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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the obstacles that communities have to confront, and the
solutions they have made use of to organise and sustain community participation for
service provision.
Orthodox participatory theory assumes that communities have the knowledge and the
appropriate attitudes to manage participatory projects effectively. This thesis questions
these assumptions by using Transaction Cost Theory to understand the failures and
successes of Community Participatory Development (CPD).
Participant observation in three traditional rural Mexican communities demonstrated
that the assumptions of self-reliant participatory development theory overlook important
problems, such as unequally distributed and limited information, limited resources and
skills, opportunistic attitudes and conflicts of interest. These problems generate
cooperation costs in terms of time, effort and other material and intangible resources.
We argue that the larger these costs, the less likely it is that community participation
will succeed unless effective incentives are created to overcome them. This is so,
because rural people intend to be rational and self-interested individuals, who will only
involve themselves in collective action if they expect the benefits to exceed the costs.
However, we argue, that rationality is institutionally bounded, and that local institutions
play a central role in determining choices and behaviour. Therefore, successful
community participation is directly related to communities” capacity to use institutional
arrangements to deal with the costs of cooperation and specially to reconcile private and
collective interests.
This thesis shows that institutional arrangements that sanction opportunism, and shape
individual behaviour in favour of the collective interest are needed for collective action to arise.
These institutional solutions involve sanctions and hierarchies to ensure successful projects,
problems ignored by populist participatory theories. By so doing, this thesis builds an
alternative and more critical model for the analysis of participation theory, and presents a new

perspective on the possibilities and limitations of Transaction Costs Economics.



INDEX

INTRODUCTION
I THE PARTICIPATORY APPROACH TO SERVICE PROVISION......... cosssanes .10
H NEED AND OPPORTUNITY FOR THE PRESENT STUDY 12
III' OVERALL APPROACH TO THE RESEARCH......... cesssnces 14
IV  HYPOTHESES AND THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS......... 15
IV.A. TWO TERMINOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS..............c..... 16
IV.A.1. Participation and Participatory Development........................ 17
IV.A.2. Participation and Cooperation 18
V  ORGANISATION OF THIS STUDY...ccccceeectceneee 18
CHAPTER I: THE STUDY

INTRODUCTION'C........‘....I...............'..............‘..‘......... .20
| RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND DESIGN.....ccccceeceeceeccnnee 22
LA HYPOTHESIS AND PROBLEMS OF OBSERVATION ........ccccoceruntininnveraecnenresesrerresnsssasnsnssassasenes 25
I FIELDWORK METHODOLOGY....cccececetececcncenes cevssesse 25
ILA PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION.. 25
ILA.1. Access and INterpretation ...............uereeresvesverescerssseresasassesseanssaseesossans -1
TLA.2. DA COUECHION ....eeenvervenrissenssssirossorssssssasssnsossasssssessssssssasassnsrssssssssasessssssasssssassassnssssessess saases 27
I.LB DATA MANAGEMENT..... 33
IL.C LIMITATIONS OF OUR RESEARCH ........cocccveruenrrennrrnrrersnsnssnesnesnsnesassesessarsasses 35
IIT. CONNECTING THEORY AND DATA....ccccoceectececcecscscencses 36

IV CONCLUSION .......................................... 00000000000 OCORRSES

36



CHAPTER II: THE PARTICIPATORY APPROACH TO
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT, A REVIEW

INTRODUCTION...cccceetetcatnrcacasencscscessscossascsssascassscssessane 38
I THE PARTICIPATORY IDEAL............. cecssscnssenssccnas ceesese 38
ILA THE EMERGENCE OF THE APPROACH: THE LATE “60S AND EARLY “70s. 39

I.B THE ADOPTION OF THE PARTICIPATORY APPROACH: THE LATE SEVENTIES TO THE PRESENT........... 41

II DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO PARTICIPATION......... 46
JLA. THE JLO ..cuiinnrinnsininsisisissnsessssssmsnsassnsssssssssssssassasssssssonsosssossssssossssssssasssssonsassossassssssessssssssassnss 46

IL.B. THE CORNELL SCHOOL 47

IL.C. THE UNRISD SCHOOL. 48

ILD. THE RATIONALIST SCHOOL ..........covcineesirnnierarcnsansosonsassassesarsassassssassossesssssans 49

ILE . ALTERNATIVE VIEWS ON PARTICIPATION....... .50

III CRITICAL REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE........cccccc0eeee 52
IILA. WHAT PARTICIPATION IS ABOUT........cccccermrersecerencnescrcsansossrssessssasasssnsssssassssssssasssssanssssesases 52

III.LB. WHAT PARTICIPATION IS FOR 57

III.C. PARTICIPATORY ORTHODOXY .......cooceriruenvrrersnacvnsssnsssssasasssssassassosassssasssnsssossssesosssssssssssesasones 59
111.C.1. Project Success and Empowerment 61

I1I.C.2. Participation as a Learning Process 6!

I11.C.3. Some Critical Voices from within the Approach 65

IV CONCLUSION.....C.I.'.'.O..O.l.IO.Q..'0....0"'.....“0.....‘ ......... 67

CHAPTER III: TRANSACTION COSTS AND PARTICIPATORY
DEVELOPMENT

I TRANSACTION COSTS ECONOMICS AND THE STUDY OF

PARTICIPATION........ cesescessenes cecces cececcscesans 71
ILA WHAT ARE TRANSACTION COSTS? 73
I.LB TYPESOFTC ' 75
I.C THE BASIC ASSUMPTIONS OF TRANSACTION COST ECONOMICS..........ccconcrernnsseernasansans 76
LC.1. Rational INAiVIAUALISIL.............c.ecoreeereeersensererererasecsnsesseresserssasssassresssrsossnnassssssnsssessrassssssssesorsssors 76
LC.2. Contracting ............ resesesssseerestsasebsae s bt e RSSO R e R b s R S A SRR SRR SR e SRS eR RS RS RS RO 0e 77
L.C.3. The Institutional Framing of Exchanges 79

IIT. TRANSACTION COST ANALYSIS....cccccceccectccccccecesens 83
I1.A TRANSACTION COSTS AND INSTITUTIONS ......ccovererrereasnessasasrassanses ereerseeanesaeernrasone 84
I1.B TRANSACTION COSTS AND COLLECTIVE ACTION ....ccceeeveeessrererrsrsrsesressrssssesssassrsrsan 85
I1.C TRANSACTION COSTS AND PROPERTY RIGHTS .88



I1.D TRANSACTION COSTS AND AGENCY THEORY 90
I A TRANSACTIONAL APPROACH TO COMMUNITY PARTICIPATORY

DEVELOPMENT......cccccctceercrccnceccnses cesserssssesessseasssennes 93
III.A. COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION....... reereeteestreneaesastestessereaeaebastebesaabate st terasbesaesaeatebebasanens 94
I11.B. THE COMMUNITY AS A NEXUS OF CONTRACTS 97
IIL.C. COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION AS A CONTRACT 100
IV CONCLUSION: TCA AND PARTICIPATORY DEVELOPMENT ..........ccnen... 101

CHAPTERIV: THE MAZAHUAS : SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC

BACKGROUND
INTRODUCTION....cccocetesesesscscsscesssssscssscscsssesssscssscacsssnsene 104
I THE MAZAHUAS ..... 900000000000 000000000000000000000000000RRRCRRRRRRNOCO 20000000000000000000000 105

ILA HISTORICAL OVERVIEW........ccociniiirnrenrrannccncracnesaesseserseressessassesssssones 105

I.LB GEOGRAPHICAL AND SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT ....... 106

L.C ECONOMY 108

LD SOCIAL ORGANISATION 109

IIT THE MAZAHUA COMMUNITIES STUDIED.......cccc00000e 110
ILA GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS 110

ILA. L. POVETLY....ovuunuueincnsrnrirssnsessisesnsesserssassusesassssases 110

I1.A.2. External Relationships and Pressures for CRANGe..................cueeeeurerrevrerssvosesorsnssns 112

ILA.3. Interest Groups and Social Organisation ... reveerssrsssrennesansranas 115

I1.B THE CASES OF OUR RESEARCH 117

ILB.1. El Salto 118

IL.B.2. San Lorenzo 120

ILB.3. 8GN CFiSIOBAL .........couvnennencvneecrrensensasisnssensssssasssrncsssesssssssssnsss . 122

IIIT CONCLUSION....ccccetetesesascscasssascscssscssssssescssssssasessssnse 124

CHAPTER V: PARTICIPATION IN MEXICO AND AMONG THE

MAZAHUA
INTRODUCTION. . .cccereteccerscecsescscsscsascesssesssasssessessscessscssssssssssosss ST 126
I THE PARTICIPATORY APPROACH IN MEXICO AND WITHIN THE
MAZAHUA.....ccetetuinccctacerccrsccnstcnsscosscsssesssessacsssscssssscssscsseses cevecssenesal27
I.A. THE PARTICIPATORY APPROACH IN MEXICO.. 128
LB REGIONAL PARTICIPATORY PROGRAMMES 130



1.C COOPERATION AMONG THE MAZAHUAS .......cccoersrirmesennrisrsrsssessssssisesassasssssisesersssasass 131

I.D THE ROLE OF GROUPS IN MAZAHUA COMMUNITIES. .. cresesatnnererisneessernereseraene N

I MANAGING PARTICIPATORY PROJECTS: AN OVERVIEW.........ccccosrureneee 135
ILADECISION MAKING......c.cccoceuiirirunneresesessssassssssrasanssssssossessenessensssssssessassssssssssrssssassssnsassasssssrassosssn 136

ILA.1. Negotiations 136

ILA.2. Leadership. 138

I1.B COMPARING IMPLEMENTATION PROCESSES 146

I1.B.1. Road construction in San LOTENZO .................oeevvervecensesserrascassnssssssssssanssarasssense , 147

I1.B.2. Road construction in San Cristobal....................... . 149

I1.B.3. Road construction in ElL SGILO ..............eecveeevivnrersasssensssvsrerssenssossssassasassanssns 150

ILB.4. Differences in Performance 151

IL.B.5. Quality Control 153

I1.C SUSTAINABILITY OF COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION 157

II.C.1. Leadership, Reputation and ACCOUNIADILILY ............covevereverrervesssrassonsroresrasonssessnsanssssssssasaesens 157

11.C.2, Inequality, Failures and the Sustainability of CPD 158

IIIT CONCLUSION....cccetecetetesescscscecasosssnscscscscoscasssasesosasce 160

CHAPTER VI: MANAGING INFORMATION COSTS

INTRODUCTION..I...'....l............I.........II..........I...ll........... 162
I INFORMATION COSTS IN PARTICIPATORY DECISSION MAKING......... 163
LA PROBLEMS OF INCOMPLETE INFORMATION vee . 164

1.A.1. Entrepreneurship 164

LA.2. Aggregating Information . 166

LA.3. Accessing Information . . 167

LB THE DISTRIBUTION OF INFORMATION . 168

LB.1. Non-Strategic Information Distribution 169

L.B.2. Strategic Information Distribution..... . rerereessenssssentsasnsarsnsresarssnssaaseses 169

II INFORMATION COST-REDUCING INSTITUTIONS.....ccccoceescssscenscasssscncsces 171
I1A DEVELOPMENT BROKERS ......ccoviseresectrsiressssesisasssssssssssersssssessssescnsassassosasssssssrsnsssssrasses 172

ILB REPUTATION........ccoeceiirenrieoresesnseeserssssasssssssarssnsasssassnsssssssesssessaressssessessssssossssransasss 174

IL.C GROUPS 177

ILD GOSSIP 178

m CONCLUSION......................'....I...I..Q.'..I..‘.............‘. 180




CHAPTER VII: MONITORING COSTS

INTRODUCTION...... cesereceses ceeesesesesesesnes cesesessesesesesensesnsesaes 183
I MONITORING COSTS IN CPD....ccoctecerresecsesesscsesessssesesnssssssssssssassassssesss 184
LA IDENTIFYING AND MANAGING FREE-RIDING .....cceceismrmsirrssusismsismscnsscrsmsessessesssssssessssressasasssnsesssessssass 185

LA.l. Structural Free-riding reseesaesasssrsarersent ...185

I.A.2. Distributional Free-riding eeoreessenserssrestssasestee bees st st o et sEa R e te st srtRn SRt erbessansetsenass 186

1.A.3. Bargained Free-Tiding..............cevoecuerernrsssrsesenesososasasnsssosscssosssessassasssssssassonsassassassssssssasses 187

1.A.4. Free-riding With Guile 188

LA.5. Categorising Free-Ridling...............coeeveerreeeeveersassosecns seressasesriereertsaersarsaesarres 188

LB MONITORING PROBLEMS......... treseesaresasae e as s e areasasasaeren 190

I.B.1. Monitoring Failure 190

1.B.2. Output Based Monitoring: Workteams 190

1.B.3. Input Based Monitoring: Supervision 191

1.B.4. Operational Monitoring and Quahty CORITOL...oneoecevrveevrsnsirassssrsssnsisssssesssessesrenessassessesassns 192

I.C MONITORING COSTS 193

IO  INSTITUTIONAL SOLUTIONS TO IMPLEMENTATION COSTS. .....ccccc00eees 194
I1LAMONITORING THROUGH GOSSIP.......c.cccvtreriesenmrmnnirsnsiiscssssnsasessoncsosesassesssasasesnsassossassessssases 195

IL.B SANCTIONS AND THE TRADING OF FAVOURS.........cccccovveneenene sesssnsrerersessssssesnssrnsanvannersese 197

II.C DEVELOPMENT BROKERS..........cccoinincnninnnnserinesnsaniasessencscnsessensanee 200

IIIT. CONCLUSION....cccccoeteresesescscscscesesescssssssescsescssssonssonse 203

CHAPTER VIII: GOVERNANCE COSTS IN CPD

INTRODUCTION...cccceceietecnrenecencececacecasscacssscecesssssesnsescscsesassossossesssssassascses 206
I GOVERNANCE PROBLEMS IN CPD.....cccccceeceececececsececes . 207
LA DECISION MAKING PROCESSES: EXCLUDING DEMOCRATIC VOTING....... teerrrsnrarernnes 208
LB ORGANISING PRIORITIES .....cccovvinvtririeirirnsonerusmcresessssrsasmssessrsssessseseressrsrsasssessssesssesersrsssases 211
I.C MANAGING CONFLICTING INTERESTS...........cccc.... 213
I.D THE ROLE OF GROUPS IN CPD. vererersasuensrnenes 213
LEGOVERNANCE COSTS cressensseeasre bR Re R RS sRS R R e RS RS R SRS RO e e bR SRR SRR A s n e 218
I INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSES TO GOVERNANCE COSTS 220
ILAINTEREST GROUPS.........ccovrirrerrecrernes seessrebsrse st r R bR e e R s e s e bbb Re e R bR e 220
ILB VOTE TRADING .......ccniricrrrrinntiniesstrmsiscsisisisssesssmssssrassssisssssssrssosssosssssssssassssssssssssssasssnsssssssssases 221
I1.C DEVELOPMENT BROKERS 221
III'  CONCLUSION......cccccceuncencencancacceene cecssessesnans csscsecssacene 223




CHAPTER IX: CONCLUSIONS

mTRODUCTION.................I.................".I..-........"'.......'.' 225
I CHALLENGING PARTICIPATORY ORTHODOXY........... 226
LLA THE COSTS AND CONTRADICTIONS OF COMMUNITY PARTICIPATORY DEVELOPMENT............ccocvuene 226

I.LB RESOLVING THE CONTRADICTION BETWEEN INDIVIDUALISTIC AND PARTICIPATORY THEORY........ 228

H FINDINGS AND MPLICATIONS.....0........Il.l.............‘..‘ BO0GO0N 000000000000000000 231
IL.A . OPPORTUNITIES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH........cccceceereennrrecrecrucsnceseranes 231

ILA.1. The Limits of Participation 231

I1.A.2. Decision Making 234

ILA.3. Incentives and Motivation 235

I1.A.4. Community Political Economy 236

ILA.5. The QUeStion Of INSHIULIONS ..............cvcvirernvvnrieivesrerisnosissesisssssoseseesssssssssesesssassssanessssssnsssasanes 237

ILA.6. From Participation t0 Self-reliGnee................c.coverveseevrsssrssessvsussoscessense 238

II.B. METHODOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 238

I1.C. IMPLICATIONS FOR A THEORY OF COLLECTIVE ACTION .239

I1.C.1. Incentives for Cooperative Action. 239

I1.C.2. Informal Institutions and Cooperative Managemem ........ 241

ILD. IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY ......cccocsuenmienssormnssasesssnesssssssressssssssasassosssssossossasssssessssssssonsossasseses 242
IL.D.1. Generic Recommendations 243

I1.D.2. Operational Context-Specific Recommendations 244

IIIT. FINAL COMMENTS....cctcttecerececesescsescscssesesescssescsessssess 248



TABLE OF ILUSTRATIONS

Map of the Mazahua Region
Graph 1: Community Groups of El Salto

Table 1: Key Groups in the Mazahua
Communities

Table 2: Participatory Projects in the
Mazahua Communities

Graph 2: Example of Community Leaders
Relations: Don Antonio’s Sociogram

Table 3: The Information Costs Of
Community Participation

Table 4: Free-Riding and Community
Values Among the Mazahuas.

Table 5: Monitoring Costs and its Types

Table 6: Stalemate meeting in San
Cristobal

107

120

124

135

142

171

189

194

209



INTRODUCTION

Though the participatory approach has permeated most areas of development
management the study of the factors that foster or inhibit it are, nonetheless, in a more
rudimentary state. This paper intends to contribute to fill this gap by examining some of the
factors that condition self-reliant community participatory development. The research question
this thesis paper will try to answer is, which are the problems that communities have to confront,
and what solutions can they bring about, if they are to organise and sustain community
participation for service provision?

In order to answer this question we conducted an intensive fieldwork study in communities that
were intending to provide for themselves in a self-reliant participatory fashion. These were three
indigenous communities situated in rural areas in central Mexico. What we found there was
most interesting. The long answer will be found in the pages that follow. The short one is that
communities that try to provide for themselves face many obstacles when they have to organise
and sustain cooperative service provision. These obstacles represent costs in terms of time, effort
and many other material and intangible resources. These, that we called costs of cooperation,
condition and shape the possibilities of collective action. What we observed strongly indicates
that, the larger these costs, the less likely it is that community participation will occur, unless
effective incentives are created to overcome them. Thus, this thesis argues, that successful
community participation is directly related to the communities” capacity to use or to create new
institutional arrangements to deal with the costs of cooperation.

This study explores the major role that institutions play in community participation and is
intended to provide donors, agencies and NGOs, that are trying to modernise traditional

community structures, with new insights.

| THE PARTICIPATORY APPROACH TO SERVICE
PROVISION

Good services such as clinics and schools, roads and market-places, have always been
considered paramount and central to rural development. However, throughout the years and the
experimentation with different approaches, no straight-forward problem-free formula has

emerged to solve this problem.



During the 1950s, the “Development Era”l, there was heavy investment in rural infrastructure in
developing countries that was expected to create the basis for solid economic and social growth.
However, the infrastructure was underused and services were not taken up by the poor, as had
been expected. In the following decades a succession of diverse programmes such as
Community Development, the Green Revolution, “target-groups”, poverty oriented and
integrated rural development programmes, among others, were implemented by different

agencies and governments to provide services.

However, by the 1970s, it was realised that these programmes had largely failed or been
insufficient to improve the living conditions of the poorest sectors of the population. Projects
were poorly planned and executed by alien bureaucracies, inappropriate services did not match
local needs, maintenance was poor and facilities deteriorated. The theoretical approaches that
had informed those programmes were seen as the main culprits for these failures, as they had
left the solution to central government authorities or to market forces, and both actors had fallen
short. On one hand, governments’ lack of accountability and of information about the needs of
the poor created projects plagued with corruption and distant from their recipients. On the other
hand, because rural communities were often isolated and lacked purchasing power, markets
struggled with access and profitability.

In the early “70s, the ILO’s Basic Needs Approach (BNA), appeared as a response to these
problems, based on the assumption that without the active involvement of the beneficiaries,
people may benefit but not develop from a project. It claimed that involving the direct
beneficiaries of a project would give planners relevant information about their needs and local
conditions, and that this would not only make services more appropriate but also increase local
involvement and ownership. As a result a developmental methodology that came to be known as
“people’s participation”, was soon adopted by governments, international agencies and NGOs
throughout the world.

Their appealing arguments gave participation a leading role in development management and

made it an important focus for development research and practice. Its influence became so

1.- The “Development Era” began in 1949 when Harry Truman, announced his “Point Four Programme”
which committed the US and other first world nations to overcome the development challenge of the
Third World.
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important, that in recent years, it has become virtually compulsory in all donor managed

programmes, and dominates the development management literature.

A major objective of the approach is to bring the people to a point where they can control their
own development, i.e. achieve self-reliance. It has been stressed that self-reliance is central to
participatory development if it is to break communities” dependence upon government agencies
and NGOs. Therefore, communities are couched and their institutions transformed, until they
“graduate” as self-reliant. Then, it is assumed, they will continue with their development process

on their own. This understanding, in particular, we intend to discuss.

] NEED AND OPPORTUNITY FOR THE PRESENT STUDY

Despite the importance of the participatory approach over the last 30 years and the
significance of its objectives, there are still many gaps in our knowledge of its mechanics. Much
of the literature on participatory development is influenced by a strong normative commitment,
which makes it difficult to distinguish scholars from activists. Much of this research has been
concerned with stating what participation should-be-for to justify the need to build “capacity”
amongst the poor, and on participatory methodologies — notably Participatory Rural Appraisal
(PRA) and Participatory Learning and Action (PLA). These authors have focused on the role of
participation in empowering the poor in order to change relations of power and the political and
social constraints that block them. They look for methodologies to put them in charge of their
own development (Chambers, 1995; Burkey, 1993; Wignaraja, 1991).

Some other authors have been more concerned with defining participation and with providing
indicators that allow us to better analyse it and improve intervention (e.g., Cohen and Uphoff,
1977, 1992). This line of thought stresses the importance of participation as a mechanism to
fight poverty and wishes to enable people to become self-reliant. Though important, some of this
research seems sometimes to be more oriented to meeting the need for categories to enable
donors, governments, and NGOs to monitor and evaluate their work, than to understand the

problems that confront the rural poor when they attempt to participate.
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Over the past few years there has been some very interesting work that departs from

these two lines of research and that has began to revise the approach to participation. As we

show in later chapters, some authors and students2 have started to re-asses and criticise the
approach (Brett, 2003; Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Esman and Uphoff, 1984; Hickey and Mohan,
2004; Mohan, 2001). Their studies indicate that participation does not always bring the benefits
to local people that are predicted by some authors. They suggest that participation is a far more
complex affair and that there are a number of everyday-life problems we would need to address
if participatory programmes are to work, notably those related to self-reliance.

Though, self-reliance is a major aim of many participatory projects at the community level,

some consultancy reports have started to indicate that people face many obstacles to organise

and maintain community participation when they are put in charges. Our knowledge of how and
why these obstacles develop and about the solutions that can be found to solve them is still very
limited. We need, for instance, to better assess how communities perform after the agent leaves,
how and why people choose new development enterprises, and which are the main obstacles that

limit self-reliance. Our understanding of the factors involved in sustained community

4
cooperation is also still slim and we need to take better account of the problems people face to
maintain motivation, monitor performance and deal with free-riding. This thesis focuses most

particularly on these issues.

We will look at some of the problems that communities trying to be self-reliant face, such as
problems of expertise (Brett, 1996; Fox, 1996), of motivation (Fagance, 1977; Midgley, 1986),
of opportunistic attitudes (Ostrom, 1990, 1993); and of leadership and information (Natal, 1995,
1996). These are all realities that appear in field reports but that still require much more
systematic research. This thesis combines institutional theory with empirical work to better asses
on the dynamics of community cooperation for service provision. By so doing, we look to

inform the ongoing enterprise of revise participation and to bring information that helps us to

2.- At the Development Studies Institute of the London School of Economics, a number of students have
also developed interesting insights into the need to revise the approach, see Brett (2003). Though they
focus on different issues and areas their work reach similar conclusions about the approach, as we will
show mainly in Chapter VII, see especially, Golooba Mutebi, (1999) and Nicholls (1998).

3.- See for instance Natal, Lugris, and Sandoval, 2002; Lugris, 2002; Conde and Natal, 2001.

4 .- One of the most important and pioneer works in this area is that of R. Wade, Village Republics, who
in 1988 studied the mechanics of cooperation in rural communities of India.
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improve project implementation and to design more efficient policies for community

development.

1] OVERALL APPROACH TO THE RESEARCH

This thesis focuses its analysis on the factors that enhance or inhibit community
cooperation for service provision, and especially on the costs and solutions involved in bringing

about collective action.

We begin by critically reviewing the three main assumptions of participatory theory -first, that
the poor know what they need; second, that given the opportunity, community members will
actively become involved in working out solutions to their own problems; and third, that once
rural communities start to participate they will be able to develop the organisational capacity
needed to maintain self-sustained development. While our findings did not totally disprove these
propositions they do suggest that they need to be seriously re-assessed. What we discovered was
that each of these assumptions overlooks important problems that arise in the practice of

community participation:

e First, that the poor have limited information that jeopardises their perceptions of
problems, and that this information is unequally distributed within communities,

allowing some individuals to use it to control the benefits from the service.

e Second, that because the poor have very limited resources, community participation
can be very costly, not only in resources and time but in terms of the potential
conflicts and disagreements that it will often create. Theorists assume that people
will make these sacrifices in order to resist oppression (Freire, 1972) or where the
benefits exceed the costs (Hirschmann, 1982), but it is also true that they will be
significantly undermined by the costs of resisting the power of dominant groups,
and the temptation to free-ride (Olson, 1965).

e And third, the assumption that they will be able to manage their projects in a
sustainable manner ignores that fact that this will constantly be threatened by the

14



conflicts of interest and inequalities that exist in all communities, and by the fact
that few local people will have the expertise required to manage technically
complex projects.

v HYPOTHESES AND THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS

The analytical basis for our research arises directly out of these assumptions. Given
that successful community participation depends on good information, adequate resources, the
ability to manage conflict, and technical expertise, it will only succeed if it is effectively
resourced and institutionalised.

We recognise that rural people are intendedly rational and self-interested individuals, who seek
to maximise their goals in a world of imperfect information; but their ability to do so depends on
the existence of institutions that are required to enable them to do this, and therefore play a
central role in determining their choices and behaviour, This thesis shows that local ‘institutions
matter,” and that those that actually exist, may actually be more useful in fostering participation
than participatory methodologies, though may not necessarily support equitable participatory
ideals.

Therefore, we believe that rational rural people will only involve themselves in collective action
for service provision if they expect the benefits to exceed the costs. But recognise that individual
choices are limited by the nature of local institutions and social relations on which individuals
heavily depend. However, we argue here that this dependence is important but not deterministic,
so collective action can only be successful where private interests and collective interests can be

reconciled.

This analysis is strongly influenced by Transaction Costs Economics (TCE). We start from the
assumption that under certain circumstances some individuals will be tempted to free-ride,
particularly where the benefits of collectively produced goods are non-excludable, as is the case
with some public services. Therefore, contracts that reduce the risk of opportunism and
collective action failure are essential if individuals are to cooperate effectively. These contracts

in rural communities, as TCE shows, are not necessarily explicit and are often not even visible
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because they are part of existing institutional arrangements. Hence, for collective action to
succeed communities have to use existing or create new institutional arrangements, that impose
sanctions on free-riding, shape individual behaviour in relation to the collective interest, and

thus, be the guarantors of collective action contracts.

The empirical evidence provided by this thesis will not only demonstrate the dangers associated
with populist participatory theories that ignore the problems outlined above, but also show how
the costs and the institutional solutions that shape the participatory process determine their
successes or failures. It therefore, makes a contribution to the emerging effort of building an
alternative and more critical model for the analysis of participation theory, as well as to
exploring new ways of understanding the possibilities and limitations for the use of Transaction

Costs Economics.

IV.A TWO TERMINOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

This thesis approaches two notions in a different manner from other studies in the area.
The first is the way it distinguishes between participation for the provision of a service and
participatory development; the second, the way it distinguishes between participation and

cooperation.

IV.A.1 Participation and Participatory Development

The literature on people's participation often fails to distinguish between the use of the
term participation to refer to people acting collectively in a one-off event and to participation as
a series of events. The former is a “single” collective action designed to build and/or develop a
specific project. Here participants may disperse once they have reached their objective, i.e. built
a road, and are not necessarily bound to continue acting collectively. The second use of the word
is generally associated with a process of sustained collective action to achieve a series of
differentiated but continuous events that involve the systematic participation of most members
of a community. This has been referred to in the literature as community participation (Midgley,
1986), community participatory development, people’s self-development (Rahman, 1993), self-
reliant participatory development (Burkey, 1993), and so on.

16



Though both types involve “participation”, they depend on very different motivations, and have
different objectives and problems, and thus, generate very different transaction costs.
Nevertheless, generally the two are used loosely, often conflated and experiences of one tend to
be compared with the other, representing a major theoretical and methodological mistake.
Therefore, we have used the term ‘participation’ to refer to the former and community
participatory development (CPD), to refer to the latter. Making this distinction has several

advantages.

First, we can better identify the different parts of a cooperation contract; the different costs
generated by each part, and how these costs add up, change or create new ones as the processes
of CPD advances. This makes us look at how the roles, the costs and the benefits of various
parties differ and evolve. This perspective enabled us to better explore who was involved, who
contributed, and who benefited from in the contract, allowing us to expand Cohen and Uphoff’s
“who dimension of participation” (1977), to provide more grounded explanations for who
benefited, who paid what, and how individuals competed in participatory processes.

Second, focussing on the distribution of costs and benefits and on how negotiations are
undertaken at different parts and moments of CPD, enable us to explore the evolution of
different groups within communities and the role of informal institutions in participation and
CPD.

Third, recognising the differences between participation and CPD allows us to analytically study
each collective action for the provision of a specific service as a ‘subcontract’ that occurs within
the major contract, the contract of community participatory development (CPD). In game-theory
language, it could be said that each collective action for the production of a service is an isolated
game, a one-off event. When CPD is analysed as a long-term contract, the isolated games can be
aggregated and understood as a succession of games, a super-game. We can then study isolated
collective actions, ‘participation’ as a one off-event, and apply the same instruments of analysis
to the study of the process of CPD as a whole. This, increases the methodological rigour
associated with the study of participation, by applying the same analytical instruments to the
study of the parts and the whole. The former is what we will do in chapters six and seven and

the latter in chapter eight.
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IV.A.2 Participation and Cooperation

Participation is not quite the same as cooperation. The former is more about the nature
of the relationship between project officials (agencies) and beneficiaries; the latter is about
relationships within projects or firms. To the extent that it is part of the same agenda it relates to
the distinction between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ participation Brett has made before. As he shows,
these different approaches raise different issues and each one needs to be analytically and
theoretically studied differently (Brett, 2003). The cooperative ventures, processes and projects
that we looked here, are part of the latter, cooperative experiences among pairs. They are related
with the difficulties associated with ‘putting the people in charge’, and reveal a blind area,
agencies and most orthodox authors had not recognised yet.

However, to maintain this thesis dialogue with the literature, we will use the terms participation
or community participation, to refer to the cooperation of community members to provide by
and for themselves. We, therefore, do not refer to political participation, not to vertically
promoted participation, or people’s involvement in government projects, unless specifically

mentioned.

V  ORGANISATION OF THIS STUDY

This thesis is divided into a methodological and an empirical parts. In the former,
Chapter I outlines our general methodology; Chapter II provides a critical review of the
participatory development literature; and Chapter III a theoretical overview of Transaction Costs
Economics highlighting those elements that are central to the study of community participation.
The second part, presents our empirical results. In Chapters IV and V, we introduce our case
studies and give a brief description of the Mazahuas, the traditional communities in which they
were situated. Then the next three chapters deal with the problems or ‘costs’ of participation
identified earlier, Chapter VI with information related costs; Chapter VII with the costs of
monitoring; Chapter VIII deals with the costs of allocating benefits, and managing participatory
systems. In Chapter IX, we review our findings and their implications for the current debate
about the role of community participation in development. Throughout these chapters, we argue
that the participation of the poor is central to their own development, but that it needs to be

managed far more realistically if it is not to lead to a “people’s failure”, wasted resources and
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social demoralisation. If this happens we may only add the failure of participation to that of the

state and the market.
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CHAPTERI1
THE STUDY

INTRODUCTION

With the idea of studying community participation we spent six months conducting a
pilot study among several indigenous communities in the highlands of Central Mexico. This
visit was fascinating and revealed many interesting problems, as several of the communities that
had participated in distinct participatory programmes had been “graduated” and left to develop
by themselves. We discovered that the communities that were attempting to be self-reliant faced
many problems and, in particular, that their members were experiencing some difficulties in
cooperating, that were not yet recognised by the literature. We thus decided to analyse the costs
of community cooperation and the solutions that communities found to overcome them.

We, therefore, conducted some exploratory research in communities where external agents, who
strongly believed in self-reliance had organised community action, set up some participatory
activities and, after a series of successful collective actions, thought that the communities could
then be left to develop by themselves. They assumed that enough organisational capacity and
enthusiasm had been created within the communities for them to easily continue cooperating in
developmental activities. Instead, we found that the communities were actually having great
problems in organising cooperation, were making serious mistakes and that most people were
getting frustrated and tired of participating. Looking to understand what had happened; we
interviewed the original agents and found that they were still proud of the supposed continued
achievements of the communities, though none of them had infqrmation or an evaluation of their
performance.

We, therefore, designed a research project oriented to understand the difficulties involved in
participatory development based on the assumptions outlined in the introduction. We went back
to the communities and, for more than three years, carried out field research using participant
observation to study a variety of collective ventures that rural people engaged in to provide local
services. We selected three communities that were thought to be “self-reliant”. We looked for
villages with different characteristics that allowed us to study the way they tried to provide a

variety of services ranging from education to fisheries and from road construction to bridges.
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During this process we interviewed most of the villagers and constructed an extensive database

on their life histories, opinions, and interests, and the way these projects had affected them.

This data was extremely rich and exposed the many problems involved in self-reliant co-
operative development, and especially the obstacles involved in organising and sustaining
cooperation. This enabled us to identify the costs of cooperation outlined earlier, and also to
understand how communities made use of their existing, or created new institutional
arrangements to deal with these costs in order to make collective action possible. We had not
expected these findings, since the literature at that time rarely discussed these problems, and the
agencies behind these programmes usually ignored them altogether. The fact that we found the
same problems in different communities with different backgrounds and characteristics suggests
that these costs may not be exclusive to the communities studied but common to many other

rural communities, which facing similar situations engage in Community Participatory

1
Development .

We now believe that the larger these costs, the less likely it is that participation will occur, and
that overcoming these problems depends on creating effective institutions to reduce them. Our
findings provide us with a better understanding of the factors that make community participation

succeed in some cases and not in others.

The rest of this chapter discusses how we conducted this research, and is divided into three
parts. In the first, we present the research design and its objectives. In the second we review our
methodology, specifying the research techniques and instruments that were used, explaining
why we chose them, and detailing how we collected and managed our data. In the third, we
begin to introduce the theoretical approach that will be further developed in Chapter III. We end

with a brief conclusion.

1- We have found very similar costs to those described here in indigenous and peasant communities in
Mexico in very different zones like Chihuahua on the border with the US and Campeche in the Maya
region. This suggests that the costs of cooperation may be common to other communities trying to
organize by themselves (see Natal, Lugris y Sandoval, 2002).
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| RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND DESIGN

This research was designed to identify the factors that sustain or inhibit collective
action for service provision in isolated rural communities, and to explore how individuals
cooperated with each other; how cooperative relationships were constructed and how social
organisation contributed or not to foster cooperation for service provision. In other words, we
paid special attention to how individuals reconcile their private with the collective interest, a
conflict that has been largely ignored by participatory theorists, and which is a main reason for

the appearance of problems in community participation.

Our previous experience in rural communities suggested that most field reports on participatory
projects, were based on ‘quick and dirty’ research that gathered superficial observations and/or
quantitative data that did not fully identify the actual problems of survival faced by the rural
poor every day. We, therefore, decided that qualitative research based on long-term participatory
observation that allowed us to focus on specific events and to observe in detail how processes
and relations were constructed, was the best way to understand the mechanics of cooperation in
rural communities (see King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 3-33). Qualitative research is generally
considered the best for situations like ours where a new approach is to be tested, a theory is
missing and the concepts are ambiguous (Creswell, 1994). Statistical data and other quantitative
information were only used here, as background information, because we could not find any
relevant data that helped to explain how the process of cooperation actually occurred. We were,
therefore, very careful in only making inferences that were fully sustained by our own empirical
evidence, and tried to be very systematic in the process of research design, inquiry and

observation, as in the management of data.

The research focuses on the Mazahua country, the region inhabited by the Mazahuas,
but it is not intended to be a study of the region or of its people. We therefore, exclude a large

amount of information on these issues that is available in many other studies about the Mazahua

2 3 )
themselves or about development in the area . We are only concerned with the processes

2.- There are several ethnographic studies and statistical databases on the Mazahua, see for instance
Camposortega,1992 and Carro, undated. For social conditions, see Dick A. Papousek, Alfareros -
Campesinos Mazahuas; situacién de estimulo y procesos de adaptacién, México: Gobierno del Estado de
México ¢ 1982. 300; for education, Costumbres Mazahuas y su influencia en el rendimiento escolar /
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involved in organising cooperative projects, and only with their social relations or traditional

institutions and values, insofar as they affect these processes.

This study is a comparative one. We opted for a multiple-case comparative study (see
Ragin, 1987), designed to analyse similar or dissimilar situations and responses rather than to
follow the whole life of projects (see Bradshaw and Wallace 1991; Yin, 1994). In this, our
research differs from most others on participatory development, which have focussed on

projects and, therefore, lose understanding about the process of cooperation itself.

Though this study is an exploratory research, we tried to carefully select our cases,
which was not an easy task. We had extensive discussions with government officials and NGOs
practitioners about different communities they had got involved with; we also had conversations
with scholars working in the region about different cases conditions; we then visited a large
number of the communities suggested and conducted some exploratory interviews. After all this,
we found several interesting cases and, after careful consideration of the potential contribution
of each of them to our research question, as outlined in the Introduction, we finally chose three
that satisfied the following criteria,

We selected cases in which access could be facilitated.

Zerafin Jiménez Carmona -- Valle de Bravo, Edo.Méx. : Escuela Norma No.14 del Estado deMéxico ¢
1986. 143 p.; Una educacién jindigena, bilingiie y bicultural?: capacitacién diferencial de los maestros
Mazahuas / Beatriz Calvo Pont6n -- México : Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en
Antropologfa Social ¢ 1992.; and for traditions, "Color y disefio en el pueblo Mazahua" ; introduccion a la
semilogia de la indumentaria y las artes textiles Mazahuas /Edgar Samuel Morales Sales -- Toluca, Edo.
de Mex. : UAEM. Centro de Investigacion en Ciencias Sociales y Humanidades c 1988.; Cuentos
Mazahuas / recop. Mieldred Kiemele Muro, dibujos deLuis Beltrdn -- México: Gobierno del Estado de
México : FONAPAS c 1979.; El viento nego ayudar: poesfa y fdbulas Mazahuas / Demetrio Espinoza
Dominguez -- Toluca, Edo. de Méx. : Consejo Estatal para el Desarrollo Integral de los PueblosIndigenas
del Estado de México ¢ 1995.

3.- There are a number of interesting studies about rural development in the region. Though some of them
are however, a bit outdated general conditions have not changed much. Check, for instance, Reunién
distrital de desarrollo rural : Lerma, Estado de México] / Comisién Coordinadora para el Desarrollo
Agricola del Estado de México -- Toluca, Edo. de Méx. : Gobierno del Estado ¢ 1978.; Reuni6n distrital
de desarrollo rural : Temoaya, Estado deMéxico] / Comisién Coordinadora para el Desarrollo Agricola y
Ganadero del Estado de México -- Toluca, Edo. de Méx. : Gobierno del Estado ¢ 1978.;Un modelo de
organizaci6n rural : las unidades agricolas de desarrollo municipal / Comisién Coordinadora para el
Desarrollo Agricola y Ganadero del Estado de México -- [Toluca?] : Gobierno del Estado ¢ 1979.
Inflaci6n, devaluacién y desarrollo rural en México: un anélisis de la coyuntura postdevaluatoria, 1982 /
coord. Ivin Menéndez -- México: Nueva Imagen ¢ 1983.; Reuni6n distrital de desarrollo rural, Ixtlahuaca
Estado deMéxico / Comisién Coordinadora para el Desarrollo Agricola y Ganadero del Estado de México
-- Toluca, Edo. de Méx. : Gobierno del Estado de México ¢ 1978.; Reunién distrital de desarrollo rural;
Tenango del Valle, Estado de México / Comisién Coordinadora para el Desarrollo Agricola y Ganadero
del Estado de México -- Toluca, Edo. de Méx. : El Gobierno del Estado ¢ 1978.
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'We looked for communities that were fully acting by themselves, that had been “graduated” by
the original agent that had promoted participation, as self-reliant and mature. The selected
communities had all continued producing services after the agent had left and had experienced
some difficulties in organising and sustaining cooperation for service provision they have finally
solved.

To assure that the cases chosen would contribute to answering our research question, we decided

to look for communities in which the original agent had been different, i.e., the government, an

NGO and a QUANGO4, this gave the study a purposeful diversity (see Harris 1995). Varying a
key explanatory variable (the original promoter of participation) enabled us to exclude the
possibility that the problems we identified were the result of the methodology used by the
different agents to promote participation. To further enforce this, communities were chosen that
differed in size, leadership and occupations. Then if problems and solutions of community
participation (our research question) were found to be similar, it had to be as a consequence of
the process of cooperation itself.

To reduce exogenous variables and allow comparability among them, we took communities
with the same culture, the same governmental and legislative framework, and same general level
of social and economic development. This allowed us to discount the macro political economic
environment, and cultural differences, as variables that could influence conditions for
cooperation within the communities. Then, if problems and outcomes were to be different
among them, they could not be attributed to exogenous conditions, but to the solutions given
locally.

These decisions produced good results, and though we do not have claims of generalisability -as
we will take up hereafter--, they challenged many widely accepted assumptions in the literature.
For instance, small communities did not cooperate better; nor was participation promoted by
NGOs more sustainable than that promoted by the government; and the poorest individuals did
not participate more and were not always willing to get involved in collective action, as we will

show later.

4.- A QUANGQO is a “quasi-non-governmental organization”. Its name comes from the fact that they are
formed by personnel from the government and also by volunteers of an NGO.
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