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ABSTRACT

A flow of rapid, accurate, and relevant informational feedback

from village level agricultural, projects to regional or area level

program administrators needs to be maintained if such programs axe to

be as effective as possible. Program administrators require timely

and reliable information in order to (l) expedite and coordinate the

execution of projects, (2) adapt projects to local conditions and

changing circumstances, and (3) evaluate project performance.

On the basis of the author's observations of regional

agricultural programs in Venezuela and readings in the literature of

agricultural development that deal with similar situations in several

other developing countries, it appears as though feedback frequently

fails to meet program administrators' informational needs. Further

review of the literature in agricultural and development administration

revealed that very little work has been done on analyzing feedback

problems at the regional program level. In addition, most of the

literatiure related to feedback focuses upon "Western" settings and

does not adequately reflect the institutional, communicative, and moti

vational problems often encountered in less developed countries.

The primary objective of this study, then, was to develop a

conceptual framework for analyzing the major issues and dimensions

inherent in the feedback process. Such a framework can serve as a

point of departure foy more in-depth analysis by program administrators
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or analysts who are concerned with In^jroving feedback in specific

program contexts. Ideas and constructs from several theoretical and

applied fields such as development administration, communications,

organizational theory, and economics were utilized and adapted to pro

vide focal points for examining the in^jortant variables and factors

involved in the feedback process. It was concluded that the concerned

administrator or analyst could begin to organize his own thinking about

how to diagnose feedback problems by applying an analytical framework

developed aroimd the following three basic dimensions:

1. A structural/procedural dimension involving such factors

as feedback channels, media, and timing and institutional

and hierarchical rigidities.

2. A behavioral/cultural dimension encompassing such

factors as bureaucratic and target group communication

and behavioral patterns.

3. An allocative/decision-making dimension involving

resource constraints and the determination of feasible

alternatives.

While the analytical framework was usef-ully applied to feedback

problems observed by the author in Venezuela, it still represents a

preliminary effort to dissect feedback problems within the context of

regiopal agricultiiral programs in less developed countries. Much more

needs to be leaxned about the nature of the administrative environment

and decision-making processes of specific non-Western settings before

a more detailed problem-specific approach can be suggested.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCING THE PROBLEM

While working within a regional agricultural development program

in Venezuela, the author ohserved that the administrators of the agri

cultural agencies operating in the area found it difficult to obtain

and maintain a flow of accurate, relevant, and timely informational

feedback from village level projects. These regional, or district level

administrators^ rarely had time for direct daily contact with the pro

gram participants at the village level due to the latters' wide geo-..-

graphical dispersal and due to primitive communication and transportation

2
systems. The administrators relied largely upon routine written reports

from the village level workers (VLWs) for information concerning the

progress, problems, and obstacles of programs, This information was

complemented by regular staff meetings, by infrequent field trips to the

implementation sites, ajad by occasional interviews with farmer spokesmen

and local politicians.

Nevertheless, these sources of feedback often failed to provide

the decision-maker with enough accurate and relevant information with

hierarchically the administrator referred to here might be
called a "second level" administrator responsible for one or.more pro
grams within an area or region. Interposed between the program
administrator and the target group are intermediary communicators such
as the field workers and their supervisors.

2
References to the "program participants at the village level"

enconjjass both the village level workers and the farmers.



2

which to evaluate project performance, monitor on-going projects, and

to adapt programs to local needs and conditions. For instance, the

long and time-consuming reports filed regularly by VLWs tended to empha

size the quantitative rather than the q,ualitative aspects of their

performance; the number of farmers visited was reported but information

concerning the nature or results of these contacts was frequently

excluded. A reported faxm visit may have consisted of no more than an

exchange of pleasantries at the farmer's gate. Whether any useful

information was transmitted, whether it was accepted or rejected and why

was not reflected in the report. To complicate matters, the agency

personnel who received, compiled, and edited these reports tended to

play up success stories and to downplay program problems. Occasionally

a group of farmers woiild seek a private interview with an administrator.

Often the VLW accompanied them and, because of his higher status and .

education, acted as their spokesman. More often than not the original

query of the villagers was sidelined as the VLW used the presence of

the group to legitimize his own requests, which somehow failed to

receive due consideration when transmitted through formal written chan

nels. Even on inspection tours an administrator was apt to be met by

the agency personnel assigned to the village and by a handpicked group

of farmers who were not likely to bring up embarrassing topics. The

farmers who did speak out were often those who were more powerful and

better off. The problems that they brought up were not always



representative of those facing the greater number of less influential

farmers,

As a consequence of wealoiesses such as these in the feedback

process, projects often became stalled or occasionally failed to achieve

their goals. For example, in one Venezuelan agricultural settlement

the chief agency engineer began a field clearing project. Large

machines pushed the forest debris into low-lying areas. The farmers,

who were year-round residents, complained to the VLW and to the engineer

directly that this work would block the natural drainages during the

rainy season. The engineer refused to heed the farmers' advice, con

sidering them ignorant and impertinent for questioning his technical

judgment. The rains did in fact bring widespread flooding. The settle

ment, originally planned as a corn producing area, had to plant rice on

most of its acreage. Unfortunately, the price had to be subsidized year

after year since input and marketing costs were higher in that area than

in more centrally located rice growing areas.

The consequences of inadequate feedback, as the example above

illustrates, can be extremely costly. The administrator obviously needs

to invest agency time and resources toward improving field to agency

communications,

^The examples cited stem from personal observations in Venezuela
where the author worked for two years under the auspices of the
National Agrarian Institute and the Peace Corps in a village level
extension program. During that period he worked daily with VLWs and
farmers and dealt frequently with program administrators from the
National Agrarian Institute and the jyiinistry of Agriculture.



h
AlthoT;igh feedback and feedback related problems appeared to

concern the Venezuelan program administrators, this aspect of agency

communications was largely neglected. The administrators were usually

extremely preoccupied with daily routine matters and had very limited

time to spend analyzing communication problems of this nature. In

addition to time constraints the administrator faced an institutional

constraint on his freedom to alter existing feedback mechanisms and

procedures. Major overhaiols of the feedback system were not feasible,

although the administrator did have the authority to change the system

in many small ways. Whatever formal training the Venezuelan agency

administrator had received appeared to have inadequately prepared him

to deal in an effective and comprehensive way with problems peri-

taining to feedback communications. It therefore occurred to the author

that program administrators in Venezuela, those in comparable settings

elsewhere, and perhaps development program analysts, might benefit from

a systematic and cohesive examination of the major issues and alterna

tives pertinent to the feedback process. It is to these actors in the

development process that this study is directed.

The examples discussed above illustrate some of the kinds of

problems encountered by the Venezuelan program administrators in

obtaining a realistic picture of the felt needs of the target group,

the sometimes urgent needs of the field staff, and the problems and

bottlenecks affecting or likely to affect program performance. On

the basis of a broad but by no means comprehensive review of the

literature on agricultural program administration and implementation,

and discussions about feedback with individuals familiar with
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programs in other countries, it would appear that problems of getting

accurate, relevant, and timely feedback from village level programs

are encountered in at least a few comparable situations elsewhere*

I. GENERAL LIMITATIORS OP THE LITERATURE

In attempting to find specific siiggestions in the literature

as to how an administrator in the Venezuelan case, or one similar to

it, might begin to improve the feedback system some major problems arose.

First, no empirical work was encountered which dealt directly with the

feedback system and processes peculiar to the Venezuelan situation

itself. The relevant variables and interactions to receive attention

had to be based on the author's own observations and impressions.

Second, in the feedback related literature reviewed, there was a scarcity

of theoretical or empirical work on feedback at the level of regional

program administration within less developed countries (LLCs) in general.

Very few theoretical or practical guidelines were found which could help

the author to understand better the important forces at play within

the feedback milieu at the level of regional programs. Third, the body

Among the sources in which the need for improved feedback in
agricultural development projects is discussed are the following: Max
P. Millikan and David Hapgood, Easy Harvest: The Dilemma of Agri
culture in Underdeveloped Countries (Boston: Little Brown and Company,
1967), pp. 86-86; Ranaan Weitz, ed.. Rural Planning in Developing
Countries: Report on the Second Rehovoth Conference, Israel, August,
1963 (Cleveland: The Press of Western Reserve University, 196^71
pp. 55-59; John M. Penley, "Emphasizing Certain Administrative
Processes in Extension," Thoughts on Administration in Extension in
Rural Development, John M. Penley, ed.. Comparative Extension Education
Publications Mimeo, Release No. 8, April, I96I, Cornell University,
Ithaca, New York, pp. 9-20.



of literature that does address itself to feedback processes and

5
prohleias is confined mostly to the Western experience eind may not he

generalizahle to, or applicable in, non-Western cultural contexts. In

addition to focusing upon feedback problems within Western institutions

and settings, much of the literatiure reviewed tended to have a prescrip

tive, as opposed to SLnaljrtical., emphasis. That is, rather than focusing

upon ways to increase the ability of a program administrator to recog

nize and analyze the major issues and dimensions involved in the feed

back process, considerable emphasis seems to be placed on proposing

remedies to specific feedback problems. Also, many studies tended to

have a narrow purpose (e.g., improvement of reporting procedures or

report content) rather than focusing on the interrelationships among

the structural, procedural, and hman behavioral components of the feed

back process.

It would be particularly helpful, then, if the analyst or

administrator concerned with feedback problems had some specific guide

lines that could help him to conceptualize and evaluate in a systematic

way the constraints, important elements, dimensions, and alternatives

inherent in establishing and maintaining a flow of relevant information

from grass-roots level programs. This study is a preliminary attempt

5
References to feedback, as an element in organizational com

munications, can be readily found in the literature of public adminis
tration, the sociology of organizations, and managerial communications.
More specific references to selected aspects of feedback within rural
development programs can be found in the literature of agricultural
program planning and implementation and in agricultural extension.
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to dissect conceptually some of these major dimensions and alternatives

so as to facilitate the analyst's or administrator's Joh as they attempt

to come to grips with the problem of getting useful and timely feedback.

II. OBJECTIVES

Specifically, then, the objective of this study is to suggest

some conceptual dimensions axound which the program administrator or

analyst can organize his own thinking about how to:

1, Diagnose the problems and obstacles involved in obtaining

and maintaining an improved flow of feedback from the

program participants at the village level; and,

2. Formulate, evaluate, and select feedback alternatives

consistent with his particular informational needs,

resource constraints, and other major limitations likely

to be encountered in the task environment.

In other words, this study seeks to provide a conceptual point of

departure for examining, explaining, and solving informational feedback

problems in agricultural development programs like the Venezuelan situ

ation with which the author is acquainted. Its aspired contribution

is to identify theoretical ideas from several areas of social, science

that appear to be especially relevant, to bring these concepts more

sharply to bear on agricultural program feedback per se, and to blend

them into a cohesive framework as a starting point for diagnosing

specific problems. Especially in mind is the program administrator or

researcher who has to begin with a limited amount of concrete facts.
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The jnajor piirpose is not to draw definitive conclusions about

manifestations and causes of feedback difficulties in Venezuelan local-

action programs. Lack of comprehensive information beyond personal

observation and recall prevents this. Instead, selected aspects of

these particular programs are used to illustrate how analysis of feed

back problems might be approached systematically, key questions identi

fied, and additional factual needs illuminated.

XII. METHOD

In developing a conceptual approach which can be useful in

analyzing feedback processes at the regional level the following general

steps are helpful:

1. Define clearly just what the feedback problem is, i.e.,

determine the nature and magnitude of the discrepancy

between what information from village level programs

is needed and what is received.

2. Determine what are the relevant issues, dimensions, and

alternatives involved in improving the feedback process.

In order to diagnose conceptually the variety of human, structural,

and procedural dimensions and issues inherent in the feedback process,

literature from several formal areas of inquiry shall be drawn upon.

A number of constructs and ideas from such areas as communications,

development administration, organizational theory, and economics can be

usefully applied or adapted to meet the theoretical and practical needs

of the program administrator as he begins to organize his own thinking
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about how to grapple with feedback problems. For example, Fred W,

Riggs in describing the milieu within which administration in LDCs takes

place, points out several behavioral tendencies found within bureaucra

cies, such as formalism, bureaucratic political activity, and status

consciousness, which can have considerable inipact on the transmission

of feedback to the administrator.^ In similar fashion, Saul M. Katz,
in outlining the functions that an organization needs to perform in

order to be effective, provides some useful clues to the kinds of feed-

7
back an agency might require. The opportunity-cost principle and other

tools from economics for allocating scarce resources are also relevant

to feedback decisions. Constructs and ideas such as these which can

contribute to the administrator's ability to conceptualize the major

issues and alternatives pertaining to feedback will be examined in

detail in the following chapters.

IV. ORGANIZATION

In Chapter II a start is made toward the development of a

framework for viewing the feedback process. Key concepts and ideas

from various disciplines that can be applied to the feedback problems

of the regional agricultural program administrator are pointed out

and discussed.

6
Fred W. Riggs, Administration in Developing Countries; The

Theory of Prismatic Society (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1964).

7
Saul M. Katz, "Administrative Capability and Agricultural

Development," American Journal of Agricultural Economics, Vol. 52,
No. 5 (December, 1970), pp. 79^^02.
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Chapter III focuses upon the major structural and procedural

dimensions and decisions inherent in the feedback process. How the

administrator cau begin to identify and evaluate vaxious feedback

alternatives is a major concern in this chapter.

Chapter IV outlines and discusses some commonly encountered

humaja obstacles to feedback. Behavioral tendencies in both the change

agency bureaucracy and the target group which can give rise to feed

back problems axe examined.

Chapter V illustrates how an administrator in a situation like

that observed in Venezuela might utilize the suggested analytical

approach in examining his specific feedback problems.

Chapter VI briefly suggests some areas within which future

feedback related research could be carried out.

S' ' ' 
- - t:. .V . -i .•
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CHAPTER II

TOWARD A DIAGNOSTIC FRAMEWORK

The program administrator faces the special problem of relating

agency programs and capabilities to the needs and requirements of a

variety of local situations which are largely outside of his control.

He must keep attuned to the task environment and to the piilse of village

level programs. Unfortunately a systematic framework for viewing the

issues and alternatives involved in obtaining feedback from village

level projects appears to be lacking. How an administrator or analyst

might begin to bring into focus the relevant elements of the feedback

process within a regional setting similar to that observed in Venezuela

is suggested in broad terms in this chapter,

I, DELINEATING THE PROBLEMATIC SITUATION

As a first step in examining the specific feedback process under

consideration here, the concerned individual (analyst or administrator)

will want to delimit the problematic situation as clearly as possible.

That is, he needs to specify:

1. Exactly what he means by feedback;

2. The feedback performance that is desired; and,

3. The extent to which actual feedback meets these desires.

Feedback Defined

Feedback has been defined in various ways and at different levels

U
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of generality depending upon the area of concern and perspectives of

8
the source. For the purposes of this study, feedback will he conceived

in terms of the program and communications context of the regional agri

cultural development agency.

What is to he meant here hy feedback, then, is the following:

Feedback refers to the flow of information to the effective agency

decision-maker(s) concerning the important factors and forces at the

village level which need to be taken into account for program adapta

tion, implementation, maintenance, and evaluation purposes. That is,

feedback as defined here is the communications process by which the

agency decision-maker at the regional or area level receives informa

tion concerning (l) the status of projects at the village level (i.e.,

how well they are performing and the nature of the activities that are

being undertaken); (2) the input requirements of village level projects;

(3) the changes, obstacles, and bottlenecks affecting or likely to

affect projects; and, (U) the program related grievances and felt-needs

of the target group (e.g., how they feel about the substance and/or the

execution of existing projects). On the basis of this information the

administrator can make allocative decisions and determine the changes

brought about by the agency's own actions or performance.

8
A very general definition of feedback is given by Snyder, Bruck,

and Sapin: "Feedback refers to the messages about the actions or states
of the system which are returned to the system . . , makes it possible
for the decision-makers to have a more or less current pictvire of the
success or failure of their actions and the relative adequacy of the
system." From Richard C. Snyder, H. W. Bruck, and Bixrton M. Sapin,
Decision-Making as an Approach to the Study of International Politics
(Princeton: Organizational Behavior Section, Foreign Policy Analysis
Project, Foreign Policy Analysis Series, No, 3, 195^)j p. 88,
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Feedback Needs

The agricultural program administrator req.uires a flow of

accurate, timely, and relevant feedback about programs at the village

level in order to carry them out successfully.

The accuracy of the information he receives is critical, for his

decisions cein only be as good as the information upon which they are

based.

The timeliness of feedback is essential for information needs to

be received with sufficient lead time to allow for analysis, decision,

and action.

Of all the variables that could be reported to the decision-

maker from the implementation level those that are immediately relevant

in important ways to program success deserve priority.

In addition to pointing out specific desirable attributes of

feedback, it might be convenient at this point to make explicit in

practical terms some of the major reasons why feedback from village

level programs is useful,

1, The administrator's knowledge of the major forces and

constraints affecting program implementation at the village level is

instrumental in adapting vague national plans and policy directives to

local settings. For instance, in order to stem the flow of foreign

exchange spent on food inports the Venezuelan national planners decided

to promote rice production. It was then up to the regional administra

tor to decide which were the best rice producing localities in his

region in terms of soil types, irrigable acreage, famer receptivity.



proximity tp product and factor markets, and numerous other criteria.

How well an administrator was ahle to translate these nationally formu

lated plans into viable operational programs in a variety of local

situations depended on his familiarity with the region and his ability

to keep on top of developments in the field as projects were implemented.

2, The administrator is likely to have very limited resources

to allocate among competing projects and programs. Consequently, he may

need a flow of inforniation concerning the impacts that various programs

are having in order to judge for their relative cost-effectiveness.

Similarly he may need information concerning the deployment and utiliza

tion of scarce agency resources so as to maximize their impact and to

keep them efficiently and productively employed.

3. A flow of information during program implementation may help

the administrator to recognize and to avoid, or at least act upon,

critical bottlenecks before major problems and waste develop.

Through a process of consultation between the decision-maker

and program participants at the village level (i.e., change agents and

farmers) a greater understanding of mutual problems and capabilities

can possibly develop. More realistic expectations of the ability of

b11 parties to respond to change and problems may evolve.

5. By eliciting feedback from program participants at the village

level a greater sense of involvement may be generated on their part.

As a result, the project design may be more in tune with their felt-

needs and motivations; their attitudes toward, and response to a pro

gram may be more favorable; and they may make greater personal

contributions to the project.
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Actual Feedback Performance

The magnitude and nature of the feedback problem takes on some

concreteness when feedback needs and requirements are compared with

actual feedback performance.

The examples in Chapter I illustrate the ways in which feedback

in the Venezuelan situation frequently failed to provide the program

administrator with the information he needed to make adequate program-

related decisions. Acc\xracy often suffered because of deliberate or

unintentional distortions and/or omissions in staff reports. Frequently

problems at the village level were not perceived or reported until a

crisis situation already existed. Formal feedback channels themselves

were slow and cumbersome, thus delaying the transmission of even urgent

information. Reporting devices were time-consuming, routinized, and

not adequately designed to provide certain types of information needed

by the administrator. Information requested in reports often was no

longer relevant to changing local needs and project phases.

The human relationships and rapport between agency clientele and

staff and among agency personnel themselves were not always conducive

to constructive and candid feedback communications. For example, some

farmers considered agency officials ineffectual, slow moving, and self-

concerned. Agency officials, on the other hand, frequently looked down

on farmers as uneducated and ignorant,

II. BASIC CONCEPTUAL DIMENSION OF THE FEEDBACK PROCESS

After defining the gap between actual feedback needs and actual
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feedback performance in general terms, attention can be shifted to a

conceptual, analysis of the feedback process.

In deriving the major dimensions around which a diagnosis of the

feedback process of concern here might be organized, a line of deductive

inquiry can prove to be profitable. Three major areas of concern stand

out as focal points around which a conceptual analysis can be structured.

They consist of (l) a structural/procedural dimension, (2) a human

behavioral dimension, and (3) a decision-making dimension. The so-called

structural/procedixral dimension encompasses a host of issues and alterna

tives pertaining to such things as feedback media, channels, and timing.

The human behavioral dimension pertains to the way that the feedback

process is affected by the motives and perceptions of the feedback com

municators within both the agency and the target group. The decision-

making dimension, while less tangible than the other two, is equally

iii2)ortant to the program analyst or administrator. It refers to the art

of assessing and choosing among the various alternatives involved in the

feedback process--whether structural/procedural or human within the

bounds of relevant constraints.

Ill, USEFUL CONTRIBUTIONS FROM EXISTING BODIES

OF KNOWLEDGE

A key working hypothesis in this study is that certain constructs

and existing lines of thought from several disciplines offer useful

points of departure for delving into the three basic conceptual dimen

sions mentioned abgve. Specifically, some ideas and modes of analysis
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from communications, orgeinizational theory, development administration,

and economics can be adapted or built upon to help the analyst or

administrator to gain insights into the structural/procedural, human,

and decision-making dimensions of the feedback process.

Communications

Few, if any, formal communications models dealing expressly with

information feedback are readily available in the literature. However,

there axe some general models which can be applied to either the dis

semination of information from the agency or to the return flow of

information to the agency (i.e., feedback). For example, the elements

in the Berlo or Shannon-Weaver communications model illustrated below

in Figure 1 can be useful in analyzing feedback.^ While models such as

Barriers — blocks to communication

Filters — biases in selecting messages

Noise — random elements that distort

messagethe

i
Feedback
Source

(Farmers or
Field Staff)

FEEDBACK

CHANNELencoding decoding
Feedback

Receiver

(Program Official)

FEEDBACK MESSAGE

Figure 1. The Berlo or Shannon-Weaver communications model
applied to informational feedback.

Adapted from the Berlo, or Shannon-Weaver, communications model
as discussed in a mimeographed handout prepared by James E. Snell,
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this are not designed with the specific feedback needs of the

agricultural program administrator in mind, they can provide a point

of departure for more detailed problem-specific analysis.

In the first place, the administrator might try to identify and

evaluate the effects of various barriers, filters, and noise upon the

feedback flow. Barriers, for example, could be physical, such as the

absence of communications facilities, or hman, as in the case of

recalcitrant feedback reporters. The subordinate staff which reports

to the administrator may intentionally or unintentionally filter the

information that they receive. It is not at all certain that the infor

mation which the staff chooses to report or perceives as relevant will

coincide with the decision-maker's informational needs. The administra

tor will need to be able to recognize and see throiagh such noise as

padded and glossy reports which distort or conceaJL the nature and mag

nitude of program problems at the village level.

The administrator might also look into the encoding system to

see if it is appropriate for the type of information desired. Fulfill

ment of a target can be noted in terms of quantitative indicators for

instance, but getting at just how it was fulfilled may not adequately

be encoded by use of numbers. Decoding of information can similarly

lead to misinterpretations if the symbols or units used are imprecise

Associate Professor, Department of Agricultural Economics and Rural
Sociology, University of Tennessee, Knoxville, Tennessee, Winter
Quarter, 1972. Also see: David Kenneth Berlo, The Process of Com
munications ; An Introduction to Theory and Practice (New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, I96O).
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or ambiguous. Different types of information may require different

reporting channels. For example, information regarding an urgent need

for the administrator to rectify credit shortages before farmers become

irate may reach him through a different channel than that used to handle

monthly progress reports.

Organizational Theory

Some concepts from the literature of organizational theory can

also be helpful in examining the feedback process. In particular, the

four basic functions of an organization discussed by Saul M. Katz

(i,e,, maintenance, transformation, adaptation, and guidance functions)

provide a point of departure for categorizing the kinds of feedback

information required by the agency.

Briefly, Katz's "maintenance" function refers to the need of an

organization to establish and maintain orderly internal structures and

procedures. Logistics, budgetary preparation and control, personnel

recruitment, training, and supervision might fall within this function.

The "transformation" function of an organization is that of

converting agency inputs of fvinds, materiel, and personnel into the

desired responses by the target group. The transformation function is

the process underlying project implementation and execution.

The "adaptation" function helps to keep the agency in touch with

important developments in the external environment, stimulating adjust

ment of program content, methods, and goals to these changes. As

^"^Saul M, Katz, loc, cit.
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examples, the need for agency adaptation could come from new

legislation, political events, clientele wants, or public reactions to

agency programs.

Katz's "guidance" function serves to coordinate and direct the

above three functions in such a way so as to minimize conflict among

them and to make the most of their potential complementarities.

In looking at the feedback requirements of an agency responsible

for carrying out village level programs Katz's categories can easily be

adapted to represent the kinds of information that the agency needs.

That is, the agency needs certain informational inputs from village

level programs to ensure and facilitate program maintenance, trans

formation, and adaptation and guidance.

Another useful category can be referred to as program

"evaluative" feedback. That is, in addition to generating feedback

related to how a program is performing vis-a-vis each of the four

functions discussed above, there is a need for feedback about how all

of these are adding up collectively in terms of overall program goal

achievement,

Perhaps the feedback interrelationships and requirements being

discussed can best be summed up in diagramatic fashion as in Figure 2.

The above categories will be taken up and applied directly to

the feedback decisions discussed in Chapter III. Suffice it to say

here that the organizational functions defined by Katz can be usefully
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Overall Agency Performajice,

Guidance
± -Evaluative Feedback

Transformation

Maintenance

Adaptation]^Feedback about
specific program
functions

FEEDBACK

EEEDS

Figure 2, Interrelationships among agency feedback requirements,

adapted to help clarify the micro-requirements of the change

agency/village program feedback process,

A more in-depth application of Katz's ideas and of those from

communications which are related to the structural/procedural and

decision-making dimensions of the feedback process shall be taken up in

the following chapter. But what about the behavioral elements that

influence feedback patterns and content? Some ideas and illustrations

Additional feedback important to the agency's continuing
effectiveness may originate and stem from sources outside of the
agency-village level program context. Information about how the
agency's actions and activities affect or are affected by a wide range
of groups, organizations and individuals is needed in the long-run if
the agency is going to be successful. However it is imlikely that the
feedback system for gathering and transmitting these informational
inputs will be as formally elaborate and developed as the system for
relaying the feedback from village level programs. For a detailed
discussion of the need for organizational linkages with outside groups
see: George H, Axinn, "Principles of Institution Building," paper
prepared for the Asian Agricultural College and University Seminar,
Bangkok, September 21, 1970; H, L, Bumgardner, Walter Ellis, Rolf P,
Lynton, Christian W, Jung, J, A, Rigney, contributors, A Guide to
Institution Building for Team Leaders of Technical Assistance Projects,
prepared by North Carolina State University under contract No. AID/
CSD2807, December 1971, PP. IV-11 to IV-31.
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from the literature of development administration can he heipful in

identifying the hehavioral attributes found within bureaucracies which

can have an impact upon feedback coramunications.

Development Administration

Fred W. Riggs has developed a model that attempts to explain

12
bureaucratic behavior within LDCs. In considerable detail he

describes the chaxacteristics and forces at play within what he calls

"prismatic society." He then proceeds to depict the consequences and

resiilting behavior patterns within LDC administration in general.

Riggs' model is useful here inasmuch as it begins to identify behavioral

tendencies that were perceived to affect feedback within the Venezuelan

context. How feedback from the village level program participants to

the agency decision-maker is affected by manifestations of bureaucratic

self-interest, formalism, status consciousness, and politicization is

of concern here.
%

Riggs would argue that these behavioral tendencies are mutually

reinforcing and when left unchecked, will consume inordinate amounts

of the agency official's time and energy to the detriment of his formal

responsibilities. It could be argued, however, that countervailing

extra-bureaucratic forces can act to encourage and enforce a certain

amount of accoimtability and program direction within the bureaucracy.

Influential interest-groups such as the Federacion Campesina and the

Liga Campesina in Venezuela exert pressure upon the bureaucracy at

^^See Fred W. Riggs, ]£c, cit.
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local levels. At the same time professional norms and attitudes that

enhanced job performance were not totally lacking among agency personnel.

In commenting on the influence of professional norms upon bureaucratic

behavior, Sharkansky has noted that ".. . these norms affect both the

professional's view of the problems that he sees in the environment and

13the goals he adopts in order to confront these problems."

Resovirce Allocation Concepts

Economics provides some key concepts and decision-making tools

pertaining to resource allocation that can be used as guidelines in

helping the agency administrator realistically to assess his ability to

act on the feedback problems he faces.

The decision-maker is confronted with matters of choice regarding

how far to go in committing scarce agericy resources to get information,

what information to seek, and how best to allocate his information

gathering resources among feedback alternatives. The opportunity-cost

principle can be applied to help choose from among feedback alterna

tives, The notion of performance trade-offs among alternatives is

applicable also.

In determining whether to invest agency resources in feedback

as opposed to another agency activity, some way to estimate the value

of feedback information is essential. While the decision-maker may

not have access to quantitative data on the costs and benefits of

^^Ira Sharkansky, Public Administration: Policy-Making in
Government Agencies (Chicago: Markham Publishing Compaxiy, 1970T7 P«
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feedback information, he still may he able to make reasonably sound

Judgments by making all the "costs," and "benefits" explicit even if

they are non-monetary in nature.

In attempting to select the most appropriate feedback alternative

or mix of alternatives, it is important to assess each in terms of its

likely effects on program performance. Evaluating these effects is

apt to entail Judgments not only about agency time and expense, but

also about the responses of people in and outside the agency to the

proposed feedback alternatives. For example, a plan to get extension

personnel from cooperating agencies who worked in identical projects

within the same Venezuelan villages to file Joint reports failed because

agents did not like to have their co-workers see how they padded and

distorted their reports. This type of outcome was not considered by

the administrators nor were any provisions made to contend with the

problem, even though it was common knowledge that petty rivalries

flourished among the agents.

Various Applied Fields

Some strategies and approaches for improving the pivotal

dimensions of the feedback process (i.e., structural/procedural, human

communications, and decision-making) within agricultural programs can

be drawn from the applied literature of rural sociology, program plan

ning and implementation, and extension. On the basis of the kinds of

problems and human responses discerned in the Venezuelan situation, it',

would appear that some of these remedial possibilities for improving

feedback hand-ups might prove useful, In particular, general
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suggestions for iniproving certain structural/procedural aspects of the

feedback system (e.g., report content, format, timing) would seem to

be applicable within the program context observed in Venezuela. Ideas

from rural sociology about legitimizing agency programs with the target

group could conceivably be used to iii5)rove grass-roots participation

in the feedback process. Some ideas from extension and personnel man

agement, while reflecting a Western cultural bias, could conceivably

be employed by the Venezuelan administrator in his contacts with feed

back communicators. In sum, a number of suggestions encountered in the

literature for improving particular feedback problems might be effec

tively adapted aud utilized by an administrator in a situation similar

Ik
to that observed in Venezuela.

Ik
Listed below are a few selections from the applied literature

which offered relevant suggestions for analyzing feedback problems and
which seemed adaptable to the cult-ural and institutional milieu of the
Venezuelan program administrator.

Earl M. Kulp makes some useful suggestions about how feedback
reporting formats and data elements, can be organized: Earl M. Kulp,
Rural Development Planning: Systems Analysis and Working Method (New
York: Praeger Publishers, 1970), pp. 325-3^6. For a discussion on
some ways to improve human communications in feedback see: W. Keith
Warner, "Feedback in Administration," Journal of Cooperative Extension,
Vol. V, Wo. 1 (Spring, I967), pp. hk-k^. Some general but useful
sources offering suggestions on how to bring about behavioral changes
within change agency bureaucracies are: Allen R. Cohen, "The Human
Dimension of Administrative Reform," Development and Change, Vol. II,
Wo. 2 (1970-71), pp. 65-82; Detchard Vongkomlshet, "Innovation: The
Task of the Civil Servants," Report on Regional Seminar on Development,
Malaysian Centre for Development, Studies, Prime Minister's Department,
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, I968, pp. 27-31. For constructive ideas on
leadership and motivation within rural development agencies see: David
W, Brown, "The Human Element in Getting Programs Going—Legitimization,
Motivation, and Leadership," Unit L in a series of mimeographed class
notes prepared for a class on Agricultural and Rural Program Planning
by David W. Brown, International Professor, Department of Agricultural
Economics and Rural Sociology, University of Tennessee, Knoxville,
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IV. SOME CONCLUDING KEMAEKB

Some ideas and concepts from communications, development

administration, organizational theory, and economics that appear to

provide a basis from which an analysis of feedback can be undertaken

have been discussed. The very complexity of the subject seems to

necessitate an eclectic approach. Perhaps this study can make a con

tribution by attempting in preliminary fashion to conceptualize and

present in a systematic way the issues, alternatives, and forces at

play within the feedback process at the level of regional programs.

Tennessee, Summer, 1971. While the literature that was reviewed in
the area of management communications and personnel management was
directed at the practitioner, many of the recommendations were pre
sented as indisputable maxims. Unlike the other sources mentioned
above, these often lacked an analytical thrust which would have
facilitated their application outside of a Western cultural context.



CHAPTER III

structural/procedural dimensions and alternatives

IN FEEDBACK DESIGN

The ohjective of this chapter is to examine the major structural/

procedural dimensions involved in the feedback process. These are

framed within a decision-making context, which emphasizes the need to

consider and evaluate alternative courses of action.

I. FEEDBACK AS A PROBLEM OF ECONOMIC CHOICE

It is imperative that the program administrator take into

consideration both the disposition of resources for feedback purposes

and the nature of the agency's feedback needs as a prelude to acting

on feedback problems.

Initially two allocative decisions face the administrator

concerned with making feedback in^jrovements: the first has to do with

the allocation of agency resources between (a) information gathering

and analysis and (b) project execution; and the second has to do with

the allocation of feedback resources between the search for new informa

tion and sustaining on-going feedback processes (i.e., those involved

in monitoring existing projects and e3<pediting actions to alleviate

bottlenecks in these projects).

Feedback Versus. Action

The administrator may in^jrove feedback by (a) channeling more

27
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resoiirces into feedback activities, and/or by (b) improving the

effectiveness of those information resources presently at his disposal

(e.g., encoureiging more effective information gathering, transmission,

and analysis). In the short-run the total amount of resources avail

able for project execution (action) and feedback is apt to be fixed.

Consequently the administrator can only increase the amount of agency

resources (e.g., personnel, time) available for feedback gathering and

analysis by shifting them away from agency implementation activities.

The administrator can visualize action and feedback/analysis as partial

substitutes for one another in generating maximum program performance

as shown in Figure 3«

Action

The agency's "production possibility
'curve" showing alternative uses for
its resources.

Combination of action and feedback/
analysis which yields maximum program
performance.

Levels of program performance
and the alternative mixes of

action and feedback that can

achieve each.

Feedback and analysis

Figure 3« The allocation of agency resources between action
and feedback/analysis components.



29

In such cases the question is where to "draw the line" in allocating

resources (and/or the administrator's attention) between (1) feedback

and analysis, and (2) action implementation so as to maximize total

agency performance. Some considerations which may tip the balance of

agency resources one way or another are illustrated below in Figure 4.

Feedback and Analysis Action

-uncertainty of outcomes
and reactions,

-subjective reluctance of
officials to take risks,

■consequences of making
serious mistakes,

-documentation needs.

Agency
Resources

--urgency of not diverting
resources from the action
itself.

--backlog of experience and
awareness of local
conditions among officials,

--capability of the field
staff.

Figure U. Factors to be considered in allocating agency resources
to the action or the feedback/analysis components of agency programs.

Clearly the best allocation of resources between action and feedback/

analysis will vary from case to case.

In many situations, however, the allocation of resources between

feedback and action may be predetermined by precedent and the estab

lished ways of doing things within the agency. The administrator may

have little leeway to shift resources from one use to another. In such

instances feedback improvements can be more easily realized by increasing

the effectiveness of the existing feedback resources and system. Most

of this chapter will be concerned with this latter approach.
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Competing Feedback Alternatives

The administrator may also face decisions relating to how far he

should go in committing feedback resources to obtain new or additional

information upon which to make program decisions. In doing so it is

helpful to bear in mind the following points:

1. Information gathering and inteipretation is a continuous

and raxely completed task.

2. Most decisions are made on the basis of the best avail

able information at any point in time.

3. Rarely do decision-makers possess all of the information

related to any particular issue. Rather, they seek

sufficient information upon which to make reasonably

sound decisions.

The limits to new information gathering include: (l) the costs

Involved, (2) the capacity of the feedback system to handle and inter

pret increasing amounts of information efficiently, and (3) the com

peting needs for feedback resources. With reference to this last

limitation, it will be recalled from Chapter II that different kinds of

feedback are required by the agency. These alternative feedback needs

compete for existing resources. For instance, feedback resoirrces

needed to help arrive at new program decisions may already be tied-up

in the monitoring of on-going projects. To detract from the latter

use may have serious implications for the performance of these projects.

15Ira Sharkansky discusses some information constraints which com
monly face agency decision-makers. Sharkansky, cit., pp. 40-42.
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On the other hand, the value of additionaJ. information may he high in

terms of its pay-off in total program performance. For example, a

diversion of resources toward finding out why farmers in a particular

area frequently default in credit repayments may more than Justify any

discontinuities or problems created in other feedback activities per

taining to that program.

The Value of Feedback Information

To be sure, before the administrator can determine whether an

investment or agency resources for feedback purposes is worthwhile,

some feeling for the value of feedback is needed.

The costs of obtaining feedback are relatively easy to determine.

In addition to the costs though, the administrator needs some notion of

the net value of information so as to be able to Judge how much to

"spend" on information gathering (i.e., feedback) as a whole and how to

allocate resources among different feedback needs. Although absolute

values may not be easily attached to the information reaching the

decision-maker through feedback channels, a statement concerning the

stream of benefits derived from the information can be made. Some

readily recognizable pay-offs of information are listed below.

—Value added by information as decisions are made that other
wise would not be made;

"Value added by information as decisions by analysis prove
better than decisions by insight;

—Value added by information as the scarce commodity of
Insights if freed from lower-level decisions and can be
applied to higher-level problems;
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--Value added by information as decisions are made sooner
because of the increased confidence of the manager.

These benefits as well as numerous others, while not amenable to

quantification in every case, can be made explicit and contrasted with

the costs of acquiring information thus providing the decision-maker

with a rough estimate of their worth to him. Even though the ambiguity

and uncertainty surrounding the feedback process can be reduced by pin

pointing and suggesting methods for weighing the relevant issues and

alternatives, it is in^jortant to bear in mind that:

There is no once-and-for-all decision that reflects a
completely rational assessment of problems, goals, policies,

and the benefits and costs associated with each possible option.
As changes occur in the , . . environment, it is necessary for
participants to learn about the implications of these changes
for the current set of goals or policies and perhaps renego
tiate.

II. SUBSTANTIVE COMPONENTS OF FEEDBACK

The initial step in tackling the feedback problem is that of

defining precisely what the informational needs of the agricultural

program administrator are. The more cleanly the administrator is able

to determine the kinds of information that he needs to make timely and

realistic program decisions, the more efficiently can he marshal his

scarce information-gathering resources. Ascertaining his informational

Adrian M. McDonough, Information Economics and Management
Systems, (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1963), p. 11; it
also contains an interesting chapter on micro-level information econom
ics, see Chapter 6, pp. 92-118.

17Sharkansky, oji. cit., p. ij-S-
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needs is not a simple task. He may "be responsible for the

iBiplementation of several village level programs (e.g., credit, exten

sion, infrastructure) which involve different goals, input requirements,

personnel, target groups, levels of supervision, and even different

reporting systems. Considering all of the other demands upon his time

it is little wonder that the administrator can easily get out of touch

with what is really happening within programs at the village level.

Even as the administrator focuses in on a specific program,

however, a number of questions and decisions pertaining to informationaJ.

feedback immediately arise. What purpose does the existing reporting

system really serve? Is this purpose consistent with general organiza

tional requirements? Is it consistent with the informational, require

ments of the program decision-maker? The type of information required

by the agency decision-maker and that required by the organization as

a whole may differ. For example, the internal housekeeping function of

ifithe organization (Katz's "maintenance" function) may require that

detailed reports be filed concerning the movements of personnel, funds,

and materiel within village level programs. An immediate concern of

the administrator, on the other hand, may be determining whether the

agency inputs into the program are producing the desired responses by

the target group (Kat?'s "transformation" function). Also, the

administrator may want to detect and to analyze the causes and likely

18
Recall that Saul M. Katz classified the basic functions of an

organization into four parts: maintenance, transformation, adaptation,
and guidance.



effects of changing conditions or attitudes at the village level

("adaptation" function), or to evaluate how well program con^jonents

are heing coordinated and used in a complementary fashion ("guidance"

function).

It is important to note that while program maintenance,

monitoring (transformation), adaptive, and guidance feedback deal with

specific functional components of the feedback process, program evalu

ative feedback is one step higher on the means-end continuum, i.e., it

ig
encompasses the others. ̂  Similarly, let it be noted here that while

the breakdown of feedback according to basic purposes is useful for con

ceptualizing agency feedback needs, few feedback systems will actually

be designed aiong these lines explicitly.

Functional Components

Before going any further a clarification of what is meant, for

the purposes of this study, by each of the feedback types is in order.

Program maintenance, or control oriented feedback. Much of the

reporting within government agencies is done in order to ensure person

nel, materiel, and budgetary accountability. The smooth and orderly

internal functioning of an organization requires that a certain amount

of control be exerted through the feedback mechanism. Procurements,

travel requests, vehicle usage, and work schedules, for example, are

all subject to abuse and/or misuse, thus necessitating some means of

19•^See Figure 2, page 21.
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control and accountability. Furthermore, budgetary preparation

requires that detailed information on the level of activity within the

agency be thoroughly documented. A good share of the feedback needed

by the agency has to do with these largely internal matters.

Program monitoring, or transformation facilitating feedback.

The role of program monitoring feedback is to facilitate the smooth and

orderly day-to-day execution of projects at the village level. This

type of feedback relates to the agency decision-maker, or to the key

administrative sub-units responsible for program implementation, what

the short-run input requirements are for a specific project and when and

where they are needed. Transformation facilitating feedback helps to

keep the programs in the field operating and to make adjustments to short-

run changes and bottlenecks. Program monitoring feedback also serves

the pixrpose of documenting on a regular short-run basis the project

input/output relationships.

Program adaptive feedback. The administrator also has a need

for information that will help him to develop program strategies con

sistent with local conditions and constraints. He needs to keep aware

of changing opportunities and situations at the local level and to

stimulate program adaptation in response to those changes. For

example, he may need to assess how farmers feel about using a new pro

duction input (e.g., hybrid corn) in order to determine how much

emphasis should be given to the farmer education aspect of a production

program. He needs to keep in touch with the farmers' general reaction
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to the program once it is underway and to maJj,e adjustments to newly

emerging problems.

Program guidance feedback. The administrator may also need to

know how well agency efforts are being coordinated to anhieve program

goals. For exai:i5)le, he may want to be advised if program components

are out of phase with each other, or if personnel are pursuing con

flicting ends, or if the whole program is deviating from its planned

course. Such information can help to minimize conflict and to ens\ire

needed coordination and cooperation among the various program elements.

Program Evaluative Feedback

Upon the completion of a project or a major phase of a project

the administrator may want to evaluate the results in terms of attain

ment of project goals and in terms of how closely actual results and

expected results correspond. He may rely on an analysis of reports

and records from the previous inplementation stages to see what

actually occwred and why. In addition he may require new or additional

information for program evaluation and review purposes.

Trade-offs and Opportunity Costs

Obtaining and assessing the information that is required to

maintain, execute, adapt, coordinate, and evaluate agency programs

poses certain aJJLocative problems. Given the diverse (but coirple-

mentary) feedback requirements of the agency, the decision-maker must

determine how much enphasis to give each aspect of this informational

requirement "mix." Some trade-offs between one kind of information
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and another will probatly be involved. Therefore the decision-maier

may try to determine what the likely effects and consequences will be

of emphasizing some types of feedback over others in terms of project

and/or agency goals. For instance, in the face of scarce informational

resources, the administrator may decide to emphasize internal control,

or maintenance related feedback. In arriving at this decision it is

important to determine whether the sacrifices made in terms of trans

formation, adaptation, guidance, and evaluation are outweighed by the

advantages gained from improving the agency's internal control.or

auditing system, (i.e., the opportunity cost principle applies here,)

Indeed, John Dorsey points out that where the information and

resource surpluses are low, such as in LDCs, there is a strong tendency

20for the control and maintenance subsystem to absorb the greater share.

The scarcity of information inputs in the form of accurate, systematic,

and comprehensive reports on the operational environment may lead to a

dependence upon previously stored information in carrying out the

adaptation process. Rather than spontaneity and flexibility in per

forming the adaptation function the tendency is apt to be for a " , , ,

21reliance upon precedence, riiles, and accepted ways of doing things,"

The ability of the organization to perceive and to adapt to changes

in the environment is likely to be seriously impaired as a result.

This illustrates some of the likely consequences resulting from a

20John T, Dorsey, Jr., "A Communications Model for Administra-
tion," Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 2, No, 3 (December, 1957),
p. 53.

^^Ibid,. p, 51.
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treuie-off between program adaptive feedback and program maintenance

feedback. A trade-off between transformation facilitating feedback

and program maintenance feedback may result in iu^jroved methods for

keeping track of how the VLW uses his time but at the expense of pro

viding h'lTn with an effective channel through which he can request the

support necessary to keep him productively occupied. Conversely, if

the program monitoring (transformation facilitating) feedback is

improved to the detriment of internal controls (maintenance feedback)

the inputs that the VLW requests may be rusting away in a neighboring

village or agency warehouse unbeknown to the supporting staff.

Again the important point is that the administrator, in choosing

to divert more information gathering resources toward one type of

feedback or another, needs to give some thought to the opportunity

costs involved. A systematic and objective analysis of the opportunity

costs of alternative feedback emphases can be a complicated and time

consuming task in itself. However, the administrator can at least

make note of some of the likely consequences, in terms of program gains

and losses, associated with emphasizing each type of feedback (see

Figure l).

Peterminants of Feedback Emphasis

To be sure, the successful adaptation and execution of a project

will depend on some combination, or "mix," of the five types of feed

back. In fact, the nature of project itself may indicate which

types of feedback need to be stressed. For example, where tasks are

sinple and constant (e.g., recording readings from a local weather



39

station) program maintenance and occasionally program evaluative

feedtack may "be adequate. For rapidly changing and more complex

projects (e.g., introducing a new crop requiring a package of new inputs)

program adaptive and program monitoring feedback may he more critical.

Not only might the type of proj'ect determine the dominant

feedback requirements but so might the phase or stage that a project is

in. Adaptive feedback, for example, might receive priority during the

early stages of a project. As the project picks up momentum during the

in^jlementation stage, the need for program maintenance and program

monitoring feedback may become increasingly ir^jortant. More resources

might be shifted toward providing program guidance feedback as the

project or phasing becomes more complex. Near the end of a particular

phase or project, program evaluative feedback may require more atten

tion.

Again, no program can be successfully sustained in the long-run

without all five types of feedback. This is not to say that the most

appropriate channels, media, and timing employed in the feedback process

will necessarily be identical for all types of feedback from all types

of programs. The administrator needs to look at these and other con

siderations inherent in obtaining, transmitting, and handling feedback

if he is to make sovind decisions concerning his own feedback priorities

and arrangements. Table I Illustrates one example of a way in which

the pros and cons of emphasizing certain types of feedback can be laid

out for evaluation by the agency decision-maker.
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III. MAJOR STRUCTURAL AUD PROCEDURAL DECISIONS

Initially, then, a number of basic decisions need to be made with

reference to the structural/procedural, dimensions of the feedback

process. They might include the following:

A. Deciding what specific kinds of information are to be

collected.

B. Deciding from whom the information might be collected.

C. Deciding who to use to collect information.

D. Deciding how to collect the information.

E. Deciding to whom the information is to be transmitted.

F» Deciding in what form information is to be reported,

G, Deciding on the mechanisms for channeling information to

the decision-maker.

H. Deciding on the timing (frequency and speed) of informa

tion reporting.

For each of the major decisions above there may be several

alternatives. How the decision-maker might begin to examine the major

choices with the help of a decision profile is illustrated in Table II.

The alternatives pertaining to each major decision may vary from one

case to another. However, the practice of making key decisions and

alternatives explicit and arranging them in an organized format will

facilitate a systematic appraisal of the options available.

In the remainder of this chapter some of the key feedback

decisions and alternatives outlined in Table II will be examined.

Specifically, the mechanisms for channeling information to the



TABLE II

DECISION PROFILE ILLUSTRATING KEY FEEDBACK DECISIONS
AND ALTERNATIVES

Feedback Decision Alternatives

A. Kinds of Feedback
to be Obtained

Program maintenance feedback
Program monitoring feedback
Program adaptive feedback
Program guidance feedback
Program evaluative feedback

B. From Whom to
QoUect Feedback

VLWs

Farmers

Personnel from other agencies
Local government officials
Local politicians

C.- Who to Use in
Collecting Feedback

VLWs

Outside evaluators
Peasant representatives
Ombudsmen

Spies

D, How to Collect
Information

Staff reports
Staff meetings
Village assemblies
Inspection tours
Periodic surveys
Inter-agency meetings
Office interviews

E, To Whom Information
Is Transmitted

Top administrator
Program supervisors
Special assistant to administrator
(gatekeeper)

Full planning body
Local leaders

General public

F. What Form to Use in
Collecting and
Presenting Feedback

Verbal-written
Structured-unstructured
Quantitative-qualitative
Objective, conditional-normative,
or prescriptive



TABLE II (continued)

DECISION PROFILE ILLUSTRATING KEY FEEDBACK DECISIONS
AND ALTERNATIVES

Feedback Decision Alternatives

G, Mechanisms for Channeling Direct-indirect
Information to the Formal-informal
Decision-maker Elicited-unelicited

Continuous
H. Timing of Feedback Periodic

Spontaneous

decision-maker, the form to use in collecting and presenting feedback,

and the tiBiing of feedback will be discussed, An effort will be made

to determine which kinds of feedback might be facilitated or hindered

given various structural/procedural alternative feedback arrangements.

Mechanisms or Channels for Acguiring Feedback

For the administrator who is willing to use them, a variety of

possible feedback channels are at his disposal. By Judiciously com

bining these information flows a fairly well-rounded pictxire of program

needs and performance can be obtained. Or conversely, where the admin

istrator fails to utilize the potential sources of information avail

able to him, program decisions may suffer.

Direct and indirect channels. The feedback problem would be

greatly simplified if the administrator had responsibility for a very

small project which allowed him the time and the setting conducive to
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direct contact on a continuous "basis with the field staff and with the

faiTners. Unfortunately this was not the case in "Venezuela nor would it

"be a likely situation for most regional program administrators. The

administrator is apt to rely on a few direct contacts with the village

level program participants (i.e., staff meetings, inspection tours,

office visits "by farmer delegations, and occasional informal contacts)

supplemented by more frequent and voluminous indirect information flows

(e.g., staff reports) which reach him via one or more intermediaries.

That is, the decision-maker must generally depend on others to select

and relate to him the information that he needs to make program deci

sions .

The person most familiar with agency programs at the village

level is the VLW, but he cannot be so overburdened with reporting duties

that his performance as an agent of change within the community is

impaired. Other channels exist for getting information about village

level programs to the administrator. Diagramatically, some of the more

obvious direct and indirect feedback channels can be illustrated as

follows in Figure 5:

Decision-

maker

f

Supervise; y
staff

Village level
worker

J

Farmers and/or
other contacts

at the village
level.

Figure 5. Direct and indirect feedback channels for getting
information about village level programs to the administrator.
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The axrows indicate feedback channels that link the origin of the

information with intermediiixy communicators or directly with the program

administrator. These are by no means the only possible sources and

channels of feedback. The administrator may also use specialized

reporters such as official ombudsmen, outside evaluators, or even "spies"

to get information for him. Other individuals or groups outside of the

agency could also serve as feedback sources, e.g., politicians, volun

tary special interest groups, and personnel from other agencies.

Given a variety of potential feedback sources the administrator

will want to select those which most closely meet his feedback needs and

constraints. One way to compare alternatives in a preliminary fashion

is by constructing a plus/minus chart. By using this simple device the

important alternatives, listed vertically, can be evaluated in terms of

the criteria deemed relevant by the administrator which are arranged

along the upper horizontal axis of the matrix. Then each alternative

can be assigned a plus if it meets the criterion in a positive manner

or a minus if it constitutes a negative factor. Conceivably a numerical

score, ranging for example from a plus 3 bo minus 3> could be assigned,

thus establishing some feeling for the relative magnitudes involved.

Table III illustrates a hypothetical case where various alternative

sources of feedback are rated in terms of specified criteria and com

pared. In this example the operational criteria which are used are the

costs of the feedback in terms of time and money, the comprehensiveness

of the information supplied, the acciiracy of the information, its time

liness, and the extra-agency participation in providing feedback. In
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applying this type of analysis some alternatives may te easily

discarded, others may entail some trade-offs, and some alternatives may

be cleaxly superior in most or all aspects. In any event, the most

appropriate set of alternatives for serious consideration can more easily

and systematically be determined.

Since acquiring feedback directly from the various soxirces at the

village level requires more of the administrator's available time than

does indirect feedback, it might be worth considering which kinds of

messages warrant his immediate attention and time, and which might be

suitably channeled through intermediaries. Certainly most of the pro

gram maintenance related feedback can be received and compiled by inter

mediaries. Likewise a good share of the program monitoring feedback can

be received and dispatched by subordinate program officials. The

administrator may help expedite certain transformation related problems

however, and advise subordinates on particular day-to-day

problems. Direct channels for these types of problems need to be pro

vided. Program adaptive feedback may require major changes in program

eirphasis and direction which only the decision-maker, in consultation

with the various project heads and technical staff, is able to authorize.

Direct feedback channels from the village level sources may be required

in order to gain additional information and to corroborate the informa

tion received via indirect channels. Program evaluative feedback may

also call for a mixture of direct and indirect feedback sources, par-

ticxaarly since much of the unfavorable information may be subject to

distortion if it is routed through indirect channels. Special
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inclementation problems, those requiring major decisions, and sensitive

program evaluative feedback will most likely require direct channels to

the agency administrator. Other types of feedback may be satisfactorily

channeled through intermediaries.

An interesting attempt to improve the effectiveness of indirect

channels is illustrated by the Malaysian operations room approach. In

iniplementing infrastructure projects the Malaysian Ministry of Rural

Development maintained in each regional office a special reporting

center. Each center was equipped with a large book, called the Red Book,

which contained a series of overlaying maps and project progress charts

for the region. The maps pinpointed the physical characteristics of the

area, indicating existing facilities (roads, bridges, land clearings),

projects under progress, and those being considered. For each project

there was a detailed progress cheirt which laid out the various project

stages along with appropriate completion dates. The chant was up-dated

every reporting period and the progress of a particular project was

noted in red if behind schedule, in green if ahead of schedule, and in

black if on schedule. The administrators needed only to scan these

charts to spot where project delays and bottlenecks were occurring.

Written reports explained delays and the remedial actions being taken.

Regular staff meetings were held in the operations room and decisions

were made as to what needed to be done and who was to be responsible.

Although the Malaysian evaluation technique proved more

difficult to apply to projects with non-quantitative goals and units

of measurement (e.g., changes in attitudes with the target group), a
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program administrator might consider the use of a special control-room

in which to hold feedback briefings. Where appropriate the scheduling,

magnitude, and progress of projects could be presented graphically. At

a minimum some visual indicators or program phasing requirements,

resource needs and allocations, and project targets might be helpful.

Such devices could help to clarify the program objectives and methods

for the staff as well as lend an aura of importance, professionalism,

22and team effort to project reporting.

Formal and informal channels. Another dimension of feedback that

bears special examination is whether formal or informal channels should

be used. Formal channels include such official feedback mechanisms as

written reports, staff meetings, inspection tours, and local assemblies.

Informal mechanisms skirt or are outside of officially designated chan

nels, e.g., information elicited or voliinteered in casual conversations

or informal settings.

There are advantages associated with the use of both formal and

informal feedback mechanisms. The administrator, in drawing upon formal

and informal channels for feedback, might seek to combine them so as to

maximize (l) the potential con^lementarities in the kind of information

provided, and (2) the relative advantages peculiax to one or the other

22A description of the Malaysian scheme is found in: Clair
Wilcox, "Malaysia's Experience in Plan Preparation and Implementation,"
Development Digest. Agency for International Development, Vol, III,
Wo. 2 (July, 1^5), pp. 2-10.



52

channel. Some of these possible couiplementarities and relative

advantages can be discerned from Table IV.

TABLE IV

SOME POTENTIAL COMPLEMENTAEITIES BETWEEN AND RELATIVE ADVANTAGES
OF FORMAL AND INFORMAL FEEDBACK MECHANISMS

Formal Channels Informal Channels

-A formal structure may already
exist through which feedback
can be channeled.

-Formal channels are best suited
for relaying descriptive facts
that can be easily quantified
and verified.

-Routine events and program needs
can be transmitted in a regular
and organized fashion.

-Opportunities for informal, infor
mation seeking arise frequently
and can be taken advantage of.

-Informal channels are useful for
in-depth probing into the reasons
for unanticipated bottlenecks or
unexpected progress.

-New insights and perspectives can
be brought to bear on program
activities and performance.

In many instances, then, informal channels can provide valuable

insights and complementary information to that gained through formal

channels. In addition to helping the adminxstrator better understand

what is really going on at the implementation level, informal channels

may help him to recognize the weak points or aspects of the formal

reporting apparatus itself.

Elicited and unelicited feedback. Another useful distinction

that can be made by the administrator as he takes stock of his

information-gathering possibilities is to divide feedback into that
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which is elicited (resource comsuming) and that which is unelicited

(resource saving). Most of the feedback for program maintenance and

monitoring purposes is not likely to come in with sufficient regularity

and detail if not actively elicited by the agency. For this reason

VLWs periodically file reports, staff meetings are regularly scheduled,

and field trips occasionally planned.

However, the agency can encourage and initially help develop

valuable sources of unelicited feedback that can become self-sustaining

and which can provide spontaneous informational inputs. This can be

brought about by encouraging and providing feedback channels for

special interest groups that exist or that can be formed within the

farm community so that they can actively participate in the feedback

process by voicing their program related needs, complaints, and sug

gestions. Agricultural cooperatives, community development committees,

pr village councils are examples of potential sources of unelicited

feedback. In India, for instance, village councils (Panchayats) are

linked very closely with the decision-making process within the agri

cultural development agencies. A formal, structured, and legal rela

tionship has been established. In other instances, an agency may

maintain contact with local groups in a less structured and binding

fashion (e.g., in the United States the extension service has utilized

county advisory committees). In some situations an agency may have no

formal channels for unelicited feedback at all.

To encourage such groups to become involved on a continuing

basis in the feedback process the agency would have to taJce two major
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to the agency feedback process would need to he provided. Second, the

agency would have to respond to at least some of the requests from the

target group in order to maintain credibility. By the same token, if

local groups are given a structured and effective mechanism through

which they can channel needed information on a continuing basis, some

agency resources can possibly be freed to perform other program

activities.

Forms of Recording Feedback

In addition to looking at feedback channels and mechanisms the

administrator may want to exanine the media used to convey messages

within these channels. Certain informational needs may be most effi

ciently and/or effectively met by written reports while still others

by verbal messages. It is up to the administrator to determine how

feedback accuracy, clarity, ease of interpretation, and speed of

delivery are affected by particular feedback media, what advantages

certain media have over others, and how he might best utilize the media

types at his disposal.

StructTored written reports are those which adhere quite closely

to predetermined categories of information and formats, e.g., tabular-

graphic reporting forms and standardized information items. Some of

the advantages of structured written reports are:

1. Information can be grouped into distinct categories for

concise and easy reference (e.g., according to project

or for special use such as publicity).
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2. Within each category, key indicators of project status

and progress can he set apaxt and highlighted for rapid

review,

3. Data categories and units of measurement can be used

which correspond with those required at higher levels

of the organization. This may reduce the time and

resources required for such things as agency budgetary

requests and annual reports.

Unstructured modes of presentation, in contrast to structured

reports, are more open in format and content and allow for greater

flexibility in gathering and interpreting information. Unstructured

written reports are particulaxly valuable where descriptive or diag-

pq
nostic narratives are called for.

In looking at the feedback requirements of an agency it woiald

appear that highly structured written reports are closely associated

with program maintenance feedback. Without this type of communication,

internal control and housekeeping efforts would be futile. Program

monitoring feedback is also associated with structured reporting

although the degree of flexibility required is greater than that for

program maintenance feedback. Reports related to the transformation

process need to be able to reflect any novel occurrences and changes

23
For additional ideas concerning report formats and content

the following sources may be helpful: Earl M. Kulp, 0£. cit., pp. 330-
33^; Kenneth F. Smith, "Management and Agricultural Development," War
on Hunger, a report from the Agency for International Development,
August, 1971j pp. 12-15; Administration of Development Programmes and
Projects: Some Major Issues (Hew York: United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs, 1971), pp. 85-86.
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that affect the iniplementation effort. For example, a short-nxn

change in project input needs or an unexpected need to substitute

production inputs may require explanations involving some vinique and

unanticipated circumstances.

Less structured reporting is a necessary ingredient for program

adaptive feedback. Here considerable flexibility both in format and

content is valuable since unexpected qualitative changes may point to

program related problems that cannot be clearly discerned from struc

tured or quantitative reports. The same comments apply to program

guidance and evaluative feedback. In cases of substantive program

criticism much of what needs to be reported may stem from completely

new perspectives and ways of looking at program goals and activities.

Some of the advantages and disadvantages of written and verbal feed

back are shown in Table V.

Again it would appear that, where the information required is

easily identifiable, measurable, and needed on a regular routine basis,

structured written reports would be most effective. Verbal feedback

might best be utilized to get at some of the more qualitative aspects

of program performance and as a check on written feedback.

Forms of Presenting Feedback

When transmitting verbal and written feedback reports it is

necessary to decide how the contents or recommendations can best be

presented. Three approaches to presenting information are discussed

here—the factual approach, the conditional-normative approach, and the

prescriptive approach.
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TABLE V

SOME ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF WRITTEN AND VERBAL FEEDBACK

Written Verbal

Advantages

Disadvan

tages

—Easily stored and per
manently recorded.

—Easily duplicated and
transmitted to various
receivers simultaneously.

—Can be limited to specific
or precise items of infor-
tion only.

—Easily distorted.
—Difficult to immediately
check or verify.

—May inhibit the free flow
of constructive criticisms

since sender may not want
to "go on the record."

--May become excessively
burdensome.

-Opportunity to clarify or
comprehend precise meanings
in face-to-face exchanges.
-Most acceptable form of
feedback from sources

outside the bureaucracy.
-Communications may be more
open and candid when verbal,

-Involves considerable time
on the part of the sender
and the receiver.

-Fear of reprisals or
unpleasant consequences may
lead to reticence.

-Precision may be lacking.
-Less apt to be directly to
the point.

The factual approach consists of merely recording and passing

the desired facts on to higher levels. The burden of interpretation

and analysis falls on persons who are specially trained or positioned

to perfpjrm this job. In the case of maintenance feedback, they might

be accountants or supply officers. In the case of program monitoring

feedback they might be agricultural specialists or project supervisors.

In the case of program adaptive, guidance, and evaluative feedback the

program administrator will also become directly involved.

The conditional-normative approach requires that the information

not only be collected and analyzed but that concrete recommendations
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Toe forwarded on the "basis of the analysis. The report is presented in

an , then , , context. This type of reporting presents

specific alternatives to the decision-maJcer that have "been formolated

with program goals and constraints in mind. His role is restricted to

that of choosing among the various alternatives. He is not apt to Toe

directly involved with the data analyses from which the alternatives

are derived. For feedToack of a higTxLy tecTanical nature requiring pro

fessionally trained analysts such as a disease-control campaign, the

conditional-normative approach may "be suitaTole. For other types of

feedback the decision-maker may want to spend more time looking at the

facts behind the recommendations which are made to him by his -staff. ,.

The prescriptive approach to presenting feedback recommends to

the administrator what he "should" do, with the bulk of the factual

evaluation and alternative selection done by others. In this case the

choices are by and large made for the administrator with only limited

involvement on his part. For most types of feedback such an approach

would probably prove inadequate since the decision-maker is likely to

have expertise and insights that need to be brought into the decision

process at early stages. In particular the administrator can (a) con

tribute his knowledge and insights pertaining to viable program

•Twprnvfimant possibilities and their likely outcomes, and (2) decide

which criteria (or value judgments) are to be used in arriving at the

most appropriate choices.

The likelihood and magnitude of program miscalculations due to

data distortion and/or biases would appear to increase as the forms of
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reporting go from factual to conditional-normative to prescriptive. On

the other hand, the investment of time and effort on the administrator's

part increases as reporting "becomes more prescriptive and less objective.

Here again the administrator is faced with a matter of choice. He cannot

spend all of his time analyzing raw data to "be sure. Nor can the admin

istrator rely entirely on his subordinates to come up with solutions to

program problems. Some combination of objective and conditional-

normative reporting will probably be relied upon. In any event efforts

can be made by the administrator to inprove the content and readability

of objective reports as well as to check on the quality of decision-

making within the supportive staff.

Timing of Feedback

Another dimension of feedback that has not been touched on but

which deserves the administrator's attention has to do with the timing--

both speed and frequency—with which feedback is reported.

Frequency and speed of reporting. Ideally the feedback process

would provide a rapid and continuous flow of information related to aU

five agency informational feedback needs. This is generally not feasible

nor could the individual decision-maker act if he spent all of his time

assessing and reassessing the implications of each new item of incoming

information. The administrator is faced with the problem of adjusting

his Informational needs to the time he and his staff can allot to'col

lecting and assessing this information. The frequency and speed of

reporting may be determined in part by the puipose for which the agency
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needs the information (i.e., maintenance, transformation, adaptation,

guidance, evaluation), and in part hy the nature of the project itself

or hy the phase that a particular project is in.

Program maintenance and program monitoring feedback are essential

to keeping a project in motion and may consequently require continuous

(e.g., daily or weekly) and speedy reporting. Given that much of the

information needed for these purposes can he coded and transmitted in

a relatively simple and routinized manner (i.e., structured quantita

tive written reports) continuous maintenance and monitoring oriented

feedback is feasible if bottlenecks and delays in the feedback delivery

system can be ironed out.

On the other hand, distinct and clearly identifiable cues in the

task environment calling for program adaptation may not always be

obvious in the short-run. Considerable agency time and effort may be

required to detect and analyze these more subtle indicators. Important

changes in the task environment can, however, arise rapidly, necessi

tating a concerted and immediate agency response. Ad hoc or spontaneous

feedback structures are needed to keep abreast of significant program

yelated occurrences, especially since these may arise at any time.

Programs involving easily measured goals and units of progress

may be more amenable to continuous reporting than those programs where

goals and agency progress are less tangible (e.g:.y projects dealing with

infrastructure versus projects aimed at changing attitudes). In the

latter case precise reporting is more elusive and time consuming.
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It might he noted also that quick, tangible feedback becomes

more difficult to obtain as the measurement of the final program

responses and outcomes is undertaken. For example program inputs and

direct "outputs" (e.g., so many man-days for demonstrations, the number

of farmers attending) are relatively easy to monitor. But the number

of farmers actually adopting a new practice or the real effect of

demonstrations on crop yields is more difficult to determine. More

reliance will need to be placed on qualitative Judgments and proxy

indicators. Skilled and experienced observers may be required. Conse

quently this type of information may take considerable time to compile

and cannot reasonably be expected on a continuous basis.

Reporting "hyperfrequency" is another problem to be avoided. In

the first place short reporting intervals may result in the field

reporters doing little other than information gathering. In the second

place, the administrator may not have enough time to thoroijghly digest

and act on lengthy reports coming to him in rapid succession. Some

serious thovight might be given to the most practical reporting interval.

In some cases a few key indicators might be reported on a continuous,

or Interim, basis while the other required information is reported on

a more manageable periodic basis. Agency reporting intervals may also

be made to correspond with reporting periods of the organization as a

whole so as to minimize duplication of effort.

ProJect stages and feedback timing. In addition to the nature

of the project, the phases or stage which a project is in may determine

the frequency of reporting. In the early stages of a project the
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frequency of program adaptive feedback may become less frequent and

more on a spontaneous basis. Program maintenance and monitoring feed

back might need to be brought up to and sustained at its maximum level

from the early stages of a project on* Program evaluative and guidance

feedback, however, might be elicited less frequently in the early stages

and with increasing frequency near the completion of important program

aspects.

In agricultural projects particularly, critical seasons may-

dictate a need for stepped-up frequency of reporting, e.g., daily

reports on the input needs during planting season. Similarly, feedback

on particular "problem" aspects of a project might be intensified until

they are brought under control. Increased use of radio or telephone

communications and/or increased field visits could be used in some

cases to speed up information flo-ws. To be sure, the concentration of

feedback resources upon a specific problem may decrease feedback activi

ties in other projects or program aspects. Consequently an intensified

feedback effort cannot realistically be sustained indefinitely.

Feedback "scale effects." Another time dimension in addition to

reporting frequency and speed has implications for feedback. As a pro

gram grows in size and complexity, the capacity of the organization to

handle and store an increasing quantity and variety of information will

need to be developed. Karl Deutsch refers to the effects on the infor

mational feedback system caused by increased program size as the "scale

effect."
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The agency . . . must resist the trend towards self-
preoccupation and isolation from the environment; . . . must
reorganize and transform itself enough to overcome the problems
of internal communication overload and jamming of the message
traffic.

Not only will the quantity of information increase but so will

the scope of specialized problem-specific informational inputs. As

projects move from one stage to another new factors and problems will

become evident. For exan^le, as a development program shifts its

eD^jhasis from production to marketing, new areas of vital information

arise. The agency thus needs to maintain enough flexibility to adapt

its reporting devices and information sources to new problem areas.

Since the field worker is apt to bear the burden of increased

feedback requirements stemming from new or expanded projects, some

thought might go into finding ways to lessen this time consuming respon

sibility. Every item on reports might be examined closely in terms of

(1) the purpose(s) which it presently serves, and (2) whether it can be

easily obtained from other sources. Redundant or obsolete items may be

deleted or combined into more useful forms, and some items of infor- v

mationoan be acquired through alternative means. ,

Other strategic sin5>liflcations in the feedback system might also

be necessary. For instance, when the volvime of program maintenance and

some of the more routine items pertaining to program monitoring feed

back reach certain proportions it might well pay in terms of efficiency

Karl W. Deutsch, "Communication Models and Decision Systems,"
Contemporary Political Analysis, James C. Charlesworth, ed., (New
York: The Free Press, 1967), P- 295.



and speed to introduce computerized data processing, if available, to

help eliminate data log Jams. More attention can be paid to the feed

back process itself (feedback guidance) in order to detect structural

rigidities or human constraints that might be obstructing or distorting

the inflow of necessary information.

IV. A PECISION-MAKIWG FRAMEWORK FOR FEEDBACK

This chapter has undertaken in some detail a conceptual

examination of the major structural and procedural issues inherent in

the feedback process. By outlining the types of feedback required by

the agency (i.e., program maintenance, monitoring, adaptive, guidance,

and evaluative feedback) the administrator or anaOyst can begin to

decide in which areas particular feedback problems lie. By taking

opportunity costs into consideration, limited feedback resources can be

marshalled more effectively. Allocative decisions can be made with a

more precise understanding of the likely impact that they might have

upon the feedback process. By making the major decisions related to the

feedback process explicit and by considering the feasible alternatives

for each, a more systematic and objective treatment of feedback problems

is possible. The relative merits and disadvantages of using particular

feedback channels, media, and timing can similarly be made explicit and

their effects on the various types of feedback required by the agency

can be determined. Ultimately, however, how an agency administrator

selects the ingredients for his own feedback "mix" will depend not only

upon the factors discussed above, but upon the likely human responses
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and reactions to agency feedback overtures as well. It is to this human

dimension of the feedback process that the following chapter is directed.
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CHAPTER IV

HUMAN DIMENSIONS OF THE FEEDBACK PROCESS

Administrative reforms often fail because methods and approaches
are . . . inclined toward excessive concentration on changes
in structure, administrative methods and techniques, neglecting
the behavioral aspects of organizations and administration. The
results have tended to be formal with little effect on actual
operations.25

In the connnunications process that linked the village level program

participants with the agency administrators observed by the author, the

motives and responses of the communicators appeared to influence to a

large extent the information transmitted. Any effort to improve feed

back in that setting would have had to take into account the human as

well as the structural/procedural obstacles involved. To illustrate

some of the human problems the following example may be helpful.

Farmers in a credit program needed pre-harvest allotments for

family consumption pirrposes. Although this need was pointed out to the

VLW and the credit program supervisor no action was taken to ameliorate

the situation. In part this was because of institutional rigidities in

the credit program itself, as well as the agency officials' feeling that

the farmers would misuse the funds. Lacking other resources, the

farmers turned to re-selling some of their production inputs (e.g..

25Arne F. Leemans, "Administrative Reform: An Overview," Devel
opment and Change, Vol. II, No. 2 (1970-71)> Institute of Social
Studies, The Hague, p.

66
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fertilizer, insecticide) to make ends meet. Consequently, crop yields

fell "below those which the VLW had somewhat optimistically projected

for the community. The "VIW, fearing criticisms and reprimands from his

superiors, exaggerated in reporting village production totals. His

immediate supervisor, who was concerned with getting a transfer,

juggled production data from the various villages under his responsi"bil-

ity so as to hide any deficiencies. The figures reaching the adminis

trator told him little a'bout the pro"blems of the program nor did they

disclose the network of distrust, personal apprehension, and status

seeking affecting the feedback process.

I. INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL FEEDBACK LINKAGES

For aneilytical purposes the feedback behavior among agency

personnel can be distinguished from that typically encountered between

agency personnel and the target group. How agency personnel act and

respond when communicating among themselves can affect the quality and

content of feedback considerably. How the farmers perceive and react

to agency feedback overtures can also influence the content and volume

of the feedback flow.

The administrator or analyst may find it helpful in conceptually

analyzing the human mptives and obstacles affecting feedback to look

into three basic questions. First, what is the nature of the; problem?

What types of behavior are likely to block, distort, or otherwise inter

fere with the flow of feedback? Second, how and in what specific ways

are these forms of behavior likely to influence feedback? Third, what
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axe some yays to cope with, or at least to recognize and avoid, some

of the more serious feedback distortions resulting from human communi

cations problems?

Bureaucratic Behavior

To provide some analjrbical cohesiveness to this discussion on

bureaucratic behavior several of the principal behavioral tendencies

discussed by Fred W. Riggs in his work on administration in LDCs are

26
emphasized. The repercussions that such behavioral tendencies as

lack of value-neutrality, formalism, status and rank consciousness, and

politicization—in sum, bureaupathetic behavior—can have upon the feed

back process is of interest here. These patterns of behavior, according

to Riggs, axe likely to be encountered to one degree or another in most

bureaucracies, whatever the cultural context. To be sure, evidence of

"bureaupathetic" tendencies were observed by the author in Venezuela.

Some reading in the literature of agricultural programs in India indi

cates that "bureaupathetic" behavior affects feedback in that culture

also,^"^ In some cases it would appear that the extent to which

"bureaupathetic" behavior manifests itself and affects feedback in

Indian programs is greater than that observed in Venezuela.

^^Riggs, loG. cit.
^'^Some specific references from the literature on Indian agri

cultural bureaucracies are: Stanley J. Heginbotham, "The Bureaucratic
Environment in India," from Chapter II-IV, Part II of an unpublished
Ph.D. dissertation entitled Patterns and Sources of Indian Bureaucratic
Behavior: Organizational Pressures and the Ethic of Dubyina Tamil ̂
the Nadu Development Program, Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
February, 1970; V. R, Gaikwad, Panchayati Raj and Bureaucracy: A Study
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To put these ohseryations in clearer perspective a continuum of

■bureaucratic behavior can be conceived, ranging from a Riggsean

"bureaupathetic" situation at one extreme to a bureaucratic "ideal
28type" similar to that described by Max Weber at the other. Diagramati-

cally on such a continuum the Venezuelan example (V) •wo\ild appear to fall

somewhat toward the "bureaupathetic" extreme but perhaps not as fax as

the Indian case (l).

Riggsean Weberian
"bureaupathetic" I V "ideal type"
bureaucracy bureaucracy

In similar fashion a continuum could be constructed for each opntributing

behavioral pattern as illustrated in Figure 6, Again, these are but

roxigh approximations used here for illustrative purposes. By no means
/

does the placement of Venezuela and India relative to the two polar

bureaucratic types or relative to each other reflect an attempt to

einpirically determine these relationships. Rather, their placement on

the continuum reflects some subjective judgments made on the basis of

field experience in the Venezuelan case and a cursory review of several,

relevant studies in the Indian case.

of ^ Relationship Patterns (Hyderabad: National Institute of Com
munity Development, 1969)5 A. P. Barnabas and Donald C. Pelz, Adminis-
tering Agricultural Development (New Delhi: The Indian Institute of
Public Administration, 1970).

pO
See Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization,

trans, and ed. by A, M. Henderson and Talcott Parsons (New York:
Oxford Press, 19^7), pp. 329-33^.
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Riggsean

Lack of value-

neutrality
(Self-interest)

Formalism

(Institutionalized
unofficial

procedures)

Status conscious
ness

Policitally
active (partisan)

Intra-
Lureaucratic
politics

V

I V

I

V

Weteriaja

Value neutrality
(Orientation toward
the office rather

than the person)

Institutionalized

formal procedures

Puhlic servajit

Policitally neutral

I V

Advancement by seniority
and/or achievement

Figure 6, An illustration of how bureaucratic behavior in
Venezuela and India might be coiripared.

It would appear, however, that as the motives and interactions

of personnel within an agency approach the "bureaupathetic" extreme

more than the "ideal type" extreme, the behavioral dimension of feed

back will have an increasingly larger impact on communication flows.

The amount of agency resowces and the strategies required to improve

the feedback process could vary considerably depending upon where along

the continuum a particular situation lies. In the discussion of the

Riggsean behavior types to follow, the extent to which any of these are

manifested and affect feedback in the Venezuelan situation is condi

tioned by a unique set of cultural and institutional factors. Therefore,
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the mix of strategies and resources required to improve feedback in the

Venezuelan (or any other) instance may be fairly unique.

Lack of value-neutrality. To assert that bureaucrats, in

performing their Job, transcend personal desires for wealth, security,

power, status or prestige and concern themselves only with public
29

service and the efficient execution of POSDCORB would probably make

even Max Weber wince. Fred Riggs postulates that individuals within

LDC bureaucracies are apt to be inordinately concerned with enhancing

their self-interests. He argues that in the absence of strong counter

vailing forces outside of the bureaucracy little can be done to effec

tively ensure that public policies and programs will be effectively
30

carried out."^

In the Venezuelan case it was observed that local groups (village

councils, cooperatives), and particularly those with some political

clout (Federacion Campesina, Liga Campesina), could bring pressure to

bear on individuals in the agency who were flagrantly remiss in the

performance of their official duties or who seriously abused the power

of their position. Feedback on the more chronic cases of neglect or

abuse of official capacities for personal gain brought about some

^^POSDCORB is an acronym for Planning, Organization, Staffing,
Directing, Coordinating, Reporting, and Budgeting. See Luther Gulich,
"Notes on the Theory of Organization," Luther Gulich and L. Urwick,
eds.. Papers on the Science of Administration (New York: Institute of
Public Administration, 1937)> pp. 1-45. Cited in Riggs, o£. c^.,
p. 260.

30,Riggs, o£. cf^., pp. 3^8-3'+9.
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changes in this type of behavior, although oftentimes the improvements

were short-lived. Some officials even gave the impression that they

regarded efforts by the target group to force agency personnel to

improve their performance as iindue "interference" with the "preroga

tives" of their office.

The implications for feedback communications of a tendency to

view one's position as a means for personal advancement rather than as

a part of the program effort are far reaching. Where the self-interest

of the Venezuelan credit program supervisor seeking a transfer dictated

that he should maintain the goodwill and favors of his superior he

refrained from reporting any disconcerting or unpleasant news. It was

observed that VLWs occasionally showed a considerable amount of bias

and selectivity in the type of information that they reported. Con

siderable time was spent arranging, adjusting, and even fabricating the

information that went into reports. "Second-guessing" the kind of

answers and information that would please the agency administrator

was a common preoccupation among agency personnel.

The reactions of the target group to manifestations of self-

interest on the part of agency officials also worked to the detriment

of feedback. In the first place, the motives of the officials were

usually suspect since they came from outside of the community. Subse

quent self-serving behavior, especially when perceived by the farmers

•31
Apparently this type of reaction on the part of officials was

more prevalent in the Indian case studied by V. R. Gaikwad. V. R.
Gaikwad, og, cit., pp. 28-3^.
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as being carried out at their expense, acted to undermine whatever basis

of trust and working rapport that might possibly have been established.

This is consistent with others' postulates that trust and mutual confi

dence are inportant ingredients in a constructive communications rela

tionship,^^ Where the farmers lost confidence in the motives of even

a few agency personnel they appeared to become more suspicious of

agency staff in general. It was not uncommon to find farmers who had

become indifferent to, disillusioned with, or even hostile to agency

personnel and programs. In such cases the agency staff was hardly per

ceived as an effective channel through which program related problems

could be transmitted.

In the final analysis, then, the likely upshots of a tendency

on the part of even a few agency officials to seek their self-interest

over and apart from the agency's goals are (1) a considerable amount

of distortion and manipulation of information included within reports,

and (2) the disaffection of a valuable and important source of infor

mation, i.e., the farmers. As a result administrators may be misin

formed or be forced to spend additional time and resources finding out

through other channels what is really going on at the village level.

Formal^. Since the officially designated feedback channels

may fail to provide the administrator with much of the information

^^Ronald G. Havelock, Planning for Innovation through Dissemi
nation and Utilization of Knowledge, Center for Research on Utiliza
tion of Scientific Knowledge, Institute of Social Research, University
of Michigan, July, 19^9} P» 5-17.
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that he needs, or the farmer with an effective vehicle for communicating

with the agency, unofficial feedback mechanisms may be created to meet

these needs. This is one manifestation of formalism—i.e., the inability

of the formal structixres of the organization to perform adequately—that

gives rise to one or more unofficial but accepted ways of getting things

done. In Venezuela it was frequently observed that farmers, and even

VLWs, were reluctant to relay unusually important or urgent program

needs through the fonnal reporting apparatus. Instead they preferred

to go directly to the program administrator with their requests and

information. In part this was because subordinate officials often

lacked the power to resolve major problems. However, this practice

reflected a reluctance to rely on the slow and distortion-prone formal

feedback channels as well. To gain access to the administrator the

assistance of an influential from inside or outside the bureaucracy was

frequently sought. Such an individual (usually a person with good

political connections) acted as a facilitator in circumventing agency

subordinates and directly reaching the administrator. Persons lacking

the proper contacts usually had their messages intercepted at lower

levels of the formal feedback system. They then had to wait as the

information passed from one staff member to the next, sometimes suf

fering alterations or even disappearing in the process.

A variation of formalism that was not observed in Venezuela

is reported by Barnabas and Pelz in their study of conmunications

within several Indian block (regional) agricultural programs. In

that study several formal patterns of communication were evaluated by
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agency personnel to determine (l) which patterns were preferred hy the

officials, and (2) which patterns they considered most effective.

Surprisingly, the most formal pattern (formal written reports) was pre

ferred even though a less formal pattern (formal meetings supplemented

"by personal contacts) was rated as the most effective form of coramuni-
33

cations.

Another possibility as to the impact of formalism on feedback in

more "bureaupathetic" situations than that encountered in Venezuela

might be envisioned. As an example, it is conceivable that an excessive

enphasis on formal modes of communication and communicative behavior

might tend to confine discussions among agency personnel to things that

the agency is "supposed" to be doing and to how projects are "supposed"

to be carried out, i.e., formal goals and formal methods. An atmos

phere conducive to candid and realistic discussions of substantive pro

gram problems and alternatives may not be permitted to develop. While

this type of situation was not observed in Venezuela this does not

exclude the possibility that it could occur elsewhere.

The discussion above should not be construed to imply that

formal channels and modes of feedback are not or cannot be useful to

the agency and the administrator. The agency requires a steady flow

of information if it is to maintain orderly intra-agency accountability

and control and if it is to continue supporting the day-to-day imple

mentation effort. (I.e., it requires maintenance and transformation

33'Barnabas and Pelz, ££. cU., pp. 75-103-
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related feedback.) Much of this detail can he and is transmitted

through regular formal channels in a fairly routinized manner. How

ever, formal channels may prove to be too ■unresponsive or slow moving

for urgent or novel types of information. If major changes in the

formal feedback system are not possible, the administrator might well

look to ways to manipulate and in^irove the content and delivery of

more informal channels. At least, some ways to tapping these informa

tion flows where they exist might be considered.

Status and rank consciousness. In general, an excessive concern

for maintaining strict status and rank barriers was not perceived as

being a major factor governing relationships among agency personnel or
ojl

between agency officials and the farmers in the Venezuelan case.

3I1
V, R, Gaikwad observed that status barriers between Indian

officials and farmers created considerable tension and conflict:

"The officials resented these indi'vLduals (■village spokesmen) and
expressed considerable ill-feeling and even hostility toward them.
Among the reasons explaining this attitude of contempt and resent
ment are the following:

1) Feeling of superiority due to higher education, urban back
ground, higher social status and better economic conditions;

2) Feeling of superiority due to the position of status, power,
and authority, along with special privileges enjoyed as a govern
ment servant in the society;

3) General contempt for the illiterate and semi-illiterate
villagers from which class most of the non-officials are elected;

k) Feeling of resentment toward the emerging local leadership
because of its effort for more powers and better status; and

5) Fear of loss of power, prestige, and privileges enjoyed
so far." V. R. Gaikwad, og. cit., p. 61+.
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To be sure a certain amount of deference was observed in interactions

between field and lower echelon staff with their superiors. Feedback

was not as candid and to the point as might have been desired. Between

farmers and agency officials, status differences acted to a greater

extent to curtail free and open discussions of problems. Farmers often

seemed ill at ease, somewhat embarrassed, and reluctant to present

their case before the agency administrator. They did, however, "speak

their mind" to lower agency personnel who in some cases resented what

they regarded as a "lack of respect." By the same token, agency per

sonnel who treated the farmers in a condescending or arrogant manner

encountered considerable resistance and open antagonism from the

farmers. In situations such as these a constructive and positive feed

back relationship rarely developed.

Rank consciousness acted in additional ways to hinder feedback.

Some officials were very sensitive to what they considered to be

encroachments upon their formally designated areas of responsibility.

Consequently most incoming information was forced to flow through well

Heginbotham notes that in staff meetings status differences among
Indian officials were frequently enphasized to the detriment of feed
back. The VLWs were subjected to harsh criticisms and reprimands
by their superiors. Even the seating arrangements emphasized status
differences by placing lesser staff toward the back of the room.
Heginbotham, og. cit., p. l6. Also Fred Riggs comments that in
Thailand status and rank barriers interfere with intra-bureaucratic
communications, "Yet the principle of deference to superiors makes it
unlikely that a subordinate Thai official could bring himself to offer
'advice' which would appear to those above him as critical. See Fred
W. Riggs, Thailand: The Modernization of a Bureaucratic Polity
(Honolulu: East-West Center Press, 196^5", p. 365.
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defined rank levels, even though this process was slow and susceptihle

to distortions. In such a case efforts on the part of the administrator

to speed up or redirect feedback channels would probably have encountered

some resistance from those with vested interests.

Politicization. The political motives of the individuals

involved in the feedback process can have an effect on its content. It

was apparent in Venezuela that partisan politics played a major role in

numerous aspects of program administration, feedback included. For

example, the reports filed by field workers from two Venezuelan agencies

which happened to be linked ideologically to two opposing political

parties often placed the blame for program failures upon the activities

of the other agency or upon those members of the target group who

belonged to the other party. Too frequently the perceived nature and

causes of program related problems were dependent upon the political

affiliation of the reporter.

The extent and nature of intra-agency politics and its impact

upon feedback was difficult for the casual outside observer to deter

mine. That factions existed within the bureaucracy was discernible.

Presumably the intra-agency political aspirations and motives of

officials could lead them to use feedback reports to cast certain

individuals or groups in a favorable or vinfavorable light.

Apart from the effects of political jmotivations on feedback,

the existence of political activity at the village level may mean that

the administrator will require feedback about the village level political

situation. Foreseeing and determining the effects of politics on agency
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programs can "be a valuable input into the agency decision-making

process. For example, political interests consisting of the larger,

more powerful farmers may push for cooperatives which, once vinder their

domination, will give them access to the lion's share of the low cost

credit. Where the agency is concerned with helping the smaller disad-

vantaged farmers, then stipulations and safeguards can he built into

the credit program to make the distribution of potential benefits more

equitable. But without some foreknowledge of the intentions of groups

at the village level, such planning is unlikely to be undertaken.

Sureaupathetic behavior. The combination of attitudes and

motivations mentioned above can be described as bureaupathetic behavior.

In its extreme form bureaupathetic behavior can be characterized by:

,. . excessive efforts to maintain aloofness from subordinates;
ritualistic attachments to formal procedures; petty insistence
on the rights of one's status; insensitivity to the needs of
subordinates or clients; ... .35

The elements taken together can be likened to a syndrome which could

afflict certain individuals or even groups of individuals within the

change agency bureaucracy. The ultimate effects of the bxireaupathetic

syndrome upon the feedback process could be disastrous. What the

Venezuelan administrator is likely to be up against, however, is a

tendency of officials to drift toward practices and patterns reminiscent

of bureaupathetic behavior. He might therefore keep alert for signs of

such behavior and bear in mind how it can effect the content and flow

of feedback that he needs for decision-making purposes.

^^Sharkansky, o£. clt., p. ̂ +5.
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Feed"back Related. Behavior within the Target Group

Some of the effects of various hureaupathetic tendencies within

the change agency on feedback from the target group have already been

discussed. In terms of improving feedback, however, it is \inlikely that

strict adherence by agency personnel to formal feedback roles, rules,

and regulations would have helped in Venezuela. The illiterate farmer

appeared to have little understanding of, or appreciation for, the

impersonal, efficiency-promoting, and rule-laden approach to bureau

cratic communications.

Indeed, one of the challenges facing program administrators

appeared to be that of educating the farmers to the "rules of the game"

peculiar to the relatively new institution represented by the change

agency. The agency, unlike institutions associated with a more tradi-

tional order, provided only a narrow range of services. To carry

out these problem-specific services effectively the agency needed an

input from the target group of constructive feedback regarding the

performance and adequacy of agency programs and personnel. Most of

the farmers appeared to be unfamiliar with Just what the agency could

and could not do for them, or with how they could act to provide the

feedback required by the agency. Manifestations of hureaupathetic

behavior among agency personnel acted to discourage some farmers from

communicating with the agency altogether.

For an interesting discussion on the differences between the
role and modus operandi of "traditional" and "modern" institutions
see Fred W. Riggs, Administration in Developing Countries: The Theory
of Prismatic Society (Boston; Ho^ughton Mifflin Company, 1964).
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To involve and instruct the tsirget group in agency operations

•was no easy task in the Venezuelan situation. In some cases a ■village

level "ombudsman" was hired and trained to serve as an intermediary

between the farmers and the agency. These indi-vlduals were useful in

that they helped direct people and feedback from the village to the

relevant program officials. They also performed a political function

in the village which often occupied much of their time and lessened

their credibility among certain village groups. Village councils

could have possibly served as effective vehicles for providing the

farmer access to the agency and the agency with feedback about village

programs. From limited personal observations it appeared that, where

such groups did exist, they were usually unfamiliar with agency capa

bilities and procedures. This was the case even where the councils

were enco\iraged by the agencies. They were conceived of more as

vehicles for promoting and helping to execute agency projects than as

vehicles for feedback. The councils, which were created in response

to agency prodding, were often composed of individuals who lacked the

opinion leadership qualities necessary to give the council an a-ura of
■yj

legitimacy in the -villagers' eyes.

87For ideas concerning the identification and use of opinion
leaders as communication links between change agencies and farmers
see: Everett M, Rogers and Floyd Shoemaker, Communication of Innova
tion: A Cross Cultural Approach (2nd ed,; New York: The Free Press,
1971)> pp, 198-225; also Reginald W, Seiders and Robert V, Thurston,
"Opinion Leaders," a research paper prepared for Frank 0. Leuthold,
Associate Professor of R-ural Sociology, Department of Agricultural
Economics and R-ural Sociology, University of Tennessee, Knoxville,
Tennessee, Spring, 1971,
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How the administrator could test (a) encourage and educate

farmers to make effective use of the agency, (h) adapt and make agency

practices and procedures more intelligible to and compatible with the

needs of the illiterate farmer, and (c) reduce the bureaupathetic

behavior of agency personnel who deal with the farmers is difficult to

answer on the basis of limited observations only. Clearly, the cul

tural, resource (funds, personnel time and qualifications), and

institutional constraints would have considerable bearing on the tactics

and approaches which could be considered in any given case. Even where

the administrator's ability to act is greatly constrained, however, he

could try to determine the problems involved in obtaining and trans

mitting feedback from the target group and try to anticipate the likely

effects that these problems will have on his information requirements.

II. PIITPOINTING HUMAN SLIPPAGES

How then do the various behavioral propensities discussed here

come into the picture when an attempt to judge or improve feedback is

being made? The administrator, upon receiving a particular item of

feedback information, might ask questions such as the following;

1. What or who is the source of this information?

2. Has this source proved reliable in the past?

3. Are there any special reasons (e.g., self-interest, status

seeking, politics) why this information might be distorted?

U, Are intermediary communicators involved and, if so, in

what ways and for what reasons might they have edited or

changed the information?
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From vniom/Tc Whom Interfaces

One way of systematically evaluating the potential, human impact

on the content of feedback messages is to examine each interface between

sender and receiver along the feedback system. The from whom/to whom

interfaces involved in transmitting certain kinds of feedback from the

village level to the administrator could conceivably be many. For

instance, a typical feedback process may involve exchanges of informa

tion at interfaces between the following communicators: farmer/VLW;

VLW/supervisor; supervisor/administrator; farmer/administrator; and

VLW/administrator. Other program related feedback interfaces could

include those between agency officials and personnel from other agencies

and between farmer organizations and agency officials.

Some of the most frequently encountered human communications

problems likely to occur at several of these interfaces have already

been explained. It will be recalled, for example, that the farmers

were likely to be suspicious of the motives of the VLW and that commu-

nic&tions could all but stop if they felt that he was attempting to

take advantage of them. Again, where an agency official was more con

cerned with asserting what he considered his "superior status" than

with fostering good working relationships with his subordinates, com-

inunications were apt to suffer. In the case where farmers had

unreaJListic expectations of the VLW's role and capabilities, his

inability to respond to their non-program related demands diminished

their confidence in him as an effective communicator.
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Another prohlem in the Venezuelan case which appeared to hinder

coMHunications was that the administrators (or supervisors)--often

urban reared and educated--and the illiterate farmers were unlikely to

perceive problems within the same frame of reference. Within the con

text of a face-to-face encounter, the career civil servant often

appeared not to comprehend how the subsistence farmer, whose livelihood

and well-being were tied to a small yearly crop of corn, felt about

adopting, say, a new hybrid seed. Nor did the farmer appear to have

much empathy for the problems of the administrator. The demands made

by the farmer and the responses or alternatives offered by the adminis

trator were apt to be unacceptable or irrelevant from the other's point

of view. While these types of built-in cultinral differences affected

communications, they did not appear to be irreconcilable. However,

until efforts are made to overcame them, a certain amount of misunder

standing and confusion was likely to persist between the sender and

the receiver of feedback at this interface.

A particularly critical interface in terms of its effects on

feedback was observed in Venezuela. In one instance an administrator

employed an administrative assistant, or "gatekeeper," to receive,

aggregate, and to convey feedback messages (whether written or verbal)

to him. Such an agent, while often saving the administrator time and

effort, sometimes had an undesirable effect on the flow of feedback.

Supervisors and other officials of higher rank than the gatekeeper

resented his interference with and influence over what messages the

administrator received. Reporters did not appear to be confident that
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the "gatekeeper" would always relate information on to the administrator.

The buffer role of the "gatekeeper" created hostilities and consequently

had an adverse effect on the content and volvime of information going to

the administrator. The "gatekeeper" in fact showed some favoritism and

was prone to let his biases and value Judgments interfere with how and

what he communicated to the administrator. This is not to say that a

gatekeeper should not have been employed. An effective gatekeeper

could usefully sort and gather related information for more systematic

review. He could also save the administrator time by referring certain

problems and' messages directly to the appropriate officials. The

administrator, however, had a need to maintain additional and supple

mentary feedback channels open.

Sender/Receiver Matrix

One way to summarize some of the most likely human obstacles to

the communication of feedback is by constructing a matrix with appro

priate feedback senders along the vertical axis and receivers of feed

back along the horizontal axis as in Table VI, The interfaces and the

kinds of interactions depicted in this table are for illustrative

purposes. An administrator could use such a layout to highlight the

prevalent human obstacles to feedback encovintered within his specific

setting. Given a fix on some of the likely human communication

problems the administrator could then proceed to seek appropriate

solutions.

In summary, this chapter has examined the human attitudes,

motives, and behavior that appeared to impede or distort the flow of
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feedback that the Venezuelan administrator needed to make sound program

decisions. In such a case the administrator might want to determine

where and to what degree manifestations of bureaupathetic behavior, such

as self-seeking interests, formalism, status and rank consciousness,

and political ambitions exist and affect feedback. A realistic aware

ness of the human obstacles and iiirpediments to the flow of feedback

which can be expected at the various interfaces between communicators

in the feedback process can make the administrator's attempts to rectify

and adjust for these problems more effective.



CHAPTER V

APPLICATION OF THE ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

In the preceding chapters a conceptual dissection of the feedback

process and problems likely to be encountered at the level of regionaJ.

agricultural, programs was undertaken. Particular emphasis was placed

on the structural/procedural, human/cult-ural, and allocative/decision-

making dimensions of feedback and feedback related problems.

The purposes of this chapter are (l) to suggest an operational

framework that the "second level" agency administrator or the program

analyst can use as a point of departure in examining possibilities for

improving feedback, and (2) to illustrate how such a framework might

be applied to a specific problem within a cultural and institutional

setting like that observed by the author in Venezuela.

X. THE OPERATIONAL FRAMEWORK IN CAPSULE FORM

For analytical purposes the administrator or analyst may find

it helpful to organize an examination of feedback problems and possible

solutions around the following problem-solving steps:

1. definition of the problematic situation,

2. diagnosis of why feedback performance falls short,

3. delineation of remedial possibilities,

U, decision on a specific course of action.

89
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Building arovind these four steps, an operational framework for

appraising feedback problems and possibilities can be illustrated

diagrajnatically as in Figure 7.

To be sure, Figure 7 presents a broad overview of the major

characteristics of the analytical process that has been dealt with in

more detail in preceding chapters. Recall, for example, that in

examining desired feedback performance the feedback required was broken

down into five categories—program maintenance, monitoring, adaptive,

guidance, and evaluative feedback. Also, in diagnosing possible

structural/procedural elements which might cause feedback performance

to fall short of that which is desired three basis types of mechanisms

or channels were discussed--direct/indirect, formal/informal, and

elicited/unelicited.

While it may be convenient for analytical purposes to examine

the feedback process by dissecting it into separate categories, the

interrelationships among them need to be emphasized. Structural/

procedural adjustments in the feedback process may be determined in

part by behavioral/cultural factors and vice versa. Take, for

example, a case where farmers are prevented from contributing valuable

insights into project and personnel performance because of antagonisms

which exist between the farmers and the agency feedback reporters at

the village level. In this situation new channels linking village

groups directly with the program decision-maker might become impera

tive.
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In an,y case it wight "be helpftil to illustrate how the

operational framework can he applied, to feedback problems in a specific

program context,

II. APPLICATION OF THE FRAMEWORK TO A PROBLEM IN VENEZUELA

Rather than examining the feedback system observed in Venezuela

as a whole, a particular problem aspect of it is focused on here. This

is necessitated in part by the lack of comprehensive information about

the broader Venezuelan situation which was beyond the author's personal

experience. Nevertheless, the same analytical framework provides a

conceptual basis for examining a wide range of feedback situations—

from the very simple to the very complex. While an attempt is made to

adhere to the major steps and categories outlined in Figure 7, in prac

tice a certain amount of overlapping may occur. For instance, in the

process of looking at reasons why feedback or a particular aspect of

feedback falls short of that which is desired, some alternatives may

became immediately apparent. These may be given some consideration at

that point in the analytical process before diagnoses of additional

aspects of the feedback process are undertaken. This is to say that

the steps and categories within the analytical framework should not

be regarded as rigid guidelines but rather as pivotal points around

which an evaluation of the problem can be facilitated. Preliminary

comments aside, an examination of the Venezuelan case in point is now

in order.
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The Problematic Situation

Referring back to the discussion In Chapter I on the feedback

problems faced by the Venezuelan administrators, It will be recalled

that the author observed a nvimber of what appeared to be formidable

obstacles to q.ulck, accurate, and relevant feedback In that program

setting. It was observed, for example, that while the agency adminis

trator needed honest and frank reporting by the VLWs on project

Implementation problems and bottlenecks, this Information was not

always provided In a prompt and straightforward manner. In practice.

It appeared as though the VLWs were often reluctant to report project

obstacles or failures.

Diagnosing Why Feedback Performance Fell Short

Among the behavioral/cultural factors which appeared to affect

the honesty and candor with which reports were filled out was the fear

that project problems or failures would reflect badly upon the personal

performance of the VLW. This notion was occasionally reinforced by a

project supervisor or a higher ranking agency official who would hold

a VLW responsible for project failures—whether this was justifiable

or not. While this was not always the case. It only had to happen

once In a while to keep the village level reporters on guard. Another

observation as to what might have perpetrated this reporting problem

was that the VLWs appeared to be reluctant to point out to their

superiors how they felt about the use of reports as a control device.

They seemed to feel that their suggestions for changes In the system

would be misconstrued by their superiors as attempts to get out of
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doing their work and as behavior bordering on the impertinent or

presmnptuous for persons of low rank. To complicate matters more, the

VLWs appeared to be reluctant to solicit advice or assistance on

projects even if the nature of the project was beyond the realm of their

expertise. Partly this was due to a fear of criticisms or rebuffs as

mentioned above.

Structural/procedural factors also contributed to a reliance

upon VLW reports for personnel control and accountability purposes.

Some of the. items within the reports were used as checks on VLW per

formance, Again, more emphasis was placed on the quantitative aspects

of personnel output (e.g., number of ho\irs worked, number of farm

visits, number of demonstrations given, number of persons attending

demonstrations) than on the substantive results of their efforts (e.g.,

number of farmers adopting a new practice, rate of discontinuance of

new practices and reasons for this). Certain rigidities in the agency

reporting system also contributed to the problem. Report content was

standardized to provide comparability and consistency throughout the

country. It was common practice to use VLW reports for control

purposes within every regional agency. Because the reports were used

in a variety of settings and situations, certain general and easily

measured aspects of personnel output were required while more location

and project specific measures of performance were neglected. Unfor

tunately the regional agencies appeared rarely to expand on or adapt

the reports to reflect local conditions nor did they appear to seek

alternative means for evaluating personnel performance. The regional
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program administrators, while obligated to compile and pass on much of

the information from the standardized reports, could choose how to use

that information in their own decision-making process, could authorize

the reporting of supplementary information, and could employ certain

other means to check on personnel performance.

Delineating Possible Remedial Alternatives

In this Venezuelan context it appeared that a program

administrator concerned with de-emphasizing agency reliance upon VLW

reports for personnel control purposes would not have had the resources

(time and influence) to effect an organization-wide change relative to

this practice. Since such an undertaking would necessitate a fairly

thorough review of the purpose and intent of the reporting system,

individuals high in the agency hierarchy would have had to be per

suaded to sponsor and actively support this endeavor. It is doubtful

in the Venezuelan case whether a regional administrator could stir up

enough concern among high level officials to bring about the necessary

revisions.

Within the regional program itself, however, the administrator

had the power to influence and alter in many incremental ways the

reporting process. Several possibilities for reducing the control

aspect of VLW project reports are listed below,

1. The administrator could delete, or at least de-emphasize

in practice, the control items within project reports.

He could clarify for his staff the agency's need for and

use of all items in reports.
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2. The administrator covild use other means to check on

personnel performance.

a. Special reporters could be used to periodically

check on project and personnel performance in

each village.

b. Separate reporting devices could be eirployed

for project feedback and personnel evaluation.

c. Periodic encounters with members of the target

group could be used to inquire about personnel

performance,

3, The administrator could commend reporters who bring

project problems to light or who offer constructive

suggestions for program inprovements.

None of the remedial possibilities above would appear to be a

panacea for the reporting problem at hand. Still, by combining several

of these practices an iii5)rovement in reporting quality and accuracy

could be forthcoming.

Prior to deciding on a specific coiarse of action the remedial

possibilities listed above might be evaluated in terms of (l) the costs

to the agency (i.e., funds, personnel time, administrator's time), and

(2) the likely outcomes, both positive and negative, that might result.

To make a preliminary comparison of the relative costs a plus/minus

chart as illustrated in Table VII might be helpful. A minus sign is

used to indicate a relatively high cost, and a plus sign to denote a

relatively low cost.
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TABLE VII

EVALUATION OF REMEDIAL FEEDBACK POSSIBILITIES IN TERMS
OF COSTS TO THE CHANGE-AGENCY

Costs

Alternatives Funds

Personnel Administrator's
Time Time

1. De facto de-emphasis
of control aspect of
reports; educating staff
on use of reports;
encouraging honest
reporting.

2. Special agency reporters
to do personnel evaluations.

3. Separate reporting devices
for personnel and project
evaluations,

i+. Information on personnel
performance solicited from
target group.

The relative costs alone may not constitute sufficient grounds

upon which to select or reject an alternative. Each strategy may have

certain other advantages and disadvantages in terms of its effect on

feedback program performance that need also to be weighed. The kinds

of "performance" responses that the Venezuelan administrator might

anticipate for each of the four alternatives are indicated in Figure 8.

Deciding on a Specific Course of Action

Upon examining the likely outcomes of alternatives one through

four as shown in Figure 8, it would appear that no single strategy, or
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ALTERNATIVE 1

ALTERNATIVE 2

ALTERNATIVE 3

ALTERNATIVE k |

Likely Positive Outcomes
.-Over time the VLWs' fear of being held per
sonally responsible for project problems and
failures may decline,

.-Some improvement in honesty and speed of
reporting project obstacles.

■-Some increase in new types of information
and insights being reported.
Likely Negative Outcomes

.-Tendency on part of some VLWs to work less.
■-Tendency on part of some VLWs to see their

role as reporters only and not problem solvers.

Likely Positive Outcomes
--More reliable and thorough evaluation of per

sonnel performance.
--Blame for project problems not always placed

on VLW.
Likely Negative Outcomes

—VLWs apt to be suspicious and fearful of
evaluator.

--Checks on personnel performance may be infre
quent .

—VLWs may patronize evaluator in order to
obtain favorable reports.

Likely Positive Outcomes
--Project feedback separated from personnel

evaluation.
—VLW less apprehensive about project problems

being associated with his personal performance.
Likely Negative Outcomes

—Extra paperwork created.
--Some VLWs are still apt to feel that project

feedback will be used to evaluate them directly.

Likely Positive Outcomes
—More qualitative aspects of VIWs' performance

reported.
—Outside perspectives on project and personnel

performance obtained.
Likely Negative Outcomes

—VLWs may become overly concerned with public
relations aspect of their job.

--Faxmers may blame all program ills on VLW.

Figure 8. Likely positive and negative outcomes related to feed
back alternatives.
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group of strategies would completely eradicate the fears and anxieties

of the VLWs and thus induce completely open and honest reporting. Among

the more costly approaches (Alternatives Two and Three), the use of

special agency reporters (Alternative Two) would appear to have some

distinct advantages which are not provided by other means. Where the

administrator is willing and able to invest his time, Alternative One

would also appear to yield fairly high net returns in terms of obtaining

more honest and accurate reporting. By the same token. Alternative Four

could, with very little additional effort, be used whenever appropriate

opportunities arose.

Further questions that might be asked before putting the above

suggestions into practice are the following;

1. How can the suggestions for de-emphasizing the personnel

evaluative component of project reports be implemented?

What steps need to be taken? What changes in current

practices need to be made? Who is to be involved?

2» How far can the administrator go in committing agency

resources and his ovra time toward improving this aspect

of feedback?

3. Will the pay-offs in terms of program performance

resulting from this particular use of scarce agency

resources outweigh those pay-offs which might have

accrued to alternative uses of these same resources?

1+, How can improvements in the quality and honesty of

reporting resulting from these changes in personnel

evaluation practices be assessed?
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5, How can the receptivity and reactions of agency

personnel to these changes he evaluated?

Only one aspect of the feedback process observed in Venezuela

was analyzed in the preceding discussion. The analytical approach used

to dissect the problem of obtaining more honest and frank reporting

could be applied to other feedback obstacles as well. For example,

examination of the problems and obstacles involved in getting relevant

and regular feedback from the target group could be undertaken. Or,

an analysis of ways to speed up the reporting of important developments

at the implementation level could be carried out.

The general utility of the analytical framework is only suggested

here. Until the framework has been tested by administrators or analysts

in the field, its value as an operational tool cannot really be deter

mined. The analytical framework did provide the author with a systematic

way of examining feedback problems in the Venezuelan program context.

It would appear that the framework could serve at least as a point of

departure for practitioners concerned with analyzing infomnational feed

back in similar settings.



CHAPTER VI

FURTHER RESEARCH NEEDS ON FEEDBACK

The main purpose of this study has been to suggest to

agricultural program administrators and analysts several conceptual

and decision-making tools which can be helpful in diagnosing feedback

problems from village level programs. The sources of feedback

problems and the specific strategies needed to correct them may differ

from one cultural and institutional setting to another. However the

analytical approach suggested in this study could conceivably be

utilized to dissect feedback problems in a wide variety of situations.

It has been shown that an administrator, like the researcher, can

begin to tackle his problem (l) by carefully defining the problematic

situation; (2) by examining the relevant variables, dimensions, and

relationships involved; and (3) by specifying and evaluating viable

alternatives. Key elements around which an examination of specific

feedback problems can be developed include a structural/procedural

dimension and a behavioral/cultural dimension, both of which are tem

pered by agency resource and hierarchical constraints.

In searching through the literature on development program

administration, little theoretical or enipirical work was discovered

which dealt with feedback per se. In attempting to build up an opera

tional framework with which to analyze feedback problems relevant

constructs and ideas from communications, development administration,

101
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organizational theory, and economics were drawn upon. In sh^rt, a

preliminary effort was made to bridge the gap between selected theo

retical bodies of knowledge and the real world exigencies facing prac

titioners concerned with feedback.

Two broad areas for future research are immediately suggested

by this study. The first has to do with gaining more insight into and

understanding of the problems and processes of regional program adminis

tration in LDCs. The second involves research aimed at equipping

development program administrators with the conceptual and decision-

making tools that they need in order to tackle problems like the feed

back problems.

Regional. Program Administration

There is a need to delve more deeply into the various facets

(procedural, institutional, political, cultural) of regional program

aaministration within IDCs. More empirical knowledge is needed about

the various factors contributing to program successes and failures.

Too often recommendations for improving program problems, like the

feedback problem considered here, concentrate upon conventional

structural/procedural changes alone. An equal amount of attention

needs to be given to such factors as administrative behavior and

cviltural proclivities.

Further investigation into the decision-making process within

development projects also needs to be ■undertaken. Very little appears

to be known about the decision-making and thought patterns of middle-

level program administrators in LDCs. How do regional administrators
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In fact perceive and evaluate problems and alternatives? VJhat kinds of

information do they perceive as relevant for decision-making purposes?

How do they go about getting the information that they want? How do

they use the information that they receive? These are but a few of the

kinds of questions that a researcher concerned with decision-making

within regional programs might begin to ask.

Adapting Decision-Making Tools

In a similar vein more work needs to be done in adapting Western

decision-making concepts to the specific needs, constraints, and capa

bilities of LDC program administrators. At least in the Venezuelan

case observed by the author, the program administrators were faced with

making program decisions within a situation characterized by (l) inade

quate and often inaccurate information, (2) projects involving qualita

tive goals and measures of progress, (3) institutional rigidities, and

(U) a high degree of human and political uncertainty. To complicate

matters the administrators were often recruited from the ranks of

technical specialists who generally had little training admxnistration

or management.

Considerably more effort needs to be made, then, to devise

problem-solving techniques and approaches that are geared to the

problems and skill levels of project managers. In every case, the

complexities of the decision-making environment cannot be ignored if

administrators are going to be given the kind of preparation that will

help them to deal effectively with the problems of choice and strategy

inherent in development programs.
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