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Abstract

This paper explores the emergence of Jirga as a transformative research
methodology in community-based obesity studies, particularly in the context of
rural Pakistan. The study, conducted in three phases, employed a mixed-methods
approach, incorporating meta-analysis as the first part, qualitative descriptive as the
second, and program development as the third and final phase of the study. Jirga, a
traditional assembly for community decision-making, was utilised in the qualitative
phase for data collection, highlighting its historical significance and continued
relevance. Drawing parallels with the African lekgotla system, the paper advocates
for the integration of Jirga into qualitative research methodologies. In this
community-based obesity study, Jirga facilitated comprehensive data collection
through group discussions involving male and female participants, providing a

nuanced understanding of obesity-related perceptions and strategies for weight
management. Ethical considerations were paramount, ensuring participant
autonomy and cultural sensitivity. The benefits of Jirga as a data collection method
were evident, fostering community engagement, empowerment, and diverse
perspectives. The paper concludes by endorsing Jirga as an effective and beneficial
research methodology, suggesting its broader incorporation in research practices.
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1. Introduction

Pakistan is a prominent country in South Asia. It is home to almost 24 billion people and is the fifth-largest nation in
the world [1]. The neighbouring countries include India, Afghanistan, Iran, and China; however, most of the cultural
practices in Pakistan are similar to those in India and Afghanistan. Though education is still lagging, however, there
has been a significant increase in the number of research publications after the 2002 higher education reforms [2].
The writer of this paper belongs to Pakistan, and as a mandatory requirement of the Ph.D. degree in the country, |
conducted a mixed-methods study on community-based obesity prevention. The study was completed in three phases.
The first phase was the quantitative phase, which was conducted through meta-analysis; the second phase was the
qualitative descriptive study, followed by the third phase was the program development. The proposed methodology,
which is Jirga, was used in the qualitative part of the study.

Jirga refers to a traditional social institution or assembly where a community's leaders meet to discuss a problem,
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resolve conflicts, advise on resolutions, and discuss and make collective decisions regarding important social issues
[3]. The Jirga system has a long and storied history, said to have originated with the Mongolian emperor [4]. It has
been used for centuries as a way for communities to resolve disputes and make important decisions in different areas
of Pakistan and Afghanistan. The Jirga system consists of a panel of elders who represent the community and are
responsible for listening to disputes and making decisions. The decisions made by the Jirga are seen as binding and
accepted by the community, and it is a respected institution in the local culture. Its long history and continued rele-
vance are a testament to its effectiveness in discussing important issues, and it is a common and useful means of
information regarding an issue. A problem or issue in society is highlighted and analysed in the Jirga, and for a deeper
understanding of the issue, the members of the Jirga may seek help from the experts [5].

A similar social system for dispute resolution called lekgotla has in used for years in African nations, especially in
South Africa. The process of lekgotla in African communities includes identifying the problem, adopting the correct
procedure, and engaging appropriate people in problem-solving, including the community ancestors [6]. Lekgotla
was first used as a medium of data collection by [7] and then he proposed it as an effective research methodology for
use [8]. Afterwards, Lekgotla was adopted as a research methodology by researchers, especially in indigenous re-
search.

Hence, the main purpose of this paper is to highlight the evolution of the traditional jirga system as a research
methodology and propose it in research, especially qualitative research studies.

2. The Use of Jirga as a Research Methodology

Keeping in mind the various benefits of the Jirga system, it was adopted as a research methodology in a recently
conducted community-based research study on obesity. Obesity is one of the leading causes of chronic non-com-
municable diseases and the consequences of an impaired quality of life. It is a health condition that can result in
multiple complications [9]. The escalating prevalence of obesity, both globally and specifically within the context of
Pakistan, particularly in rural areas, causes demanding health challenges. Hence, this research, to develop a commu-
nity strategy for the management of body weight and prevention of obesity that is grounded in evidence-based prac-
tices, was fuelled by considering the current high prevalence and detrimental consequences of obesity in Pakistan,
especially in the rural communities. This study was conducted using the Explanatory Sequential Mixed-Methods as
a study design [10].

For the thick description of data and to achieve crystallization, Jirga was used as a means of data collection along
with individual interviews and observations in the qualitative strand of the study. Traditional Jirgas are mostly
attended by male members of the community, but in some cases or areas, females are also useful members. To collect
data in a rural community in the periphery of Peshawar and take into consideration the cultural context, separate male
and female jirgas were conducted.

The data collection team included two male and two female nurses; the selection of data collectors was following
cultural values of the community, where male data collectors were supposed to interview the male participants and
female data collectors were supposed to interview the female participants. A training session was held for the data
collectors, who were made aware of the Jirga process. A male and female moderator was selected for each Jirga, and
their assistance was sought for the smooth operation of both Jirgas. Participants of the jirga belonged to different
weight groups, including normal weight, overweight and obese. The same data collectors conducted the Jirgas, they
presented the issue of obesity, its consequences on the life, health, and economy of the public, and the role of the
community in the prevention. It was left open for discussion among the participants to explore the experiences and
perceptions of people in the community regarding obesity and ideal body weight, and to explore strategies they use
for weight management. Both the jirgas continued for almost 40 to 60 minutes. A community member and his mother,
who is a colleague of the primary researcher, performed the role of moderator in Jirga. The participants attentively
participated in the discussion, and they all agreed on how serious the problem of obesity is and that all the community
stakeholders should play their role in the resolution of the problem. Participants of the Jirgas showed a very produc-
tive reflection of the overall activity. Both the jirgas were conducted in the Pashto language and were later translated
into English for data analysis.

To analyse the data, the audiotapes of the Jirgas were transcribed, and the handwritten reports were typed into a
computer-written document. Through word-by-word and line-by-line reading, codes were assigned to words and
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phrases having similar meanings. Similar codes were grouped into categories, and then similar categories were or-
ganised into a central theme [11].

3. Ethical Considerations

To ensure that the study is ethical from every aspect, approval from the institute's ethics review board was obtained
(Ref:357-21). An information sheet was developed, shared with and explained to the participants, and they were
requested to the informed consent to be the participants of the study. They were assured about the confidentiality of
information related to them, and their autonomy was respected. The cultural values of the community were respected
throughout. Permission from the local government official was obtained for conducting the study in the community.

4. Benefits of Using Jirga as a Data Collection Method

All stakeholders, including community members, demonstrated a positive reflection on their involvement in the study.
By being part of the discussion and having their perspectives heard, the proposed methodology instilled in them a
sense of ownership and empowered them in decision-making. The problem and its resolution were openly deliberated
upon, ensuring the exploration of each participant's viewpoint. The group discussions served as motivation for those
who were initially shy or hesitant to express their perspectives. Community members, leaders and the data collection
team appreciated this medium and recommended its inclusion in the resolution program.

The data collection team gave very positive and productive feedback. They were part of individual interviews and
considered Jirga as an easy and useful methodology because all the participants were actively involved, and the
interview-related anxiety was minimal as compared to individual interviews. The primary investigator of the study
being a part of the context, was aware of the Jirga process and considered it an effective methodology for data col-
lection. Overall, the community members, leaders, data collection team and the primary investigator reflected jirga
as an effective and beneficial methodology and are of the view that it should be introduced in the world of research.

5. Conclusion

Jirga is an effective medium for highlighting, discussing on and resolving a problem in the local context. It was used
and observed as an effective methodology for data collection in contextual research. Considering the depth of insights
gleaned and the stakeholders' reflections within the Jirga, we confidently advocate for its inclusion as a robust meth-
odology in research practices.
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