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My research looks at learning theories in the ‘development aid’ sector and uses phenomenography as a means of investigating the kind of engagements individuals have with a particular aid project. There is a growing appreciation of the link between recipient involvement, learning outcomes and development practice, but there has been little research into how ‘development as learning’ determines the success or otherwise of project or programme interventions. To investigate this question, I have undertaken a set of interviews with stakeholders of the International Fund for Agricultural Development’s (IFAD) PAMA project in Mozambique using a phenomenographic approach.

The research takes a dual approach. First, it highlights how stakeholders learn about the development process. Second, it is about drawing on phenomenographic analysis to integrate the experiences of recipient communities and donor groups into development programme design. The method provides for engagement with both the subject and object of the project, between the recipient and the project itself, between the recipient and the donor and between the donor and the programme design. 

The research approach seeks to illustrate the engagement various individuals have with the project and reveal how the programme’s framework will affect development outcomes. The phenomenographic approach provides a map of all the stakeholders and looks at how the different parties play a role in shaping what happens and how it happens. In a planning context, this has the potential to allow the system to evolve based on the experiences and engagement that recipients have with a project or aid process.  

The research is informed by various learning theories that act as drivers for my phenomenographic approach. Wenger’s ‘situated learning’, Boud’s ‘reflective learning’ and Brookfield’s ‘critical learning’ are used to inform the concept of ‘development as learning’. By drawing on the field of education I argue that it’s possible to circumvent the dominance of management theory in development practice and focus on how individuals engage with a project rather than simply assessing what objectives have been satisfied which is the conventional approach. 
The case study shows the experience of recipients and stakeholders in the project and these are recorded through interviews that show how research using established educational and learning approaches can provide a framework for successful and sustainable project outcomes.  These observations advance the growing support for participatory methodologies that situate development practice as a sophisticated learning process. In addition, the example demonstrates how the use of research frameworks from diverse fields and disciplines can provide fresh insight into development research.  

