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Revised Methodology for Return Monitoring Survey 
 
Project overview 

The IOM Community-Based Return Monitoring Project has been developed to 
obtain community-specific information that can be utilised to better understand the 
complex challenges to return and reintegration in Dili. It is a forward-looking exercise 
that uses quantitative and qualitative research methods to: a) identify specific 
geographical areas where the return of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) may have 
increased the potential for violent conflict and b) capture both broad and community-
specific information on reintegration challenges and dynamics. The Project will be 
implemented over ten months. The results of the monitoring will be used to inform Dili-
wide and community-tailored conflict-mitigation, recovery and development 
programmes. They are also intended to provide insight into return and reintegration 
challenges and the tangible impact of early recovery programmes so that the Government 
and the international community can, jointly with the communities, mitigate sources of 
conflict in a timely manner, before the outbreak of violent conflict.  

Given the existing structural and political constraints of potential interventions, the 
survey focuses on the identification of existing and potential sources of conflict, 
determining the availability of and access to basic infrastructure (housing, electricity, 
communications), basic services (clean water, health services, sanitation, education), and 
basic livelihoods (employment opportunities, professional/vocational training, food, 
protection/security). It is also intended to gauge the existing levels of tension between 
communities and returnees (hitherto referred to as receptivity and general stability) and 
establish the link (if any) between the levels of receptivity and general stability on one 
hand, and the availability and accessibility of infrastructure, services and livelihoods on 
the other.  

The Project will gather aldeia-specific data for all 222 aldeias in the city of Dili 
(excluding Atauro) through monthly interviews with chefes de aldeias, community 
members and returnees.  Information gathered through monthly interviews will be 
supplemented by periodic and punctual focus group discussions. The Project 
complements other existing efforts, such as the Ministry of Social Solidarity’s (MSS) 
Dialogue Programme. The Project’s focus on community dynamics is in accordance with 
the National Recovery Strategy’s (NRS) premise that recovery requires a holistic 
approach that addresses the needs of communities and returnees.  Whilst the Project is 
not intended to monitor and follow-up on individual cases, monitoring teams will 
document such cases as come to light during regular community visits. The information 
will be subsequently provided to relevant stakeholders such as the PNTL/UNPoL, MSS 
Dialogue Teams, IOM’s Return and Reintegration Teams and other agencies conducting 
trust-building activities in the relevant area.  

 
Time-span and coverage 

The Project collects data on a monthly basis for ten months. The first round of 
monitoring, encompassing 144 villages began in July 2008. From September 2008 to 
April 2009 the survey will be implemented in all 222 aldeias of Dili district, with the 
exclusion of Atauro Island. Monthly surveys will be complemented by quarterly focus 
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group discussions. The identification of target focus group discussions and their themes 
will be based on the findings of monthly interviews. 

Selection of interviewees 

The survey is designed to gather qualitative data about perceptions as well as 
quantitative data on access to services, livelihoods, etc. This reflects the understanding 
that perceptions of relative access to services, infrastructure and opportunities can trigger 
violent conflict or exacerbate underlying tensions.   The Project therefore seeks to obtain 
information from a variety of groups, namely chefes de aldeia, returned IDPs, and 
members of the community not displaced during the crises. 

Chefes de aldeia 

The purpose of interviewing this group is twofold. IOM recognises that the 
inclusion of this group in community-based activities is expected as it is the social norm. 
The inclusion of this group within the context of this Project is particularly important in 
light of the sensitive issues to be addressed and the power of the leadership to either 
support or undermine the return and reintegration process. Secondly, the chefes have 
access to general and consolidated information on population movements and community 
livelihoods, which may be unknown to other members of the community. They will also 
provide insight into the “official” position of their aldeia with regards to returns. 

Returned IDPs 

Clearly this is potentially the most vulnerable group within the community of 
return. Therefore, the survey is designed to obtain their point of view with regards to the 
community’s willingness to receive them and on other factors that impact on the 
sustainability of their return.  Furthermore, the survey intends to identify the obstacles to 
successful return from the perspective of the returnees. 

Other community members (persons not displaced during the crisis)  

This group was chosen to gauge their perspective on the desirability/feasibility of 
returns. Interviews with community members are meant to shed light on the perception of 
the impact of returns on community resources. The inclusion of community members 
lessens the potential for tensions arising from the impression that returned IDPs have 
been singled out for Government and/or international support.  

Methodology  

The methodology is intended to provide useful data down to the aldeia level.  

The monitoring has been conducted in two phases as follows: 

Phase One (July to August 2008): 

Baseline Survey: Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA)-based Group Interviews 

The first round of monitoring was conducted using RRA-based group interviews, 
with the exception of the chefes de aldeia, who were interviewed individually. The choice 
of methodology responded to the following constraints and considerations: 

• Given the pace of the ongoing return process, the Project considered it desirable 
to quickly gather, analyse and produce information so as to assist the Government 
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and other partners to identify key programmatic and geographic areas for 
intervention and support. To this end, an initial baseline RRA survey was 
conducted. IOM also used the first round of monitoring to fine-tune the process 
and to analyze, inter-alia, the efficacy of the questionnaire, capacity of monitors 
and quality control of data entry. 

• The possibility of focus group discussions was contemplated, but eventually 
rejected on the basis that additional time was required to train focus group 
mediators.  

• The length of the Project raised the potential for survey fatigue. The possibility of 
interviewing the same person every month for ten months could prove 
problematic. Indeed, in order to achieve consistent comparability and reliability of 
the information, the Project would pose an onerous demand on participants. 

In light of the considerations above, the decision was taken to undertake RRA 
collective interviews of three to five members of each of the target groups. In those 
communities where the monitors have a pre-existing relationship, monitors were asked to 
use their judgement and experience to select a suitable group. In all other cases, the 
assistance of the chefe de aldeia was requested.  The limitations of this approach are 
discussed in the section pertaining to ‘Limitations of the Data’ below. 

Each respondent group was interviewed by a monitor/facilitator in a private space, 
to minimise the possibility of intimidation or undue influence from local authorities or 
other more powerful actors. In order to limit the incidence of personal conflicts being 
reported as general perceptions, the decision was taken that each group should be asked 
to arrive at a consensual answer to the survey questions. In this regard, the 
monitor/facilitator was instructed to note, in her/his observation sheet, any instances 
where the consensus response might obscure seemingly legitimate minority positions, 
allegations or accounts.  

Group-based interviews were chosen for the first round of monitoring to evaluate 
the likelihood of obtaining responses regarding more sensitive issues. Indeed, as pointed 
out by Green and Thorogood (2004), “it can be less threatening for participants if such 
views [of dissatisfaction with service provision] come from the group, rather than from 
one dissatisfied individual” (114). 

The rationale behind the use of this approach is based on the FAO’s Rapid 
Appraisal: Community Forestry Note n. 3 (1989). The approach was chosen in order to 
enable the immediate collection of baseline information in July-August 2008. It is 
recognised, however, that RRA methods generally do not provide statistically-sound 
survey data, nor high-levels of contextual understanding. However, these tools “can 
generate surprisingly reliable and substantial information about particular problems” 
(FAO, 1989). As is fairly common practice, RRA is being used here as “a method for 
defining the scope of appropriate research and to evaluate whether the research has been 
appropriately designed for local needs” (ibid.). The initial RRA exercise was therefore 
used to gather baseline information to determine the validity of the survey questions and 
to refine them for the follow-up stages of the Project. Additionally, the first round of 
monitoring resulted in the collection of important information from local authorities on 
the number of households in the aldeia, number of returnees and re-displacements, and 
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existing infrastructure in the community, some of which has been damaged or destroyed 
since the 2006 crisis.  Individual cases of concern encountered by the monitors were 
referred to the appropriate agencies for subsequent response and follow-up. 

 
Phase Two: Household surveys and focus group discussions 

In order to produce both statistically relevant and more in-depth data, Phase Two 
will combine household surveys of returnees and community members and periodic 
focus-group discussions. 

HOUSEHOLD SURVEYS 

It was decided to attempt a randomised household sample on the basis of the 2004 
census, although the reliability of the data is partly compromised by the displacements 
that took place in 2006 and 2007 (and in any case impacted by internal migration during 
the 2004-06 periods). Given the population size of 29,879 households, according the 
2004 census, for Dili district (not counting Atauro), the chosen sample size comprises 
598 households, with a margin of error of 4.71% and a confidence level of 98%. This 
represents 2% of the recorded number of households in Dili district, again as reflected in 
the 2004 census. The approach described above enables the Project to provide 
statistically significant information at the Dili-level. The very large variation in size 
across aldeias (between 27 and 1445 households according to the information gathered by 
IOM in the baseline survey of 144 aldeias), means that obtaining the same reliability 
values for each individual aldeia would require conducting over 20,000 household 
surveys, which is not feasible with the existing resources. 

The survey’s objective requires that data from each aldeia is gathered. As such, a 
Probability Proportional to Size (PPS) sampling methodology was problematic. With no 
reliable disaggregated data by aldeia, and the extreme variation in number of households 
between them, it has been decided to undertake a non-proportional cluster sample, 
reproducing 2% sample size in each aldeia wherever possible, and interviewing at least 
one community household and one returnee household in each aldeia.  

Because of the importance of interviewing a significant proportion of returnees, this 
group will be sampled separately, at the same proportion. The questionnaire for chefes de 
aldeia specifically includes a question on the number of returnee households in the aldeia. 
After receiving this information, IOM will compare this number with that from the 
Government list of persons assisted to return. With these results, return monitoring 
partners will collectively determine which number is a more accurate reflection of the 
number of returnees in the aldeia. This number will serve as the basis for selecting the 
sample of returnee households, at the same rate of 2% of the returnee households in 
each aldeia. 

For follow-up interviews of the initial baseline assessment both community 
members and returnees will be interviewed. The Project will seek to ensure that 50% of 
selected respondents within selected households are women, therefore enabling the 
disaggregation of responses by gender. For each ensuing round of the survey, the 
households to be interviewed will be selected randomly on site. The questionnaires used 
in Phase Two will benefit from refinement resulting from Phase One experiences.    
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Beginning with the implementation of the Second Phase in September, the monitors 
will act as traditional interviewers, rather than as facilitators.  

The combination of this randomized sample with periodic focus group discussions 
targeting particular topics should provide a richer analysis, as well as permitting better 
triangulation of the information obtained. 

FIELD METHODOLOGY FOR THE SELECTION OF COMMUNITY HOUSEHOLDS 

The random-walk method is relatively well known. It entails (1) randomly choosing 
a starting point and a direction of travel within a sample cluster (in this case, the aldeia), 
(2) conducting an interview in the nearest household, and (3) continuously choosing the 
next nearest household for an interview until the target number of interviews has been 
obtained. Given the difficulties in obtaining reliable maps of the aldeias, it has been 
decided to select the starting point by using the EPI (Expanded Program for 
Immunization) method, widely used by the World Health Organization. 

Field staff will choose a starting location. To do so, they will go to a central 
location in the aldeia (e.g., chefe’s house; community centre) and select a travel direction 
by spinning a pen. With the information obtained from the chefe’s questionnaire about 
the number of households in the aldeia, they will randomly choose a number between one 
and the total number of households in the aldeia. They will then count homes up to that 
number and interview that household, then the next nearest household, etc., until the 
target number of interviews has been obtained. If the randomly chosen households is a 
returnee household it will be skipped and the next nearest household interviewed. The 
chefe de aldeia’s household will be excluded. 

The following approach will be used to ensure gender parity in the number of 
respondents: if the target number of community households to be interviewed is even, 
half of the households should be asked to have a female member as a respondent. If the 
target number is odd, then for the one household left over after dividing the target number 
of households by two, the monitor will flip a coin to determine the gender of the 
respondent. 

FIELD METHODOLOGY FOR THE SELECTION OF RETURNEE HOUSEHOLDS 

The chefe de aldeia questionnaire includes a question on the number of returnee 
households. IOM will compare this number with that from the Government database list. 
With these results return monitoring partners will collectively determine which number is 
more reliable. This number should be used as the basis for the calculation of the 2% 
sample of this group. The Government list will be the source for selection of returnee 
respondents, as it is the only comprehensive list of returnees from camps and returnees 
formerly living with host families or other situations. The appropriate number of 
households will be chosen by randomly selecting a number between one and half of the 
total number of returnee households in the aldeia, and interviewing every nth household 
on the list. Return Monitoring Partners will agree upon a process for randomly locating 
returnees that minimises the potential for perceptions of favouritism.  

In the event that the use of the Government list (e.g. accuracy/ timeliness of 
information) creates confidentiality or other problems, the random walk method 
described above may be used.  
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The following approach will be used to ensure gender parity in the number of 
respondents: if the target number of community households to be interviewed is even, 
half of the households should be asked to have a female member as a respondent. If the 
target number is odd, then for the one household left over after dividing the target number 
of households by two, the monitor will flip a coin to determine the gender of the 
respondent. 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS 

The benefits of mixed methods research has been well established in academic 
literature.1 The household survey’s broad-based coverage will therefore be complemented 
by periodic focus group discussions on topics determined in part by the data emerging 
from the survey, and in part by the project and policy priorities of the Government and its 
partners. 

Expected Results of Phase Two: 

The data collected has a variety of potential uses as follows: 

- to describe general existing conditions (both material and attitudinal) 

- to make comparisons across geographic/political units 

- to make comparisons in perceptions/attitudes and material access to services and 
livelihoods across the targeted groups 

- to identify trends chronologically 

- to identify potential causal links (using regression analysis) 

- to identify areas requiring further, more in-depth research 

Survey topics/themes 

I. Movement (broadly, including displacement) 
 

Primarily aimed at the chefes de aldeia, this section seeks to gather data on the 
numbers of households displaced during key periods of unrest since the 2006 crisis, as 
well as the number and pattern of returns. In addition, information on re-displaced 
households will also be collected. For returned IDPs, basic information on the duration 
and pattern (i.e. comparison of pre vs. post-displacement household composition) of 
displacement and whether returnees have received government assistance will be 
gathered. 

 

II. Receptivity 
 

This section seeks to provide information on the willingness of the community to 
receive returnees, as well as the returnees’ perception of their reception by the 
community. It also seeks to identify obstacles to sustainable returns, including house 
conditions and property disputes, tensions over scarce infrastructure and other resources, 
                                                 
1 See for instance Bryman, 1988; Creswell, 2003; Johnson and Owuegbuzie, 2006; Morgan, 1998 and 
Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998 
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services and economic opportunities. The section additionally seeks to evaluate the 
perceptions of community and returned IDPs on the latter’s inclusion and participation in 
‘normal’ village life. 

III. General Stability 
 

This section seeks information on alleged threats, violence, friction and general 
interaction between the community and returnees, and within the community generally. 
The survey solicits information on the perception of respondents about potential solutions 
to the challenges to the stability of the village.  It also looks for information regarding the 
presence/absence of dialogue activities and their perceived effectiveness.   

IV. Protection 
 

This section, aimed at both returned IDPs and general community, seeks to gauge 
the level of perceived vulnerability to threats or violence. It also seeks basic information 
about community awareness of and trust in existing protection/ response mechanisms 
(police, local authorities...). 

V. Profile of community resources 
 

This gathers information on perceptions about the availability and accessibility of 
basic infrastructure and public services for the community and the returnees.  

VI. Profile of Community Livelihoods 
 

This section is intended to identify perceptions pertaining to economic/ livelihood 
opportunities, availability and accessibility of clean water, sanitation and health services. 

VII. Community Programmes 
 

This final section is intended to identify the types of interventions by the 
Government and partners in place to address particular needs. It also seeks information 
about the community’s (including returnees) perception on other desirable programmes. 

 

Limitations of the data 

For Phase One, while targeted group interviews partially mitigate the problem of 
survey fatigue and sidestep the practical difficulties in extracting a systematic random 
sample of either individuals or households in a short period, the survey relies on the 
trustworthiness and openness of the interviewees. While it has been IOM’s experience in 
the 144 aldeias surveyed that group interviews yielded open and diverse discussion 
among various members within a particular group, the methodology can be problematic, 
and it is definitely more so where the chefes de aldeia are involved in the selection of 
interviewees. The very tight timeframe for the design and initial implementation of the 
Project was the primary reason for the use of this group interview methodology for Phase 
One. IOM was also mindful that the initial survey was not intended to yield statistically 
rigorous data, but rather a baseline from which to refine the follow-up household surveys 
and focus group discussions. Through interviews with various respondent groups, 
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including local authorities, the first round of monitoring suggested particular needs or 
problems within an aldeia. Pertinent cases or information relayed by respondent groups 
(chefe aldeias, community members, returnees, and women) were referred to the relevant 
agencies for further community-level follow-up. One such example has been the linkage 
between the IOM monitors and the MSS Dialogue Teams, where cases of concern have 
been referred to and followed-up by the MSS Dialogue Teams. 

The sample size for Phase Two has been calculated as follows: According to 2004 
Census figures Dili district (excluding Atauro) is comprised of 29,879 households. The 
sample size has been calculated as 2% of the above number (i.e. 598 households). The 
sample size has been selected to provide statistically significant information at the Dili 
level, rather than at the aldeia level and allows for a margin of error of 4.71% and a 
confidence level of 98%. The reason for the discrepancy in the statistical significance of 
the data for Dili and the aldeias is twofold. 

The resources (human resources, database management and time) available to 
conduct the survey would not allow IOM and its partners to conduct the number of 
surveys needed to obtain the same high-level of statistical significance in every aldeia 
each month. Indeed, based on the number of households reported in the baseline first 
round survey, for the 144 aldeias for which IOM has information, more than 15,000 
household surveys would be required. With the existing monitoring teams, this would 
mean more than one thousand interviews per monitor per month. As the survey time is 
approximately one hour, with additional time required to reach the survey sites and 
identify the households, each monitor in this case would spend one thousand hours per 
month purely interviewing. This estimation does not include quality control and data 
entry. In addition, there are 82 further aldeias that have not been taken into account in this 
calculation, which are to be monitored by partner organisations. It is therefore impractical 
with the existing resources to conduct this depth of monitoring. 

The survey aims to provide a series of snapshots of the situation for the Dili area, 
while providing aldeia-specific information, particularly with regards to infrastructural 
and service provision needs. The Project has been designed to use a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative methods to achieve these objectives and to compensate for 
the practical problems of obtaining aldeia-level statistical significance. Therefore, the 
information gathered at the aldeia-level through the survey – by the chefe de aldeia and 
household questionnaires – should provide sufficiently detailed information to both guide 
the focus group discussion component of the Project by identifying potential problem 
areas, and to identify aldeias that appear to require more immediate intervention. The 
focus group discussions are specifically designed to complement the Dili-wide statistical 
information gathered primarily through the survey with more in-depth and contextual 
information. While the surveys may indicate a problem, the focus group discussions can 
be used to explore the nature of the problem within the aldeia. The various components 
acquire validity in combination as quantitative data identifies a problem, and qualitative 
data provides information about the nature of the problem. 

The observations of the monitors during their monthly visits should also provide 
information on more immediate needs and circumstances not directly captured by the 
surveys or focus groups discussions. Again, a mechanism for rapid information sharing to 
relevant organisations, such as the MSS Dialogue team to respond to requests for 
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mediation or dialogue has been established to maximise the usefulness of the regular 
information gathering in every aldeia. 

In summary, the monthly information gathered at the aldeia-level while not be 
statistically significant locally, is intended to be used primarily as qualitative, not 
quantitative data, while maintaining statistical significance at the Dili district level. The 
inclusion of three respondent groups - chefe aldeias, communities, and returnees - serves 
to verify survey data. It is reasonable to assume that issues or cases raised individually by 
all three groups are likely to represent commonly held views within the community. The 
nature and seriousness of the issue(s) raised will inform subsequent advocacy and action 
by IOM and partners.  

The Project’s remaining eight months of regular monitoring visits in every aldeia 
will serve to supplement village-level information from other sources. As previously 
mentioned, individual cases of concern will be referred by the Project to the appropriate 
agency. The regular monitoring visits will also provide the opportunity for continued 
observation and cumulative quantitative information-gathering and analysis over an 
extended period of time (i.e. eight months). It will also ensure that over the course of the 
Project a significant number of households in most aldeias will be surveyed, thus 
progressively increasing the statistical significance of aldeia-level data.  

Another limitation of Phase Two data stems from the household-level approach to 
the selection of interviewees. The collection of gender-specific data, in particular 
regarding domestic and sexual violence against women, is complicated by the likely 
presence of a male head of household during the interview, even in those cases where the 
respondent is female.  

Because the Project aims to capture general trends, as well as to take an organic 
approach in dealing with communities and returnees, it can only marginally account for 
specific cases of threats or violence directed at returned IDPs. When cases are reported, 
IOM will refer them to the appropriate agencies. That being said, this Project does not 
systematically follow-up individual cases of returns, as other existing instruments and 
processes are intended for this purpose. 
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