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Livelihood Asset Status Tracking (LAST):
A Case From Rajasthan

The Project 

The project is that part of the DfID supported Western India Rainfed Farming Project (WIRFP) Phase 2 managed by the Indian Farm Forestry Development Cooperative Ltd (IFFDC) in Pratapgarh in the Chittorgarh District of Rajasthan. The area is remote, hilly and drought prone with an annual rainfall of some 800mm and has experienced considerable land degradation.

The £2.3m DfID support to the IFFDC component of this £28m project started in May 1999 for a period of seven years and operates initially in 25 core villages. There are plans to expand to 75 core villages and through a further 150 dissemination villages to a population of some 150,000 poor people. It aims to enhance the livelihoods of the predominantly tribal population through farmer groups, participatory village planning, improved farming systems, group savings and income generating activity. The project operates as a participatory process from an autonomous PMU and works with village specialists (Jankars). Some experience from the use of this method in research in Uganda and South Africa under DfID project R7076CA is incorporated (Howlett et. al. 2000).

The Issue Addressed

There is an increasingly high demand, particularly from donors, for ‘impact monitoring’. Conventional assessment of impacts is left to ex-post evaluation as only some time after outputs are delivered (in the implementation phase) do impacts usually emerge. This provides obvious organisational difficulties for the concept of ‘impact monitoring’. Although outputs (by definition) are the final responsibility of implementation management; to the extent that a project follows a process approach, some planning becomes conflated with implementation within management’s responsibility. In such cases, particularly where many, small, diverse interventions are made on a scattered population over a long period, it may be possible to detect changes in impact during the implementation period. This also then becomes a management responsibility as they may have opportunity to respond to unexpected failure and success within the lifetime of the project.

Also, impact attributable to particular interventions is notoriously difficult to establish, and as such requires very thorough and careful assessment. This is not the usual function of monitoring, which is concerned with timely detection of changes within the area of management responsibility. A solution to this dilemma, illustrated below, may be to combine these monitoring and evaluative functions in a cost-effective way. This would require monitoring for any changes in livelihoods within the areas of intervention and selectively investigating unexpected changes, or those of interest to management, with ad hoc learning exercises (ALEX) in order to understand causes and effects of the changes. A variety of both formal and participatory methods exist for the ALEX part, the remaining problem is to find a suitable method for rapid identification of change in livelihoods over wide areas which is logistically feasible and managerially relevant. Such a system was developed between April and September 2000 by IFFDC.


Process Approaches

A process approach to a project is commonly associated with participatory approaches but is more than that (Bond & Hulme 1999). The concept also includes high levels of managerial flexibility and longer intervention periods (Rondinelli 1993); it includes involvement and capacity building of local institutions, local autonomy of action and the fostering of innovation within organisational cultures of ‘new professionalism’ (Chambers 1993). Finally, and above all for our purposes, a process approach depends on a capacity for ongoing learning so that problems can be effectively solved and efficiently dealt with on an expanding scale of operation (Korten 1980). The LAST method has been developed as part of an integrated Process Evaluation Management Information System (PREMIS) to support the ongoing learning of IFFDC’s project.

Sources and Ideas Used

This section briefly introduces the various ideas and sources used in the LAST method.

Optimal Ignorance & Appropriate Imprecision

These are actually principles of PRA (Chambers 1993) but are emphasised here to explain the deliberate avoidance of collecting certain types of information that do not contribute to useful management learning and also the use of approximate data when that yields adequate information. These principles are employed to save time and to focus attention on what is important.

Qualitative and Quantitative Methodology

Different professional groups aligning themselves with one or other approach make much of this dichotomy. However, most quantitative information is qualitative at source (Moris & Copestake 1993) and in the LAST method both qualitative and quantitative methods are combined to achieve a balance of analytical and managerial requirements.

Sustainable Rural Livelihoods (SRL) Framework

This positive framework approaches poverty from the perception of the poor considering the assets to which they have access and the strategies they employ for survival (DfID 2000). These assets are considered to be the five ‘capitals’ of natural, physical, human, financial and social. Livelihood strategies are usually associated with production but the framework also considers access to the capitals (equity), and trends and shocks (sustainability).

Well-Being Ranking

This version of the PRA technique of ‘Wealth Ranking’ makes explicit a few locally derived proxy indicators used for ranking. As used by IFFDC in the first year of the project the classes ranked were fixed as;

1. Between Life and Death (BLAD)

2. Poorer

3. Poor

4. Self-Sufficient

5. Surplus

The experience of conducting these well-being ranking exercises contributed to the success of the participatory LAST workshops.

Quality of Life Indexes

Over the last decade some NGOs
 have assessed quality of life using combined indexes based on locally derived perceptions of selected indicators ranged in locally recognisable stages from ‘worst to best’. These generally take the form;

	
Cells contain ‘word pictures’ of each stage for each criteria described in local terms.
	Scored stages from worst to best situation known locally

(left to right) usually to set number of stages (often ten).

	Criteria for assessing quality of life e.g. Housing, Education, Health, Income. One per row.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


The advantages of this method include;

· Rapid assessment of households by observation and questioning.

· Conversion of qualitative assessment directly to quantitative score.

· Locally meaningful assessment.

· Consistent method for assessments within area and over time.

Disadvantages include;

· Lack of theoretical framework as basis for criteria used.

· Fixed number of stages is artificial.

The combination of this method with the SRL framework, substituting the five capitals as criteria, forms the basis of LAST.

The Livelihood Asset Status Tracking (LAST) System

Definition

“A rapid impact monitoring system designed along with primary stakeholders and based on the Sustainable Rural Livelihoods conceptual framework. It is intended to track the ongoing dynamics of five capital assets essential to household livelihoods as a proxy for impact”.

Overview

Within the Sustainable Rural Livelihoods framework, the starting point is the assets to which rural people have access in order to devise their livelihood strategies. This is also the end point of the model as those strategies impact not only on their livelihoods in terms of outcomes (a more traditional source of indicators) but also back on the assets themselves. The changing asset base, measured in the five capitals to which a household has access can be a useful proxy for impact on livelihoods. If indicators are derived in a participatory way, they will be locally relevant within relatively homogeneous areas (in terms of ethnicity and agro-climatic criteria). Also, if the system is to be used over many households with a reasonable frequency the method needs to be quick and simple enough for rapid enumeration with reasonable accuracy. For managerial purposes in a process project, the tracking of asset status will give useful measures of change towards project purpose and will contribute to longer-term evaluations.

Methodology

Participatory workshops conducted with the project team and beneficiaries are the main vehicle for evolving LAST. The process involves small group discussions, brain-storming and clustering of criteria, field testing and validation. The main objective is to evolve ‘word pictures’ for LAST. The ‘word picture’ is a method for constructing verbal descriptions of asset status. Such word pictures can depict ‘worst off’ and ‘better off’ households and also intermediate positions. These form the basis for the one-off development of a LAST assessment sheet, which can be used for rapid enumeration of repeat panel households.

Process of LAST Development

At least two workshops are required to be held for LAST –one for developing the system and field testing and the other for refining or fine tuning it. Both workshops are based on active participation of project team and beneficiaries where group-work, fieldwork and shared-learning are encouraged.

The first workshop starts with introduction of the SRL conceptual framework and its different components to key informants at local level and the project team. The five capitals for livelihood are explained with the processes, structures, strategies, outcome and vulnerability aspects. Once the livelihood systems are explained and discussed the local words and descriptions are brainstormed by small groups and presented back to the plenary. This results in a checklist in which, people’s livelihood activities and criteria are mapped and resources associated with such activities are identified. 

Subsequently, the three aspects of the capital on which livelihoods are based, (productivity, equity and sustainability) are introduced and indigenised with the help of local words. This is followed by small group brainstorming on generation of criteria related to the five types of resources for livelihood and clustering them on the basis of three categories –‘productivity’, ‘equity’ and ‘sustainability’. This serves not only as a ‘warm-up’ to the concepts employed but also provides a balanced range of criteria from which to consider practical local indicators which may be incorporated in the ‘word pictures’ constructed for the stages of the LAST assessment sheet.

	Cells contain locally relevant criteria reflecting the productivity, equity and sustainability dimensions of each of the five capital assets
	The five capital assets

	Productivity
	
	
	
	
	

	Equity
	
	
	
	
	

	Sustainability
	
	
	
	
	


Based on the criteria for each capital in the matrix above, a range of ‘word pictures’ is constructed for the Livelihood Asset Status Matrix. The criteria which appear to be locally assessable in practical and meaningful ways are combined into a sequence of balanced word pictures representing a number of realistic stages from worst known situation to best within the area. These may be concise descriptions or a collection of indicators typical of each stage. To measure asset status for each of the five capitals available to a household a locally meaningful scale of stages is described from the worst known situation to the best, the number of stages is not important (typically 3-6) but their reality and recognisability is. The descriptions will have to maintain a balance between aspects related to production, equity and sustainability to avoid distortion of the development perspective used in the matrix. For example, a high score under natural capital for fertile farmland (productivity) would be misleading if that land is on a steep slope and will soon erode (sustainability). 

A hypothetical illustration, which was used during the initial workshop held at IFFDC project is given below. The illustration only covers two word pictures of ‘worst’ off and better off households.

Word Picture of Household' s Access/ownership of Natural Resources

	Worst Picture
	Best Picture

	Little or no land; one or two month's food available from own land; quality of land is poor, having red soil with low fertility; land is located on a slope in such a position that rain water washes away the seed sown and the top soil and hence reduces its fertility; use of traditional seeds; some have given away land as collateral; no source of irrigation; no land for growing fodder for livestock; owns one or two livestock; no milk produced; low access to forest produce;
	More of black fertile soil; more land; grows one's own fodder on one's own land; fertile land with more moisture retention power; more produce from land; grows and sells cash crops; grows vegetables; grows high yielding variety seeds; lends seeds to others; irrigation facilities available round the year; land is near the forest; access to forest produce; some have government permit to grow opium; has many fruit trees; availability of home grown food throughout the year; many livestock, high returns from livestock; 


NB: Only two ‘word pictures’ have been described here. 

When such word pictures are based on the worldview of local communities, they are practical and realistic and also help in community ownership of the method. Word pictures evolved separately by women and men groups’ help in focusing on gender issues.

Once the LAST assessment sheet is constructed it is tested under field conditions by enumerators working in groups of three. The precision tests can be conducted on the scoring with a newly developed LAST sheet using three enumerators present simultaneously during assessment but not collaborating, with one asking the questions. This is followed by the results of the LAST enumeration being reflected upon by the enumerators and also reviewed by peer group/s. Scores can then be compared to gauge reliability of the method in terms of precision. 

Use of LAST

In use the LAST assessment sheet is compared to the reality of the particular household and a rapid assessment is made to find which description or collection of indicators fits closest. Individual questions do not have to be asked for every indicator, rather judgement is used on the relevant part of the scale combining direct observation and semi-structured questioning till the enumerator is confident to identify the closest ‘stage’ for that household. This can be scored proportionally against a centile scale, scores for centres of boxes being used as well as scores for edges of boxes where a household is judged to fall between two stages. Scores for the five capitals are made separately but the five can be combined (straight or weighted) to give a LAST index for the household.

This quantitative data can now be tracked over time at different levels of aggregation in tabular or graphical format. Ideally a high-level aggregation, for say the project, would be plotted alongside the plots for the 5 aggregate capitals. This would be in turn plotted at key levels of disaggregation, perhaps by managerial zones and then by village, at each level of disaggregation an ‘amplification’ of the aggregate trend would be seen and changes of interest to management could be ‘isolated’ for further study.

The enumeration will typically take around 20 minutes for all five capitals, although initially this might be 30 minutes for inexperienced enumerators. The LAST sheet is used only as a checklist and for marking the closest situation to the household and so need not be intrusive on the interview. Enumeration is done on a ‘repeat panel’ sample which can be initially selected randomly and stratified by wealth ranking (or any existing data) to ensure a broad spread of initial condition. Detectable changes are unlikely to occur in the short-term but a reasonably frequent period of assessment is needed to inform management. The ideal assessment frequency is likely to be between 3 months (IFFDC) and a year.

Some Technical Points

· Scale Range; the avoidance of absolute values by scaling from 0% worst to 100% best is an already established technique in, for example, the UNDP Human Development Index (UNDP 1990). The issue of permanence of those parameters is valid, especially in a project that assumes improvements in livelihoods. However, it is unlikely that the top end will need adjustment in poverty alleviation projects particularly in areas of existing inequality. A successful project of this kind would probably only shift the proportion of households with low scores to higher scores without requiring extension of the top categories.

· Scoring; this is partly an issue of matching score intervals to the precision of judgement possible with this method, but is also an issue of preference of the enumerators. Solutions seem to be; 

· Marking the nearest column (steps of about 10-15%, probably too coarse).

· Marking the nearest column or edge between columns (steps of about 5-7% a good fit with precision tests).

· Marking the best judgement against a centile scale along the top of the matrix (steps about 5%, good fit with precision test and not tied to central / edge values of cells).

· Range of ‘word picture’; The word pictures need not be discrete and can be over-lapping to some extent. This is because they are qualitative, composite pictures graded in degrees.

Results

The LAST system was developed during 4 days of workshops and field testing for precision. There followed a more substantial field trial at a later date and a further one day workshop to reflect and refine the method. Project staff are comfortable and confident with the method and consider that project Jankars will be able to carry out future periodic assessments after the experience of working jointly with project Community Organisers. The project is now (December 2000) ready to conduct the first project-wide assessment. There follows an edited translation from one of the five capitals used in the IFFDC Pratapgarh LAST matrix:

	Financial Capital

	                        0   5   10   15   20   25   30   35   40   45   50   55   60   65   70   75   80   85  90  95  100

	Wages labour / migration
	Does labour work round the year / bonded labour; gets employment for only 5-10 days / month
	Does labour work for 8-10 months / gets employment for 15 days / month
	Does labour work 5-6 months/ gets employment for 20 days / month
	Does labour work 2-3 months/ gets employment for 25 days / month
	May do labour work for 1-2 months in a year; get it when they require it.
	No need for them to do wage labour, rather they hire others

	Debt/ Loan
	No one gives them loan
	Have to necessarily mortgage land for loan
	Gets loan with great difficulty; witness of 5-10 persons; at 60% interest p.a.
	Gets loan with some difficulty; witness of 2-4 persons; at 60-36% interest p.a.
	Gets loan easily; at 36% interest p.a.
	No need for loan or debt for them rather give loan to others

	Bank/ Financial institution
	No linkage; not even a bank account
	No linkage; not even a bank account
	No linkage; not even a bank account
	No bank account; Can get small loan  
	Can get large loan; take advantage of bank schemes 
	Easy loans / bank account; takes good advantage of bank schemes

	Agriculture Produce
	Food grains not sufficient even for one month
	Food grains sufficient for 2-3 month / sells food grain in the village.
	Food grains sufficient for 4-5 month/ sells food grain in village or local fair
	Food grains sufficient for 6-8 month/ sells food grain at Suhagpura
	Food grains sufficient for 8-10 month/ sells food grain at Suhagpura
	Food grains sufficient for 12 month/ sells food grain at Pratapgarh Mandi

	Allied sources of income
	No knowledge
	Only agriculture & wage labour
	Agriculture, wage labour & some livestock based income generating activities
	Agriculture, wage labour & more livestock based IGAs
	Good agriculture, good livestock and vegetable & fruit cultivation
	Hires out tractor/ thresher, loans seeds & takes double in return; share water cropping; Owns flour mill / shop; sells milk / ghee

	Saving
	No knowledge
	No knowledge
	Knowledge but do not practice
	Saves some money
	Saves Money
	More savings

	Jewellery
	No jewellery
	No jewellery
	Some silver jewellery 
	More silver jewellery (medium sized Kade & Hasli)
	Plenty silver jewellery (Heavy sized Kade & Hasli)
	Owns Jewellery of both Silver & Gold


NB one score would be given for each capital, guided by the column closest to their situation or the central value of a scatter of indicators.

Problems and Possible Solutions

Perhaps the most fundamental problem would be the possible scenario whereby the aggregate positive change in project-wide livelihood scores for a successful project, fell within the margin of assessment error. It appears that precision ranges from 5-10% with the lower value being more typical of a good LAST assessment sheet and trained enumerators. The behaviour of LAST scores over time are as yet unknown giving potential problems in interpretation until a database of experience is built-up.

While precision can be easily assessed, accuracy is a different issue. A plethora of criteria can emerge for constructing LAST and this can lead to difficulties in prioritising them and maintaining clarity of word pictures. It is reasonable, however, to feel confidence in a method based on the SRL conceptual framework and incorporating a variety of participatory local indicators. A further degree of confidence might be gained by following a LAST assessment with a smaller sub-sample of in-depth poverty studies by experienced researchers. While results of the two assessments would not be directly comparable, a high degree of concurrence might be expected. The detail of the poverty study might also illuminate gaps in the LAST method. 

Much poverty is of an intra-household nature and so the inter-household LAST method will possibly miss out important information. This has already been observed by the author during field testing where visible deficits in the human capital of children (malnourishment, chronic sickness and non-attendance at school) were not reflected in some household scores. The complex dynamics of households and logistical limitations of monitoring at sub-household level suggest the method is unsuitable for extension below the household. However, as indicated above, LAST used in combination with some in-depth studies may suggest ways of adapting the indicators to more fully reflect such intra-household issues. IFFDC attempted this with a revision to strengthen gender equity within the indicators used. Gender issues can be integrated into the framework with ease.

Different responses may be obtained from different members of the same household since perspectives within households tend to differ. It is therefore not always easy to arrive at a single picture of livelihood asset status. In such cases more probing is required for cross-checking and validating responses to arrive at a reliable picture.

The occurrence of some disparity of scores during precision tests seemed to have several causes. These included lack of clarity in norms of operation; being misled by only one or two indicators (e.g. impressive house); recording scores from memory the following day. Ways round these difficulties include training based on well-considered norms and periodic ‘calibration’ exercises similar to the precision test, followed by discussion of the difference in results.

There is the possibility of some seasonal bias in results although the nature of indicators used in the ‘word pictures’ should be of a more resilient nature. This can be detected and compensated by timing enumeration to match seasonal peaks and troughs. Alternatively, an annual enumeration could be timed during a ‘neutral’ season.

When people become busy for example in the harvesting season they have little time to respond to questions put by enumerators. They may also respond in a hurry and miss vital points. Hence, it is important to avoid busy seasons for enumeration.

Informants may be reluctant to share private information on land and debt and this can pose a constraint to assessing asset status. This may have to do with many factors such as apprehensions regarding income tax authority, debt repayment etc. Such questions need to be handled with care. However, repeat assessments with the same panel will build confidence in the system.

In a comparative framework enumeration of those households within and without the Project is important but often difficult since information from those not covered by the project may be withheld. In such cases mutual rapport building and establishing a relationship based on mutual trust with those not covered by the project is required.

It is not always easy to separate the different sources of impacts on households and attribute impact to the project under consideration. Results of LAST are at best indicative not representative. But in combination with ALEX reasonable understanding may be gained.

Reflections

Difference from conventional M&E

Conventional monitoring systems tend to be concerned with periodic quantitative assessments of the conversion of inputs to outputs and with the administrative functions of the project, predominantly for purposes of accountability (project to recipient) or corrective action. Evaluations tend to be concerned with ex-post judgements on whether objectives have been achieved for accountability (recipient to donor) and possible learning for future projects. As a monitoring tool, LAST helps in impact assessment more as a learning activity rather than as a policing tool. It provides project management with a simple means of detecting change at the purpose or goal levels of a livelihood enhancement project. This is information owned and used at field-level for the purpose of ongoing managerial learning so if outcomes of the intervention do not begin to emerge as envisaged, early reflection and re-allocation or re-planning can be done. It thus provides the ‘review’ part of an action learning cycle (plan, act, review, reflect, plan again…etc.).

It is a monitoring system, which is process-oriented, strengthening ‘ownership’ and motivation of primary stakeholders. Apart from being locality-specific it helps in de-mystifying monitoring concepts and tools, especially for primary stakeholders. This is in stark contrast to conventional M & E systems, which are relatively ‘top-down’, expert-dominated and product- oriented without necessarily solving management’s problems.

Contribution to eliminating poverty

The new WIRFP2 phase management needs process tools for fine tuning activities to optimise impact on poverty. LAST monitors ongoing changes in livelihood assets and in combination with other parts of the Process Evaluation Management Information System (PREMIS) e.g. Activity To Output Monitoring (ATOM) and ad hoc learning exercises (ALEX) such as studies and reviews, facilitates judgements on re-allocation of inputs to maximise effect. It helps in understanding the factors influencing poverty and in tracking change systematically at the household level, especially those of poor households. If the frequency of enumeration is appropriately designed it can help in assessing the impact on seasonal poverty. The local criteria of poverty are built into the word pictures and help in identifying progress made by the project in terms of the key capitals and by area. In LAST, the poor themselves participate in addressing impact and tracking progress.

Key Points for Best Practice

1) Ensure the project is of the kind where impact is likely to emerge during the period of implementation; has objectives focused on livelihood improvement; is of a process nature where management can respond to unexpected changes; has a learning oriented culture; has a capacity to carry out ALEX; and is able to elicit the participation of beneficiaries in LAST development. Otherwise this is the wrong method.

2) LAST systems need to be developed separately for ‘areas’ of reasonable homogeneity in terms of cultural, economic and agro-ecological practice.

3) The SRL framework should be thoroughly understood by all staff and participating beneficiaries before the LAST is developed.

4) A LAST system development workshop should include a balance of beneficiaries, field-level staff and technical specialists with good gender balance. Special efforts are required to hear the voices of beneficiaries and women.

5) .Bringing local words into the conceptual framework of sustainable rural livelihoods helps in localising LAST.

6) Field test a newly developed LAST sheet with precision test and discuss the results.

7) Conduct enumerations in either neutral seasons or both seasons of plenty and scarcity to eliminate any possible seasonal variation.

8) Have clearly established norms for enumeration backed by training and periodic ‘calibration’ tests.

9) Validate a sample of the panel surveyed at inception and perhaps during mid-term and ex-post evaluations of the project with an in-depth household poverty assessment.

10) Plot the results over time as graphs at different levels of aggregation and dis-aggregated by capitals for effective analysis.
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Project area of many dispersed locations with diverse interventions





Qualitative ALEX carried out where monitored change is of managerial interest.





LAST quantitative monitoring and analysis over a wide area








� Used for example by microfinance NGOs ‘The Bridge Foundation’ in Bangalore and Maha Bhoga Marga in Bali, Indonesia (Bond & Hulme 1992).





