning from the 

project, and how they perceive the impact of learning on their lives and in the 

lives of other project stakeholders. A need for a framework to study and integrate 

the many diverse perspectives in the larger planning and evaluation system of 

the project has been recognised and suggested. 

Chapter 6: Improving the understanding of design and evaluation of 

projects by appreciating multiple perspectives 

This chapter studies two multi-stakeholder projects: a community-based 

education intervention and a Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) project, both 

in Eastern India. The results from this chapter present and reiterate the diversity 

of perspectives in understanding the nature and approach of the projects, and 

evaluating their outcomes. In this chapter, the overall nature of the results from 

the three studied projects has been reflected upon adding robustness to the need 

for a framework to evaluate multi-stakeholder projects. An evaluation framework 

which incorporates and appreciates the diversity and complexity in projects has 

been recommended. 
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Table 1.1: Overview of the Thesis 

The thesis is organised into four broad themes and eight chapters. 

 
No. Chapter Contents 

1. Introduction Background and overview of the study, aim, objectives and structure of the thesis. 

Theme 1: Development of the approach 

2. Understanding the Context Introducing the context: the multiple contexts to the study, including geographical, physical, historical, and of 

the stakeholders, including the researcher of this PhD study. 

3. Thesis Methodology Central themes of the methodology, describing the overall action research methodology of the thesis with 

specific details on the methods used and the process of iteration followed in the chapters. 

Theme 2: Knowledge: Understanding the stakeholders’ perspectives 

4. Surface and deeper reality of the nature 

of multi-stakeholder projects 

Description of the project as documented at the inception in contrast with the diverse perspectives of multiple 

stakeholders involved in it. (Project 1) 

5. Incorporating diverse perspectives in 

evaluation: Learning and transforming in 

multi-stakeholder projects 

Detailed investigation of stakeholders’ perspectives on outputs, outcomes and impacts of the project, in their 

lives and in the lives of other stakeholders. (Project 1) 

6. Improving the understanding of design 

and evaluation of projects by 

appreciating multiple perspectives 

Stakeholders’ perspectives on various aspects in two more projects, adding robustness to the thesis 

hypothesis. Overall reflection on the results of the three projects is made laying a foundation for an integrative 

evaluation framework. (Projects 2 & 3) 

Theme 3: Suggestions: Implications for future research and reflection 

7. Empirical explanations underlying 

processes undertaken in the PhD 

A bridge between the findings from the three projects and a framework for evaluation. This is supported by 

presenting researcher’s learning and processes undertaken by her throughout the action research. 

8. Systemic appreciation of multiple 

perspectives: A framework to evaluate 

multi-stakeholder projects 

Reflection on the methodology of the thesis and a framework for evaluating multi-stakeholder projects is 

proposed. Components, strengths and weaknesses of the evaluation framework are described. 

9. Reflection and conclusion Revisiting the aim and objectives of the study and reflecting on how the different chapters addressed those 

objectives. Researcher’s positionality is summarised in the action research. 
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Chapter 7: Empirical explanations underlying processes undertaken in the 

PhD: Reflecting on the two action research stages 

The purpose of this chapter is to explicitly present reflections in the action 

research. This presentation acts as a bridge between a) AR Stage 1 and Stage 

2 of the study by describing the processes underlying the steps undertaken in 

these two stages, and, b) findings from AR Stages 1 and 2 and the development 

of a framework to evaluate complex multi-stakeholder projects. In addition, the 

chapter describes researcher’s experience, including contradictions, confusions 

and affirmations encountered by her in the action research. 

Chapter 8: Systemic appreciation of multiple perspectives: A framework to 

evaluate multi-stakeholder projects 

The chapter has a two-part purpose. The first part reflects on the methodology of 

the thesis as presented in Chapter 3 and focuses on how it has evolved; the 

second part, develops a framework to evaluate multi-stakeholder projects. The 

second purpose is in part dependent on the first part. The chapter goes on to 

explain the rationale of the elements in the framework and the various tools to be 

used in the evaluation process. An account of the strengths and weaknesses of 

the framework has also been provided. 

Chapter 9: Reflection and conclusion 

 
Chapter 8 revisits the aim and objectives discussed in Chapter 1 and reflects on, 

and describes, how they were addressed in the different chapters of the thesis. 

The chapter also includes the researcher’s account of her own process of 

reflection learning and enhancement in understanding of the inquiry from the 

action research process. Lastly, limitations of the approach adopted in the study 

and implications for future research are outlined. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Understanding the multiple contexts 

studied in the thesis 

 
2.1 Introduction 

 
Stakeholders in a project come from diverse contexts, backgrounds and traditions 

of understanding. Additionally, stakeholders relate to a project in many ways—it 

can be a medium to open new possibilities, a source of funding, an advancement 

in career or a means of gaining experience, improving livelihoods or enhancing 

earnings and standard of living. Alternatively, it may even be considered to be a 

boring and insipid exercise. There are multiple contexts to the study examined in 

this thesis, which arise from the multiple aspects of the inquiry used. The study 

examines the nature of, processes for and outcomes from three complex multi- 

stakeholder projects from the perspectives of the diverse stakeholders involved 

in them. Additionally, it examines the dynamics of these perspectives in terms of 

their relationships to each other and to the structured aims and objectives of the 

project. The presence of the heterogeneous attributes is the essence of the study 

and rather than being unwelcome, they add value and provide depth. Examining 

the contexts of the diverse elements comprising the heterogeneity is not a 

confounding variable to be controlled, but is integral to understanding the whole 

better (Davidoff, 2009). Moreover, understanding the contexts also helps to 

establish and define contextual relationships between the system and its sub- 

systems as well as the larger system in which it is embedded. 

Considering the nature of this research which investigates and explores multiple 

and diverse perspectives and their various facets, it is important to understand 

the context and background of those perspectives. However, delving into the 

contexts and studying the circumstances in which they played out can give rise 

to further complexity (Pawson, 2013). This chapter studies this complexity by 

trying to understand its various elements individually which will then improve the 

understanding of their relationship to each other and their relationship with the 

overall study. The objective of this chapter is to provide background to the 
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different contexts, and for readers to understand and relate to the approach of 

the inquiry applied in the thesis. 

2.2 Structure of the Chapter 

 
The chapter has multiple purposes (also depicted in Figure 2.1) and is organised 

as follows: 

• An outline of the concepts around multiple perspectives on project evaluation; 

• An account of the motivations behind this research from the perspective of the 

researcher; 

• An introduction of the three multi-stakeholder projects studied in the thesis; a 

description of the specific contexts of each of the projects, including their 

physical and geographical contexts in India, the region and the states; the 

historical and social contexts; and the contexts of the various stakeholders 

involved; and 

• A glossary of terms and their interpretation and application in the thesis. 
 
 

Figure 2.1. Structure of the chapter. 
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2.3 Context of evaluation of projects 

 
2.3.1 Historical context of evaluation of projects 

 
Projects aim to bring a change in their area of intervention, with this change being 

dependent on not only the initial commitment to change, but also on how we think 

deeply about, evaluate and learn as the process of change develops (Patton, 

2006). The discipline of program or project evaluation has been investigated and 

developed in both theory and practice by a number of studies since 1942 

(Stufflebeam, 2001). As an example, over 500 studies were published in a single 

year in 2011, covering interventions from different sectors such as agriculture, 

nutrition, education and governance (White & Masset, 2018). 

There are different kinds of evaluation approaches and models that have been 

established to conduct evaluation. Scriven (1991) defined evaluation as “the 

process of determining the merit or value of something or the product of that 

process” (p. 139). The approach used for evaluating projects depends on how 

evaluation is defined and its purpose as well as how the evaluation process 

occurs. Some examples of these approaches are: evidence-based evaluation, 

where randomised control trials (RCTs) help identify evidence of what works 

across different disciplines (Cameron, Mishra, & Brown, 2015); formative 

evaluation done during project implementation to enhance the project’s design 

and performance and further support achievement of planned goals, or 

summative evaluation which are done at the end of a project to inform subsequent 

phases (CGIAR-IEA, 2015); and independent evaluation, which is carried out by 

people who are not responsible for planning and implementing the project to 

ensure objectivity (IEG-WorldBank, 2010). On the other hand, as a critique of 

traditional evaluation approaches, Patton (2019) describes evaluation as a highly 

emotional exercise and proposes the idea of developmental evaluation which 

measures changes in complex, non-linear, and dynamic situations. Another 

approach called the unintended outcomes evaluation approach incorporates 

uncertainty of outcomes and evaluates actual and unexpected effects from an 

intervention rather than the demonstrated and prescribed needs (Jabeen, 2018). 

To ensure the participation of project stakeholders in the process of evaluation, 

participatory evaluation is conducted to ensure sustainability, transparency, and 

learning (Rossignoli, Giani, Di Iacovo, Moruzzo, & Scarpellini, 2017). To further 

enable stakeholders in a project, especially communities and individuals to 
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become empowered change-makers, empowerment evaluation institutionalises 

the process of evaluation in project planning and implementation (Fetterman, 

2001). 

 
House (2010) suggests that the evaluation approach to be undertaken by an 

evaluator or the project team depends on numerous factors. These influencing 

factors are the interests of the funders, composition, and inclinations of the project 

team, and the evaluators' experience, training, and understanding of what is right. 

These and many such influencing factors, boundary judgements, and the 

interactions between them are what make the project complex and far from direct 

and linear. To study the multiplicity and diversity in perspectives, this study adopts 

systems thinking and complexity theory that have become a part of a new 

framework for understanding and engaging in complex evaluation since the last 

decade. 

2.3.2 Context of evaluation of complex multi-stakeholder projects 

 
The nature of the evaluation of an intervention is highly complex as there are a 

variety of different ways in which it can be described and assessed. Increasing 

number of diverse individuals and entities are coming together to address 

complex situations in the form of multi-stakeholder projects. The stakeholders of 

these projects often have different perceptions to each other depending on their 

context, backgrounds, experiences, drivers to participate, roles, expectations and 

learning aspirations. In addition to diverse perceptions of the nature of a project, 

how stakeholders evaluate the outcomes and impacts from a project can also 

differ. For instance, the outcomes perceived as valuable by the project 

management team could differ from those valuable to the funding agencies, or to 

the various project partners, or the communities involved in the field. Evaluating 

and studying multiple perspectives to address the success of interventions in a 

more comprehensive way has been explored in many studies (Hummelbrunner, 

2015; Turner & Zolin, 2012). Engaging with multiple perspectives is a challenge 

and requires attention to reflection on praxis as well as issues of social learning, 

which further explores the dynamic interaction between understanding and 

practice (Röling, 2002). Mendoza (2009) proposes conducting the evaluation of 

a multi-stakeholder project to develop learning systems by focussing more on 

stakeholder values and perceptions than providing evidence of success or failure 
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of the project. Evaluation studies on mapping the learning of stakeholders in a 

project and interaction between them guided this study in inquiring into complexity 

in evaluation. The availability of various methodologies and methods presented 

in Williams (2007) demonstrate a diversity of systems approaches that can be 

applied in the field of evaluation of complex multi-stakeholder projects. The 

application of systemic evaluation approaches forms an important basis for this 

PhD, explored and explained in detail in the following chapters. 

 
In complex multi-stakeholder projects, interpreted as a complex system, change 

is described as dynamical, i.e., changes and outcomes are spontaneous and are 

driven by the internal dynamics and interactions between the multiple 

stakeholders or parts of the systems to influence the behaviour of actors in the 

system (Eoyang, 2006). Furthermore, these actors or stakeholders and the 

interactions between them influence and give rise to the outcomes and impacts 

of the project. These complex relationships in complex projects make such 

projects open to externalities and unknown influences. Additionally, as 

stakeholders in a project participate in multiple other complex systems in 

simultaneity with the project, emerging patterns within those also influence the 

projects they are involved in. These aspects of human systems and interactions 

at multiple levels make the evaluation of multi-stakeholder projects increasingly 

complex. 

The complexity of multiple participation in a project in addition to the complexity 

of human thinking and communication forms the context for this research. In this 

dynamic context, where the questions and processes of the project are emergent 

and focused towards learning, their exploration has to go beyond a positivist 

approach of looking at finding the answers to questions and the realisation of 

goals. Moreover, as the contexts and boundaries of inquiries are ever-changing, 

traditional or conventional models of evaluation are considered to be an 

“impoverished conversation” between the realities (Reynolds, Gates, 

Hummelbrunner, Marra, & Williams, 2016), given their pre-determined and rigid 

structures and lack of flexibility. A positivist approach to evaluation, which focuses 

on measuring the outcomes and changes through a limited set of objectives and 

models, can do little justice to understanding and assessing complexity. A shift 

from these tightly bounded systems and methods of inquiry to a more responsive 

purposeful system supported by context-dependent boundary judgements is 
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undertaken in this study. With the definition of change and impacts also evolving, 

this study explores one way of examining a project, its nature, processes and 

how it is evaluated. The study’s lens is reflective, accommodative and 

appreciative, and is aware of diversity and changing boundary judgements. 

2.4 Motivations behind the study 

 
To understand the context of the aim, objectives and motivations of the current 

study, this section discusses the context of the principal researcher and her point 

of entry to the study, to place her in relationship with the other components of the 

study. 

2.4.1 The context of the researcher 

 
In a complex world where everything interacts with everything, an observer is 

also an active part of the interaction as, without the observer, there are no 

descriptions and interpretations (Linstone, 1989). The most common form of 

research and development is where the researcher remains outside the system 

of inquiry to facilitate objectivity (Ison, 2010b). However, participation of the 

researcher is an integral part of the complex system and the interactions between 

the elements of that system. How the researcher perceives and interprets the 

system of inquiry is established to be critical to the system (Ison & Russell, 2000). 

The perception and interpretation of the researcher, just like other contexts of this 

study, are based on her background and experience as well as her drivers to be 

involved, and expectations from performing this study. 

Prior to starting this study, the researcher was involved with one of the agricultural 

research for development projects funded by the Australian Centre for 

International Agricultural Research (ACIAR). This project involved participants 

from multiple disciplines, backgrounds, cultures and organisations from India and 

Australia. It was based in the villages of the Chotanagpur Plateau (also known as 

the East India Plateau). The context of the project is discussed in detail later in 

this chapter. Its aim, as mentioned in the project proposal and reports, was to 

improve the livelihoods of the small-scale farmers located in the villages. By 

completion of the project, the objectives were considered to be met, the 

“numbers” achieved and the project regarded as largely successful. 

Nevertheless, as a participant in various learning workshops and discourses 

which happened within the purview of the project, the researcher observed that 
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in addition to the rigid and structured objectives-impacts, each participant in the 

project underwent a transformative learning process. Observing these changing 

perceptions of the various stakeholders involved in the project over a period gave 

rise to several questions, such as: what is the degree of change these or similar 

interventions can bring to participants’ lives, how do they perceive these changes, 

what learning do stakeholders undergo and how are these interpreted in the 

project and lastly, how are the stakeholders’ learning and changes evaluated and 

to what extent do they influence the overall impacts of the project? These 

questions formed the basis of the aims and objectives of this PhD study and have 

been explored and analysed in the different chapters of the thesis. 

To summarise, the motivations of the research are: a) to study how evaluation of 

multi-stakeholder projects are implemented and interpreted in theory and practice 

in the field of project evaluation; b) to understand the nature, outcomes and 

impacts of multi-stakeholder projects from various stakeholders’ perspectives; c) 

to contribute towards in-depth exploration and analysis of multiple stakeholders’ 

perspectives in a project for evaluation; and d) to explore the need for 

appreciation of diverse perspectives and the integration of these perspectives in 

a project’s description and evaluation through systemic inquiry. Moreover, 

integration of perspectives in a project is studied from the point of view of how 

diverse perspectives can be acknowledged and become part of a project in their 

uniqueness instead of being reduced to a standard interpretation and alignment. 

2.5 Country context: India 

 
The Republic of India uses two geographically and historically significant names: 

India and Bharat. It is divided into 29 states and seven Union territories. The 

states are divided into districts. There are a total of 723 districts in the country, 

and these are further divided into blocks. Each block constitutes several villages. 

India recognises a complex reality and immense heterogeneity with diverse 

geography, culture, languages and socio-economic structure (Sen, 2005). 

2.5.1 Administrative structure 

 
India is a Sovereign Socialist Secular Democratic Republic with a Parliamentary 

form of government. 
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2.5.2 Geography and climate 

 
India shares her boundary with Pakistan and Afghanistan to the north-west; 

Nepal, China and Bhutan to the north; and Myanmar and Bangladesh to the east. 

India is also surrounded by the Arabian Sea to the west and the Bay of Bengal to 

the east. The country can be divided into six physiographical regions: Northern 

Mountains, Peninsular Plateau, Indo-Gangetic Plain, Thar Desert, Coastal Plains 

and Islands. The climate of India is diverse across the vast geographical scale 

and is strongly influenced by its unique geography and geology, particularly the 

Thar Desert in the west and the Himalayas in the north. The Indian Government’s 

meteorological department follows the international standard of four 

climatological seasons (winter, summer, a rainy monsoon season and a post- 

monsoon period) dependent on the local context. India has very hot and very cold 

regions as well as regions with very high and very low rainfall. Monsoon waves 

are an important determinant of the climate on which the agriculture of the country 

is dependent. 

2.5.3 Demography 

 
A population census in India is conducted every 10 years and according to the 

2011 Census, the projected population of the country was 1.2 billion. A study 

done by the United Nations in 2015 projected the country’s population at 1.3 

billion. Sixty-nine per cent of its population resides in rural settings. The gender 

ratio of the country is 940 females per 1,000 males, and the literacy rate of males 

and females stand at 82% and 65%, respectively (Census, 2011). India is one of 

the most ethnically and culturally diverse countries in the world. In addition to the 

different religions, India is home to innumerable castes and tribes, with about 22 

languages listed in the Indian Constitution and 19,500 mother tongues according 

to Census (2011). 

2.5.4 East India Plateau 

 
Chotanagpur Plateau or the East India Plateau (EIP) is a highly diverse region of 

India and covers a major part of the state of Jharkhand as well as adjoining parts 

of Chhattisgarh, Odisha, West Bengal and Bihar, which collectively comprise an 

area of 65,500 square kilometres (see Figure 2.2). The plateau lies between the 

Indo-Gangetic Plain to the north and east and the Mahanadi Basin to the south. 

The Chotanagpur region is made up of igneous rocks and hence has the most 
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valuable concentration of mineral resources in India. This makes it an important 

industrial region in the country. The plateau is home to many tribes, including 

Santhals, Mundas, Oraons, Bhuiyans, Gonds, Jharias, Asuras, Bhumij and 

others, who are largely dependent on agriculture and forest produce (Shilee, 

2002). 

The region receives an annual average rainfall of 1,400 mm but this rainfall is 

variable, hence making agriculture a gamble. Poverty and malnutrition are 

endemic on the densely populated plateau (District Handbook, Census 2011), 

and the rural population rely on subsistence agriculture (Komarek et al., 2019). 

Food insecurity contributes to further challenges including low access to 

education and medical facilities and the need to migrate to and work in cities to 

overcome these challenges (Bellotti et al., 2017). These poorly connected and 

remote pockets are home to left wing extremist movements such as Maoists and 

Naxalites which are considered to be the major internal security threat affecting 

the largest number of states in India. These movements are a violent reminder 

that the country needs to resolve its long-standing battles with poverty, land- 

displacement, unequal opportunities, social oppression and exploitation (Basu, 

2011). 

Post-colonial critics have highlighted the limitations in the development and good- 

governance agenda in the eastern part of India. However, the government of 

India together with the state governments implement a range of anti-poverty 

programmes in these regions including, but not limited to, employment guarantee 

schemes, public distribution systems, educational and health care provisions, 

resettlement programmes, women’s institution building and special provisions for 

women and children. The civil society organisations working closely with the poor 

and deprived communities in rural areas play an important role in the effective in 

implementation and hence, in the development agenda. 

Corbridge et al (2005) have explored a deep understanding of the functionality of 

the state and how the state is perceived by the poor people in the eastern part of 

India. They found that the poorer people often tend to find a mediator for their 

development. These mediators are the political society or civil society and there 

are significant examples of an ‘engaged participation’ between these two 

societies to implement poverty alleviation and other rural development 

programmes (ibid). However, Corbridge et al (2005) also report of many more 
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examples of ‘participatory failure’ of the good governance agenda due to the 

embeddedness of the individuals of the political and government machinery in 

the local society, leading to a preference of civil society organisations as a 

mediator for poorer people in many regions in eastern India. It is under this 

context that interventions around various dimensions of rural development and 

good governance are taken up as developmental projects in the eastern regions 

of India, to enhance the lives, livelihoods, and well-being of the rural poor. 

All three projects studied for this thesis lie in the eastern states of India on the 

EIP regions. While describing the multiple contexts of this study and the projects 

studied, this PhD and the researcher acknowledge the existence of, and the 

potential impact that, the political machinery of the region can have on the 

developmental projects. However, as also explained in the later chapters, the 

boundaries for this study and the ‘stakeholder’ perspectives to be included and 

excluded from it is determined based on the nature and extent of influence the 

stakeholder have on the project and vice versa. 

 

 

Figure 2.2. Map of India depicting the five project locations (marked in red) 
studied for this PhD research project 
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2.6 Projects studied in the thesis 

 
Three different projects were examined in this study: i) an agricultural research 

for development (AR4D) project; ii) a project to develop the skills of community 

youth to impart education; and iii) a Corporate Social Responsibility initiative. 

These three projects were examined in two field studies. Field study 1 examined 

the AR4D project which was working with three villages. Field study 2 examined 

one village each that the two projects (ii and iii) were working with. Table 2.1 

provides the demographic details of the five villages examined in the study. 

 

 
Table 2.1: Demographic Details of the Five Villages Studied in the PhD Thesis 

According to Census (2011) 
 
 

 F 

Bhubhui 

ield study 

Talaburu 

 
Churinsoro 

Fi 

Sarari 

eld study 

Pancha 

State Jharkhand Jharkhand West Bengal Bihar Jharkhand 

Population 1913 1149 120 3631 1713 

Number of 

households 

370 365 26 704 332 

Inhabitant tribes Bediya Ho Santhal Non-tribal Munda+ 

non-tribal 

Literacy 63.82% 51.64 % 50.74 % 52.82 % 66.35% 

Gender ratio 

(women per 1000 

men) 

 

922 

 

1005 

 

926 

 

684 

 

927 

Distance to 

district 

headquarters 

(kms) 

 

32 

 

43 

 

32 

 

8 

 

33 

 

 

2.6.1 Project 1 

 
In May 2017, the first field study examined an agricultural research for 

development project carried out in the villages in three EIP districts, covering an 

elevated region of East India. These districts were Ramgarh and West 

Singhbhum in the state of Jharkhand and Purulia in the state of West Bengal. The 

aim of the project was to improve the livelihoods of small-scale farmers by 
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introducing innovative cropping systems and adopting a farmer-led approach. 

The project was carried out in collaboration with the Australian Centre for 

International Agricultural Research (ACIAR), the Professional Assistance for 

Development Action (PRADAN) and other stakeholders as described in following 

chapters. 

2.6.1.1 The historical context of the project 

 
The project started as a collaboration between ACIAR and PRADAN. PRADAN 

is a non-governmental organisation (NGO) which has been working with women’s 

collectives (Self Help Groups) for more than 30 years. Both organisations work 

collaboratively to improve the cropping patterns of EIP farmers through 

developing projects that aim to deliver significant agricultural and livelihood 

benefits to largely indigenous communities. The first phase of the project, “Water 

harvesting and better cropping systems for smallholders of the EIP”, verified the 

feasibility of an alternative system of growing rice. This involved growing short 

duration aerobic rice, which, with early maturity and good management, would 

reduce the risk of climate and market uncertainties and allow growth of a second 

field crop with minimal or no irrigation (Cornish, 2015).The second phase of the 

project, “Improving livelihoods with innovative cropping systems in EIP”, following 

the learnings from Phase 1, adopted a research for development approach and 

aimed to develop short duration aerobic rice suitable for medium uplands. This 

phase involved collaboration with people, farmers specifically, to promote critical 

reflection for individual and collective action towards change. 

2.6.1.2 Physical and geographical context 

 
The villages1 in which the project was implemented largely comprised small- 

scale, indigenous farmers. The Adivasi tribes with which the project was working 

were Ho, Santhal and Mundas. The three villages were Bhubhui in the Ramgarh 

district of Jharkhand, Talaburu in the West Singhbhum district of Jharkhand and 

Churinsoro in the Purulia district of West Bengal. 

Located in the eastern part of India, a large part of Jharkhand lies in the 

Chotanagpur Plateau and is home to several tribes. The literal meaning of 

Jharkhand in Hindi language is “the area of land covered with forests”; indeed, 

most of the state is enclosed by forests. The forest cover, however, lies at 29.6% 

 

1 Villages, organisations or entities and stakeholders of the studied projects are mentioned in bold. 
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of the total geographical area of the state.2 Jharkhand is bordered by the states 

of Bihar to the north, West Bengal to the east, Chhattisgarh to the west, Uttar 

Pradesh to the north-west and Odisha to the south (see Figure 2.2). The state of 

Jharkhand originated from the southern part of Bihar, which had a large tribal 

population who were not adequately represented politically. The state was 

formed in 2000, after a long struggle by the Adivasi as well as the non-Adivasi 

communities claiming for a separate state focused on the development of the 

indigenous land and population. Ranchi is the capital of Jharkhand. According to 

the 2011 Census, the population of Jharkhand is 32.97 million and 41% of its 

rural households live below the poverty line. 

Bhubhui village, located in the Gola block, has a population of 1,913 spread 

across 370 households (Census, 2011). The village comprises Bediya Adivasi 

tribes and is situated 30 kilometres from the district headquarters and 62 

kilometres from the state capital. 

Talaburu village, located in the Tonto block of West Singhbhum, is mostly 

inhabited by Ho tribes and has a population of 1,149 (Census, 2011) spread 

across 365 households. It lies 23 kilometres from the district headquarters and 

165 kilometres from the state capital. 

West Bengal is a state of India located in the eastern part of the country and is 

bounded to the west by Jharkhand and Bihar, by Nepal to the north-west, by the 

state of Sikkim and Bhutan to the north and by Bangladesh to the east. To the 

south of West Bengal lies the Bay of Bengal. Part of West Bengal also lies on the 

EIP and the studied village is located in this area (see Figure 2.2). It is India’s 

fourth most populous state with a population of 91.34 million, and 22% of its rural 

households live below the poverty line (Census, 2011). 

Churinsoro village lies at the top of Ajodhya hill in the Baghmundi block of the 

Purulia district; the hills are located in the easternmost part of the EIP. Churinsoro 

is a very small village with 26 households and is inhabited by the Santhal tribe. It 

is the most remote and difficult to access region amongst the three villages 

studied in this project. It is situated 40 kilometres from the district headquarters 

and 340 kilometres from Kolkata, the state capital. 

 
 

 
2 See jharkhand.gov.in 
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2.6.1.3 The context, background and the role of the individuals and organisations 

in the project are explained below. 

 
The Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR) is an 

Australian Government statutory authority working under the portfolio of the 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade which aims to achieve more productive 

and sustainable agricultural systems for the benefit of both developing countries 

and Australia, through international research partnerships. ACIAR has been 

engaged in research on the EIP in collaboration with PRADAN for the last 10 

years. Scientists from universities in Australia, including Western Sydney 

University, Charles Sturt University and the University of Adelaide, were involved 

in the project. 

Professional Assistance for Development Action (PRADAN) is a premier 

non-governmental organisation (NGO) which has been working in India for more 

than 30 years. It works with disadvantaged communities located in seven of the 

poorest states in the country. The organisation works towards facilitating and 

supporting communities to develop their own skills and initiatives and helps them 

organise collectives that help people, especially women, to improve their 

livelihoods and support their families. 

Women farmers were the core stakeholders of this project. The women farmers 

engaged in this project were part of the Self Help Groups or the women’s 

collectives in their respective villages. These groups were formed by the women 

with the facilitation of PRADAN and were a significant point of contact for the 

project and its participants. The groups became an entity, forming a network of 

communication, discussion, motivation and accountability for the farmer-led 

research. Women are largely treated as farm labourers in the farming 

communities of India and this study studied and discussed their journey in the 

project, from being labourers to becoming researchers. A photo of two women 

farmers from the project is shown in Figure 2.3. 
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Figure 2.3. Two women researcher–farmers showing the map of their village to 
others in a project meeting. (Photo taken by Ashok Kumar) 

 

The Advanced Centre for Water Resources Development and Management 

(ACWADAM) is a civil society organisation based in Pune, Maharashtra, working 

on groundwater management in different parts of India. This non-profit 

organisation works on an agenda based on the science of hydrogeology and the 

principles of managing a “common pool resource” through participatory 

approaches. The role of ACWADAM and its stakeholders in the studied project 

was to study groundwater availability in the researched villages to assist crop 

planning and raise farmer awareness. 

The World Vegetable Centre (WorldVeg), previously known as the Asian 

Vegetable Research and Development Centre (AVRDC), is an international non- 

profit research and development institute for vegetables. The centre is committed 

to building resilient livelihoods and healthier lives through enhancing diversity in 

production and consumption. World Vegetable Centre stakeholders brought 

vegetable expertise to the studied project. 

Bidhan Chandra Krishi Vidyalaya (BCKV) is an agricultural university in West 

Bengal providing higher education in agriculture, horticulture and agricultural 

engineering. They brought expertise on soil moisture to the studied project. 
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2.6.2 Project 2 

 
In April 2018, during the second field study for this PhD, an initiative to develop 

the skills of community youth to impart education innovatively was examined. The 

initiative was carried out by i-saksham Education and Learning Foundation, an 

organisation based in the Jamui and Munger districts located in the state of Bihar. 

i-saksham Education and Learning Foundation is a non-profit NGO working 

to improve the quality of education being delivered to children in remote areas 

who are experiencing considerable Naxalist–Maoist insurgency in Bihar state, 

India. It trains selected and interested community youth in the use of digital 

technology, textbooks, innovative pedagogy, classroom management and other 

relevant tools and techniques under a two-year fellowship program. Under the 

mentoring of i-saksham, the youths, significantly girls, teach these children in 

learning centres run by the youths, creating an in-village self-reliant learning 

opportunity. For this PhD project, the fellowship initiative of the organisation was 

studied. 

2.6.2.1 Historical context 

 
The project was started by three Prime Minister’s Rural Development Fellows 

(PMRDFs) who were working in these areas. PMRD fellowship was an initiative 

of the Ministry of Rural Development, Government of India, engaging young 

professionals to work in underdeveloped and conflict-ridden districts of India. 

These individuals (fellows) were working closely with the district administration 

and were catalysts to improve the implementation and delivery of government 

programs and schemes and interface with the marginalised communities. While 

working in this fellowship, three fellows observed the abysmal condition of 

education in the district and the huge dependency of local youth on external 

influences in their careers and lives. The fellows decided to work towards making 

the youth more capable and independent, by training and conducting digital 

literacy sessions with them youth. 

2.6.2.2 Physical and geographical context 

 
The project operated in the districts of Jamui and Munger, two of the Naxal 

insurgency-affected districts in the state of Bihar. Bihar is located in the eastern 

part of India, neighbouring the states of Jharkhand, Uttar Pradesh and West 
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Bengal; it shares boundaries with Nepal to the north. Geographically, it is the 

twelfth largest state and it has the third largest population in the country.3 A part 

of Jamui lies in the northern part of the Chotanagpur Plateau. Jamui was formed 

as a district after separating from Munger in 1991. Jamui has a population of 1.76 

million and Munger has a population of 1.36 million (KnowledgeLinks, 2015). 

Munger is located in the southeast part of the state of Bihar and is 160 kilometres 

from the capital city of Patna. Both districts are well connected with roads and 

railways, especially Munger, as it is a tourist destination, being home to the Bihar 

School of Yoga.4 

This research studied the fellowship program of i-saksham being undertaken in 

the Sarari village of Jamui. Sarari is a relatively large village with a population of 

3,631 people across 704 families (Census, 2011). Villagers are mostly engaged 

in marginal activities which only provide livelihood for less than 6 months in a 

year, with very few being engaged in farming activities. The Jamui district 

population has a predominance of Scheduled Castes with limited Scheduled 

Tribes5 (KnowledgeLinks, 2015). 

The interpretation of multiple stakeholders in Project 2 and Project 3 were 

different to that in Project 1. Project 1 was a multi-disciplinary, multi-institutional 

project with distinct roles and boundaries for the different stakeholders. The 

multiplicity and diversity in Project 2 was represented by the various stakeholders 

identified by this study and their diverse contexts, roles in, and influence on the 

project. 

The PMRD fellows were the creators of this initiative being studied. Their context 

was presented in the description of the historical context of Project 2 (see Section 

2.6.2.1). 

The i-saksham fellows come from different genders, family backgrounds, 

experiences and perspectives. The fellows involved in this initiative were the 

youth residing in the community who either run tuition centres already operating 

in their own villages or who are given training by i-saksham to be able to start 

 
 

3 Government of Bihar: http://gov.bih.nic.in/ 
4 A yoga movement spread across centres in countries; the school is a centre for personal development 

with a synthesis of traditional and contemporary sciences. 
5 The Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) are terms recognised by the Constitution of 
India for the historically disadvantaged groups of people in India. They comprise 16.6 % and 8.6 % of the 
Indian population (Census, 2011) 

http://gov.bih.nic.in/
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their own tuition centres. The training builds the capacity of the fellows in better 

and innovative pedagogical methods to be able to teach primary school students 

in their centres. These centres can host from 25 to 50 students each. 

The trainers (or facilitators) in this project were also youth from the villages of 

Jamui who have been associated with i-saksham since its inception and who 

have co-created and supported the idea and designed it alongside the founders. 

Along with the PMRD fellows, who design the pedagogy and training modules, 

these trainers, who come from different educational and familial backgrounds and 

aspirations, provide training to the i-saksham fellows. 

Students who are being taught by the i-saksham fellows are one of the primary 

stakeholders of this project. However, due to their young age, formal 

conversations with them were not conducted or recorded as part of this PhD. 

Parents of the students, as well as parents of the fellows, have been active 

observers in this project and as such were included in the PhD study. 

2.6.3. Project 3 

 
In May 2018, during the second field study of this PhD, a project under the 

Corporate Social Responsibility of a Public Sector Undertaking of the Ministry of 

Steel, Government of India, was studied. 

 

 

Figure 2.4. An i-saksham fellow in her learning centre with students who are 
looking at engaging and interactive videos on the tablet kept on the stool. (Photo 

taken from i-saksham website) 
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2.6.3.1 Historical context 

 
The concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) suggests that corporations 

operate within society to integrate social and economic development in their 

business operations. This concept is strongly inspired by a voluntary moral 

imperative of the firms themselves (Porter & Kramer, 2006), but in recent times it 

has also been seen to be aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals of 

nation states (Ghosh & Chakraborti, 2010). In 2014, India became the first 

country in the world to make CSR mandatory, following an amendment to The 

Company Act, 2013. The framework of any CSR initiative will depend on the size 

and scale of the firm, its research and development, income and profit 

(McWilliams & Siegel, 2001). MECON Limited6 is focusing on some villages in 

and around Ranchi, working on the overall development of these villages. Some 

of the activities undertaken in the villages constituted skill development and 

infrastructure development. This PhD study investigated the different initiatives 

taken up in one of these villages over a period of three years and how they were 

perceived by and impacted on the different stakeholders involved in the project. 

2.6.3.2 Physical and geographical context 

 
MECON Limited is a multi-disciplinary firm based in Ranchi, the capital city of the 

state of Jharkhand. The firm provides services in Metals and Mining, Energy and 

Environment, Infrastructure, Oil and Gas, Metallurgy and other specialised areas. 

Under its CSR initiative, MECON undertakes various activities and projects. 

The village of Pancha (see Figure 2.2), located in the Tamar block in Jharkhand, 

lies 35 kilometres from Ranchi, the state capital. The total population of the village 

is 648 across 140 households (Census, 2011). Some of the village population are 

farmers and agricultural labourers, while the majority of them go to Ranchi to earn 

their livelihoods. The village is divided into two distinct parts: one is inhabited by 

the Mundas (Adivasi) and the other by the non-Adivasi. A newly enhanced 

national highway creates good access to the village and also divides it into these 

two parts. A key difference is that the non-Adivasis who live closest to the 

highway sold their lands for the construction of the road and thus their socio- 

economic status is visibly different to the Adivasis. The activities of MECON were 

taking place in both parts of the village. Different stakeholders involved in this 

 
6 MECON Limited, formerly known as the Metallurgical and Engineering Consultants (India) Limited. 
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project were interviewed to ascertain the diverse ways of understanding the 

nature and outcomes of the project. 

Villagers from Pancha were involved in the project. The project was structured 

to deliver products in the form of infrastructure, to the villages, including 

community toilets, farming training and sewing centres to provide training to 

female youth. 

MECON professionals were entrusted with the day-to-day functioning and 

implementation of the project in the field. In addition to the CSR project, these 

field professionals, being engineers, were also engaged in other core activities of 

their domain. Another set of MECON professionals were responsible for 

designing, planning and monitoring the project. These officers were also in 

charge of many other projects and programs and they visited the project villages 

on some special occasions. 

The observers in Pancha village were those villagers who were not actively 

involved in the project but who were aware of the activities being carried out. 

Observers also included some individuals from an NGO that runs a school in the 

village. 
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Figure 2.5. Two women in Pancha village sorting lac7 before selling in the market. 
The skill development programs constituted training for lac cultivation. (Photo 

taken by Arundhita Bhanjdeo) 

 

2.7 Terminology used in the thesis 

 
Table 2.2 provides a description of the terms used in this study and a brief 

interpretation. A more detailed description, examination and discussion of these 

terms is provided in the following chapters of the thesis. Although these terms are 

commonly used across theory and practice, there are multiple potential 

interpretations depending on the context of any inquiry 

2.8 Conclusion 

 
Complexity in this study is characterised by the existence of multiple components 

and contexts. This chapter introduced and presented concepts and contexts 

relevant to the study. It provided a background to, and laid the foundation for, the 

methodology of the thesis. The next chapter (Chapter 3) explains the 

methodology and the methods applied in the overall inquiry, while the following 

chapters are based on an in-depth analysis of findings from the investigation of 

the three multi-stakeholder projects, the contexts of which were described in this 

chapter. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
7 The scarlet resinous secretion of a number of species of lac insects is called “lac”. It is used locally in 

making bangles, as a wood polishing material, as sealing wax and in cosmetics. 
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Table 2.2: The Multiple Terms as They are Used in the Overall Study 
 

Terms Interpretation in the study 

 
Project 

A project is a temporary endeavor undertaken by a group of individuals or institutions to produce a unique product, 

service or result. It can be called a specific activity, with well-defined goals, having definite start and end points, to 

attain definite objectives and purposes (PMI, 2000). 

Multi-stakeholder 

project 

A multi-stakeholder intervention is defined as structured processes bringing many organisations together to ensure 

their participation on a specific issue based on a set of principles and to develop a network of partnerships amongst 

different stakeholders (UNDP, 2006). Informed by findings from Stages 1 and re-informed by those from Stage 2, a 

multi-stakeholder project in this thesis is interpreted project in which individuals from diverse backgrounds, context, 

disciplines, organisations and perspectives work together to achieve the goal of the project, which, in addition to 

being aligned with each other can have unique meanings to each. 

 
Stakeholders/ 

project 

participants 

 
Various studies connote different meanings to the participants of the project depending on their nature (Bryson, 

2004). This study, informed by the two stages of the study and adapted from Freeman (2001), stakeholders refer to 

all participants who are involved in the project and who influence or get influenced by the project. A detailed 

discussion on the use of these different terms appear in the next (methodology) chapter. 

 
Diverse 

perspectives 

This is based on the hypothesis that people are products of their experiences and each have a unique story to tell. 

In this study, diverse perspectives are those of the different individuals coming from different cultures, experiences, 

contexts, backgrounds, languages, and boundaries of understanding to work on a project together. This 

interpretation was informed by the findings from Stages 1 and 2 of the PhD 

 
Complexity or 

complex systems 

The word “complex” is used variedly and inconsistently in everyday speech, sometimes synonymous with 

complicated, difficult, or adaptive situations (Rogers, 2011). Complexity in the field of evaluation has been studied 

since the 1960s and there exists sufficient evidence about lack of consensus on the definition of complexity in project 

context (Padalkar, 2016). In this study, complexity is characterised by the participation of multiple stakeholders in a 

project with their various interpretations and their relationship with other stakeholder perspectives. 
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Terms Interpretation in the study 

Uncertainty Uncertainty is an important element and consideration in the above-mentioned interpretation of complexity 

(Atkinson, 2006). In this study, uncertainty arises due to the presence of multiple stakeholders who are a part of 

varied contexts and have diverse perspectives which give rise to dynamic interactions and communications. This 

study uses the term “uncertainty” in this complex sphere of humans and society which changes, emerges, and 

evolves over time. 

Nature of the 

projects 

The characteristics of projects which help us understand their design, attributes, or purpose are referred to as the 

nature of the projects. This phrase emerged from Stage 1 of the study where the stakeholders’ description of the 

project and its overall approach were interpreted as the nature of the project. The study examines the “nature of 

projects” from the perspectives of different stakeholders as a significant aspect in project management and 

evaluation. 

Outputs The outputs of a project are defined as the material or short-term results from an intervention, which is generally 

used to gauge its success. For instance, from the three studied projects in this PhD, an increase in farm productivity, 

improvement in livelihoods, increase in the institutions started are referred to as outputs. These outputs may or may 

not lead to further outcomes and impacts. 

Outcomes The outcomes of a project are defined as the change in the behaviour, relationships, actions, practices of an 

individual, group, community, organization, or institution (Wilson-Grau & Britt, 2012). These are considered to have 

more long-lasting effects compared to the outputs from an intervention. 

Unintended 

outcomes 

Outputs and outcomes from an intervention that are largely pre-decided are called expected or intended outputs 

and outcomes. However, there are certain outcomes or impacts which are not foreseen or intended by the 

stakeholders and activities of an intervention and could be different from those the project aimed to achieve (Jabeen, 

2016). These are defined as unintended outcomes in the study, which can represent positive or negative outcomes 

depending on the context of the project. 
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Terms Interpretation in the study 

Impacts In the context of this study, impact refers to a shift in the thinking, and perception regarding self, regarding others 

and regarding the relationship between self and others. Impacts can be considered as long-term effects of 

outcomes. 

 
Action research 

Due to the complexity arising from the diversity of the perspectives, action research is used in this study. Action 

research has a dual purpose of action and research (Dick, 2009). In the context of this study, action or the inquiry 

focuses on improvement in the understanding of the nature and outcomes of multi-stakeholder projects, and 

research enhances the process of inquiry through iteration and reflection. 

Systems 

thinking/systems 

approach 

We use the term “systems” for a wide range of things and phenomena on a daily basis but using a “systems 

approach” to look at a system of inquiry would mean using a structured or an unstructured cognitive process 

(Cabrera & Colosi, 2008). This way of thinking looks at a system from the perspective of a whole and approaches 

its component parts and the interaction between them as a means to understand the behaviour of the whole. This 

study uses systems thinking to examine the different elements of multi-stakeholder projects through the lens of their 

context, purpose, methods and outcomes, and the inter-relationships between the different elements (Midgley et 

al., 2013). 

Boundaries We approach our inquiry through systems thinking to gain a more holistic understanding of the situation. To do that, 

Midgley (2000) proposes to explore the boundaries of the system; the boundaries of who or what perspectives 

should be included or excluded from the inquiry in a way defines the boundaries of the inquiry. This boundary further 

defines the overall holistic-ness of the inquiry because any inquiry and its representation cannot potentially include 

all the perspectives that are out there. How these boundaries have been decided is explained in detail in the following 

chapters. 
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Terms Interpretation in the study 

Holistic 

approach 

This study talks about using a holistic approach to understanding the projects and evaluating them. In applying systems 

thinking to an inquiry, it is essential to consider the holistic properties of a system which can be missed if we study the 

various components of the system separately (Chen, 2016). The fundamental ideas adopted in this thesis to study the 

system holistically is largely based on the approach proposed by Mingers (2010). 

Appreciation In this study, the term “appreciation” is used more broadly than the everyday use of the term. As established by Vickers 

(1995), appreciation is a combination of judgements of facts and judgements of value about an individual, context, or 

situation. The study applies appreciation as a tool while studying varied stakeholder perspectives. This process is 

explained in detail in Chapters 3 and 7. 

 
Transformation 

Transformation is one of the most widely used terms in the development and evaluation of projects and programs. 

Transformation flows from an understanding that complex, multi-dimensional and multilayered challenges and 

situations need a framework of diverse interventions to generate change in systems (Patton, 2019). Following Patton, 

this study interprets evaluation as a glue that holds together and integrates the diverse perspectives and actions 

leading to transformation. 

Learning Learning is difficult to understand from a single perspective as it can also be understood diversely having broad 

application, or as Blackmore (2007) describes, contested. This is even more relevant in a complex study such as this, 

involving stakeholders with multiple perspectives. The learning of the stakeholders from the projects has been 

examined in its breadth and depth, as well as how that learning impacts on the outcomes of the projects and on the 

individuals. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Methodology 

 

What is both a medium and outcome of research? What enables yet constrains 
research? What empowers researchers to speak but is never fully articulated? – 

Methodology 
– Ray Pawson 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 
This chapter describes the methodology adopted for the research and the 

methods used to collect, interpret and analyse data. The key purposes of the 

methodology were to critically investigate the multiple perspectives of each 

project; stakeholders’ perspectives on the purpose and processes of the projects 

they are involved in; and to evaluate the outcomes and impacts from these 

projects. These perspectives have been studied individually as well as in relation 

to other perspectives inside each project. 

In project planning and evaluation discourse, outcomes and impacts are rarely 

representative of the many diverse stakeholders’ perspectives and are planned 

from a linear perspective assuming certainty of results. The research reported in 

this thesis is based on the assumption that when individuals from different 

contexts, backgrounds and boundaries of understanding come together in a 

project, they bring their diversity with them inside the project. For instance, even 

though a project is formulated to “solve a problem” or “improve a situation”, as 

unique individuals, the multiple stakeholders associated with a project relate to 

the project and interpret improvement in many ways. Moreover, sometimes the 

interpreted improvement and change from a project is not limited to the project 

boundaries and has impacts on stakeholders in the form of long-term learning 

and change in practice and thinking. To investigate the complex space of diverse 

perspectives and boundaries, this chapter deeply analyses the theoretical and 

philosophical background of the methodology and underpins the approach 

applied in subsequent chapters. 
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The chapter starts by stating the approach and identifying the central themes of 

the research design. It then progresses to describing the themes and the rationale 

behind using them in this study. Methods used to collect, interpret and analyse 

the data from the field and how these processes were derived from the 

methodology are then explained. In addition to providing the overall methodology 

of the thesis, this chapter also analyses the researcher’s perception of the 

methodology and its application in the various stages of the thesis, as well as her 

reflections and learning throughout the process. 

3.2 Approach 

 
The central themes of the methodology, namely methodological pluralism, 

multiple perspectives, systems thinking, action research, and appreciation and 

learning, are explored in this section. 

The study approaches the inquiry with a multitude of theories and perspectives 

and hence engages in the philosophy of different viewpoints. Methodological 

pluralism or generating awareness of and learning from different methodological 

positions assumes that a) there is space for theoretical assumptions of diverse 

kind of stakeholders in a project, b) there is opportunity for evolving and adapting 

the methodology as the project proceeds and develops, and c) there is an 

insightful, responsive and flexible way of viewing the issue itself (Midgley, 

Nicholson, & Brennan, 2017). 

3.3 Overview of the methodology 

 
To interpret and create an understanding of the nature, outcomes and impacts 

from projects, this study takes a systemic approach through appreciating multiple 

perspectives, reflecting on boundary judgements, and exploring inter- 

relationships and emergence. These principles are applied to develop an 

understanding of a system under study rather than interpreting a pre-represented 

system (Checkland, 1999). The study explores how the stakeholders of a project 

define and interpret the nature and approach of the project and how they evaluate 

the outcomes from that project. The nature of stakeholder participation in a 

project depends on how they perceive the project and this further impacts how 

they perceive the outcomes (Bhanjdeo, Hernandez-Jover, & Ramsay, 2018). 

When it comes to evaluation of multi-stakeholder interventions, the diversity in 

multiple perspectives cannot be captured by calculating averages as it may treat 
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perspectives as equal and aligned, aggregated to gauge the impacts. This study 

works from the premise that a comprehensive way of evaluating project impacts 

does not aggregate or align perspectives but rather acknowledges the 

perspectives in their diversity. The diversity in the stakeholders’ perspectives on 

various aspects of project evaluation are explored through a multiple perspective 

approach, with systems thinking applied to examine the multiple perspectives 

(see Figure 3.1). Appreciation is applied as one of the tools of the overall systems 

thinking approach. Following sections explain the components of the 

methodology and the rationale for its application in the thesis. 

 

 

Figure 3.1. Methodology of the study. 

 

3.3.1 Multiple perspective approach 

 
“The fate of nations will be increasingly determined by the ability of its citizens to 

view problems from multiple professions and multiple disciplines” (Mitroff & 

Linstone, 1993). A strong assumption in viewing the world is that there can never 

be a single perspective that can capture all aspects of reality. To address various 

development problems, multiple stakeholders from diverse backgrounds, 

contexts and disciplines work together on interventions or projects. Interventions 

with varied stakeholders and their inter-relationships lead to a dynamic and 

uncertain environment and are characterised as “complex” interventions (Guijt et 

al., 2012). Additionally, how the inputs, outputs and outcomes from a project 

interact with each other can be complex and influenced by several unexpected 

factors. Contrary to a complicated project which has outcome certainty but difficult 

processes, in a complex project, the multiple stakeholders, their diverse 
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interpretations and the interaction between them can lead to the project outcomes 

being uncertain and the process to achieve them emergent and adaptive. 

Multiple perspectives in a project can be studied as isolated fragments and then 

the interpretations of those results can be brought together, but that might miss 

exploring the inter-relationships between the perspectives and give a wholistic8 

understanding of the project rather than a holistic9 one. Hence, a multiple 

perspective approach has been adopted in this research as it enables us to study 

the nature of multiple perspectives in a project and their synthesis to generate 

better understanding of the real situation at hand (Ackoff, 1960; Linstone, 1989). 

To make the diversity of perspectives and methodologies coherent, a framework 

or theories that can explain and justify the diversity is essential (Rajagopalan & 

Midgley, 2015). The multiple perspective approach, as introduced by Mitroff and 

Linstone (1993), categorises perspectives into Technical (T), Organisational or 

Societal (O) and Personal or Individual (P), where T refers to a traditional 

bounded inquiry, and O and P bring the complexity of dealing with human beings 

individually and collectively. The aim of this approach as established by the two 

thinkers, was to bring forward the diversity in the perspectives and enable us to 

ask and differentiate “how” we are looking from “what” we are looking at. Though 

this study keeps these two questions apart, it does not limit the multiple 

perspectives studied to the three bounded categories established by Mitroff and 

Linstone. Rather, the study gathers and examines the multiple perspectives on 

the basis of the study’s aims and the various research questions adopted to 

achieve those aims. The process of analyses and representation applied in the 

thesis are considered later in this chapter in Section 3.5 as well as in Chapters 4, 

5 and 6 of the thesis. 

3.3.2 Systems thinking 

 
A multiple perspective approach is underpinned by Unbounded Systems Thinking 

(Mitroff & Linstone, 1993). Systems thinking has been interpreted and described 

by different thinkers in various ways and the earliest origin of systems approaches 

has been traced to decision making using systems in the I Ching or Book of 

Changes from China in the second millennium B.C., or humanity’s association 

 
8 Wholistic: Interpretation of a situation by adding or aggregating the component parts. 
9 Holistic: Considering the components of a system not in isolation but as interconnected and explicable 

only by reference to the whole (system). Discussed in detail in the later sections of this chapter. 
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with a superior being (whole) in Upanishads and the Bhagavad-Gita from India 

(Churchman, 1979). Systems thinking as a theory surfaced in the 20th century 

as a critique of reductionism which understands a phenomenon by breaking it 

down into its constituent parts and then studying them causally (Flood, 2010). 

Before we look into systems thinking and its application in this study, let us 

examine how the word “systems” is used in our daily lives. Merriam-Webster 

defines a system as a regularly interacting or interdependent group of items 

forming a unified whole (System, 2018). In common parlance, “systems” can refer 

to a wide range of phenomena, such as philosophical systems, biological 

systems, communication systems, behavioural systems and parliamentary 

systems. More simply, we can perceive a car as a system, a university as a 

system or a family as a system. Let’s take the example of LEGO, the Danish toy 

production company. The company created a LEGO system with small “bricks” 

of varying sizes and colours for children to be able to build things. It is how the 

LEGO bricks connect with each other to construct any object that is its outcome, 

and it is the interaction which is significant. The company referred to this as 

playing in the world without limits, and that children could make anything and 

hence it was meant to enhance children’s imagination, creativity and learning10. 

Company sales have skyrocketed and today LEGO is a part of many school 

curriculums. This example is a simple version of how we can look at things from 

the perspective of systems, something we do on a daily basis. Systems thinking, 

on the other hand, is a more structured cognitive process (Cabrera, 2008). 

A “system” in the systems thinking approach can be considered as a set of 

elements which are interconnected to achieve a purpose (Meadows, 2008). The 

interaction between the different parts of a system and the relationship between 

them provides a means to understand the behaviour of the system as a whole, 

instead of studying the disconnected parts individually (Chen, 2016). A project in 

this study is interpreted as a system with multiple stakeholders, who are aware 

of their diverse perspectives, interacting with each other to achieve their various 

purposes. 

Systems thinking in evaluation has been explored in many studies such as 

Cabrera and Colosi (2008); Hummelbrunner (2015); Leeuw and Furubo (2008); 

 
 

10 Taken from LEGO’s website: https://www.lego.com/en-in 

http://www.lego.com/en-in
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Patton (2011); and Williams and Iman (2007). Systems thinking views an 

intervention as dynamic and complex, requiring holistic evaluation; if the 

evaluations are not holistic, there is the potential to overlook the emerging 

relationships in the system and unintended outcomes (Chen, 2016). The idea of 

holism in a project, however, is dependent on the boundaries of that evaluation. 

3.3.2.1 Boundaries of understanding 

 
The existence of, and nature of a system, is determined and defined by its 

boundaries. Moreover, everything in the universe directly or indirectly interacts 

with everything else, hence, to analyse something discretely, placing boundaries 

becomes essential. One of the underlying principles of systems thinking is to 

define and analyse the boundaries of the system to be able to conceptualise 

complexity, interactions and outcomes (Nunes, Betz, Bennett, & Shaw, 2011). 

Mitroff and Linstone (1993) suggest “sweeping in” as many perspectives as 

possible on a particular situation while studying it. The sweeping in process was 

established by Churchman (1979) for whom boundaries arose out of social and 

personal constructs of individuals, with the inclusion of as many perspectives as 

possible to be beneficial for “seeing the world through the eyes of another”. 

Individuals put boundaries around their understanding on the basis of their 

context, background, educational experience, culture or personal experiences. 

To determine how the boundaries are decided or who decides, it is important to 

reflect on the assumptions and interpretations that lead to those boundary 

formulations (Midgley, Johnson, & Chichirau, 2018). 

Boundaries reflected from different perspectives and the values of different 

entities give rise to multiple interpretations of a system. It is these boundary 

judgements that define the perspectives as distinct. However, including every 

component of a system does not lead to an in-depth understanding of either the 

parts or the whole. Instead, a critique of what was left out of the system of inquiry 

and why can we have awareness of that boundary judgement will lead to a better 

interpretation of a system (Williams & Iman, 2007). This activity is referred to as 

“boundary critique”. While studying the multiple perspectives in this thesis, the 

methodological approach of boundary critique (Ulrich, 1996) is applied in order to 

systematically analyse the boundary judgements on who is to be included and 

excluded from the system of inquiry. 
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In the complex interactive world, the researcher or observer is an important part 

of that interaction and those boundary judgements. Similarly, in the context of 

evaluation of an intervention, specifically of a multi-stakeholder project, the 

evaluator and her interest, values, ideas of justice and traditions of understanding 

are important to determine the approach of evaluation. How the researcher 

defines the boundaries of the methodology or the methods applied in the field is 

based on the set of perspectives and relationships she aims to explore. For 

instance, a neo-Marxist evaluator may search for inequalities in an intervention 

and represent them, whereas a political pluralist may emphasize on the opinions 

and values of many diverse groups (House, 2010). Some studies refer to this 

aspect of subjectivity as systemic thinking as opposed to systems thinking which 

considers knowledge as objective and systems to exist irrespective of human 

interpretation. 

3.3.3 Systemic thinking and action research 

 
Systemic thinking considers reality on the basis of how it is perceived, 

experienced and represented by individuals (Jackson, 1991). Because of the 

interpretative role of humans, any system under study can never be understood 

fully by us because we are also a part of that system (Reason, 1994). Systemic 

thinking helps us acknowledge that what we know is only on the basis of our 

interpretation and it is not the absolute reality. In this bounded, subjective and 

uncertain understanding of a situation that we are a part of, action research can 

help us navigate by constructing meaning resonating with our experiences in a 

systemic world (Flood, 2010). 

The birth of action research is widely accredited to Kurt Lewin in the mid–20th 

century; he argued for a different, non-traditional set of philosophical and 

methodological ideas to use science for the benefit of the society, in contrast to 

science as an independent observation (Midgley, 2000). As the name suggests, 

action research has a dual pursuit of action and research: in relation to this study, 

action focuses on improvement in the understanding of the nature and outcomes 

of projects from multiple perspectives; and research emphasises the process of 

inquiry and its potential enhancement. The Lewinian process of action research 

considers it to be a spiral of planning, acting, observing and reflecting with 

continuous iteration leading to change (Lewin, 1946). Critical reflection is an 

essential part of this spiral (see Figure 3.2) and this is what distinguishes it from 
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the usual work of many practitioners (Dick, Stringer, & Huxham, 2009). The 

rationale for carrying out action research is the conviction of creating something 

“new” and not just testing or reformulating already established theories and 

paradigms (Whyte, 1991). However, every action research project with its own 

set of contexts, boundaries and researchers, processes of inquiry and iteration, 

will present something unique and have its own set of learning. 

Kurt Lewin’s approach and a great deal of action research since the mid-20th 

century considers the role of a researcher as an outsider or facilitator of the 

research (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2014). The current theories of action 

research have evolved to be interpretive which enables the approach to 

determine and incorporate how perceptions and observations are understood 

(Carr, 2006). As this study explores the perspectives of stakeholders after the 

completion of projects, the interpretive nature is represented as the researcher 

being an active participant of the research, engaging with multiple perspectives 

of project participants to create a systemic understanding. Research of this kind 

involves learning at each step for all the members of a project. 

 

Figure 3.2. Systemic action research adopted in the study. 

 

Different kinds of action research approaches have emerged across different 

fields with diverse characteristics of the action research and various aspirations. 

However, a common attribute is the acknowledgement and development of a new 

understanding of the relationship between the researchers and those researched, 

and the theory and practice (Kemmis et al., 2014). This PhD research studies 
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and aims to further explore and develop this relationship while applying a multiple 

perspective approach and systems thinking on what a project means and how it 

impacts and transforms its diverse project stakeholders. The researcher in this 

study aims to continuously learn and improve her understanding and 

interpretation of the results which would then help to take improved action. And 

because action research enables both change and enhancement in 

understanding that change, it becomes an appropriate approach for this study. 

3.3.4 Appreciation of perspectives and boundaries 

 
The concepts of “appreciation” and “appreciative systems” were developed by 

Geoffrey Vickers. Appreciation, according to Geoffrey, involves two kinds of 

judgements and is broader than the everyday use of the word. It is a combination 

of judgements of facts or reality judgements and judgements of value or value 

judgements, which are both mutual and inseparable in the act of appreciation 

because facts are relevant only through a perspective of value and values are 

based on some configuration of facts (Vickers, 1995). 

Different contexts and stakeholder perspectives in a project lead to different 

boundaries of understanding and a different approach to knowledge and 

outcomes from the project. Using a systemic approach, boundaries of judgement 

are dependent on how the individuals perceive and experience reality. According 

to Churchman (1968) and Ulrich (1993), judgements of value and judgements of 

boundary are deeply interconnected. Individuals within a project can then be seen 

to be making different boundary judgements according to their values. This is 

where appreciation becomes relevant; acknowledging the awareness or the lack 

of awareness in knowing all aspects of a reality or knowing from the perspective 

of specific boundary judgements. This further creates and works with an evolving 

appreciation of others’ contexts and perspectives (Flood, 2010). The following 

excerpt from Vickers (1987) explains the systemic nature of appreciation: 

I have taken to calling it an appreciative system, because the word 
‘appreciation’ as we use it when we speak of appreciating a situation, seems 
to me to carry with it those linked connotations of interest, discrimination and 
valuation which we bring to the exercise of judgement and which tacitly 
determine what we shall notice, how we shall discriminate situations from the 
general confusion of ongoing event and how we shall regard them. (p. 98) 

 
This study takes up the philosophy of appreciative systems while studying the 

different perspectives, their boundaries and the interaction between them. It is 
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through appreciative systems that the individuals interpret situations and relate 

to and communicate with each other (Vickers, 1987). 

 

Systemic action research with a methodology appreciating multiple perspectives 

has been adopted in this study to examine perspectives of various project 

stakeholders; perspectives on various aspects of the project’s processes and 

outcomes; and the stakeholders’ experiences after project completion. The inter- 

relatedness between the various perspectives are also explored. After studying 

and analysing the various aspects of projects in various chapters, the thesis 

develops a framework to contribute to the future understanding, planning and 

evaluation of multi-stakeholder projects. 

3.3.5 Learning and transformation 

 
Engaging with systems thinking is like learning a new language: a type of learning 

that challenges the boundaries of our thinking and approach, and hence the 

capacity to help us unlearn and transform who we are (Ison, 2010a). The term 

“learning” is holistic and cannot be explained from a single perspective. Taking a 

systemic approach, this study examines and reports the learning in three parts: 

a) examining the various stages of learning of the project stakeholders [in Chapter 

5], b) exploring and reflecting on the learning from this study as action research 

[in the current section and in Chapters 7 and 9], and c) presenting the learning 

from a) and b) as an understanding or a tool to design projects to enhance 

learning [in Chapter 8]. This section now analyses the second part. 

The learning from this study has been thematically analysed as improvement, 

epistemic development and embedding in practice (see Figure 3.2). Improvement 

can hold different meanings in different situations. Something that can appear to 

be an improvement will not be so if we broaden the boundaries of an inquiry 

(Midgley, 2000). Hence, it is crucial to engage in reflecting on the boundaries of 

the inquiry for a change to be called an improvement (Churchman, 1970). 

The purpose of adopting action research in this study is to enable continuous 

improvement in the process of inquiry and to enhance learning in the process as 

an outcome of the inquiry. The process of action research involves reflection at 

all levels: reflection before action, reflection during action and reflection after 

action (Dick, 1993). This iteration and reflection in action research gives everyone 
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involved in a project a self-reflective skill (Ulrich, 1996). This change in the 

approach and thinking of individuals has been analysed as the epistemic 

development of the participants in the process. Moreover, while analysing 

stakeholder learning, this study also explores how stakeholders perceive each 

other’s learning. The application of boundary critique is also a way for the 

researcher to be reflective inwards (self-reflective) in addition to reflective about 

the outward world; that is, to reflect on the project stakeholders’ perspectives as 

well as one’s own values and presumptions (Midgley et al., 2018). Incorporating 

critical reflection into the process of action research creates the opportunity to 

learn and create knowledge with each spiral. The process generates 

embeddedness and is emancipatory in the sense that once the process of critical 

inquiry is ingrained into the individuals participating in the process, there is no 

way of going back to a pre-critical approach of interpretation (Ulrich, 1996). 

3.3.6 Weaknesses in the methodology 

 
This study requires awareness of the weaknesses in the different theoretical 

positions and application of a variety of research methods. Multiple perspectives 

approached with systems thinking or systemic thinking can result in information 

overload leading to difficulty in documenting, analysing and disseminating the 

results (Chen, 2016). In addition, due to the emergent nature of the process and 

uncertain results, rigour in action research is often questioned. The study 

acknowledges these issues but considers each spiral as an opportunity to 

question and challenge the previously created knowledge and establish a 

learning process from the process of inquiry. 

3.4 Projects studied 

 
The details of the projects studied for this thesis are provided in Section 2.6. Field 

Study 1 studied an agricultural research for development project aimed at 

improving livelihoods of small-scale farmers on the East India Plateau (Project 

1). Field Study 2 studied two projects: the first, developing the skills of community 

youth to impart innovative education (Project 2); and the second, a Corporate 

Social Responsibility initiative of a Public Sector Undertaking (Project 3). Both 

were located on and around the East India Plateau. 

The three projects involve stakeholders from diverse contexts whose appreciative 

systems differ and who have different roles and responsibilities as well as 
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differing expectations from the projects. Some stakeholders had invested all their 

professional time in the intervention while others were dividing their time between 

many interventions and assignments. These individuals are considered a part of 

a complex system with interacting elements which influenced each other inside 

the project that they were involved in as well as outside it. Theories on complexity 

explain that it is difficult to fully comprehend the space of inter-relationships, 

uncertainty and emergence that individuals are engaged in (Flood, 2010). 

However, this study creates its boundaries of systemic inquiry with the questions 

and inter-relationships it aims to explore and moves ahead to unearth some 

interpretations and enhance processes to understand and evaluate projects. 

3.4.1 Sampling of projects 

 
As discussed in Section 2.4 (Motivations behind the study), this whole study was 

in part produced as a result of the researcher’s participation in an agricultural 

research for development project in India. Hence, the first field study for this PhD 

studied that project in depth. The focus of the first field study was to investigate 

outcomes and learning of stakeholders from an agricultural research for 

development project. However, the results from the field investigation highlighted 

the importance of the multi-stakeholder nature of the project and the diversity in 

the perspectives of the project stakeholders. Hence, the focus of the study 

broadened from investigating agricultural research projects to multi-stakeholder 

projects in second field study. This process of selection is further discussed in 

following chapters. 

Although the projects studied in this PhD were very diverse in their area of 

intervention, the intent was to study multi-stakeholder approaches, and examine 

how different stakeholders operating at various levels in each project understood 

the nature of the project and perceived its outcomes and impacts. In addition, this 

thesis examined how the project reports and documents defined the nature of the 

projects and measured their outcomes and success. The categories and nature 

of the various stakeholders included or excluded in each project also differed 

depending on the boundaries of inquiry of the projects. For instance, in the first 

project, the multiple stakeholders included the farmers and the organisations and 

institutions participating in the project. In the second project, the community 

educators, their families, the students’ families and the trainers/facilitators were 
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the multiple stakeholders, while in the third project, the villagers, the corporation’s 

professionals and the field workers were the different stakeholders. 

Ethical dimensions of sampling 

 
Exploring the positionality of the researcher vis-à-vis the three projects studied in 

the thesis is important to establish the credibility of the data generated. This 

positionality includes criteria for sampling of the projects, interviewee’s perception 

of the researcher, its impact on the interviewee responses and hence on the 

overall validity of the data. Researcher’s involvement in Project 1 is described in 

Section 2.4. This involvement affected the data collection process for this study 

in the sense that the respondents (project stakeholders) and the researcher were 

known to each other. This familiarity added a sense of comfort in the interviews 

and the respondents could share about their perspectives on various aspects of 

Project 1 and their experiences in depth. For the second field study, two multi- 

stakeholder projects were selected to study after contacting and writing to a 

handful of people working in interventions towards development and upliftment 

of the rural communities. These two projects, their geographical locations and the 

project stakeholders (respondents for this study) were new to the researcher. The 

researcher spent the initial week in each of the two locations in preparing the field 

and introducing herself and the objectives of her inquiry to the stakeholders of 

the two projects. Interviews were conducted with them once people had 

developed a certain level of comfort and trust and seemed ready to share their 

experiences. The rural communities perceived the researcher as someone who 

was there to listen to their experiences in the projects, analyse the experiences 

and write about them as a part of her study. 

3.5 Methods in the field 

 
This section describes how the methodology discussed above was applied in the 

field through various methods and tools. Figure 3.3 depicts the different stages 

and steps of the methods as an action research spiral. This section describes the 

two stages of action research (AR Stage 1 and AR stage 2). Both these stages 

went through the spiral of reflection on boundaries, posing research questions, 

inquiry and data collection and interpretation and analysis of results (see Figure 

3.3). Two field studies examining three multi-stakeholder projects support these 

two stages of exploration and iteration (see Table 3.1). 
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Figure 3.3. Action research spiral depicting the two stages of the study. 

 

3.5.1 AR Stage 1 

 
A. Reflection on the boundaries 

 
Boundary judgements are largely based on the context, background and 

assumptions of the individuals making that boundary judgement. Boundary 

judgements are not always made after an analytical process. 

A.1 Boundaries of the stakeholders included or excluded in the inquiry 

 
The term stakeholders has been used interchangeably with participants and 

stakeholders in this study. It has been in prominence in public and non-profit 

literature for the last 20 years and has been defined in various ways (Bryson, 

2004). Hansen, Essen, and Sriskandarajah (2016) consider the term stakeholder 

to be linked to an approach called “stakeholderism” which is treated as a means 

to fulfil desires of a few and where protection of stakes becomes the goal. 

Freeman (1984), on the other hand, defines a stakeholder as “any individual or 

group who can affect or is affected by an organisation’s or an intervention’s 

objectives” (p. 5). The decision on how to categorise someone as a stakeholder 

depends on the principle of “who or what really counts”, which can be based on 

the boundaries of inquiry of the system. Stakeholder in this study refers to the 
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individuals who were impacted or who could influence the project in a 

considerable way. 

When we consider deepening our understanding of a project through the lens of 

the perspectives of multiple stakeholders, we need to decide which perspectives 

to include and which to exclude. The boundaries of whom to include and exclude 

is based on the researcher’s boundaries of inquiry or the research questions. 

B. The research questions 

 
At AR Stage 1, the overall objectives of the study are described and research 

questions set to achieve those objectives. These objectives relate to the aims of 

the thesis outlined in Section 1.2. The chapters of the thesis take up different 

research questions to work towards these objectives. 

 
 

 

 
 
 

Figure 3.4. Objectives of the research at AR Stage 1. 

 

The research questions for the thesis to achieve these objectives were: 

 

• How do different members of a project perceive its outcomes? 

• What was the transformation in project stakeholders as a result of their 

participation in the project and the reasons behind that transformation? 

• What was the learning of the project stakeholders, their role, and their 

perception of their role in the development of others? 

• Can we relate transformation in the project stakeholders operating at various 

levels of the system to the processes used in the project, and outputs to the 

outcomes of the research? 

 
C. Inquiry and data collection 

 
The field study was conducted between May and June in 2017 (see Table 3.1). 

The studied project was an agricultural research for development project, the 
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context and details of which are described in Section 2.6, and in parts of Chapters 

4 and 5. This section outlines methods used to generate and analyse the data. 

First, the process for selecting study participants is described, followed by the 

process for collecting data in the field. 

 

 
Table 3.1: Timeline of the Action Research (AR) Stages and data collection 

 

Stage Field Study Projects studied Timeline 

Action 
Research 

AR Stage 1 

Field Study 1 Agricultural research for 
development 

May-June 2017 

Action 
Research 

AR Stage 2 

 
 

 
Field Study 2 

Capacity development of 
rural youth for imparting 
education 

 

 
April-June 2018 

Corporate Social 
Responsibility project 

 

 
C.1 Selection of study participants 

 
Participants for the study were selected through purposive qualitative sampling. 

The participants were either influenced or have influenced the project they were 

involved in and its activities in a considerable way. Equally important was the 

willingness of the participants to spend the time required to be interviewed, to 

reflect on and to share their experiences. The questionnaires used for the 

participant interviews are attached in Appendices D and E. 

In the first field study, Stakeholders were classified into three broad categories 

relevant to this study: a) Innovators (who were directly engaged in the research 

and innovation in the field); b) Facilitators (who supported and enabled the 

Innovators, with research support, science, techniques, knowledge and 

information dissemination); and c) Onlookers (who were not directly associated 

with the project, but who followed and observed its activities). 

C.2 Process for data collection in the field 

 
To gather data, a mixed method approach was applied in the field. Data were 

collected using semi-structured interviews, narrative inquiry and appreciative 
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inquiry interviews. In addition to these modes of inquiry, observations and notes 

collected by the researcher in the field helped to enrich understanding of the 

context of the participants and their experiences in each project. 

Interviews were semi-structured in the sense that the respondents were asked to 

share their perspectives on different aspects of the project they were involved in, 

and they were engaged with few questions used as prompts by the investigator. 

Questions were designed to help respondents share their experiences and 

stories, a process where they were able to think and reflect while speaking and 

making sense of their past experiences. Data were obtained largely in the form 

of narratives or anecdotes. Narratives are a powerful tool used to concentrate 

respondents’ experiences into packages intended to re-expand in the minds of 

readers (Kurtz, 2014). The study has tried to take into account the dimensions of 

working with a diversity of experiences and perceptions. Stakeholders can have 

different interpretations of the same event and they each have a different story to 

narrate. Moreover, their story telling is also influenced by societal and cultural 

contexts that they are a part of. 

 
As described in Section 2.4, prior to starting this PhD, the researcher of this study 

was involved in this project as a Research Associate and had interviewed some 

of the Innovators for a baseline survey. Interviews for this study thus had the 

possibility to give rise to a confusion in distinguishing between the survey done 

for Project 1 and this PhD. Hence, ethical compliances were duly followed where 

the participants for this study were made fully aware of the purpose of the 

interview. They were aware that the interviews that they consented to participate 

in were a part of the researcher’s personal study and had nothing to do with 

Project 1. Moreover, the interviews with the stakeholders for this study were conducted 

more than six months after the completion of the project. 

 

Data were successfully collected from 42 participants in Field Study 1. Each 

interview was audio recorded and lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. In addition 

to the primary data from the field, secondary data in the form of project documents 

and reports at various review meetings were used. 
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D. Interpretation, analyses and representation of data 

 
The narratives were transcribed and entered into a purpose-built Excel database. 

They were then thematically analysed, coded and reported. 

Data have been presented in the form of stories, short narratives, graphs, tables 

and rich pictures. Narratives can be thought of as consisting of three elements: 

experiences, the telling of them and their interpretation (Webber, 2000). We 

experience a lot of things which remain dormant inside us until we reflect or share 

them. Only when we give conscious thought to an experience and expose it to 

the boundaries of interpretation can we describe it or distinguish it. It is important 

to be aware of the fact that the stakeholders’ experiences, how they expressed 

them in the interviews, and how the researcher interpreted and reported them, is 

a three-stage process that might fail to capture the exact reality. But as 

established by (Vickers, 1995) appreciation is a combination of both value 

judgements and reality judgements. 

Results from AR stage 1 are presented in Chapters 4 and 5. 

 

 
3.5.2 AR Stage 2 

 
E. Reflection on the boundaries 

 
At this stage of the study, a reflection process on boundary judgements was made 

to determine who was to be included and who was to be excluded from the 

system of inquiry. After interpretation and analysis of the data from AR Stage 1, 

the classification of project stakeholders into Innovators, Facilitators and 

Onlookers was found to be relevant during formulation and reflection on the 

questions for Field Study 2. 

F. Research questions 

 
AR Stage 1 started with some objectives (see Figure 3.4) and research questions 

to achieve those objectives. The first project generated rich narratives from the 

field as data. After examining and qualitatively analysing the data, the multi- 

stakeholder nature of the project, the uncertainty and emergent nature of the 

process in such a complex environment and the inter-relationship between the 

various aspects and the diverse stakeholders emerged as significant aspects to 

be further explored. Hence, the focus of the study broadened from investigating 
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AR Stage 1 

agricultural research for development projects to studying multi-stakeholder 

projects. Figure 3.5 presents the aims at the two stages of the study. 

 

 

 
 

 

AR Stage 2 

 

Figure 3.5. Aims of AR Stage 1 and AR Stage 2, 
with the changes in aims highlighted in red. 

 

G. Inquiry and data collection 

 
All the data for the overall study were collected from two field visits over a period 

of two years. At AR Stage 2, two projects were studied between April and June 

in 2018. One of the projects was a community-based capacity building initiative 

through education and the other was a Corporate Social Responsibility initiative 

of a Public Sector Undertaking (both projects were based in Eastern India). The 

context and details of the projects are explained in Section 2.6. 

Selection of study participants 

 
The inquiry process and selection of the participants for Field Study 2 were similar 

to those for Field Study 1, purposive qualitative sampling. 

Process of data collection in the field 

 
The data collection process was similar to AR Stage 1 with a mixed method 

approach followed. Data were collected from a total of 40 project participants in 

the form of narratives. 
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H. Interpretation, analyses and representation of data 

 
The process of transcription and analysis of the data from Field Study 2 was 

similar to the process in AR Stage 1. Data from the two projects studied at this 

stage were presented separately and together with, and in relation and contrast 

to, AR Stage 1. Due to the iterative nature of the action research inquiry, the study 

at Step H in Figure 3.3 incorporates and integrates the findings and learnings 

from both stages. Results from AR Stage 2 have been presented in Chapter 6, 

and in a further reflection process in Chapters 7 and 8. 

3.6 Reflection and conclusion 

 
In describing the overall methodology of the study, this chapter explored the 

various theoretical positions and established their relevance for this study. The 

study takes up a systemic approach through appreciating multiple perspectives, 

reflecting on boundary judgements, and exploring inter-relationships and 

emergence to understand the nature of projects and their outcomes and impacts. 

Learning and transformation have been studied in two parts in this thesis. First, 

stakeholders’ learning and transformation as a result of each project are 

examined and reported. Second, learning and improvement in the process of 

inquiry is examined in this study through the researcher’s account of adopting an 

action research approach. 

Also, the methodology aims to understand whether the possibility of knowing the 

“what” and “why” enhance the understanding of “how” the multiple perspectives 

and their inter-relationships can be better understood and integrated into the 

design and evaluation of projects. In applying the methodology, there were 

challenges faced at the level of applying multiple perspectives or boundary 

judgements in the field coupled with the lack of guidance in the literature. This, 

however, provided freedom to navigate through the uncertainty and not function 

according to a pre-determined structure. In the final chapter of the thesis, the 

approach has been reflected upon in the light of results and action research. 
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thesis at the start 
of the PhD 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Organisation of 
the thesis at the 
end 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.6. Two of the stages of the organisation of this thesis. 
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Chapter 4 

 

Surface and deeper reality of the nature of projects: A 

multi-stakeholder agricultural research for 

development project 

 
4.1 Introduction and background 

 
With the world becoming more and more complex (Daniel & Daniel, 2018), the 

involvement of various stakeholders with different perspectives is needed to 

address complexity and enhance our understanding of the situations faced 

(Patton, 2011). To explore the growing complexity, research projects are 

including individuals and organisations from varied worldviews, cultures and 

disciplines (Daniel & Daniel, 2018). For instance, agricultural research for 

development projects usually comprise teams composed of scientists and 

researchers, farmers and development professionals from different institutions 

and organisations. However, to design, understand and assess many of these 

projects, we continue to rely on linear processes with standard representations 

and measurable and pre-determined outcomes arising from established aims. 

While diversity is acknowledged (Whittaker, 2000), there is also an awareness of 

the uncertainty and complexity involved in adopting a holistic approach to 

examine and analyse multi-stakeholder projects. 

Examining stakeholders’ perceptions of varied experiences will improve our 

understanding of how the stakeholders function in complex environments 

(Eskerod & Larsen, 2018). The nature of projects can be perceived in a variety of 

ways and this chapter is concerned with how a project is perceived by the 

stakeholders involved in a project and the potential of the perceptions to impact 

on the overall design, operation and management of the project. 

This chapter analyses an agricultural research for development project on the 

East India Plateau (EIP), referred to as Project 1. The perspectives of diverse 

stakeholders participating in the project have been studied with a focus on how 

they interpret the project’s nature and processes. In the chapter, the term “surface 

reality” is used to denote the project’s description and the understanding gained 
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from studying its documents, such as the project proposal and annual reports. 

The surface reality does not reflect the perspectives of the different project 

stakeholders; in this chapter, the perspectives of stakeholders are referred to as 

the project’s “deeper” reality. 

A set of analyses that examine varied descriptions of the nature of the project— 

a project that arose from the convergence of individuals from diverse cultures and 

different schools of thought—is presented. The chapter also explores the need to 

encapsulate and integrate these multiple interpretations for a holistic formulation 

and representation of projects and examines how these interpretations influence 

the nature of stakeholders’ involvement in the project and the overall design and 

purpose of the project. Another set of analyses about the description of outcomes 

from the project and the stakeholders’ perceptions of impacts, as well as the 

description of learning, are presented in the following chapter (see Chapter 5). 

4.2 Context and methods 

 
4.2.1 Study area 

 
This chapter analyses and presents the first of the three projects examined in this 

PhD thesis. Project 1 was an agricultural research for development project funded 

by the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR) and 

carried out by Professional Assistance for Development Action (PRADAN) in 

collaboration with other stakeholders. The project took place at three locations on 

the East India Plateau (EIP): Gola, Tonto and Baghmundi (as illustrated in Figure 

2.2). Communities in this area are vulnerable, and international and national 

agricultural and rural developmental agencies, organisations and institutions 

have been increasingly consolidating their efforts to work in rural areas in the 

form of programs and projects to reduce that vulnerability. 

4.2.2 Study context 

 
Stakeholders in Project 1 came from different organisations and diverse 

disciplines, and they possessed varied capacities of relevance to the project. A 

detailed account of the context of the project and its various stakeholders was 

provided in Section 2.6. 
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4.2.3 Methods 

 
The chapter examines the complexity and diversity of perspectives and 

viewpoints of the multiple stakeholders in Project 1. Engaging in the philosophical 

and theoretical arguments of different viewpoints presents us with new 

perspectives that enable us to see practice differently (Midgley, 2000). In this 

study, the multiple stakeholders’ perspectives were perceived and interpreted 

with the help of a multiple perspective approach, and systems thinking was 

applied to analyse and synthesise these perspectives. Methods applied to 

determine the perspectives of the project stakeholders, and the philosophies and 

methodology underpinning the methods, were described in Chapter 3. 

4.2.3.1 Data Collection 

 
The data collection, analysis, interpretation and presentation in this chapter is 

part of Action Research (AR) Stage 1 of the thesis which was described in Section 

3.5.1. In this current chapter, the data collection process investigated project 

stakeholders’ understanding of the intervention process and the nature of their 

participation in the project. Stakeholders’ perspectives on these two aspects of 

Project 1 gave rise to a diverse and complex picture of Project 1. Adopting action 

research provided support in navigating through this diversity of perspectives. 

Action research ensures both action and research outcomes, in the sense that 

action would bring about change and research would enhance understanding 

towards that action (Dick, 1993). Figure 4.1 illustrates the action research cycle 

used in this study. The cycle is closely linked to Kolb’s action research or learning 

cycle of Plan–Act–Observe–Reflect (Kolb, 1984). The cycle in this study goes 

through five steps: deciding the boundaries, posing the question, inquiry and data 

collection, data interpretation and integration of the results. These five steps 

undergo an iterative reflection process as the data collection process moves 

ahead with the aim of better understanding the process of inquiry. Each step is 

now outlined. 
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Figure 4.1. Action research cycle of data collection adapted from Dick (1993). 

 
 
 
 

Step 1: Deciding the boundaries: The boundaries of an inquiry determines who 

is included and who is excluded. The overall boundary of inclusion or exclusion 

of stakeholders from the inquiry has been illustrated in Figure 4.2. Although the 

project and the stakeholders may have been influenced by many perspectives, 

for this inquiry, stakeholders were categorised into three broad groups based on 

their degree of proximity and involvement with the research. These stakeholder 

groups are: a) Group 1: Innovators (who were directly engaged in the research 

and innovation in the field); b) Group 2: Facilitators (who supported and enabled 

the innovators, with research support, science, techniques, knowledge and 

information dissemination); and c) Group 3: Onlookers (who were not directly 

associated with the project, but followed and observed its activities) (Figure 4.2). 

This categorisation was made while reflecting on boundaries of inclusion and 

exclusion of participants for this study, and before preparing the questions and 

conducting the interviews for the field inquiry. 
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Figure 4.2. Groups of project participants as 
categorised and interviewed for this study. 

 
 
 
 

Step 2: Posing the question: The inquiry in this chapter raises the following 

three questions that relate to, and partly meet, Aims 2 and 3 which were outlined 

in Section 1.2. 

Question (1) How do the project participants: 

 
a) Understand and interpret the nature of the project? 

b) Perceive the overall approach of the project? 

c) Perceive the nature of their participation and involvement in the 

project? 

Question (2) How do the project documents and reports establish an 

understanding or represent a), b), and c)? 

Question (3) How can Questions (1) and (2) be integrated in project design, 

operation and management? 

Step 3: Inquiry and data collection: To understand the questions of interest in- 

depth, project stakeholders were selected as participants11 for this study with the 

help of purposive sampling. The primary data collection and inquiry methods were 

 
 
 
 
 

11 Stakeholders of the agricultural research for development project (Project 1) who were interviewed in 
this study and whose perspectives are presented in Section 4.3 of this this chapter are referred to as 
“stakeholders”. Stakeholders in this study also include some individuals who did not participate, but 
who observed Project 1’s activities. 
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described in Section 3.5. The secondary data used for the study were the project 

documents at the various stages and reports from review meetings. 

Step 4: Interpreting data: Narratives from stakeholders provide a detailed and 

informative account of their unique experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

This chapter presents the nature of projects as described by 42 participants and 

grouped under themes. To derive these themes, the transcripts were open 

coded12 by the author; the participants’ opinions and experiences were then 

further themed descriptively on the basis of similarity in perspectives (Silverman, 

2014). In addition to open and descriptive codes, data were qualitatively and 

quantitatively represented through graphs, tables and pie charts. 

Step 5: Results Integration: This chapter brings together and presents the 

project participants’ perspectives, establishing a synthesis between them, and 

presenting a more holistic understanding of the project’s nature. 

4.3 Results and discussion 

 
Two overall themes emerged from the data collection, interpretation and analysis: 

1) Nature of the project, and 2) Nature of the participants’ involvement in the 

project. While studying the participants’ perspectives on the nature of the project 

(Theme 1), four sub-themes emerged: i. Project definition; ii. Reason for selecting 

the villages; iii. Approach of the project; and iv. Diversity in stakeholder 

participation. Similarly, one sub-theme emerged in relation to the nature of 

involvement (Theme 2): i. Reasons/drivers behind participants’ involvement. In 

the next sections, these two themes and the sub-themes are further developed 

and described. 

 

 
4.3.1 Theme 1: Project participants’ perspectives of the nature of Project 1 

 
4.3.1.1 Sub-theme 1: Project 1 definition 

 
Surface reality: Project 1 was a combination of both research and development 

aspects. Figure 4.3 depicts the research and development objectives as outlined 

in Project 1’s proposal document. In the figure, A, B, C, D and E represent the 

project’s research objectives. F depicts the integration of different research 

 

 

12 Open coding refers to labelling concepts, and establishing and developing categories based on their 
nature and characteristics 



59  

aspects. Livestock systems (E) was discontinued soon after the start due to lack 

of resources (Bellotti et al., 2017). G and H represent the development aspects 

of the project which were supported by the five research objectives. The 

overlapping area, I and J depict the project’s objectives to scale out, and monitor 

and evaluate both the research and development aspects. This was how the 

project was defined and described in its documents and referred to as the surface 

reality in this chapter. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.3. Project 1’s definition as per its proposal document. 

 
 
 
 

Deeper reality: Diverse perspectives on the nature of Project 1 emerged from 

the narratives gathered from the three groups of participants (Innovators, 

Facilitators and Onlookers). Although how the participants described their 

understanding of the nature of the project was similar to the project document’s 

definition, this section presents the depth and diversity of that understanding. 

The deeper reality of the nature of Project 1 is represented by open and 

descriptive codes. The open codes examine the data in order to condense them 

into initial analytic categories or codes (Neuman, 2013). Open codes include all 

possible participant responses in regard to the project definition. In this study, 

responses have then been grouped together to form descriptive codes in 
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accordance with the participants’ perceptions. Participants’ responses have been 

classified into six descriptive codes from the 12 open codes that emerged out of 

stakeholder perspectives, as illustrated in Figure 4.4. 

 
Figure 4.4 depicts 12 (A–Q) stakeholder perspectives as open codes which are 

grouped into five descriptive codes on the box at the right side, the response 

structure of which is depicted in Figure 4.5. The first descriptive code in 4.4 (1), 

the AR4D project as the previous project’s follow-up, was explicitly known and 

described only by some facilitators who were closely involved at the project’s 

inception stage, while the other groups of participants remained unaware (Figure 

4.5). 

 
Given the narratives from the participants were collected after project completion, 

the participants’ description of its nature was influenced by the results achieved 

or practices incorporated. For instance, open codes from B to G that present 

stakeholders’ description of the nature of the farming practices adopted in Project 

1—such as crop diversity, enhancing paddy production, climate-resilient farming 

practices, reduced labour requirement in farms, appropriate fertiliser usage, and 

early harvest of paddy13 to cultivate a second crop or vegetables—resulted from 

their participation and experiences in Project 1. Interestingly, some of these 

perspectives were not explicitly mentioned in the project’s documents. These 

stakeholder perspectives or open codes were grouped into descriptive code 4.4 

(2) as ‘Adopting innovative agricultural practices’, which was one of the primary 

objectives of Project 1. Open codes H, I, and J present those stakeholder 

perspectives which interpreted the project’s purpose to enhance the livelihoods 

and nutrition of the rural poor. These three perspectives are grouped to 

descriptive code 4.4 (3) as “Enhancing livelihood opportunities and nutrition of 

the rural poor. Even though the objective of improving livestock sustainability and 

productivity (open code J) was not pursued by the project, as previously 

described, some Innovators mentioned livestock when describing the nature of 

Project 1, as seen in Figure 4.4. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13 Paddy refers to rice, especially in the husk, before threshing 
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1) Building on the previous project 
learnings (A) 

 

2) Adopting innovative agricultural 
practices (B-G) 

 
3) Enhancing livelihood 
opportunities and nutrition of the 
rural poor (H-J) 

 

4) Integrating a gender lens in 
agricultural research for 
development (K, L) 

 
5) Building capacity of the farmers 
(M-O) 

 
6) Scaling-out of research and 
development (P-Q) 

A. The current project was building on the previous 
project learnings 

 
B. Crop diversity: Growing a second crop after 

paddy with the soil moisture and growing 

vegetables with innovative techniques such as trellis 

etc. 

C. To increase paddy production of the households 

and hence the food security 

D. Introduce a climate resilient farming approach 

E. Reduced use of farm labour 

F. Optimum use of fertilisers 

G. Early harvest addressing the ‘hunger period’ 

 
H. To enhance the livelihood opportunities of the 

rural poor 

I. To enhance nutrition of the rural poor resulting 

from the consumption of more vegetables 

J. Increase in livestock health leading to enhanced 

livelihood opportunities 

 
K. Women farmers and SHGs were at the centre of 

the research 

L. Reduced drudgery for women farmers who were 

involved in back-breaking tasks of transplanting. 

 
M. On-farm research done for building capacity of 

small scale farmers in conducting research 

N. Awareness of risk: By being involved in an on- 

farm research project, farmers had developed the 

agency to take risks; risks involved in undertaking 

an experimental research. 

O. Giving agricultural training and inputs 

 
P. Scaling out of results from Project 1 

P. Support skill building of other executives of the 

NGO 

Open codes Descriptive codes 
 

 

 

Figure 4.4. Coding process for describing the participants’ 
perspectives on the definition of Project 1. 

 

PRADAN, the NGO working with women SHGs was a key partner in Project 1, 

hence, women farmers became the core of the agricultural research undertaken 

in Project 1. All the Facilitators who were a part of PRADAN reported that the 

project was aimed at building upon and further strengthening the institutions of 

women (SHGs) and PRADAN’s relationship with them which was defined by trust 

and support. Hence, when describing the nature of Project 1, the change in 
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practices was stated to be important for the stakeholders, especially with respect 

to Innovators, who were women. For instance, since mostly woman farmers 

worked as farm labourers, a reduction in labour requirements due to innovative 

farming practices led to less drudgery for women and enabled them to spend 

more time on themselves and their families. Innovators appeared to have applied 

this learning or change in their lives when describing the nature of the project. 

Open codes K and L in Figure 4.4 are the two stakeholder perspectives on the 

nature of Project 1, grouped into 4.4 (4) as ‘integrating a gender lens in 

agricultural research for development’ as working with the SHGs. However, even 

though women were at the project’s research core while describing the project, 

only one Facilitator (an NGO14 stakeholder) explicitly mentioned open code K as 

an integral part of the project. This may be because the NGO has been actively 

working towards empowering indigenous women and the gender perspective 

could be an underlying part of all their work. Furthermore, open codes M, N, and 

O in Figure 4.4 present that some stakeholders also perceived Project 1 as 

building the capacity of farmers [4.4 (5)] to conduct research learn skills and learn 

to take risks involved in research and experimentation. 

 
Perspectives presented in P and Q which are grouped into descriptive code 4.4 

(6) were shared by only four Facilitators. 4.4 (6) which was ‘scaling out of 

research and development’ was a perspective that could be a result of the fact 

that the Facilitators had actively participated in project meetings and designed 

strategies for scaling out the project’s research activities. There was a lack of 

awareness of this aspect in the Innovators and Onlookers. This could be 

because they had not participated in discussions on project planning and 

strategies. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14 Non-governmental organisation 
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1) Building on previous project's learning 

2) Adopting innovative agricultural 
practices 

3) Enhancing livelihood opportunities and 
nutrition 

4) Integrating a gender lens in AR4D 
 

5) Building capacity of farmers 

6) Scaling out of research and 
development 

0 

 
 
 

 
2 4 6 

 
 
 

 
8 10 12 14 

Number of responses 
 

Onlookers Facilitators Innovators 
 

Figure 4.5. Thematic representation of Project 1’s definition 
by the three groups of participants. 

 
 
 
 

4.3.1.2 Sub-theme 2: Reason for selecting the villages 

 
Examining reasons for the intervention to work in the selected or chosen villages 

is explored to improve the understanding of the context and points of entry of the 

three project locations into the project. 

Surface reality: In project documents, the selection of research villages was 

assumed to be performed by PRADAN, the NGO that was actively working with 

those communities. PRADAN was working in the three villages where Project 1 

was carried out over three to four years, and they followed their own 

organisational parameters for selecting these villages. 

Deeper reality: The narratives from the participants produced a variety of 

perspectives on why Project 1 was conducted in the three villages, and the coding 

structure of responses is presented in Figure 4.6. Nine perspectives in the open 

code box have been grouped into five descriptive codes based on relatedness. 

Figure 4.7 graphically illustrates the open codes and number of responses. 

The Innovators and Onlookers perceived the major reason for selection of the 

villages as 4.6 (1) impoverishment of resources and access. That is, the 

communities considered themselves to be disadvantaged and perceived the 

intervention as primarily to address that disadvantage. One Facilitator and two 

Innovators stated 4.6 (2) improving livelihoods as the reason for the introduction 
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of the intervention in the villages. The 4.6 (3) Innovators’ interest in being involved 

in this research was also stated as an important reason to work in the villages. 

According to the NGO participants, needs assessment of, and agreement by the 

communities, appeared to be a crucial factor in starting any new initiative with the 

community. It is important to mention that the NGO, outside the project of study, 

works with the communities by supporting them to organise into women’s Self- 

Help Groups (SHGs). These SHGs and their collectives act as a platform for skill 

development, capacity building and livelihood generation programs initiated by 

the communities, with PRADAN acting as a catalyst. All the stakeholders 

categorised as Innovators in this study are members of Self-Help Groups 

facilitated by PRADAN. 

Two Facilitators and two Onlookers perceived 4.6 (4) a strong sense of collective 

in the SHGs in the villages, as one of the reasons for choosing to work in the 

village. This was due to the perception that the SHGs would motivate the 

Innovators to actively participate in the research and enhance the responsibility 

and accountability of participants by regularly monitoring the research activities 

and results in the group. There were some respondents who joined the project 

late or weren’t closely involved with the community selection process. Though 

they were aware of PRADAN having done the selection, they had no awareness 

of the process of that selection and hence shared no perspective on that aspect. 
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Figure 4.6. Coding structure describing the reason 
behind working with the village in Project 1. 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Figure 4.7. Different perspectives on Project 1’s reason for working with the 
villages across the three groups of participants. 
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4.3.1.3 Sub-theme 3: Approach of Project 1 

 
Surface reality: In research projects involving complex systems, the results are 

largely uncertain, and processes emerge as the project develops. This is the case 

particularly with participatory on-farm research (research farmers working in 

close partnership with other stakeholders). In Project 1, project documents 

emphasise the project management approach in terms of objectives and their 

implementation. However, assumptions in relation to the participants’ 

participation are not made explicit in those documents. 

Deeper reality: Figures 4.8 and 4.9 present the approach interpretation and the 

project’s adaptability from stakeholder perspectives. Interestingly, Project 1’s 

approach was only identified from the Facilitators’ responses. When Innovators 

and Onlookers were prompted, they seemed to have no apparent perspective 

about this theme. Of the 14 Facilitators, seven shared that as a research project, 

the approach to management of the project was flexible. However, two of them, 

even after acknowledging the need for flexible management, perceived the 

overall approach as rigid. The remaining five Facilitators shared that the project’s 

objectives were rigid, but the approach adopted to achieve them was flexible 

depending upon necessity and context. Considering these three perspectives, 

Facilitators perceived the approach of the same project in three ways, as 

displayed in the descriptive codes of Figure 4.8. However, six of the 14 

Facilitators appeared oblivious to alternate views and remained unconvinced that 

alternatives existed even at the time of the interview for this study, conducted 

after project completion. This diversity in perspectives could be argued as the 

essence of a multi-stakeholder project. But in Project 1, the diversity remained a 

passive characteristic and perspectives were neither communicated nor 

elaborated on to establish a better understanding of the project or to assist with 

its assessment. The project appeared to assume the diverse perspectives would 

be communicated between stakeholders and would become part of an integrated 

learning process. 
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50% 

 
 

Figure 4.8. Coding process and perspectives for describing Project 1’s approach. 
 
 
 
 

 

Rigid Flexible Aims Rigid, approach flexible 

 

Figure 4.9. The distribution of participants’ responses 
on the approach of Project 1. 

 
 
 
 

4.3.1.4 Sub-theme 4: Diversity in the participation of stakeholders in Project 1 

 
Surface reality: The project documents outline the names, roles and 

responsibilities of diverse stakeholders from the organisations participating in the 

project. 

Deeper reality: In addition to participants being from different disciplines and 

organisations, and holding different technical expertise, as mentioned in the 

project documents, the narratives from the participants provided other 

determinants to the nature of their participation. Some grounds which seem to 
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have conditioned the diversity in participation relate to how individuals came to 

join the project or their level and nature of involvement with the project, including: 

• Being a part of a participating organisation; 

• Being specifically selected and recruited for this project; 

• Working within the same organisation and being transferred from other 

projects to this project; 

• Being fully or partly involved (partly due to their simultaneous involvement with 

other projects); 

• Being generalists, experts or subject matter specialists; and 

• Becoming part of the project after completion of the initiation phase or during 

the project due to staff transfers. 

How the stakeholders perceived the diversity of participation in Project 1: 

The project’s multidisciplinarity emerged in the Facilitators’ narratives. To gauge 

the perception and impact of the multiple and diverse participation in the project, 

interviews for this study investigated the participants’ experiences, which were 

categorised and presented as positive and negative (Figures 4.10 and 4.11). 

Although the presence of farmers (Innovators and Onlookers) contributed to the 

project diversity, other than being aware of the presence of diverse stakeholders, 

farmers were not aware of the impact of that diversity on the project or in their 

lives. 

In relation to positive perspectives, 11 out of 14 Facilitators described the coming 

together of diverse organisations and perspectives to be the ideal way of working 

in a project (Descriptive Code 4.10 (1)). Descriptive Code 4.10 (2) encapsulates 

four perspectives from the open codes box (Figure 4.10). On these four 

perspectives, five out of the 14 Facilitators expressed that the diversity in 

participation in the project challenged their worldviews and motivated them to 

listen to and appreciate other worldviews, some of which were different to theirs. 

There was an acknowledgement in the Facilitators’ responses on the involvement 

of the stakeholders in Project 1 for various purposes and outcomes. In this 

process, as many as 11 Facilitators reported that they learnt new perspectives in 

theory and practice. Three respondents recognised the connections and 

relationships that were developed as a result of stakeholders from diverse 

contexts, experiences and disciplines working together. 
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With regards to negative perspectives from being part of a project with multiple 

and diverse participation, most respondents cited mismatch of 

individual/organisational objectives, difference in geographical location and lack 

of leadership leading to a deficiency in synchrony and communication. However, 

respondents who found lack of synchrony and communication as a setback 

thought these were surmountable. 

Eight out of the 14 facilitators also voiced that a multidisciplinary approach does 

not have any disadvantage per se. Respondents also acknowledged that the 

absence of a framework of communication or synthesis to enable people coming 

from different disciplines and worldviews to work together limited the operations 

of the project. 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4.10. Coding process for describing the diverse perspectives of 

Facilitators on multi-stakeholder participation. 
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Figure 4.11. Negative and positive perspectives of Facilitators 
on working in the multi-stakeholder Project 1. 

 

As a summary of this theme, Figure 4.12 represents the three sub-themes 

discussed. The three branches depict the three sub-themes, and the leaves 

depict the stakeholders’ perspectives on specific themes. On each branch the 

size of the leaves represents the decreasing order of the occurrence of 

perspectives. 
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Figure 4.12. Pictorial depiction of the four sub-themes (Project definition, Reason 
for selection of villages, Project approach and Diversity in participation) to 

describe the nature of the Project 1 from project stakeholders’ perspectives. 

 
 
 
 

4.3.2 Theme 2: Project participants’ perspectives of the nature of their 

involvement in Project 1 

The stakeholders’ involvement in the project depends on how the project is going 

to affect them (e.g., what does this project mean to me?) and also how they are 

going to impact on the project. 

4.3.2.2 Sub-theme 1: Reasons behind participant involvement in Project 1 

 
Surface reality: The project documents do not acknowledge the expectations of, 

or the drivers behind, the participation of the various stakeholders in the project. 

Deeper reality: A lack of understanding of the diversity of stakeholders’ 

motivations to participate in a project, and contrasting perspectives between 

individuals and organisations, can lead to a challenging work environment (Gray 

& Purdy, 2018). This section presents participants’ perspectives on their reasons 

and drivers for being involved with the project. 

The open codes provided in Figure 4.13 portray all the responses which emerged 

around the reasons/drivers behind involvement in the project. These were then 

grouped into descriptive codes and Table 4.1 presents the number of responses 

against each descriptively coded perspective. Considering some of these 

perspectives, two of 14 Innovators and two of 14 Facilitators participated because 

the project was working on 4.13(1) overall development of the farming 

communities. Under this perspective, the Innovators elaborated on their idea of 

development as being able to save more money, spend more on their households 

and the ability to afford to send their children to (private) schools. As far as the 

Onlookers (mostly farmers from neighbouring villages) were concerned, their 

responses showed their subjective perception of the drivers for the research 

farmers/village to take up this project, and question why farmers would become 

part of an agricultural research project. 

Some stakeholders perceived that being part of the project would be a great 

opportunity to learn and hence agreed to participate, as shown in Figure 4.13 (2). 
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However, those sharing retrospective reflections and evaluation of the 

“opportunity to learn” before becoming the part of the project may have been 

influenced by their learnings from, and experiences of having participated in, 

Project 1. 

Some Facilitators’ and Innovators’ 4.13(3) enthusiasm towards research was 

because they had not been involved in research previously, with farmers 

(Innovators) as core and equal participants. None of the Innovators had 

participated in research before. The participation of seven facilitators resulted 

from being 4.9(4) employed in a participating organisation and asked by their 

organisations to participate, while some participants joined an organisation 

specifically to work in Project 1. Two of the Facilitators also reported the 

integration of the project’s objectives with their own organisation’s objectives as 

their motivation to participate. 

 
 

 

Figure 4.13. Coding structure describing Project 1 participants’ 
reason behind getting involved in the project. 



73  

Table 4.1: Response Structure of the Three Groups of Project 1 Participants on 
Their Drivers Behind Involvement in the Project 

 

 
Perspectives 

Innovator 

(14) 

Facilitator 

(14) 

Onlooker 

(14) 

Number of responses 

a) Overall development of the communities 2 2 9 

b) Learning 5 3 5 

c) Inclination towards research 3 9 1 

d) Asked by the organisation/mandate 0 7 0 

e) Impressed by the results of other farmers 3 2 2 

f) Project objectives integrating well with 

organisational objectives 

0 2 0 

g) Gender dimension 0 1 0 

h) The presence of PRADAN (the NGO) 4 1 2 

 
 
 

4.3.3 Integration of surface and deeper understanding for better project 

management and evaluation 

Interpretation and analyses of the surface and deeper realities on the nature of 

Project 1 identifies differences in regard to how participants perceived the nature 

of the project and the nature of their involvement with the project. It illustrated 

diversity in stakeholder perspectives at two levels: first, the variation and diversity 

in stakeholders’ perspectives on the surface and deeper realities in relation to the 

nature of Project 1; and second, variation between and within the three groups of 

participants in how they perceived the deeper realities of Project 1. 

Though surface realities were observed to be part of the stakeholders’ 

interpretation of the deeper realities, deeper realities manifest depth and diversity 

in participants’ interpretations of the project. It presents at what levels the project 

was placed in, and had an impact on, the lives of the various project stakeholders. 

For instance, Theme 1 in Section 4.3.1 explored the nature of Project 1 through 

stakeholders’ perspectives, and the surface and deeper realities were presented 

through four sub-themes: project definition, reason for selection of the villages, 

project approach and management, and diversity in participation (Figure 4.12). 

The surface reality of the project definition and description was not representative 
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of its deeper realities, which had a number of interpretations. For instance, an 

improved cropping system was mentioned as one of the research objectives 

(surface reality) in Figure 4.3. The same was interpreted with specific details by 

the participants (deeper reality), illustrated in the open codes depicted in Figure 

4.4 under 3) Innovative agricultural practices. These details may or may not have 

been a part of the surface reality. The stakeholders could explicitly share these 

details because the interviews for this study were conducted after the completion 

of the project, but these perspectives defined how they understood the nature of 

the project. In addition, there was no clear description of the project’s approach 

and the diversity in participation of individuals in the surface reality of the project. 

However, the open codes shown in Figures 4.6 and 4.8 depict the various ways 

in which these two sub-themes arose from the interpretation of the participants. 

This implies that how the stakeholders functioned in the project was influenced in 

part by how they perceived its approach. However, the participants remained 

unaware of the diversity in stakeholder perspectives and it was absent in the 

surface reality because it was never shared or communicated between the 

stakeholders. 

The nature of participants’ involvement in the project presented as Theme 2 in 

Section 4.3.2 provides the participants’ expectations from the project and the 

drivers behind their participation in the project. There were only assumptions and 

no clear awareness of these expectations and motivations when only considering 

the surface reality of Project 1. Gathering and examining the deeper realities in 

Themes 1 and 2 emphasises that only relying on the surface reality, without 

considering the participants’ perspectives on various aspects of the project, does 

not allow for a holistic representation of the project and further hampers the 

management of projects. 

The deeper realities explored and presented in the chapter become more 

complex and relevant when we examine the variations in the perspectives of the 

three groups of project participants. There was diversity in the interpretations of 

deeper realities not only between, but also within, the three groups of participants. 

For instance, Group 1 (Innovators) and Group 3 (Onlookers) were situated in 

similar social and geographical contexts, hence their perspectives in relation to 

the project description and nature of participation in the project appeared similar. 

Certain variations existed due to the close participation of Group 1 in the project 
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which also led to their unique expectations of the project. Overall, this potentially 

shows us that if a project is carried out in a community, acknowledging and 

addressing the perspectives of others in the community may have the capacity to 

influence the perceptions and activities of neighbouring communities, and the 

learning and outcomes of the project can be shared. The PhD explores this 

observation in the following chapters while presenting the results from different 

aspects of Project 1 and two more projects. Moreover, this observation needs to 

be further investigated in future research around multiple perspectives. 

Stakeholders’ interpretations in Group 2 (Facilitators) were different from the 

other two groups, in the sense that Group 2 had a more in-depth understanding 

of the nature of the project. However, Group 2 had a lack of awareness of certain 

aspects of the deeper reality identified by Groups 1 and 3. Moreover, stakeholder 

perspectives within Group 2 were very diverse. For instance, as described in 

Section 2.6 and depicted in Figure 4.2, within Group 2 there were natural 

scientists15 and development professionals. Interestingly, not only were there 

variations in perspectives between the individual natural scientists and 

development professionals, but there was also diversity between perspectives of 

the natural scientists interviewed for this study. As an example, one of them 

perceived the project’s approach as flexible and evolving, and hence he 

associated one of his drivers to participate in the project with learning. In contrast, 

another natural scientist perceived the project’s approach as rigid and continued 

working with that perception. Moreover, these two scientists were not aware of 

each other’s perspectives. Overall, in some instances, project stakeholders were 

aware of the existence of the diverse worldviews within project participants, but 

did not appear to be aware of what those perspectives were. 

Project 1 stakeholders were classified into three groups for this study to improve 

the understanding of the project from the viewpoint of the stakeholders’ context 

and participation in the project. However, due to the diversity within the groups, it 

was observed that the classification of stakeholders is not exclusive and can vary 

depending on the nature and boundaries of an inquiry. Classification was not 

 
 
 

 
15 Natural sciences refer to the sciences that are involved in the study of the physical world and its 

phenomena. Natural scientists working in Project 1 were working in the field of botany, groundwater, soil 

etc. 
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done to reduce the perspectives into themes, but to enhance the process of 

studying multiple perspectives. 

Observations from the two kinds of variations outlined at the start of this section 

indicate: 

1) Project stakeholders defined the project from their perspective and 

experience from participating in Project 1. The project documents may have 

formed part of their understanding, but it was only a minor part. Moreover, 

in many instances stakeholders remained oblivious of certain aspects of the 

surface reality. 

2) There was variation in perspectives within and between the groups. 

Therefore, there were individual variations and unique interpretations of the 

nature of the project. The definition of the three groups was controlled by 

the study’s researcher. Though the study explores multiple perspectives of 

stakeholders in groups, these groups were neither treated as rigid structures 

nor became exclusive classifications. Instead, it is important to consider the 

multiple perspectives in their diversity and their relationship with each other, 

to enhance our understanding of complexity in multi-stakeholder projects. 

3) There was a lack of awareness of i) the deeper realities, with the surface 

realities being hardly representative of the deeper realities, and ii) the 

diverse interpretations of the deeper realities between the participants. 

Results from this chapter lay the foundation for the need for a systemic process 

of facilitation and communication between stakeholders. Application of a 

“systems approach” provides a framework where the different perspectives can 

communicate and interact. The results also give rise to another question– can 

facilitated interaction where stakeholders become aware of each other’s 

perspectives influence the project’s nature, approach, and evaluation? Being 

aware of the differences in stakeholders’ interpretations and expectations can 

lead to a shift in assessing them and can be vital to project success (Crawford & 

Pollack, 2004). Thus, the aim of communication should be to acknowledge other 

perspectives, and work towards embedding and integrating those perspectives 

within the project’s larger system instead of trying to align them (Restrepo, Lelea, 

Christinck, Hülsebusch, & Kaufmann, 2014). The process of communication 

should incorporate reflection and ask questions like “Why does x see the 
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approach as flexible?” or “Why do I see it as rigid?”, rather than thinking that “I 

don’t know why others found it flexible, but if you ask me it was fairly rigid” 

(excerpt from the narrative of the natural scientist who found the approach to be 

rigid). 

The plurality in stakeholders’ understanding should be explicitly addressed and 

synthesised during program design (Najafizada, Labonte, & Bourgeault, 2017). 

Building platforms which assist stakeholders to share the diversity can lead to 

enhancement in the awareness and understanding of this diversity (Adekunle & 

Fatunbi, 2012). The interaction or the relationship between stakeholders, as part 

of the projects, can be very important in comprehending the behaviour of the 

whole project (Chen, 2016). This has the potential to improve the management 

of the project and further lead to a more holistic evaluation of its outcomes and 

successes. In the project studied in this chapter, the participants mentioned 

having attended some sharing meetings or reflection workshops as part of the 

project. Though the purpose of those meetings was to share the project progress, 

some participants outlined how they observed changes in other participants. 

These reflections came about as an accident rather than being intended. 

Moreover, while engaged in conversations for this study, some participants also 

voiced that sharing their experiences and talking about them as an activity, made 

them aware of other perspectives, something that they otherwise would not be 

aware. As Geoffrey Vickers (1995) establishes, the act of talking to someone 

involves talking to one’s own self as well, and promotes understanding of oneself, 

which itself is an act of awareness. 

4.4 Conclusions 

 
Project participants defined the project based on how they saw it, not only on the 

surface reality. Exploration of the deeper reality unearthed diverse 

interpretations, often different to what was assumed to be the surface reality and 

the only reality. Moreover, in many instances participants remained oblivious to 

aspects of the surface reality. 

Examination of the project’s deeper reality and its diverse interpretations gave 

rise to the following observations: 1) There were perspectives on what matters to 

the stakeholders that have the potential to influence their understanding and 

participation in the project; 2) There was a lack of awareness of the diverse 
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perspectives between the Project 1 stakeholders and no consideration of the 

deeper realities in the surface reality of the project. So, the deeper realities were 

left un-investigated, and hence neither known nor acknowledged; and 3) 

Stakeholders’ perspectives were examined in the chapter by categorising them 

into three groups based on their ability to influence or be influenced by the project. 

This categorisation, however, added further layers and more variety to the 

interpretations. 

The deeper reality provides strong representations of the project’s nature and its 

approach. Examining the deeper realities of the project and how the diverse 

individuals participating in the project perceive them can have implications for 

project participants, project management and evaluation, and project funders. 

There can be multiple realities in a project, but an awareness and 

acknowledgement of those realities has the potential to reduce the gap between 

the surface and deeper realities. When surface and deeper realities are 

integrated, there is increased awareness of the diversity and complexity in a 

multi-stakeholder project, and a more holistic representation and evaluation of 

the project is achieved. Defining and reflecting on the boundaries of whose 

perspectives are to be included or not included in a project can enhance “holism”. 

Moreover, an in-depth awareness of diversity can lead to improved interactions 

and inter-relationships between stakeholders and arm the project’s leaders to 

better deal with uncertainties and complexities in project management. 

How the stakeholders perceived Project 1’s outcomes and how the project 

impacted them, together with their process of learning throughout the project, are 

studied and presented in Chapter 5. The fact that every stakeholder understands, 

impacts and is impacted differently by a multi-stakeholder project needs to be 

acknowledged and communicated to encourage integration in the realm of the 

larger system of the project. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Incorporating diverse perspectives in evaluation: 

Learning and transforming 

in multi-stakeholder projects 

 
5.1 Introduction 

 
“With my family and village’s recognition and appreciation because of me, 

my self-worth goes on an aeroplane.” 

 
“My children use soaps and shampoos and wear shoes to school.” 

 
“The project elevated my sense of confidence in the farmers and as well as 
myself.” 

 
“I think the project challenged my worldviews and increased my boundaries 
of understanding.” 

 
Above are extracts from interviews with stakeholders describing impacts of 

Project 1, studied in Action Research Stage 1 of the thesis. During the study, 

many such narratives and stories of outcomes and impacts were shared by the 

stakeholders of Project 1, a complex, multi-stakeholder, agricultural research for 

development project on the East India Plateau (EIP). However, the design and 

evaluation of Project 1 did not consider unintended outcomes and impacts of the 

project, or the diversity in stakeholders’ interpretation of the outcomes and 

impacts. This chapter examines the outcomes and impacts of Project 1 from the 

perspectives of the stakeholders involved in it. In doing so, the chapter increases 

the understanding of complexity in project evaluation arising out of diversity in 

stakeholder participation and perspectives and explores the integration the 

complexity in evaluation. 

This chapter builds on Chapter 4, which examined the nature and approach of 

Project 1 in the form of surface and deeper realities, by further exploring 

integration of the two realities. Results and reflections from Chapter 4 showed 

that in addition to the surface reality, a sense of awareness, acknowledgement, 

appreciation and an integration of the deeper realities in the form of stakeholders’ 

perspectives, would result in improved understanding and a more holistic 
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representation of Project 1. While Chapter 4 analysed and presented aspects 

concerning an integrative project design, the focus of the investigation in this 

current chapter is making evaluation of complex projects more holistic. 

5.1.1 Chapter structure 

 
An outline of the approach of the study, including the area of study and methods 

applied, is provided first. Then, results from the inquiry in the form of outcomes 

and impacts of Project 1 are presented in two parts; each part expands on the 

methodology applied. First, theoretical perspectives on project evaluation from 

the literature are presented in Table 5.1. These theoretical perspectives 

determined the methodology applied in the chapter to study the outcomes and 

impacts of Project 1 from stakeholders’ perspectives. Following this, 

stakeholders’ interpretations of outcomes and impacts of Project 1 are presented 

and illustrated. Second, theoretical perspectives on stakeholders’ learning from 

projects are explored and then applied to analyse and present the learning of 

stakeholders in Project 1. 

Lastly, investigation and findings in this chapter are reflected on and a 

recommendation for improvement in the understanding of project evaluation is 

provided. This improved perspective intends to make project evaluation more 

comprehensive through incorporation of the perspectives of stakeholders 

involved in complex multi-stakeholder projects. 

5.2 Approach 

 
5.2.1 Study area 

 
Project 1 was undertaken on the EIP. Participants came from two different 

countries, as well as from diverse disciplines, organisations, cultures, languages, 

worldviews and experiences. The context of Project 1 was described  in  

Section 2.6. 

5.2.2 Methods 

 
The relationship between a project’s inputs, outputs and outcomes can be 

complex. The complexity relates to confounding factors and complex 

relationships between factors (The World Bank, 2011). In this chapter, the 

complexity arising out of stakeholder interpretations of the outcomes and impacts 

of Project 1 has been explored with various theoretical and methodological 
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positions on evaluation of complex systems from the literature. In addition, the 

methodology is based on an iterative and reflective process of revisiting the 

research questions from the perspectives and experiences of stakeholders. The 

method of data collection and analysis was provided in Sections 3.5.1 and 

4.2.3.1. 

Stakeholders were interviewed and their perspectives examined by dividing them 

into three groups (Innovators, Facilitators and Onlookers), described in Section 

3.5.1 (C1). Similar to Chapter 4, in this chapter two data sources—project 

stakeholders’ narratives (primary) and project review reports (secondary)—are 

explored to improve understanding of the outputs and outcomes of Project 1. 

Data are presented descriptively through narratives and observations and in the 

form of rich pictures, tables and figures. 

5.3 Theoretical perspectives on evaluation applied to investigate project 

evaluation from multiple stakeholders’ perspectives in the field 

Evaluation studies are becoming increasingly important in the international 

intervention sphere, with the United Nations declaring 2015 as the International 

Year of Evaluation. The Impact Evaluation Repository (IER) contains impact 

evaluations of international development interventions and has enabled 

researchers to explore and examine evaluation trends across disciplines and 

organisations (Cameron, Mishra, & Brown, 2015). Midgley, Johnson, and 

Chichirau (2018) distinguish between the concepts of “evaluation” and “program 

evaluation”. Evaluation is a systematic process to assess value and results of a 

program, personnel or processes, whereas program evaluation—using the 

evaluation definition of Rossi, Lipsey, and Henry (2019)—is a social research 

method used to assess impact and implications for further social improvement 

produced by the social intervention program. 

Table 5.1 presents a description of the multiple theoretical perspectives on 

program or project evaluation, focusing on the nature of those evaluation 

perspectives and their purposes. Column D in Table 5.1 portrays the relevance 

of these different theoretical perspectives in developing the methodology of this 

study and also how the methodology is applied. 
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5.3.1 Development of the methodology from theoretical perspectives 

 
The perspectives presented in Table 5.1 start with approaches to evaluation in 

the context of complex projects. Complexity in project evaluation cannot be 

understood or evaluated by only one methodology or one method; instead, a 

combination of theoretical perspectives were used to determine the methodology 

and methods of this study. The methodology of theoretical pluralism, as explained 

in Section 3.2, was explored and applied based on the context, purpose and 

relevance of the inquiry in this chapter. Table 5.1 starts with the theoretical 

perspective of mixed methods approach and its relevance to this inquiry. 

The label “complex” is used differently and inconsistently in everyday speech and 

also in the evaluation and research fields. Complex is considered synonymous 

with complicated, difficult or adaptive situations (Rogers, 2011). Complexity in the 

evaluation process has been studied since Suchman (1967), who considered the 

process of evaluation to be subjective and impacted by the context and values of 

those who are being evaluated and those who are conducting the evaluation. 

Interventions are conceptualised as complex when they are dynamic, emergent 

and comprise multiple stakeholders and their interdependent relationships (Guijt, 

Kusters, Lont, & Visser, 2012). Complexity in this Project 1 inquiry is linked to the 

existence of multiple stakeholders from diverse contexts, educational 

backgrounds and various expectations, and interaction between those 

perspectives. Evaluation of such a diverse and complex project from a single 

perspective or based on a restricted framework would fail to capture the many 

aspects and diverse stakeholder views. This study’s methodology hence 

progressed towards capturing and incorporating multiple stakeholder 

perspectives on outcomes and impacts to improve the understanding of 

evaluation of Project 1. 

Studying multiple stakeholder perspectives without studying their inter- 

relationships may miss the opportunity to produce a more holistic understanding 

of a situation. By drawing boundaries around the stakeholders’ perspectives for 

this inquiry, connectedness between the perspectives, and how this influences 

Project 1’s outcomes and process of evaluation, have been explored with 

systems thinking. Systems thinking hence provides an overall framework for 

evaluation in this study. 
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The last decade has seen a noticeable increase in approaches to evaluation 

using systems thinking and complexity theory (Patton, 2017). Systemic 

evaluation, as suggested by Bawden (2007), has been applied in this study to 

examine Project 1. This approach considers the epistemic development of project 

stakeholders as an important part of reporting project outcomes and impacts. 

Systemic thinking supports subjectivity, and considers the researcher to be part 

of a project, in addition to project stakeholders. The participation of stakeholders, 

and researchers as evaluators, and the resultant learning as a part of evaluation, 

has been referred to as “empowerment evaluation” and has been welcomed by 

stakeholders in the intellectual landscape of evaluation and modern evaluation 

approaches (Datta, 2016). 

It is important to acknowledge that because the researcher was part of Project 1, 

a systemic perspective on the project outcomes and impacts is based on the 

perception and interpretation of stakeholders’ perspectives as perceived by the 

researcher and hence is only comprehensive from her point of view. The study 

acknowledges the existence and uncertainty of perspectives outside the 

boundaries of understanding of the researcher. To navigate through this 

uncertainty and study the many aspects and stakeholder perspectives  of 

Project 1 in their diverse contexts, action research has been applied as a tool in 

this study. Action research facilitates in acknowledging and accommodating 

flexibility when applying multiple methodologies and mixed methods. With the 

interplay between diverse perspectives and their inter-relationships in Project 1, 

the emergence of outcomes which were not pre-decided (in other words, 

unintended) is also expected. Studying unintended outcomes is incorporated in 

the methodology of this study. Finally, incorporating all the above perspectives, 

the chapter takes up a methodology for project evaluation which is systemic, 

complexity-aware, acknowledges diverse stakeholders’ perspectives and 

focuses on their learning and transformation in their lives. Additionally, such an 

evaluation process is itself a mode of learning and transformation for 

stakeholders involved in a project. 



 

 
 
 
 

 

Table 5.1: Different Perspectives of Evaluation that this Chapter Takes Learning from to Develop its Methodology 
 

A. Evaluation and 
source 

B. Nature of evaluation 
(what) 

C. Purpose (why) D. Relevance to and applicability in this study 

Case-based, multi- 

level and mixed 

methods approach 

(CGIAR-IEA, 2015) 

Strong focus on flexibility of 

approach, and continuous 

iteration and reflection 

The right balance between 

accountability and future decision 

making and supporting researcher 

learning and improvement in the inquiry. 

Acknowledge and accommodate diversity in the 

inquiry through the flexibility of mixed methods and 

methodologies determining those methods. 

Complexity 

perspective in 

evaluation 

(Bamberger, Vaessen, 

& Raimondo, 2016) 

Evaluation to focus on key 

concerns of the 

stakeholders 

Evaluation to be based on an in-depth 

understanding of different aspects and 

perspectives of complexity while 

considering real-world and practical 

challenges. 

To study the presence of multiple stakeholders with 

diverse contexts, backgrounds and expectations. 

Forecasting multiple 

perspectives on 

project’s success 

(Turner & Zolin, 2012) 

Develops a set of 

performance indicators to 

predict project success 

based on stakeholders’ 

perceptions 

Address the success of projects in a 

more comprehensive way. 

Stakeholder’s account needs to be 

considered over multiple time frames. 

May lead to a greater appreciation of 

project success. 

Evaluation of impacts of a complex project cannot 

depend on a rigid framework made from a single 

perspective which is not representative of the 

diversity. 

Systems concepts in 

evaluation 

(Hummelbrunner, 

2015) 

Evaluate inter-relationships, 

perspectives and 

boundaries 

Can provide insights into relationships 

between the components of a system, 

help to work with multiple perspectives 

and critically examine the boundary 

choices. 

1. Understand and reflect on the boundaries of 

inclusion and exclusion of perspectives in the inquiry 

2. Understand how the stakeholders’ perspectives 

and their inter-relationships impact the overall 

outcomes and impacts of Project 1. 

Systemic evaluation 

of agricultural 

Focus on the transformation 

of perspectives from 

Epistemic development of the project 

stakeholders—a necessity to deal with 

Focused on examining transformation and different 

kinds of learning of the different stakeholders 

8
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A. Evaluation and 
source 

B. Nature of evaluation 
(what) 

C. Purpose (why) D. Relevance to and applicability in this study 

development 

(Bawden, 2007) 

productionism to a broader 

systems perspective in a 

multi-stakeholder space 

complexity. There is negligent work on 

the issue of perspectives. 

operating at various levels of Project 1. Further, to 

make this an integral part of project evaluation. 

Evaluating 

unintended outcomes 

of social development 

projects 

(Jabeen, 2018) 

Empirically based 

knowledge—creating a 

theoretical foundation of 

studying unintended 

outcomes (UOEA 

approach) 

Outcomes of multiple interacting 

systems are never linear or predicted. 

Existing theories of evaluation does not 

provide enough guidance to study them. 

Existence of diverse stakeholders working together in 

a project can give rise to many unexpected and 

unintended outcomes and impacts. This perspective 

is taken up to study those impacts which were 

important to the stakeholders. 

Empowerment 

evaluation 

(Fetterman, 2001) 

Evaluation is 

institutionalised and 

internalised in the project 

planning and 

implementation 

Individuals and communities are 

empowered to become change-makers. 

High learning and capacity building of 

the participants. 

Evaluation to be used as a platform and tool for 

learning and transformation of the multiple 

stakeholders involved in Project 1. 

Realist informed 

approach to evaluate 

complex 

interventions 

(Douthwaite, Mayne, 

McDougall, & Paz- 

Ybarnegaray, 2017) 

Evaluation to lead to 

learning and accountability, 

evaluation to be a part of 

the project approach for 

impact, build theory for 

evaluation to bring change 

Projects aimed at improving people’s 

lives work in complex systems; there is 

a need for developing complexity-aware 

project monitoring and evaluation. 

Evaluation to be complexity-aware, acknowledging 

and integrating complexity and the multiple 

perspectives in that complexity. 

8
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5.3.2 Results: Stakeholders’ perspectives on outcomes and impacts from 

Project 1 

This section presents the diverse stakeholder perspectives on outputs, outcomes 

and impacts of Project 1. Stakeholders’ perspectives on aspects of the project’s 

evaluation were gathered in the form of narratives which have been represented in 

the three categories of stakeholders outlined in Section 3.5.1 (C1). Based on the 

analysis of stakeholders’ narratives, Figure 5.2 illustrates Innovators’ perspectives 

through a rich picture. The rich picture presents Innovators’ perspectives through 

five categories presented in Table 5.2. These categories, depicted in Figure 5.1, are: 

Project 1 outputs, outcomes of Project 1 outputs, Project 1 approach, outcomes of 

Project 1 approach, and Project 1 impacts. 

 

 
Table 5.2: The Five Categories in Which the Outputs, Outcomes 

and Impacts of Project 1 are Presented in this Section 
 

Theme Interpretation 

Project 1 outputs Material or short-term results from Project 1 inputs 

and activities. 

Outcomes of Project 1 

outputs 

The outcomes of a project are defined as the 

change in the practice and behaviour of an 

individual, group, community, organisation or 

institutions (Wilson-Grau & Britt, 2012). 

Stakeholders’ interpretation of Project 1 outcomes 

was a result of the outputs of the project. 

Project 1 approach Stakeholders’ interpretation of the overall 

approach of Project 1. 

Outcomes of Project 1 

approach 

Outcomes of stakeholders’ interpretation of 

Project 1’s approach. 

Project 1 impacts A shift in the thinking and perception regarding 

self, others and the relationship between self and 

others. Impacts are much more deep-rooted than 

outcomes and are interpreted in this section 

because of Project 1 outcomes. 
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5.3.2.1 Innovators’ interpretations of Project 1 outputs 

 
In Project 1, Innovators were growing paddy crops using the Direct Seeded Rice 

(DSR) technique, a second crop after paddy harvesting and, separately, vegetables 

innovatively in trellises. The project’s outputs as described by the Innovators, and 

depicted in Figure 5.1, were an increase in the paddy production; increased paddy 

production leading to increased consumption and improved food security; vegetable 

cultivation leading to increased vegetable intake and selling of vegetables which 

increased earnings and savings; and productive farming activities which also 

reduced the off-farm work the Innovators sought and participated in. 

5.3.2.2 Outcomes of Project 1 outputs 

 
Diverse outcomes from the outputs of Project 1, as interpreted by the Innovators and 

analysed by the researcher, are presented in this sub-section and in Figure 5.1. In 

addition to increased paddy production, cultivation of a second crop and earnings 

from selling vegetables ensured that there was enough food for the households 

throughout the “hunger period”16. As described in Section 2.5.4, the project areas 

located in Chotanagpur plateau are characterised by food insecurity and 

malnutrition. In this scenario, increased food availability, especially during the 

hunger period experienced by Innovator households, was an important outcome 

reported not only by the Innovators themselves, but also by some Facilitators and 

Onlookers. Consumption of vegetables not only led to increased nutrition, but money 

from selling vegetables also increased Innovators’ income and savings. Enhanced 

earnings and savings for the Innovators led to outcomes such as increased 

sanitation and hygiene, and an increased ability to spend on children’s education 

and future, home utilities and renovation activities, and on clothes for household 

members, especially children. 

The increased participation of Innovators in the farm not only improved farm 

productivity, consumption, nutrition and livelihood, but also led to a reduction in 

 
 

16 Hunger period generally refers to the period of waiting before harvest of transplanted crops 
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migration of the members of Innovator households to other cities and states to seek 

employment. 

 
5.3.2.3 Project 1 approach 

 
The overall approach of Project 1 as shared by the Innovators and interpreted by the 

researcher is illustrated as four themes in the rich picture (Figure 5.1): Process of 

research and reflection; Women at the core of the research; Support of the 

Facilitators; and Innovative farming practices. 

5.3.2.4 Outcomes of Project 1 approach 

 
The circles above the four themes of the Project’s approach in Figure 5.1 depict the 

outcomes of Project 1’s approach. These outcomes are a result of one or more than 

one thematically presented approach. For instance, Innovators were at the core of 

the research conducted in Project 1 in the form of innovative farming practices, 

supported by Facilitators. These led to the Innovators learning new techniques of 

farming, holding discussions and giving training on farm innovation to other farmers 

and villages, and a reduction in farm drudgery and back-breaking work which gave 

Innovators more time to spend with their children and on themselves. 

5.3.2.5 Project 1 impacts 

 
Interaction between the Innovators’ interpretation of Project 1’s outputs, approach 

and outcomes led to the emergence of the impacts of Project 1. Categorisation of 

Innovators’ perspectives into impacts was based on the researcher’s understanding 

of impacts. One of the important impacts of Project 1 for the Innovators was their 

enhanced sense of agency. The project’s approach, outputs, outcomes and impacts 

permeated through four circles of influence: household, children, village and self 

(illustrated in Figure 5.1), and enhanced Innovators’ agency. 

Examining examples from the narratives of the Innovators throws some light on the 

relationship between the project’s approach, outputs, outcomes and impacts leading 

to an enhanced sense of agency. In one of the project villages, women in farming 

communities are not allowed to touch a plough or “broadcast” (throw) paddy seeds 

as it is believed to bring bad luck. Preparation of the field through ploughing is an 
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important part of growing paddy traditionally in these areas (Bellotti et al., 2017). 

Through application of the DSR technique in Project 1, Innovators spent less time in 

land preparation as they used simple line markers to drop the seeds in lines, instead 

of broadcasting them. This was a big change in the role of women on the farm. It 

meant that women were not dependent on a male member of the family for any farm 

activity. 

In another project village, because of the intensive participation of women in the 

farming activities and in training and disseminating the research and innovation 

generated in Project 1, they started to receive recognition from their families, 

community and even from people in neighbouring villages. This recognition had a 

profound impact on the voice and agency of Innovators who were earlier considered 

farm labourers and were engaged in menial farming activities such as weeding and 

transplanting in their own farms. One of the Innovators shared that because of this, 

her husband now thinks more highly of her and she is now an active part of not only 

decisions relating to the farm, but also regarding their children, their future and many 

other important household-related decisions. 

An increase in the income and savings for the Innovators and their households 

brought a variety of changes in practices and behaviour. Residing in extreme poverty 

and in remote locations, some Innovators shared that they had previously used ash 

for bathing and cleaning, but with their increased income they had started to buy 

shampoo and oil. In addition to essentials, they expressed having one or two saris17 

which they kept washing and wearing, but now they owned at least two of them. 

There was a change in food habits too. For example, pulses were considered an 

expensive item and were cooked only when there were guests at home; now, women 

stated that they ate pulses every day and eggs every third day. Changes in the lives 

of their children were the most important according to the Innovators. Their ability to 

feed their children nutritious food, buy clothes and footwear for them, and send them 

to private schools were aspects that the women thought helped them to secure their 

futures. Additionally, Innovators reported that farm outputs produced by applying the 

DSR technique reduced their need to complete off-farm activities and led to the 

 

 

17 Saris are a long strip of cloth draped around in different styles by the women of Indian subcontinent 
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reduction of migration from the household. This has further led to the Innovators 

being able to spend more time at home, especially with their children. 

 
 

5.3.2.6 Facilitators’ interpretation of Project 1 outcomes and impacts 

 
The outcomes and impacts of Project 1 as perceived by the Facilitators—in terms of 

the Innovators’ lives as well as in their own lives—are depicted in the rich picture of 

Figure 5.2 as five categories. These categories are: 1) Project’s approach; 2) 

Project’s outputs; 3) Innovators’ outcomes; 4) Innovators’ impacts; and 5) 

Facilitators’ outcomes and impacts. 

1) The Facilitators’ perception of Project 1’s approach is similar to how the 

Innovators perceived the project’s approach. However, while the Facilitators 

were aware of the nature of the diverse and multi-stakeholder aspect of Project 

1, the Innovators did not show awareness of the diversity and their perception 

was limited to everyone other than them as a part of PRADAN. 

2) Project 1’s outputs as perceived by the Facilitators are illustrated in Figure 5.2. 

These perspectives are similar to the Innovators’ perspectives on Project 1 

outputs as depicted in Figure 5.1. An additional perspective shared by the 

Facilitators was that due to increased farm productivity and participation in 

farming activities, there was a reduced dependency on forests in one Project 1 

village. 

3) Facilitators observed a positive change in the Innovators’ overall standard of 

living as an essential outcome of Project 1, in addition to improvement in their 

farming practices. In other words, an improvement in the Innovators’ clothing, 

food habits, nature of expenditure and savings, and sanitation and hygiene, 

were outcomes from the project. 



 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Figure 5.1. Rich picture depicting Project 1’s approach, and outcomes from the approach; outputs of the project, 
and outcomes from the outputs; and impacts of the project from the perspectives of Innovators. 

9
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4) In addition to the outcomes of Project 1 for the Innovators, Facilitators noted 

a shift in the Innovators’ self-perception, communication skills, assertive and 

enhanced decision making on the farm, and learning of various farming 

techniques as important and long-lasting impacts of Project 1. One of the 

Facilitators mentioned observing a “confident spark” in the Innovators’ eyes 

resulting from participation in project activities and outcomes, while another 

found the increased participation of Innovators in the village meetings as a 

significant change. The Facilitators who worked closely with Innovators on 

the farm also shared an unexpected but gradual shift in many other beliefs 

and practices in the village. One of the Facilitators shared that “women 

aren’t allowed to set the house roofs with tiles as it is considered a man’s 

job, but some days back, I was amazed to see a woman do that.” According 

to him, that was a very unusual sight and one of the important reasons for 

it could have been the increased participation and decision making by 

women on the farms. 

5) Figure 5.2 presents Facilitators’ interpretation of outcomes and impacts of 

Project 1 in their lives in the form of their comments. The researcher 

interprets these outcomes and impacts to be a result of not only Project 1’s 

approach and the Facilitators’ participation in Project 1, but also due to their 

working closely with and observing the Innovators and their journey of 

outputs, outcomes and impacts. 



 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Figure 5.2. Rich picture depicting Project 1’s approach and outputs; outcomes and impacts for Innovators; 
and outcomes and impacts for Facilitators from the perspective of Facilitators. 
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5.3.2.7 Onlookers’ interpretation of Project 1 outcomes 

 
The Onlookers were not participants in Project 1, but they are within the 

boundaries of this study owing to their proximity to the project village and their 

ability to influence, and be influenced by, the Innovators. As a result of observing 

the project activities and outputs, and their interaction with the Innovators, 

Onlookers reported having made changes in their farm and practices. However, 

the changes in the Onlookers’ lives were difficult to record during the interviews 

because they were not very open about the changes and expressed their 

discontent at not being part of the project. On the other hand, they willingly shared 

their perspectives on the outcomes and impacts in relation to the lives of the 

Innovators (Box 5.1). One Onlooker shared that the project village as a whole 

had changed; children in the villages were now going to private schools or had 

been sent to residential schools for further education, more women were now 

working on the farms, and people were buying nutritious food from the market— 

all of which were not the situation earlier. 
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“Innovators have become smart and they are giving training to farmers 
(even men) from other villages. Women didn’t even look other men in the 

eye earlier. It is a big change for them.” 
 

“Innovators used to farm in traditional ways only, but now they have 
adopted new practices and have increased paddy production.” 

 

“By doing research themselves, they have increased confidence and an 
increased awareness of time, amount of inputs 

and all the farm technicalities.” 

 
“Upland was a wasteland but some Innovators are growing 

short-duration paddy in that too.” 
 

“Innovators are growing a lot of vegetables which is very unusual in these 
regions. It is not only giving them good earnings, 

but enhancing their nutrition as well.” 

 
“Innovators have refurbished their houses, bought new things and started 

sending children to better schools and coaching centres.” 
 

“Women speak in Hindi (different from their local language) and go to the 
schools for the admission of their children.” 

 

“So many people from different villages and districts, and even foreigners 
visit their farm; with hard work and money 

 
 

 

Box 5.1. Onlookers’ comments from the three project villages sharing their 
perspectives on the impact on the Innovators and the project villages. 

 
 

5.4 Theoretical perspectives on learning applied to investigate the nature 

of stakeholder learning in Project 1 

There are numerous studies on learning and corresponding changes in the 

sphere of complex situations (van Mierlo, Leeuwis, Smits, & Woolthuis, 2010). 

Learning can be understood and applied in many different ways, and Blackmore 

(2007) describes the contested nature of learning. 

5.4.1 Stakeholder learning in a multi-stakeholder project 

 
An individual’s experience of life is never congruent with others; therefore, each 

of us experiences learning in unique ways, making the whole process of learning 

complex and dynamic (Wenger, 2000). In a multi-stakeholder project, the process 

of learning can be disparate as participants come from various disciplines, 

cultures, perspectives, boundaries of understanding and conditions suitable for 
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learning. Amidst such diversity, a project becomes a complex system and 

stakeholder learning, though disparate, can happen together through interaction 

between people. Systems thinking can facilitate and foster learning as it helps us 

to consider various perspectives on an issue inside a project and hence develop 

a more comprehensive understanding of the issue and its relationship to other 

elements (Daniels & Walker, 2001). To depict the dynamic and complex nature 

of learning, Röling uses the Dutch metaphor “wheelbarrows full of frogs”; that is, 

when multiple stakeholders (frogs) are in an elevated platform (wheelbarrow), the 

stakeholders can observe the situation from a different perspective as well as 

establish an interactive and collaborative learning space (Leeuwis & Pyburn, 

2002). Theories on learning help answer questions about who learns, how they 

learn and with whom they learn. Additionally, a learning approach is highly 

dependent on how the learning is theorised and described as well as how the 

questions to comprehend that learning and approach are theorised (Blackmore, 

2006, 2007). 

One perspective of learning can be in terms of the context of the learner, in the 

sense that the varied ways in which the same event or idea is perceived by 

individuals is learning’s most significant aspect (Marton & Säljö, 1976). Based in 

part on this interpretation of learning, this section examines how learning has 

happened and is described by Project 1 stakeholders. In addition, stakeholders’ 

perspectives on their own learning and that of the others in Project 1 is applied to 

ascertain the overall stakeholder learning from Project 1. The overall objective of 

this section is to explore transformation and learning of the project stakeholders 

to make it an integral part of project evaluation (Bawden, 2007). The relevance 

of this perspective of evaluation is also described in Table 5.1. 

An important question before exploring learning is: should the purpose and 

significance of analysing and evaluating the learning of stakeholders in a project 

be presenting data for quantification and accountability? Or should it be about 

internal reflection and learning and improved understanding and application of 

that learning (Guijt & Proost, 2002)? It can be about both; answers to the first 

question can manifest the impacts to the external environment and the 

stakeholders in it, for instance, the funders, government or the larger research 

and practice community, and the second can enhance stakeholders’ awareness 

about self and others’ learning, and further apply that learning. 
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5.4.2 Methodological structure of how stakeholder learning from Project 1 

is presented in this section 

Project 1’s final report concluded that in addition to the development of the 

farmers, the project was also a learning experience for the other stakeholders 

(Bellotti et al., 2017). However, what those learnings were, how the learning 

occurred, or what activities and approach facilitated those learnings, were not 

explored in that document. 

The structure of presentation of stakeholders’ narratives from the interviews 

exposed diverse layers of learning. In this section, learning from Project 1 is 

explored in three forms: perceptive learning, reflective learning and 

transformational learning. Illustrated in Figure 5.3, the three forms of learning are 

based on the researcher’s categorisation and links to the categorisation of 

learning by Reason and Heron (1986) into knowing level, doing level and being 

level. This theorisation of learning addresses the two questions raised in 

Section 5.4 about the purpose of learning. Stakeholders understand skills, people 

and situations through perceptive learning—that is, learning that can be 

manifested to the external environment as well as self. Past, current and potential 

experiences and learning are linked through reflective learning—that is, learning 

that can enhance awareness about the contexts and processes of learning in self 

and those of other stakeholders. Finally, transformational learning refers to a 

state of awareness, and of embedding perceptive learning and reflective learning. 

 
 

 

 
Figure 5.3. The three forms of learning explored in Chapter 5. 

 
 
 
 

a) Perceptive learning depicts stakeholders’ learning through perceiving. This 

learning is explained through two sub-themes: perceiving learning in self 

(Perceptive Self), and perceiving learning in others (Perceptive Other) in the 
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Project 1 team. These themes have been explored with examples from the 

field in Table 5.3 and Figure 5.4. 

b) Reflective learning in this study’s context is interpreted as learning being an 

outcome as well as a tool. In other words, the stakeholders in Project 1 learn 

i) an approach where they reflect upon the way they understand skills, 

people, situations and the way they do things, and ii) use this again as an 

approach to lead themselves to higher levels of cognition and learning. 

Becoming aware of our processes of learning can help us know what we 

need to learn further or the challenges we are going to face in that process 

(Blackmore, 2007). The narratives from the field manifest an iterative 

process that the stakeholders adopted as well as reflecting on the need for 

perceptive learning of the other stakeholders. As Figure 5.3 illustrates, 

reflective learning can be a facilitator or link between perceptive learning 

and the next form of learning, namely transformational learning. 

Transformational learning is interpreted in two parts: first, as the continuous 

iteration between perceptive and reflective learning; and second, as an 

awareness of this process in self and in other project stakeholders. Additionally, 

transformational learning explores the question of how the stakeholders applied 

learning from Project 1 in their lives. As we get into the subtler dimensions of 

transformative learning of the stakeholders, we understand that becoming aware 

of their as well as others’ learning from the project can further enhance the 

stakeholders’ learning level. Of the stakeholders interviewed, 65 per cent 

expressed an opinion that the exercise of sharing experiences for this study was 

reflective and empowering and that they had never done this before. However, 

they participated in learning workshops as part of Project 1 where they were 

slightly exposed to other stakeholders’ perspectives. Engaging in the process of 

awareness individually and together with other stakeholders in the project has 

been explored using the appreciation approach as established by Vickers (1995). 

This approach exposes people to others’ learning and their processes of learning. 

 

 
5.4.3 Stakeholders’ perspectives on learning from Project 1 

 
Table 5.3 presents comments from the narratives gathered from Project 1 

stakeholders under the three types of learning described above. As described in 
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the previous section, participation in learning workshops introduced the Project 1 

stakeholders to each other’s perspectives on various aspects of the project and 

their learning in the project. These workshops helped the stakeholders, especially 

the Innovators, to reflect on, articulate, and share their perspectives and learning 

in relation to the project for the interview for this study. Moreover, by sharing how 

they apply their learning elsewhere (after the completion of the project) helped 

them theorise and share their experiences with the researcher of this study. For 

instance, Innovator 2 in Table 5.3 (Reflective learning) shared that she questions 

the existing agricultural practices and is confident to take risks on her farm and 

she attributed this change to her involvement as a researcher in Project 1. The 

interviews with the Innovators and Onlookers were translated into English and 

hence comments of these two categories of stakeholders presented in Table 5.3 

are paraphrased. 

Three themes emerged while examining the perceptive learning of stakeholders: 

learning a skill; learning about a situation; and learning about another stakeholder 

in the project. Of these, Figure 5.4 illustrates one way of presenting “Perceptive 

Self” and “Perceptive Other” for two different stakeholder learnings—and the 

number of stakeholder responses for them. Stakeholders have learnt to reflect 

and to also use that reflection as a tool to enhance their learning. Although Figure 

5.3 demonstrates an interactive relationship between the three types of learning, 

comments in Table 5.3 show that for some (such as Innovator 3, Facilitator 2 and 

Onlooker 2), learning becomes transformational without the existence or 

application of reflective learning. 
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Figure 5.4. Two different learnings and how the three categories 
of Project 1 stakeholders perceived them. 



 

 
 
 
 

 

Table 5.3: Narratives of Three Stakeholders from each of the Three Groups on the Nature of Learning from Project 1 
 

Category of 
stakeholders 

Perceptive learning Reflective learning Transformational learning 

Innovator 1 Learnt innovative and productive 
ways of growing vegetables 
(Perceptive Self). 

We shared, discussed and 
reflected on our progress and 
failures in SHG meetings. This 
also helped us in improving our 
practices. 

Money from selling vegetables has 
increased my say in the family and I 
feel that has increased my self- 
confidence. 

Innovator 2 Our farm practice was basic and 
perception towards farm 
unidirectional. Learnt to look at it from 
a broad perspective (Perceptive Self). 

Questioned and deliberated 
upon research activities and 
outcomes. Learnt to question 
and take risks. 

This project helped us established 
confidence in our (Innovators) 
participation and role in decision 
making on the farm. 

Innovator 3 The perception of men in the family 
and even of other villagers changed 
towards me after I started getting 
good results on the farm (Perceptive 
Other). 

 I never thought I could do research. 
Now I realise I was so wrong, and I 
can take up many such things which I 
think I cannot do. This has increased 
self-belief and I have become more 
aware of my strengths and 
weaknesses. 

Facilitator 1 Learnt an alternative of traditional 
transplanted paddy which can be 
grown with less water and for shorter 
duration. Learnt of an integrated way 
to look at the farm ecosystem 
(Perceptive Self). 

Applying Kolb’s learning cycle in 
this project helps me to reflect 
on the various elements of the 
project that I am currently 
working in (after Project 1). 

Because of my confidence in the farm 
ecosystem, I can work with farmers to 
improve the situation. This has 
enhanced my perception of self. 
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Category of 
stakeholders 

Perceptive learning Reflective learning Transformational learning 

Facilitator 2 From Innovators’ groups, learnt the 
importance of participation and social 
fabric in research (Perceptive Self). 

 I have become way more flexible, as a 
scientist, in my approach. 

Facilitator 3 I became aware of the innovative 
capacity of the farmers despite their 
disadvantaged situation (Perceptive 
Other). 

I became flexible and less rigid 
in my approach due to listening 
to and reflecting with farmers 
and others in the project. 

Developing human capacity as the 
core objective of the project was a 
profound realisation. It was different to 
initial project objectives. 

Onlooker 1 Learnt to grow vegetables in 
innovative ways by observing and 
watching the Innovators (Perceptive 
Self). 

  

Onlooker 2 Increased participation of women in 
the farm and their learning improved 
their farming techniques (Perceptive 
Other). 

 Change in a way I look at the 
Innovators; women are not farm 
labourers but can also be researchers 
and decision makers. 

Onlooker 3 Innovators became outspoken and 
confident; their standard of living has 
improved (Perceptive Other). 
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5.5 Discussion 

 
Stakeholders’ narratives presented in this chapter demonstrate the existence of 

multiple and diverse perspectives on outcomes and impacts of Project 1 and 

stakeholder learning. As described in Section 5.3.2, in addition to the various 

outputs like increased production, food security or household savings which are 

tangible, many outcomes and impacts as a result of those outputs were 

unintended but profound for the stakeholders. Some of these intangible outcomes 

from Project 1 reported by the stakeholders and presented in this chapter were: 

stakeholders’ learning from the project and how it influences their current 

practices and lives; and an overall shift in thinking and enhancement in 

stakeholders’ self-perception. For instance, one of the Innovators shared that she 

has become popular amongst her son’s friends when she bought a motorcycle 

for him with her increased earnings. This has enhanced her perception towards 

self. Stakeholders shared that they experienced increased confidence in 

themselves. An increase in confidence can further lead to the stakeholders 

realising their potential and developing a capacity to have an impact on their own 

as well as others’ practice (Hung, 2017). For instance, one of the Facilitators 

working in the field with the Innovators shared that working with diverse actors in 

Project 1 has enhanced his confidence, which helps him improve his level of 

engagement and support towards the farmers in a new project that he is currently 

involved in. 

Because stakeholder perspectives of Project 1 outcomes and impacts were 

unexpected and unplanned, they were not a part of the final documents of Project 

1, which reported on its success against structured indicators and the fulfillment 

of pre-determined objectives. Existing theories of evaluation also do not provide 

enough guidance to study these intangible and unintended outcomes (Jabeen, 

2018). This dearth of evidence can be attributed to many factors such as 

ignorance, a lack of interest, basic values of the project stakeholders or the 

evaluators, or the objective of the evaluation to be pragmatic, rather than 

preferred (ibid). Some of these reasons, in addition to a lack of awareness of 

mechanisms and tools to capture stakeholder perspectives, were also observed 

in Project 1. Moreover, because there was no mechanism of capturing them, 

neither did the stakeholders share their perspectives on how they perceived the 

outcomes and impacts of Project 1 nor did they facilitate a process for others to 
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do the same and hence these perspectives remained largely unacknowledged. 

Some challenges to the facilitation process that Project 1 faced were that the 

stakeholders were located in different geographies leading to infrequent face-to- 

face communication; there were also six18 different languages spoken between 

the project’s stakeholders. However, the stakeholders interviewed were eager to 

share their perspectives with the researcher of the PhD because, according to 

them, they had never consciously thought about their perception of outcomes or 

learnings from Project 1, and they felt this exercise was empowering. In addition, 

they had never thought about the project’s outcomes and impacts, and learning, 

for other stakeholders. 

Previous research on complexity theory suggests that in dynamic and complex 

systems, the emergence of new properties in the process of social change is 

inevitable as the systems adapt and co-evolve with the intervention and produce 

effects that were not anticipated (Barnes, 2003; Patton, 2011). This chapter 

approached complexity through systems thinking to enhance understanding of 

complexity as well as to produce higher levels of learning (Senge, 1990). As also 

suggested by Patton (2011), once Project 1 was interpreted as a system, that 

interpretation changed how it was conceptualised (Chapter 4), and the approach 

to evaluating its outcomes and impacts in this chapter. These complexity 

constructs are useful to position the profound yet non-linear and unforeseeable 

outcomes and impacts from Project 1 presented in this chapter into the larger 

literature on complexity in project evaluation. Furthermore, the findings from 

Project 1 hold a place in the literature exploring the importance of awareness 

around the inclusion of uncertainty which arises in the process of complex 

evaluation with emerging outcomes (Kusters et al., 2015). 

The expectations from evaluation studies in the past have not explicitly been on 

project learning outcomes or, specifically, on learning and transformation in the 

lives of project stakeholders. It has rather been an implicit assumption that 

enhanced inputs and outputs, in terms of both quantity and quality, would 

extrapolate into better learning outcomes and project impacts. This chapter 

establishes that in dynamic and complex projects one of the important emerging 

properties is the learning of the stakeholders involved and that there is a need for 

 
 

18 The languages spoken by the project participants were Santhali, Khortha, Ho, Bengali, Hindi and 
English. 
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a well-designed, purposeful and systemic process to enable stakeholders to 

share their perspectives and learning and become aware of their own and others’ 

perspectives and learning. Several studies have explored constructivist learning 

theory which suggests that individuals and groups learn by interpreting, 

understanding, and making sense of their experiences (Preskill, 2000). Studies 

done by Hobson (1998) and Wenger (2000) suggest that instead of assuming 

that stakeholder learning does not exist or intentionally ignoring them, we should 

create opportunities for stakeholders to work through differing perceptions, 

beliefs to facilitate work to achieve project goals. Though the approach to 

evaluation explored in this chapter is positioned somewhere amidst these 

studies, it takes a step further to suggest that the process of facilitation for 

stakeholders to share their perspectives and learning should be inclusive and 

consider diversity in the stakeholders involved as well as their divergent 

perceiving and learning processes rather than building consensus. Sharing an 

experience or narrating a story is a change-making process in itself, as listening 

to somebody else’s story or perspective allows acceptance of multiple realities 

(Webber, 2000). This acceptance of diversity during the project can have the 

potential to first create a mutual acknowledgement and appreciation of 

perspectives and realities, and also lead to learning and development of the 

project stakeholders, both individually and with each other. 

Hence, incorporating multiple perspectives to represent the outcomes and 

impacts of a project is not only important to develop a more holistic picture and a 

story of change created by a complex project, but also creating opportunities to 

share the multiple perspectives, acknowledge one’s own and other perspectives 

can be transformative for stakeholders and enhance project outcomes. 

 

 
5.5.1 Limitations in data collection and data interpretation 

 
Chapters 4 and 5 analyse and present data collected during Field Study 1, hence, 

this section describes the limitations facing data collection and data 

interpretations in both these Chapters. Field Study 1 was conducted a few months 

after Project 1’s completion; hence, stakeholders’ ability to compare themselves 

from today with how they were at the project’s inception, and to comment on the 

nature of the project, its approach, and their expectations is impacted by the 
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outputs and outcomes of the project and the resultant change incorporated in 

their lives. As such, stakeholders had difficulties identifying which activities led to 

which impacts and learning. 

Chapter 4 details varied stakeholder perspectives existing in the project 

interpreting and describing aspects of the project distinctly. Chapter 5 

demonstrates the need to incorporate multiple stakeholder perspectives in project 

evaluation. However, the perspectives of many other possible stakeholders in 

agricultural research for development projects—such as market, government, 

and local institutions which influence farmers and their farms in general, not 

explored in this study—could also be examined to include more perspectives in 

describing and evaluating multi-stakeholder projects. The inclusion or exclusion 

of stakeholder perspectives in an evaluation is dependent on the boundaries of 

the evaluation or the research questions an evaluation has undertaken to 

address. The additional stakeholders listed above were not a part, or an observer, 

of Project 1 and this study draws narrower boundaries to understand the diverse 

perspectives in depth. This study explores a holistic picture of the evaluation of 

Project 1 in relation to its boundaries of inquiry. 

 
Another dimension which has the potential to be perceived as a limitation to the 

study is the positionality of the researcher in the Project 1. The methodological 

choices made at this stage were based on a detailed literature review and 

iterations, however, the researcher’s involvement in Project 1 has the potential to 

influence the boundary judgements and the inquiry undertaken at this stage. It is 

important to mention this for the readers to be aware of the possibility of the data 

collection and interpretation method entangled in subjectivity and hence making 

it more complex. Continuous iterations done by the researcher and her 

supervisors at each stage of the study facilitates in attending to this ethical 

dilemma and the vulnerability that creates in interpreting the findings of this study. 

5.6 Conclusion 

 
The chapter develops and applies a methodology for project evaluation which is 

systemic and complexity-aware, and that acknowledges diverse stakeholders’ 

perspectives and the learning and transformation in their lives. The chapter 

captures multiple stakeholder perspectives on the outcomes and impacts of the 

project, and their perception of the learnings from the project. Stakeholders were 
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categorised into Innovators, Facilitators and Onlookers, and their interpretation 

on the outcomes, impacts and learning from Project 1 has been examined and 

analysed. 

In addition, the Facilitators and Onlookers’ interpretations of the project outcomes 

and the impacts of the Innovators were also examined and presented. The 

learning of the stakeholders was defined and examined as perceptive learning, 

reflective learning and transformational learning. The process of inquiry puts 

forward the need to incorporate multiple perspectives for evaluating a multi- 

stakeholder project focusing on the learning and development of stakeholders. In 

this study, stakeholders’ narratives demonstrated the need to understand the 

nature of communication and interaction between them to enable an overall 

understanding of and learning from Project 1. 

In conclusion, within the boundaries of a multi-stakeholder project, this chapter 

proposed the following elements which need to be incorporated into the process 

of evaluating such projects: a) considering the perspectives of project 

stakeholders, which includes people who can influence or are influenced by the 

project; b) reflecting on boundaries to help decide who is to be included and 

excluded from the system of interest; c) capturing the diverse perspectives of 

stakeholders on the outputs, outcomes, impacts and learning from the project; d) 

facilitating the sharing of and learning amongst the stakeholders, e) appreciating 

and integrating perspectives; and finally f) documenting the learning and 

transformation as an implication for future practice and theory. Such an 

evaluation process itself is a tool for learning and transformation for the 

stakeholders involved in a project. How learning and transformation can be 

related or linked back to the outputs and outcomes from a project is again a 

diverse and complex story to tell, which can further enhance project impacts. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Improving the understanding of design and evaluation 

of projects by appreciating multiple perspectives 

 
6.1 Introduction 

 
Chapter 4 studied the diverse stakeholders’ perspectives in an agricultural 

research for development project (referred to as Project 1), in relation to the 

project’s nature and approach; while Chapter 5 examined outputs, outcomes and 

impacts of Project 1. Investigation in these two chapters formed Action Research 

(AR) Stage 1, as outlined in Section 3.5.1. Building on Chapters 4 and 5, this 

current chapter examines stakeholders’ perspectives on various aspects of two 

different multi-stakeholder projects, referred to as Projects 2 and 3. These project 

aspects, also inquired into in Chapters 4 and 5, are: project nature; approach; 

stakeholders’ reasons for participation; and project outcomes and impacts. This 

chapter presents diverse stakeholders’ perspectives on the aspects of Projects 2 

and 3 with the objective of incorporating them in future project design and 

evaluation. The two multi-stakeholder projects studied in this chapter were 

operating in the field of education, and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), 

respectively, in India. Investigation in this chapter forms AR Stage 2, as outlined 

in Section 3.5.2. 

Project evaluation processes have largely been a measure to monitor or judge 

the progress and merit of projects based on parameters either decided by the 

funding organisation, the implementing agency, or both. Evaluation of projects 

needs to go beyond asking whether the intervention is doing well and expand to 

how it can now be done better, and how its functions can be improved in the 

future (Purcell, 2003). Multi-stakeholder projects have individuals and entities 

from various contexts and backgrounds perceiving the project, its activities and 

their roles in diverse ways. A linear and rational approach to an issue cannot 

incorporate different and diverse perspectives which are an essential feature of 

a complex situation (Chapman, 2004). In adopting a linear approach, we are 

bound to ignore the diversity and reduce the multiple stakeholder perspectives 

under pre-decided parameters and indicators to understand and evaluate a 
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project. Moreover, in a complex situation or a project, interpreted as a complex 

system, there is a dynamic relationship between individual stakeholders and their 

perspectives and a standard measure or a model may fail to capture that 

(Eoyang, 2006). The linear approaches to evaluation have been challenged by 

people applying different tools and concepts, such as collaborative and 

participatory tools (Alvarez et al., 2010). Most of these frameworks and models 

focus on generating a common purpose and working towards achieving that. This 

chapter does not attempt to reach a common purpose to align stakeholders’ 

diverse perspectives in project design and evaluation but acknowledges the 

existence of multiple goals inside the boundaries of the project, and works with 

that diversity. 

This chapter examines what evaluation means to the project stakeholders, as 

well as the stakeholders’ interpretation of the nature and approach of the project. 

In doing so, it challenges the traditional evaluation techniques which define the 

project and its overall success by reducing it into standard parameters with rigid 

boundaries and then aggregating the success of these parameters. 

6.1.1 Chapter structure 

 
This chapter is organised as follows. First, an introduction to the two projects 

studied is provided. This is followed by an outline of the chapter’s objectives and 

the methods applied in the field to study the multiple stakeholders’ perspectives 

on various aspects of the projects. Then, the story of the two projects from the 

perspectives of the stakeholders involved is presented. The stories present how 

the stakeholders perceived the projects’ nature, their participation in the project, 

outcomes and impacts of the project, and the approach of the project. Third, the 

stories from the two projects are reflected upon and the complexity in the projects, 

and in the inquiry, are explored. Fourth, the findings from the two projects are 

compared with the results of AR Stage 1 of this PhD study. Finally, the concluding 

section summarises the inquiry undertaken in this chapter and suggests future 

implications. 

6.2 Overview of the approach 

 
6.2.1 Study area 

 
The two projects investigated in this chapter, referred to as Projects 2 and 3, were 

operating in the eastern Indian states of Bihar and Jharkhand. The physical and 
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geographical context of the regions, and the historical and operational contexts 

of the projects, were explained in Section 2.6. Additional information relevant to 

this study is briefly described in this section. 

Project 2 involved an intervention focused on developing skills of community 

youth to impart education to children in their villages through innovative 

pedagogy. This initiative was being carried out by a not-for-profit organisation 

called i-saksham Education and Learning Foundation, operating in the Naxal19 

affected districts of Jamui, in the state of Bihar. 

Project 3 was a CSR initiative of a Public-Sector Undertaking of the Ministry of 

Steel, Government of India, in the state of Jharkhand. 

The two projects studied in this chapter are different in their areas of intervention, 

but both were operating in complex situations with multiple stakeholders from 

diverse contexts, backgrounds and traditions of understanding. Project 1, 

examined in AR Stage 1, involved organisations and institutions from diverse 

contexts and disciplines. In Projects 2 and 3, though a single organisation was 

involved, there were diverse categories of stakeholders with varied contexts and 

backgrounds. 

6.2.2 Chapter objectives 

 
As described in Chapter 3, this PhD study was organised and carried out as 

Action Research (AR), and this chapter acts as an important step in AR Stage 2 

as outlined in Section 3.5.2. AR Stage 1 observed that the multiple stakeholders’ 

perspectives in Project 1 were not acknowledged and captured. AR Stage 2 

explores two more multi-stakeholder projects to reflect on the findings from AR 

Stage 1. This reflection entails examining the awareness and incorporation of 

multiple stakeholder perspectives in the design and evaluation of the two projects. 

This chapter acts as an important step in enhancing understanding of the inquiry 

undertaken in the PhD and investigated in Chapters 4 and 5, and also elaborates 

on the process of inquiry of the PhD itself by continuous iteration, further leading 

to the development and evolution of the process. An overview of the approach 

taken up in this chapter was presented in Section 3.3. 

 
 

 
19 Some areas of India, also known as the “red corridor”, are home to left-wing extremism movements 

called Maoism or Naxalism. These areas are also poorly connected and relatively less developed. 
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The objective of the inquiry undertaken in this chapter relates to two of the overall 

thesis objectives (A2 and A3) provided in Section 1.2. This chapter examines the 

diversity and complexity in projects in the form of the multiple stakeholders’ 

perspectives and takes a further step in the process of developing a framework 

to incorporate the diverse perspectives in project design and evaluation. 

Following are the specific research questions taken up to address the objective 

of this chapter. These research questions were formed from the initial questions 

outlined in Section 3.5.1(B) with modifications using the results from AR Stage 1. 

RQ1) Understand and assess how the stakeholders operating at various levels 

of two multi-stakeholder projects perceive its nature, approach, outputs, 

outcomes and transformation in themselves. 

RQ2) Discover if there is acknowledgement or awareness of the diverse 

stakeholders’ perspectives in the evaluation of the project. 

RQ3) Determine if there is there any relationship between stakeholders’ 

transformations due to the project and the project approach. 

RQ4) Investigate the similarities and differences between the findings from the 

three multi-stakeholder projects studied in the two stages of the PhD. 

The study adopts a multiple perspectives approach, using systems thinking to 

investigate the diverse stakeholders’ perspectives on the various aspects of the 

project. The methodology of this study was explained in detail in Chapter 3. 

6.2.3 Methods in the field 

 
The chapter followed the AR data collection cycle described in Section 3.5.2 and 

illustrated in Figure 4.1. This stage of data collection evolved from the reflection 

and iteration of the results from AR Stage 1. From the perspective of involvement 

in the projects, the stakeholders were categorised into three groups: Innovators, 

Facilitators and Onlookers. The categorisation of stakeholders was described in 

Section 3.5.1(C) and also applied in Chapters 4 and 5. Figure 6.1 depicts the 

different labels and categories that the stakeholders from Projects 2 and 3 were 

grouped into. 
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Figure 6.1. The categories of stakeholders in Projects 2 and 3. 

 
 
 
 

In addition to the interviews from the field, the project documents describing the 

projects and their monitoring and assessment were also examined as a 

secondary data source. 

6.3 What makes the studied projects complex? 

 
Human experiences and behaviour are unpredictable, and an intervention with 

multiple stakeholders who have diverse perceptions and interpretations can lead 

to complexity. Projects 2 and 3 were interventions with stakeholders operating at 

various levels with their unique perspectives and the relationship between them, 

which further adds to the complexity of the projects. 

A project is an intervention with well-defined goals and definite starting and 

ending points in which individuals, organisations and institutions work together to 

attain several purposes. For example, one of the purposes or objectives of a 

project could be improving the situation. Improvement from an intervention can 

have multiple interpretations depending on the context it is operating in or the 

stakeholder who is experiencing it. Like many projects, the two studied projects 

described in this chapter have multiple stakeholders working together to achieve 

certain pre-decided outputs and outcomes. These stakeholders have diverse 

backgrounds and contexts that in part defines the relevance of the project in their 

day-to-day lives and the nature of their involvement (Bhanjdeo, Hernandez-Jover, 

& Ramsay, 2018). Moreover, depending on their nature of involvement, not only 
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can the stakeholders’ expectations from the project differ, but they can also have 

multiple goals within the project. These multiple interpretations have the potential 

to produce complexity in understanding improvement. Additionally, an interplay 

between these diverse perceptions and their varied contexts can lead to a 

dynamic and unpredictable situation which can further add to the complexity. 

A deep understanding of the perspectives of the diverse stakeholders involved in 

a project intervention can be examined. This section presents diverse 

perspectives on the multiple aspects of the two studied projects. These aspects 

include how the project stakeholders perceived the nature and approach of the 

project they were involved in, as well as the outcomes and impacts of the project. 

The findings from the two projects are presented as stories and are then brought 

together with theories to make sense of those aspects. 

6.3.1 The story of Project 2 

 
Article 21A of the Indian Constitution in 2009 provides that no children aged 6 to 

14 admitted to a government school would be liable to pay a fee. However, due 

to challenges facing students (high dropout rates of students from government 

schools); schools (lack of proper infrastructure and basic amenities); and 

educators (shortage of teachers), this provision has not proved to be effective in 

achieving its aim (Cheruvalath, 2014). Many organisations in the form of non- 

profit and for-profit start-ups are working in the sphere of education in several 

rural and urban pockets in India. One such non-profit organisation is i-saksham, 

the initiative studied in this chapter. There are two literal translations of the term 

i-saksham: first, building capacity with the help of digital literacy (i=internet), and 

second, “I am capable”. Initially, the organisation was conceived to impart 

education to rural children through Community Tutors (CTs), with the help of low- 

cost digital tools such as tablets. Eventually, the organisation broadened its area 

of intervention and one of its projects, called the “Fellowship Program”, was taken 

up with a structured two-part purpose. The first purpose was to train the CTs with 

innovative pedagogical tools, coupled with social and economic awareness, to 

enhance the engagement and learning of rural children in their learning centres; 

the second was to build the individual capacity of the CTs. The CTs were to run 

their own community education/learning centres, which would act as centres of 

excellence for providing quality education to children in their villages. Additionally, 
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these learning centres were presented as an opportunity for the CTs, who are 

rural youth, to earn a livelihood for themselves. 

The CTs, categorised as Innovators in this study, belong to cultural and societal 

backgrounds similar to each other, but are from different familial and educational 

backgrounds, genders and aspirations. They are the youth residing in the 

community who either already ran learning centres in their own villages or who 

were given training under Project 2 to start their own learning centres; the 

average number of student1s in these centres was 20 to 25. 

The stakeholders in Project 2 who provided training and support to the Innovators 

are categorised in this study as Facilitators. These Facilitators also belonged to 

diverse contexts and backgrounds. Some young professionals from villages in 

the Jamui district, who have worked with i-saksham since the inception of the 

organisation in 2015, were also categorised as Facilitators in this study. The 

Facilitators were responsible for planning, designing, implementing and 

monitoring the training of the CTs. 

The Onlookers, on the other hand, were the family members of the Innovators. 

They included children from the community who were studying in the community 

learning centres and their parents, as well as other villagers who had observed 

the activities of Project 2. The children who were students in the community 

learning centres were aged between 5 to 14 and they were not interviewed in the 

current study. Additionally, the study does not capture the perspectives of the 

funding organisations, and it limits the boundaries of inquiry to the stakeholders 

who influence or are influenced by the day-to-day activities of Project 2. A total of 

21 stakeholders from Project 2 were interviewed, seven in each of the three 

stakeholder categories. 

6.3.1.1 Nature of Project 2 

 
This section brings together Project 2’s description and definition as conceived in 

its documents as well as the stakeholders’ interpretation of the project’s nature. 

The different interpretations of the project’s nature depend on a number of 

factors, such as the context of the stakeholders, their expectations from the 

project and the approach taken by the project. These interpretations of the nature 

of Project 2 are depicted in Figure 6.2. The perspectives inside the oval in Figure 

6.2 portray the description of Project 2 according to its documents, with the 
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stakeholder perspectives illustrated in the branches in blue. From this 

representation, it can be observed that there are limited commonalities between 

interpretations of the project nature from the project documents and those from 

the stakeholders. 

 
 

 

 

Figure 6.2. Description of Project 2 with the help of a) established project 
description according to project documents (inside the oval) and b) 

stakeholders’ perspectives (in blue). 

 
 
 
 

The distribution of the responses of the different categories of the project 

stakeholders interviewed are presented in Figure 6.3. Only the first four 

perspectives in the graph (also depicted as the perspectives in blue inside the 

oval in Figure 6.2) are common to both established aims and stakeholders’ 

perspectives. 

6.3.1.2 Stakeholders’ reasons for participation in Project 2 

 
This section puts forth the perspectives of various stakeholders in regard to their 

reasons for participating in the project and, more specifically, the reasons for their 
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Innovative and low-cost teaching content 

In-situ tutorship+other skills training 

Develop digitally trained CTs 

CTs running a community learning centre 

Innovative and low-cost teaching content 

In-situ tutorship+other skills training 

Develop digitally trained CTs 

CTs running a community learning 

Career advancement of youth 

Educationally uplift rural children 

Increase in no. of children in learning centres 

Making the youth self-dependent as CTs 

Focus on building capacity of women tutors 

Facilitate youth's impacts on their community 

initial decision to become involved and their continuing involvement during the 

duration of the project. It is important to mention that this study examined the 

fellowship project after its completion, hence the stakeholders’ perspectives on 

their reason for participation in the project would have been influenced by the 

project outcomes. For instance, if a stakeholder mentioned that he became 

involved in the project to enhance his learning, this response in part depended 

on his belief that he learnt something from the project. One of the comments from 

the stakeholders throws light on this aspect: 

When I had joined, I thought I will learn some computer skills, but as the 
fellowship period passed, I learnt innovative pedagogical methods and 
developed myself as a teacher. So, if you ask me, my expectations and 
reasons to stay involved kept evolving. (Innovator) 

 
 
 

 
Project description from stakeholders' perspectives 

 

0 2 4 6 8 

Number of responses 
Innovators Facilitators Onlookers 

 

Figure 6.3. Response structure of the stakeholders’ 
perspectives on Project 2’s description. 

 
 
 
 

Figure 6.4 depicts the stakeholders’ reasons for participating in Project 2, with the 

three categories of stakeholders presented in three overlapping circles in the 

Venn diagram. There are two perspectives in the diagram which are common to 

Innovators, Facilitators and Onlookers; two perspectives which overlap between 

Innovators and Facilitators; and one perspective overlapping between Innovators 

and Onlookers. 
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Figure 6.4. Venn diagram depicting the stakeholders’ 
reasons for involvement in Project 2. 

 
 
 
 

6.3.1.3 Outcomes and impacts of Project 2 

 
According to Project 2’s documentation, the project’s monitoring and evaluation 

processes were dependent on the following indicators: 

I1) Assessing the Innovators based on their progress in the subjects that they 

teach the rural children, such as English, Hindi, Mathematics and Science; 

I2) Assessing the learning outcomes of the students in the learning centres; 

 
I3) Centre visits by the Facilitators to assess the teaching culture and 

environment of the Innovators’ learning centres; and 

I4) Innovators’ planning and participation in various activities and events as a part 

of the project, such as parent–tutor meetings in the village and other engaging 

events with the children. 

The fulfilment of these indicators and the Innovators’ performance in them 

determined the outputs and success of Project 2. Moreover, the change stories 
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and outputs and outcomes of the project in the Innovators’ lives and in their 

communities, are documented in the blogs on the organisation’s website and 

were shared verbally in meetings and reviews. A Facilitator, who is also one of 

the stakeholders who developed the project, shared in the interview that the pre- 

established outputs of the project were in part dependent on the nature and 

amount of funding available. Interestingly, the funding organisations were not 

active stakeholders in Project 2 and did not determine the use of the funds, and 

as such, the project had the freedom to set its own goals and objectives. 

Innovators’, Facilitators’ and Onlookers’ responses on Project 2 outcomes and 

impacts were grouped into three categories. The categories, based on the 

stakeholders’ area of influence, were established in relation to: children in the 

Innovators’ learning centres; the community which they are a part of in their 

village; and Innovators. Figure 6.5 depicts the stakeholders’ perspectives through 

three categories and the response structure of those perspectives. Stakeholders’ 

perspectives and response structures in this figure depict that there are many 

interpretations of project outcomes which were not captured in the project 

monitoring and evaluation. For instance, the village communities were engaged 

in the project through parent–tutor meetings; hence, in being a part of the project, 

they perceived the project outcomes from their perspective. Similarly, capacity 

building of CTs (Innovators) was an important part of the project, and their 

perspectives—such as community recognition, improved interaction skills and 

enhanced confidence and self-belief—were important outcomes and impacts of 

the project. 

As an example of one of the Innovators, Mamta was running a learning centre 

from her home, teaching over 45 rural children. Being physically less able and 

with mobility being a challenge, she believed that participation in the project had 

impacted her, especially in relation to enhanced confidence and self-belief (see 

Figure 6.5), as the following quote shows: 

I was teaching children English but it was not good earlier. Now my English 
has improved. Also, now what I think is, even if I make any mistake, I will 
attempt it. That will only make me learn. My attitude towards everything 
challenging has improved. I am ready to take up. I can feel an attitude 
change in me. 

 
Similar to the Innovators, the Facilitators and Onlookers also reported outcomes 

and impacts of the project in their perception and their lives. However, these 



119  

project outcomes in relation to the lives of Facilitators and Onlookers were not 

pre-established and hence not captured in Project 2. Moreover, there was a lack 

of awareness in Project 2 stakeholders of the outcomes and impacts that the 

project had on the Facilitators and Onlookers. This could be due to an absence 

of sharing of perspectives, and a lack of acknowledgement of the importance of 

these perspectives for the overall outcomes and impacts of Project 2. However, 

because some of the Facilitators were also from a rural and community context 

that was similar to the Innovators, outcomes of Project 2 for them were not very 

different to that of the Innovators. 

Project outcomes and the corresponding change in Facilitators’ lives is important 

to understanding the impacts from the project more holistically. Additionally, 

examining the impact of the interaction between the Innovators and Facilitators 

on the overall Project 2 outcomes could be undertaken as part of a systemic 

evaluation. 
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Figure 6.5. Stakeholders’ perception of the outcomes and impacts 
of Project 2 on three categories: Children in learning centres, 

Community, and on the Innovators. 

 
 
 
 

Following is an example that presents one perspective of how the outcomes and 

learnings were perceived by the Facilitators. Erum, a Facilitator in Project 2, was 

also involved in another project in i-saksham, where she was working with 

primary girl students in a government residential school. She commented: 
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I come from a conservative household and my family wants to get me 
married early. I developed a lot of confidence in me and an opportunity to 
apply to Azim Premji University [APU]. I recently finished my Master’s in 
Education there. I could have never imagined studying there. I think this is 
due to my participation in the project which gave me skills and an 
unmatched learning experience. I am saksham20 today to go to Bangalore 
and live by myself. 

 
As a result of participation in this project and gaining exposure and confidence, 

some of the youth Facilitators from nearby villages received the opportunity to 

successfully apply to study at well-known universities in different parts of the 

country and to pursue their further education, an opportunity they would not have 

received otherwise. These project outcomes for the Facilitators were not only 

improving career and professional opportunities for them but were also providing 

a source of motivation to the pool of fellows (Innovators) involved in the project. 

Both these outcomes simultaneously improved the learning and knowledge 

resource for the all the stakeholders in the project, including the children studying 

in learning centres. This underlay on the premise that greater capacity of the 

trainers or the Facilitators would lead to an improved capacity in teaching in the 

Innovators and further, enhanced level of learning for the children will follow from 

that. 

Onlookers, when interviewed, did not report any change in themselves except a 

change in their attitude towards the children and Innovators, as shown in Figure 

6.5. An Onlooker who was the parent of a child studying in the learning centre 

commented: 

I had very less hope with the education system in the school that my child 
was a part of, but now I see her recite poems in English confidently, I feel 
hopeful for her future. She brings homework from the learning centre which 
requires my participation also, so now I am also gaining interest in studies 
as I never went to school. 

 
The project outputs according to the project evaluation was based on the four 

indicators (I1, 12, 13, 14) mentioned above. These indicators were pre- 

determined as a means of assessing the success and failure of the Innovators 

and the children in the Innovators’ learning centres, and hence of the project. 

Stakeholders responsible for the evaluation of Project 2 assumed that there were 

outcomes and impacts which occurred as a result of these outputs, but these 

were not outlined in the project reports. Furthermore, as these outcomes and 

 

20 As mentioned in Section 6.3.1, saksham is a Hindi word for capable. 
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impacts emerged, though there was awareness of them, they were not 

appropriately captured, partly due to their dynamic nature, the paucity of time and 

the lack of a framework or mechanism to capture them. Awareness of the 

emergence of the outcomes and impacts arose due to continuous interaction and 

experience-sharing between the Innovators and Facilitators as part of the project. 

6.3.1.4 Project 2 approach 

 
The rationale of presenting the approach after presenting Project 2’s description, 

stakeholders’ nature of participation and their perspectives on outcomes and 

impacts, is to understand the relationship between all these aspects. For 

instance, why did the stakeholders perceive the nature or the outcomes and 

impacts of the project in the way they did? A Facilitator made the following 

comment regarding the approach of Project 2: 

When we started this project, we initially thought about using digital 
technology to improve children’s education but then we observed that even 
to understand computer, educators’ capability was less than required. Then 
we started using tablets and putting interesting education contents in that to 
engage children, in schools. We realised that a school is a structure, a 
system in itself with so many rules and rigid regulations and they can only 
do so much beyond their way. Finally, we found that tutors can give some 
room for innovation as they are independent. Also, there are a lot of tutors 
in the community. So we have evolved into building the capacity of 
community tutors to enhance the learning outcomes of children, all of whom 
are a part of the schools that we tried to engage with earlier. 

 
This comment shows that the overall approach of Project 2 was flexible. In 

interviews with the stakeholders regarding the project’s approach, six of the 

seven Facilitators interviewed shared that the project’s approach was flexible and 

hence was an opportunity for them to experiment, adapt and learn. According to 

them, it was this aspect of the project that led to the intended as well as 

unintended outcomes. Figure 6.6 depicts the stakeholders’ perspectives on the 

overall approach taken in Project 2 which led to achieving the project’s output 

and outcomes. The Innovators had less awareness of this aspect of the project 

whereas the Onlookers had no understanding of it. 
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Figure 6.6. Stakeholders’ perspectives on Project 2’s overall approach 

 

6.3.2 The story of Project 3 

 
Barnett (2007) defines CSR as “a discretionary allocation of corporate resources 

to improving social welfare that serves as a means of enhancing relationships 

with key stakeholders” (p. 801). The role of corporates and business in society 

has undergone dramatic changes in India, and having moved to liberalisation with 

a reduced regulatory framework, corporations are now voluntarily starting to 

undertake CSR activities (Arevalo, Lenssen, & Aravind, 2011). CSR is not a new 

concept in India; it has been influencing business, government and society 

relationships (Balasubramanian, Kimber, & Siemensma, 2005) for some time. 

India became the first country in the world to make CSR mandatory by an Act of 

the Parliament of India under Indian Company Law in 2013 (Satapathy and 

Paltasingh, 2019). Under the Act, all companies meeting the specified financial 

thresholds need to spend two per cent of their average net profits on CSR 

activities. 

The initiative examined in this study (Project 3), is a CSR initiative of MECON 

Limited, a Public Sector Undertaking (PSU) of the Ministry of Steel, Government 

of India. Project 3 operated in a village called Pancha (see Figure 2.2) in the 

district of Ranchi in the state of Jharkhand, which is also where the PSU is 

headquartered. The activities carried out in the village by Project 3 was called the 

CSR and Sustainability Programme. At the time of data collection for this study, 

activities under the programme included: a) community toilet construction; b) 
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vocational skills and livelihood enhancement programs; c) drinking water 

programs; and d) activities related to healthcare. 

A total of 20 stakeholders from Project 3 were interviewed for this study. The 

stakeholders included seven Innovators, seven Onlookers and six Facilitators, as 

categorised for this study. Project stakeholders categorised as Innovators were 

the villagers who were part of the project. The professionals from the PSU 

working in the field were considered the Facilitators. Onlookers were the villagers 

from the neighbouring villages and adjoining hamlets who were not active in 

Project 3 but who had observed and were aware of the project activities. 

6.3.2.1 Nature of Project 3 

 
The aim of Project 3, as established in its documents, was to contribute to the 

upliftment of the weaker sections of society, and maintain and fulfil the 

responsibility of MECON (as a corporate) towards the community that the land 

belonged to. The nature of the project presented in this section has been derived 

from two sources: first, the project’s characteristics and description as gathered 

from the project reports and the organisation’s website; and second, how 

stakeholders perceived and interpreted the nature of the project. Figure 6.7 

displays these various perspectives and the response structure of the three 

categories of stakeholders about the nature of the project, themed into four 

different domains for the purpose of presentation. The perspectives listed in the 

table below were derived from the project documents, except D4 which emerged 

from the stakeholders’ perspectives. Interestingly, the perspectives in D4 were 

also reported by the Facilitators, who were the PSU professionals who defined 

and prepared the project documents. On probing, the Facilitators considered D4 

to be a given and hence not important to mention in the documents. 

A total of 19 stakeholders from Project 3 were interviewed, seven in each of the 

three stakeholder categories. 
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Figure 6.7. Description of Project 3 according to its documents and their 
alignment of stakeholders’ perspectives 

 

6.3.2.2 Stakeholders’ reasons for participation in Project 3 

 
MECON is a multidisciplinary organisation with expertise in handling consultancy 

assignments and projects in the areas of metals, power, oil and gas, and 

infrastructure all over India. The company has no specific geographical area for 

commercial operation; however, because its head office is in Ranchi, the state of 

Jharkhand gets the priority for its CSR initiatives and projects. The process of 

selecting the communities and the village to introduce the initiative starts with 

communities sending requests to the PSU. Need-assessment and baseline 

surveys are then conducted by the CSR cell in the organisation, weighing the 

expertise and machinery available in the project to deliver the requirements. After 

assessment, the project activities then commence. The activities undertaken 

under the CSR initiative are selected from the list of activities provided under 

Schedule-VII of the Companies Act 2013, and in consultation with the village 

headman. Innovators in the project shared that they had little knowledge about 

the activities conducted by the project prior to its inception, but they trusted the 

village head’s decisions. Each tribal village in these regions have a headman or 

chief, called by varying names across regions and different communities, who 

represent the village to the outside world (Sundar, 2005) Decisions on any 

outside interventions in the village require the headman to be taken on board. For 
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this PhD also, the initial engagement process in the study village started with 

researcher talking to, and sharing the objectives of the study with the headman. 

Figure 6.8 depicts the various perspectives shared by Innovators, Facilitators and 

Onlookers in relation to their reasons for involvement with Project 3. Because the 

Onlookers were the observers in Project 3, their reasons for involvement were 

connected to their perception of the reasons for Innovators’ involvement in the 

project. Two common stakeholder perspectives in regard to reasons for 

participating in Project 3 were to increase village amenities and to improve the 

condition of the village. Introduction of better sanitation practices was shared by 

both the Innovators and Facilitators. The Onlookers may not have considered this 

perspective due to an absence of day-to-day involvement in the project; they only 

observed the activities of the project. On the other hand, both Innovators and 

Onlookers mentioned trust in the village head’s decision to participate in Project 

3 as important for the Innovators’ participation. While Innovators shared their 

intent of enhancing their livelihoods by learning skills in Project 3, the Facilitators 

mentioned that they were either appointed by MECON to work in this project 

or/and they had an interest to work with the communities as their reason for 

involvement in Project 3. 

The following comment from one of the Facilitators, which was also mentioned 

on the website of Project 3, gives one perspective of the reason for the CSR cell 

of the organisation to start Project 3: 

MECON will strive to contribute for the sustainable growth of the country’s 
economy while simultaneously working on and maintaining social and 
environmental sustainability. 
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Figure 6.8. Venn diagram depicting stakeholders’ 
reason for participation in Project 3. 

 
 
 
 

6.3.2.3 Outcomes and impacts of Project 3 

 
According to the project documentation, the monitoring of the project activities 

and the assessment of its results were performed on the basis of: 

a) Progress on the number of structures being constructed (community toilets 

and drinking water systems); 

b) Number of training activities conducted and the number of stakeholders who 

attended those activities; and, 

c) Number of health camps set up and number of patients being treated in those 

health camps. 

Figure 6.9 presents a rich picture that depicts the perspectives of Innovators on 

how they perceived the activities and outputs of Project 3 and the resultant 

outcomes in their lives. These perspectives were grouped into six themes to 

enhance the understanding of the link between the project outcomes and the 

various aspects of the Innovators’ lives. If we consider any project activity or 

output in Figure 6.9, such as drinking water structures built, the project captured 

the number of these water structures built in their report. The Innovators, on the 

other hand, reported outcomes such as improved access to clean drinking water 

in their village and noted that the women no longer have to travel long distances 
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to fetch water. In these villages, it is the women in the households who fetch water 

and the project outputs led to a reduction in their physical labour and drudgery. 

Similarly, other project outputs and activities led to much wider outcomes and 

impacts which were considered important for the stakeholders, but assumed and 

hence not captured in the project evaluation. 

In addition to how the Innovators perceived Project 3 outputs and outcomes in 

their lives, this study captured Facilitators’ perspectives on Project 3 outputs and 

outcomes in Innovators’ lives. The Facilitators, who were part of MECON, had 

diverse perspectives on Innovators’ outcomes. However, these Facilitators were 

also a part of the monitoring and assessment of Project 3 in MECON and the 

evaluation of Project 3 in its reports are not so diverse and unique. 

The following comments from two of the Facilitators present the diversity in how 

Facilitators perceived the project outcomes for the Innovators. 

The community toilet complex has also instilled a feeling of community 
within the villagers as they have to collectively manage and take care of the 
complex. There is an additional responsibility of keeping the environment 
and forests open defecation free. 

 
The boundaries of the Facilitators’ interpretation of the community toilet also 

included instilling a sense of unity in the community. However, this aspect of the 

community managing the toilet structure together was viewed differently by the 

Innovators, who found it challenging as the fellow villagers often did not complete 

their allocated tasks regarding the toilet complex. This led to the village head 

temporarily closing the toilet complex when it was not properly maintained. 

In the comment below, a Facilitator linked the stitching training given to the 

women in the village and its potential for generating livelihood opportunities to 

the empowerment of those women. 

The training provided to the women in the village has led to some of them 
pursuing stitching as a livelihood. If more women participate in it, it will 
definitely lead to more empowered women. 

 
When women in the village were probed about this aspect, they expressed 

uncertainty about the enhancement of their livelihood through the training 

sessions and said they had never thought of the training as an activity done to 

empower them. Perhaps the research was just probing the obvious. However, 

because these assumptions were not shared between the stakeholders, there 
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was a lack of awareness of the diversity of perspectives. The two Facilitator 

comments mentioned above show that stakeholders were looking at the same 

aspect of the project in different ways. 

The perspectives shared by the Facilitators on the outcomes of Project 3 in their 

lives were: a) satisfaction, as a result of helping the disadvantaged sections of 

society; b) getting to know the cultures of the communities and their problems 

deeply; c) being acknowledged by the organisation; and d) instilling a sense of 

inspiration and passion in work. 

Onlookers’ perspectives on Project 3 outcomes on Innovators’ lives can partly be 

represented by the six themes depicted in Figure 6.9. Of the six themes, 

comfortable access to basic amenities like clean drinking water and toilets, 

reduction in drudgery for women and improved physical wellbeing, were the three 

themes which represented the perspectives of Onlookers. The Onlookers did not 

perceive any outcomes in relation to their own lives as a result of the project. 

 

Figure 6.9. Rich picture depicting the Innovators’ perspectives 
on Project 3’s activities, outputs and outcomes. 

 
 
 
 

6.3.2.4 Project 3 approach 

 
The process of selecting the villages and of initiating Project 3’s activities was 

mentioned while presenting the stakeholders’ reasons for participation in the 
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project in Section 6.3.2.2. From the perspectives of both the Facilitators and the 

project documents, the approach of Project 3 was observed to be structured and 

to follow a pre-determined procedure. The Facilitators mentioned setting the 

objectives at the start of the project and working towards fulfilling those 

objectives. For instance, if a toilet complex was to be constructed or a number of 

training workshops and health camps conducted, the implementation processes 

and delegation of responsibility to various Facilitators was done beforehand and 

sometimes while the project was underway. The Innovators and Onlookers did 

not have any understanding of the approach of the project. 

6.4 Limitations in data collection and data interpretation 

 
This chapter analyses and presents data collected during Field Study 2, 

conducted between April and June, in 2018. Towards the latter half of Field Study 

2, one challenge facing data collection was that the season of sowing and 

transplanting was commencing, and it was difficult to get time from the 

respondents to conduct interviews. 

Contrary to the limitations facing the data interpretation process of Project 1, 

described in Section 5.5.1, Project 2 was studied a few months before its 

completion, and Project 3, shortly after its completion. The selection of the multi- 

stakeholder projects for Field Study 1 was in part influenced by the difficulty that 

respondents in Project 1 faced while sharing their experiences and perceptions 

of the project months after its completion. 

Boundaries for this Field Study 2 was determined by the research questions that 

the inquiry undertaken in the PhD is exploring and addressing. Hence, similar to 

the limitations in deciding the boundaries of Project 1 cited in Section 5.5.1, 

boundaries drawn around data collection in Projects 2 and 3 can be interpreted 

as narrow because it did not include perspectives of possible stakeholders who 

may have influenced or have got influenced by these projects in some way or the 

other. Perspectives such as those of the funders of the project, local and 

concerned government institutions, could also be examined to include more 

perspectives in describing and evaluating these two multi-stakeholder projects 

more holistically. 
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6.5 Reflecting on the complexity of Projects 2 and 3 

 
When reflecting on complexity in the studied projects, a complex situation is not 

simply what is referred to as a complicated or difficult situation. Following is a list 

of characteristics that outline the complexity of the studied projects. 

a) Multiple stakeholders from diverse backgrounds, contexts and disciplines, 

with diverse interpretations and expectations from the project; 

b) Inter-relation and interdependence among various aspects of the project; 

 
c) Presence and influence of certain aspects of the project outside the 

boundaries of the project’s inquiry; 

d) Dynamic nature of the project allowing emergence of unintended 

outcomes; 

e) Multiple outcomes in the project stakeholders which were hardly mapped 

due to the complex nature; and most importantly 

f) Varied perspectives not acknowledged or shared between the 

stakeholders; hence, stakeholders remained unaware of the diversity. 

In this chapter, Projects 2 and 3 were examined using a multiple perspectives 

approach as it enabled understanding of the projects from the perspectives of 

diverse stakeholders operating at various levels. Project stakeholders can have 

diverse ways of perceiving the nature and processes of a project, as well as 

varied and multiple goals. If a project has stakeholders from diverse backgrounds, 

disciplines and contexts, reducing the project’s understanding and assessment 

to a single perspective does not give us a whole picture. Moreover, while being 

part of any project, the stakeholders are simultaneously part of their social and 

their organisation’s environments, which are different to those of the project. In 

other words, stakeholders are constantly being influenced by, and influencing, 

various factors external to a project. This dynamic nature of projects, their 

stakeholders and the interaction between them creates outcomes and impacts 

which are beyond the surface reality of projects, and are uncertain and 

unintended (see Section 4.3.3). These types of interventions, which must include 

an awareness of “the certainty of uncertainty” involved in bringing change to 

people’s lives, are increasingly being considered as complex interventions (Ison, 

2010a; Pawson, 2013). To avoid overlooking the dynamic and emerging nature 
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of complex interventions, thinking in terms of wholes or from a systems-thinking 

perspective is what this chapter has undertaken (Chen, 2016). 

Taking up a multiple perspectives approach underpinned by systems thinking, 

Projects 2 and 3 were presented in this chapter through the four aspects shown 

in Figure 6.10. The chapter presented the established perspectives on these 

aspects as prescribed in the projects’ documentation, and showed how the 

multiple stakeholders perceived these aspects. The nature of the projects 

elaborated on how the characteristics of the projects were defined and described. 

It was observed that in addition to the established definitions, the stakeholders’ 

definitions represented diverse interpretations and expectations from the projects 

and their activities. These expectations were further captured through 

stakeholders’ interpretations of their reasons for involvement in each project. 

 
 

 

 
Figure 6.10. Aspects of the projects studied and presented in Chapter 6. 

 

The projects had pre-established outputs and outcomes, and aims and objectives 

were outlined to achieve those outcomes. The stakeholders discussed the 

outputs and outcomes as conceived by the project they were involved in, but also 

from their own perspectives, which included outcomes not formulated or planned 

for by the project. Sometimes these unintended and unplanned outcomes and 

impacts are presumed and not captured due to the complexity in the process. 
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Some previous studies have proposed how to define and categorise unintended 

outcomes, as well as providing ways to evaluate them through participatory 

approaches (Jabeen, 2016). Finally, the approaches of the two projects were 

examined. The approach of a project is part of its design and implementation 

phase and hence helps in understanding the nature of the project; it is also in part 

a determining factor in achieving project purposes. In the chapter, we observed 

that there are diverse perspectives in regard to stakeholders’ purposes in, 

expectations from, and outcomes and impacts of, the project they are involved 

in. Similar to this diversity, the approach of each project was uniquely interpreted, 

and it was interesting to note that in both the studied projects, the project 

approach was not discussed. It was also observed that how the stakeholders 

perceived the approach of the project influenced how they functioned in the 

project. In instances where they remained unmindful of their own and other 

stakeholders’ diverse perspectives on the approach, it led to reduced reflection, 

less awareness and an absence of learning. 

 

 
6.6 Conclusion 

 
Multiple stakeholders with diverse contexts, backgrounds and perspectives work 

together in interventions for a purpose. That purpose may not be inclusive of the 

diversity present in a project in relation to multiple goals, expectations and 

purposes of the stakeholders operating at different levels of the project. When it 

comes to understanding, designing and evaluating projects with such complexity, 

incorporating the diverse and multiple stakeholder perspectives is a challenge. 

Moreover, impatience for results and successful achievement of the aims and 

objectives of a project as well as predetermined ideas of change, can mean that 

the multiple interpretations of that change can often be overlooked. This chapter 

proposes the importance of creating awareness of diverse perspectives in a 

project, acknowledging them and incorporating them in project design and 

evaluation. There can be multiple outcomes and multiple stories of change in a 

project. Acknowledging the context of the stakeholders’ perspectives, their points 

of entry to the project and their journey of perception, learning and exit from the 

project, are impacts from multi-stakeholder, complex projects which need to be 

appreciated and further explored. Developing project stakeholders’ awareness of 

complexity and multiple perspectives would lead to further improvement of the 
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intervention impact. The next chapter reflects on these findings, together with the 

methodology of the thesis, and develops and proposes a framework for 

evaluation of multi-stakeholder projects which is appreciative of and incorporates 

the complexity. 
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Chapter 7 

 

Empirical explanations underlying processes 

undertaken in the PhD: Reflecting on the two action 

research stages 

 
Chapter of the book you say you don’t want to know. 

– Michael Scriven 

 

7.1 Introduction: Purpose of this chapter 

 
This chapter presents and reflects on the processes undertaken in the PhD; the 

journey of the field inquiry, from the way it was conceptualised to its translation 

and presentation into results, and a reflection on the two stages of the action 

research. This description is what Scriven (1999) refers to as ‘explanation’ and 

calls it a ‘chapter of the book you say you don’t want to know’ once you identify 

the outcomes of the program in an evaluation. However, not knowing the internal 

processes representing real experiences, including contradictions, complexities, 

and confusion involved in the process of identifying outcomes can render the 

whole process incomplete (ibid). The researcher or the evaluator plays an 

important role at this stage to not only identify the outcomes from projects and 

make the internal processes explicit but also connect both in a way that has an 

implication for designing future investigations. The former can generate 

normative theories that may apply across contexts and disciplines whereas the 

latter can give rise to either normative or descriptive theories and may vary 

somewhat from context to context within evaluation (Scriven, 1995). 

 
In a complex interactive world, the ‘observer’ plays an active part in the interaction 

and there are no descriptions and interpretations without her (Linstone, 1989). 

Kushner (2017) defines evaluative research as a process of resolving competing 

claims to knowledge. A researcher or evaluator who applies her value judgement 

to work through the complexity and balance the diverse interpretations and the 
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interaction between those interpretations becomes an integral part of the process 

of evaluation (ibid). The nature of my role as an action researcher in this PhD is 

described in Sections 3.3.3 and 9.3.1. The processes involved in the PhD starting 

from deciding the boundaries for research guided by literature, designing the 

research, to interpreting the findings and situating the results from the field 

studies into the larger context of evaluation are based on my perceptions and the 

aim and objectives that were established for this research. Action research thus 

provides the opportunity to connect the components of the outcome investigation 

through my experiences and my bounded and subjective understanding (Flood, 

2010). Though the processes undertaken in action research remain largely 

similar, it is undertaken with the assumption that the iterative spirals will produce 

something new and unique based on its application into diverse contexts, by 

different researchers. 

 
7.1.1 Chapter structure 

 
The chapter describes the processes underlying the application of action 

research into the context of this PhD. This is done by explaining the step-by-step 

processes of action and reflection. The following sections provide an account of 

the steps and of the methodological consequences of those steps to determine 

the boundaries and conceptualisation of the next steps and of the PhD overall. 

The reason for describing the processes in such a fashion is to reveal the role 

played by my positioning, and my experiences and reflections in shaping this 

PhD. 

 
7.2 Researcher’s account of the underlying processes 

 
The Lewinian principle of critical reflection which constitutes the iterative stages 

of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (Lewin, 1946) guided the structure 

of inquiry undertaken in this PhD. In addition, interpretive action research used in 

educational research helps this PhD move beyond Kurt Lewin’s positivist 

methodology to focusing on perceptions and observations of stakeholders (Carr, 

2006). 

 
The two stages of action research spread across eight-steps (A-H) in the spiral 

as illustrated in Figure 3.3 have guided the presentation of the researcher’s 
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account in this section. The spiral started from reflecting on the boundaries of the 

inquiry and formulating research questions to application of methods in the field, 

interpretation of the findings, and presentation of data, followed by another spiral 

of all four processes. These steps have been described in detail in Section 3.5. 

This section outlines a journey of action research, to establish an explanation of 

the internal processes in each stage, with my experience as the researcher of the 

study underpinning the explanation. 

 
7.2.1 Processes underlying AR Stage 1 

 
7.2.1.1 How it started 

 
The first spiral of action research or AR Stage 1 of the inquiry started in October 

2016 after the first round of survey of the literature. At that stage, the aim of the 

inquiry was to study the outputs and outcomes of agricultural research projects, 

and based on the initial literature review process, trans-disciplinarity was 

explored as an approach. Trans-disciplinary concepts unify knowledge across 

traditional academic boundaries and hence could provide an interconnected 

model that would provide a reasonably accurate description of outcomes and 

impacts of agricultural research projects (Checkland, 1981; Francois, 2006). 

Furthermore, the AR4D project which became Project 1 in the PhD had 

stakeholders from various disciplines and backgrounds and I expected that 

transdisciplinary theories would provide support in unifying their diverse 

perspectives. During the process of exploring the multi-faceted yet limited 

literature on trans-disciplinary studies in evaluation, I was introduced to ‘systems 

thinking’ which motivated me to approach my research through a lens that studied 

several components in a project and the inter-connectedness between them to 

make meaning of the whole. While transdisciplinary theories would have 

transcended stakeholder disciplines and supported in producing a unified picture 

of outputs and outcomes of Project 1, a systems approach provided a thinking 

tool to move beyond studying the disciplines. The application of systems thinking 

shifted my understanding of the word ‘whole’, from being a collection of parts to 

an interaction between parts of a system, giving rise to the concept of a whole. 

 
7.2.1.2 Initial shift in the conceptual framework 
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In this initial stage, I encountered one of the many shifts that my understanding, 

and hence the conceptualisation, of the research, underwent. Now, the 

interpretation of a project moved from being a collection of diverse disciplines 

using a trans-disciplinary theory to unify them to a ‘whole’ approached through 

systems thinking. Moreover, the understanding of a project generated became 

not only studying the components of this whole but also exploring relationships 

between the components. 

 
7.2.1.3 Approaching the first field study and Project 1 

 
The agricultural research for development (AR4D) project studied in AR Stage 1 

or the first field study is described in Section 2.6. The reason for studying this 

project has been explained in Section 2.4 as the ‘motivations behind the study’. 

Because the overall motivation to undertake the PhD was in part influenced by 

observations and learning from my involvement in the AR4D project, it seemed 

imperative at that stage to investigate the perspectives and aspects which I 

thought were left unexplored in the project. I approached the AR4D project, 

referred to as Project 1 in the thesis, through the lens of systems thinking and 

considered the stakeholders’ perspectives as sub-systems or components of the 

project which were unique but not separate from each other. Meadows (2008) 

regards this in-separation as a result of perceiving the world as a continuum 

where everything is inter-connected. Drawing the boundaries, hence was 

essential to analyse the inquiry. At this stage, the boundaries were reflected upon 

and drawn around the objective to study the outcomes and impacts of Project 1 

from the perspectives of the various stakeholders in the project. 

 
7.2.1.4 Impacts of researcher’s positionality in Project 1 

 
As a researcher involved in the evaluation of the AR4D project, I had observed a 

seemingly clear distinction between the different actors in the project and their 

symbiotic yet distinct roles. For instance, women farmers and their SHGs were at 

the core of the research undertaken in the project, conducting the research on 

their farms; development practitioners were supporting the women farmers in 

conducting the research; and scientists from various universities and institutions, 

who were providing technical and academic support for research, monitoring, and 

evaluation. My intent was to capture the perspectives of all these stakeholders 
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on how they perceived the project, more specifically, its outputs and outcomes. I 

based my intent on my observation of their unique contexts and role in Project 1 

and assumed that to be a factor for them to have distinct perceptions and 

interpretations of the outputs and outcomes of Project 1. It is important to mention 

that the conceptual choices that developed the initial phases of the PhD may 

have been impacted by my curiosity to find answers to certain questions that I 

encountered during my tenure in the project. The methodological consequences 

or limitations that it may have had have been described in Section 5.5.1. In 

addition to the methodological consequences, also described in Section 3.5.1 is 

the potential for confusion or a lack of awareness in the respondents, especially 

in the Innovators, regarding my ‘dual’ role as a researcher for Project 1 as well 

as my PhD study. If the Innovators perceived me to still be a part of Project 1, it 

would have potentially put me in a situation of power where respondents would 

gladly share their experiences in Project 1 with me. To address this challenge of 

power differential, a meeting at the village level was held with all the Innovators 

and Onlookers before I started my study. In that meeting, I told them about my 

PhD research and the reason I was there, that I was a researcher who had come 

to learn from them and their experiences in Project 1 as part of my personal 

study. 

 
Although I was a part of Project 1, before embarking on the field inquiry for this 

PhD, I did not develop a list of hypotheses or assumptions of the stakeholder 

responses. The only pre-determined notion or assumption about stakeholder 

responses that I carried into the field was that I would learn about perspectives 

that evaluation of Project 1 did not capture, the perspectives that I had received 

subtle hints of, as being a part of the project. Exploring this assumption was the 

aim of the PhD at this stage, with the broader aim of creating an evaluation 

measure that captured the deeper level of changes or the unintended 

consequences of the project. Listening to stakeholders, understanding their 

drivers and perceptions on various aspects of the project, more specifically 

perspectives on the outcomes and impacts of the project in their lives, were 

learning for me. 

 
7.2.1.5 Dilemmas in the journey to study Project 1 
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In hindsight, my purpose at this stage was to capture all the perspectives which 

are not traditionally a part of the pre-decided evaluation and provide a model for 

capturing the deeper level changes in people due to their involvement in AR4D 

projects. At the design stage, I faced three dilemmas, which remained during the 

data collection and the analysis process. These dilemmas were: a) who (pre) 

decides the evaluation processes and indicators; b) what or which perspectives 

would constitute ‘all’ perspectives; and c) due to the diversity in the social and 

personal constructs of the stakeholders and their roles in the project, which 

approach would capture diversity and inter-connection in their perspectives. 

 
The first dilemma remained a question in the later stages of the study. However, 

at this stage, after reading about project evaluation indicators and processes in 

the literature, I reached an understanding that the evaluation processes and 

indicators can differ as the context and purpose of the project change. For Project 

1, the funders, and the stakeholders involved in designing and planning the 

project set the processes of implementation and the indicators for evaluation. The 

processes of outputs and outcomes structured by these stakeholders are 

approached as the ‘surface reality’ in Chapter 4. It is in comparison and contrast 

with the various perspectives of the stakeholders beneath the surface, and hence 

the ‘deeper reality’. While exploring the literature to address the next two 

dilemmas, I was introduced to the multiple perspectives approach coined by 

Mitroff and Linstone (1993). The authors categorised multiple perspectives into 

three groups. The aim of this categorisation was to present the diversity in 

multiple perspectives and to enable us to raise two questions and differentiate 

between them at the same time. The two questions were How are we looking at 

the perspectives? and what perspectives we are looking for? These two 

questions and the underlying principle behind their classification are what I 

adapted into my inquiry. In addition, the concept of boundaries outlined by 

Midgley (2002) was applied to delineate the boundaries and inclusion and 

exclusion of various perspectives in the overall system of inquiry. The theoretical 

underpinnings, interpretation, and application of both theories are explained in 

Section 3.3. 

 
7.2.1.6 Classification of stakeholders to study their perspectives, in Project 1 
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Owing to the distinct roles of the stakeholders and their unique points of entry into 

Project 1, I decided to construct the stakeholders (and their perspectives) based 

on the nature of their influence in the project. Women farmers were at the core of 

the agricultural research in the sense that they were the members of Self Help 

Groups (SHG) that were central to establishing accountability in, and monitoring 

of the research that was undertaken in Project 1. The SHGs chose the core 

researchers who would conduct research in their farms, and take the risk involved 

in experimentation and innovation. Thus, I categorised these women farmer- 

researchers as ‘Innovators’. At the periphery of these Innovators were all the 

remaining stakeholders of Project 1, such as the development practitioners from 

the NGO, and researchers and scientists from universities and research 

institutions. These stakeholders, who I decided to categorise as the ‘Facilitators’ 

had the task of facilitating the Innovators to research by providing training and 

support. An issue at this stage was whether to classify the development 

practitioners and researchers and scientists into different categories considering 

their distinct contexts. However, the boundaries of classification were made from 

the perspective of each stakeholders’ relationships with the research being 

undertaken in the project and the core researchers or the Innovators. Hence, for 

analysis, I proceeded with Facilitators as an umbrella term for the two kinds of 

stakeholders. 

 
In addition to these two categories of stakeholders in Project 1, there were other 

people who either influenced the Innovators and hence on the undergoing 

research, and the project, or were deemed to be influenced by the project 

activities. Individuals such as husbands of the women farmers, the youth in the 

household or the village, and the women and men farmers in the neighboring 

villages, who had either been exposed to the research done under this project or 

who were aware of the research were categorized as Onlookers. 

 
The husbands of the women farmers were an integral part of, and the decision- 

makers for, the farm and household. They were kept as a separate category for 

two reasons. First, Project 1 approached the area of study through the SHGs of 

women to engage women and acknowledge their role as farmers in research. 

Hence, I wanted to study the husbands’ perspectives as stakeholders who were 

observers of their wives' research. Second, though I acknowledged the integral 
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role of men in the household and on the farm and hence in the research, I wanted 

to categorise their perspectives as stakeholders who were not directly involved in 

the project yet were impacted by it. All these stakeholders were grouped into a 

third category called ‘Onlookers’ to capture how they perceived the outcomes and 

impacts of the AR4D project for the Innovators and themselves. 

 
I was aware of the rigidity that this categorisation could bring in terms of reducing 

the recognition of the diverse perspectives across categories into three groups. 

However, these categories were analytical, and I have tried to highlight, 

acknowledge, and appreciate the diversity of individuals and their perspectives 

during the analysis and in presenting the results from my inquiry. 

 
The instruments and protocols for data collection and analysis were then 

designed considering the three analytical categories. Questions and probes were 

slightly altered across the categories to capture context and role-specific 

experiences and perceptions. During the interviews with project 1 stakeholders, I 

experienced a state of meta-awareness in me, where I knew that the respondent 

I was listening to belonged to a certain analytical category and that classification 

might be influencing the nature of my probes or questioning, yet my attempt was 

to capture their experiences and perspectives in totality, on the various aspects 

the project. 

 
7.2.1.7 Complexities faced and emerging patterns at the end of AR Stage 1 

 
The three analytical categories of stakeholders, the research questions, and the 

semi-structured interviews guided the initial processes of organising the data into 

templates for analysis. During this rather exciting process, I encountered the 

following confusions and complexities: 

a. A redundant inquiry? —While iterating on the design of the study and initial 

patterns from the field, there were instances where I felt that the study was 

turning out to be a self-fulfilling proposition by just bringing out what I had 

set out to corroborate: namely: a research project undertaken to prove that 

there was a deeper reality that existed beyond what Project 1 had reported 

through its evaluation reports and stories of change. 

b. Dilemmas around boundaries: The three categories of studying and 

analysing the stakeholders and their perspectives were overlapping and 
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confusing at times. At times, I found it challenging to separate the Onlooker 

perspectives from the Innovator perspectives due to the geographical 

proximity between the two categories of stakeholders. In addition, a 

dilemma around the etymological meaning and rationale of the three 

categories emerged. For instance, when Facilitators shared their 

perspectives on the outcomes and impacts of Project 1 in the lives of 

Innovators or Onlookers, they were in a way playing the part of 

‘Onlookers’. Or, when Innovators were sharing the research processes 

and activities with Onlookers and training them, they were playing the role 

of a Facilitator. 

c. Unique responses: One of the options for thematically organising the 

qualitative data from the field was to conduct a systematic analysis by 

using software like nvivo. However, the description of the experiences 

shared by the stakeholders was distinct with the use of unique terms and 

phrases to share their perspectives hence, qualitative analysis software 

could not be used for the analysis. 

 
Apart from the challenges and complexities, conversations with the stakeholders, 

and the emerging patterns from the data led to the manifestations of an epiphany 

for me in the following ways: 

a. How the outputs and outcomes were reported in Project 1 was rarely 

representative of the many diverse stakeholders’ perspectives, and 

evaluation was based on a standard and linear perspective. Not only are 

there deeper level outcomes of the project for the stakeholders, but the 

project can impact each stakeholder in unique ways. 

b. The diverse perspectives of the stakeholders in a project cannot be 

reduced to unidimensional and rigid analytical categories. Increased 

diversity in perspectives indicates the many ways in which the project has 

impacted the lives of stakeholders and is not an analytical quandary. 

c. An important realisation occurred during the analysis of data from Project 

1. That realisation was—how the stakeholders defined or described the 

project had an important impact on how they functioned in the project and 

the outcomes they expected from it. On searching the literature, I found 

Eskerod and Larsen (2018) who have established a link between 

stakeholder perceptions and their behaviour in complex environments. 
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Also, some of the stakeholder perceptions on various project aspects were 

distinct from the description given by the project documents. Hence, I 

presented these aspects as a separate chapter (Chapter 4) comparing the 

distinctness or similarity between the ‘surface’ and ‘deeper’ reality of 

Project 1. 

 
7.2.2 Reflections bridging AR Stage 1 and AR Stage 2 

 
The analysis and presentation of the results from the field inquiry undertaken in 

AR Stage 1 in Chapters 4 and 5, together with the emerging confusions, ideas 

and learning guided the re-conceptualisation of the next stage of the study. A key 

stage of this re-conceptualisation was shifts in my approach to this research. 

Following are important shifts that I underwent after AR Stage 1 and the ideas 

produced to further reflect on, explore, and develop in relation to the research 

aim and objectives. 

a. The PhD research shifted from studying evaluation of agricultural research 

projects to studying evaluation of multi-stakeholder projects. The process 

underlying this shift is described in detail in Sections 3.5.2 and 9.3. 

b. I was introduced to the concept of complex systems while situating the 

results from AR Stage 1 into the literature and was now intrigued to explore 

the literature and theories around complexity and complex systems. 

c. The three analytical groups that I categorised the stakeholders into were 

at times reductionist but facilitated analysis of the perspectives in their 

diversity but under a thematic categorisation of stakeholders. 

d. Overall, my purpose changed from developing a model to fix the gap in the 

evaluation of AR4D projects to contributing to an improvement in the 

understanding of the evaluation of multi-stakeholder projects. This shift 

was related to how I approach a situation, or the project and its evaluation 

process. Ulrich (1996) and Midgley (2000) helped me to undergo this shift 

to a great extent. 

 
 

7.2.3 Processes underlying AR Stage 2 

 
7.2.3.1 How it started 

 
Simultaneous to the analysis and presentation (as Chapters 4 and 5) of the 

results from Field Study 1, I commenced AR Stage 2 in September 2017. During 
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this period, I started to reflect on the above-mentioned shifts and to work towards 

incorporating them in AR Stage 2. I came across papers exploring, describing, 

and applying complexity theory and systems thinking in evaluation which became 

the underlying principles to study multiple stakeholder perspectives in projects 

and the impact of their inter-relationships in evaluation in this research. Complex 

systems and complexity theories not only paved the way forward in the study but 

I used them to feedback into AR Stage 1 through introducing the idea in Chapters 

4 and 5. 

 
7.2.3.2 Approaching the second field study and Projects 2 and 3 

 

The AR4D project automatically became Project 1 for this thesis which was 

studied during the first field study. The process of selecting more projects to study 

during the second field study went through a long period of exploration. Based on 

the refection from AR Stage 1, I was now looking to study two multi-stakeholder 

projects to re-inform, critically reflect on, and strengthen the observations from 

Project 1. My objective was to study two distinct projects to understand the 

diversity and inter-relationships of multiple stakeholder perspectives in them, and 

the impact of the complexity of the project in its evaluation. Because Project 1 

was based on EIP, after approaching and writing to some organisations working 

in a similar topographical and socio-economic context, I selected two projects, 

referred to as Projects 2 and 3. Project 2, was an initiative to enable youth to 

impart education to children in their community, innovatively and Project 3, was 

a CSR initiative of PSU, both had stakeholders whose role at an objective level 

fitted into the three analytical categories to start the study. All three projects that 

I studied had an overall purpose of improving the lives (and livelihoods) of the 

rural community, based on EIP. 

 

In the field study for AR Stage 2, the first step in the action research spiral was to 

again reflect on the boundaries of the stakeholder perspectives to be included 

and excluded, to present a more holistic understanding of the project and its 

evaluation. After reflecting on the categorisation of stakeholders for analysis, I 

decided to follow the same three analytical groups as AR Stage 1. I also 

considered not categorising the stakeholders to study their perspectives and 

instead capture the diversity of the perspectives as they appeared during 

interviews and then explore the emerging categories based on their perspectives 
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of the various project aspects. I eventually took a middle path in which I used the 

three categories to identify the stakeholders in Projects 2 and 3 for the field study. 

 
Instruments used in AR Stage 1 were applied again in AR Stage 2 with a few 

modifications to suit the context of the projects. Field notes from field study 1 

guided me through the processes of the inquiry in the field in Stage 2. Field inquiry 

in Stage 2 was more intense compared to the field study in Stage 1 as I had to 

cover two projects and the social and ecological geographies were new to me 

and it took time for me to navigate through them. However, the stakeholder 

perspectives captured were rich in diversity and told numerous similar and distinct 

stories. An interesting thing that happened during the interviews with the 

stakeholders in field study 2 was that as I had completed the analysis of data 

from Project 1 and was aware of the initial emerging patterns from them, I could 

compare and contrast them and shape my probes based on that. Data from field 

study 2 acted as huge learning for me with some reiterations to the results from 

field study 1 and some new and unique perspectives. 

 
7.2.3.3 Complexities faced and learning at the end of AR Stage 2 

 
Following are the reflection, learning, and complexity faced at the end of the data 

analysis of Field study 2 and situating it in the literature: 

 
a) The three projects explored in this thesis are different in their areas of 

intervention and approach, but similar in terms of the presence of 

complexity in the form of multiple stakeholders from diverse contexts and 

backgrounds, and the interaction and resultant dynamic environments in 

the projects. The two projects studied in Stage 2 re-confirmed the 

existence of diverse stakeholder perspectives that were not captured or 

acknowledged in the two studied projects. Furthermore, these 

perspectives were pivotal for the stakeholders in how they identified with 

the project and its impacts on their lives. 

b) Results from Field Study 2 acknowledged the need to incorporate and 

integrate the diverse stakeholder perspectives in project design and 

evaluation. However, a key observation at this stage of the study was that 

integration does not mean reaching a consensus on perspectives and 
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parameters of evaluation. Rather, it proposes taking a step back and 

questioning the need for alignment of perspectives and reaching some 

common evaluation parameters. The need for alignment in the evaluation 

process can be argued to include and exclude various aspects of a project. 

These alternatives have been extensively explored and practiced in 

projects and presented in evaluation studies (Bamberger, Vaessen, & 

Raimondo, 2016). 

c) The literature on evaluating complex interventions uses the term 

“complexity-aware” (Douthwaite & Hoffecker, 2017), but being aware is 

only the first step. The next important steps are acknowledging, 

appreciating, and incorporating these perspectives into the design and 

evaluation of projects. These steps and their need in a project and its 

evaluation in part led to the development of a ‘complexity-appreciative’ 

framework for evaluation of multi-stakeholder projects. 

These reflections at the end of the two stages of Action Research facilitated how 

I situated the results in the existing literature of evaluation of complex multi- 

stakeholder projects and guide the remaining part of the thesis from that. 

Additionally, these reflections, dilemmas, and learning are then forward in the 

next chapter to reflect on the overall methodology of, and methods applied in, the 

PhD. Together with the reflection on the results and of the processes adopted in 

the research, the development of a framework for evaluation to improve the 

understanding of outputs and outcomes of complex projects has been explained, 

in the next chapter. 

 
 
Epilogue 

 
The processes described in this chapter, though an essential part of the PhD, 

were inserted in the thesis after suggestions from the examiners. While some of 

the reflections as part of action research are presented in Sections 3.5 and 9.3, 

the approach this chapter takes is to explain the underlying processes, 

decisions, and boundary judgments made in the study and act as a bridge 

between the two action Research stages as well as between the AR stages and 

the emergence of a framework of evaluation. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Systemic appreciation of multiple perspectives: A 

framework to evaluate multi-stakeholder projects 

 
No problem stays solved in a dynamic environment. 

– Russel Ackoff 

 

8.1 Introduction and background 

 
This chapter is located after the Action Research (AR) Stage 2 in the action 

research spiral applied in this thesis. The chapter has a two-part purpose: first, 

as a reflection on the methodology of the thesis, and second, to develop a 

framework for evaluation of multi-stakeholder projects using the learnings from 

AR Stages 1 and 2. The chapter starts with an overview of the previous chapters 

to position this chapter in the action research spiral. It then reflects on the central 

themes of the methodology discussed in Chapter 3. In doing so, it summarises 

how the thesis methodology evolved and supported achievement of the aim of 

the thesis, namely, to understand the complexity and diversity in multi- 

stakeholder projects. This chapter then applies the learning from the two stages 

of action research (AR Stages 1 and 2) to develop a framework for evaluating 

multi-stakeholder projects. These two parts progress in parallel and symbiotically. 

Results from AR Stages 1 and 2 of the thesis reported a diversity of stakeholders’ 

perspectives, their varied interpretations of the different aspects of the project 

and the interaction or lack of interaction between them to understand this 

complexity. Although the three projects investigated in the two stages of the study 

were different in their area of inquiry, the nature of the results was similar. In other 

words, results from AR Stage 1 indicated that there were diverse stakeholders’ 

perspectives about the various aspects of the project, and these perspectives 

became strong representations of the project and determined how the 

stakeholders perceived themselves and their roles in their project (Bhanjdeo et 

al., 2018). Results from AR Stage 2 reiterated the existence of this diversity of 
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perspectives and a lack of awareness and acknowledgement of the varied 

perspectives in the design and evaluation of projects. In addition to increasing 

and supporting the evidence provided by AR Stage 1 of the thesis, AR Stage 2 

puts forward the need to acknowledge, incorporate and integrate the multiple 

perspectives in the project evaluation process. Building on this proposition, this 

chapter develops and describes a framework for the evaluation of multi- 

stakeholder projects. 

8.2 Reflecting on the methodology of the thesis 

 
In this section, the methodology of the thesis, as adopted and developed in 

Chapter 3, is reflected on and re-informed by the results from both Stages 1 and 

2 of the study. The central themes of the methodology as described in Section 

3.3 are: methodological pluralism, multiple perspectives approach, systems 

thinking, action research, appreciation and learning. These themes are revisited 

and the reflection on the themes is presented in the following sections. 

8.2.1 Deciding the boundaries of inquiry: Why evaluation; how; what; and 

for whom? 

The methodology of the thesis explored a variety of perspectives, and engaged 

in diverse theoretical considerations. Hence, at the outset, reflection on the 

methodology starts with reiterating four important questions on boundary 

judgements in evaluation, for the consideration of the evaluators and 

stakeholders: a) why are we evaluating?; b) how will we evaluate what we 

evaluate?; c) what are we evaluating?; and d) who is the evaluation meant for? 

The first three questions are inspired by Simon Sinek’s “The Golden Circle”, 

which helps us understand how organisations function and what affects the 

outcomes of an organisation (Sinek, 2011). “Why” relates to determining the 

purpose of the evaluation, and “how” signifies the process or the approach of 

evaluation. The last two questions are linked to each other in the sense that both 

concern judgement of boundaries. While the first is about deciding what is to be 

included in, or excluded from, the evaluation, the second question explores 

whose perspectives matter in exploring the first question (Midgley, Johnson, & 

Chichirau, 2018). The “why” and “how” questions were explored in the literature 

in Chapters 3 and 5, together with the “what” and “who” questions examined 

through the results and interpretations from the three multi-stakeholder projects 
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studied in this PhD. From one perspective, improving the project stakeholders’— 

and more specifically the evaluators’—understanding of these four questions can 

be regarded as the essence of any evaluation. 

The purpose of evaluating a project can be diverse depending on perspectives 

and expectations of the stakeholders. The “why” question is also linked to the 

question of “who” the evaluation is meant for. Making judgements on what 

perspectives matter in evaluation in part depends on who counts as a stakeholder 

in a project. In the inquiry in this study, people who influenced and were 

influenced by the project and its activities on a day-to-day basis were counted as 

project stakeholders. For examination and analyses, these stakeholders were 

further categorised into three groups: Innovators, Facilitators and Onlookers, 

depending on their nature of involvement and influence. Though the overall 

inquiry aimed to investigate the multiplicity and diversity of stakeholders’ contexts 

and perspectives, the categorisation does not reduce the diversity into three 

groups. Instead, the categorisation brings clarity to the process of analysis and 

presentation in the form of themes and patterns. 

In relation to the question of what to include and exclude, a further question to 

ask is whether evaluation can be more comprehensive. In other words, can the 

evaluation acknowledge and integrate all aspects of a project or be described 

from all the diverse stakeholders’ perspectives existing in a project? The current 

study considered “sweeping in” as many stakeholder perspectives with an aim of 

improving our understanding of the evaluation of projects. Such an approach is 

recommended by Churchman (1968) and Mitroff and Linstone (1993) on the one 

hand, with Midgely (2000) suggesting reflection on boundaries of inclusion and 

exclusion of perspectives, on the other. These two perspectives on boundaries 

suggest exploring the complexity in projects from diverse views, but also 

reflecting on boundaries of inclusion and exclusion. In this thesis, boundaries 

were described in Section 3.3.2.1; they were defined by the boundaries of the 

inquiry, which were represented by the aims and objectives of the study, along 

with the research questions, which were outlined in Sections 1.2 and 3.5.1 

respectively. The boundaries, however, were not rigid; they were reflected on, 

revisited and revised. 

The methodology of this study works on the premise that evaluating an 

intervention to enhance understanding is linked to the stakeholders’ purposes, 
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values and boundary judgements on the various aspects of the project 

(Churchman, 1970; Midgley, 2000; Midgley, Foote, Ahuriri-Driscoll, & Wood, 

2007; Ulrich, 1983). The question (b) in regard to the evaluation approach is 

addressed in the latter sections of this chapter. 

8.2.2 Unravelling and interpreting complexity in project evaluation 

 
According to Bamberger et al. (2016), complexity in the process of evaluation is 

determined by the purpose of evaluation, its design, logistical constraints, and the 

values and expectations of all stakeholders, including evaluators. Midgley et al. 

(2013) regard methods, context, purposes and outcomes as four loci towards 

complex evaluative inquiry. In addition, evaluation of complex projects is also 

dependent on other determinants depending on the context and boundaries of 

the interventions. The following sub-sections describe and reflect on how the 

overall methodology of the thesis and the methodologies adopted in Chapters 4, 

5 and 6 address and interpret the complexity in multi-stakeholder projects and 

their evaluation, before going on to incorporate these interpretations in a 

framework of evaluation. 

8.2.2.1 Multiple perspectives and diversity in regard to how projects are perceived 

and evaluated 

The study gathered stakeholders’ perspectives on various aspects of the projects 

considered, to understand how multi-stakeholder projects are perceived and 

evaluated, in depth. The nature of projects was investigated through 

understanding how project stakeholders perceived: a) the nature or description 

of the project, b) their reason for participating in the project, and c) their 

perspectives on the overall approach of the project. It is important to mention that 

these stakeholders’ perspectives were gathered after the projects had ended. 

Thus, outputs and outcomes of the project were explored through how 

stakeholders perceived the: a) outputs, outcomes and impacts of the project in 

their lives and in other stakeholders’ lives, and b) different kinds of learning in 

their lives as a result of participating in the project. 

8.2.2.2 The unknown perspectives and uncertain outcomes from projects 

 
Any intervention seeking to bring about a change or improvement produces 

unintended outcomes (Meyers, 1981). The diversity in stakeholders’ contexts and 

backgrounds—and the interaction between them—in a project leads to effects 
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and outcomes which are not pre-planned or expected. In the three projects 

investigated for this study, stakeholders shared outputs and outcomes that were 

not predetermined at the beginning of the project, but which became an important 

part of their perceptions of the project. Project documentation data which 

presented the outcomes and success of the respective projects did not capture 

these elements. 

Though several evaluation theorists have acknowledged, defined, categorised 

and proposed ways of evaluating unintended outcomes, the issue has not been 

addressed adequately, and studies are limited to the classification of various 

types of unintended effects (Jabeen, 2016). In relation to the unintended 

outcomes of the studied projects, even though they were not pre-decided and 

there was an absence of a mechanism to capture them, they were not completely 

unknown to the stakeholders and there was a subtle awareness of them. This 

subtle awareness, however, was not translated into the projects’ success stories 

and evaluation reports. There could be several reasons for this; for example, the 

project team may have been uncertain and lacked understanding of the 

complexity of the nature of outcomes or the methods for capturing them, or 

perhaps the funding bodies did not value them and so they were not collected. 

Interviews with the respondents of this study revealed that the multiplicity and 

diversity of stakeholders’ perspectives on various aspects of the projects were 

not shared between the stakeholders. While some stakeholders were unaware of 

the existence of diverse perspectives or of perspectives different to those they 

held, some were aware of the diversity of worldviews and expectations, but not 

in depth. Many stakeholders gave conscious thought to the existence of many 

other perspectives during the interviews for this study. This lack of awareness 

could be due to many reasons, such as a lack of interaction or sharing of 

perspectives between stakeholders, a lack of acknowledgement of different 

contexts and multiple perspectives, or a lack of awareness of the inter- 

relationship between the multiple stakeholders’ perspectives and impact of the 

inter-relationship on the overall project outcomes. 
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8.2.2.3 Greater than the sum of its parts: Emergence of outcomes as a result of 

inter-relationships between stakeholder perspectives in projects 

Outcomes of projects are not only a result of capturing the various aspects of 

projects and stakeholders’ perspectives in isolation and aggregating them, but 

also exploring how the various aspects and perspectives relate to each other. 

Additionally, consideration can also be given to how the inter-relationships lead 

to the emergence of outcomes and influence the overall picture of evaluation. 

Stakeholders’ perspectives on many aspects of the three projects investigated in 

this study have been approached with the help of systems thinking. A project with 

a fixed purpose is a system, and the multiple purposes and perspectives of the 

stakeholders constitute its components or sub-systems. Cabrera and Colosi 

(2008) describe systems thinking as a way of thinking rather than as a tool. This 

approach helps enhance our understanding of a situation and entails “seeing a 

situation as a whole” (Fuenmayor, 1997). The multiple stakeholders in a project 

and their perspectives do not exist in isolation; rather, they are linked to other 

stakeholders and their perspectives, and are part of other contexts, environments 

and systems outside the boundaries of a specific project. While trying to 

understand and evaluate a system, we study the component parts individually 

along with their inter-relationship, from which an understanding of the whole 

system emerges. This interconnectedness occurs not only between diverse 

stakeholders but also between their multiple perspectives and interpretations 

(Torres-Cuello, Pinzon-Salcedo, & Midgley, 2018). The current study thus 

explores this interconnectivity in projects through investigating the perception of 

the stakeholders in regard to each other’s perspectives on various aspects of the 

project they were involved in. This is further used to analyse the interaction or 

lack of interaction between the stakeholders in the project and understand how 

that influences the understanding of the overall nature of the project evaluation. 

Systems thinking in evaluation explores and embraces the complexity in the 

interaction and synthesis between the different parts of the system and how that 

affects the intended as well as unintended outcomes (Chen, 2016). 

Based on the reflection of the methodology, Boxes 8.1 and 8.2 present the 

process to follow in evaluation of complex projects. The next section provides the 

reasoning behind this process, with support from the results and reflections of 

this study and the published literature on evaluation of complex projects. 
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Systemic appreciation of multiple perspectives / A complexity- 
appreciative evaluation 
At the inception of the project: 
Why are we doing this evaluation? 

- Gathering the interpretation and expectation of the stakeholders of the 

project 

- Establishing the boundaries of the project and integrating diverse 

perspectives 

What is to be studied? 
• Diverse perspectives in the project 

i. Nature of the project / Purposes 

ii. Nature of participation: Their driver for participation in the project 

and their expectations 

iii. Approach of the project 

iv. Anticipated outputs and outcomes 

 

How? (Method) 
- Gather diverse stakeholder perspectives 

- Reflect boundaries of the inquiry 

- Appreciation of various contexts 

- Appreciation of various perspectives 

- Inter-relationships 

 
• Reflection and revisiting the boundaries of the perspectives shared at 

the inception 

Systemic boundary judgements: The outcomes are interpreted as expressed 

by the individual participants. However, how the narratives are themed and 

analysed could be affected by the researcher’s understanding of those 

narratives, either based on academic literature or personal experiences: 

 
How do these perspectives interact with each other? 
How can these interactions influence project outcomes and impacts? 

 
 
 
 

Box 8.1. Process to follow in the complexity-appreciative evaluation framework. 



154  

 

Box 8.2. Questions to engage stakeholders in 
experience-sharing conversations in evaluation. 

 
 

8.3 The complexity-appreciative evaluation framework 

 
No evaluation framework can be called comprehensive or universal or represent 

all aspects of project outcomes or be applicable across all contexts. Evaluation 

frameworks are always dependent on the contexts in which they are applied, and 

on those who design and use them and the kind of boundary judgements they 

make (Churchman, 1970; Midgley, 2000; Midgley et al., 2007). 

This section presents the evaluation framework developed by this study to 

improve the understanding of evaluating complex projects for the stakeholders of 

the project, especially for the stakeholders involved in evaluation. To explain the 

evaluation framework in depth, Box 8.1 presents the process to follow in the 

framework. The rest of Section 8.3, while describing the framework, also provides 

the reasoning behind that process. To do so, this section provides support from 

the research undertaken in this study and the published literature. Additionally, 

Box 8.2 suggests questions to enable stakeholders to reflect and share their 

perspectives on the various aspects of the project from the perspective of 

evaluation. This further supports the process in Box 8.1 in creating an enabling 

environment for the evaluation framework to operate in. Questions were applied 

at AR Stage 2 of the study in regard to reflecting on the boundaries of inquiry and 

what to gather after AR Stage 1. 

 

 
How do you perceive the nature of the project; how would you define it? 

Why did you get involved in the project; what do you expect to receive and 
contribute? 

What do you think are other stakeholders’ purposes and expectations from the 
project? 

How do these multiple purposes interact with the overall purpose of the project? 
What are the overall outputs and outcomes of the intervention? 
What have been the outcomes for you and other stakeholders? 

What were the reasons for these outcomes? 
How can we enhance these outcomes? 

What are we learning from other stakeholders’ perspectives? 

How can we enhance this learning process? 
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It is important to mention that the evaluation framework provided in this study is 

not a tool to be used at the end of a project to measure its outcomes; rather, it is 

a process which must be part of a project from inception as a feedback tool to 

enhance outcomes. It makes it possible to create spaces and processes in a 

project to enable stakeholders to share perspectives, listen to others, understand 

the diversity in the project, and acknowledge, appreciate and learn from each 

other’s perspectives as well as each other’s process of learning. Processes 

presented in Boxes 8.1 and 8.2 can be built upon depending on the context and 

the complexity of projects and guide to processes to create and facilitate that 

interactions and sharing for stakeholders to understand the diversity of 

perspectives in a project. Such a space will also allow stakeholders to find their 

voice and purposes in the project, to help each other do the same and to further 

develop those purposes. 

8.3.1 Approach to the evaluation framework 

 
As presented in Figure 8.2, systemic action research is the approach of the 

evaluation framework, and appreciation (as described in Section 3.3.4) is applied 

as a tool. Multiple contexts, multiple perspectives and their inter-relationships are 

the inputs of the framework—and appreciation and learning are the outcomes of 

the evaluation framework. 

 
 

 

 

Figure 8.1. Framework for evaluating multi-stakeholder complex projects. 
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8.3.1.1 Systemic action research as the overall approach 

 
Action research focuses on improvement in the understanding of outcomes of a 

project on one hand and enables continuous iteration and reflection on the 

boundaries of the inquiry on the other. Theoretically, action research is based on 

Gestalt psychology, according to which stakeholders reflecting on and deeply 

understanding their own as well as others’ perspectives in totality has the 

potential to successfully lead to change (Burnes, 2004). 

Systemic action research establishes the importance of the researcher’s 

conceptualisation of the system being studied (Russell & Ison, 2000). This PhD 

is an action research and the researcher—as a part of the study—applied 

continuous iteration and reflection throughout the journey of this research. A 

systemic view of action research has the potential to enable stakeholders and 

researchers in a project to acknowledge the subjectivity and boundaries of the 

project and its outcomes. In other words, it allows the process of evaluation to be 

learning for the stakeholders involved. For instance, the boundaries of inquiry for 

this PhD study at its different (AR) stages were influenced by the literature and 

findings from the field, but it was the researcher making those judgements as an 

integral part of the PhD. Systemic action research as an overall approach and 

method of the evaluation framework iterates on multiple contexts, multiple 

perspectives and inter-relationships in a project to improve and develop the 

understanding of and enhance the outcomes and impacts of projects. In addition, 

the method enables improvement in the process of inquiry itself due to continuous 

iteration and learning. The iteration and learning of the researcher, as someone 

who conducted this inquiry, are described in Chapter 9. 

 
8.3.1.2 Appreciation applied as a tool 

 
The concept of “appreciation” was developed by Geoffrey Vickers (1995), and the 

application of the concept as utilised in the framework of this study was described 

in Section 3.3.4. Vickers (1995) introduced three facets of appreciation, an 

interpretation of which was applied in this evaluation framework: first, judgements 

concerning what is or is not the situation, or reality judgements; second, 

judgements concerning what ought or ought not be the situation, which include 

norms, imperatives and what he calls value judgements; and third, those 

judgements concerning the best means to reduce the gap between the ought and 
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the is, or the instrumental judgements. This current study, through its researcher, 

applied the first two facets of appreciation, or forms of judgement, while studying 

the reality of the project evaluation and the values and perspectives of 

stakeholders on project outcomes, which were not a part of the reality. The 

evaluation framework proposed in this study explores the third facet and aims to 

reduce the gap between reality and value judgements in evaluation of complex 

projects. 

From the perspective of this study, reality judgements refer to the traditional 

evaluation approaches capturing the project outputs and outcomes which were 

available, and value judgements refer to the various stakeholders’ perspectives 

on the various facets of outcomes which were not explored, acknowledged and 

captured. Value judgements include the stakeholders’ perspectives as well as 

their contexts and values which gave rise to those perspectives. Instrumental 

judgements, on the other hand, use the components of inter-relationships and 

interactions to reduce the mismatch between the reality and value judgements. 

The evaluation framework proposed by this study, appreciation, has a two-part 

purpose: first, as a tool applied in the process of evaluation to enhance 

understanding of the various components of the evaluation framework, namely 

the various contexts, perspectives and their inter-relationships; and second, as 

an outcome of the process of evaluation. The first part is explored in the next 

three sections which describe the three components of the framework, and the 

second part is then elucidated. 

8.3.2 Inputs to the evaluation framework 

 
This section explains the three elements of the evaluation framework, namely 

multiple contexts, multiple perspectives and inter-relationships. A complex project 

has multiple individuals; hence, their multiple and unique perspectives and the 

interaction between that diversity becomes the essence of complexity in 

evaluation. While exploring these two elements in the three multi-stakeholder 

projects studied in this PhD, a third element emerged. Contexts of the 

stakeholders and their perspectives was a new concept to the thesis, but upon 

further investigation appeared as an important element in project evaluation. 
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8.3.2.1 Multiple contexts 

 
Individuals are never inseparable from their context, and they interpret a situation 

according to that context. An individual’s context can be in relation to the 

disciplines they work in; social, economic, cultural or familial background; 

educational qualifications; and emotions and way of thinking. According to 

systems thinking, every situation is intricately integrated into what is called its 

“environment” and it cannot be solved simply by itself (Churchman, 1979). Hence, 

in interventions where people from diverse contexts and backgrounds work 

together, consideration of this diversity is important. We have observed in the 

projects studied that the context can influence stakeholders’ perceptions and their 

nature of participation in the project. Chapter 2 of the thesis studied and described 

not only the contexts of the various project stakeholders, but also the context of 

the researcher, and the historical, physical and situational contexts of each of the 

projects. Examining the context as part of the evaluation of projects helps in 

understanding the outcomes and impacts on the lives of various stakeholders, 

which can then lead to enhanced project outcomes. 

While examining the multiple contexts in a project, to be able to identify all 

relevant contexts for evaluating project outcomes an attempt must be made to 

include as many contexts as possible. In other words, all the aspects which 

influence the stakeholders and their perspectives must be included. However, 

this idea of holism is bounded by the boundaries of the evaluation inquiry. There 

can be multiple facets of a stakeholder’s context which influence her, but only 

some would be relevant to understand her perspective on various aspects of a 

project and this is dependent on the boundaries of the inquiry. As far as 

stakeholders’ boundary judgements are concerned, what they consider to be 

outcomes will be deeply interconnected to and dependent on their values or 

contexts (Churchman, 1968; Ulrich, 1993), as well as how they perceive other 

stakeholders’ contexts and outcomes. The concept of appreciation becomes 

relevant here. Appreciation enables stakeholders to appreciate their own 

contexts and perspectives and those of other stakeholders. 

8.3.2.2 Multiple perspectives 

 
As part of the evaluation framework, stakeholders’ multiple perspectives on 

various aspects of projects should be reflected upon, appreciated and 
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acknowledged as they influence evaluation. In this study, stakeholders’ 

perspectives on three aspects of the project have been examined: the nature of 

the project (its purpose); the nature of participation (the reasons for stakeholder 

participation and their roles); and the outputs, outcomes and impacts of the 

project. 

Improving a situation could be one of the multiple purposes for which projects are 

formed. However, with the participation of multiple stakeholders, improvement 

can have several meanings for those in involved in an intervention (Ulrich, 1996). 

For instance, there can be an improvement of physical, socioeconomic or 

cognitive and emotional attributes. As described in the previous section, the 

different contexts and values of stakeholders give rise to diverse ideas or 

perspectives of improvement (Midgley, 2000). Similar to project purposes, 

stakeholders’ expectations from their involvement in a project and their 

interpretations of outcomes from the project can be unique. 

Another important aspect to consider while exploring multiple stakeholders in 

evaluation is studying outcomes which were unexpected and unintended but had 

that a considerable impact on stakeholders’ lives. Jabeen (2018) proposes a four- 

step empirical process to address this: outlining project purposes; predicting likely 

unintended outcomes; capturing the intended and understanding the 

unpredicted, unintended outcomes. 

Diverse stakeholder perspectives have the potential to influence various aspects 

of a project and as such can also impact project evaluation. The process to 

determine which perspectives and aspects would become a part of project 

evaluation involves reflection on the boundaries of the inclusion and exclusion of 

perspectives, similarly to the contexts as previously discussed. 

Appreciation by the stakeholders in a project forms a part of the process of 

listening to and acknowledging other perspectives. Appreciation will further lead 

to improving the understanding of not only what Ackoff (1981) refers to as a mess, 

but an organic mess—a kind of mess which strengthens the system and makes 

it resilient due to multiple perspectives. 

8.3.2.3 Inter-relationships 

 
Inter-relationships in the evaluation framework illustrated in Figure 8.1 focuses 

on knowing and learning—knowing about self and others’ perspectives and 
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learning from them. To enhance the understanding of inter-relationships between 

stakeholders in a project, this section presented a two-part role in the proposed 

evaluation framework. The first was the interaction between multiple contexts and 

multiple perspectives (Figure 8.1), and the second was the interaction between 

the various stakeholders and the inter-relationship between their perspectives. 

Observation of a situation in a project cannot be objective; rather, it is based on 

how it is perceived, experienced and represented by stakeholders, an approach 

that can be referred to as systemic thinking (Jackson, 1991). The inter- 

relationships and communication between the various stakeholders in a project 

are governed by their assumptions about and interpretations of each other. In the 

three projects examined in the thesis, the inter-relationships between the 

stakeholders was explored in the form of stakeholders’ perceptions of other 

stakeholders’ perspectives on aspects of the projects. Systems thinking was used 

to examine how the different stakeholders related their contexts, perspectives 

and outcomes of each project with other stakeholders’ contexts and perspectives, 

which in turn governed their actions and participation in the project. Chapters 4, 

5 and 6 presented a general lack of awareness across the stakeholders about 

the existence of perspectives other than their own. This current chapter raised a 

question about the necessity to find common ground for stakeholders in a project 

who have varied disciplines, contexts or “traditions of understanding”, in order to 

better communicate with each other. Among the authors who acknowledge the 

importance of effective communication and collaboration between the multiple 

stakeholders in complex projects and who recommend various models, pathways 

and frameworks for enhancing communication and learning are Arce and Long 

(1992); Cil, Alpturk, and Yazgan (2005); Douthwaite, Alvarez, Thiele, and Mackay 

(2008); Guarneros-Meza, Downe, and Martin (2018); Ramsay, Bellotti, Narain, 

and Kumar (2015); Restrepo, Lelea, Christinck, Hülsebusch, and Kaufmann 

(2014); Röling (2002); Russell and Ison (2000); and Vo, Chae, and Olson (2017). 

Inter-relationships form an important part of the framework for evaluation 

developed in this study. The study does not add to the already studied and 

examined frameworks for communication, but it reiterates the process of 

incorporating inter-relationships in project evaluation. As previously noted, inter- 

relationships in the context of this study were between a) the various stakeholders 
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and the stakeholders’ perspectives; and b) the multiple contexts and 

perspectives. 

Appreciation plays an important role in both parts of inter-relationships: the former 

involves sharing of perspectives between stakeholders, and acknowledging and 

appreciating the perspectives before incorporating them in the process of 

evaluation; and the latter involves appreciating the multiple contexts and 

backgrounds of the multiple perspectives of the stakeholders which can further 

enhance the former’s appreciation. Moreover, communication and sharing of 

perspectives in a project helps work towards reaching an agreement, aligning the 

perspectives with that of the project’s, and finding common and shared purposes. 

The evaluation framework proposed by the study constitutes sharing of 

perspectives to first acknowledge the perspectives in their diversity, become 

aware of them, appreciate them, and improve the understanding of multiple 

perspectives within the project, and second, to integrate them in evaluation to 

enhance understanding of project outcomes. 

8.3.3 Outcomes of the evaluation framework 

 
8.3.3.1 Appreciation as an outcome 

 
Section 8.3.1.2 described the application of appreciation as a tool in the 

evaluation framework. As a tool in evaluation, appreciation strengthens the 

process of examining the various contexts and perspectives, their inter- 

relationships and for reflecting on the boundaries of each of these components. 

From the perspective of appreciation as an outcome, embedding the process of 

appreciation in an evaluation should lead to enhanced awareness by the project 

stakeholders and the researcher/s of complexity and diversity in the project. 

Moreover, because the contexts and environment are an integral part of 

stakeholders’ perspectives and actions, appreciation—as a process applied by 

the stakeholders in a project—will become an approach they can also use in their 

lives outside the boundaries of the project. 

There are various mechanisms and methods which facilitate and foster the 

process of appreciation within a project, such as effective and continuous 

interaction and sharing of perspectives; listening, providing, demanding or co– 

creating space for interaction; diminishing boundaries of power and hierarchies 

within the project; and the intent to appreciate other perspectives and learn from 
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them. The evaluation framework explores the possibilities of transformation that 

appreciating one’s own and other stakeholders’ perspectives and learning could 

lead to. Though this transformation can be multilayered and emergent in nature, 

and often difficult to map and evaluate, it can be presented through the journey 

and narratives of change from stakeholders, and how they perceive the impact of 

appreciation in their lives. 

8.3.3.2 Learning as an outcome 

 
Stakeholders’ learning in a project can be intended or unintended and be of many 

kinds, levels and stages depending on stakeholders’ contexts. Chapter 5 

analysed the learning of stakeholders in Project 1, observed the many ways in 

which stakeholders undergo learning and suggested incorporating these various 

perspectives on learning to evaluation. In the evaluation framework, and in this 

section, learning is presented as an outcome of the process of evaluation. 

Stakeholders involved in the process of evaluation, including the researcher/s or 

the practitioners, learn, which is an outcome of systemic action research with 

appreciation as a tool (See Section 8.3.1.2). This learning which emerges from 

participating in an evaluation framework can be of various kinds depending on 

the context it is applied in, and on the people or entities using it. Additionally, 

learning can act as a continuous process of reflecting on and improving future 

evaluation studies using the framework. Reflecting upon and designing the 

process so that learning emerges is also a form of systemic action research 

(Hubert & Ison, 2017). Moreover, an evaluation framework itself as a process of 

learning for a project’s stakeholders or evaluators is unique. It strengthens the 

idea of using evaluation as a tool for transformation of the evaluators and 

stakeholders involved and is an approach that has been explored in depth by few 

studies, such as research conducted by Fetterman (2001). 

8.3.3.3 The relationship between appreciation and learning 

 
The interpretation of appreciation as a tool, applied in this thesis by the 

researcher, and proposed in the evaluation framework to be used in evaluation, 

has the potential for learning outcomes for the stakeholders involved in 

evaluation. Appreciation as a tool, continuously used to appreciate the contexts 

and perspectives of multiple stakeholders together with the reality of a project 

evaluation, will transform appreciation into an outcome embedded in the person 
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conducting the evaluation. Within a project, learning to appreciate—and learning 

to appreciate the learning both of ourselves and other stakeholders—is a 

relationship which can enhance the overall outcomes of the project, and have 

long-term changes in stakeholders involved in evaluation. 

8.3.4 An enabling environment 

 
The first step to evaluate complex projects and the diversity of perspectives in 

them is to improve our understanding of the complexity and the diversity. 

However, projects present successes and impacts without always including 

appreciation of the complexity or integration of the diversity of stakeholder 

perspectives in project evaluation. Therefore, incorporating diversity of multiple 

perspectives and complexity in project evaluation will not only enhance the 

outcomes of those projects but also lead to the learning and development of 

stakeholders as individuals involved in the project and its evaluation. 

Talking to others is also a way of talking to one’s own self and understanding 

others and ourselves better (Vickers, 1995). Similarly, listening to others’ 

perceptions about us helps us to understand our own selves from different 

perspectives. This kind of interface creates a feeling of interdependence among 

stakeholders and can further create and facilitate their learning and development 

(Leeuwis, 2004). Following are two comments from stakeholders from two of the 

studied projects which highlight the importance of this space: 

I and some of the stakeholders in the project were not able to become an 
integral part of the project and always felt like an outsider due to our 
different backgrounds and disciplines. (Project 1 stakeholder) 

 
Shashi’s21 ability to hold a dialogue and his perspectives have widened and 
[this is] due to interaction with multiple individuals in the project. His 
perspectives are mostly contrasting to the context where he comes from. 
He has got a space to find his perspective. (Project 2 stakeholder, 
commenting on the effect of the project on another stakeholder) 

 
8.4 Strengths and weaknesses of the evaluation framework 

 
The evaluation framework has four significant strengths: first, it incorporates the 

perspectives of multiple stakeholders operating at various levels of projects and 

thus makes project evaluation more holistic; second, a reflection on boundaries 

of inclusion and exclusion of perspectives in the inquiry, makes the evaluation 

 

21 Actual name of the stakeholder is changed 
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adaptive and more robust; third, appreciation and learning as outcomes from 

evaluation as a result of systemic action research and appreciation as a process 

are integral for future project design and evaluation; and fourth, appreciation as 

an important part of the process of evaluation enhances the interaction and 

relationship between the stakeholders, the understanding between them and also 

of self. This leads to development of the project stakeholders and further leads to 

enhanced project outcomes. 

In this chapter, it was important to be aware of and to clarify the weaknesses and 

limitations of the evaluation framework. First, the framework has been developed 

as systemic action research by studying the literature on evaluating complex 

interventions, as well as examining three multi–stakeholder projects. These three 

projects were studied after their completion. The framework has not been tested 

and validated in an ongoing project or before a project starts. However, the aim 

is to apply this framework in future projects and thus to re-inform it. 

Second, the study reflected on the boundaries of what to include and who to 

include in the process of evaluation. These boundaries were decided on the basis 

of what this thesis set out to inquire and how that inquiry adapted, evolved and 

developed. In part, this was based on the researcher’s understanding and the 

aim of the inquiry. Hence, a limitation may arise of missing out some perspectives 

inside the boundaries or including perspectives which may prove to be redundant 

for the inquiry. It depends on how we choose to look at the system—and this may 

be subjective and hence only a part of the reality. 

Third, when participants from different backgrounds and experiences are placed 

in different roles in a project, power and hierarchy play an important role in inter- 

relationships and the facilitation of sharing. Power is every community’s 

undeniable reality, be it society, an organisation, a university or a project. The 

current study did not delve into the premise of power; hence, it has the potential 

to miss this important dimension in the relationships between stakeholders. This 

is something that can be explored in further studies in order to incorporate the 

premise of power within the process of appreciation. 

8.5 Conclusion 

 
This chapter proposed a complexity-appreciative framework for evaluation for 

evaluating complex interventions. This framework is built upon various theories 
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and around complexity, systems thinking, appreciation and evaluation, more- 

specifically on complexity-aware evaluation. The framework focused on multiple 

contexts, multiple perspectives and inter-relationships as three key elements, and 

it used systemic action research and appreciation as the approach. The 

framework can add to the already existing approaches to evaluating complex 

projects. It is not a solution to any particular problem or a substitute for any other 

approaches to evaluation. It deeply studies the multiple views and perspectives 

of the various stakeholders operating at the various levels of a project and 

suggests incorporating them in the project design and evaluation. In that way, it 

improves the understanding of project evaluation, taking into account the various 

perspectives. It is not an alternative way of looking at project evaluation, but an 

approach which leads towards a more holistic representation of project outcomes 

and impacts. The framework can be applied to future interventions by 

incorporating contexts and making boundary judgements according to the 

respective inquiries. The outputs and outcomes will be different depending on the 

nature of the projects, but the overall outcomes will be systemic and incorporate 

contexts and perspectives. 
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Chapter 9 

 

Conclusion and reflections 

 

9.1 Overview of the research undertaken in the thesis 

 
This thesis focuses on investigating the complexity in multi-stakeholder projects 

to improve the understanding of evaluation and make it more holistic, both for 

evaluators and stakeholders involved in a project. The literature on project 

evaluation, specifically on how complex projects with multiple participation is 

understood and evaluated, is explored. Three multi-stakeholder projects—an 

agricultural research for development project, a project to build capacity for 

community youth to impart education, and a Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) initiative—were used to gain an understanding of the diversity in 

stakeholder perspectives on how the nature, approach, and outcomes of a project 

are perceived and evaluated. Analysing the perspectives from the field 

demonstrated the presence of diverse perspectives, but also illustrated a lack of 

awareness and acknowledgement of that diversity between the project 

stakeholders as well as in the project documents and its evaluation. Literature 

provides various theoretical positions, models, tools, and frameworks for a more 

holistic evaluation, learnings from which have been incorporated in, and 

presented as, an approach to evaluate complex multi-stakeholder projects. 

 
9.1.1 Chapter structure 

 
This final chapter brings the various components of the thesis together, by first 

summarising how the research and exploration undertaken in each chapter 

contributes to the aim and objectives of the thesis, and second, presenting the 

reflections of the researcher as a stakeholder in the research undertaken in this 

thesis. Finally, the chapter outlines the potential contributions and implications of 

the research. 

9.2 Revisiting the aim and objectives of the thesis 

 
The overall aim of the research undertaken in this thesis was to build new 

knowledge on integrative evaluation by studying the complexity in the evaluation 
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of multi-stakeholder projects. The following four objectives guided this research 

to achieve its aim: 

Objective 1: Drawing on perspectives from literature, and observations from the 

field, explore, contrast, assess, and provide a critique of various approaches to 

determining and measuring outputs and outcomes from multi-stakeholder 

projects. 

 
Objective 2: Understand and assess how the stakeholders operating at various 

levels of a multi-stakeholder project perceive its nature, approach, outputs, 

outcomes, and transformation in themselves, and other project stakeholders. 

 

Objective 3: Relate transformation at various levels in the project system to the 

processes used, as well as associate outputs with outcomes and transformation. 

 

Objective 4: Propose an alternative integrated approach to evaluate multi- 

stakeholder projects which enhances a project’s outcomes and enables learning 

for the stakeholders involved. 

 
In addition to these objectives, the thesis chapters have developed their specific 

objectives and research questions which were used to iterate and reflect on the 

above-mentioned four objectives and contribute towards achieving the study aim. 

As described in Section 3.5 and illustrated in Figures 3.3 and 9.1, this Action 

Research (AR) comprised two stages: AR Stage 1 and AR Stage 2. The following 

section summarises how the four objectives were examined and addressed in 

different chapters through the two stages. 

. 

9.2.1 Addressing the aim and objectives of the research 

 
Objective 1 involved exploring and studying the theoretical and philosophical 

positions in the literature and practice, on the evaluation of complex projects. 

Following Step A of the AR spiral in Figure 3.3, Chapter 1 presented the 

introductory literature on project evaluation, the relevance of multiple 

perspectives, and the rationale for the research undertaken in this thesis. 

Furthermore, with the initial exploration of literature, it provided a tentative 

boundary of the research through its aim and objectives and a flexible structure 

for what each chapter would constitute. This mirrored Step B of the AR spiral. 
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A deeper analysis of the literature in relation to the aim and objectives set in 

Chapter 1 was provided in Chapter 3. Also, exploration in Chapter 3 reflected on 

the boundaries of, and fed back into, the aim and objectives to make them more 

holistic. A methodology of AR Stage 1 of the research was designed and 

described in Chapter 3. The methodology presented at this stage underpinned 

the approach and methods adopted in AR Stage 1. 

 
Objective 2 of the research was undertaken after outlining the methodology in 

Chapter 3. AR Stage 1 gathered (Step C) and analysed (Step D) diverse 

perspectives of stakeholders from an agricultural research for development 

project (Project 1) on the East India Plateau (EIP). Findings from AR Stage 1 

provided a diversity of stakeholder perspectives, the complexity of which were 

not acknowledged or incorporated in the project documents or evaluation. These 

perspectives have been presented in two chapters: Chapters 4 and 5. 

 

Chapter 4 presented the project stakeholders’ perspectives on the nature and 

approach of Project 1 and the nature of their participation in the project. 

Chapter 5 analysed the diverse perspectives of Project 1 stakeholders on the 

outputs, outcomes, and learnings from Project 1. Chapter 5 also addressed 

Objective 3 of the research by studying the relationship of the stakeholder 

perspectives on outputs to outcomes of the project. Additionally, it also explored 

the inter-relationship between the transformation that occurred at the various 

levels of the project to each other and to the process used in the project. The 

purpose of Objective 3 was to understand the inter-relationships between the 

approach applied in the project to the outputs and outcomes perceived by the 

stakeholders on one hand, and the inter-relationships between the perception of 

the various stakeholders on the different aspects of the project on the other hand. 

Interpretation and analysis until Step D in Figure 3.3 completed one spiral of 

action research and created space for the further exploration of the theoretical 

positions adopted in AR Stage 1 and reflection on the boundaries of the research. 

 
AR Stage 2 started with Step E, which involved revisiting the research questions 

raised in Step B, and together with Step F, redesigned the methodology of the 

research presented in Chapter 3. This stage of the AR spiral addressed 

Objective 1 of the research and fed back to the methodology as described in 

Chapter 3 to re-shape it and make it more holistic. More holistic here refers to 
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exploring and including philosophical and theoretical perspectives and practice 

not limited to evaluation of only agricultural research for development projects, 

but also expanding to the evaluation of multi-stakeholder projects. Section 3.5.2 

outlined the rationale for broadening the boundaries of the research. The 

methodology presented at this stage underpinned the approach and methods 

adopted in AR Stage 2. 

Chapter 6 presented findings from AR Stage 2 of the study. Two multi- 

stakeholder projects—building the capacity of community youth to impart 

education innovatively (Project 2) and a CSR initiative (Project 3)—were studied 

at this stage. Various stakeholders’ perspectives on the different aspects— 

namely nature, approach, outputs, outcomes, and perception of stakeholders on 

transformation in them and in others in Projects 2 and 3—were explored and 

described in the chapter (Steps G and H of the AR spiral in Figure 3.3). This 

chapter addressed Objectives 2 and 3 of the thesis. 

Findings from AR Stages 1 and 2 of the thesis reported a diversity of 

stakeholders’ perspectives, their varied interpretation of the different aspects of 

the project, and the interaction or lack of interaction between them to understand 

this complexity. The necessity of Chapter 2 emerged at this stage to support 

navigation through the complexity of the contexts of the three different multi- 

stakeholder projects. Chapter 2 presented and described the contexts of the 

diverse aspects and multiple elements constituted in the thesis to improve the 

interpretation and understanding of complexity in project evaluation of multi- 

stakeholder projects. These contexts include the historical and metaphysical 

contexts of evaluation of multi-stakeholder projects; and the demographical, 

geographical, and social contexts of the area of the study and the three projects 

studied in the thesis, including the diverse categories of stakeholders in the 

project. Chapter 2 lay the foundation for the evaluation framework provided in 

Chapter 8 and hence indirectly addressed Objective 4. 

 
Chapter 7 emerged as a chapter to present and describe the reflections and the 

underlying process in the action research. This presentation would act as a bridge 

between the two AR stages of the PhD; the questions that emerged, challenges, 

and learning of the researcher. The learnings and the methodological and 

epistemological consequences presented in this chapter also link the findings 
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from Stages 1 and 2 and the development of a framework to evaluate complex 

multi-stakeholder projects. 

 
Chapter 8 focused on Objective 4 of the thesis and developed and described a 

framework for the evaluation of multi-stakeholder projects. To develop the 

framework, the chapter reflected on the methodology of the thesis together with 

the findings from the exploration of three multi-stakeholder projects. 

Concepts from the previous chapters were re-presented in Chapter 8 in relation 

to the four objectives of the thesis, including a reflection on how the chapters 

addressed the objectives. There was no particular order in which the objectives 

were analysed in the thesis chapters, and some chapters addressed more than 

one objective. Figure 3.6 illustrated the chapters and their relation to the 

objectives. In the following section, Figure 9.1 depicts how the eight chapters in 

the thesis are placed in the AR spiral. The interplay between the chapters and 

the learning from this process of thesis formation is also described in the following 

section on the researcher’s reflection. 

 
 
9.3 Reflection and learning of the researcher 

 
We don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are. 

– Anaïs Nin 

 

I commenced this PhD with a naive optimism for developing a framework for 

evaluating agricultural research for development projects which is holistic and 

incorporates the diverse and multiple perspectives of stakeholders. Through AR 

Stage 1 of the thesis, which explored an Agricultural Research for Development 

project and produced a diversity of perspectives from the field and the literature, 

certain interesting drivers caused the boundaries of the research study to extend 

to include studying multi-stakeholder complex projects (see Section 3.5.2). The 

key drivers which emerged after AR Stage 1 were: project stakeholders 

perceiving situations and aspects in projects diversely; project stakeholders 

sharing profound changes in their lives due to participation in the projects; the 

uncertain and dynamic nature of multi-stakeholder participation; the inter- 

relationship and interaction between the various aspects of the project and 

between the stakeholders; and most importantly, the lack of awareness and 
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acknowledgement of the above-mentioned drivers—first, among the project 

stakeholders, and second, in the evaluation of each project. 

 
Before commencing AR Stage 2, the boundaries of this research in the form of 

aim and objectives broadened. The aim of the research extended to developing 

an integrative framework to evaluate complex multi-stakeholder projects. Such a 

framework, I believed, would be an alternative approach to the evaluation of 

complex multi-stakeholder projects and could be used by development 

organisations and institutions to not only capture and present the outcomes and 

impacts from their interventions in a robust manner, but also to enhance the 

outcomes from interventions. This belief of mine was challenged with the two 

stages of action research and with every conversation that I had with the different 

project stakeholders in the field. I realised that there cannot be one framework 

that incorporates the diversity and complexity in individuals and the dynamic 

nature of these complex environments in projects. Furthermore, a tool or measure 

to evaluate an intervention that is externally imposed and developed by 

considering certain indicators based on the past literature and past experiences 

may not bring out the profound outcomes and impacts from projects (Kushner, 

2000). Moreover, indicators of evaluation relate to the lives and perspectives of 

individuals participating in any project in unique and diverse ways, which may not 

be possible to align together in a thread of pre-decided evaluation indicators. 
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Figure 9.1. The position of thesis chapters in the Action Research spiral 
of reflect–design–do–analyse & present. 

 

 
Rather than finding and reading about solutions to complex problems or 

developing models and tools in evaluation, I realised it would be more insightful 

to read about the issues and problems, as well as diverse interpretations of the 

same (Kushner, 2000). Three multi-stakeholder projects with different areas of 

intervention were explored for this very purpose: to listen to, to make sense of, 

and to understand the perspectives of diverse categories of individuals who 

participate in, influence and are influenced by a project. I found that these 

stakeholders’ perceptions, and their stories of outcomes and impacts and issues, 

are very personal to them and are seldom alike; however, the process to explore 

and hence improve our understanding of them, irrespective of the contexts of the 

issues, can be similar. For instance, evaluation of complex projects from diverse 

domains may lead to a contrasting set of outcomes, but the projects can be 

similar to each other in terms of the complexity in the projects, the approach of 

evaluation, the dynamic nature of the projects, the interactions between multiple 

stakeholders and the uncertain, emerging and unintended nature of outcomes. 

 
While the issues raised at the beginning of the thesis remained, the process of 

understanding them improved. The thesis began by finding or developing a model 

or a holistic framework of evaluation, and it ended with understanding why we 

include what we include in the evaluation of complex projects. In other words, 

understanding how to incorporate stakeholders’ purposes and perspectives, and 

reflection on boundaries in evaluation. Chapter 8 provided a framework for 

evaluating complex projects. This framework builds on the existing literature on 

the evaluation of complex projects. It further provides one way of doing the 

evaluation, a way which incorporates the mess and the complexity—this is not 

something found often in the evaluation literature. The framework is an output of 

the PhD, but more importantly, it is a process. The process with which I arrived 

at the framework is something that can be a starting point for future research: a 

framework that undergoes many steps of iteration and reflection, boundary 

judgements and appreciation, and captures and integrates contexts and personal 

accounts of the project stakeholders in the evaluation. Additionally, the 
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framework and the process adopted in it will lead to learning and transformation 

of the researcher or evaluator undertaking the evaluation (see Figure 8.1). 

 
 

9.3.1 Saturation of the researcher in the research 

 
Anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1988) differentiated three styles of writing which 

he called “author-evacuated”, author-saturated” and “author-supersaturated”. 

Building on Geertz’s distinction, “evacuated research” would refer to research 

that is objective and where the researcher keeps themselves completely out of 

the research; the “super-saturated” researcher would keep themselves always in 

the foreground. A “saturated researcher”, on the other hand, would be a 

researcher who is part of the research but does not consider research its focus 

or in its center; like Geertz, this is a middle ground which I identify with. In relation 

to the research undertaken in this thesis, as the researcher, I was part of the 

research in the sense that I gathered information, analysed and interpreted the 

research according to my traditions of understanding, and sometimes drew 

attention to myself and my boundaries to establish the context of and motivations 

for undertaking the research. 

 

Section 2.4.1 presented my context as the researcher of this study and my 

motivations and points of entry into this research. This introduction was presented 

for two reasons: first, to acknowledge that as a systemic action research, this 

research and its findings would be presented based on my interpretation, and 

second (following from the first reason), I could never fully understand all the 

aspects of the research by virtue of being part of that research (see Section 

3.3.3). The illustration of systemic action research undertaken in this study (in 

Figure 3.2) lists three outcomes for the research: improvement of the 

understanding of the situation (see Section 8.3); epistemic development of the 

researcher and embedding the evaluation framework and the process to reach 

the framework into practice. 

 
For me, the biggest learning in this PhD journey has been the acknowledgement 

of diverse perspectives and the importance of the inter-relationships between 

them to understand a system—by listening to other perspectives, appreciating 

them in the sense that both Vickers (1995) and this PhD uses, and finding ways 

to integrate them in their diversity. I have learned a new language—the language 
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of systems thinking—which has helped me challenge my assumptions, 

deconstruct them, reflect on them, and reconstruct them to further deconstruct, 

and so on. My story of practice change has included acknowledging the mess 

and the complexity in the projects—and not to treat them as nails to be 

hammered, but as perspectives to be understood, in-depth. 

The single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with 
stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are 
incomplete. They make one story become the only story. 

– Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 
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What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this study is to evaluate the role of the project that you participated 

in and stems out to develop and assess alternative approaches to evaluating the 

effects projects have on their multiple participants, including impacts in your lives. 

This research will explore and examine multiple theoretical perspectives and 

approaches, and various practices that projects are adopting in-field. We will 

assess projects in India, but it intends to develop a broad framework of the 

evaluation of the outcomes, workable in diverse complex set-ups across 

geographies and boundaries. 

 
Why have I been invited to participate in this study? 

We want to map the outcomes and impacts the project (an ACIAR funded 

agricultural research project; a project to develop the skills of community youth to 

impart education; and a Corporate Social Responsibility initiative) has had on its 

participants. More specifically, as you were a stakeholder in the project that this 

research is studying, learning about your experiences and your narrative plays 

an integral role in that exercise. 

 
What does this study involve? 

If you agree to participate you will be asked to participate in a survey. The 

structure of the survey is as such that you would not have to answer some 

questions, rather you will be asked to narrate stories, understandings, or changes 

that you have witnessed in the due course of the project that you were a part of. 

It is expected that these surveys will take not more than one hour. 

 
Are there any risks and benefits to me in taking part in this study? 

There will be no risk involved in the study. We expect that the information that is 

generated from this study will help to map and analyse the stakeholder’s drivers, 

learnings, and eventually transformation from the project that they were involved 

in. The results from the same will be communicated to you by the primary 

researcher after the completion of her study. 

 
How is this study being paid for? 



191  

The study is being undertaken by researchers from Charles Sturt University and 

is being funded by the Australian Centre for International Agriculture Research 

(ACIAR) 

 
Will taking part in this study (or travelling to) cost me anything, and will I 

be paid? 

None 

 
 

What if I don’t want to take part in this study? 

Participation in this research is entirely your prerogative and choice. Only those 

people who give their informed consent will be included in the project. Whether 

or not you decide to participate, is your decision and will not be taken against you, 

in any which way. 

 
What if I participate and want to withdraw later? 

If you do decide to participate you may withdraw from the project at any time 

without giving a reason and have the option of withdrawing any data. 

 
How will my confidentiality be protected? 

The information that you provide will be stored in an electronic format. The 

electronic data stored in a password-secured computer file. Any information 

collected by the researchers which might and will identify you will be stored 

securely and only accessed by the researchers unless you consent otherwise, 

except as required by law. Data will be retained for at least 3 years at Charles 

Sturt University, School of Animal and Veterinary Sciences, Wagga Wagga, 

Australia. 

 
What will happen to the information that I give you? 

The researchers intend to publish the outcomes of the study in the PhD thesis 

and appropriate journals. Individuals will not be identified in any reports arising 

from the research. In the future, too, the data generated by the information given 

by you may be used as a reference, as supporting data to another study and 

publish in another research or journals of the kind, after necessary ethics 

approval. 
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What should I do if I want to discuss this study further before I decide? 

If you would like further information, please contact: 

Ms. Arundhita Bhanjdeo, Charles Sturt University, School of Animal and 

Veterinary Sciences 

Email: abhanjdeo@csu.edu.au Ph:0269332012 

 
 

Who should I contact if I have concerns about the conduct of this study? 

Charles Sturt University’s Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this 

project. If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of 

this project, you may contact the Executive Officer. 

 
The Executive Officer 

Human Research Ethics 

Committee, Australia 

Tel: (02) 6338 4628 

Email: ethics@csu.edu.au 

 
 

Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you 

will be informed of the outcome. 

 
Thanks for taking the time to consider participating in this research. 

This information sheet is for you to keep. 

mailto:abhanjdeo@csu.edu.au
mailto:ethics@csu.edu.au
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Appendix C: 

 
 

Participant consent form 
 

 

SCHOOL OF ANIMAL AND VETERINARY 
SCIENCES 
FACULTY OF SCIENCE 

Locked Bag 588 
Boorooma Street 
Wagga Wagga NSW 2650 

Tel: +61 2 6933 4479 
Fax: +61 2 6933 2991 
Email: savs@csu.edu.au 

 
 
 
 

 

Participant Consent Form 

 
 

Project title: Evaluating outputs and outcomes: A study in transformation 

 
 

I agree to participate in the above research project and give my consent 

voluntarily. I understand that the project will be conducted as described in the 

Information Statement, a copy of which I have retained. I understand that I can 

choose to not answer certain questions if I think it is breaching my privacy. I also 

understand that I can withdraw from the project at any time and do not have to 

give any reason for withdrawing. I consent to provide information about my 

understanding and perceptions of, and expectations from the project that I was 

involved in. Also, I consent to provide information about the outcomes and 

impacts of the project in my life and my perspectives of the same in the lives of 

other stakeholders. I understand that my personal information will remain 

confidential to the researchers. I have had the opportunity to have questions 

answered to my satisfaction. 

 
 

Print Name:       

Signature:    

Date:    

mailto:savs@csu.edu.au
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Appendix D: 

Instrument for Field Study 1 (semi-structured interview) 

Instrument: Semi-structured interviews 

Metadata: Common for the three categories (Innovators, Facilitators, and 

Onlookers) of stakeholders 

 

Name of the interviewer  

Date  

District  

Block  

Village  

Name of the interviewee  

Category of interviewee Innovator (women farmers, PRADAN, AVRDC, 

ACIAR, AWADAM), Facilitator (PRADAN, World 

Veg., ACIAR, ACWADAM), Onlooker (men 

farmers, youth, Control villages, out-scaled 

villages, reviewers) 

Gender  

Educational level No formal education, primary, middle, matric, 

intermediate, BA, above. 

Age  

Position in the 

household/project 

 

Duration of involvement 

in the project (how long 

has it been) 

 

 

Broad-based questions for the Innovators: 

 Tell us something about the project you are involved in? 

(Probes: to determine, their understanding of the- 

a) What, how, and why of the project 

b) Why were they chosen for the project? 

c) Why did they agree upon being a part of the project. How do they usually 

decide upon the same? 
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d) On what criteria were the villages chosen? Is that a standard criterion? Was a 

pilot conducted before the inception of the project, to gauge the needs of the 

villagers, or is it assumed? 

e) Think, for instance about what you need. Today when you come to think about, 

‘when the project started’, do you think, your needs are met? (Needs assessment. 

Yes(why?)-No(why)-grey(why) 

f) What do you understand by risk? Was it worth the risk? 

g) Does the aims and objectives evolve with time, or they are set and rigid? Why? 

 What do you think has changed? 

i) Food security? Own crop 

ii) Vegetable intake? Own production/market 

iii) What do you think about off-farm work? Its relevancy. 

iv) Savings? Hold on savings 

v) Say in the family/society? (also, relate to iii)) 

vi) Children (school, food intake, daily needs, leisure, any other) 

vii) Daily Sanitation and hygiene 

viii) They as an individual 

ix) Any other learning 

 
 

a) What do you think, could be the reason for the changes? Because of 

involvement with PRADAN, the coming of scientists from abroad or your will to 

change yourself. Now that the project has ended, do you think it was a good idea 

to get involved in it 

b) Do you think there was a transformation in the lives of other project team 

members. What? 

 What could have been in a better way, according to you? 

 
 

Broad-based questions for the Facilitators: 

 Tell us something about the project you are involved in 

(Probes: to determine, their understanding of the- 

a) What, how, and why of the project 

b) Why did they get involved in the project? 

c) What are the advantages and disadvantages of being involved in a 

multi-stakeholder, multi-disciplinary project of such kind? 
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d) On what criteria were the villages chosen? Is that a standard criterion? 

Was a pilot conducted before the inception of the project, to gauge the 

needs of the villagers, or is it assumed? 

e) After the (almost) conclusion of the project, are the aims and objectives 

initially set, met? (needs assessment). If not, why? What part got 

accommodated, or was lost in translation? 

f) Do the aims and objectives evolve with time, or they are set and rigid? 

Why? 

g) What do you understand by risk? Was it worth the risk? 

 What were the outcomes and impacts of the project? 

a) What do you think were the changes in the farmers’ life (wide) 

b) What do you think changed in other project participants? 

c) What do you think changed in you (individual, at the group level, at the 

respective organizational level)? 

d) What was your role in the project as far as the generation of new 

knowledge is considered? 

e) Is there some other way(s) in which the project outputs could be 

enhanced? 

 
Broad-based questions for the Onlooker 

 Can you tell us something about the project that was going on? 

(Probes: to determine, their understanding of the- 

a) The project being carried out. 

b) How did you come to know about it? 

 What according to you are the outcomes and impacts of the project: 

a) Do you think this kind of project has proved useful, for the farmers? In what 

way 

b) What do you think about the involvement of the women farmers at the core 

of agricultural research of such kind? 

c) Has it in any way changed your agricultural practices? How? Why? 

d) Other than changes in the farm, do you think it also transforms the farmers 

in other ways 

e) What do you think of PRADAN or any other project partners which engage 

in such kind of project? What is the benefit for them? 
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f) For men farmers (of the project villages)- Is there any transformation that 

you see in your food security, agricultural practices, or day-to-day 

household practices. Earlier, things were different. How do you interpret 

this change? Do you perceive the change as negative or positive? 

g) For AVRDC, ACWADAM, PRADAN- What do you think has changed in 

each other (all the other project members) 

h) Did you feel other project members are not being an involved part of the 

project? What do you think could be the reason? How do you think that 

can be improved? 

i) Youth- Do you think there is any kind of change in your lives and day-to- 

day activities. What do you think has changed in the women as well as 

men farmers of your households? 
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Appendix E: 

 
Instrument for Field Study 2 (semi-structured interview) 

 
Instrument: Semi-structured interviews 

Metadata: Common for the three categories (Innovators, Facilitators, and 

Onlookers) of stakeholders 

 
 

Name of the interviewer  

Date  

District  

Block  

Village  

Name of the interviewee  

Category of interviewee Project 2: Innovator (fellows), Facilitator 

(creators and trainers), Onlooker (parents of 

children, parents of fellows, and the community 

in the village) 

Project 3: Innovator (villagers), Facilitator 

(PSU professionals), Onlooker (observers or 

the people from the neighboring village) 

Gender  

Educational level No formal education, primary, middle, matric, 
intermediate, BA, above. 

Age  

Position in the 
household/project 

 

Duration of involvement in 
the project (how long has it 
been) 

 

 

Broad-based questions for the Innovators: 

 Tell us something about the project you are involved in 

(Probes: to determine, their understanding of the- 

a) Their understanding of the initiative being carried out 

b) What, how, and why of the project 

 Their driver and expectations behind the initiative (and their involvement) 
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b) Why were they chosen for the project? 

c) Why did they agree upon being a part of the project. How do they usually 

decide upon the same? 

d) What are the advantages and disadvantages of being involved in a multi- 

stakeholder, multi-disciplinary project of such kind? 

e) Think, for instance about what you need. Today when you come to think about, 

‘when the project started’, do you think, your needs are met? (Needs assessment. 

Yes(why?)-No(why)-grey(why) 

f) Does the aims and objectives evolve with time, or they are set and rigid? Why? 

 What is your role in the initiative (in improving the situation)? 

a) Did your role change over time? Why and how? 

 
 

 What all do you think has changed in the village/community/children as a 

result of the initiative (could be anything)? 

a)  What do you think has changed in you? (them as an individual: Personal 

Change, Collective change (as a group)? 

b) What do you think, could be the reason for the changes? Because of 

involvement with i-saksham/MECON, or your will to change yourself and the 

learning outcomes of the children. Now that the project has ended, do you 

think it was a good idea to get involved in it? 

c) What have you learned by being involved in the project? Can you give 

examples? 

 What was the learning as a result of the participation of so many diverse 

kinds of stakeholders? 

a) Perspective from each respondent about changes that other stakeholders 

might have gone through. (share the transformation) 

b) What do you think, could be the reason for the changes? (one or a 

combination of reasons) 

 
 As the work progressed, are you satisfied with the approach being adopted? 

a) Is there any other way that you think the outputs could be enhanced? 

 
b) What could have been in a better way, according to you? 

 
 

Broad-based questions for the Facilitators: 

 Tell us something about the project you are involved in. 
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(Probes: to determine, their understanding of the- 

h) What, how, and why of the project 

i) Why did they get involved in the project? 

j) What are the advantages and disadvantages of being involved in a 

multi-stakeholder, multi-disciplinary project of such kind? 

k) On what criteria were the villages/fellows chosen? Is that a standard 

criterion? Was a pilot conducted before the inception of the project, to 

gauge the needs of the villagers, or is it assumed? 

l) After the (almost) conclusion of the project, are the aims and objectives 

initially set, met? (needs assessment). If not, why? What part got 

accommodated, or was lost in translation? 

m) Do the aims and objectives evolve with time, or they are set and rigid? 

Why? 

n) What do you understand by risk? Was it worth the risk? 

 
 

 
 What were the outcomes and impacts of the project? 

a) What do you think were the changes in the villagers/children/fellows’ life 

b) What do you think changed in other project participants? 

f) What do you think changed in you (individual, at the group level, at the 

respective organizational level)? 

g) What was your role in the project as far as the generation of new 

knowledge is considered? 

h) Is there some other way(s) in which the project outputs could be 

enhanced? 

 
Broad-based questions for the Onlooker 

 Can you tell us something about the project that was going on? 

(Probes: to determine, their understanding of the- 

c) The project being carried out. 

d) How did you come to know about it? 

e) On what criteria were the villages/fellows chosen? Is that a standard 

criterion? Was a pilot conducted before the inception of the project, to 

gauge the needs of the villagers, or is it assumed? 
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 What according to you are the outcomes and impacts of the project: 

j) Do you think this kind of project has proved useful, for the 

villagers/children/fellows? In what ways? 

k) Has it in any way changed your perspectives and practice? How? Why? 

l) Other than improvement in the income, do you think it also transforms the 

villagers/children/fellows in other ways? Can you give examples? 

m) What do you think of i-saksham/MECON or any other project partners 

which engage in such kind of project? What is the benefit for them? 

n) Do you perceive the change from the project as negative or positive? 

o) Did you feel other project members are not being an involved part of the 

project? What do you think could be the reason? How do you think that 

can be improved? 
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