
..............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
PROFESSION SYMPOSIUM
..............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

Measuring Peace from the Bottom Up
with the Pasto Indigenous Group in
Nariño, Colombia
Naomi Levy, Santa Clara University
Pamina Firchow, Brandeis University

..............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

In the early 1990s, a revolutionary movement emerged
in the international development research community
using collaborative methods and bottom-up
approaches to not only create knowledge through
qualitative inquiry but also to define criteria and

indicators to quantitatively measure key concepts, program
results, and impact (Holland 2013, 1). Proponents argued that
collaborative methods often provide a more accurate and
complete picture of the reality on the ground. In addition,
including local people in the process of designing measure-
ment tools allows their perceptions and priorities to be
communicated to policy makers even in a quantitative format
(Chambers 2010; Firchow 2018; Holland 2013). Thus,
international development researchers have used quantitative
collaborative methods to develop participatory statistics—
sometimes called participatory numbers—to design, monitor,
and assess the impact of projects, programs, and policies
(Gaillard et al. 2016). This article explores the use of one
collaborative methodology applicable to the field of political
science, with particular emphasis on scaling it for use at higher
levels of analysis.

The Everyday Peace Indicators (EPI) methodology forms
part of the participatory statistics toolbox. It was developed in
2012 by Pamina Firchow and Roger Mac Ginty as a result of
dissatisfaction with traditional approaches to measuring
peace-related phenomena. The EPI project pioneered a meth-
odology to source indicators of peace at the community level
using focus-group discussions and indicator-verification com-
munity meetings to develop quantitative data, or participatory
statistics, using collaborative methods (Firchow 2018; Firchow
and Mac Ginty 2017; 2020). By generating bottom-up indica-
tors of peace-related concepts, the EPI project illustrated that
localized perceptions of peace are not only articulated in
different ways from top-down narratives and conceptualiza-
tions but also raise different issues. In contrast to top-down
indicators that measure peace on a country level, the EPI
methodology allows for an analysis of perceptions of peace
in different villages and neighborhoods in conflict-affected
contexts. Moreover, EPI indicators also can be used to collect
longitudinal, individual-level quantitative data that can be
used to track changes in perceptions of peace at the local level.
Our research team has had tremendous success utilizing these

locally sourced indicators to measure peace and related con-
cepts in a wide variety of contexts. For example, our work in
Afghanistan shed light on potential openings for women’s-
rights issues in rural areas of Eastern Afghanistan (Firchow
and Urwin 2020). Our research also has demonstrated how
communities of reintegrated fighters in Colombia can contrib-
ute to transitional justice by bringing together human rights
and peacebuilding initiatives (Dixon and Firchow 2020). In
addition, international organizations including the US
Institute for Peace, the US Agency for International Develop-
ment, and the Inter-American Foundation are using EPI in
practical applications to guide and evaluate their local-level
programming in war-affected contexts such as Colombia and
Sri Lanka.

However, the very nature of EPI, which allows for such a
detailed localized picture, prevents this methodology from
illuminating the wider context. When researchers are focused
on community-level peace, this is not problematic. Indeed,
EPI’s context specificity is a demonstrated strength of this
methodology. Yet, many research questions in political science
entail regional or national comparisons and therefore require a
higher level of analysis. In these circumstances, EPI’s strength
becomes a limitation. Indeed, EPI is so context specific that we
are careful to use indicators in the community only in which
they were sourced. In this project, however, we seek to build on
our prior successes by determining whether the EPI method-
ology can be scaled up such that a regional measure of peace
might be built from bottom-up indicators (Duursma, Firchow,
and Levy 2020). If successful, this project will render data
gathered using bottom-up indicators more comparable to
existing top-down indices and barometers and also will create
bottom-upmeasures that can be compared across contexts and
groups.

This article describes a pilot project that uses this collab-
orative methodology in an effort to produce a bottom-up
barometer of peace for the Pasto Indigenous group in Nariño
and Putumayo, Colombia. We initiated this project as a
collaboration with representatives from the Coordinación
Nacional de Mujeres Indígenas de Colombia (CONAMIC), an
indigenous women’s activist group in Colombia. At the same
time as we were interested in exploring how our community-
focused methodology might be scaled up, members of
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CONAMIC were dissatisfied with what they perceived as top-
down processes of measuring the impact of the 2016 Colom-
bian peace accord in Indigenous communities, and they were
looking for alternative measurement approaches that would
be more inclusive.1 In 2018, we were able to come together to
begin piloting a way to scale up EPI with the Pasto group,
which represents one of the member groups of the 10 different
indigenous groups that form part of CONAMIC.2

The project is currently ongoing but the third phase of the
work has been delayed because of COVID-19 restrictions;
therefore, we are not yet able to reach firm conclusions about
the scalability of EPI. However, we already have learned much
about the scaling process and can assess what it will take to
successfully scale up locally sourced, everyday indicators.
Here, we discuss the complexity involved in scaling up locally
sourced indicators from five different Pasto resguardos
(i.e., indigenous reservations) for use in measuring peace in
all 32 of the Pasto resguardos in Colombia. We explain our
community selection and provide an overview of the EPI
methodology. We then describe our use of two criteria to
narrow the 965 indicators we sourced to an initial selection
of 40 representative indicators. We also discuss how we
balanced the criteria in our selection process. We conclude

with next steps and the larger implications of this project for
participatory statistics and scaling everyday indicators.

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN

With the goal of sourcing indicators that are applicable to the
widest range of communities, we began by selecting five
resguardos in the Putumayo and Nariño provinces according
to a “most different” design. Our selection was designed to

maximize variation on a set of key contextual variables, such as
levels of violence during the conflict and ethnic diversity.
When possible, we used a stratified random-sampling scheme
to select the resguardos, but our community selection was also
partially purposive as well as dictated by issues of accessibility.
Among other considerations, ongoing armed conflict made
some of the resguardos too dangerous for conducting research.
In addition, our implementing partners requested to begin in
the resguardo in which they had the deepest ties to the com-
munity leaders. To the purposive selection of the requested
resguardo, we added four more resguardos.We stratified the list
by the Pastos’ own geographical understanding, which divides
the Amazonian landscape in which they live into five different
areas, including four groups of resguardos in the Nariño
Department and another in Putumayo. These zones

In this project, however, we seek to build on our prior successes by determining
whether the EPI methodology can be scaled up such that a regional measure of peace
might be built from bottom-up indicators.

Table 1

Community-Level Characteristics of Selected Resguardos

Gran Tescual,
Nariño*

Pastas Aldana,
Nariño

Mallama,
Nariño

Gran Cumbal
(Panam), Nariño

Orito Liberia,
Putumayo**

Indigenous Population in the
Municipality***

2,000 5,352 7,382 11,574 4,436

% Indigenous in resguardo 6.25% 81.8% 95.5% 99.9% 96.8%

% Mestizo in resguardo 93.75% 18.1% 4.4% 0.1% 3.2%

% Afro-Colombian in
resguardo

0% 0.1% 0.1% 0% 0%

Type of resguardo Newly
Constituted

Colonial Colonial Colonial Newly
Constituted

Zone 1 3 4 2 –

Levels of Violence**** Moderate Low High Moderate High

Near Oil Pipelines Yes No No No Yes

Community Type Peri-Urban Rural Rural Rural Peri-Urban

Economic Activity Agriculture—in
particular chickpeas

Agriculture &
Livestock

Mining, Fishing &
Agriculture

Agriculture Oil & Agriculture

Notes: Information in this table was sourced primarily from Pasto Indigenous leaders in Nariño. Demographic data for all resguardos other than Gran Tescual are from the
2018 Censo Nacional de Población y Vivienda (CNPV) (Government of Colombia 2018). Demographic data for Gran Tescual were provided by Pasto Indigenous leaders.
*This resguardo is not officially listed in the Colombian Census; it also is referred to as “Puerres.”
**The CNPV lists Orito Liberia as “Alto Orito.”
***We report municipality-level data here because indicators were gathered with Pasto participants living in resguardos as well as the surrounding municipality.
****Levels of violence related to human rights, crime, and armed conflict: low=minimal current or historical violence; moderate=some current or historical violence;
high=sustained levels of violence over time.
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correspond to differences in economic, political, social, and
conflict-history characteristics. Finally, we used a combination
of random and purposive sampling within the geographic
zones to ensure that we had variation on our key
community-level variables. Table 1 shows the variation on
key contextual variables across our five selected resguardos,
and figure 1 displays their geographic location.

We conducted a standard EPI process to collect indicators
in the five selected resguardos. In the first stage of data
collection, this consisted of community members generating
indicators through focus-group discussions. Our research
team led three indicator-generating focus groups in each
resguardo (i.e., one each with men, women, and youth). For
each focus group, the researchers followed a strict set of criteria
to select a diverse and representative set of 10 to 15 residents of
the resguardo who self-identified as Pasto. In these focus
groups, community members discussed the signs they use
and look for in their communities to judge whether they are
more or less at peace, with questions including “What signs
indicate that your community is more or less at peace?” and
“What signs indicate there is a lack of peace?” Essentially, we
tried to glean specific, locally contextual indicators that people
already are using in their daily lives to measure their own

everyday peace rather than gather indicators related to a
particular activity or project. In this project, we worked with
researchers from a Colombian non-governmental organiza-
tion, Corporación de Investigación y Acción Social y Ecónomica,
as lead facilitators and partnered with a local Pasto Indigenous
facilitator. Our lead facilitators worked with our local facilita-
tors, who are members of the Pasto Indigenous group, and
they helped to guide us with contextual knowledge to extract a
long list of indicators from the transcripts and notes of the
focus-group discussions.

In the second stage, we engaged in a two-step indicator-
verification process wherein community members vetted and
culled the long list of indicators. The field research team
presented the list to representatives of the original focus
groups during a verification group. In this group, the partici-
pants reassessed their lists and eliminated or added indicators.
Next, the facilitators invited the community at large to join the
original focus-group participants in a larger indicator-
verification meeting in which each participant cast 15 votes
for their top EPIs in their community. The lists presented to
the wider community in the five resguardos ranged in length
from 147 to 210 indicators. This final exercise was a rigorous
vetting that resulted in a list of indicators along with the

Figure 1

Map of Selected Resguardos
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number of votes that each indicator received. We then trans-
formed these votes into importance scores, which adjust for
the total votes cast in the resguardo and the total number of
indicators in the resguardo’s long list.

In the standard EPI process, a short list of indicators that are
most representative of a community then is used to conduct
longitudinal surveys of peace in the community.3 Building the
short list is considerablymore complex in this scaling-upproject
because we are aiming to build a barometer of peace that can be
used to conduct longitudinal surveys of peace throughout all of
the Pasto resguardos. The following section discusses our
approach to scaling up to this higher level of analysis.

SCALING UP

The first two stages of the EPI process produced a total of
965 indicators from the five selected resguardos. It would be
impossible to collect longitudinal data on all 965 indicators;
therefore, to build a barometer of peace, we need to select and
then test the applicability of a subset of indicators throughout
the 32 Pasto resguardos. To date, we have completed the first
step in this process, which involved carefully selecting for
further evaluation a subset of potential indicators from those
sourced in the five selected resguardos. The following discus-
sion focuses on how we balanced two criteria for indicator
selection: importance and commonality. When we are able to
return to the field, we will survey individuals throughout all of
the resguardos to test the applicability of our selected indica-
tors and to further narrow our selection of indicators.

Because EPI invites those we study into the conceptual-
ization process, it allows us to learn much about what peace
means to the very people who live it. As is generally the case
with EPI, we found tremendous variation in the types of
indicators that emerged. For example, some participants
specifically referenced violence (e.g., “There aren’t people
killed in the resguardo”) whereas others referenced indirect
signs of community harmony (e.g., “There is no garbage in
the street of the town”). Faced with hundreds of bottom-up
indicators and the task of narrowing them down to form a
barometer of peace, we needed to evaluate how well each
indicator captures these highly varied local understandings
of peace. When we use EPI to construct a survey to gauge
peace over time in a single community, our primary criterion
for selecting indicators is the importance that the community
places on each indicator. Yet, the indicators chosen by the
importance score alone often are highly context specific. For
example, in one community, the single highest vote-getter
was “The pipeline is not bombed.” This indicator might be
an excellent measure of peace in those communities with
nearby pipelines; however, in communities located far from
pipelines, this indicator would not be relevant. In building
our bottom-up barometer of peace, therefore, we considered

a second criterion: commonality across disparate communi-
ties. To assess commonality, we carefully analyzed the indi-
cators in each of the five communities to determine which
themes they have in common.

To identify the common themes across resguardos, we
undertook a two-stage coding process. First, we grouped
the indicators into coded categories. Working from the
indicator list from each resguardo, a team of four coders
classified the indicators that received at least one vote using
a preestablished codebook of indicator categories. The cat-
egories ranged from “everyday conflicts,” which captured
indicators related to conflicts and problems at the smallest
scales of interaction (e.g., school, family, and neighborhood)
that are not necessarily tied to armed conflict; to “tranquility
and security,” which captured indicators that refer to a
general sense that the local context is positive, calm, or safe;
to “local power,” which captured indicators that refer to the
practices and institutions related to the exercise of power at
the local level. Ultimately, each indicator was assigned a
maximum of two categories.4

We then calculated the importance scores for each com-
munity, omitting categories that had low levels of importance
across the five communities. We identified 16 groups of 30 to
100 similarly categorized indicators for thematic analysis.
Because many indicators were initially assigned two categor-
ies, most were assessed twice in this thematic analysis. At this
stage of the process, we coded indicators from all five resguar-
dos using an open-coding scheme, looking for themes that
were present in at least three of them. Ultimately, we identified

58 common themes and selected a single indicator that best
represented each.

Importance and commonality are not mutually exclusive.
Therefore, we strove to select themes and representative
indicators that met both criteria. Our final narrowing process
from the 58 representative indicators to the 40 indicators we
ultimately selected considered the importance that the five
communities placed on each category. Table 2 lists the import-
ance scores and balance of selected indicators across the
original coded categories. The community figures are pre-
sented as percentages because they reflect the proportion of
the total importance that each community places on the given
category.5 The final column displays the proportion of the
selected indicators that fall into each category.

As shown in table 2, there are community-level differ-
ences in the importance of particular indicator categories;
however, our selected indicators reflect the overall level of
importance of categories across the five resguardos.
Although this shows that community priorities and indica-
tors of peace are different even within the same indigenous
group, we were able to identify themes that were present in
multiple resguardos and to select representative indicators
for those common themes. Our intuition is that if similar

Because EPI invites those we study into the conceptualization process, it allows us to
learn much about what peace means to the very people who live it.
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indicators were generated spontaneously in multiple
resguardos with different characteristics, then they might
be widely applicable throughout the 32 Pasto resguardos.
Once research can resume, we will test this intuition in the
next stage of the work by surveying all accessible resguardos
throughout the Pasto territories. Our survey will allow us to
test the applicability of the selected indicators and to select
a final group of 20 indicators that are common across the
various contexts throughout the Pasto people. This final
selection of the most widely applicable indicators will form
our bottom-up barometer of peace for the Pasto indigenous
group, which will be used to collect longitudinal quantita-
tive data that will allow inter-community and over-time
comparisons.

CONCLUSION

We recognize that there are limitations to our efforts to
scale up. For example, the indicators that we eventually
include in the barometer necessarily will be limited by the
commonalities across the communities. For each

community, we necessarily will be omitting highly
context-specific indicators that might be of great import-
ance in assessing everyday peace for that community. Even
with all of these challenges, however, we believe that it is
valuable to use this bottom-up process to create a barom-
eter of peace for the Pasto. Doing so allows us to build a
barometer that is based on localized conceptualizations of
peace and can be used longitudinally in multiple Pasto
resguardos. This will be a major improvement over a meas-
urement approach imposed from the outside. Nevertheless,
our initial analysis reveals that by selecting those aspects of
peace that all of the communities share, it is necessary to
omit specific contextual exceptions for each resguardo.
This demonstrates the impossibility of producing a truly

localized and highly contextualized measure of peace at a
higher level of analysis. By producing a universally appro-
priate measure, we necessarily lose detail. Moreover, if our
approach were to be extended further to the macro level,
this loss of detail would be exacerbated. Ultimately, the

Table 2

Relative Importance of EPI Categories by Community and in Selected Indicators

Gran
Tescual

Pastas
Aldana Mallama

Gran Cumbal
(Panam)

Orito
Liberia Overall

Selected
Indicators

Victimizing Facts 3% 1% 2% 0% 0% 1% 1%

Tranquility and Security 14% 6% 2% 0% 0% 5% 5%

Living Conditions 16% 17% 28% 30% 49% 28% 26%

Illicit Crops 1% 0% 0% 0% 5% 1% 0%

Environment 5% 5% 5% 17% 3% 7% 7%

Stigmatization 2% 2% 2% 0% 1% 1% 1%

Everyday Conflicts 7% 8% 12% 7% 2% 7% 8%

Collective Sense 6% 15% 14% 19% 5% 12% 12%

Outward Relationships 1% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Youth and Children 4% 11% 6% 7% 5% 7% 8%

Intergenerational Relationships 4% 5% 4% 0% 1% 3% 3%

Gender Roles 12% 12% 3% 9% 1% 7% 7%

Social Control by Armed Actors 1% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Local Power 5% 6% 6% 6% 4% 5% 7%

Autonomy 1% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Recognition and Dignity 0% 1% 1% 0% 1% 1% 1%

Civilian Population Relationship with
Armed Actors

4% 0% 3% 0% 1% 2% 3%

State–Civil Society Relationship 9% 5% 9% 6% 18% 9% 8%

Community Relationship with Other
Actors

1% 0% 2% 0% 1% 1% 1%

Note: Some categories are omitted due to space constraints. Columns do not total 100% due to rounding.

Although this shows that community priorities and indicators of peace are different
even within the same indigenous group, we were able to identify themes that were
present in multiple resguardos and to select representative indicators for those
common themes.
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more we scale up, the more detail we lose—even when we
generate indicators from the bottom up. For these reasons,
we urge researchers to consider carefully the level of ana-
lysis at which they work. We recommend that researchers
who are interested in measuring change at the community
level and who are able to work collaboratively with their
research subjects use indicators generated in the commu-
nity to prioritize the local view. However, if researchers are
asking questions at a meso or macro level, we hope that our
work can guide the development of bottom-up measure-
ment that is appropriate for higher levels of analysis.
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NOTES

1. For more details on traditional peace and reconciliation barometers, see Cole
and Firchow (2019).

2. This project is funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York. Human
subjects research approval IRB Protocol #20053R.

3. See Firchow (2018) and Firchow and Mac Ginty (2017; 2020) for more details
about this process.

4. The codebook of categories and their dimensions is available from the
authors by request.

5. More details on the calculation of these figures are available from the authors
by request.
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APPENDIX: SELECTED INDICATORS
1. Leaders of the community are not killed.
2. The relatives of the elderly care for them and do not

leave them.
3. Women in the community lead projects and processes for

the benefit of the community.
4. In the community, girls and women are not sexually

abused.
5. There are dialogue mechanisms for the indigenous people

of the resguardo to speak with the government.
6. People can leave their houses without worrying about

burglary.
7. The people of the community can travel throughout the

resguardo without anything bad happening to them.
8. There are no armed groups in the territory.
9. The police greet people in the community kindly.
10. Civil servants do not keep the resources intended for the

municipality’s social development and infrastructure.
11. Men do not beat women in the family.
12. People do not dump trash in the village.
13. The neediest people in the community see themselves

benefiting from the projects and programs of the state.
14. There are paved roads from the villages to the cities to

transport products.
15. The people of the community greet each other on the street.

16. The houses of the resguardo have all public services (water,
electricity, sewage).

17. All women in the community have income that allows
them to support their home.

18. There is food for a balanced diet in all the houses for those
who live there.

19. People sell the products they produce at a price that covers
the cost of production and profit.

20. There is no exploitation of the páramo in the resguardo.
(Note: A páramo is a high-altitude, neotropical ecosystem
located between the tree line and glaciers of the Andes,
which represents the most biodiverse mountain region
in the world and an important source of fresh water for
lowland populations, especially in Colombia and
Ecuador.)

21. All people have the same opportunity at work and selec-
tion is based on experience.

22. Women of the resguardo receive entrepreneurial training
to do business and create productive projects.

23. Young people do not use drugs.
24. There are support programs for people who use alcohol

and drugs in the community.
25. All patients in the community receive appropriate medi-

cation and treatments for their illnesses.
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26. When a person comes home drunk, they do not abuse their
family.

27. There are traditional doctors in the resguardo who attend
to the community.

28. The young people from the resguardo go to the university.
29. Young people are not stigmatized for their physical char-

acteristics.
30. All children go to school in the resguardo.
31. Parents give their children advice.
32. People of the resguardo do not harm native trees.
33. You do not see people fighting in the village.
34. In the municipality, individuals, organizations, and

institutions take actions to protect water sources in the
territory.

35. In the families, there are norms with rewards, sanctions,
rights, and duties that are fulfilled.

36. The community participates in meetings in the town hall
to build proposals through dialogue.

37. The people in the resguardowork together inmingas in the
activities they do for the community. (Note: Mingas is an
indigenous practice of voluntary, collective work in benefit
of a community, a family, or an individual, carried out
across South America since pre-Colombian times.)

38. There are recreational programs for children and youth in
the municipality (sports, games, crafts).

39. The law of origin is honored in the resguardo and its
territory. (Note: The law of origin is cosmological prin-
ciples that guide the life of indigenous peoples, emphasiz-
ing a sense of collectivity, ancestral practices, and strong
ties to their territories and nature.)

40. There are environmentally sustainable crops in the
resguardo and territory.
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