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Introduction

This paper is an attempt to consolidate current experience in the use of a new method for tracking changes in the livelihood asset-status of large numbers of households.  It is also intended to stimulate reflection and debate on the utility and reliability of the method.

The Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) conceptual framework (Carney D. 1998) has become established as an influential model for the conceptualisation of rural people’s livelihoods and has been adopted by many programmes and projects, particularly those under the DFID sphere of influence.  At the heart of this model is the concept of a ‘livelihood platform’, five capital assets which households access and utilise for their diverse livelihood strategies and which provide the sustainability to those livelihoods.  These assets were depicted by the graphical device of a pentagon intended to convey changing proportions of the assets while simultaneously stating that it is only intended to be representative and that we cannot and should not quantify these assets.  Not surprisingly, while the pentagon has come to represent the assets visually, the lack of any means to measure the capitals have made it practically redundant.  Yet, there have been calls for the assessment of assets (Bebbington 1999) as a critical point of measurement of the livelihood platform.

The Livelihood Asset-Status Tracking (LAST) tool (Bond & Mukherjee 2002) was developed as a response to this requirement.  Early application was within research as a means of differentiating between smallholders (Howlett et.al. 2000) but was later developed for monitoring the emerging impacts on livelihoods within livelihood improvement projects.  It is these later developments that are reviewed in this paper.

Experience in the method has been gathered over some four years in Uganda, S. Africa, Malawi, and five Indian States.  This review will concentrate on the most comprehensive results of the use of LAST in monitoring two livelihood improvement projects in Rajasthan, India and Dedza, Malawi.

1 Re-cap on Method

For a full treatment on the LAST method see Bond & Mukherjee 2002 and Kapondamgaga & Bond forthcoming.  This section is only intended to provide a brief summary.

1.1 Concepts

The discouragement to measure capital assets has nothing to do with desirability and everything to do with difficulty; assets are complex, highly diverse, sometimes a sensitive issue and often qualitative in nature.  However, rural people fully understand their assets and can even understand our classification of them.  There also exist a range of methods to combine and convert qualitative and quantitative assessments (Uphoff 1991, Moris & Copestake 1993, James et.al. 2002).  

Above all, what was needed was a tool for detecting changes in livelihood platform over time and for large populations of households
.  Such a measure can only be the first, but essential, step in attribution of change.  This was a tall order that would inevitably involve focus, some shortcuts and many limitations.  It provided the design criteria for LAST (Bond & Mukherjee 2002).  

1.2 LAST-AS

The LAST Assessment Sheet (LAST-AS) is a tool to help enumerators convert a qualitative understanding of a range of locally relevant household situations into a graded centile scale
.  The range of these situations is described capital by capital in graded stages known to exist locally and described as word-pictures.  These ‘word-pictures’ can be descriptive sentences using locally meaningful terminology that encapsulates a ‘stage’, or they can be categorized indicators that have local meaning.  What is important is that they enable the criteria that need to be considered for livelihood assets to be clearly assessable in local terms during a brief household visit.

The objective in developing the LAST-AS is to combine the analytical requirements of the project management (including specialist partner agencies) with the means of assessment that have local meaning.  This combination is not easy and the balance may sway either way.  The idea is not to have ‘professional indicators’ competing with ‘indigenous indicators’ but rather to combine the professional’s understanding of what needs to be assessed in terms of livelihood capitals with locally recognisable means of assessment, while allowing some overlap between the contribution of professional and indigenous knowledge systems.

In practice, this means a two-stage approach to developing a LAST-AS, first the professional’s requirements, then the localized, assessable translation.  For example, the management may recognize that fertility of farmland is an important reflection of natural capital.  The local assessment may be described as the presence of certain indicator weed species or as some aspect of the growing crop at a particular stage of growth (like yellow leaves, stunting or size of cobs).  The two stages are best organized as separate workshops to encourage discussion among peers for the two groups of informants.  The LAST developers should use judicial editing of outputs at each stage.  The LAST-AS development is a ‘one-off’ activity and the quality of the tool will govern the accuracy of assessment for many years afterwards, so it is important to get it as good as practicable.

1.3 Surveys

The LAST-AS becomes the tool for guiding field assessment of sample households.  It is a rapid tool because it is used to guide observation and a semi-structured discussion with the householder in order to make a judgement of where that particular household falls on a centile scale for each of the five capitals.  It is not a questionnaire and therefore neither time-consuming nor intrusive on the interviewee.  Scores can be either recorded directly on the LAST-AS or on a purpose made record sheet.  Enumerators should be field-level staff, literate community members
 or both.  Surveys are best organised on a repeat panel basis with the original sample stratified by socio-economic status and randomly selected.

Care needs to be taken to maintain a systematic data chain and microcomputer analysis using spreadsheet
 and/or statistical analysis software.  Outputs of analysis should be presented as charts according to managerial preferences.

2 Utility

2.1 Application in India & Malawi

The Western India Rainfed Farming Project (Phase 2) WIRFP, funded by UK’s Department for International Development (DFID) is partly implemented by the Indian Farm Forestry Development Cooperative (IFFDC) 
 which developed the first operational LAST system for monitoring emerging changes to client livelihoods (Virgo et.al. 2003).  The system was developed in a series of workshops in April 2000 and surveys have been done as follows.

Table 1; WIRFP / IFFDC Dates and Coverage of LAST Assessments

	Dates of Survey
	No. of Villages*
	No. of survey Households
	Approximate % Coverage**
	Remarks

	June – July 2000
	9/9
	100
	10
	Baseline

	Aug – Sept 2001
	11/16
	123
	6
	Expanded

	Oct – Nov 2002
	11/25
	112
	5
	Missing households.

	May 2003
	11/25
	119
	6
	6 month interval.


*Villages in survey / total core villages

**Sample / total households in core villages.

Source; Atkins 2003.
As can be seen from table1, four assessments have been done, the first three on an annual basis and the third after 6 months.  This is not ideal for monitoring purposes and did not live up to the intention to assess three times a year.  Also, no significant analysis was done until May 2003
 so many opportunities to use the analysis for ongoing managerial decision making in this ‘learning process’ project were lost.  

The WIRFP / IFFDC sample was stratified in proportion to existing socio-economic groups established, village-by village, using Well-Being Ranking, thus they were not able to calibrate between villages.  The sample was purposely selected
 from among household with group membership
 but not randomly selected.  As the project activities expanded the sample was extended for the second survey to incorporate two new villages on the same basis.  Weaknesses with this sample are in terms of ‘credibility’ by not being random and in terms of bias by representing only households actively engaged from the start.

Conducting the surveys was not particularly burdensome for the project and on analysis (primarily for evaluative purposes), produced a wealth of information showing a strong trend of improved livelihood platform.  Disaggregated analysis at village-level and by capitals showed interesting differences that were confirmed by the observations of senior field staff.  The results contributed positively to a mid-term evaluation.

Concern Universal manages a large Food Security and Sustainable Livelihoods programme in Dedza district, Malawi funded inter alia by DFID and AusAid.  At the end of 2002 they decided to trial LAST in their Lobi project area as the main method for monitoring their projects.  They developed a LAST-AS in early April 2003 and by the end of the month had conducted their first pilot survey of 398 households (16% of project households) in 27 out of a total 33 villages using 9 enumerators in 41/2 days.  This represents an average output of 10 households per day for each enumerator.  The subsequent survey in July, after 3 months, assessed two additional items on an experimental basis, household shocks impacting capitals were assessed and recorded and simple counts of project outputs affecting the household were made.  Two additional villages were included but there was a higher number of unassessable households.  Nevertheless, the team assessed 399 households for LAST, project outputs and ‘Shocks’ with 10 enumerators over 5 days giving an average output of 8 households per enumerator day (some of the days were short).  This represents 16% of all Lobi project households.  Timed assessments of individual households averaged 20 minutes each.  Samples in Lobi, as in Rajasthan, were selected by field staff and therefore not properly randomised.

A variety of trial analysis was done according to managers’ preferences which showed unexpectedly large changes over the three months.  This may be the first instance of seasonal effect noticed
 and was considered to be due to the transition from a post-famine hungry season to post-harvest season.  However, analysis for enumerator error / bias raised some suspicions about parts of the data.  Further discussions confirmed suspicions of parts of the first survey data.  The experiment with outputs and shocks was not wholly satisfactory leading to the abandonment of output questions
 and further guidance to enumerators on ‘shocks’.

2.2 Utility of Results

Top-level LAST aggregate scores at project level are seen to change slowly and steadily.  As might be expected in an area undergoing a variety of long-term interventions at household and community levels there has been a steady increase in scores.  These are best illustrated by plotting LAST score against project duration to aid prediction and targeting as illustrated below.

Figure 1;  WIRFP / IFFDC Change in Top-Level LAST Score over Time
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Figure 1 shows a steady and possibly accelerating improvement in the project-level LAST score over a period of 3 years of measurement.  The rate of increase of some 4.5% per annum is consistent with data from the Eastern India Rainfed Farming Project
 of 3.6% p.a.

Analysing change by poverty category can illustrate how changes in scores are affecting the different socio-economic groups of the sample.  Dramatic evidence from WIRFP / IFFDC is illustrated below.

Figure 2;  WIRFP / IFFDC Change in Size of Socio-Economic Class Between Assessments.
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Here clear evidence of movement between categories is illustrated
., with most movement being out of ‘poorest’ and into ‘poor’.

Project-level disaggregation can be done by capitals or combination of capitals and geographical areas, this is illustrated below.

Figure 3; CU Dedza, Changes in Project-Level Capital Scores.
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Source; WISE 2003.

Clearly, during this period marking a transition from a post-famine, pre-harvest hungry season to post-harvest season there have been differential changes in the capitals at project level.  It may be because the social capital assessment sheet is more responsive to seasonal change than financial
. 

Figure 4;  WIRFP / IFFDC, Change in Physical Capital by Village.
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Source;  Atkins 2003.
Clear differences illustrate increase and stagnation in these WIRFP villages.  Senior field staff commenting on the results over the first three surveys observed that in Mota Mayanga the sample households did not benefit from project outputs, Banjari was expected to improve later in 2003, Pathar had undergone a lot of public works, and newly adopted villages of Moriyan Kheda and Boran Kheda are behind the others with little project activity up to 2003.  On the whole they felt comfortable with the story told by this and other analysis but issues of samples not being representative in some (smaller) villages were raised.

Figure 5;  CU Dedza, Boxplots of mean Household LAST Scores by Village
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The above chart illustrates the relative distribution of household scores within and between villages emphasising the limits of wealth ranking methods between villages.  Shifts in the boxes between assessments can be tracked to understand responsiveness of villages to interventions and relative progress.  The box-plots also show outliers within the sample as examples of households falling behind the majority, an interesting source of managerial investigation.

Many other forms of analysis can be routinely done, some involving additional parameters incorporated in assessments as illustrated below.

Figure 6;  CU Dedza,  Shocks to Capitals, April to July 2003.
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Source WISE 2003.
This was a supplementary and experimental observation, yet despite methodological problems clearly shows an alarming number of households undergoing shocks to human and financial assets (mostly associated with hospitalisation and death of breadwinners, funeral expenses and theft of assets) within the three month period.  This might explain the relatively stagnant nature of these two capitals in figure 3.

Such a range of analysis from periodic assessments is likely to be valued by the management of these agencies although this depends on the learning culture created at various levels of the projects.  Graphical presentation is appropriate for busy managers and for discussion with beneficiary groups at field level.

Reliability

The LAST method converts subjective judgements, guided by a locally relevant LAST assessment sheet (LAST-AS), into household scores for each of the five capitals on which they base their livelihood strategies.  The conversion of qualitative judgement into a scaled quantitative score facilitates aggregation and analysis over large sample numbers.  Judgements based on observation and structured discussions can be quite subtle and have the ability to be very accurate, they also can be open to bias and flawed judgement.  This raises the issue of precision and accuracy of the method.

2.3 Precision

Precision is the ability of one assessor to score reasonably similarly to another for the same household at the same time.  Precision of LAST aggregate scores should be close to the ideal of 5% and certainly less than 10%.  Scores for individual household capitals should have precision of around 10% and be less than 15%.  Precision can be tested occasionally by arranging tests with three enumerators simultaneously assessing a household without collaboration.  Some results are given below.

Table 2; Results of Precision Tests: Mean Range in Scores (%)

	Test Date
	Comments
	Natural
	Physical
	Human
	Financial
	Social
	LAST

	Uganda Precision Test
	
	
	
	
	

	22/7/99
	3 Households only
	22
	15
	12
	22
	12
	11

	Rajasthan Precision Tests
	
	
	
	
	

	11/4/00
	Only aggregate LAST
	
	
	
	
	
	11

	9/5/03
	Interim surveys not tested
	10
	12
	16
	10
	11
	8

	Malawi Precision Tests
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3/4/03
	Trial LAST-AS
	19
	19
	23
	21
	30
	15

	4/4/03
	Improved LAST-AS
	15
	13
	19
	13
	13
	10

	24/4/03
	Post training of enumerators
	15
	17
	16
	14
	14
	11

	25/4/03
	Pre-first survey
	7
	10
	10
	11
	9
	5

	17/7/03
	Pre-second survey
	11
	9
	12
	12
	12
	7


Sources; Atkins 2003, WISE 2003.
From the above table we learn that in both Rajasthan and Malawi precision improves with experience, achieving the acceptable limits of <15 for capitals and <10 for household LAST scores.  Higher figures for individual capitals may indicate an ambiguous LAST-AS, while high household LAST figures may mean poor enumeration.  Mean figures for the whole table are; individual capitals 14% and household LAST 9.8%, both within acceptable limits for the lowest level of aggregation.  The main point with the tests is to establish confidence limits of precision being achieved at household level in order to interpret results, and to feed results back to enumerators to help them improve their practice.

2.4 Stability

The primary data are the scores for individual household capitals, by the nature of these they may be expected to change slowly and consistently.  For example, human capital comprises the household labour force, it’s health, education and productive skills, these will generally change slowly, although a sudden sickness or death (shock) may reduce it sharply.  If scores for a household capital vary widely between assessments, approaching a random pattern, then clearly there is likely to be a problem with the method.  Conversely, if the scores change slowly and consistently (as do aggregate scores) with any sudden decrease corresponding to a reported shock, then the pattern would be as expected.

The WIRFP / IFFDC household capital data between four assessments were analysed for stability and most score changes (81%) fell within the + 0 to 10% range, a plausible range of change for 6 month to 1 year intervals in a project that is demonstrating steady positive improvement of LAST scores.  Household capital score changes in the 0 to 10% range had similar occurrences for each capital (ranging from 80 – 84 % except Natural capital where the mean was 76%) and similar for each of the inter-survey periods.  It can be concluded that in the WIRFP / IFFDC case the primary data is behaving in a stable way but is steadily changing.  It should be noted that the individual household capital score changes falling outside the +0 to 10% range are of interest as either cases of operational interest (particularly if the change is negative), or as possible errors in enumeration.  Two typical distribution curves used in this analysis are given below.

Figure 7; Frequency of Changes in WIRFP Household Financial Capital Scores, 
Sept ’01 – Oct ‘02
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Figure 8; Frequency of Changes in WIRFP Household Physical Capital Scores, 
Oct ’02 – May ‘03
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2.5 Accuracy

Unlike precision, accuracy can only be determined by comparison with a ‘better’ method.  So far in both projects no better assessments have been carried out.  This could be arranged if a sub-sample underwent an in-depth study of livelihood platform of the households and results were compared to LAST scores for consistency.  Other poverty / income / consumption surveys might be used for comparison if they exist but comparison should be done with care as they might be assessing different factors.  LAST, covering as it does all five capitals will inevitably be a broader assessment than most alternatives.  Any inaccuracies are more likely to come from either a poor LAST-AS or from a rushed assessment, missing important questions or from reluctance of household to reveal the true situation.  Repeated assessments, preferably, by the same enumerator should improve the accuracy of results over time as both householder and enumerator become familiar with the process.

2.6 Gender Differences

Two questions are appropriate to gender differences in the assessments:

· Is there any gender difference in response?

· Is there any difference in scores for female headed households?  

The first question concerns methodology and accuracy and was resolved by an experiment repeating the assessment by the same enumerator with husband and wife sequentially without the other spouse present.  Results of such an experiment in WIRFP / IFFDC confirm that there is no detectable gender bias in response.  A less reliable test is to see if scores are notably different by gender of respondent, results below show there is almost no difference, implying no gender bias in reporting.

Figure 9;  WIRFP / IFFDC Mean LAST Scores by Gender of Respondent
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The second question is important for monitoring but is problematical in terms of definition.  In WIRFP / IFFDC it is recognised that a small proportion (perhaps 5%) of households are de facto female headed, but all households are officially reported as male headed (100% of sample).  It appears that on the death or desertion of a husband, a ‘nominal’ male head is appointed, either a brother of the husband or the eldest son.  This makes gender analysis by “household head” almost impossible.

In Dedza, some 25% of households were female headed and as shown below, mean LAST scores for female headed households were slightly lower.

Figure 10;  CU Dedza, Mean LAST Scores by Household Head.
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Source; WISE 2003.
A similar picture emerged when a count of household benefits was presented for female and male headed households.  These represent useful information for project management.

2.7 Intra Household Information

Like the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework on which it is based, LAST operates at the household or higher levels.  Livelihood platforms are a complex combination of access to private personal and household assets as well as common property and public communal assets.  Unlike in Northern societies, in many traditional rural situations the destiny of the individual is inextricably connected to the wider social context and so an ‘individual’ livelihood platform has less meaning.  However, there is no inherent reason why a LAST-AS could not be constructed for the individual to investigate inter-household issues.  For practical project monitoring purposes it would simply be too expensive to monitor at the individual level, household level is only just possible.  

Field observations on the WIRFP / IFFDC project show that households can receive scores that do not reflect the condition of children, households scored well on human capital yet children were clearly suffering from illness, malnutrition and were absent from school minding cattle (Bond & Mukherjee 2002).  It may be more cost-effective to monitor by LAST at household level, but to pick-up and investigate intra-household issues with more qualitative methods.  Careful design of the LAST-AS can incorporate numerous gender and child-focused issues if these are anticipated and given as criteria to be assessed.

Issues in Application

2.8 Quality of LAST-AS

The quality of the LAST-AS tool is critical to reliable results. In CU Dedza, the first two precision tests in table 2, only 1 day apart, represent use of a draft and revised LAST-AS, the improvement is evident in the results with the first wholly unacceptable and the second mostly acceptable.

The problem is that the difference between a good and a poor LAST-AS is not always evident without precision testing.  Even with good precision, the results might reflect the household capital reality poorly.  The first point is about clarity in the LAST-AS and vigilance in assessments and the latter is about the relevance of criteria and indicators used.  Developing a LAST-AS in participatory workshops safeguards against the use of narrow perspectives but if participants are not sure what they are doing then outcomes can be perverse.  Workshop outputs should always be tested and edited carefully.

2.9 Population Sampling

The LAST method offers the opportunity to have high (5%-15%) sampling of households in quite large project areas.  This has been achieved in the two projects studied (WIRFP / IFFDC 5-10% and CU Dedza 16%) based on a performance of 8-10 households / enumerator / day.  However, within these high sampling capacities there have been problems. 

Firstly there has been a failure to randomise samples; this is most probably due to capacity and supervision problems.  While this has not affected the confidence of the project staff in the data, it is sure to expose them to criticism by outside evaluators at a later stage
.  

Stratification of the sample by socio-economic category ensures that the sample represents all groups and can track how they progress differentially.  There was no pre-existing basis for doing this in Dedza and the lack of random sampling gives a real chance of bias.  In WIRFP it was done by ‘well-being ranking’ and reasonable correspondence was obtained with initial LAST scores except that the well-being ranking exaggerated the upper categories (explained by each village including a category for self-sufficient, while the LAST assessments have villages without such households).  

Stratification by village was not attempted (even though this is normal practice in large surveys) as management wants information tracked for each project location.  CU Dedza managed to include all villages and WIRFP / IFFDC included all that were active at the beginning but is now sampling in less than half (table 1).  

A large sample size does not necessarily compensate for poor planning and stratification of the sample.  The problem is exaggerated when many small villages form the basic units of project administration.  There are trade-offs between management monitoring requirements (following changes at specific locations) and evaluative survey requirements (statistically significant sample of population) in the design of the sample. 

2.10 Judgement in Assessments

Our ability to make subtle judgements of grade within our own communities has been used for some time in PRA techniques like wealth ranking and has even been proved to be more accurate than formal questionnaire survey (Mukherjee 1995).  However it is also vulnerable to bias, the management of which becomes crucial.  The LAST-AS is designed to tap into a community’s ability to make subtle distinctions in the stages of progression of households in the five capital assets on which their livelihoods depend and about which they have detailed knowledge.  By discussing and observing these community defined indicators an enumerator familiar with the community is considered to be able to judge the household’s position along that scale.  The quality of the LAST-AS is critical to this assessment as any ambiguity, unrealistic or contradictory descriptions will cause difficulty.

Judgement of a household’s capital position on a graded centile scale can be quite rapid and accurate if the enumerator is thoroughly familiar with the LAST-AS, is observant and has a good, open discussion with the householder.  Sometimes the enumerator’s confidence in the score given is not justified by the quality of their assessment.  While precision tests can expose such problems, only open honest discussion with fellow enumerators who have given different judgements in the precision test, can lead to a more realistic understanding of personal shortcomings.  Using experienced staff as observers / mentors of enumerators during surveys has been found to improve practice.

Awareness of previous scores can be a useful ‘bias’ in assessment, forcing comparisons with an earlier situation and emphasising ‘what has changed?’.  WIRFP / IFFDC are experimenting with a system of enumerators having to document why the score has changed from the previous assessment.

Some systematic bias can be avoided, for example by assigning enumerators to areas where they have no personal interests.  They can also be detected by monitoring extreme values and comparative mean values by enumerator.  All this requires vigilance and diligence by those analysing the data.

2.11 Use of Information

In spite of all the rhetoric about learning process projects (Korten 1980) and learning organisations (Argyris & Schon 1996) current in project vocabulary, it is still unusual to find a project with a true learning culture.  The LAST method was developed on the premise that project management wants to know how livelihood platforms are changing among their clients and are prepared to make reasonable efforts to obtain that information and reflect on the results.  The motivation
 can only be that the information is seen as useful within the action learning cycles of a process project where continual reflection and adjustment is made to improve effectiveness.  After three years of survey effort this is only just becoming the case in WIRFP / IFFDC.  CU, Dedza managers are enthusiastic about using the information in their projects.

Another issue concerning the use of data is the nature of the numerical information.  Treatment of ranked data (Ordinal) and continuous variables must be different due to the nature of the data
.  LAST scores seem to fall within a grey area between these two types of number.  The capital stages on the LAST-AS are not ‘ranked’ as such but are a deliberate and complex attempt to grade situations from worst to best known locally by description and indicator.  We believe that this is closer to a scaled continuous variable than an ordinal ranking.  As such it justifies the kind of numerical analysis done involving mean values and aggregation.  

2.12 Combining Professional and Indigenous Knowledge

The separate worlds of modern scientific knowledge and indigenous knowledge systems are increasingly seen as valid components in rural enquiry (Brokensha et.al 1980).  They do not have to compete, but rather can complement each other.  In the assessment of livelihood platform we need to be clear about our purpose (managerial understanding) and limitations (understanding the complexity of livelihood assets).  The two knowledge systems can complement each other by carefully combining a rigorous statement of what needs to be understood to assess capital assets with an indigenous view of exactly what and how to best assess.  Apart from the practical efficacy of this arrangement, the use of an indigenous perspective brings the measure closer to local realities and ensures greater participation in the project monitoring.

2.13 Attribution

LAST scores measure change in the livelihood platform and as such do not attempt to attribute the cause of that change.  It is primarily a monitoring tool for detecting emerging impacts rather than an ex-post evaluative tool.  Detecting emerging impact implies attribution and the intention is that this is done informally by the field staff using the information.  Firstly, unexpected changes detected through LAST are intended to be investigated by management using a variety of qualitative methods in order to understand the causes of those unexpected changes.  Secondly, at a more informal level, a good field worker will relate the LAST scores to a myriad of inputs, events and local knowledge to come to their own (operational) conclusions about attribution and act on those conclusions.  This is what learning process is all about.

More formal attribution is not excluded if traditional means of control (with / without) are included in the sample although the ethics of such design should be carefully considered.  Late entrants to the sample can be considered as a ‘rolling baseline’ for such attribution.  ‘Before and after’ samples are more-than catered for with a dynamic tracking system of this kind.

Further Development

2.14 Standardisation of Components?

As a guidance to the workshop developing criteria for assessment, a 3x5 matrix of five capitals against the three dimensions of sustainable development
 productivity, equity and sustainability, was advocated as a development tool.  This would provide a framework to ensure that all capitals have criteria in a balanced way.  Experience of using this device has been mixed and the use of workshops involving representatives of numerous agencies associated with a project has often lacked focus.  

It is an intriguing possibility that the criteria for assessing capitals may be largely common to most situations. In this case a simpler first stage to the development of a LAST-AS might be the editing of a standard list of criteria by a core project team.  Such a list has been suggested by CU Dedza (Kapondamgaga & Bond forthcoming), but has not yet been trialled.  

2.15 Self-Assessment

There is no implicit reason why the LAST-AS cannot be a tool of self-assessment by households, and this has been suggested by at least three organisations
.  This would have advantages of time and cost saving to projects and enable 100% coverage.  Self assessment has a greater risk of bias and inconsistency, particularly for the more sensitive social and financial capitals.  There are also problems (as yet unresolved by CUMO) with illiteracy in self-assessment.  Attempts at using a pictorial LAST-AS have so far failed.

2.16 Cross-Project / Country, Evaluative Comparability

Since the LAST-AS is unique to a reasonably homogeneous area and should not be used outside the area for which it was developed, the question of comparability of results between areas needs to be addressed.  This is an issue of absolute and relative poverty.  It can be argued that the experience of being at a particular point on the scale in one area is similar to being at the same point in a completely different area.  Likewise a 20% improvement in mean LAST scores in one project is a comparable achievement to the same percentage improvement in another, especially if the change in frequency distribution of scores is similar.  

While much has been made of the use of LAST for the management of process projects, it remains a useful tool for evaluative studies.  A database of experience in LAST scores is emerging slowly to aid the interpretation of results.  For example there is a remarkable similarity between EIRFP and WIRFP annual increases in scores (see section 3.2).  This implies that LAST scores might be used as a direct indicator of achieving logframe objectives in livelihoods projects e.g. ‘Sustainable improvement of livelihood platforms by e.o.p.’ – indicator, ‘Mean project level LAST scores improve by 20% in 5 years’.  

Most cross-country poverty evaluation uses income / consumption poverty-line indicators based on national household sample surveys. These economic indicators are usually related to calorie-based poverty lines or ‘dollar a day’ thresholds.  While they measure different indicators with different sampling densities at a different scale there is interest in how LAST might relate to these more common indicators.  Changes in ‘high-level’ LAST scores might be compared to changes in income poverty data if coverage and sample reliability are similar.

2.17 Statistical Analysis

Little analysis has been done so far with correlation methods.  An attempt to correlate change in LAST score with a simple count of 50 project outputs benefiting household showed encouraging relationship at 30 and 60 household samples but no relationship at 120 household sample in WIRFP / IFFDC.  A correlation of mean LAST score against a count of 15 project benefits received at household level showed no relationship implying that there was no bias of benefits to better-off households.  Relationships between other variables should be tested in future analysis, the large sample sizes would be amenable to this sort of investigation.

Conclusion

What then can be concluded from the first three years of operation of LAST systems in Livelihood projects? The main lessons are mixed and seem to be as follows;

1. LAST-AS can be easily created at project level incorporating indigenous perspectives of the range of capital platforms available to households.  However care needs to be taken in ensuring acceptable quality of the LAST-AS. Further development is needed in the guiding criteria used and in order to reduce dependency on external consultants a good manual
 is urgently needed.

2. Sampling method and representation is clearly an issue, conventional practice of higher sample densities in sampled locations is not an acceptable answer for monitoring purposes where information is required on every village location.  Evidence of non-representative sample households in some smaller villages does affect the interpretation.

3. Field enumeration using the LAST-AS is rapid
 enough to allow 5-10% sample coverage of large livelihood improvement projects several times a year.

4. Precision of scores tested between different enumerators can, with care, be 5-10% for household LAST scores and 10-15% for individual capitals. Precision of scores increases with aggregation.

5. Reliability of enumerator scoring can occasionally be a problem in individual cases, so thorough training, regular precision-testing, occasional observation of the enumeration process by mentors, statistical analysis of scoring to monitor enumerators and a culture of methodological learning and improvement are all necessary to maintain reliability.

6. Analysis of the results provides useful information to directly monitor achievement of logframe indicators
 at purpose / goal levels in livelihoods projects. It can also provide a wide range of analysis of dynamic changes to household assets, aggregated and disaggregated by combinations of location and capitals as well as by other simple variables.  These results are found to concur with the observations of experienced field workers.  However such ongoing analysis for managerial learning is not yet being done systematically due to either capacity constraints, lack of learning culture or both.

7. Interpretation of analysis depends to some extent on a shared database of real experience, this is slowly accumulating
. Meaning of unexpected changes in scores needs to be investigated by other, more qualitative methods and examples of this practice are still few.  Attribution of change is intended to be done informally by those actively engaged at field-level for managerial decision-making rather than for project-level evaluative purposes. However examples of the former are as yet few while the latter is not supported by systematic control of ‘with’ and ‘without’ samples.

The LAST method is thus functioning as intended, though nowhere ideally.  The changing livelihood platform of large numbers of households can be monitored for evaluative purposes, as a management tool and cost-effective way of targeting more in-depth investigations, but care is needed to be confident of reliable results.  It is still evolving as a method and so, at present, requires careful review, guidance and the sharing of experience between practitioners, that this has been possible is a tribute to the openness and willingness to share of the Indian Farm Forestry Development Cooperative and Concern Universal, Malawi organisations.

3 Acknowledgements

The authors wish to express appreciation for permission to use privileged information to the Indian Farm Forestry Development Cooperative, to Concern Universal, Malawi, to DFID as funding agency of the projects studied and to Atkins as consultants to WIRFP.  The views expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the policies of those organisations.  

Special thanks must be given to the fieldworkers, both staff and villagers in both project areas for their unsung labours and professionalism in gathering the data and to the householders who generously gave their precious time for no reward.

Thanks also to Alec Baird, Steve Jones and Keith Virgo for valuable comments on the draft.

Annex;  Sample of LAST-AS, Physical Capital, CU Malawi.
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	Infrastructure
	Schools are very far from the village

No Health Services nearby

No electricity nearby

Use foot paths/ all weather roads are very far

Absence of bridges. People go through the water in the rivers and at times strong water flow carries some people away.

No groceries
	Schools are at least 3km away from the village

Health Centre is 4km away from the village but mobile clinics visit.

Electricity is near but no connection to village

All weather roads are 4km away & use fairy good roads

Bridges are made of wooden poles, which are sometimes washed away.

People travel distant places to get groceries or shops.
	Schools are at least 1km from village

Health centre is 2km away and hospital is accessible. Regular mobile clinics.

Village has electricity but not their house

Use good roads 7 all weather roads are 2km away

Bridges are made of strong poles

Groceries are within the village but at a distance.
	Schools are within the village

Health centre and hospitals are close-by

Have electricity in their homes

All weather roads within 1km

Have good concrete bridges in all places that deserve bridges.

Groceries are very close within the village

	Economically Productive Assets
	Begs / borrows implements, Don’t have seeds
	Have few poor quality farm hand tools, They recycle seeds
	Have quality farm hand tools; Use good quality seed, have watering cans
	Have oxcarts, have enough hand tools, treadle pumps, use fertilizers; have draught animals



	House & domestic assets
	Have no house and sleeps in sheds. (Zisakasa)

Uses very worn out utensils.
	Grass thatched houses that leak. (Msichi House)

Uses very worn out utensils.
	Mdindo house-

Modest selection of utensils and furniture.
	Have good houses with iron sheets 

Have enough utensils, furniture, radio, bicycle, clothes and blankets.

	Animal Housing


	Don’t have animal houses
	Use dwelling house to house animals
	Poor quality livestock structure
	Have good quality livestock structures

	Means of transport
	Walks all the way
	Hire/ borrow push bikes/ hiring pick-up
	Own push bikes / hires pick=up
	May own a vehicle, own oxcarts, push bikes, motor cycles

	Domestic Water
	Absence of boreholes or protected shallow wells. People drink of water from unprotected wells or streams.


	Boreholes are in adjacent villages.  Open wells are accessible,
	Boreholes are within the village but very spatial. Open wells near-by.
	Have boreholes and are in short distance from homes.  May own an open well.




Source CU, Dedza.
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� Livelihood Asset-Status Tracking, a tool for assessing the changing dynamics of household livelihood capitals.


� Freelance Rural Development Consultant and Research Fellow, IDPM, University of Manchester.


� Research Officer, Concern Universal, Dedza, Malawi.


� Project Coordinator Indian Farm Forestry Development Co-operative, Pratapgarh, Rajasthan.


� CARE Household Livelihood Security Index is another attempt that has an operational focus but does not use the analytical 5 capitals and requires in-depth survey (Lindenberg 2002).


� See annex for sample.


� Best practice is to use people from neighbouring communities who hold positions of responsibility in their communities in order to maintain confidentiality and neutrality.


� Spreadsheets are usually more intuitive and more easily managed than databases at field-level.


� Operating in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh.


� Done for an imminent Mid-Term Evaluation.


� As ‘medium-active’ to avoid bias.


� Households engaged with the project at the time of the first survey.


� The method is considered to be largely immune to seasonal fluctuations but this depends on the details in the LAST-AS. 


� This will probably be better done by ‘Village Development Committees’.


� DFID supported project managed by the Gramin Vikas Trust where the current LAST assessment was compared to retrospective judgement of 5 years before.


� Some distortion in the Sept 01 data is due to increased sample (see table 1)


� See below (figure 6) for impact of shocks on financial capital.


� A useful series of papers on this subject are produced by Reading University’s Statistical Services Centre, email   � HYPERLINK "mailto:statistics@reading.ac.uk" ��statistics@reading.ac.uk� 


� This has already been the case in the mid-term evaluation of WIRFP.


� Other than the cynical view of impressing or complying with donors.


� For a more conservative treatment of ordinal data see James et.al 2002.


� Productivity of goods and services for consumption and utility (economic perspective); Equity of intra-generational access to such benefits (social perspective); and Sustainability of the five capitals inter-generationally (futurity perspective).


� CUMO, the microfinance wing of CU; Stockholm Environment Institute for research in Sudan; and Catalyst Management Services of Bangalore in a ‘Measure of Livelihoods’ method used in KAWAD project.


� Concern Universal, Malawi are currently working on a practitioner’s manual.


� Typically 20 minutes per household and 8-10 households / enumerator / day.


� Aggregate LAST scores directly measure the asset platform of households and can be included in logframes as a livelihood sustainability indicator.


� For example, from the DFID supported Western and Eastern Rainfed Farming Projects it seems that  project aggregate LAST scores increase by some 3.5% to 4.5%  per year.
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