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Abstract

This paper reflects on a combination of techniques that were deployed to implement a focus group research design whose objective was to simultaneously: (a) share preliminary survey results (b) collect information from policy makers (c) influence the thinking of policy makers and (d) develop a strategy for further research in a policy environment that was at that time hostile to urban agriculture.  At the core of the techniques was use of photographs and visualisation.

Introduction: participatory methodologies and focus group approach

Participatory methods are associated more with researching the poor than with the elites (the rich, policy makers, professionals and researchers themselves).  This group is considered 'resistant' to participatory methods that often require one to share personal experiences some of which may be deemed confidential, private and sensitive.   

Focus group discussions for example assume that participants will share their experiences with some degree of equality among them.  Most of the methods involve asking participant some questions whereas elites are used to asking questions and not answering questions.  Therefore there is generally a perceived fear to use participatory methods on the powerful especially if one is less powerful. Elites such as senior government officials are also considered too busy to have time for research focus groups. Surprisingly, development elites (professionals, government officers and planners) as described in this paper were prepared to spare half a Saturday and to enter into some dialogue amongst themselves and with others from different domains.

This paper will give a brief outline of a focus group session conducted in Harare as part of research into urban agriculture.  It will summarise experiences from that exercise and indicate how they can be used by others to plan for focus group discussions elsewhere. Among the key tools required are technique that will stimulate interaction among participants.  In this case, visualisation and photographs were pivotal.  The use of any tools and methods has to take into account the prevailing so-economic context and the problem to be tackled.  These will be presented first.

Restrictive policy context of urban Agriculture in Harare in the 1980s

Methods whether quantitative or qualitative have to be employed with full awareness of the context and the nature of problem to be tackled.    In the early 1990s a group of young researchers in the Department of Rural and Urban Planning at the University of Zimbabwe initiated field research on the topic of urban agriculture; mainly use of urban open spaces for the production of food.   The policy environment for urban agriculture at the time was very prohibitive, public attitudes towards the activity were derogatory and researching on this topic was subject to ridicule in academic corridors at the university.

However, following some months of slow un-funded pilot surveys and secondary data collection members in the small group felt they had something to share with the rest of the research community as well as with policy makers.   Part of the work done had involved collection of urban agriculture articles published in the main daily and weekly papers (The Herald, The Sunday Mail and the Chronicle) covering the period 1984 to 1992.  Fortunately, the University of Zimbabwe had competently kept a well-catalogued stockpile of these papers.   From these, photographs were identified and traced to the original publishers from whom copies were purchased although the quality had deteriorated in most cases.   The pictures told covered a range of cases and a variety of stories such as:

· efforts by authorities to educate the public against open space cultivation

· support efforts by officials for mitigating environmental effects of urban agriculture

· supportive gestures from politicians such as seed distribution

· actual production on and output from open spaces especially by women and children

· prohibitive measures against open space cultivation especially crop destruction (slashing) by municipal officials and workers

These constituted what one could see as problems and contradictions in the wider context of the research.

The Problem

The immediate problem for the group was 'how to share with policy makers the limited observations from the ongoing research and to collect policy opinions from them in order to inform the next stage of our research'.  This had to be dealt with in the context of the wider problem of general negative attitudes towards urban agriculture at policy and public levels.  We needed to extract and map different positions taken by policy makers on this issue (ii) to communicate our findings in a manner that would not generate hostility from officials (iii) use the results to generate debate among policy makers and practitioners i.e. research as a change process (iv) extract information from development elites and (v) identify 'critical friends'  to support further work on the topic.

Planning the Focus Group Session:  Selection, Timing and Location

The group decided to stage a half-day focus group discussion (on a Saturday morning) at the University.  Issues to consider in planning for the occasion were selection of participants, invitations and content of the sessions.  A major worry was on whether any of the policy makers would want to waste their Saturday morning attending a session on such a 'trivial' urban topic.  Motivations to attend or not attend a group discussion vary but one always aims for a mix of participants.  Potential participants were approached directly (no formal letters).  However, details of how the workshops would be run were not given. Where hostility was expected, we asked some 'go between' to do the invitations on our behalf.    The total 'hit list' had close to fifty people although we were going to be more than happy with even ten.   At the end we got eighteen fifteen of whom remained throughout the duration of the session.   Figure 1 below is a sketch of the categories that attended.





Although group homogeneity may be at times desirable, ours was a situation where we hoped for diverse opinions required to deal with the complex problems we faced.  Anecdotal evidence (confirmed later on the day) suggested that younger planners and those from central government were more receptive to the idea of urban agriculture compared to senior planners and those from the local authority.    During the sessions, the supportive group would do our bidding without us taking any sides.   For this seminar, none of our participants was from the political arena (councillors, Member of Parliament or Minister).

When the seminar was held early 1993, there had been a noticeable rise in the area under crop cultivation Harare. This was attributed to a declining national economy and the need to supplement incomes especially by low income households, an unprecedented drought 1991/992 had led to food shortages and higher food prices forcing urban households to consider cultivation of their own food on open spaces.   These factors combined with a general increase in the proportion of 'permanent' urban households since 1980 contributed to a rapid rise in the urban agriculture sector.  Thus the timing for this catalytic group discussion was appropriate to generate lively discussion.   The design of focus groups has to consider not only the selection of participants but also the timing and a 'neutral venue' that would not antagonise any of the participants.

The Focus Group Session

The principle

From the start, we agreed as a team that the underlying multifold message for the half-day seminar viz.:

· that  the concern of policy and policy makers should be to reduce human suffering for the majority of our people and not dogmatic adherence to regulations and rules:

· that in development work (and for this session) there is no one correct answer

· that everyone has something useful to contribute and 

· that the output of the session would be much more than a mere summation of the individual contributions - it would lead to un-quantifiable change in the thinking of each participant.

Visualisation of Context and Photograph Analysis

The day's proceedings were made up of some plenary introduction and debates, individual and group reflections.  Introductions and 'probing' were initially led by some the research team members and later by some participants.  The remaining members of the team were to say very little and concentrate on recording, observations and reflections on the proceedings.  The challenge for focus group sessions is on how to produce creative and original presentations, generate interest and interaction among the participants and get participants to present their different opinions, experiences and expectations.  

At the core of the day's presentations was what one could call visualisation i.e. presentation of issues using visual aids as well as photographs.   The photographs were the most exciting component.   Photographs records in native form that part of the environment as seen through the lens of the camera at a given point in time.  As described earlier, the photographs in our case were archival and taken by many different photographers over the years and probably for different objectives where urban agriculture was just a residual issue.  Although one could point at bias in the selection of the photographs, the fact that these had been taken by other people not involved in our research gave our position an air of 'neutrality' on the topic.  In focus group discussions, the convenors should not antagonise participants by taking prior positions or by making judgements on views from the participants.  Tactfully, the researchers, should facilitate the participant to answer his or her own question or to have answers provided by other participants.  The convenors or moderators have to concentrate on building the confidence of each participant and on extracting the key points generated.

With the photographs, the following range of questions were posed to the participants
. 

Box 1: Analysis of urban agriculture photographs: questions to participants.

· what are the distinct features of this photograph (or what is distinct in the photograph)?

· what could have been the objective of the photographer who took the picture?

· how would you have taken the picture to promote the same objective?

· how can we distinguish between that which is contributed by the setting or subject of the image from that which is contributed by the photograph?

· what information does the photograph portray?

· with what frequency do certain variables occur in the photographs?

· would someone else photographing the same phenomena come up with the same kind of photograph?

· what aspects of the photographs (images) affect you deeply, confirm, reinforce or contradict what you already thought to be true?

Each participant was asked to provide an answer or answers to each question and write each answer on a card.  Colours (blue, yellow, green, white, orange, pink etc.) and shapes (square, circle, rectangle and so on) differentiated cards corresponding to each question and photograph.   With responses to the questions, plenary discussions were held led by the moderators.  The aim was to categorise the answers given by participants (the common ones, innovative ones, unique ones, contradictory ones and so on).  In some cases no answers were given and we had to discuss why participants found it difficult to provide an answer.  After a mid morning tea break, participants broke up into two groups of mixed participants.  Each group had to reflect on the themes arising from the first part and from this identify and prioritise actions required to manage urban agriculture: the nature of actions, perceived benefits from such action, potential actors, resource requirements, implications for research, training and planning practice.

Conclusions of the photograph analysis and group discussions

The feedback plenary session was to compare the two lists of actions and their implications.    These were a useful input to our research in the next phase.  As a group the participants seemed to agree on some key points namely:

· that urban agriculture was increasingly a way of life for many urban households including some among the participants.

· that there was need to look at urban agriculture beyond simple subsistence cultivation on open spaces to more commercial peri-urban production and production on the home front  labelled 'on-plot' agriculture at the end of the session.

· that municipal responses as portrayed in the photographs were considered too heavy handed and applied inconsistently throughout the city.

· participants thought that some of the actions were too arbitrary.

· that most of the actions had nothing to do with town planning although that violation of town planing regulations was the reason given for the prohibitive actions.

· A high level of participation by women in urban agriculture pointing towards the need to for gender mainstreaming into our research in the short term and into urban policy in general.  Only three of the participants were women.

In the last half of the day's proceedings participating planners from the city council voiced their concerns that they were getting the 'flack' for actions taken as a result of directives from central government and from politicians.  Since most such directives were never given in writing, participants suggested that they be ignored !    In subsequent years, some planners have taken this route and lost their jobs only to be reinstated by the courts.

A consensus emerged that urban agriculture could be compatible with basic town planning but health and environmental considerations needed constant attention.  Therefore, the field of actors to participate in future policy debate and research had to include politicians, community representatives, and health and environment officials.  Participants assisted in compiling an inventory of offices and individuals to be consulted in any future research work.  In addition, relevant official reports and documents previously not known to the researchers were identified.   This was a significant chapter in building the literature on urban agriculture in Zimbabwe - one of the places with the largest volume of publications in the region by 2000 (see Obudho and Foeken, 1999).

Focus groups and visualisation: an assessment

Focus group discussions are a research design based on the assumption that purposively selected participants will interact in a manner that helps the researcher collect valuable qualitative information on a pre-determined problem or issue.  Such an approach is not cheap and quick as may appear at first because a lot of resources, time and planning have to go into preparations and management of the event.   Selection of participants and making sure that the participants turn up for the discussion is a make hurdle to overcome. Then there is the design of the content and techniques for use during the session so as to generate interest/excitement that will promote interaction among the participants. Circumstances will vary from cases where participants are familiar with each other to scenarios where they may be complete strangers.  In the first case, participants may not take the discussions seriously while in the second case, participants will be will not interact easily in the first instance.  Anticipating such scenarios and planning to mitigate them requires a combination of innovation and experience on the part of the researcher.

The interactions hinge on the moderator/facilitator(s) as a key instrument in the conduct of the discussions.   Whether such a person is a professional or a layperson will vary from case to case but they have to be aware of the problem at hand, the expected outputs from the discussion and be sensitive to the diverse feelings of participants.   Several facilitators plating different roles are better than one.   The focus group approach is designed to expose and explore issues rather than give single quantitative solutions to problems.  They are a source of qualitative information that builds awareness and confidence on the part of the researcher.  In the Harare case, they were used simultaneously for sharing information, decision making, planning of future activities and to influence opinions of professionals and policy makers.    The whole process is subjective and there one should not expect to get the same kind of result if the methods is repeated even if with the same participants.

Each focus group will require a tool or tools to implement it.  In the Harare case, a major technique was the use of visualisation and photographs.  Photographs and images are a non-verbal medium of communication.  What they say will depend on the context and analytical rigour of the observer.  The researcher can organise and present these images in order to invoke certain feelings and provoke particular responses from the participants who would otherwise not respond to questions at all.  This paper reports on how the technique was used on development elites to excite them towards interaction and debate.
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�      Due to copyright restrictions, the photographs used cannot be reproduced in this paper (please see Mbiba, B. (1995)  Urban agriculture in Zimbabwe: implications for urban management and poverty. Avebury: Aldershot.
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