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Abstract 

 

Monitoring the effects of investment in an economy has historically been the cornerstone of good 

governance wherein the approaches correspond to the concurrents of a political economy. This paper is 

a methodological attempt to understand the evolvement of social research at the confluence of 

technology and human capital and the processes of knowledge-production that feeds into policy-making. 

As the attempt remains at reinvigorating a participatory system of governance, the collectively realized 

need is to empower stakeholders and integrate their voices into public policy. While we live in an era of 

big data analytics, it is imperative that one remembers’ that in the case of India, more than 70% of us do 

not have internet access and hence are not part of the online discourse; often the reason behind why 

final outcomes are in opposition to expected ones by the urban populace. Thus fostering a compromise 

in the process of data acquisition, generates a system of pretentious policy making.  

 

The presentation constitutes of three key themes; the first to discuss the emergence of new trends in 

social research and understanding the processes through which it becomes widely accepted among 

practitioners. Next, it focuses on the need for interdisciplinary principals, mixed-method approaches 

and the precedence of a thorough qualitative stage to develop a contextually relevant study design, and 

consequently understand data reliability and the lack thereof. Third, to delve into the need for an 

admixture of technology and human capital to retain quality in data while effectively increasing the 

turnaround time. And finally, highlight the challenges in establishing a scalable, replicable, valid and 

substantial study design to systematically address the research questions.  

 

To exemplify the proposed problem, a situational interpretation of a Community Led Total Sanitation 

program as a widely practiced method to generate behavioral change will be discussed. Stories from the 

field will be used to substantiate on the operational lacunae of this technique, the problem of over-

emphasizing on what is established as a ‘standardized model’ and a systematic chase over target based 

attempts without critically analyzing sustainability.  

 
 Note: Please note that the narrative style of this paper is in a dialogical given that it is prepared for a discussion session as a 

part of the “Lives of data” workshop under the Sarai Programme, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies. 
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Full-text  

 

Before I begin the discussion let me present a statistics reported by the UN Women on the incidence of 

violence against women in India. (Slide 1). As you can see in the black box, there are six aspects that 

constitute the claim. So, I begin by unpacking, the seemingly homogenous concepts before unfolding the 

scope of this paper. It indicates that more than 20 years since the UN General Assembly’s declaration on 

the elimination of violence against women in India, in most cases, 1 in every 3 women experience physical 

or sexual violence perpetrated by an intimate partner.  The insight evokes a spirit of epistemic enquiry in 

gauging the premise of this claim:  

1. Who are these women?  

2. What makes a 20 years time frame significant and why does it become a confounding moment in 

history? Does it mean the history of violence did not exist before that or does it mean that it not 

enter the discursive realm?  

3. What does an experience of violence imply? Is there a homogenous language for violence? 

4. What qualifies as ‘physical’ and ‘sexual’ violence?  

5. If the perpetrators are identified to be intimate to the victim, then who are they and what imparts 

legitimacy to their act?  

6. If the perpetrators are ‘mostly’ intimate, who are the others who sometimes become the 

perpetrators?   

The constant questioning may also at some level indicate at an ‘epistemic gap’ as propounded by Thomas 

Nagel in 1972 to explain that one cannot fully understand unless one is experiencing or inhabiting that 

reality, suggesting that what is external is unintelligible. But it is this method of introspection that enables 

practitioners to enter the context, view categories more critically, their interactions, understanding the 

dynamics of power relations and so on.  The thoroughness and rigor of this procedure in other words 

makes data more granular, ‘reliable’ and valid and I will talk about this more in detail in the due course of 

the paper.   

Going further into the aforementioned example we may ask why the incidence of violence talked about 

here is gender-based or why is it important to identify violence through the lens of gender? What 

implication does the UN declaration have in the context of India? What were the strategic attempts to 

adopt its mandate? How does one break the confiding structures of violence and qualify it as problem that 

necessitates action? If an institution of marriage legitimizes sexual acts and intimacy and gives it social 

acceptance then when does it become a problem? How does one gauge a problem in an affair which is 

essentially a matter of the commonly understood ‘private space’?   

This again becomes a phenomenological take and a methodological attempt of problematization in 

drawing connections between the local and the externalities. At this point it becomes imperative to 

acknowledge that the data acquisition as a practice bears an agenda. It is well-rooted in its political reality, 

institutionalizing a system which functions organically to bring data to the table through interactions with 

what we commonly refer to as the ‘field’. As a practitioner I however, should acknowledge that the 

discourse and the counter discourse around data is entwined with the developmental goals, an anticipated 

and awaited change as conceived within the current epoch.  

http://www.slideshare.net/SamayitaGhosh/the-understanding-the-journey-of-data-from-the-eyes-of-a-practitioner
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With the context of the practice established, I will briefly lay out the key themes to be discussed in the 

paper. I will talk about the emerging trends in data acquisition, the changes that have come about with 

the introduction of technology, its implications at the last tier of execution. Citing example from some of 

the work in the industry, I will cite a few methodological examples to emphasize on the need for 

interdisciplinary principals, mixed-method approaches and the precedence of a thorough qualitative 

stage to develop a contextually relevant study design, and consequently understand data reliability and 

the lack thereof. I will also delve into the need for an admixture of technology and human capital to retain 

quality in data while effectively increasing the turnaround time for making strategic changes to the 

method and devising reflexive intervention models that are reliant on good, unbiased data for inclusive 

policy-making.  

At the core of the practice of data acquisition is the mechanism of quality control being the most critical 

aspect to ensure reliability and validity of data, given the contextual variations that a country like India 

bears. The onus then remains on the pre-collection phase before massifying the data collection and 

deployment of the team of enumerators, and making sure that there is an adherence to the essentials for 

generating objective processes of enquiry. Thus, the idea is to ensure that there is coherence and order in 

the abundance of material that is generated during the field enquiries, some level of prediction on the 

possible errors in comprehension both by the enumerators and the subject and addressing that at this 

stage is important to prevent data mishaps. And finally making certain predictions within feasible limits 

to control for process that may appear seemingly manageable yet may go massively wrong when 

translated into actual execution. 

However, the recently emergent trend in the data industry is the introduction of technology and its 

integration in all processes has put it at a critical juncture, rendering manual paper-based activities 

redundant. It has also reduced the scope for engaging with the data through thorough note-taking and 

penning down potential discrepancy or extraneous observation by enumerators, to reporting in 

accordance to what the technology allows for. While resources, manpower, techniques are making 

concerted attempts at coping with this massive transition, practitioners are grappling with ensuring that 

the fundamental premise of data authenticity and reliability continues to be of paramount importance. 

The inertia in the traditional methods of sourcing data needs to be broken to keep up to the pace of 

‘development’ and with the urgency in the fulfillment of the sustainable development goal. A small 

anecdotal example to account for this quintessential problem could be that of orienting enumerators, who 

are the backbone of gathering mass-scale data. To explicitly state this, the fieldworkers usually have 

limited technological exposure and getting them into effectively using it while retaining their reflexivity 

in the field are some of the challenges out of several others. We have instances in the field when a number 

of fieldworkers, evidentially more in the case of women break down for not being able to use the 

smartphones and tablets even after repeated attempts and practice although they may ace at their 

porfession and have the most contextual familiarity owing to the fact that they are usually recruited from 

within the communities. In addition to that, when they are expected to collect such nuanced data from a 

significantly different cognitive setting their own control over the quality and motivation for engagement 

becomes questionable.  

However having said that, the benefits in the real-time monitoring on data, sample and data management, 

and quality control resulting to a significant reduction in error is noteworthy. For policy makers, the 
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collation, analysis and visualization is quicker and updated data can be made readily available on the 

public domain.  

Let me now get to the next section of the paper and bring out an example of a methodological situation of 

data acquisition at the confluence of technology and human capital and making it available in readable 

and visually presentable formats. I start by talking about the Bhuvan Project undertaken by ISRO, which 

aggregates data from different sources and makes it available through a portal and an application. If you 

take a look at the dashboard present on this slide, you would see the range of datasets, generated through 

on-ground engagements that are collated and can be mapped on a geo platform to get a comprehensive 

visualization of demographic attributes, availability of various infrastructures and so on. Similarly, 

Bhuvan Panchayat 2.0, an initiative under the Bhuvan umbrella which is a space based Information 

Support for decentralized planning implemented in partnership with the state governments enables asset 

mapping, area profile report and other features. While this initiative is rigorous and thoroughly 

comprehensive, we at Outline India went ahead and conducted a similar project except that these unlike 

the top-down administrative maps were created through what we call a bottom-up mixed complementary 

approach using drone technology. It spatially mapped community assets as utilized and reported by the 

community, their problems, resource inaccessibility, gaps etc. and this data can be made available on 

google earth. The mapping here is done by the community and during the process the field investigator 

gauges the spatial alignments of various caste and group profiles, their interactions and dynamics that 

play out in access.  

So I will explain the emergence of data through this technique in detail and bring out the process through 

which it enters into the language of policy. Given that the methods are many, I restrict myself to few 

selected approaches quoting from a recently conducted pilot in a village in the Manesar block of Haryana. 

Our strategy was to first conduct a thorough review of the National Minimum Needs programme and 

locate asset-based entitlements and establish the indicators. The conduction was done in partnership with 

the panchayat, followed by a systematic appraisal of the community’s resources, spatial arrangements 

and so on through a method called participatory rural appraisal. First, a transect walk is done, establishing 

the boundary of the community, understanding and simultaneously geo referencing the coordinates 

including sites commonly accessed or not accessed, community resources, open defecation point etc. and 

with the help of the participants of the process a narrative map is produced and inked on the piece of 

paper through a simple line drawing, something that looks like the one in the slide. You can look at the 

residential areas in the map, the water sources, and the physical features as reported by the community 

and observed by the enumerator. (Next slide) This is an aerial map produced through UAVs and the 

narratives such as “there is a designated site for the anganwadi but there is no funding to construct it and 

hence it operates out of a rented place” or “these are the designated spots for open defecation” or “that 

the community has no access to roads and needs to walk 6 kilometers to access the nearest health care 

centre”. Therefore one can visually locate its distance from the nearest water point, measure the length of 

pucca road (show slide) required or identify the unavailability of any health infrastructure while plotting 

and geotagging it onto the map and making the problem present itself in a more actionable manner. This 

finding from a qualitative exploration is then supported by a sample survey and thus reflecting on the 

success of the minimum needs programme, the SSA or otherwise to name a few. However, the biggest 

challenge remains in scaling a process such as this, given that the ethical and security oriented clauses on 

collection and acquisition of data, especially in the light of the geo spatial bill.  

http://www.slideshare.net/SamayitaGhosh/the-understanding-the-journey-of-data-from-the-eyes-of-a-practitioner
http://www.slideshare.net/SamayitaGhosh/the-understanding-the-journey-of-data-from-the-eyes-of-a-practitioner
http://www.slideshare.net/SamayitaGhosh/the-understanding-the-journey-of-data-from-the-eyes-of-a-practitioner
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As I present the statistics before you and cite the examples, I suggest and unveil an evidential possibility 

of exploration into the problem that necessitates strategic measures to change the aforementioned 

situation. Therefore, as we move away from an era of insulated top-down statistics-based research 

procedures informing policy making, we witness a marked transition from a complete invisibility of 

subjects to their centrality. The emergence of a new trend of participatory research, reflexive enough to 

generate multiple dialogues to reach explanations of empirical phenomena, embraces a model of 

engagement rather than a detachment. This is certainly in consonance with a participatory mode of 

governance that gained currency in the discourse, wherein the agenda is to involve all stakeholders into 

the fold of decision-making. While we acknowledge that the present system is couched within the gamut 

of the current political economy, our task as practitioners is to make a cogent inspection to thoroughly 

understand what constitutes as ‘need’ and situationally, the notion of unmet need to gauge the scope for 

an intervention. Say for instance, when we look at family planning policies, a supply-based solution of 

providing contraceptive choices have now given a consequential rise to an understanding of whether 

there is a ‘felt’ need for such choices and if not, what is the nature of the ‘unmet’ need to come up with 

strategic measures that would incidentally lead to the desired outcome.  

Unless an interdisciplinary approach is embarked upon, with a thorough qualitative phase to grasp 

contextual nuances and cognitive situations in the field as I previously pointed out, sample survey 

researches cannot be holistic. Let’s take the standard example of understanding empowerment of women 

which is often adopted in the so-called ‘standardized tools’. More often the factor of mobility becomes an 

attribute of empowerment and I cite this from a similar tool which looks at movement of women 1. outside 

the house 2. outside the village as a marker of her ability to take decisions for herself and subsequently as 

a sign of liberty.  

It is only when one dive deeper into cognitive and in-depth processes of enquiry do we know that mobility 

outside the house, even outside the village qualifies as no such marker, when a detailed enquiry reveals 

that whenever she decides to go out of the village, it is either to her maternal home and accompanied by 

her mother-in-law. And, whenever she decides to go she would require seeking permission either from 

the husband and elders at her in-laws. Her decision on accessing a healthcare facility by herself may be 

normal but what about her choice of healthcare during pregnancy, bring forth a critical policy questions 

ie. to say that when we target the mother for a reproductive health behavioural change programme, why 

do we not engage with her ecosystem to see where the decision making lie and who essentially requires 

a change in behavior and how? This is denotative of a reflexive model of intervention and it is evident that 

the reflexivity is largely data-driven. So while a set of data act as a validation for a claim which 

corroborates a typical theory of change while another set questions the validity of the claim itself. The 

moot point is that as we strive towards an economy of big data it is essential to first synthesize a process 

that would mark out these points of intersection rather enabling change-makers validate unsubstantial 

claims.  

 

  


