Biases and  How to Overcome them with Triangulation
(Source: Rapid Rural Response Appraisal and Participatory Rural Appraisal (RRA/PRA) A Manual for CRS Field Workers and Partners p.17-23)
Triangulation: the Core Methodological Principle in RRA and PRA

The core principle that must be understood by RRA and PRA practitioners is called triangulation.  Triangulation refers to the diversification of perspectives that comes about when a set of issues is investigated by a diverse, multi- disciplinary team, using multiple tools and techniques, with individuals and groups of people who represent the diversity of the community. 

The key to carrying out good RRA and PRA is constant and unwavering attention to the principle of triangulation.

In order to understand the importance of triangulation, it is necessary to think about the issue of bias.  Bias poses the biggest impediment to collecting information that accurately reflects the local reality.  When biases are present in the collection of information, the results will reflect a distorted image of reality.  Interventions that are based on that distorted image are likely to be inappropriate to whatever the real situation turns out to be.   There are four ways in which bias can enter a study:

1.  Researcher Bias

2.  Informant Bias

3.  Bias related to the tools and techniques used to gather the information.

4.  Bias related to the way the study is designed and implemented

The Problem of Bias

Let us look first at researcher and informant biases since they operate in similar fashions.  Behind both researcher and informant bias lies the fundamental truth that every human being is biased. That is, he or she sees the world through his/her own particular set of lenses.  He or she will see things differently depending on such factors as gender, age, ethnic group, educational level and experience, wealth standing, caste, etc. All those factors combine to make the individual experience life and observe and report things in different ways.

1.  Researcher Bias. 

Each person on the RRA or PRA study team will absorb information differently depending on his or her prior experiences and perspectives. They will be more sensitive to certain types of information and tend not to pay attention to other things.  A medical professional looking at food security issues is likely to pay attention to things quite differently from a sociologist or a crop scientist, for example.  A woman is likely to ask different questions and absorb different types of information than a man will.  This type of bias is at once a strength and a weakness.  Our biases make us more effective researchers in one sense because they increase our sensitivities in certain areas.  Biases can also act as blinders, however, reducing our ability to absorb information in other areas.

People experience the world through their own biases

Imagine a hypothetical situation in which John (a 64 year old American grandfather from New York) and Priya (a 22 year old newly married Indian woman from rural Andra Pradesh) are somehow removed from their familiar surroundings and placed on a cruise ship in the Caribbean for a week. Afterwards, they are interviewed independently about their experiences: what they saw, what the people were like on and off the ship, how they liked the food, etc. They have, in some sense, had identical experiences.  But would their reports be the same? In what ways might they differ?

The key in RRA and PRA, as discussed below, is to acknowledge the biases that each person carries with him/her and to manage them so that the quality of information obtained is as high as possible.  We shall see below how this is done in practice in the section dealing with triangulation. 

2.  Informant Bias.

Just as the researchers on the team bring their biases to bear as they gather information, so each individual who provides information does so in a way that is biased by his or her experiences. A relatively wealthy person in a village who is used to a diet of rice and meat may describe a gruel made of millet and leaves as a severe hardship diet.  A poor person who compares the gruel meal to a day when there is nothing to eat may find such a diet to be extraordinarily good.  A man whose main dealings with water involve drinking it and bathing in it may have very different opinions about how much is adequate from a woman who is responsible for fetching the family water supply each day.  Here again, the key is not to smooth over differences (since this is what gives the study its richness) but rather to manage the biases and to ensure that the views of a certain group are not mistakenly believed to represent the situation or opinion of the whole population. This, too, is accomplished by triangulation. 

Informant and Researcher biases take many forms, some of the most common of which are listed below.

Gender Bias

More emphasis is put on the point of view of either men or women; the other perspective is underrepresented. 

It is useful to explain the concept of bias to villagers too. If bias is explained to villagers in the initial meeting when the team is introduced to the community, it can dispel concerns people might have about why the team is asking questions of different people in the community.

Robb Davis suggests that one way to do this is to put a person or object in the middle of the circle where people are sitting.  Ask people to describe what they see from where they are sitting. They should not say a person or a flashlight but rather describe what they see of that object.  This can then lead to a discussion of how people see things and/or issues from different perspectives.  In order to understand the whole situation, one has to put many perspectives together.

Spatial Bias

One area is favored in collecting information and the views of people who live in or frequent that area may be given more weight.  This may take place if some places are more accessible (areas near good roads, near the center of the village versus the periphery) or more pleasant.

Wealth Bias

Often the views of people who are wealthier or who hold positions of authority are given greater weight over the course of a study.  The poor are frequently underrepresented unless specific actions are taken to include them;

Education Bias

The views of those with more formal education are often solicited and considered more carefully than those with less education.  This often coincides with a language bias since educated people may be better able to communicate with the research team;

Expectation Bias

The village’s expectations of what the outside organization may bring them often causes villagers to favor certain types of information in their discussions. Similarly,  the researchers’ expectations of what they will find in the community acts as a filter for the information that is received by the team. 

3.  Bias Related to the Tools and Techniques Used to Gather Information.

A third type of bias enters the study through the tools and techniques that are used to gather information.  The box presents an example of differences that may arise in using two very similar tools: group and individual interviews.

The differences in the biases introduced by various tools are likely to be even greater when the tools are more different (such as the difference between doing an interview and using a visualization technique like mapping or a quantification technique like matrices). Once again, triangulation (in this case the use of multiple tools) is key to reducing the systematic bias that would be introduced if only one tool were used to collect all the information.

Information gathering tools and techniques have their own biases. In order to see what this means in practice, we can take the example of differences between individual  and group interviews.  Imagine that the people doing the interviewing are the same and that they ask the exact same questions of the exact same informant.  But, in one case, the informant is by herself in the privacy of her kitchen and in the other case she is in a large group of men and women. The questioner, the respondent, and the questions are all the same.  The only difference is the tool being used (group vs. individual interview).

Imagine a topic like,  “What do you do when there is not enough food to eat in your family?”   Do you think that the information collected will be the same using these two tools? What factors might be influencing the way the person answers in each case?

4.  Bias Related to the Way the Study is Designed and Implemented.  

Other biases arise from the way the study is carried out. These biases are often related to issues of timing.  Studies that take place during a particular season may be subject to seasonal bias if the team unconsciously assumes that the conditions they observe are typical throughout the year. Teams that stay in the village for a fixed period of hours (e.g. 9:00-5:00) may find that their results are biased by the types of activities they observe and the people who are available to talk with them during those hours. Those that stay only a very short time may not have time to overcome the first impressions bias which will invariably affect the way both the researchers and the informants interpret issues.  Care must also be taken to avoid biases related to site selection.

How to Triangulate

In RRA and PRA, the principal strategy to reduce bias and enhance the quality of information collected in the study is called triangulation. Triangulation refers to the diversification of perspectives in order to offset the biases that may result from looking at an issue from a limited viewpoint.  The process of identifying and offsetting biases is both explicit and systematic in RRA and PRA.  The team is responsible for monitoring the way the study is designed and implemented so as to reduce bias as much as possible.

Triangulating the Research Team

Triangulation generally begins with the selection of the team.  Because each member of the team will bring his/her own biases (positive and negative) to the study, it is essential that the team be composed of several different members who bring different types of experiences and perspectives to the study. This helps to ensure that no one bias will dominate resulting in a misrepresentation of information.  Triangulation of the team will be done rather differently depending whether we are doing an RRA or a PRA.

Triangulation of such a research team takes numerous factors into consideration.  Three that are of particular importance are discipline, gender, and whether the person is an insider or an “outsider” to the situation being studied.

Disciplinary bias refers to the person’s academic and professional experience.  It is often useful, at a minimum, to ensure that both social and natural science backgrounds are represented on the team.  It would not be good to have three sociologists on the team, for example.  A less biased team might have one sociologist, a medical professional of some type, and an agronomist. 

It is critical that the team include both men and women since there are many gender related biases. In some cultures it is difficult for people to communicate across gender lines.  Certainly gender is an overriding lens that has a profound impact on the way humans perceive issues and experiences.

The insider/outsider factor refers to how close an individual is to the situation being studied.  Proximity has both advantages and disadvantages in terms of information collection.  In either case, it is a bias that much be managed.  The insider may have better access to information about the project, village, etc.  But often the person is so close to the situation that s/he takes certain things for granted or fails to notice things that might strike the outsider as interesting. The outsider may be given license to ask questions that are too sensitive or too “dumb” for a local person to ask.  Triangulation simply reminds us to ensure that the team includes both people with an insider and those with an outsider perspective to ensure that information is collected and analyzed in the most complete and unbiased way possible.

Triangulating at the Respondent Level 
Whether in RRA or PRA, attention must be paid to triangulation at the respondent level.

Since different people and groups within the community have different perceptions and points of view, it is important that the full range of perspectives be considered as information is being gathered. Thus, it is important to gather information from men and women, people who are older and younger, those who are poorer as well as those who are richer, and people from different ethnic groups, castes, or professions. 

Triangulating Tools and Techniques  
Since each tool introduces a particular bias, it is important that the study diversify the tools that are used.  Potential tools include diagrams, quantification techniques, various modes of interviewing, participant observations, etc.  When information is collected using only one tool, all that information is subject to the same biases.
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