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“RAPID RESPONSE” TECHNIQUES FOR FILLING
DATA GAPS AND MEETING OTHER STATISTICAL NEEDS

Note by UNSD

1. The attached technical report “Rapid assessment procedures
(RAP): Some Statistical Issues” was prepared by Anthony G.
Turner, Specialist in Sampling, formerly of the UNSD, and
presented at UNFPA’s Expert Consultative Meeting on Rapid
Assessment Procedures, held in New York in May 1995.

2. This item is on the agenda in the context that surveys are
time consuming and expensive and there has been at least one
conference in the UN system to look at some different approaches
to data collection for specific purposes, namely the UNFPA Expert
Consultative meeting mentioned above.  These approaches fall
under the general term of “rapid response” approaches.

3. The UNSD believes that it would be of interest to the
Subcommittee to see what each organization’s reaction is to these
approaches and whether any organization is actually using them.

4. The Subcommittee is invited to consider the suitability of
rapid response techniques and address the following questions; in
what situation are these techniques to be used? Where should they
not be used? Is it possible to guard against misuse of the
results of these techniques and if so what methods can be
employed to guard against misuse? 



     For presentation at UNFPA's Expert Consultative Meeting on Rapid Assessment Procedures1

in New York, 6-8 December 1995.  A version of this paper was first presented in May 1995 at an
internal UNFPA/UN Statistics Division meeting involving the Technical Support System
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New York

SUMMARY

RAP, a heterogeneous assortment of research tools and
techniques, has been successfully utilized in a variety of
settings over the last decade or so to inform social scientists
on matters ranging from poverty monitoring to the design of
culturally appropriate AIDS educational materials.  The merits of
RAP as an investigatory method are its (generally) low cost,
rapid results and focus on teasing out the reasons for social
phenomena as opposed to merely describing them, which more
traditional statistical practices are often limited to.  Yet the
manifold techniques of RAP, many of which seem suspect in bearing
the name, share many of the principles and aims of statistics but
without the latter's rigor and discipline.

This paper discusses some of the statistical issues
surrounding RAP methodology and, in some instances, suggests
statistical remedies which might be applied without sullying the
otherwise desirable qualities of RAP.  Our objective thus is not
only to remind users of deficiencies in techniques when RAP is
used for statistical purposes, but more importantly to suggest
ways in which valid statistical methods can be invoked
efficiently with little risk of having to change the acronym to
SAP (substitute "slow").
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I. Rapid Assessment Procedures - Overview

1. Rapid Assessment Procedures (RAP) are an eclectic set
of methods, tools and measurement techniques used originally in
programmes for child survival and development and in water and
sanitation projects.  At its inception, RAP was applied
predominantly in rural settings under the acronym Rapid Rural
Appraisal (RRA).  The methods of RAP include group interviews or
focus group discussions, interviews with key informants,
ethnographic or direct observation, case control studies,
community surveys, epidemiological and demographic surveillance,
sentinel site surveillance techniques, unstructured interviews
with programme beneficiaries and community participants
[Scrimshaw 1992] plus a whole host of other techniques (see
Glossary in Annex).  The uses to which RAP has been put include
both planning and evaluation.  For child survival programmes and
other applications, the main initial goal was to find out what
intervention strategies work best in the field.

2. Emphasis was originally placed more upon qualitative
and explanatory information than upon quantitative data, the
latter of which was and is often condemned and avoided as being
too expensive and time-consuming to collect, especially with
respect to large-scale national surveys.  Moreover, the latter is
especially ill-suited to serve one of the key objectives of RAP,
which is to study relationships to find out the underlying
reasons for sociocultural behavior.  Thus, the rationale for
introducing the anthropologically-based RAP was the desire for
in-depth information that could be collected rapidly and used
credibly and purposefully.  More recently, RAP methodology has
included increasing use of quantitatively-based data collection
protocols including cluster surveys [Bilsborrow, 1994], lot
quality assurance sampling [USAID 1993] and rapid surveys
[Macintyre, 1995].

3. In the continually evolving methodology of RAP its
proponents use the kind of terminology usually found in
statistical experimental design and in biostatistical
applications including epidemiological research.  Terms with a
clear statistical connotation such as "rigorous," "unbiased,"
"reliable," "valid," "accurate" and even "representative" abound
in RAP literature.  Of more importance, however, is the
increasing use of RAP findings or results to claim inferences
about larger populations.

4. Paradoxically, and strangely, few if any statisticians
have had a strong hand in developing or refining RAP methodology. 
Not surprisingly, there are some statistical problems with using
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RAP-derived data as statistics.  

II. RAP Methods, Techniques and Procedures

5. A glance at the Annex reveals the veritable cornucopia
of tools and methods that are invoked under the name of RAP or
RRA.  It would seem that almost anything goes.  Indeed a
definition of rapid rural appraisal that was put forth in 1985
[Grandstaff, 1985] is "any systematic activity designed to draw
inferences, conclusions, hypotheses or assessments, including
acquisition of new information in a limited period of time." 
This definition is unfortunately not very informative; it is
another way of saying "use of any conceivable research tool, but
not in perpetuity."  For that reason it seems to exclude no
technique nor does it even include rapidity, since any finite
time frame, (25 years!), can be said to be "limited."

6. It is interesting to note that definitions, in general,
in rapid assessment procedures are hard to come by .  While the2

particular techniques used in a given application are described,
usually carefully and with great detail, they are rarely actually
defined.  One reason could be that many of the techniques are
simply well-known in social research and their definitions are
taken to be self-evident by users.  But it also suggests that RAP
itself is a sort of unrestrained approach to research that shuns
exactitude.  Some definitions are offered in the Annex - many
coming from the author's own experience and imagination.  The
list is no doubt incomplete and the definitions fraught with
misconceptions.

7. Yet we are not insisting on tight, circumscribed
definitions, because RAP generically, as opposed to the
particular methods or techniques of RAP, embraces a set of
desirable principles or properties which characterize it, if not
narrowly defining it.  Indeed, at the international conference on
Rapid Assessment Methodologies for Planning and Evaluation of
Health-Related Programmes held at the Pan American Health
Organization in Washington, November 1990, the participants
debated whether RAP should be restricted to a set of well-defined
scientific techniques or more loosely characterized as an
attitude toward research.  The desirable principles of RAP
include emphasis on the explanatory dimension of research and
emphasis on the participatory nexus between researcher and
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subject; flexibility and creativity of design; action orientation
in closely linking RAP results with intervention; the concept of
optimal ignorance, or limiting investigations only to "what is
worth knowing" [Kashyap, 1992]; focus on inductive rather than
deductive results; attention to cost effectiveness, timeliness
and local resource limitations; and attempts to overcome the
limitations of conventional surveys [Kachondham, 1992].  (See
more about the latter point in sections IV and V.)

8. For RAP itself no alternative definition is proposed
here.  There is however a need for additional research to
classify and codify the techniques of RAP into a meaningful
typology (see Macintyre's [1995] useful taxonomy based on the
disciplines of anthropology, economics, agricultural science,
epidemiology and health research) so that researchers can choose
among the myriad possibilities in an informed way.  It can only
be of dubious value to lump together techniques as diverse as
cluster sampling, about which whole textbooks have been written,
with, say, pictograms (a form of diagramming - see Glossary), all
under the rubric of RAP.  And still other techniques that have
been proposed as RAP candidates would seem either to have only
limited application in social and population research or else
they scarcely quality as "rapid" techniques.  An example of the
first is lot quality assurance sampling, and the second,
nutritional surveillance.
  

III. The Connection of RAP to the International Conference on
Population and Development

9. As mentioned, two important features of RAP are rapid
compilation and in-depth explanatory information.  These are
highly desirable in any context.  For follow-on research relating
to the International Conference on Population and Development
[United Nations, 1994] there is a clear-cut advantage to using
RAP wherever it is warranted.  It goes without saying that there
is an urgent need to implement workable intervention strategies
to deal with the myriad issues of reproductive health, the
general situation of women and children and other topics as soon
as practicable.

10. Where RAP applications can inform policy and
intervention plans and strategies, there is an obvious dividend
that might otherwise be seriously delayed if planners must await
a more demanding and time-consuming reproductive health survey to
be staged.  Yet, even in the latter, there is potential for
advantageous use of simple but statistically sound surveys, such
as the so-called modified cluster design, discussed below.
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IV. Statistical Barriers

11. To illustrate one of the statistical problems with RAP
that pervades the literature, a 1993 report prepared by USAID
[Reinke etal, 1993] is briefly discussed, though the author is
quick to acknowledge the overall usefulness of that document in
providing a comparative analysis of nine,  mostly quantitative3

methods used in RAP.  The report provides guidelines to programme
managers on the conditions under which various rapid assessment
techniques should be used, listing the advantages and
disadvantages of each.  The individual chapters on each method
provide a good description of these techniques.

12. Commonly cited advantages among the 9 methods
elaborated in the USAID report include rapidity, low cost,
simplicity, small samples and ease of reporting.  It is
interesting to observe that statistical quality, or any
equivalent concept, is never mentioned as an advantage, nor lack
of it a disadvantage.  This omission may be due to the authors'
recognition that statistical quality is not readily attainable
with RAP, but perhaps it is because they believe the intended
audience may not care.  Yet, many of the techniques compared use
"samples" in the data collection.

13. It is the use of samples in so many applications of
RAP, not only in the guidelines presented in the report discussed
above, but throughout RAP research, that cries out for the hand
of a statistician.  Objective and unbiased sample selection,
through the use of probability-based designs, is the primary way
to ensure that a research study is free of any underlying agenda
which the researcher, often unwittingly, may be setting out to
prove.  That is why statisticians are brought into research
design - because they usually do not come to the task with an a
priori point of view about what the desired outcome should be. 
Statistical methods, especially sound sampling practices, cannot
be perfect but when they are applied with honesty and competence
they have been shown to be a great boon to understanding.  When
they are applied wrongly or ineptly, it is the practitioner who
is at fault and not the methods themselves.

14. RAP research proponents do not, it seems, denigrate the
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use of probability sampling on principle.  But rather there is a
tendency to forego its use on practical grounds.  It may be too
costly to prepare a complete, accurate sampling frame from which
to select the sample.  "Random" sampling may underrepresent
important (vulnerable) subgroups of particular interest to the
research study.  Preparing a current list of households, from
which to select a sample, in a village or urban community may be
too time-consuming and costly to consider.  These problems tend
to lead RAP practitioners into the direction of substituting
shortcut methods, which are then "validated" by expert anointment
or by comparative analysis with other studies or with known
population distributions.

15. The objections, which are real and important, to using
legitimate (i.e., probability) sampling methods can however be
overcome without great expense or time.  Then and only then, can
inferences, generalizable to the parent populations, be drawn
from the RAP study without having to rationalize or apologize for
the underlying methods used.  We shall see how in the next
section.  But first we should note that, owing to the eclectic
nature of Rapid Assessment Procedures, the use of probability
sampling is not relevant, on a practical level, for most of the
techniques that go under the name of RAP (refer again to the
glossary).  As examples, tapping key informant opinion and
gathering data in participant-observation studies are RAP
techniques where probability sampling would not likely have a
useful role, though in theory one can be imagined.

16. Another major statistical problem with some methods of
RAP research is the potential for test group bias or the
Hawthorne effect.  This can occur when the same subjects are
repeatedly studied over time.  It comes about whenever the study
group changes its behavior because it participated in the study. 
It becomes a problem for research when the study results are used
for statistical purposes, such as to estimate change and to infer
those results to a larger population which the study group
reputedly represents.  An example would be a sentinel site study
in which the participating villagers are told that boiling the
local water may prevent episodes of diarrhea.  If these same
subjects are interviewed later and found to have much reduced
incidence of diarrhea, the achievement is laudable but the
concomitant change estimate is not a statistical, or inferential,
finding and should not be presented as such.  The point here is
simply that such methods are undeniably valuable for finding out
what works, but data generated from them should not be used for
statistical purposes.
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V. Rapid Surveys - the Modified Cluster Survey Design as a
Proposition

A. Development

17. One technique of RAP which is receiving increasing
attention is rapid surveys.  The EPI (Expanded Programme on
Immunization) Cluster Survey [WHO, 1991] has long been
promulgated by the Centers for Disease Control and WHO to measure
immunization coverage precisely because of its rapid and
inexpensive features.  Calls for rapid surveys including proposed
methodological protocols are suggested by Bilsborrow [1994] to
measure poverty and by Macintyre [1995] to evaluate family
planning programs.  Both of the aforementioned authors have
stressed the importance of cross-validation and have discussed
the need for simple, short questionnaires and the applicability
of laptop computers for data entry in the field.  Each of these
points relates importantly to the overall "statistical" quality
of RAP surveys.

18. But perhaps the most important statistical issue,
especially for rapid surveys (as opposed to other RAP methods) is
the sampling strategy, which we discussed above.  But we do not
wish merely to join the chorus of complainers without also
offering a promising solution.

19. A variation of the EPI Cluster Survey method, the so-
called modified cluster survey (MCS) design, was developed in
response to the need to carry out rapid, low cost surveys that
are grounded in probability sampling.  The origin of the method
derives from the EPI Cluster Survey which WHO and the Centers for
Disease Control have used for over 20 years in numerous settings. 
Various criticisms, mainly the lack of probability sampling
techniques in the second stage of selection, of the standard EPI
Cluster Survey method that have been registered by Bennett
[1993], Kalton [1987], Scott [1993] and others led to the
development of the MCS design [Turner etal, 1995], underwritten
by UNFPA support.  It is an attempt to wed together the concerns
of programme managers and policy makers who want quick,
economical results and the concerns of statisticians who want
survey applications to stand up under statistical scrutiny.

20. First applied in Bangladesh in 1994, the technique is
now receiving widespread use around the globe in surveys
sponsored by UNICEF to monitor various Child Summit goals and
targets relating to the situation of children and women [UNICEF,
1995].  Some of the key features of the MCS design include its
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utility for national level baseline data and subnational level
programme evaluation data, simplicity, rapidity, comparatively
low cost and statistical validity, the latter being the feature
which distinguishes it from its parent EPI Cluster Survey and
from most RAP research methodology.

B. MCS Sampling and Survey Methods

21. The MCS design is a minimalist sampling strategy.  It
uses a simple two-stage design, employs careful stratification
plus quick canvassing and area segmentation, yet avoids the
expense of listing households, nor does it not necessarily
require a completely up-to-date sampling frame.  Its main
property is that probability sampling is used at all stages of
selection.  For the aforementioned applications in Bangladesh and
UNICEF's multiple indicator surveys, another distinguishing
feature is the use of pre-coded, simplified questionnaires that
can be quickly administered - an obvious advantage for any RAP
application.  But it should be noted that the MCS sampling
strategy is germane for household surveys, no matter how complex
or lengthy the questionnaires may turn out to be.

22. The basic MCS sample design comprises five steps:

(1) Stratification, usually geographic (urban-rural and
provincial-district), of the most recent census frame,
with the type and number of strata depending upon the
population subgroups of interest.

(2) Selection of a first stage sample, that is, primary
sampling units (PSUs), of villages and urban sectors
from the stratified frame, using probability
proportionate to size, pps , or equal probability4

depending upon how variable the PSUs are with respect
to their measures of size.  Old measures of size can be
used, even if the census frame is a few years old,
though the frame must fully cover the population of
interest - whether national or localized.

(3) Visits to each sample PSU for quick canvassing plus
area segmentation using existing maps or sketch maps,
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with the number of segments being predetermined and
equal to the census measure of size divided by the
desired (expected) cluster size.  The segments which
are created are approximately equal in size - in their
expected value - but not exactly.

(4) Selection of one area segment with equal probability
from each sample PSU.

(5) Conduct of interviews with all the households in each
selected segment.

23. The simplicity of this design is apparent and its
utility for RAP applications may also be self-evident.  The
segmentation operation partially compensates for using a frame
which may be out of date (see Turner etal 1995).  Of course the
method is not problem-free, but its most salient disadvantage is
that the old measures of size at the PSU level will give a sample
which is variable in size at the cluster (segment) stage, thus
making the overall sample size variable and causing a modest
increase in variance and creating a situation where interviewer
workloads may not be easily predicted in advance.  These are
thought to be minor problems, however, given the enormous
advantages of having a simplified, unbiased probability sample
which is low-cost and does not require the expensive operation of
listing households in sample PSUs, which is often done in more
traditional surveys in order to bring the sampling frame up to
date at the second stage of selection.

24. A variation of the basic MCS design for RAP would no
doubt have to take account of subgroup populations of interest,
to counter the complaint [Epstein, 1992] that "random" sampling
underrepresents targeted groups.  This can be accommodated in two
ways - first, through appropriate stratification (step 1 above),
and second, through application of differential sampling rates
within strata, determined through optimum allocation methods.  In
some applications, where it is known that there are drastic
changes in population settlements, such as squatter areas or
refugee camps, a pre-survey updating of the frame in affected
areas would likely be necessary, especially if those areas were
"empty" when the original frame was established.

C. Applicability of MCS - Reproductive Health Surveys

25. It is worth repeating that the MCS was designed to
replace "quick and dirty" methods with "quick and clean" ones. 
Yet its features relate only to the sampling methods.  And though
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these sampling methods can be applied even in omnibus surveys
with lengthy, modular or complex questionnaires, such surveys are
not likely to retain the "quick" feature and would therefore fall
outside the realm of RAP.

26. Some ideas have been put forth nevertheless on how the
MCS can be put to use in reproductive health surveys of the type
which may emerge as a consequence of the International Conference
on Population and Development.  The ideas include utilizing a
variation of the MCS to accommodate the need to sample certain 
vulnerable subgroups such as adolescents, urban poor and
indigenous populations.  These were presented at UNFPA's
"Consultative Meeting on Global Framework for Assessment and
Monitoring of Reproductive Health," 3-5 April 1995 in New York
[Turner, 1995].
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ANNEX

Glossary of Rapid Assessment Procedures

These are minimal definitions, and as such, this annex is a
work-in-progress.  A more elaborate glossary, carefully annotated
and codified into certain typologies (rapid, not rapid;
quantitative, qualitative; etc.) would be a useful contribution
to RAP research.  The author notes that not all of the terms on
the list are necessarily rapid nor even feasible for social
research, yet each of them has appeared in literature describing
RAP methodology.  The list is no doubt incomplete, as RAP is
constantly evolving.  Readers are invited to suggest additions
and to correct misconceptions.

anthropological methods - a generic all-encompassing term that
embraces all of the qualitative procedures in the glossary

aerial photographs, surveys - a means of studying special topics
such as population density, agricultural production, number of
animals, and natural resources

case control analysis - a comparative study of "cases" and
convenient non-case individuals that are in the same target
population

case study - in-depth study of a particular community or group

cluster sampling  - the use of clusters of individuals in
sampling, as opposed to simple random sampling 

controlled field experiment - use of rigorous statistical
procedures to study a problem by dividing the target population
into two groups  - control group (not subject to the "treatment")
and experimental group (subject to the treatment)

demographic surveillance - monitoring of births and deaths
through various techniques including vital registration and
compilation of pregnancy histories demonstration (pilot)
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survey - a tool in survey research in which a methodology is
tested comprehensively on a small sample or a single area before
launching a full-scale survey (cf. pretest)

diagramming - a variety of participant techniques to study
village topics, such as diagrams and pictograms showing
seasonality, spatial and social relations, ecological history,
trends, and institutions

direct observation - anthropological technique whereby the
researcher compiles information through direct, often live-in,
contact with a community

double sampling - a technique involving screening devices topost-
stratify large samples for subsequent follow-up on a subsample
basis (also known as two-phase sampling)

ethnohistories - use of villager-produced time lines and
chronologies of events

epidemiological surveillance - systematic compilation of
recordsdata on health conditions, usually from clinics, to
monitor diseases or health trends

expert panel - group session of experts convened to learn about
asociocultural problem

focus group discussion - discussion group of small number of
participants to elicit information about social customs and
behavior (cf. expert panel)

group interview - participatory technique intended to study a
sociocultural topic by interviewing, usually with unstructured
interviews, community representatives in a group setting

in-depth interview - interviewing technique intended to get at
explanatory variables and usually involving a semi-structured
questionnaire or questionnaire guide
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industrial process control methods - the use of visual control
charts in which a health condition or disease is plotted and
tracked

key informant interview - interview intended to learn about
community conditions or concerns through contact with
knowledgeable persons

lot quality assurance sampling - a sampling technique, borrowed
from industrial quality control, relying upon small samples to
ascertain dichotomous (yes-no) variables for the purpose of
identifying where follow-up studies are called for

mapping - use of participant-drawn maps to depict village
situations and conditions by household

nutritional surveillance - an assessment of wasting and stunting
of children, usually through the use of anthropometric
measurements of height, weight and arm circumference

participatory learning methods (PALM) - exercises involving a mix
of organizations plus local villagers conducted within the
village itself and designed to involve village people with their
own development

pretest - a tool usually applied to questionnaire design in which
a version of the questionnaire is tested on a small group of
subjects, variously selected

purposive survey - a quick survey based on a quota or judgmental
sample

quasi-experiment - a partial controlled experiment which may
involve a test group and a control group but without rigorous
procedures that ensure complete separation of the two (cf.
controlled field experiment)

ranking and scoring - use of relative criteria for measurement of
sensitive items such as income or wealth rather than direct
questions
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rapid rural appraisal (RRA) - a generic term referring
essentially to RAP in rural settings and applications, (but
compare PALM above)

reduced, tightened inspection - an intensive form of double
sampling in which sample lots are scrutinized more stringently
for defective items by tightening the tolerance threshold

role playing - a participatory method, often used in the design
stage of a project, intended to refine methodology by acquainting
researchers with problems and issues by having them assume roles,
for example, as respondents or subjects

sociocultural group assessment methods - a generic term referring
to various qualitative techniques such as focus groups taken as a
whole, with emphasis not on collection of objective information
but on the study of attitudes and beliefs

two-phase sampling - a technique involving screening devices to
post-stratify large samples for subsequent follow-up on a
subsample basis (also known as double sampling)

unstructured (semi-structured) interview - interview that is
focused on a special subject but nevertheless follows a general
outline or guide with respect to the direction and types of
questions posed rather than relying upon verbatim questionnaires


