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Abstract 
 

Different tools and techniques of participatory approaches are the basic way of conducting 
qualitative research especially in the field of applied social science. Focus Group Discussion 
(FGD) is one of the main Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) technique often used in 
combination with others to achieve desired goals. Considering this concept, this paper 
attempts to review the PRA approach and then application of FGD, in combination with 
matrix scoring and ranking to identify problems and causes of climate change along with 
possible mitigation and adaptation strategies. A group of 20 students at post graduate level 
under the faculty of Agriculture and Horticulture at Humboldt University of Berlin, 
Germany those from different corner of the world was considered as target people of the 
study. The results concluded that “unpredictable weather events” was ranked as the present 
outstanding visible climate change problem caused by “human activities”. However, it was 
noted that if alternative renewable energy sources are exploited, this could contribute to 
solving the present climate change problem. This finding might have the good reference for 
the policy makers in the same line not only for developing countries but also for developed 
countries. 
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Introduction 
 

PRA is a process which extends into analysis, 
planning and action. The World Bank defines 
PRA as a ‘family of participatory approaches and 
methods which emphasize local knowledge and 
enable local people to do their own appraisal, 
analysis and planning. ‘PRA uses group 
animation and exercises to facilitate information 
sharing, analysis and action among stakeholders’ 
(World Bank, 1995).  
 

It originated in the early 1990’s, deriving its basic 
principles from activist participatory research, 
agro-ecosystem  analysis, applied anthropology, 
field research on  farming systems and most 
significantly Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA). While 
there is no concrete definition, RRA can be 
defined as a series of techniques for research that 
are claimed to generate results of less apparent 
precision, but greater evidential value, than 
classic quantitative survey techniques1. From 
parallel research work in different parts of the 
world, RRA emerged as an idea in the 1970’s. 
Later in the 1980’s the word “Participatory” 
found footing in RRA. At the 1985 Khon Kaen 
International Conference a typology of seven 

types of RRA were generated, (KKU, 1987) of 
which “Participatory Rapid Rural Appraisal” 
(PRRA) was one. From here RRA further evolved 
to PRA in 1988 – 1990 mainly in Kenya & India 
at NGO’s and various government bodies. This 
was then promoted by bodies like International 
Institute for Environment and 
Development (IIED), Ford Foundation (FF) and 
Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency (SIDA). In RRA, information is more 
elicited and extracted by outsiders while in PRA 
it is more shared and owned by the locals 
(Chambers, 1994). Alam  and Ishan (2012) 
explained that PRA is the most suitable and 
appropriate method to indentify the existing 
situation of the community. Recently, PRA has 
come to mean Participatory Reflection and 
Action (Chambers, 2007) while Participatory 
Learning and Action (PLA) method, which is 
much broader and includes other related or 
similar approaches is sometimes equally used in 
the place of PRA (Chambers, 2007). 
 

In the three decades from its origin PRA 
witnessed a period of constant evolution. At the 
core of these changes was the goal to address two 
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primary concerns, which were not tackled by the 
pre-existing research methods. First was to 
integrate local perspective in the development 
process by becoming more responsive to local 
people and local situations. Second was to 
develop an adaptive methodology that would 
provide timely and cost effective information.  
 

Today the principles of PRA are: 1) ‘handing over 
the stick’ which means surrendering authority to 
local people in the learning processes, 2) ability 
to conduct critical examination by and of 
facilitators of their own roles, personal 
responsibility i.e. ‘using one´s own best 
judgment at all times’, 3) multi way sharing of 
ideas and information and 4) stimulation of 
‘community awareness’ (Chambers, 1992; 
Chambers, 1997; Weber and Ison, 1995).  
 

Its applications include but are not limited to 
general analysis of a specific topic, question, or 
problem; needs assessment; feasibility studies; 
identification and establishment of priorities for 
development or research activities, monitoring 
and evaluation of development or research 
activities and identification of conflicting 
interests between groups. This is usually 
achieved by use of one or more tools of PRA. 
This paper aims at: 1) briefly clarify the 
theoretical concepts of  some of the existing PRA 
tools including Focus Group Discussion (FGD) as 
one of the PRA tool and 3) practically illustrating 
how a FGD can be use to determine problems 
and causes of climate change as well as 
mitigation and adaptation strategies. 
 

Methodology  
 

Different literatures review and FGD were 
practiced to explain objectives of the study. 
About 20 post graduate students those coming 
from different part of the globe whose study 
under the faculty of Agriculture and Horticulture 
at Humboldt University of Berlin, Germany were 
considered as target people of the study. The 
details of the FGD conduction along with result 
is explained at the second part of the paper while 
first part of the paper revealed with PRA 
approaches. 
 

Overview of PRA tools 
 

There are several tools and techniques that 
belong to the PRA family. Some of these are 
briefly described along their main goal below: 
 

Some existing PRA tools 
 

Historical Timelines involves the analysis of past 
events such as conflicts, natural disasters (floods, 
froughts, cyclones etc.), changes in the natural, 
social, political or economic environment and 
the ways in which community members have 
dealt with them (Callens et al., 1999). The goal of 
this tool is to understand the history of the 

community and identify trends and their 
influences throughout history (SEPP, 2007). 
Village resource maps are a compilation of the 
perception of resources in a given community 
and are usually drawn by the community 
members on large pieces of paper or on the 
ground to indicate spatial representations of 
resources such as infrastructure, water sources, 
agricultural landscapes, agro-ecological zones, 
forest and grazing areas (AFN, 2002). Moreover, 
it helps to the researchers or policy makers to 
assess & evaluate the resources of the 
community (Carey and Etling, 1997).  
 

Another improtant tool of PRA is seasonal 
calendar which is used to explore seasonal 
changes in a given community. Changes such as 
the distribution of rainfall patterns, income, 
agricultural and non-agricultural labour, food 
consumption, animal fodder, gender-specific 
workload and migration can be shown on such 
calendars (Chambers, 1994). The main objective 
of the seasonal calendar is to learn about changes 
in livelihoods over the year and to show food 
availability, gender-specific workload, water 
availability, credit availability throughout the 
year, as well as holidays available within the 
community. The use of open ended questions is 
important in obtaining more detailed 
information. Some key questions to ask the 
community could be: How does credit 
availability vary over the year? What are the 
busiest months of the year? How does rainfall 
vary over the year? (Sontheimer et al., 1999).  
 

Wealth ranking is a sensitive PRA tool aimed at 
investigating perceptions of wealth differences 
and inequalities in a community. It involves 
placing people on the different steps of the social 
ladder according to their own criteria, chiefly to 
discover which community members belong to 
the richest, middle-income and poorest 
categories (Lekshmi et al., 2008). During the 
interviews, Callen et al. (1999) suggests the use 
of questions such as: What socio-economic 
groupings are there in a community and who 
belongs to what group? ; What are the local 
perceptions of wealth, well-being and inequality 
in the community? Questions such as these are 
aimed at understanding local indicators and 
criteria of well-being and wealth in a community. 
The responses got can also be used to address 
livelihood concerns for different wealth groups in 
the community especially the poor (Vietnam, 
2003).  
 

Transect Walks involve members of the outside 
investigating team (researchers and facilitators) 
walking through the community with local 
people to record significant social and physical 
features of the region (Maarten et al., 2008). 
Observations and discussions involving asking 
open-ended questions and listening are carried 
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out, as different zones, soil types; land uses, 
vegetation, crops and livestock are identified. 
Problems as well as possible solutions are also 
sought as the different zones and resources are 
mapped and diagrammed (Chambers, 1994). 
Maarten et al. (2008) add that the use of 
transect walks helps researchers gain the 
confidence of the local people and can be used to 
identify circumstances under which climate 
change may have an impact on a given village. 
Diagrams are a pictorial representation of 
information, used to illustrate flows, causal 
relationships and other connections as well as 
the analysis of spatial data (Adepo, 2000). 
Examples are Venn diagrams, Flow diagrams, 
Transect diagrams, Causal-linkage diagrams and 
Systems diagrams. Conroy (2002) indicates that 
diagrams encourage participants to get involved 
in the research process and express the 
information in a way that is best understood by 
them, while at the same time openly discussing 
options of correcting and refining the 
information.  
 

Schwedes and Werner (2010) describe matrix 
scoring and ranking as an exercise that involves 
placing something in order to determine what is 
important and what is less important or less 
appropriate, that is; different options or 
solutions are ranked according to criteria. A 
matrix is a dual entry network that can be 
applied to evaluate two sets of variables (Conroy, 
2002). The major objective of this tool is to 
identify the common problems within the 
community, rank and score them in order of 
importance, then scrutinize them and 
brainstorm for possible solutions. Problem-
Cause-Effect-Solution Trees (Problem Trees) 
involves collectively identifying, listing and 
prioritizing problems within a community, their 
causes and possible solutions. This tool helps 
recognize linkages between causes and effects of 
problems as well as their solutions. It can be 
used to plan activities within a given community, 
pertaining to issues such as health, nutrition, 
education and gender issues (SEPP, 2007). 
Interview such as semi-structured interviews, 
key informant interviews and expert interviews 
can be used with individuals, key informants, 
experts, interest groups or other small groups of 
villagers (Cavestro, 2003). 
 

Focus Group Discussion (FGD) 
 

Campbell (2008) defines a FGD as “a planned, 
facilitated discussion among a small group of 
stakeholders designed to obtain perceptions in a 
defined area of interest in a permissive, non 
threatening environment”. It is the method of 
rapid assessment and data gathering in which 
participants congregate to talk about the specific 
issues and concern based on a list of key themes 
drawn up by the researcher/facilitator (Kumar, 

1987). The main objective of focus group 
discussion is to acquire knowledge regarding the 
particular issue. It can be used to collectively 
assemble and analyse information for many 
purposes such as the adoption of a particular 
innovation (Ndah et al., 2011), needs assessment 
(Tipping,  1998), program evaluation (Packer et 
al., 1994) etc. For conducting a focus group 
discussion, a facilitator and assistant to 
facilitator are needed. The facilitator leads the 
group discussion and encourages the 
participants. The assistant to the facilitator is to 
take notes, run the tape recorder, respond to the 
unexpected interruptions, and is always ready to 
follow the facilitator’s mode of action. 
Knowledgeable, pleasing personality, politeness, 
ability to speak local language, respect to local 
norms and behaviour, ethics, patience etc. are 
the main criteria of a good facilitator. 
 

Exemplary application of a FGD in 
climate change  
 

The main purpose of this issue was to practically 
demonstrate how a FGD as a PRA tool alongside 
others can be used to identify and analyse some 
of the adverse climate change problems, causes 
as well some possible mitigation and adaptation 
strategies. The target group for this exercise was 
a group of students under the faculty of 
agriculture and horticulture at Humboldt 
University of Berlin. Therefore, represents the 
statements and conclusions arrived at by this 
group of students within a FGD session. 
 

Specific objectives of the FGD exercise 
 

This exercise was meant specifically to: 
 

1) Understand the group’s perceptions of 
climate change by identifying and ranking 
some of the main climate change problems 
presently under debate. 

2) Identify and understand the major cause or 
triggers of the identified problems 

3) Identify and understand some of the possible 
mitigation and adaptation strategy to 
Climate change.  

 

All these were meant to in effect expose the 
individual as well as groups perception of the 
present climate change issue under debate with 
the use of a FGD. 
 

Organisation of the FGD 
 

Participants included about 20 students from 
different cultural as well as disciplinary 
backgrounds. The purpose of choosing such a 
heterogeneous group for this purpose was meant 
to ideally bring to a common platform the 
differences in perceptions with regards to the 
present climate change issue. Two PRA-team 
members were in charge of the organisation and 
running of the exercise. While one was in charge 
of facilitating the discussion, one was taking 
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notes and assisting with the compilation of the 
results for the feedback session. 
 

Guided questions and methods used 
 

To effectively achieve the desired objectives, the 
focus group exercise was combined with other 
PRA tools such as “matrix scoring and ranking”. 
The key questions which guided the discussion 
with the corresponding steps or activities that 
were followed through in chronological order 
included:  
 

1) According to you, what are the major climate 
change problems that people have faced 
during the 10 past years? (exercise 1) 

2) In your view, what are the possible causes for 
the problems of climate change you have 
identified? (exercise 2) 

3) According to you, what could be possible 
mitigation and adaptation strategies to the 
climate change problems you have identified? 
(exercise 3) 

 

Activities in chronological order during 
the FGD (Exercise 1: Problems) 
 

 Participants were asked to write down  three 
problems each on cards  which were collected 
and pasted on the pin board 
 The pasted cards were then grouped with the 
help of participants according to categories and 
boldly printed numbers printed against each 
category (e.g. 1, 2, 3...) 
 Each participant was then asked to 
individually rank these categories according to 
his/her perception by casting three votes for the 
three most important (severe) problems. This 
was by writing down three numbers selected 
from the represented (preferred) categories on 
cards. 
 The votes were then counted and the three 
top ranked categories with the highest frequency 
of votes (selection) were then singled out as the 
most severe climate change problems perceived 
by the group. 
 

The same exercise and activities was repeated for 
exercise 2 (causes) and exercise 3 (solutions) 
respectively to obtain results which answered the 
three questions and met the three objectives (see 
results). 
 

Results and Discussion 
 

After the three exercises, three major problems 
of climate change were identified, three main 
causes as well as three main mitigation and 
adaptation strategies as presented in Figures 1, 2 
and 3. 
 

Problems of climate change 
 

Amongst the identified problems of climate 
change, those that fell under the category 

“unpredictable weather events” were ranked the 
most severe with 50% severity rate. This was 
closely followed by the “water scarcity and 
desertification category” with 33% severity rate 
while the “Air and water pollution” category 
occupied the third position with 17% severity 
according to the perception of the group (Fig. 1). 
Semilar finding has been explained by the 
several researchers and institutes.  

 
 
 
 

 
IPCC (2001) found the weather variability in the 
most places in the world due to cliamte change 
while Pickup (1998) decribed desertification is 
trigged by climate variability. Water scacity is the 
result of climate change as explained by 
Morrison et al. (1998). Besides, Kinney (2008) 
and Delpla et al. (2009) reaveled that air and 
water qulaity is affected by the cliamte change. 
So, the top three problems of cliamte change that 
have identified by this study are also justified by 
the others research. Therefore, policy makers, 
researchers, developers etc. might be considered 
while taking strategies for future context. 
 

Causes of climate change 
 

After categorising and ranking the identified 
possible causes of climate change by the group 
(exercise 2), the “human activities and use of 
fossil fuel category emerged as that with the 
most severe effect on climate (70% magnitude). 
Second on the list was the category “increasing 
temperatures” with 20% while “increase 
deforestation” occupied the third position with 
10% (Fig. 2).  Semilar result has been found by 
the several researches while Hamilton  and 
Stampone (2013) decribed that anthropogenic 
activities is the cause of cliamte change and  
fossil fule is also the responsible for the same 
(IPCC, 2007). Morevoer, emission of methane 
that plays an important role in global warming 
has been increased due to higher  temperatures 
(Science News, 2010). Bloom et al. (2010) found 
about 7% methane has been increased during 
2003-2007 due to warming of mid-latitude and 
wet arctic region. Now a days, higher 
temperatures are not consequence of climate 
change rather it can also worsen cause of it. 
Besides, Nobre et al. (2009) described that 

0%

20%

40%

60%

Problems of climate change

Top three problems of climate change and severeity

Unpredictable weather
events
Water scarcity and
desertification
Air and water pollution

Fig.1. Top three problems of climate change 
according to the FGD 
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Mitigation and adaptation
strategies

Top three mitigation and adaptation strategies to 
climate change

Use of renewable energy
plus change of behaviour

Favourable policies

Others

deforestation is one of the cause of climate 
change. Now a days, deforestation, Green House 
Gas (GHG) emission are the crucial issue for 
altering the claimte (Nordhaus, 1991). 
Responsible authority might have interests to 
give emphasize of these indentified problems 
that makes climate change adaptations effective. 
 

 
 
 
Mitigation and adaptation strategies  
 

The last exercise (exercise 3), focused on 
analysing possible adaptation and mitigation 
strategies ended as well with three main 
categories: “Use of renewable energy plus a 
positive change in attitude and behaviour” 
towards the climate was identified as the 
category of solutions, which could have a 
significant positive effect on climate change 
(60% chance). This was followed by that which 
gave suggestions on favourable policies with 
regards to climate issues with a 30% chance (Fig. 
3).  

 
 
 
 

The last category which remained un-classified 
made mentioned of change in farming practices, 
and other suggestions which were deemed 
irrelevant and could have no influence on climate 
e.g. one suggestion was “to kill people”, which we 
found to be out of context. Ziuku and Meyer 
(2012) explains that renewable energy reduces 
the 30% GHG by 2030 while McKibbin and 
Wilcoxen (2003) mentioned   optimal policy can 
be mitigated as well as adaptation to climate 
change at low cost. They also specified the 
policies on land use change, water use property 
rights that migh have good effect on cliamte 

change adaptations and mitigation as well. In the 
developing countries, agriculture sector is highly 
affected by climate change (FAO, 2009) resulting 
food shortage. Therefore, it is necessary to adapt 
with climate change quickly to produce more 
food by adopting different adaptations strategies 
such as increased use of irrigation, practicing 
crop diversification, integrated farming system, 
use of drought & salinity tolerant varieties etc 
(Uddin, 2012).       
 

From the three categories of problems, causes 
and solutions, it could by concluded that 
unpredictable weather events as the most 
outstandingly identified category of climate 
change problems, is possibly caused by human 
activities especially through increase used of 
fossil fuels. The group then agreed that this 
problems could be possibly remedied to a certain 
extend if there is an increase search of 
alternative renewable energy sources followed by 
general awareness towards positively influencing 
peoples attitude and behaviour with regards to 
the present climate change issue. 
 

Conclusion 
 

In conclusion PRA is an ever changing trans-
disciplinary process which uses adaptive 
methodology as and when problems arise. It is 
important to remember that in this research 
process one must always try to reduce the big 
questions to specific queries, immediate 
gratification is a rare event, local development is 
a two way street (feedback is critical) and that 
the behaviour and attitude of outsiders matter as 
much as the methods and their correct 
performance. One should be an active learner 
rather than claim to be an expert. Focus Group 
Discussion is one of the important PRA 
technique often used in combination with others 
to achieve desired goals. This paper tried to 
explain this technique, in combination with 
matrix scoring and ranking with a group of 20 
students to identify causes of climate change as 
well as possible mitigation and adaptation 
strategies. The results concluded that 
“unpredictable weather events” was ranked as 
the present outstanding visible climate change 
problem caused by “human activities”. However 
it was noted that if “alternative renewable energy 
sources are exploited, this could contribute to 
solving the present climate change problem. This 
finding might have the good reference for the 
policy makers in the same line not only for 
developing countries but also for developed 
countries. 
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