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INTRODUCTION

This document represents the critical analysis of an evaluative research report on a food growing network based predominantly in Tower Hamlets. The report was written in the year 2000. 
The main researcher was Vinciane Rycroft, an MSc student from London South Bank University called. The report was written in 2000 as part of her MSc in Environmental and Development Education (Rycroft, 2000). The focus of the report was an aspect of her work with the Women’s Environment Network (WEN). WENS, who are based in Tower Hamlets, were formed in 1988 with the strategic aims of:

· Empowering women to make positive environmental change. 

· Increasing awareness of women’s perspectives on environmental issues. 

· Influencing decision-making to achieve environmental justice for women 

In 1999 the Women’s Environment Network launched ‘Taste of a Better Future’. This project aimed to develop nationally the capacity of food growing groups consisting primarily of women from minority ethnic communities.

The report served two purposes: to meet the assignment criteria of the MSc and as a piece of evaluative research for the Women’s Environment Network. Its purpose was to evaluate the project at the end of the first growing season and to make suggestions for future practice. 
Taste of a Better Future

 Although Britain has a strong tradition of urban food growing in its allotments and in private back gardens many people living in urban areas do not have access to such growing spaces.  The ‘Growing Round the Houses’ briefing paper uses case studies to illustrate how people are challenging this situation (Haigh & Reynolds, 2008)
The aims of ‘Taste of a Better Future’ (TOBF) were to “empower women to grow their own organic food on land where they live” and to be both educational and community based. TOBF aimed to create a unique national network. 

At the time of the research, WEN were working closely with fifteen food groups. These groups challenged stereotypes of food growing in the UK on many levels:

· TOBF consisted of groups made primarily of women from Bangladeshi origin. 

· TOBF meant that growers did not require prior access to a garden or an allotment plot. 

· The research suggests that prior to the project these women were experiencing exclusion from mainstream society and may have been bound to their homes by domestic duties, cultural expectations and fear of racism and discrimination. The research argues that TOBF helped empower women in more ways than just food growing.

The project could be argued to offer an innovative approach to the potential emancipation of a wider range of disadvantaged groups in British Society. It illustrates the fact that effective dialogue followed by participatory practice in local communities can have positive impacts. 

Research around the involvement of Black and Asian people in environmental groups and in rural projects has shown that they are under-represented in these areas, something WEN aims to address. Reasons given for this are:

· they feel excluded by the majority white population – perceived as ‘rural’ activities for white people

· they feel many of the environment issues do not address their more immediate concerns (racism, poverty etc)

· they feel they are more powerless to address these wider issues than their white neighbours (due to their marginalised situation)
(Black Environment Network, 2008)
The research considered whether TOBF had made a difference to this marginalising situation. Its underlying aim was to examine what makes organic growing groups an empowering experience for the participants’ so the overall research question could be said to be:

“What makes organic growing groups an empowering experience for the participants?”

This critical analysis will aim to consider whether the research effectively answers this question.

The Stakeholders and People Affected by the Research

The main stakeholders are WEN themselves along with the participants in the research. The participants were made up of: the Bradford Community Environment Project; the Coriander Club; the Garrett Centre; The Jagonari Women's Education and Resource Centre; Langdon Park School; St. George Community School; TocH; Thomas Buxton School; and the Wapping Women's Centre. 

Apart from the Bradford Community Project the rest of the participants were based in Tower Hamlets and were primarily women from Bangladeshi origin. 
METHODOLOGY

The women were to be creators of knowledge and the report implicitly hopes to “…give further insight into the value of the project to WEN and the growing groups themselves, local government, funders and anyone interested in local food and cultural diversity issues." (Rycroft, 2000, p. 6)
Using a Questionnaire

The researcher states that the chosen methodology was a qualitative assessment made by using a questionnaire with open ended questions. The short discussion on the methodology suggests that the researcher may have preferred more time to develop different research techniques. For example, the opening discussion states that this report is a participatory evaluation and yet the method suggests that whilst the project is most definitely aiming to be participatory, time (and other) constraints have meant that the researcher chose a more traditional method of researcher led questionnaires.  

Despite the report’s focus on the questionnaire, the researcher presents us with evidence that a mixed method of evaluation was already underway within the project itself such as quarterly assessments, quantitative targets, anecdotal observations etc. 

The use of questionnaires is a common research tool but its application can be quite varied. The researcher discusses some of the problems she faced by using it as the method of evaluation:

· Although the researcher was familiar with questionnaires it was nevertheless unfamiliar (described as 'foreign') to the women participants.

· It is unclear if the questionnaires were written in Bengali but the researcher discusses how language barriers were overcome with translators. Each group had a worker who translated the questionnaire and the replies. These were written down by the project worker and a volunteer.  The issue of language as a barrier to effective research is mentioned a number of times as a problem. 

· The researcher also states that "Some seemed eager to please and tell us that all was well, although we had heard arguments over the sharing of vegetables." One of the critiques of questionnaires as the sole method of analysis is that people may give the answer they feel the researcher wishes to hear. Another issue is brought to light here – that of anecdotal evidence being used. If a mixed methodology had been adopted the researcher may have felt empowered to develop these evidential contradictions. (There may also be issues of ethics here about the role of the researcher reporting on the ‘off-record’ conversations etc.)

Why use questionnaires

David S. Walonick suggests that questionnaires are cost effective when compared to face-to-face interviews, mostly because of the costs associated with travel time. Our sample did not span a large geographic area (apart from the Bradford group) as they were largely based in Tower Hamlets but travel and timings were still important (Walonick, 1993).
An interesting point made by Walonick which seems at odds with the food growers experiences is that questionnaires are familiar to most people. Walonick says that nearly everyone has had some experience completing questionnaires and they generally do not make people apprehensive. Later however he adds that “… a written survey to a group of poorly educated people might not work because of reading skill problems (Deutcher, 1956; Norton, 1930).” The evidence from the researcher suggests that this unfamiliarity may be both the result of the language barrier and their ‘outsider’ status. Not only may these Bangladeshi women have felt outsiders in society but they were also unlikely to have been included in any previous research. Indeed, eight years on and the situation doesn’t seem to have changed greatly (Chris Phillipson, 2003). 

Considering Alternative Options

Questionnaires do not suit all situations. In this case they may have been better used as part of an overall mixed methodology and possibly in a slightly different way. One example of an alternative method which may be successful in future food growing network research is Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA). RRAs (in our case now translated to rapid URBAN appraisal) are used primarily in Southern countries with people with poor literacy skills, where time and language is a barrier and where they are unfamiliar with formal approaches to research. (FAO, 2005)
The US Agency for International Development (1996) suggests that RRAs may take the following mixed approach to research:

· Key informant interviews. This involves interviewing 15 to 35 individuals selected for their knowledge and experience in a topic of interest. Interviews are qualitative, in-depth, and semi-structured. They rely on interview guides that list topics or open-ended questions. The interviewer subtly probes the informant to elicit information, opinions, and experiences.

· Focus group interviews. In these, 8 to 12 carefully selected participants freely discuss issues, ideas, and experiences among themselves. A moderator introduces the subject, keeps the discussion going, and tries to prevent domination of the discussion by a few participants. Focus groups should be homogeneous, with participants of similar backgrounds as much as possible.

· Community group interviews. These take place at public meetings open to all community members. The primary interaction is between the participants and the interviewer, who presides over the meeting and asks questions, following a carefully prepared questionnaire.

· Direct observation. Using a detailed observation form, observers record what they see and hear at a program site. The information may be about physical surroundings or about ongoing activities, processes, or discussions. 

· Mini-surveys. These are usually based on a structured questionnaire with a limited number of mostly close ended questions. They are usually administered to 25 to 50 people. Respondents may be selected through probability or non-probability sampling techniques, or through convenience” sampling (interviewing stakeholders at locations where they're likely to be, such as a clinic for a survey on health care programs). The major advantage of mini-surveys is that the data can be collected and analyzed within a few days. It is the only rapid appraisal method that generates quantitative data.

· Case studies. Case studies record anecdotes that illustrate a program’s shortcomings or accomplishments. They tell about incidents or concrete events, often from one person’s experience.

· Village imaging. This involves groups of villagers drawing maps or diagrams to identify and visualize problems and solutions.
(USAID, 1996)
It would not be too difficult for TOBF (and future food growing groups) to adopt a similar   methodology in future research and utilise some of the excellent work and learning being developed there by participants as part of a ‘participatory evaluation’. 

Ethical Issues

"One of the negative connotations often associated with evaluation is that it is something done to people. One is evaluated. Participatory evaluation, in contrast, is a process controlled by the people in the program or community. It is something they undertake as a formal, reflective process for their own development and empowerment."

(Patton, 1990, p. 129)
This criticism is an important one to consider in respect of this research. The researcher’s claim that the research is participatory is not easily evidenced by the text even though it is clear that the underlying project and ethos has participatory and emancipatory roots and aims.

Participatory Evaluation

“We see participatory evaluation as an essential and logical component of the overarching concept of participatory research. It is an example of participatory research, not an alternative. The goal is therefore constant: "to bring about a more just society in which no groups or classes of people suffer from the deprivation of life's essentials, such as food, shelter, clothing, and health, and in which all enjoy basic human freedoms and dignity" (Park 1993, 2).”
(Cove, 1998)
Pretty and Vodouhê warned against the use of the term ‘participation’ without critique (1996). They argue that such approaches have been adopted by Governments, for example, in order to take control of grassroots movements or to transfer responsibility and costs. Indeed, the article continues, “more often than not, people are asked or dragged into participating in operations of no interest to them, in the very name of participation" (Rahnema, 1992)”. 

 Adams and Kinoshita, in their book Machi-work (comparing ‘education for participation’ projects in the UK and Japan) discuss this issue in relation to children but the relevance to community projects with facilitators and participants is clear. Building on Harts Ladder of seven stages of participation (see diagram) they describe how participation can range from manipulation to full engagement (Adams & Kinoshita, 2000). 

Participatory Action Research draws its inspiration from work credited to Kurt Lewin (1946) who used the term ‘Action Research’ to describe a plan-act-observe-reflect cycle which is repeated for the course of the research. This research has been widely incorporated into educational settings. Despite its popularity, action research is not without its critics. Robson (1999) quotes a number of these:- 

· they have contributed little to the understanding of factors influencing learning

· they are inward looking, ahistorical and poor quality

· they over exaggerate their claims

· they are atheoretical, refusing to recognise a need for systematic methods

· they are unrealistic in their expectations about their ability to alter assumptions

· research cycles often become too complex

It is important that if future research is to be both participatory and critically robust that food growing networks are careful to maintain the rigour of their methodology.

Fines states that participatory action research (PAR) “…draws upon multiple methods, some quantitative and some qualitative, but at its core it articulates a recognition that knowledge is produced in collaboration and in action (Fine & Guishard, 2003). Robin McTaggart (1989) outlined ‘16 tenets’ of PAR which are more or less agreed by most authors. McTaggart argues that PAR…

·    is an approach to improving social practice by changing it 

·    is contingent on authentic participation 

·    is collaborative 

·    establishes self-critical communities 

·    is a systematic learning process 

·    involves people in theorising about their practices 

·    requires that people put their practices, ideas and assumptions about     institutions 
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·    involves keeping records 

·    requires participants to objectify their own experiences 

·    is a political process 

·    involves making critical analyses 

·    starts small 

·    starts with small cycles 

·    starts with small groups 

·    allows and requires participants to build records 

·   allows and requires participants to give a reasoned justification of their social (educational) work to others
TOBF already seems to be addressing many of these areas but they should be made explicit in future research and participants should be involved in the process at all levels.

Analysing the questions

It is not stated who was involved in choosing the questions in the research report. It might be assumed that they were created by the researcher but evidence from the whole report suggests that there is significant informal dialogue and that this was likely at the very least to inform the researcher.  

The questionnaire was based around 3 main areas with one ‘opener’:

· Are you enjoying your organic growing group?

Your expectations and enjoyment of the growing group

· Why did you join an organic growing group? (Please list all sorts of reasons in order of importance.)

· What has changed in your life since you have joined the growing group?

Strengths and weaknesses of your growing group
· What are the strengths of your growing group?

· What produce have the group grown this year and in what quantities?

· What are the weaknesses of your growing group?

· What could be done to improve your growing group? List as many ideas as possible.

· What problems would you encounter to put these ideas into practice?

The network

· How has the network of growing groups supported by WEN helped you in the past?

· How could the network be more helpful to your group? Please list as many ideas as possible.
(Rycroft, 2000)
The opening question is non-threatening but also useful and the questions move smoothly from one to the next and make sense. The structure of the questionnaire is based on a SWOT analysis
 but it is clear that the idea of ‘threats’ to the project is underplayed. This is an understandable strategy since the participants may feel that discussion of threats may indicate a risk to their project – particularly if they are already feeling unnerved by the whole process. On the other hand the idea of an outsider ‘researching’ the projects may implicitly suggest a threat and it may have been better to address the issues head on.
The questions were addressed with the aid of interpreters and all except the first were open. The length of this questionnaire is appropriate and the open ended questions would allow the option for wider discussion if time allowed.

Some issues that are not discussed include anonymity and confidentiality; colour of the paper; and offering incentives. These can be important to the way questionnaires are received.  (Walonick, 1993)
On its own merit the questionnaire asks useful questions but as we have discussed earlier perhaps other supporting methodologies may have gathered more evidence. The questions do, however, clearly aim to answer the overall research question ‘What makes organic growing groups an empowering experience for the participants?’ 
RESULTS

The results can best looked at by using the three sections chosen by the researcher: expectations and enjoyment; strengths and weaknesses; and improvements to the network.

Expectation and Enjoyment

The greatest benefit to the women involved in TOBF was social. Other writers have commented on the difficulties faced by Bangladeshi women. They experienced racism and social exclusion, and the surreal compression of life events (marriage, motherhood, chronic ill health and widowhood typically compressed into less than two decades through a combination of cultural norms and frighteningly high risk factor profiles for the diseases of westernization) (Greenhalgh, 2003). The power of this project to begin to transform lives is illustrated throughout the results. Whilst we must be aware of the warning made in the previous chapter by Robson (1999) of over exaggerating our claims it does seem to have had a very positive effect on those involved.

A second important benefit was that gardening and involvement in the groups was a healthy activity. The poor health of Bangladeshi people in Tower Hamlets is the focus of current research. A project by Lisa Vaughan suggests that the change from life in Bangladesh to Tower Hamlets has led to a statistically high number of people with health problems such as Type 2 Diabetes.

“…there is strong evidence that it is the interaction between an altered lifestyle, associated with economic development and urbanisation, which has triggered this epidemic. The rapid dietary changes, as a result of the nutrition transition and dietary acculturation, in many populations and migrant communities, has seen consistent changes from traditional diets to those characterised by high fat, salt and sugar intake more typical of a Western style diet. Dietary acculturation occurs at a community and individual level from exposure to a new culture, where individuals, to varying degrees, adopt the dietary and lifestyle patterns, as well as the socio-cultural practices, of the indigenous population. (Vaughan, 2008)
TOBF and similar projects may be to help people from Bangladesh (or other people in similar situations) to adjust and better survive in their ‘new’ surroundings.

Apart from increased social contact and improvements to health, the respondents felt that TOBF addressed other areas of their wellbeing. They said they felt happier, less bored, had more decision making opportunities, travelled independently and became more confident. It also helped them remember Bangladesh and to deal with the distance from their previous home. The title of this critical analysis was a statement by one woman that when she worked in the garden she saw Bangladesh. 
Strengths and Weaknesses

Greater access to a wide range of seasonable and affordable organic vegetables was perceived by the women as a real strength of the project (on top of those already listed in the expectation and enjoyment section). The researcher also pointed out that each group had its own specific strengths such as holding meetings, running training courses, improving land and running lunch clubs. These different strengths suggest the potential benefit of the TOBF network being greater than its constituent groups provided that links between groups can be established and developed.

The weaknesses of the project were felt to be mainly management issues although the researcher pointed out that five of the women explicitly stated that there were no weaknesses! It is important that future food growing networks to reflect on the listed weaknesses if they are going to be successful in developing wider networks.

improvements to the Networks

There were a number of disputes around land and growing space. This is likely to become a more significant factor as the number of food growing groups expands. A network steering group could actively search for new land and mediate between disputes.

Funding, time and leadership were seen as areas of weakness. Whilst food growing may be seen as a cheap activity there are capital expenses required – not least the salaries of bi-lingual project workers who may be required to assist the development of such groups. A significant success story since the publication of the research involves a member of one of the growing groups, The Coriander Club.  Lutfun Hussain started as a group member, became the project worker and is now a community advisor and leader who is celebrated at government level. Lutfun has used her experience to inspire others and argues that the sustainability of such projects is dependent partly on inspiring the children of her (and other) communities.

"Seeing the happy face of a child who has grown even a single marigold is something that money can't buy."

Lutfun Hussain (London Sustainable Development Commission, 2008)
Although the report focuses primarily on the women’s food growing groups it also discusses the difficulties faced by a local school. The issues – time, lone advocate, funding etc – are not uncommon to schools and were recently discussed more generally in guidance for schools aiming to become more sustainable. 

(Zurita, 2008)
Wider research with Bangladeshi women suggests that they would be very keen to support the development of wider school aged participation in food growing. The importance of family, the linking of gardens to the home country, the benefits of gardening, the desire for their children to build a better future are common features in recent work with Bangladeshi women. (Greenhalgh, 2003) (Ullah, 2007). This author has experienced (anecdotally) this reaction in a project between a primary school in Tower Hamlets and a Secondary Special School in Bromley. (Who Do We Think We Are?, 2008)
Other issues that were explored were:-
· A number of women felt harassed by other men (growers and the public) but it would seem that the mutual support and assertiveness training that was received as a result of TOBF helped at least in part to address this type of problem.

· Whether some of the land was clean enough (i.e. not polluted) to grow food in. This is not an unreasonable fear and one area that future groups should study before developing land in urban areas.

· Gardening in cold weather was a complaint made by some and compared to the tropical climate of Bangladesh a colder British climate must seem harsh.

· Older women who wanted to participate in the project found some of the gardening tasks too physical but they still wished to be involved. This suggests a strength of the groups rather than a weakness provided other opportunities are developed to encourage continued participation. 

 
The scope and relevance of the research

In the book ‘Women in Transition: A study of the experiences of Bangladeshi women living in Tower Hamlets’ the authors discuss the lack of research based around Bangladeshi Women in the UK (Phillipson, Ahmed, & Latimer, 2003). 

Phillipson et al interviewed one hundred Bangladeshi women in Tower Hamlets - a group that they and others say is underrepresented in research. In her review of their research Trish Greenhalgh found that Professor Phillipson had successfully achieved their aim of achieving a solid research methodology by “careful negotiation within the different community-based agencies, notably around explaining the purpose of the research and for seeking help for information.” (Greenhalgh, 2003, p. 17).
In the TOBF research only four groups were visited and five were interviewed by phone. Nine women participants and seven project workers completed the questionnaires. The sample size is small but as this was part of an MSc project rather than a funded research project that is to be expected. If, however, the results are considered as part of a wider picture of evidence from the WEN case studies of TOBF then they are significant to our understanding of the importance of TOBF to the lives of these women. 

Despite the previously described limitations of the participatory methodology of this research the results from the questionnaires are of significance to a much wider community than TOBF and WEN. Along with a small number of other research projects based upon Bangladeshi women living in Tower Hamlets this research attempts to give a voice to a previously largely voiceless group of British society. 

Perhaps this research is more powerful than some of these other studies because of its transformatory nature. It describes, evaluates and aims to develop future actions which may lead to positive change in the lives of some Bangladeshi women and urban food growers. This research and more especially the project it is based upon, Taste of a Better Future (TOBF), aims to empower women. The results are impressive whatever the criticisms of its methodology or the sample size.

Reflections and conclusions

The central question of this evaluative research report was “What makes organic growing groups an empowering experience for the participants?” The Oxford English dictionary describes the word ‘empower’ as giving authority or power, to authorise, to give strength and confidence to. The research effectively provides examples of how a number of Bangladeshi women have become less isolated by joining food growing networks. In the linked Bradford project evidence suggested that women became less afraid to go out alone, took driving lessons, assertiveness lessons, sewing classes, and improved their English. 

 

Other participatory community groups may also receive similar results but there are unique aspects to food growing that seem to have particular beneficial results. For example, the ability to be involved in the social development of your community and to effect changes in the physical environment both in its use and appearance. 

The researcher discusses how one of WEN’s stated aims was to reach out to disempowered minority ethnic groups and to redress their exclusion from environment movements. The research suggests that through the food growing projects there is an increase in ‘environmental appreciation and awareness’ of participants in its projects. It is likely that first generation British Bangladeshi women had a far greater contact with ‘nature’ as part of their previous life in Bangladesh. The TOBF project enabled many of these women to (re-)engage with nature within their present communities in Tower Hamlets. 

The researcher also discussed how the links between groups could have become stronger and that this could be seen as an area of focus for future development of the project itself. 

The significance of the research to the wider community 

The significance of this research as a starting point for the consideration of the planning needs for future food growing networks may not be entirely recognised by the researcher. It is recognisable to the reader. Other writers discuss the need for greater research with British Bangladeshi women not just in food growing but more generally to begin to addresses the many areas of inequality that they face. (Phillipson, Ahmed, & Latimer, 2003) (Ullah, 2007)
A change in UK food attitudes towards healthier, more sustainable, locally sourced produce (Soil Association, Sustain, NEF, 2008) (London Development Agency, 2006) is increasingly reflected in policy. The recent UK Government food strategy for the 21st Century states that … community groups, voluntary organisations and social enterprises have an important role to play in supporting activities that promote healthy eating and more sustainable production and consumption, and in encouraging public debate about food issues, and thus in promoting new social norms that facilitate behavioural and cultural change. (The Cabinet Office, 2008)
This research offers some suggestions on how food growing groups may develop stronger networks to begin to address some of these issues.
Ideas for further development

The research has highlighted the benefits of such a project to the stakeholders but also the importance of continuing this research further. Future food growing networks should aim to bring cohesion to the existing informal networks and support local groups to inter-link and develop new initiatives.  They should also be aware of their importance to others as part of wider food strategies. “The UK is now part of the EU and in that milieu it needs to take a lead in forging an ecological approach to sustainable food systems.” (Barling, Sharpe, & Lang, 2008). 

Ideas for future developments are listed in the research and summarised below. They not only provide useful advice to TOBF members but to any group wishing to develop a network of food growing groups.
· Sustain general support and information
· Strengthen fundraising advice

· Offer opportunities and advice
· Continue meetings with local authorities on the question of extra space

· Composting 

· Develop the diversity of cultural backgrounds (not just Bangladeshi women)

· The linking of English language and gardening sessions 

· Organise network meetings 

· Multilingual newsletter 

· Exchange visits between groups 

· Future evaluation or research project on the women participants' views 
· Re-consider cultural constraints on the evaluation process.
                                                      (Rycroft, 2000)
It is the hope of this writer that the early TOBF research will inspire others to develop even stronger food growing networks in Tower Hamlets and elsewhere.
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"Seeing the happy face of a child who has grown even a single marigold is something that money can't buy."
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