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SUMMARY 

Evaluation reports, along with development studies literature suggest that development practice is 

often failing to enact espoused participatory, empowering and gender equitable approaches or to 

achieve these espoused goals. Mainstream development theories are underpinned by values and 

beliefs about what is good and what “ought to be”. 

In this study I explore the influence of values on the development practice of Cambodian 

practitioners working in non-government organisations in rural Cambodia.  Development 

practitioners are the major conduit of community based development assistance, but little is 

known about how their values impact their day-to-day practice, and influence their moral and 

political choices.  

In the study I used ethnographic methodology, guided by feminist principles. The research was 

conducted with individuals and groups of experienced, mostly Cambodian development 

practitioners. Data were collected in four phases through in-depth and semi-structured interviews, 

focus group discussions and observations of practice.  

 I examine the (in)congruity between practitioners’ espoused theories and values and those 

demonstrated by their practice. The findings reveal that the values are not essentially different but 

are prioritized differently. The espoused values are consistent with those of the international 

development discourse, all of which are premised on a belief in human equality. Theories and 

values inferred from actual practice reflect hierarchical underpinnings. In the Cambodian context 

this is consistent with socio-cultural values and the hierarchical order of society. However, as 

expatriate research participants and the literature attest, this incongruence is not particular to 

Cambodian practitioners.  

The study reveals practitioners give higher priority to fulfilling the tasks necessary for the 

achievement of their NGOs’ planned outputs and organisational imperatives than to the 

facilitation of participatory and empowering processes. At the same time, the enactment of some 

development values is in tension with certain socio-cultural norms and practices. Practitioners are 

challenged to make desirable development values explicit and identify how to operationalise them 

in the lived social, cultural, political and economic context.  
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