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Insiders and outsiders: definitions 

An insider is someone who shares the same language and 
culture as the evaluation participants

An outsider is from outside of the community, from a different 
cultural and linguistic group, often cast in the role of 
‘expert’ or team leader





Theoretical perspectives that have 
informed my work

Reflection and reflexivity 

Trying to understand where you come from and 
how this affects the evaluation

Experiential learning cycle

Recognising the importance of observing and 
reflecting on experience in order to make sense of that 
experience in a new way, leading to new understanding 
and insights



Theoretical perspectives that have 
informed my work

Critical thinking

Trying to understand how power and knowledge work in 
society and how these relations and how reality is 
produced out of these power relations



Who are insiders?

Share a common language and culture with the evaluation participants 
but  .  . . 

. . . . they may also be considered outsiders, for example

They have an ethical responsibility to establish and maintain 
their role of a researcher (Mertens, 2010)

They may be different from the researched community in key 
ways, for example . . 

Mertens, D. M. (2010). Transformative research and evaluation New York: The Guilford Press.



My co-researcher or ‘insider’ in Laos

Grew up in a typical village, with UXO contamination. Ninth    
of ten children

Father village 
head, rice 
farmer and local 
bomb opener

College educated
Majority ethnic 
group
English speaking
Computer literate
Salaried worker



The need for cultural understanding
Beautiful rice. . . 



Beautiful rice in the land of "Khao Niaw 
and Pa Daek"

Rice production is the most important economic activity
Over 3,000 varieties of glutinous rice
Most important factor determining the welfare status 
Constitutes almost 70% of calorie and protein intake
The verb ‘to eat’ is to ‘eat rice’ to be hungry is ‘hungry for 
rice’, typically greetings end with ‘have you eaten rice yet?’
Used as an ethnic marker to distinguish Laos from their 
neighbours 
Many traditions and rituals associated with rice cultivation 
patterns, and rice field activities
Major part of the practice of almsgiving to monks
Many deserts and drinks are made from rice



Insider/outsider relationships 

Power
‘The team leader will be an international 

development/evaluation specialist. She/he will have 
excellent communication skills and be fluent in written 
and spoken English language. Knowledge of Khmer will 
be an advantage. A national research officer will be 
recruited to work with the team leader.’ (extract from a 
terms of reference)



Insider/outsider relationships
Language and power

Experimental, quasi-experimental, predictor variables, 
outcome variables, confounder, items, random sampling, 
stratified sampling, probability according to size, credible 
evidence, actionable evidence, rigour, validity, reliability, p 
values, meaning equivalence, semantic equivalence . . .  



Insider/outsider relationships
Local power

The insider can control:

Who the outsider sees, when and where

Who sees or has contact with the outsider

What information gets passed on or is deemed credible or 
appropriate for international consumption 



Children looking for scrap metal
Children report collecting scrap metal and using the income to buy 
treats such as noodle soup. ‘Insiders’ would not acknowledge this



Insider/insider relationships
Local language and power

‘Rongrien’ or ‘longhien’?

‘Dooi’ or ‘chow’? 



Insider/insider relationships
According to Cram et al. (2004) 

‘It’s very hard working in your home community . .  they 
really hold you to what you say and its not just that they hold you, 
you hold yourself because you just have this real sense of 
responsibility. To do what is right for them, represent them in a 
way that is fine with them and fine with the institution. It a lot of 
work in your mind to get that settled so that you are at peace with 
it’ (Cram, Ormond, & Carter, 2004, p. 162, cited in Mertens 
(2010, p. 101)

Cram, F., Ormond, A., & Carter, L. (2004). Researching our relations: Reflections on ethics and 
marginalisation Paper presented at the Kamehauneha Schools 2004 Research Conference on Hawaiian well-
being, Kea'au, HI.

Mertens, D. M. (2010). Transformative research and evaluation New York: The Guilford Press.



Language and translation
According to Temple and Young (2004, p. 171)

‘the translator always makes her mark on the research 
whether this is acknowledged or not . .  . at the very least the
translator makes assumptions about meaning equivalence that 
make her an analyst and cultural broker as much as a 
translator’

Temple, B., & Young, A. (2004). Qualitative research and translation dilemmas   
Qualitative research [1468-7941] 4, 161 -178.



Language and translation

Qualitative research involves a process of negotiating 
meaning expressed through (translated) language

The concept of  being ‘sabaai’

In quantitative research language is assumed to be 
neutral. The purpose of language is to capture responses

‘Where do you shit?’

or
‘Where do you go the bathroom?’



Tensions in the insider/outsider 
relationship

Who does the photo-copying?

Why didn’t you tell me that before?

Whose version of reality is right?

Whose evaluation is this?



Strategies for building effective 
insider/outside relationships 

Outsider as person with knowledge and authority but without a 
power that subordinates others
Insiders/outsiders as learners - engage in a collaborative process 
knowledge generation 
Check assumptions and encourage insiders to check theirs
Demonstrate respect of other people’s knowledge, skills and 
worldviews
Ask questions, be interested, honest and don’t be afraid to admit 
you don’t know
Work to develop the ability to empathise - a pre-requisite for 
cultural competence
Try to understand where you come from and what impacts this 
has on the evaluation


