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Foreword

Since the 1970s, the role of science and academics in general and of social science 
as self-reflexive and critical has come under increasing scrutiny. Critical research 
has aimed at a new progressive relationship between action and reflection, theory 
and practice. There has been a strong concern with awareness-raising and empow-
erment of hitherto marginalized and oppressed groups. Interesting precursors are 
Kurt Lewin (action research), Paulo Freire (awareness-raising) and Robert Jungk 
(Futures Workshop). After founding a Centre Paulo Freire in Vienna, we have been 
involved in diverse partnerships with local schools, green and anti-globalization 
activists, as well as setting up the first social platform financed by the European 
Commission, with the objective of fostering social cohesion in the city.

In a world dominated by neoliberal thinking, we are suffering from increasing 
commercialization and the subordination of academics as well as formal political 
power-holders to the needs and interests of economic power. Although there is a 
megatrend of fostering researchers to become ‘relevant’ and market-prone, prom-
ising alternatives have been flourishing at the margins and interstices. To me, M2 
Models and Methodologies for Community Engagement is an exciting testimony to 
the richness of community engagement as one example of a broad, worldwide, bot-
tom-up movement which aims at making social science matter and work for a better 
world. Different case studies in this collection show the potential of a dialogue be-
tween transdisciplinary theories and practices in forms of community development 
that not only empower the community, but are rewarding for the professionals as 
well.

From the diverse learning and research partnerships in which I have had the plea-
sure of participating, I think that three main lessons emerge for transdisciplinary co-
operation. First, researchers tend to neglect the importance of organizational issues 
in transdisciplinary research. Even researchers who sympathize with interdisciplin-
arity and recognize the importance of relevant research may lack the practical tools 
to make their knowledge matter outside the academy. Therefore, I very much ap-
preciate that this book is not only dedicated to methods and tools, but also to models 
of practice involvement on a practical and organizational level. In our research, we 
have observed that good learning and research partnerships require trust and mutual 
understanding. We have coined the term knowledge alliance to describe a reality, 
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as well as an aspiration to lasting, respectful partnerships of knowledge production, 
diffusion and mobilization.

Secondly, I appreciate the importance given to power and empowerment in this 
collection. Researchers and practitioners will be reminded and encouraged to take 
the diverse dimensions of power relations into account when they read the case 
studies in this collection, which exemplify a multi-faceted awareness of and respect 
for the complexity of power relations in any community. Power can be fluid and 
all-pervasive in the Foucauldian sense, but also very concrete and personalized. All 
too often, empowerment implies that someone in power—who coincidentally often 
finances research—loses part of their power. Making decisions which empower the 
community in question requires an intellectual and political effort to appraise and 
balance social, political and economic forces.

Thirdly, creating happy communities gives great personal rewards to social sci-
entists, as much as to the communities they work with. But only rarely is this rec-
ognized academically. One of the key merits of books like this one is its potential 
to overcome this duality and demonstrate that good transdisciplinary research not 
only leads to happier communities, but also to better knowledge about community 
dynamics for future practice. Transdisciplinarity has the key advantage over con-
ventional research that it can mobilize the local knowledge of stakeholders system-
atically. A scientific approach which links these contextualized insights to existing 
social theories, as in this collection, will benefit social science, its practitioners and 
the communities served, and could pave the way towards a governance of knowl-
edge beyond neoliberalism.

Andreas Novy
Chairperson of the Austrian Green Foundation

Associate Professor, Urban and Regional Development, 
Institute for the Environment and Regional Development,  

Vienna University of Economics and Business

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— 
I took the one less traveled by, 

And that has made all the difference.
Robert Frost, Mountain Interval
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Preface

The book was conceived as a project of the International Cooperation Research 
Cluster (ICRC), established in early 2012 at Curtin University. The cluster forma-
tion was a University initiative to bring together researchers, practitioners and post-
graduate students from various disciplines working in similar fields, with the objec-
tive of building each other’s capacity by investigating community development and 
cooperation projects from a research perspective.

Synergies were established following an exercise of mapping individual clus-
ter members’ research strengths, the nature of their work and the location of these 
works globally. Community-centric projects based in different disciplines and in 
various international contexts emerged as common ground for further exploration 
by the ICRC cluster members.

Questions for exploration were:

• How do researchers and professionals from different disciplinary perspectives 
working on community-based projects of different nature and scales and at dif-
ferent locations in the developing and developed world, engage with their own 
communities of practice and the communities under study?

• What are the effects of these engagements for both practitioners and local com-
munity members? Is capacity built in any form for the participants?

• If so, what are the models and methodologies of these engagements? What are 
the methods employed in these interactions with community?

An idea of a book dealing with the above questions was formed and M2 Models 
and Methodologies for Community Engagement was born. The book unfolded as an 
act of co-production and co-creation, where academics, researchers, practitioners, 
graphic artists and editors were involved in an active process of threading together 
the myriad voices (personal and collective) and vignettes of perspectives.

Traditionally, a contributed book is structured as a series of stand-alone chapters 
on a targeted subject, bookended by a contextualizing introduction and a concluding 
chapter by the editor(s). Typically, the contributed chapters are a result of selected 
conference papers on a theme, or a call for interest, or an invitation to experts in 
the field to write on a targeted subject set out by the publisher/editor(s). Authors 
most often have no direct contact with each other, and therefore do not impact on 
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the development of the others. The evolution of this book was quite different, with 
authors contributing from the beginning towards setting the direction for the book. 
Writing workshops were organized and brainstorming sessions between the authors, 
followed by editorial sessions, demonstrate a shared creativity, a collective efficacy. 
Parts II and III evolved out of the workshops sessions once Part I of the Book was 
developed. For us, this book, an object of co-creation, helped us in opening up to 
new perspectives, embracing novel ways of moving forward and building on each 
others’ works. The process aided us on a path less travelled and brought the book 
contributors together as an active, engaging, non-placed global community.

The editors would like to thank and acknowledge the following people for their 
creative participation, and for igniting debate and development of M2 Models and 
Methodologies for Community Engagement.

• The contributing authors for their enthusiastic response to the intention of the 
book, and their ideas that shaped the book through the workshops, question-
naires and contributed chapters.

• The invited reviewers, all of Curtin University, Western Australia, for considered 
and constructive assessment of the editorial chapters, the book structure and par-
ticipation in writing workshops:
− Bob Pokrant, School of Media, Culture & Creative Arts;
− Jaya Earnest, Director of Graduate Studies, Health Sciences, and Associate 

Professor of International Health in the Centre for International Health;
− Mohammed Ali and Clancy Read, Centre for International Health;
− Sarah McGann and John Stephens, School of the Built Environment.

• Andreas Novy, Chairperson of the Austrian Green Foundation, and Associate 
Professor for Urban and Regional Development at RUW (Institute for the Envi-
ronment and Regional Development) at WU Vienna, for writing the foreword.

• Christina Houen, M2’s Production Coordinator, Adjunct Research As-
sociate of School of Media, Culture and Creative Arts, Curtin Uni-
versity, and Editor/Director of www.perfectwordsediting.com, for  
her dedicated editing and production work, impressive attention to detail and 
timely advice to authors.

• Allyson Crimp, Designer, of et-al.com.au, for her graphic work and image edit-
ing.

• Jessica Winters, planning student, and Robyn Creagh, PhD candidate, Curtin 
University, for their research assistance, dedication and contributions to the book 
preparation.

We thank Springer for their enthusiastic approach to publishing the book.
Last but not least, we thank Curtin University for support enabling the research 

and production associated with this book project.



ix

Contents

1 Navigating Community Engagement �����������������������������������������������������   1
Dianne Smith, Reena Tiwari and Marina Lommerse

Part I Narratives on Models, Methodologies and Methods

2  An Ethnographic and Collaborative Model of Inquiry: 
Activity Centre Project in India ��������������������������������������������������������������   25
Reena Tiwari and Yatin Pandya

3  Capacity Building and Community Development:  
A Community Dialogue on Equality in Rural Uganda �������������������������   41
Debra Singh, May Lample, Mark Jones and Jaya Earnest

4  Urban Neighbourhood Regeneration and Community 
Participation: An Unresolved Issue in the Barcelona Experience �������   53
Carmen Mendoza-Arroyo and Pere Vall-Casas

5  The Port Resolution Project: Developing Community Built 
and Managed Visitor Accommodation Typologies ��������������������������������   69
Damian Madigan and David Morris

6  Applying a Practical, Participatory Action Research 
Framework for Producing Knowledge, Action and Change in 
Communities: A Health Case Study from Gujarat, Western India �����   91
Clancy Read, Jaya Earnest, Mohammed Ali and Veena Poonacha

7  Inspired by Nature: Building Community Capacity Through 
Creative Leadership ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������  107
Denise K� DeLuca



x Contents

8  Connections: Academics, Architects and Community  
Pro-Bono Projects ....................................................................................  121
Sarah McGann and Barbara Milech

9 Fremantle on the Edge: A Community Collaboration ..........................  135
Anne Farren and Nancy Spanbroek

10 Transparency and Interdependence .......................................................  149
Salvatore Di Mauro

Part II  Unfolding Challenges and Removing Barriers in the 
Community Engagement Process: Opportunities for 
Transdisciplinary and Translocational Applications

11  Capturing the Diversity and Commonalities of Community 
Engagement ..............................................................................................  175
Reena Tiwari, Marina Lommerse and Dianne Smith

12 Joining Communities: A Role for Reflection .........................................  199
Dianne Smith

13  Reflections on Working with Communities  
and Community-Based Projects in Bangladesh ....................................  215
Mokhlesur Rahman and Bob Pokrant

14 Action Preparedness Tool for Community-Based Projects ..................  237
Clancy Read

Part III  Community Engagement and Capacity Building: a 
Transdisciplinary Perspective

15  Transforming Community: Opportunities  
for Transdisciplinary Application ...........................................................  255
Marina Lommerse, Dianne Smith and Reena Tiwari

Index ................................................................................................................  281



xi

Contributors

Mohammed Ali Centre for International Health, Curtin University, Perth, Australia

Denise K. DeLuca BCI: Biomimicry for Creative Innovation, Seattle, USA

Salvatore Di Mauro Queensland College of Art, Griffith University, Brisbane, 
Australia

Jaya Earnest International Health, School of Nursing and Midwifery, Curtin 
University, Perth, Australia

Centre for International Health, Curtin University, Perth, Australia

Anne Farren Department of Design, Curtin University, Perth, Australia

Mark Jones International Health, School of Nursing and Midwifery, Curtin 
University, Perth, Australia

May Lample Kimanya-Ngeyo Foundation for Science and Education, Jinja, 
Uganda

Marina Lommerse Marina Lommerse Consultants, South Fremantle, Australia

School of the Built Environment, Curtin University, Perth, Australia

Damian Madigan School of Art, Architecture and Design, The University of 
South Australia, Adelaide, Australia

Sarah McGann Department of Architecture and Interior Architecture, Curtin 
University, Perth, Australia

Carmen Mendoza-Arroyo Department of Urban Design and Regional Planning, 
School of Architecture, Universitat Internacional de Catalunya, Barcelona, Spain

Barbara Milech School of Communication, Culture and Creative Arts, Curtin 
University, Perth, Australia

David Morris School of Art, Architecture and Design, The University of South 
Australia, Adelaide, Australia



xii Contributors

Yatin Pandya FOOTPRINTS Environment Architecture Research Technology 
Housing (E.A.R.T.H), Ahmedabad, India

Bob Pokrant Department of Social Science and International Studies, Curtin 
University, Perth, Australia

Veena Poonacha Research Center for Women’s Studies, Dr. Avabai Wadia 
Archives, SNDT Women’s University, Mumbai, India

Mokhlesur Rahman Curtin University, Perth, Australia

Center for Natural Resource Studies, Dhaka, Bangladesh

Clancy Read Centre for International Health, Curtin University, Perth, Australia

Centre for International Health, Curtin University, Perth, Australia

Debra Singh Kimanya-Ngeyo Foundation for Science and Education, Jinja, 
Uganda

Dianne Smith Department of Architecture and Interior Architecture, Curtin 
University, Perth, Australia

Nancy Spanbroek Department of Architecture and Interior Architecture, Curtin 
University, Perth, Australia

Reena Tiwari Departments of Urban and Regional Planning and of Architecture 
and Interior Architecture, Curtin University, Perth, Australia

Pere Vall-Casas Department of Urban Design and Regional Planning, School of 
Architecture, Universitat Internacional de Catalunya, Barcelona, Spain



xiii

About the Editors

Reena Tiwari is Associate Professor in the Departments of Urban & Regional Planning 
and Architecture at Curtin University, and Director of the International Cooperation 
Research Cluster. Her work focuses on the integration of urban development and 
place-making, with an emphasis on the importance of community involvement. Reena 
has received an Australian National Award for Teaching Excellence for leading and 
inspiring a model of teaching and research which has established a point of difference 
in the profession, in its commitment to community engagement.

Marina Lommerse is a designer, educator, curator, researcher and strategist with 
Marina Lommerse Consultants, and Adjunct Professor, Curtin University. She 
works with creative people and communities to strengthen individual and collective 
capacity and build supportive environments, mobilizing creative projects that 
promote positive change in communities, through publications, creative works, and 
curatorship of exhibitions.

Dianne Smith is Associate Professor and Head of Program in Interior Architecture 
at Curtin University, and Adjunct Professor at Queensland University of Technology. 
Dianne’s research focuses on design for the cognitively impaired, the meaning of 
environments, the impact of colour on experience and our understanding of place, 
and design education.



xv

About the Authors

Mohammed Ali coordinates postgraduate coursework programs in International 
Health at Curtin University. He worked as a physician-researcher in diarrhoeal 
diseases and nutrition in Bangladesh, and has conducted research in cardiac 
rehabilitation and forensic mental health services among Australian Indigenous 
people.

Denise DeLuca is Director and Co-Founder of BCI: Biomimicry for Creative 
Innovation, an emerging network that shares nature’s principles with businesses and 
organizations to achieve radical transformation. Denise is also an adjunct faculty in 
the Sustainable Design Program at the Minneapolis College of Art and Design, and 
a biomimetic consultant for Swedish Biomimetics 3000.

Salvatore di Mauro is a Senior Lecturer in Design at Griffith University. Since 
1997, he has focused less on his artwork in a gallery context and more on working 
with communities to develop public art and design needs. He finds working 
with creative thinkers, artists, crafts persons, designers and local industry both 
challenging and rewarding.

Jaya Earnest is Director of Graduate Studies in the Faculty of Health Sciences and 
Associate Professor of International Health at the Centre for International Health, 
Curtin University. She has worked for 26 years in India, Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, 
East Timor and Australia as an educator and researcher. Her central research interests 
are post-conflict adversity, resilience among refugee and migrant populations and 
interdisciplinary cross-cultural participatory research.

Anne Farren is Academic Coordinator of Fashion and Director of the Fashion 
Design & Research HUB at Curtin University. She maintains a creative practice 
as both a maker and curator of fashion and textiles. Her research interests include 
investigation into the relationship between design practice and technology.

Mark Jones is Professor for transcultural health improvement at Curtin, and Director 
of the Western Australian Global Health Alliance. Mark has built on his background 
in primary health care nursing, health policy development, and international nursing 
expertise to make a significant contribution to improving capacity and capability 
within health care systems of developing countries.



xvi

May Lample works as a research assistant at Kimanya-Ngeyo Foundation for 
Science and Education in Jinja, Uganda. She is also researching for her Master’s 
degree in Public Health, majoring in Maternal and Child Health at University of 
California (Berkeley) School of Public Health.

Damian Madigan is a Lecturer in Architecture at the University of South Australia, 
Director of Madigan Architecture and a PhD candidate in the School of Art Design 
& Architecture at Monash University, where he is researching models of flexible 
housing.

Carmen Mendoza-Arroyo is Professor at the Universitat Internacional de 
Catalunya, and Co-Principal of the firm DACarquitectura. She has recently been 
appointed Sub-Director of the School of Architecture at UIC. Her research focuses 
on sustainable urban regeneration and development.

Sarah McGann is a Senior Lecturer in the Department of Architecture and Interior 
Architecture at Curtin University. Her particular interest is in the intersection of 
architecture and social theory. Sarah’s latest publication, The Production of Hospice 
Space, draws on her practice designing health, hospitality and recreation projects.

Barbara Milech Adjunct Professor, served as Curtin University’s Humanities 
Director of Graduate Studies for more than a decade; here she worked to establish 
frameworks that support creative-production research. Her supervision and research 
interests are in literature and creative writing, and draw on narrative, cultural, 
feminist and Lacanian studies.

David Morris is an architect, builder and director of the Student Construction 
Program in the School of Art, Architecture and Design at the University of South 
Australia. The program has constructed many award winning projects, which focus 
on culturally responsive designs for Indigenous communities. David Morris is 
recipient of the Australian National Award for Programs that Enhance Learning for 
the Vanuatu Project discussed in the book.

Yatin Pandya is an author, activist, academician, researcher and practising architect 
in his firm FOOTPRINTS E.A.R.T.H. (Environment Architecture Research 
Technology Housing) at Ahmedabad. Environmental sustainability, socio-cultural 
appropriateness, timeless aesthetics and economic affordability are key principles 
of his work.

Bob Pokrant is Professor of Anthropology at Curtin University, Australia. His main 
research interests are fisheries, aquaculture, and community adaptation to climate 
change in South Asia, particularly Bangladesh.

Veena Poonacha is Professor and Director of the Research Centre for Women’s 
Studies at SNDT Women’s University in Mumbai, India. She is also honorary 
director of the Centre for Rural Development that runs empowerment and 
development projects for rural women in Southern Gujarat in Western India.

About the Authors



xvii

Mokhlesur Rahman is a development practitioner in the fields of community 
based natural resource management in wetlands, forests and coastal zones, and 
community livelihoods, climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction in 
Bangladesh.

Clancy Read completed her Doctor of Philosophy in International Health in the 
Centre of International Health (CIH), Curtin University. She is currently cofounder 
and lead consultant of I.D.E.A. Global Consulting offering research, project 
management and training services for humanitarian organizations.

Debra Singh is a medical doctor with a Masters in Public Health and is currently a 
PhD candidate at Sydney University. She and her husband established the Kimanya-
Ngeyo Foundation for Science and Education in Jinja, Uganda. Her research and 
education focus is on female and youth empowerment through participation in 
health care processes and community health worker training.

Nancy Spanbroek is a Senior Lecturer in Architecture Interior Architecture 
at Curtin University. Her design research explores the interface between design 
pedagogy, community and exhibition as a testing ground for creative practice.

Pere Vall-Casas is Associate Professor at Escola Tècnica Superior d’Arquitectura 
de la Universitat International de Catalunya. His research focuses on cultural 
landscapes. He is currently working on urban sprawl repair through research into 
pre-urban patterns and participant observation.

About the Authors



xix

List of Figures

Fig. 1.1   Community engagement framework: models, methodologies 
and methods ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  17

Fig. 2.1   Action ethnographer ����������������������������������������������������������������������������  28
Fig. 2.2  Randev Pir Tekro, Ahmedabad ������������������������������������������������������������  28
Fig. 2.3   Collective efforts resulting in a sense of ownership and identity �������  33
Fig. 2.4   Students interacting with the community and working on the 

project  �������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  34
Fig. 2.5   Innovative recycling of waste as building components ����������������������  35
Fig. 2.6   Stakeholder relationship ����������������������������������������������������������������������  37
Fig. 3.1   Youth dancing at a community celebration, Jinja,  

Eastern Uganda �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������  43
Fig. 3.2   Children’s class in Budondo, Eastern Uganda ������������������������������������  43
Fig. 3.3   Focus group participants, Budondo, Eastern Uganda �������������������������  47
Fig. 3.4   A framework for community development �����������������������������������������  51
Fig. 4.1   An example of a commercial piecemeal intervention of this 

period, the Maremagnum mall in the Port Vell, Barcelona, Spain ������  59
Fig. 4.2   Interconnected urban interventions in order to propel systemic 

regeneration� CIP Barriada Nova, Canovelles, MRB, Spain ��������������  62
Fig. 4.3   Specific urban interventions addressed to create new public 

spaces and facilities� CIP’s Barri Congost and Barriada Nova, 
MRB, Spain �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  63

Fig. 4.4   New public space Plaça de la Pau and redesigned street Carrer 
Girona� CIP’s Barri Congost, Granollers MRB, Spain �����������������������  64

Fig. 4.5   Civic grid of significant axis and places for Sagrera Station area, 
Barcelona, Spain ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������  64

Fig. 5.1   Walking through machete-cut tracks to the kastom village of 
Lekalangia: rarely visited by foreigners ����������������������������������������������  74

Fig. 5.2   Part of the kastom village of Lekalangia ���������������������������������������������  74
Fig. 5.3   An existing visitor accommodation bungalow on Tanna Island, 

showing a western-style ensuite off the sleeping quarters, divided 
only by a lightweight three-quarter height partition ���������������������������  75



xx List of Figures

Fig. 5.4   A Tanna Island ‘honeymoon suite’ containing an ensuite 
bathroom visible from the sleeping quarters ������������������������������������  76

Fig. 5.5   After the difficult trek to Mount Yasur, seen on the right with 
ash plume, one is rewarded with panoramic views of Tanna’s 
east coast�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  76

Fig. 5.6   Simple reciprocal acts of arrival and thanks immediately 
established that both parties to the project were appreciative of 
the opportunity to be engaged with each other���������������������������������  77

Fig. 5.7   Learning to clean kava roots of dirt with coconut husks in the 
nakamal; a place of daily reflection and communication on 
matters of governance and social and spiritual order �����������������������  79

Fig. 5.8  The design team regrouping to work during the night ���������������������  79
Fig. 5.9   The first formal briefing with the community, which occurred 

after a series of less tangible project briefing activities �������������������  80
Fig. 5.10   The design team’s surveying activity introduced to the village 

for the first time the role of formal design thinking �������������������������  81
Fig. 5.11   The Port Resolution visitor accommodation facility showing the 

proposed scheme of bungalows and main hall, with existing site 
features, levels, trees, grass, sand and water positions recorded 
during the site survey �����������������������������������������������������������������������  82

Fig. 5.12   A masonry ensuite bathroom in an existing visitor 
accommodation bungalow on Tanna Island provides the 
convenience of proximity, but problems of overall 
amenity and privacy �������������������������������������������������������������������������  83

Fig. 5.13  Similar but different: one of the three proposed bungalow types 
in plan ( above) and cross section ( below) showing sleeping 
quarters separated from ablutions via the use of a breezeway 
deck: the convenience of proximity is maintained, but privacy, 
amenity, sanitation, and ease of maintenance are significantly 
improved �������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  84

Fig. 5.14   Traditional cooking methods at the project site, where 
women cook in the open over a fire grate in a ditch whilst 
squatting down ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������  85

Fig. 5.15  Simlar but different: a physical model of the outdoor kitchen 
with the roof removed to reveal and explain how the interior will 
work: logs are continuously fed in large lenghts immediately 
into the fire from an adjacent store, minimising wood cutting, 
and benches are provided for working at more comfortably������������  85

Fig. 5.16   Here, the roof of the modelled main hall is removed whilst the 
rest of the model is used to explain what the spaces in the hall 
will be, and how they will operate ���������������������������������������������������  87

Fig. 5.17   The developed concept design exhibited at the School of Art, 
Architecture and Design at the University of South Australia ���������  88

Fig. 5.18   A photorendering of the proposed dining room with existing 
beach and ocean visible through the windows to the right���������������  88



xxiList of Figures 

Fig. 6.1   From assessment to action-Intervention: a practical approach to 
PAR�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������   94

Fig. 6.2  Steps of rapid participatory appraisal in a PAR study  �������������������   97
Fig. 6.3   Blocks for an information pyramid for use in assessing 

community health and social needs; from the World Health 
Organization published document: Guidelines for rapid 
participatory appraisals to assess community health needs: a 
focus on health improvements for low-income urban 
and rural areas ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������   98

Fig. 6.4   Listening to the local knowledge of women in one of the 
villages in Pardi Taluka, Gujarat State, India ���������������������������������   99

Fig. 6.5   A community meeting led by the village Sarpanch (leader)� 
On occasions when village elders were in attendance, women 
would take a lesser role in the meeting activities ���������������������������   99

Fig. 6.6   The knowledge to action process and factors affecting 
its transfer ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  102

Fig. 7.1   Nature’s Principles �������������������������������������������������������������������������  111
Fig. 7.2   Examples of Creative Leadership journey ‘maps’ created by 

students� a by Shannon Rahkola� b by Noble Cumming ���������������  112
Fig. 7.3   Examples of personal Creative Leadership ‘dashboards’ 

created by students� a by Shari Welsh� b by Noble Cumming �������  114
Fig. 8.1  Neil’s house: before ������������������������������������������������������������������������  126
Fig. 8.2 	 White	hat	thinking:	assessing	the	situation—factual,	neutral ��������  127
Fig. 8.3  Black	hat	thinking:	problem-finding—critical,	logical,	cautious ����  127
Fig. 8.4   Red	hat	thinking:	perceptions—emotional,	aesthetic,	sensual,	

poetic ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  128
Fig. 8.5   Yellow	hat	thinking:	possibilities—constructive,	optimistic	 ���������  128
Fig. 8.6  Green	hat	thinking:	propositions—creative,	imaginative���������������  129
Fig. 8.7  Blue	hat	thinking:	product—resolving,	organising,	strategizing ����  129
Fig. 8.8  Pro bono model diagram ����������������������������������������������������������������  132
Fig. 9.1   Fremantle on the Edge project: CUSP workshop presentations �����  138
Fig. 9.2  Love in Tokyo installation ��������������������������������������������������������������  140
Fig. 9.3  Fish shop Fremantle markets ����������������������������������������������������������  142
Fig. 9.4  High street window ������������������������������������������������������������������������  142
Fig. 9.5   Melting hands outside Myer Department Store �����������������������������  143
Fig. 9.6  Fish shop installation ����������������������������������������������������������������������  143
Fig. 10.1   Restored Hirosawa family home/gallery/cultural centre, 

Ube Japan ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  157
Fig. 10.2   Open discussion following show and tell sessions in 

‘Ideal Town’ project �����������������������������������������������������������������������  158
Fig. 10.3   Presentation of concepts for the ‘Ideal Town’ project ��������������������  160
Fig. 10.4    The model for the ‘Ideal Town’ takes shape�����������������������������������  161
Fig. 10.5   Kerry Scott, artist, working on the Ulysses Link piazza 

mosaic design ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������  163



xxii List of Figures

Fig. 10.6   Ulysses Link Piazza Mosaic Mission Beach by Kerry Scott 
2000; porcelain, brass, stainless steel, glass, river stones, 
bushrocks, concrete. Dimensions of artwork approx. 25 m 
diameter ...........................................................................................  164

Fig. 13.1   Bangladesh map showing case study sites ......................................  219
Fig. 14.1   Factors affecting participatory translation of knowledge to 

action in action-oriented projects ....................................................  239
Fig. 14.2   Action preparedness tool for community-based projects ................  242
Fig. 15.1   High integration of various stakeholders (academic and 

non-academic), suggests an integrative, transdisciplinary 
approach, based on co-creation and collaboration ..........................  258

Fig. 15.2   Connections between wicked problems, transdisciplinarity 
and co-creation ................................................................................  259



xxiii

List of Tables

Table 2.1    Involvement of different stakeholders in different stages  
of the project ................................................................................   30

Table 2.2  Methodology ................................................................................   31
Table 4.1   Participatory process and physical proposal ................................   65
Table 12.1  Reflective-practitioner modes of practice ....................................  201
Table 12.2  Selected community engagement projects ...................................  203
Table 12.3  Suggestions for community engagement projects ........................  211



1

Abstract What it is about community involvement that attracts some professionals 
to adopt ways of working that embrace the community members as partners? Which 
aspects make community work rewarding for a professional, and more importantly, 
successful from a community member’s perspective? The theoretical constructs—
community engagement, capacity building, and community empowerment—will 
be discussed in order to demonstrate how theory and practice are relevant to the 
development of ways to be involved in communities. A framework that we consider 
is of value has evolved that enables us to map or describe the attributes of commu-
nity based projects; that is, an approach which aims to move beyond simply bring-
ing people together from a variety of disciplines, to one which is transdisciplinary 
and applicable across cultures and genres of projects. Although a transdisciplinary 
approach is not new in itself, by making it explicit as an aspiration, we highlight the 
possible limitation of those projects that only bring together differing contributors 
at core moments for their expertise, without reflecting or planning for the poten-
tially new ways of conceptualizing and of actioning what needs to be done. Such 
interactions are discussed in relation to participation and engagement. By construct-
ing a project as transdisciplinary, all people—including the community—are ongo-
ing contributors, who are able to wander into others’ discipline-specific arenas and 
vice versa.
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Introduction

Navigating the quagmire of considerations around community-based projects com-
mences way before one gets to the location in question. This book strives to assist 
those considering such an adventure, and/or reflecting upon past interactions, by 
providing a collection of insights and strategies gleaned from the contributing au-
thors’ many varied experiences. We hope that this exploration will inspire many to 
choose to engage in community-based projects which involve the community as 
active participants and partners; an experience that the editors have found to be both 
challenging and rewarding.

When professionals set out to engage with a community, they enter a complex 
field of possibilities. Firstly, there is a multitude of ways of selecting communi-
ties, as well as those for being chosen by or appointed to a community. Forms of 
interaction and modes of engagement may differ widely, depending on the scale 
and complexity of the issues, the work to be undertaken, and its locational context. 
The duration and intimacy of the project, ranging from those involving a single 
household or act to those that may cover an entire region or issue, can also add to 
the complexity of issues around the tasks involved.

Therefore, we aim to consider what it is about community involvement that at-
tracts some professionals to working this way, and what makes some community 
work rewarding for the professional, and more importantly, successful from the 
community members’ perspective. The theoretical constructs—community engage-
ment and empowerment, and capacity building—will be discussed in order to dem-
onstrate how theory and practice are relevant to the development of ways to be in-
volved in communities. This also positions the subsequent chapters in a framework 
that we consider is of value; that is, an approach which aims to move beyond simply 
bringing people together from a variety of disciplines, to one which is transdisci-
plinary and applicable across cultures and genres of projects. Although a transdis-
ciplinary approach is not new in itself, by making it explicit as an aspiration, we 
highlight the possible limitation of those projects that only bring together differing 
contributors at core moments for their expertise, without reflecting or planning for 
the potentially new ways of conceptualizing and of actioning what needs to be done. 
By constructing a project as transdisciplinary, all people are ongoing contributors, 
who are able to wander into others’ discipline-specific arenas and vice versa. We 
will expand on this overarching approach after clarifying the objectives of commu-
nity intervention: engagement and empowerment, and capacity building.
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Community Engagement and Empowerment

Community engagement and participation is an approach that has been widely de-
bated and has generated varied opinions regarding its relevance and value (for ex-
ample, Hall 2010; Israel et al. 1998; Israel et al. 2001; Kumar et al. 2011; Minkler 
and Wallerstein 2008; Mooney 2005; Patel et al. 2011a; Tsey 2008; Tsey et al. 2009; 
Wallerstein and Duran 2006; Wallerstein and Duran 2010).

These practices have prevailed; even in 1993, Dudley recognised the increasing 
use of this participatory approach in generating public policy. However, concerns 
have continually been raised because of practices which claim to engage communi-
ties, yet lack the participation of all members of the community at all levels of the 
project. Participation by all the various groups may not yet be possible because 
it is difficult to gain clarity concerning purpose and actions which all will fully 
understand, and therefore be willing to engage in. For example, Kumar notes the 
basic terms ‘community’ and ‘participation’ are understood differently, depending 
on the context of the project, and therefore, potential participants may be comfort-
able with, or wary of, the opportunity to engage (Kumar 2005, p. 55). For those who 
have influential vested interests, community participation as a methodology may 
pose a potential threat (Dudley 1993).

However, as Dudley notes, community participation can be used by profession-
als as both a tool and a goal. If used as a tool, it has the risk of creating an obvious 
‘us and them’ divide, whereas, when used as a goal, it has the potential to transfer 
power to the community more equitably (Dudley 1993, p. 8). However, Kumar con-
tends that true empowerment can only occur when someone in power loses part of 
their power. If this is true, what is the impact? Often, community-based projects in-
volve a range of stakeholders where some are poor, marginalized or disenfranchized 
in some way. The involvement of such groups to create positive change is most 
likely to result in these groups gaining greater access to services and/or resources, 
and as a result, to become more empowered. Is a redistribution of power required 
‘that enables the have-not citizens, presently excluded from the political and eco-
nomic process, to be included in the future’ (Arnstein 1969, p. 216)? The question 
raised is: do those who were more powerful become less powerful? Or can change 
foster new ways of working or living together that acknowledge different forms of 
contribution, and in association, power structures and relationships?

By the late 1990s, the notion that participation and empowerment would lead 
to faster and more effective progress and development of the community started to 
take hold, and two ways of engagement evolved. The first relation usually involves 
a link to the community via one tier, such as a service provider or NGO, which may 
often be removed, as government is, from the way the community members oper-
ate within their lifestyle. Therefore, this tier may either leverage the potential for 
empowerment or limit it by acting as a filter. Change or development instigated by 
government agency has often been described as top-down, in that the power brokers 
set the engagement agenda. A variation of this form of engagement emphasized that 
market deregulation and institutional reforms deliver development outcomes due to 
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the existence of a civil society. However, this typically has not involved high levels 
of consultation with the members of that society. When there are two non-govern-
ment players similar issues arise. Even so, non-government organizations provide a 
convenient alternative to deliver outcomes.

In contrast, the second way of engagement emphasized ‘mobilisation of margin-
alized groups against the disempowering activities of both the state and the market’ 
(Servaes 2003, p. 248) That is, the community members actively become involved 
to ensure their lifestyle—for example, practices and cultural beliefs—is not lost and 
they are still empowered within their community context.

Tandon describes the historical role of citizenship, wherein there arises an obli-
gation to participate in the community, to exercise citizen rights and to engage. This 
perceived role of the good citizen intersects with the two participation models. These 
two models of engagement highlight how engagement and participation depend on 
the principles of citizenship and democracy (Tandon 2008). Tandon suggests that 
models of participatory programs which are integrated into the democratic political 
system can be extremely successful in ‘enhancing representative forms of democ-
racy’ (Tandon 2008, p. 293). However, hegemonies exist within communities, so 
that the dominant societal paradigm operates even though not all community mem-
bers are comfortable with the situation. Imbalance between community members in 
certain societies in regard to resources and access may be understood as the norm. 
This position does not necessarily flag a need for change for community members. 
People may accept their lot, while others with access believe the inequities to be fair 
and reasonable in this particular context. In these instances, non-participation may 
be seen as appropriate, rather than as demonstrating a lack of citizen involvement.

With the emergence of power-sharing concepts of collaboration, mediation and 
empowerment (Healey 1992; Wilcox 1994), more radical approaches to community 
engagement were instigated during the last century. Building on such understand-
ings, in this book we introduce and critique some of the community engagement 
models, methods and methodologies. We commence our discussion by identifying 
others’ conceptions of community engagement; and thereby, we identify potential 
implications for those who are considering working in this area.

Frameworks for community engagement and the facilitation of community ca-
pacity building have emerged. Kimmel et al.’s (2012) framework highlights how 
Flora and Flora, in 1993, identified three aspects of ‘strong sustainable environ-
ments’: ‘robust physical infrastructure including roads, schools; and human capital 
such as leaders or access to education; and a strong social infrastructure to facilitate 
the process of community building and development such as social capital, net-
works…’ (as cited in Kimmel et al. 2012, p. 225).

Kimmel et al. define social infrastructure as the complex and dynamic interac-
tions among people, and through such linkages, ‘infrastructure is developed through 
which information and knowledge are perpetuated within the community, resources 
and actions are mobilized, and problems are addressed’ (2012, p. 226). Strong com-
munity social infrastructure depends on the capacity to:
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• engage in constructive controversy and devise workable solutions that balance 
people, place, and economy, rather than divide, exclude, or privilege one portion 
of a community over others;

• mobilize local capital to invest in regional entrepreneurial activities that benefit 
a larger community;

• attract and disseminate resources, particularly information, into and throughout 
a community (Flora and Flora 1993, as cited in Kimmel et al. 2012, p. 226).

Kimmel’s group developed a community engagement framework built upon three 
aspects—holding environments, learning action networks, and social and ecologi-
cal entrepreneurship. Each is defined as follows:

• Holding environments:
are safe spaces in which individuals may share ideas freely, adaptive learning can occur, 
and which frequently rely on facilitation by external partners. A key function of these envi-
ronments is to direct attention to the problems participants share and to collaborative oppor-
tunities to address them. (Heifetz 1994, as cited in Kimmel et al. 2012, p. 227)

• Learning action networks ‘are comprised of relationships and linkages among 
what might otherwise be disparate stakeholder groups and individuals, enabling 
opportunities for collaboration, mechanisms for exchange and learning, and 
pathways for shared understanding and mutual benefit’ (Stephenson 2011, as 
cited in Kimmel et al. 2012, p. 227).

• Social and ecological entrepreneurship builds community capacity by support-
ing entrepreneurship that complements community-identified goals (Kimmel 
et al. 2012, pp. 230–231).

The shift in power sharing to a model that is more inclusive and to recognize differ-
ence within a more equitable relationship is a challenge. That said, the role of user 
groups or community members is emphasized by Nimegeer et al. (2011) in their 
discussion of co-creation or co-production, where both service providers and users 
are recognized as being equal contributors to a situation—a concept originally de-
fined by Alford (as cited in Needham 2008, p. 221). Methods have been employed 
to foster mutual contribution, but it is recognized that ‘while many, including citizen 
juries and round-table workshops, had merit, it was felt they did not adequately 
account for the complex value laden and holistic nature of planning, as well as … 
context’ (Nimegeer et al. 2011, p. 1005).

Therefore, in Nimegeer et al.’s Scottish community health study they developed 
a new planning simulation game: the Remote Service Futures Game. The simula-
tion game uses a number of types and levels of cards, and allows community mem-
bers, as part of a process of engagement, to express their priorities and designs in 
a form that is directly usable by health service managers, to contribute to a more 
applicable service provision. However, although researchers state it as self-evident 
that co-production of this kind will improve services (Needham 2008), this may not 
always be the case. To demonstrate, Needham uses social housing to illustrate that 
co-production requires active engagement, and ‘the need for collective dialogue 
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and deliberation between co-producers, rather than purely transactional forms of 
co-production’ (Needham 2008, p. 222).

The process is more than consultation, and Needham’s observation reinforces the 
distinctions made by Christopher Day in 2003 regarding consultation, collaboration 
and consensus design (Day 2003). ‘[E]ngaging people in co-production does not 
happen through consultations, on citizens’ juries or at council meetings: it needs to 
happen at the point of delivery and through conversation and dialogue rather than 
chance alone’ (Parker and Heapy 2006, p. 15). Needham argues that ‘the forms of 
co-production most likely to access therapeutic and diagnostic benefits are those 
that are collective, dialogical, positive-sum and focused at the point of delivery, 
rather than individualized, zero-sum and abstracted from service experiences’ 
(Needham 2008, p. 225).

Of interest to those in the field of creating the built environment is the balance 
between what we see as good design and what may emerge from community con-
sultative and collaborative processes, where the participants have equal and valued 
input. Fundamental to navigating this tension is a re-evaluation of what ‘good’ ac-
tually means in this context. As Heylighen & Bianchin state, it requires us to drop 
the preconception that only professionals can identify and appreciate good design 
(2013, p. 94), and to recognize that the attributes of good design such as ‘commod-
ity, firmness, and delight’—defined as far back as the first century BC by the Ro-
man architect Vitruvius (1960)—can be appreciated by all people in relation to their 
everyday environments and possessions. The way we portray design will also need 
to be challenged. As Cuff discussed nearly four decades ago (1989, as cited in Hey-
lighen and Bianchin (2013, p. 93), design and architectural journals and magazines 
reinforce mainstream and entrenched beliefs. This visual emphasis is currently be-
ing re-evaluated by spatial designers such as Juhani Pallasmaa (2005). However, the 
debate also needs to cross over into the community participatory domain, so that 
high quality design is achieved that is relevant for the community.

Implicated in such discussions are two concepts: community and community 
capacity. In brief, the former relates to those who participate in a society, while 
simultaneously constructing what constitutes a community—people, place, beliefs, 
values, practices, and rituals. Capacity implies the capabilities of both the collective 
and the individuals in relation to the practices that they desire and need to oper-
ate now and in the future. There are many ways these concepts are defined below, 
and these will be reflected upon to build an understanding of both concepts—com-
munity and community capacity—in the context of community engagement and 
participation.

Social constructs such as community and modes of operating influence how we 
perceive our places and other people, whether as individuals or as a sub-cultural 
group. For example, people implicitly enact their lives influenced by the assump-
tions that they hold, and these beliefs are in part socially constructed. Language also 
reinforces such understandings:

That is, the concept of community has evolved from including the usual connotations of 
coherence and permanence to including the social processes and discourses that create, 
withstand and dissolve them; in a radio program on Belfast, a local resident, attempting to 
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develop non-sectarian initiatives, made a comment along the lines of: ‘when you hear the 
word “community” in this city, you know someone is going to get hurt.’ (McManus 2001, 
p. 45)

Research towards a definition of community has noted that communities must con-
tain ‘sufficient social interaction, structure and permanence to allow an individual 
to identify as a member of that community’ (Ragin et al. 2008, p. 1380). This yields 
a ‘…sense of membership; common symbol systems; common needs and a com-
mitment to meeting them; and a shared history’; in other words, ‘…individuals [are] 
delineated by physical, social, or jurisdictional boundaries’ (DiClemente et al. 2002, 
p. 197).

Thus, communities exist or can come into being because of common physical 
characteristics such as geographical and spatial boundaries, or by non-physical con-
nections such as shared history or common needs, referred to as an ecological re-
lationship between individual, family and environment (McMurray and Clendon 
2011); or due to unforeseen interventions. Thus, physical or emotional bonds be-
come key determinants for the definition of communities. The need to belong to an 
identifiable group raises the issue of ‘others’.

A community may gain definition due to the perceived loss of social coherence 
of a sub-group of the community in relation to mainstream or dominant community 
groups; that is, its sense of who it is and how it defines its attributes. For example, 
rural communities affected by drought leading to high male suicides and rates of de-
pression contradict stereotypical images of the strong country community. Emerg-
ing awareness of a sub-group’s needs may be as a consequence of increasing social 
activism, cultural diversity, homelessness, displaced people and/or the need for 
sustainability (Lommerse 2011, p. 29). In association, ‘The most serious political 
consequence of the desire for community… is that it often operates to exclude or 
oppress those experienced as different’ (Young 1990, p. 234).

Therefore, it is important not to romanticize the concept of community. Com-
munities will operate according to their own rules, and therefore, engaging with 
them requires knowledge of what these are within the community with which one is 
working. It may be necessary to ask what is the advantage or disadvantage of a hi-
erarchical community over an inclusive, horizontally structured one for the people 
involved? And vice versa? Are there circumstances when the existence of one form 
over the other is not appropriate? For example, the suppression of women, segrega-
tion based on skin colour, access to food based on earning capacity, times of war, 
times of natural disaster, and the like?

In its strongest form, the community can take on structure that further contrib-
utes to the sense of community. This structure allows for individuals to partake in 
decision-making on behalf of their community, in which they are represented and 
feel ownership (Ragin et al. 2008). The more this structure is developed, the more 
likely that the community as a whole, as well as the individuals, will endure (Ra-
gin et al. 2008), and therefore, grow collectively. ‘Healthy communities are those 
places where belonging is valued, where the connections between individuals, fami-
lies and the environments of their lives are as important as the life forces within’ 
(McMurray and Clendon 2011, p. 5).
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Because of the fine distinctions within the discourse of communities, community 
engagement, and participation and capacity building, the chapters within this book 
are collated into three sections. The first section presents a cross section of projects, 
which highlight how researchers and practitioners have undertaken community en-
gagement projects across numerous locations and of varying scales and with differ-
ing objectives. From this collection it is possible to identify common issues but also 
insights into how different contexts demand alternative approaches. These involve 
different methods and can be seen as models for future projects. The second section 
seeks to reflect upon real life experiences in the field and to offer suggestions and 
tools for how one may commence projects, and the aspects to address prior to begin-
ning and during the project development. The importance of learning from doing is 
highlighted. The third section brings together the issues raised in the introduction in 
light of the examples discussed and the literature. The editors also reflect on future 
needs and possibilities as a way of moving the debate forward to inform future 
community-based practices.

Community engagement is conceptualized as ‘ways of working’—shaping and 
managing the environment through the development of strategies, processes, de-
sign and construction (Beeck et al. 2011, p. 17). Community engagement is about 
learning and exchanging knowledge, identifying priorities and possibilities, making 
decisions, and making things happen (Beeck et al. 2011).

In addition, for us, community engagement is a ‘cooperative process of working 
with people to address their wellbeing, crossing disciplinary boundaries, and us-
ing multiple knowledge from inside and outside the community’ (Lommerse 2011, 
p. 26), and as Bryan Bell argues, ‘the process of creating the built environment can 
allow communities and individuals to improve and celebrate their lives. It can help 
solve their struggles by reshaping their existence and building capacity’ (Bell 2008, 
as cited in Lommerse 2011, p. 26). In this way we aspire to develop and/or describe 
processes that will facilitate such outcomes; that is, those that are pertinent, mean-
ingful, and positive for all members of a society or community wherever possible.

Capacity Building

Although not evident in all cases, it is assumed that those actively engaging in the 
majority of community-focused projects are aiming to facilitate positive change for 
the community members in some way. As part of this agenda-building, the capacity 
of the people and their community is a central focus. What is meant by capacity? 
And can it be built in the context of others? An overview of how the concept is 
defined and has developed follows, in order to establish what the overall goal may 
look like in relation to these two aspects.

Firstly, capacity building is described as helping people to help themselves (Eade 
2007). This may involve incorporating ideas from outside the community. How-
ever, the increased or realized capacity emerges from the local context—perspec-
tives, knowledge and skills. Gegeo and Watson-Gegeo (2001) illustrate the concept 
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of empowerment or emancipation in local culture with the story of how this was 
achieved in Kwara’ae culture, through the integration of indigenous knowledge to-
wards development in the Solomon Islands:

The Kwara’ae Genealogy Project [is] a research effort by rural villagers aimed at creating 
an indigenous written account of Kwara’ae culture. In recording, (re)constructing, and writ-
ing Kwara’ae culture, project members are not only doing indigenous epistemology, but 
also reflecting on and critiquing their own indigenous strategies for knowledge creation. 
(Gegeo and Watson-Gegeo 2001, p. 55)

In this project, community members are able to engage more fully, as their quali-
ties, skills and knowledge enable them to participate differently (Gegeo 1998). This 
involvement adds to an individual’s social capital. Thus, community capacity is not 
unlike social capital (McMurray and Clendon 2011). Social capital, a concept we 
expand on below in terms of Pierre Bourdieu’s seminal work (1986), is the devel-
opment of civic engagement, trust and reciprocity amongst community members; 
the greater the social capital, the more potential there is for improving community 
capacity (assuming that there are adequate opportunities to leverage from this for 
the breadth of members of the community).

This increase helps community members to cope with adversity and limitations, 
as well as fostering a sense of place (McMurray and Clendon 2011). DiClemente 
et al. (2009) discuss community capacity building in the area of health, while Patel 
et al. (2011) outline methods for facilitating communication between and within 
cultural groups to assist cross-cultural engagement. Civic engagement allows power 
sharing as well as enabling community members to mobilize, thereby collectively 
improving their quality of life either as individuals or as a collective (Smith et al. 
2003).

Secondly, capacity building leads towards transformation—physical, social, 
economic or environmental—which strengthens our civil society organizations, 
and can build democratization and strong, accountable governance systems. Thus, 
capacity is built not only for the local community, but also for the resultant civil 
society, the policymakers, the professionals and other social actors. Responsibilities 
and risks are shared, mutual accountability emerges, and partnerships are created 
that contribute to bring lasting change. Community capacity building is possible 
within communities residing in both developing and developed countries. Different 
disciplinary perspectives may be applied. Seminal texts, such as those by Pawar 
(2005, 2009) and Pawar and Cox (2010), provide examples of community build-
ing strategies applicable to the developing and developed world, based on cases 
that focus on marginalized and excluded communities from India and Australia. 
Sirianni (2009) discusses the ‘bottom-up’ approach embedded in the US political 
system. Whilst focused on governance and politics, the text provides an exploration 
of the relationship between the term ‘democracy’ and how it is truly represented in 
the community.

The disciplines discussed in capacity building literature include social sciences, 
communication, political studies and development studies. However, a minority 
have gone beyond their disciplinary boundaries to dialogue with others and to in-
vestigate the mutual application and development of their disciplinary community 
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engagement models and methods. Within this book, the integration of multiple 
disciplines working together in relation to community issues and with community 
members is of key importance. These range from international contexts, such as 
rural India, to urban Australian settings. To set the framework for these plural voices 
of change, we expand on how transdisciplinary methodology can work transforma-
tively for greater community engagement and empowerment.

Reconceptualizing Community as a Discipline in a 
Transdisciplinary Context

In the context of community engagement projects involving professionals from 
various discipline bases, community is positioned by the authors as a discipline in 
its own right; that is, a community has a particular way of operating, just as a disci-
pline does. Professional disciplines and sub-disciplines also mimic communities in 
that neither grouping is a static entity or skill set, but rather a set of experiences and 
evolving ideas, as much as they are a set of practices and knowledge.

When disciplines collaborate, the interaction may be described as an inter-dis-
ciplinary, multi-disciplinary, cross-disciplinary and/or transdisciplinary activity. If 
defined as having a distinct set of knowledge, theory, and practices, collaborations 
involve relating or integrating knowledge and methods from each domain. How-
ever, Squire points out that a discipline’s culture (philosophy, values, or understand-
ings of the world) is not included in such accounts (Squire 1992, p. 7). In contrast, 
when disciplines are described as a loose field consisting of many subfields, there 
may be more opportunities, because subfields within one field may link to core 
subfields in another (Becher 1990).

Newell’s work from the nineteen nineties highlights that if staff of an organiza-
tion conceptualize inter-disciplinarity in operational terms, they seek to identify dis-
cipline topics to cover, references to contribute and the like, when undertaking col-
laborative projects. In contrast, those having a broader definition seek to understand 
philosophical differences and reconcile these viewpoints through interdisciplinary 
analysis and awareness (Newell 1992, as cited in Demirbilek et al. 2007).

Smith et al. (2005) and Demirbilek et al. (2007) provide transdisciplinary studies 
involving the integration and extension of personal and educational experiences of 
staff, students, and other stakeholders coming together to design an underground 
environmental-education centre in Western Queensland. The project contrasted 
inter-disciplinary activity, which:

Critically draws on two or more disciplines and…leads to the integration of discipline 
insights, [with] multi-disciplinary activities, [which] ignore integration, as disciplines make 
separate contributions… to a problem or issue without an attempt to synthesise…. Cross-
disciplinary activity involves two or more disciplines; however, one’s principles are applied 
to the other, or as Newell and Green state, ‘one usually exercises the hegemony.’ (Smith 
et al. 2005, p. 7)
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In contrast, transdisciplinary activity takes ‘as an article of faith the underlying 
unity of all knowledge’ (Newell and Green 1982, p. 24), and thus works beyond 
the discipline boundaries. Even in the eighties, it was seen that ‘the new types of 
content… produced in response to contemporary world problems, transcend tradi-
tional disciplines because of their highly interwoven character and pose method-
ological problems for curriculum designers and teachers’ (Vaideanu 1987, p. 490). 
‘The current resurgence of the discourse and associated projects involving multiple 
disciplines would therefore appear to be just as relevant in our contemporary world, 
which is complex and dynamic’ (Smith et al. 2005, p. 8).

The potential to address ill-defined problems through a transdisciplinary ap-
proach emerges from the blurred edges of discipline discourses and practices 
beyond and between the discipline boundaries (Newell 1992). This is the point 
where new knowledge arises (Peirce Edition Project 1998; Kevelson 1987). This 
transdisciplinary exchange is similar to the ‘co-construction of knowledge’, where 
‘knowledge generation resembles more a collective learning process resulting in a 
“negotiated knowledge”’ (Brand and Gaffikin 2007, p. 287). This ‘emancipatory 
knowledge transcends the blinders created by our conditions and institutions’ (Innes 
and Booher 1999, p. 418).

We propose that the individual community members, alone or as a group, bring 
their own core knowledge and skills to any project. They are able to sit comfortably 
within a transdisciplinary context as equal yet unique players and contributors—not 
just participants or recipients. The bringing of discipline knowledge to a problem in 
the role of ‘expert’ can be limiting, and may reinforce current or known approaches 
and resolutions that restrict processes of consultation. The result may be a compro-
mise rather than reaching the potential of innovative collaborations (Smith et al. 
2005). In a holistic situation, professional and personal experiences are combined 
with common sense understandings (Demirbilek et al. 2007).

This book attempts to answer the following questions:

• How do researchers and professionals engage with the community? What impact 
on the form and degree of engagement do different disciplinary perspectives, the 
range of attributes, various scales, and/or different locations and whether it is a 
developing or developed world context, have?

• Does this community engagement assist to build the capacity of the local com-
munity members and empower them socially or economically?

• If so, what are the MODELS and METHODS required for successful or mean-
ingful engagement? What tools are integrated to facilitate the necessary interac-
tions with community?

Models refer to the practices and organization of the way individual researchers and 
participants have conceptualized, theorized and structured their modes of practice. 
Embedded within each of these models are a number of methods; that is, the means 
by which activities are carried out. Collectively they form a suite of tools, which 
other researchers or project leaders or financiers may draw upon in order to launch 
or adjust their community engagement projects.
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M2 Models and Methodologies for Community Engagement differs from and/or 
extends others’ modes of conceptualization and engagement in this field of practice 
and research, in that it focuses particularly on the emergence of transdisciplinary 
approaches; and in doing so, we reposition how the community is conceptualized. 
To examine this concept more closely, the ideas of Bourdieu are called upon to il-
luminate our understanding.

Communities within this discussion will be explored as a particular kind of col-
lective or an alternative discipline. By naming it as such we can facilitate oppor-
tunities to consider the collective as an entity that is part of the transdisciplinary 
strategy. We have chosen to conceptualize the community as a discipline in order 
to stress the equity of the players in a participatory project that stresses community 
engagement. It is important to premise this discussion with the recognition of a 
number of attributes of transdisciplinary community action for change:

• the community owns and/or belongs to the location of the project;
• the project activities will occur on community members’ territory;
• the project will disrupt the community’s existence in some way;
• the consequences (positive and negative) will remain with the community after 

the life of the project.

As a consequence, the community, as a member of the project, has a unique rela-
tionship with it.

That said, the project brings the participants together around a particular set of 
considerations and associated activities. Therefore, how we conceptualize the rela-
tionships involved will influence the tone of the interactions. For instance, projects 
where external experts arrive to help out will differ according to whether the exter-
nal experts come to fix a problem defined by parties other than locals, or whether 
the community brings their expertise and works with external experts to understand 
and address locally defined issues. In the first case, the local community would be 
conceptualized (implicitly and/or explicitly) as participants with a deficiency, as 
participants who are helpless or victimized; in the second case participants would 
be equal players, or participants who are the hosts and meaningful contributors. To 
avoid the trap of top-down intervention, we are exploring the concept of a commu-
nity as a discipline—a collective of people with unique and embedded practices and 
understandings that they bring to the project as it is explored, understood, and ac-
tioned to bring positive change. It should also be noted that disciplines are not static, 
but fluid, responding to change while also being steeped in history with sub-cultural 
beliefs and practices. This recognition by the other discipline members of a com-
munity’s depth of tradition and fluidity accepts the uniqueness of the community 
and its ability to fully contribute in unforseen ways. As the transdisciplinary agenda 
looks for new understandings by bringing the unlike together and interrogating the 
edges between the two, further opportunities arise when multiple players, includ-
ing the community, are involved. To develop this idea theoretically, we draw on the 
work of the sociologist Bourdieu on social fields.

Bourdieu identified how collectives of people who share a common understand-
ing operate through a collection of values and beliefs that underpin their actions or 
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practices. For instance, the authors of M2 Models and Methodologies for Commu-
nity Engagement belong to fields that include design, health, interior architecture, 
architecture, social science and planning, in the academy and in practice. Belonging 
to one or many of these is possible because we hold common understandings, even 
though the particulars of the field in question may be evolving and the edges blur-
ring with time and experience as well as contextual changes.

Building on Bourdieu’s social field theory (Bourdieu 1986), we have concep-
tualized the community—particularly during projects involving community en-
gagement and participation—as a social practice, and therefore, equivalent to a 
discipline in the way that it operates. Nolan summarises some of Bourdieu’s key 
concepts as follows.

…everyday decisions are made within a network of structures and relations, referred to as a 
field. These decisions shape, and are shaped by, a set of dispositions (habitus) that include 
attitudes, beliefs, perceptions, and practices, all formed through the embodiment of one’s 
life history. (Nolan 2012, p. 204)

When working with communities, it should be noted that each individual communi-
ty member’s habitus emerges through their life experiences within a social context, 
each with a particular set of structures and embedded rules. That is, ‘habitus is a 
whole body experience, but it is not one that can be attributed solely to an individual 
since dispositions are created and recreated through social interaction and tradition’ 
(Nolan 2012, p. 204); moreover, ongoing experience of both the game that consti-
tutes how we go about everyday life, and the structures in which it occurs, enables 
orientation and redirection (Nolan 2012). The embedded power relations in a soci-
ety are linked to the existence of cultural and economic capital. Bourdieu describes 
cultural capital as the means for individuals to gain, have and maintain recognition, 
thereby positioning themselves strategically within the field (1986). And in turn, 
this position gives access to economic capital, which gives power (Bourdieu 1986; 
Nolan 2012).

A community, if understood as a field, needs to be considered within the context 
of capacity building being a transformative experience that can occur within a given 
field. Bourdieu uses the term doxa for that which is taken for granted in a society—
‘the pre-verbal taking-for-granted of the world that flows from practical sense’ 
(Bourdieu 1990a, p. 120); he emphasizes that the core values and discourses of a 
social practice field are not evident or questioned even if they may not always be 
logical (Nolan 2012, p. 205). Where the individuals are positioned in the field will 
provide differing opportunities to engage, to be seen to be engaged, and to influence 
the modes of engagement. The modes of operation in these positions are most often 
implicit and a way of being, yet can bring transformation. There is ‘commitment to 
the presuppositions—doxa—of the game’ (Bourdieu 1990b, p. 66).

This observation can be applied to the community but also to the discipline; the 
person—the planner, for example—who is not a local but is engaging in the process 
is inherently an outsider to the community, but operates tacitly within his or her own 
field. As Bourdieu could be imagined to have stated, they do not necessarily know 
the game of the others, nor how to ‘compete’ within it. Nolan summarizes:
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…the relative smoothness of the game/field often depends upon the players blindly accept-
ing and following these rules, regardless of how arbitrary they might seem. As one con-
tinues to engage in the game, the rules seem natural and unquestionable to the players, 
resulting in a “feel for the game” which no longer requires the deliberate act of thinking 
carefully about each and every move before acting. However, should players not follow the 
rules as laid out before them, penalties will surely follow. (Nolan 2012, p. 204)

To envisage change in such a context and to predict transformation requires sensi-
tivity and careful negotiation, including reflection upon the nature of the discipline 
groups as fields, and their habitus, in addition to the community.

Previously in this chapter, social capital was introduced in relation to capacity 
building as a potential aim, or at least, potential outcome. Social capital needs to 
be considered as part of the way a community operates as a field, and therefore, is 
integrally linked to structures, resources, rules, discourses and values. As Wakefield 
and Poland state:

…counter to many current policy discourses, which focus on the importance of connec-
tion and cohesion without addressing fundamental inequities in access to resources… 
approaches to community development and social capital should emphasise the importance 
of a conscious concern with social justice. (2005, p. 2819)

Therefore, as partners in community projects, we need to be cognizant of the under-
lying balances and tensions, which may not be immediately evident, but that may 
influence ‘the game’.

Wakefield and Poland (2005) discuss three themes or aspects of social capital 
that are relevant for those in this area of work, building on those originally de-
scribed by Bourdieu (1986). Firstly, the communitarian aspect, drawing on Put-
nam’s definitions of social capital contextualized in relation to neighbours, clubs, 
and community as:

the networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate co-operation for mutual benefit…. 
[Putnam] asserts that societies with high levels of interpersonal trust, prosocial norms, 
and interpersonal networks that emphasize reciprocity are more likely to experience posi-
tive economic, political, and social development than those lacking these characteristics. 
(Wakefield and Poland 2005, p. 2821)

In this ethos, societies benefit at a more personal level, as people are more likely 
to assist one another without a need for personal reward, and social cohesion is fa-
cilitated. In terms of capacity building, the implicit networks and cohesion may be 
used constructively, and/or they may negate relationships with outsiders. Therefore, 
we posit that understanding how and why a community has internal trustworthy 
networks, and what interventions may cause their disruption, is a worthwhile con-
sideration and mission.

Secondly, the institutional aspect of social capital emphasizes ‘not social ties per 
se, but rather the scaling up of these ties to form organizations that are politically 
and economically effective’ (Wakefield and Poland 2005, p. 2821). The emphasis 
is the link between the local acts and people with the larger organizational opera-
tions; and that link in turn can lead to broader benefits for more people (Wakefield 
and Poland 2005). In Wakefield and Poland’s description of Rothstein’s research 
into Swedish democracy, this link is clear; the interest group organizations (that is, 
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local scale) worked with the State to form policies (institutional scale), which when 
implemented, have led to social welfare and civic involvement, from which the 
community (broad scale) has benefited and developed. This emphasizes the need 
(or the possibility) to leverage from the immediate concerns of participants into the 
broader context of a project in order to create greater impact. However, Wakefield 
and Poland also point out that the formation of ties into effective organizations 
needs synergies and meaningful co-operations between the community and the in-
stitutions, rather than top-down directives or forced control.

The third aspect of social capital, power relations, is the critical one. As Wake-
field & Poland state (building on Boudieu’s work), ‘resources linked to the posses-
sion of durable networks of acquaintance and recognition… emerge from, and [are] 
structured by, other forms of capital, particularly economic’ (Wakefield and Poland 
2005, p. 2822).

…an apparently gratuitous expenditure of time, attention, care, concern, which, as is seen in 
the endeavor to personalize a gift, has the effect of transfiguring the purely monetary import 
of the exchange and, by the same token, the very meaning of the exchange. From a nar-
rowly economic standpoint, this effort is bound to be seen as pure wastage, but in the terms 
of the logic of social exchanges, it is a solid investment, the profits of which will appear, in 
the long run, in monetary or other form. Similarly, if the best measure of cultural capital is 
undoubtedly the amount of time devoted to acquiring it, this is because the transformation 
of economic capital into cultural capital presupposes an expenditure of time that is made 
possible by possession of economic capital. (Bourdieu 1997, p. 54)

Of interest here is Bourdieu’s observation that our appearance and behaviour can 
either provide us access, to or restrict us from, particular situations or subcultural 
groupings:

Exchange transforms the things exchanged into signs of recognition and, through the 
mutual recognition and the recognition of group membership which it implies, reproduces 
the group. By the same token, it reaffirms the limits of the group, i.e., the limits beyond 
which the constitutive exchange trade, commensality, or marriage cannot take place. Each 
member of the group is thus instituted as a custodian of the limits of the group: because the 
definition of the criteria of entry is at stake in each new entry, he can modify the group by 
modifying the limits of legitimate exchange through some form of misalliance. (Bourdieu 
1997, p. 52)

Therefore we need to personally invest effort, energy and time to stay in-group, 
or to move between groups, depending on the social setting. Within societies with 
greater capital there are more opportunities to change. For example, as in the case of 
one of the authors, the Australian rural farm child can go to university to become a 
scientist, to retrain as an architect and then reposition that accumulated knowledge 
and skills in an academic career. The freedom to move between fields and to de-
velop a habitus embedded in the experience has led to the acquisition of transferable 
and specific forms of social capital. However, for a female in a rural Indian village, 
would these opportunities be possible? How can community engagement projects 
facilitate such acquisitions? And what are the consequences if they do?

Wakefield and Poland highlight how social processes can engender:
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‘… identification, normalization and marginalization’, and that ‘groups in lower social 
positions are most likely to experience the branding of their activities as base, uncouth, 
ignorant, or worse, pathological and deviant’ (Bourdieu 1979; Bauder 2002), while those 
in higher social positions experience their activities as socially valued. This process is con-
tingent and contested—classificatory systems are sites of struggle between groups they 
characterize, and social groups strive to both change existing characterizations and to turn 
them to their advantage. (Bourdieu 1979; Mansbridge 2001; Wakefield and Poland 2005, 
p. 2826)

When we apply these insights to community projects, questions are raised regard-
ing what processes, generated through the project, expose or conceal the embedded 
relationships. If capacity building is the aim, then how do the implicit structures 
and positions become disturbed, and what are the likely consequences? In the past, 
stories of the researchers as saviours in ‘under’-developed countries demonstrated 
a lack of sensitivity to the nature and worth of the rituals and practices, as well as 
to the appearance and language of the communities that were studied (Choguill 
1996). Those working alongside, for, or with communities still have the potential to 
repeat these past habits if the aspects of social capital are not reflected upon. Similar 
awareness is needed when addressing the concepts and practices of transformation 
and building capacity.

Exploring the Issues in Practice: the Chapters

Each of the chapters within this book demonstrates an approach to working with 
community. Each has distinct intentions and practices. The collection as a whole 
reflects on how community has been positioned, and whether the projects studied 
have been transformative and/or have facilitated positive capacity development. 
The following diagram captures the scope of the field as we conceived it to be when 
developing this book. Each project will navigate the field and overlay it in a distinct 
way. Collectively, the values, beliefs, attitudes, resources and practices will provide 
insights into this particular field (Fig. 1.1).

The book is divided into three broad sections—disciplinary approaches; cross-
disciplinary approaches; and beyond, defining transdisciplinary insights through 
engagement with people as key players. All are linked to the realm of community 
capacity building.

Part I includes reflective narratives and commentary on different disciplinary 
approaches to community capacity building. Capacity building within the context 
of this book refers to empowering the community members involved, the research-
ers facilitating the project and/or the organizations to which they belong. The nine 
chapters that follow present perspectives from practitioners and researchers in the 
fields of health, social sciences, fashion, design, anthropology, natural resources, 
interior architecture, architecture, urban and regional design and planning. Their 
case studies provide a varied, international overview set in urban, rural and remote 
places in India, Bangladesh, Australia, Vanuatu, Uganda, Japan, Sri Lanka, Spain 
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and the United States. The case studies vary from micro- to macro-scale community 
engaged projects.

Chapters 2–4 focus on how community engagement projects may occur. The sec-
ond chapter is about a local community in India using local resources, knowledge 
and technologies for the betterment of the community as a whole. The third chapter 
presents the importance of decision-making for capacity building through a com-
munity study with women and men from rural Uganda. The fourth chapter explores 
the premise that citizen participation should reinforce community empowerment in 
neighbourhood regeneration, through the analysis of two significant neighbourhood 
renewal experiences developed in the Barcelona Metropolitan Region. Featured in 
the fifth chapter is a case study in Vanuatu, using a design/build model to facilitate 
income generation for the local community, resulting in capacity building for Vanu-
atu community members and architectural students.

Chapter 6 explores communities of practice, using a case study in India to il-
lustrate how Participatory Action Research promotes mutually respectful relation-
ships, shared responsibilities, and an emphasis on local capacity building, thereby 
promoting environments in which communities increase their ability to uncover lo-
cal barriers and harness local assets to build healthier communities. Chapters 7–10 
explore communities of knowledge and learning. Chapter 7 outlines the new attri-
butes of leadership needed to address projects based in the contemporary world, and 
draws on nature as an inspiration.

The eighth chapter describes a small intervention in suburban Australia that used 
pro-bono work to facilitate authentic graduate learning, capacity-building opportu-
nities and community engagement. The ninth chapter, again set in urban Australia, 
describes a community design project which explored the potential for work-in-
tegrated learning experiences to enliven communities in a major exhibition-cum-
festival.

Part I finishes with the tenth chapter, which explores a case study in Japan where 
the artist/designer used inclusive approaches to community-based projects to ensure 
long-term success and navigate risk.

Part II is an exploration of the common ground between the different disciplin-
ary approaches. Can the above disciplinary models and embedded methods offer 

Fig. 1.1  Community engagement framework: models, methodologies and methods
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insights into transdisciplinary opportunities with wider application? The chapters 
in Part II strive to capture any interrelationships that become obvious through the 
juxtaposition of the case studies related in Part I. Chapter 11 visually diagrams the 
models embedded in the case studies and calls for the reader to identify connections 
that may be meaningful for him or her. The disciplinary and locational variables are 
also mapped against the framework presented in this introductory chapter to dem-
onstrate the potential threads present in the case studies, and thereby opportunities 
embedded in the collective example for new insights.

The next two chapters offer lessons learnt from reflections upon a number of 
project scenarios. Chapter 12 provides examples of the barriers that may arise dur-
ing community projects ranging in scale from micro interior projects to larger vil-
lage and town settings. Chapter 13 relates experiences from several action research 
and academic studies of natural resource management in Bangladesh.

Chapter 14 presents a new tool, formulated as an instrument to identify and 
categorize context-specific challenges. It is intended to help stakeholders identify 
potential road blocks in their project, which will give them options to develop pro-
active strategies.

Part III reviews: how researchers understand and investigate the idea of com-
munity; whether and how the definition of ‘community’ by the researchers is de-
pendent on location and nature of projects; how researchers’ views change through 
reflection and interaction with community members; and what constitutes capacity 
building in different socio-cultural contexts. The case studies described in the chap-
ters in Parts One and Two are reflected on in terms of the concept of community as 
a discipline in its own right, which builds capacity in a transformative experience 
that brings physical, social, economic or environmental change. We revisit notions 
of democracy and development/transformation, and identify transdisciplinary un-
derstandings of community engagement.

Finally, we review the process by which this book was developed, as a model in 
itself of capacity building.

As we stated in the introduction, multiple possibilities are presented in this work, 
some challenging and others rewarding. The projects discussed capture a multitude 
of ways to interface and interact with communities, of modes of interaction, em-
powerment or engagement, of varying scales and complexity and socio-economic 
circumstances, as well as of physical locations across the world. We aimed to con-
sider what it is about community involvement that not only attracts some profes-
sionals into working this way, but also what makes some community work reward-
ing for the professional, and—more importantly—successful from the community 
members’ perspective. The case studies and narratives that you are about to read 
will answer these questions, while the chapter authors demonstrate their passion for 
working with communities to achieve positive outcomes in their very varied forms.
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Part I
Narratives on Models,  

Methodologies and Methods

This section of M2 is about sharing and learning. M2 positions the contributors as a 
collective; people who have come together as a group through their belief that the 
majority of community members have the potential to contribute to society and join 
in the practice of community engagement. The aim of the chapters is to improve the 
potential and quality of interactions like these in future projects. The diversity of the 
contributors and their selected projects challenges traditional definitions of commu-
nity participation, engagement and capacity, and contributes to the construction of a 
discipline of community practice that suits twenty-first century contexts across the 
globe. The projects are offered for the reader to critique and to reflect upon.

I love reading another reader’s list of favorites.
Even when I find I do not share their tastes or predilections,
I am provoked to compare, contrast, and contradict.
It is a most healthy exercise, and one altogether fruitful.
T.S. Eliot, The Four Quartets
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Abstract This chapter proposes an ethnographic and collaborative model of 
inquiry for executing community scale architectural projects that facilitate capacity 
building opportunities for all stakeholders involved in the process. Taking on the 
role of an ethnographer, the designer/architect/researcher is able to locate her- or 
himself within the time and space of the community. In the process he/she is able 
to form an insider’s perspective on issues and challenges. Working collaboratively, 
the intention is to create a horizontal power relation between different stakehold-
ers. The model is described in general terms, then illustrated by a case-study—an 
Activity Centre project for an Indian slum settlement—then discussed in terms of 
its capacity building outcomes.

The Activity Centre project was initiated by a non-government organization, and 
involved the local architect, the academic researcher and architecture students, resi-
dents of a slum settlement, and skilled labour. Although each stakeholder entered 
into the project with different objectives, the project outcomes were able to provide 
benefit to all in a tangible or intangible manner. The chapter reflects on the methods 
employed in the project and the role of stakeholders at each stage of the process. 
The importance of the local context is underscored—local people, local resources, 
local tools and techniques—during the design and construction process, to achieve 
an outcome that is innovative and engenders reciprocity and learning amongst the 
stakeholders.

Keywords Ethnography · Collaborative planning · Capacity building · Economic 
empowerment · Gender equity
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Introduction

The chapter discusses an ethnographic and collaborative approach to capacity 
building used in a project in an Indian city (2004–2008). A group of students, led by 
Reena Tiwari (professor/researcher) from the School of Built Environment, Curtin 
University Australia, worked in collaboration with non-government organizations 
and other local stakeholders in India on an ‘Activity Centre’ project led by Yatin 
Pandya (local architect at Vastu Shilpa Foundation at that time). The chapter first 
outlines a model of enquiry that emerges from an ethnographic and collaborative 
planning context. This is followed by an overview of the methods and methodol-
ogy used within this model in the project. After reflecting on the capacity building 
outcomes of the project and assessing its success, the chapter concludes by stress-
ing that researchers and practitioners need to recognize the potential of the locale in 
which they work—its resources, its people and their knowledge—for creating and 
strengthening identity and enhancing a sense of community.

Model of Inquiry

In response to the failure of the traditional top-down planning approach, the idea of 
collaborative planning was introduced and launched by Healey (1997). Her aim was 
to overcome the hierarchical and bureaucratic framework that attended centralized 
decision-making. Contemporary approaches to planning have included citizens in 
the decision-making process (Healey 1999; Tewdr-Jones and Allmendinger 1998) 
and thus have brought many positive outcomes to projects, for the following rea-
sons:

• Local residents help to bring an insider’s perspective to the problems;
• Because local needs are able to be identified through community involvement, 

the deliverables of the program are worthwhile and acceptable to the commu-
nity;

• Program outcomes that involve community deliberations have longevity, since 
there is a sense of community ownership of them;

• Community involvement builds local organizational skills, and the capacity to 
develop strong successor organizations (Chaskin 2001; Ife 1995).

On the other hand, by resisting community consultations, governing agencies force 
local residents to respond negatively to proposed programs (Healey 1997). It is 
sometimes claimed by agencies that consultation becomes pointless, as residents 
lack the ability to understand strategies; however, as Davoudi and Healey point 
out, the problem here lies more in the way consultation is envisaged and carried out 
(1995). To address this, Healey proposes:

… planning processes need to work in ways which interrelate technical and experiential 
knowledge and reasoning, which can cope with a rich array of values, penetrating all 
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aspects of the activity and which involve active collaboration between experts and officials 
in governance agencies and all those with a claim for attention arising from the experience 
of co-existence in shared places. (1997, p. 87)

The conception and discharge of consultation should be a social process built on 
an understanding of the social values and social relations already existing in the 
place. Developing a social understanding involves an experiential and a situationist 
perspective (Debord 1977), where consultants/researchers are required to take an 
ethnographic stand by immersing themselves in the lives of the people, and need 
to place the phenomena studied in their social and cultural context (Lewis 1985, 
p. 380). Ethnography relies on locating the researcher firmly within the time and 
space of social actors, and thus is able to reveal the socio-scape that people collec-
tively construct (Gille and Riain 1995). As Jon Kolko says, ethnography is about 
leaving the safety of the studio and going out into ‘real life’; it is about observing 
‘real people’ and designing [and working] with them (Kolko 2011, p. 50). The aim 
‘is to provide rich, holistic insights into people’s views and actions, as well as the 
nature (that is, sights, sounds) of the location they inhabit, through the collection 
of detailed observations and interviews’ (Reeves et al. 2008, p. 512). This allows 
consultants and researchers to reach an insiders’ understanding, or ‘get inside’ the 
way each group of people sees the world (Hammersley 1992).

There are different views on the distance that needs to be maintained between 
the local residents and the outside researcher/consultant architect. If the goal is to 
study the phenomenon/conditions within the context, traditional notions rest on re-
searchers’ detachment rather than engagement, so as not to influence or mediate 
relations and knowledge existing in the local space (Reeves et al. 2008). However, 
in projects where the goal is to empower local residents and facilitate social change, 
or where (as in the Activity Centre project that is subject of this chapter), the goal is 
to co-design1 and co-construct physical interventions in the built form, incorporat-
ing local socio-physical and economic aspects, the researchers have to play the role 
of action ethnographers (Nilsson 2000). Here they have to be more than partici-
pant observers and become change agents, facilitating local adaptations and change 
(Fig. 2.1). ‘This role [participant observers] positions us [them] outside the context 
or organization (having “peripheral membership”), while the role of change agent 
positions us [them] inside the organization (having “active membership”)’ (Adler 
and Adler 1997, as cited in Barab et al. 2004, p. 255).

Therefore, our model of enquiry and investigation is collaborative and ethno-
graphic, with a goal of facilitating change and adaptation for all stakeholders (local 
residents, researchers, NGOs and local professionals) through co-design and co-
construction. The involvement of all stakeholders in the design and construction 
stages of the project enables them to imbibe local knowledge and resources and 
respond to local needs. The following sections describe the project and the method-
ology and methods used.

1 Within a participatory design framework, co-design is considered to be ‘collective creativity of 
collaborating designers’ or ‘the creativity of designers and people not trained in design working 
together in the design development process’ (Sanders and Stappers 2008, p. 6).
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Project and Methodology

A community action project was carried out from 2004 onwards for a slum com-
munity (Ramdev Pir Tekro) in the city of Ahmedabad in India (Fig. 2.2). Tekro is 
home to more than 150,000 people (Pandya 2008). The slum residents earn their 
living by driving rickshaws, cleaning homes, shining shoes and working as skilled 
and unskilled labourers. The majority of residents work as rag-pickers, especially 
young girls and women, in a waste recycling industry that is the main economic 
driver for the settlement. The land belongs to the government, and Tekro dwellers 
have illegally squatted for the past 50 years and more. Initially, there was no provi-
sion of basic infrastructure services such as electricity, footpaths, drainage, water 
supply and so on. The situation has slightly improved with the aid of NGOs and 
government interventions; however, more is needed in order to resolve continuing 
and increasing health issues, inadequate toilet and sewage facilities, poor conditions 
of housing, low incomes, high-interest loans, child labour and illiteracy (Manav 
Sadhana n.d.).

Manav Sadhana, an NGO with a strong local base and global connections, has 
been working towards promoting values, education and awareness among children 
and economic empowerment of women of the Tekro, with the objective of improv-
ing the living standards of the dwellers. One of its initiatives has been the Activity 

Fig. 2.2  Randev Pir Tekro, Ahmedabad

 

Fig. 2.1  Action ethnographer 
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Centre project that started in 2004 and was completed in 2006. The completed proj-
ect, a multi-purpose activity centre, now serves as a community centre with health 
camps, festivity ground, gym, and importantly, an informal school for young chil-
dren. It also provides evening education for adults, and is a vocational training and 
activity workshop for the manufacture of craft-based products by women and the 
elderly. These handmade craft-based products include paper bags, greeting cards, 
diaries, albums, envelopes and gift hampers, which are sold under the label ‘Manav 
Sadhana Manufacturers’, and the profit earned is distributed among the children and 
women workers. This enabling project, initiated by Manav Sadhana for the women, 
elderly and the children, is known as ‘Earn and Learn’ and is credited with making 
a major difference to the lives of the poor. The campus also includes a dormitory, 
an administrative unit and an all-religion meditation unit (Trivedi and Tiwari 2010).

The above project started in 2004. Curtin University students participated in two 
stages of the project—needs assessment and concept design—in 2005. For students, 
this project was also going to be assessed as part of their course. They worked with 
Yatin Pandya, who led the project to completion in 2006. This project won awards 
from the World Architecture Community (WAC), the Squat City Urban Inform Fo-
rum at Rotterdam (World Architecture Community 2009) and several national or-
ganizations.

Project Objectives

Different stakeholders had different objectives for the project. Since a huge waste 
recycling industry flourishes within the settlement, the main objective of the project 
as defined by the architect was to develop innovative building components that use 
waste, simple hand-operated tools and local resources and know-how. For Manav 
Sadhana, the project objectives had a philanthropic component that aimed to ad-
dress the issues faced by the community, while for the Curtin researcher and stu-
dents the objectives were ‘learning by doing’ and community facilitation through 
engagement. The community’s interests and objectives were represented by Manav 
Sadhana, as it had been closely working with the community for several years.

Within a collaborative and ethnographic model of inquiry, our methodology in-
corporated various stages, as shown in Table 2.1. It started with building relation-
ships with the local community. Community needs were assessed through obser-
vations and surveys, informal chats and structured questionnaires. This stage was 
followed by conceptual design work and subsequent discussions on detailed de-
signs. Building components were then tested, since new building prototypes using 
municipal waste were being designed. Construction started in 2005 and the Centre 
was formally opened in 2006.

The project’s collaborative planning had the goal of creating a horizontal power 
relation between different stakeholders, and to this end, a wide range of tools was 
employed, like meetings, surveys, observations, informal chats, co-construction, 
community events, and awareness programs (Table 2.2).
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On the other hand, ethnographic investigation involved authors shifting between 
the roles of change agents and participant observers, thus moving inside and out-
side of the context. Within these roles there were a variety of elements recorded, 
as illustrated in Table 2.2. By simultaneously working with the two approaches 
of collaborative planning and ethnography, the authors steered into co-designing 
and co-constructing with the community, tapping into local issues, materials, tools, 
skills and labour. The Activity Centre was the tangible outcome produced ‘by the 
people’ and ‘for the people’ (Table 2.2).

Were the methods and methodology used able to build capacity in the people in-
volved in the project? The next section defines capacity building within the context 
of this project, and assesses the success of this project through its capacity building 
outcomes.

Table 2.1  Involvement of different stakeholders in different stages of the project
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Table 2.2  Methodology 
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Capacity Building: What, and for Whom?

Capacity building is about empowering all partners in the project, so that, instead 
of upward answerability, downward or horizontal accountability is emphasized 
(Eade 2007). On this premise, and taking into account that our development project 
involves various contending stakeholders, we defined our roles as outsider pro-
fessional and researchers, whose purpose is to facilitate the local community to 
identify their own issues, values and priorities. The presupposition was that during 
the course of the project, capacity would be built, not just in the local community 
members, but also in us as researchers and in other stakeholders in their different 
roles. The project for us did not start with the objective of building capacity, but was 
to be assessed as successful if capacity was built for various stakeholders during (or 
after) the course of the project.

How is a project evaluated on its capacity building outcomes? The concept of 
community capacity is not unlike what is termed ‘social capital’. Social capital is 
the development of civic engagement, trust and reciprocity amongst community 
members, leading to co-learning and identity creation (McMurray and Clendon 
2011).

Reciprocity, learning and creative innovation are the most significant capacity 
building outcomes (Innes and Booher 2003) and these are reflected tangibly and 
intangibly in the Activity Centre initiative.

Outcomes

1.  Reciprocity is the ability to develop actors’ interdependence, thus building rec-
ognition and identity.

The very idea of a community centre within the settlement was to make it the peo-
ple’s own, accessible to all. Critical for the formation of personal and collective 
identity is the direct involvement of the local residents. So, at Tekro, potters made 
roof-tiles and fly-ash bricks, semi-skilled carpenters made partitions and windows, 
and unemployed women collected city solid waste; in the construction work, house-
wives and old widows laboured, filling the glass and plastic bottles with fly-ash, and 
decorating and painting interior and exterior walls of the centre, using their local 
designs and skills; while children were given activities in their craft classes related 
to the centre development work (Pandya 2008) (Fig. 2.3).

These collective efforts developed a sense of ownership in residents and have 
inspired them to make decisions on their own for future extension and activity pro-
gramming in the Centre, based on their changing needs. An example is the con-
struction of a multi-religion shrine. During the installation of idols, the residents 
celebrated as each idol was offered by different faiths and by different construction 
agencies, such as contractors, masons, labourers. Yet another community initiative, 
introducing a gymnasium for the youth, was undertaken. Similarly, vocational train-
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ing programs have been introduced and computer training is conducted in the after-
noons for youth to improve their employment prospects. Health camps (eye camp, 
gynaecology camp, malaria camp etc.) have been introduced, where all settlement 
dwellers are served. Another initiative has been the addition of a crèche which is run 
by elderly ladies of the settlement.

Thus, the community centre has been able to bring residents together and has 
empowered them to decide about issues regarding their own well-being.

2.  Learning skills from each other is enabled because of strong relationships cre-
ated between different project actors.

The hidden value of economic empowerment by transference of skill has been one 
of the most important outcomes for the community. The construction of the centre 
saw participation by volunteers on a weekly basis and used the services of local 
unskilled or skilled persons. Crate wood partitions were constructed by a local car-
penter. Children participated in paper infill work in the door panelling during their 
art classes. Clay pots to be used as infill in the slab were procured from a neigh-
bouring family working as potters. With guidance, the community learnt skills in 
reinterpreting waste materials and techniques for using them, and have been apply-
ing these skills in their own homes. An example has been the recycling of oil tin 
containers as door and window panelling, and this technique has been successfully 
adapted by the poorer segment of the settlement for their homes.

As well as these examples of capacity building for the community, we observed 
skills transference and learning by students and researchers. For students and re-
searchers, the field visits and direct observation study were helpful in gaining a 
cross-cultural understanding and appreciation of the resourcefulness of the local 
community. Students learnt from the community while co-creating the architectural 
facility:

Fig. 2.3  Collective efforts resulting in a sense of ownership and identity. (Photos: Tiwari and 
Pandya)
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The India unit took us out of our comfort zones and taught us that the most important thing 
about design is who you are designing for. People are different all over the world and the 
rich culture of a place gives it meaning. The India trip taught us to respect that. (Michael 
Trees, journal entry)

For the last 2 days, students volunteered to provide hygiene instruction in primary 
schools as a thank you gesture to the community.

Volunteering was really great … We used our Dettol wipes to clean these kids’ hands, faces 
and fingernails. While I did this, Charlotte clipped fingernails and Margret brushed hair. It 
felt very rewarding. (Sam Austen, journal entry)

Goodbye India … thankyou for teaching me never to give pity unduly … I will always 
remember to be grateful for what I have. (Melissa Ann Aroozoo, journal entry)

Besides the delivery of subject knowledge and exposure to international perspec-
tives, such experiential projects help in building lifelong skills in students, such as 
adapting to and understanding a variety of situations and people while learning ac-
ceptance and tolerance of different lifestyles (Fig. 2.4).

Experiential learning draws from Stellje’s Service Learning model (2008), 
linking theory to practice, and further contributes to democratic participation and 
power-sharing.

It was also in this environment where the tutor became more like a work colleague in terms 
of feedback and bouncing ideas off each other. It was this relationship throughout the trip 
where the distribution of “power” between tutor and student was far more equal than in a 
normal classroom environment. I felt that this was crucial in the facilitation of learning and 
gaining knowledge and skills. (Student, Survey Monkey 2012)

3.  Innovation results due to involvement and partnership with different actors and 
their knowledge is considered a means of reaching creativity.

Fig. 2.4  Students interacting with the community and working on the project. (Photos: Tiwari)
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Recycling of waste as building components has been a key innovative outcome and 
this has been possible due to the combined efforts of all stakeholders (Fig. 2.5).

The local cycle of waste collection and sorting was used to procure relevant ma-
terials. The project has been able to demonstrate the re-use of nearly twenty types 
of waste materials, and some building component prototypes were developed on the 
site by students or fabricators involved in evolving solutions based on the nature of 
waste (scrap) generated at that time. Industry participated by providing fly-ash from 
a thermal power station (producer of ash as waste) for the use of fly-ash bricks. Us-
ing municipal waste for building components reduces waste as pollution, and since 
the recycled building components are 20–30 % cheaper and of higher quality than 
conventional materials, they provide affordable and superior quality building alter-
natives for the urban poor. For this project, the materials were produced in small 
quantities as a demonstration; if they were mass produced in a decentralized way 
they would create further economy. The project of building components as a cot-
tage industry potentially offers economic autonomy for the slum dwellers (Pandya 
2008).

Fig. 2.5  Innovative recycling of waste as building components. (Photos: Pandya)
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The above innovative outcomes were a result of the involvement of the wider 
community. The finances for construction came through donations from India and 
abroad, and thus it was the participation of the wider community that brought the 
project to fruition.

4. Spin offs and trickle effect

There were several additional positive results of the exercise, including: evolving 
a model to recycle municipal and domestic waste for reduced pollution and posi-
tive environmental impact; empowering women through economic opportunities 
by adding value and developing processes for transforming waste into building 
components; and creating a new palette of building components that perform 
cheaper and better than the conventional ones used by the urban poor, and make 
their homes affordable. There were some direct spinoffs. First it gave the local 
NGO and people lots of confidence; three additional centres have since been 
built in the settlement using a similar approach and ideals, as well as another 
one in a different settlement. The technique of using recycled oil tin containers 
for paneled doors has been adopted by the poorest communities within the settle-
ment in their own homes, with pleasing adaptations like religious icons painted 
on them. The activities of the centre have expanded to include a women’s centre, 
a co-operative store and a crèche minded by local grandmothers for slum chil-
dren when their parents are at work. This has been the most self-sustained and 
convenient facility for the settlement. While the initial research and experimenta-
tion of building with recycled material was limited to slums, several applications 
generated keen interest from major developers as well as manufacturers in mass 
producing and emulating these methods in their projects. Fly ash brick manu-
facturing and plastic/rag rope making have produced popular mass products sold 
independently.

Challenges

The aim of collaborative planning was to have a horizontal relationship between 
all stakeholders, with everyone equal to each other. However, on the ground, things 
were different. All efforts to make this project successful were channelled through 
the NGO, which had a direct link to the community, researchers, architect and the 
government. Researchers and the architect had an indirect link to the community 
through the NGO, while the local government had no direct links to the commu-
nity (Fig. 2.6). Thus, power resided with the NGO. The role of local government 
was negligible, perhaps because local government’s participation would have raised 
bigger issues of landownership, infrastructure and eviction. Yet the involvement 
of local government bodies and other legislative bodies is essential to reorient the 
planning and financial measures so as to facilitate resident involvement in activities 
that meet their needs and aspirations.
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Conclusion

Significant outcomes of the Activity Centre project have been: a less polluting envi-
ronment as a result of recycling of municipal waste; economic benefits to the com-
munity through the construction of affordable built forms; and skill transference 
and development for both students and community members. These have resulted 
from adopting the role of enthographer to identify opportunities within the local 
context, and facilitating alternative architectural technology that is low-capital in-
tensive, and which uses and interprets local materials and skills, and involves the 
community and other stakeholders in collaborative decision making. Key aspects 
were the local context and the communal activity; the outcomes produced by the 
people had the potential to release artistic energy, bringing a deep sense of identity 
and ownership.

Active participation of local communities in all stages of the project is essential 
for its success: ‘the people know their community and its issues; they have to live 
with the results, and can, want and have the right to participate’ (Cities Alliance 
2003, p. 21). This participatory strategy begins from a realistic needs assessment, 
and becomes a precondition of each stage of the project (Tiwari 2009). With their 
long-standing local associations, this is where the NGO’s role as networkers be-
comes important.

People’s participation depends not only on their direct presence in building but 
also a sense of involvement in many ways with its processes. For example, with 
the multi-religion shrine, all religious celebrations at the centre helped foster and 
cement strong bonds amongst the inhabitants of the neighbourhood. Similarly, their 
participation in and earnings from the centre’s activities (as sub contractor, labourer, 

Fig. 2.6  Stakeholder 
relationship
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raw material provider or skilled worker during construction, and as teacher, security 
officer, manager/attendant, nanny for the children), along with socially beneficial 
programmes like health check camps and so on, helped make the community truly 
associated with the centre and owned by the residents as their neighbourhood centre.

Capacity building strategies include providing residents with skills to participate 
and identify their needs and issues, encouraging them to express their views on lo-
cal issues before co-designing and co-constructing with them, letting them make in-
formed decisions about their priorities, and establishing a wide range of participation  
and representation structures. All these are effective in encouraging reciprocity, 
skill development and innovation. Critical aspects for consideration are: adequate 
resourcing over an effective length of the project; enabling the residents to have 
genuine decision-making authority, so as to encourage social entrepreneurship; and 
sustaining motivation with ‘quick-wins’ to fight disappointment (Australian Hous-
ing and Urban Research Institute 2003).

Involvement of the residents in decision making empowers them to take respon-
sibility and resolve their problems. Lefebvre’s notion of ‘right to the city’ is about 
empowering the users of the space (Lefebvre 2002). In some ways, a rethinking of 
the role of designer is critical to recognizing the user as a potential resource and 
involving him/her as a positive design development tool in the process. This percep-
tion will help us transform houses into homes, shelters into places with character, 
clusters into community, enclosures into events, and buildings into living environ-
ments (Pandya 2008).
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Abstract Community led capacity building applies and uses insights drawn from 
the community to address community concerns. Consciousness, reflection and shar-
ing are critical steps in capacity building. The process of planning, action and reflec-
tion undertaken in this study ensured that an increasing depth of understanding was 
achieved by the participants. This cross-sectional, exploratory case study was con-
ducted in 2011 in the post-conflict, transitional, developing nation of Uganda; the 
researchers documented changes in gender roles in courtship, marriage, education, 
health choices and agriculture. Twenty-one men and women in central Uganda par-
ticipated in interviews and focus group discussions. The results reveal that women 
in rural Uganda have increasing decision-making power in the areas of agriculture, 
use of funds, educational choices for children, and partnerships. Women’s health 
knowledge is highly valued not only in the family but also in the community. The 
participants shared that health is predominantly the domain of women, in terms 
of decision-making, patient care and providing advice. Men do not feel confident 
in dealing with sick children or family members, and defer to women. Lessons 
were learnt on the relationship between gender-related decision-making, empower-
ment and meaningful participation and how these inter-related concepts contribute 
to community development. As the study progressed, men and women presented 
opportunities for further capacity building to play a greater role in the family and in 
community based healthcare.
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Background

In many countries of the world, traditional patriarchal beliefs have historically 
translated to a lack of women’s participation in decision-making in the family. This 
lack of decision-making power reflects traditional gender norms in African coun-
tries (Paek et al. 2008). A World Bank study in 2005 identified that women’s lack of 
decision-making power over such issues as land, household assets, cash incomes, 
when and how often to have children, and healthcare, is one of the leading causes 
of poverty, and contributes to the prevalence of overburdened women and alco-
holic men in Uganda. The Constitution of the Republic of Uganda (1995) gives 
women decision-making power at a policy level. This change has promoted equality 
and created awareness of the importance of gender equity for poverty eradication; 
however, the World Bank study found that there continues to be unequal decision-
making in the family, to the detriment of both women and men (World Bank 2005; 
Fig. 3.1).

Wyrod (2008) interviewed men in his study of the relationship between men and 
women in Bwaise, a neighbourhood in Kampala, Uganda. He found many men who 
felt that women had taken away men’s power; they felt that women were upsetting 
the natural social order, as men were more powerful than women. Even while some 
men agreed that women should have access to the same rights and services as men, 
they still had difficulty in relinquishing authority within their own homes. Some 
women agreed, believing that men have more power and authority but misused and 
abused this power. This understanding of power, that it is man’s right and nature 
to control the actions of women, limits any opportunity for equal participation in 
decision-making in the home. This form of power sees men and women at odds with 
each, with one expecting to have power over the other (Allen 1998). In this situa-
tion, men feel it would disadvantage them for women to have equality.

The context for the possibility of transformation for women in Uganda is three-
fold. Firstly, the Ugandan Constitution unequivocally assigns and guarantees equal 
rights to both men and women; secondly, the government is committed to promot-
ing the political participation of women; and thirdly, there is a growing involvement 
of women in the movement for cultural and religious rights. Since 1999, at a grass-
roots level, Uganda has begun to see a feminist movement, whereby women are 
taking action against inequality and mistreatment (Mbire-Barungi 1999; Fig. 3.2).

The changing landscape for women in Uganda is the result of participatory ef-
forts by women at the community and grassroots level advocating for their own 
rights. The women’s rights movement in Uganda has advocated for change in mar-
riage laws and female land ownership, issues that directly target the sense of male 
authority and superiority (Wyrod 2008). Yet the change has been slow because of 
the refusal of men to accept gender equality and allow women to participate in 

http://www.who.int/social_determinants/thecommission/finalreport/en/index.html.
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Fig. 3.1  Youth dancing at a community celebration, Jinja, Eastern Uganda. (Photo: Irene Basimike, 
used with permission)

 

Fig. 3.2  Children’s class in Budondo, Eastern Uganda. (Photo: Irene Basimike, used with 
permission)
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decision-making. Participation can be seen as a means of creating stronger ties 
within a community (World Health Organization 2008). Yet participation requires a 
desire by all members to see universal participation, as well as groups actively seek-
ing their right to participate. For the second condition to happen, individuals must 
feel that they have the power to pursue what they need.

Community Development, Participation, Empowerment 
and Decision-Making

Community development involves the creation of improved societies through vol-
untary cooperation, participation and self-sustaining efforts that seek to contribute 
to the advancement of individuals within a certain region. The emphasis on commu-
nity development allows the individuals themselves to shape their needs and action. 
Community development has two primary goals, to improve quality of life and to 
involve all people in the change process (Nikkhah and Redzuan 2009). Schafft and 
Greenwood (2003) agree, explaining that community development is an approach 
that allows individuals and communities to develop capacities focused on targeting 
community concerns.

In order for individuals and communities to become the protagonists for their 
own development, they must have the capacity to define, analyse and meet their 
own needs. The ability of a group to participate in its own development requires 
a wide range of capacities: namely, inclusive decision-making, ability to resolve 
conflicts and think systematically, and to understand problems and seek solutions 
(Institute for Studies in Global Prosperity 2008). In essence, it requires the full 
participation of all community members, based on the recognition that all have 
something worthwhile to contribute. Thus, community-based capacity building is 
both a prerequisite and an outcome of community development.

According to Nikkhah and Redzuan (2009) participation can be thought of as 
a collective effort by concerned individuals to bring their efforts and resources to-
gether, to carry out action they themselves have decided on. For individuals to have 
the opportunity to make decisions regarding their own lives and gain confidence, 
knowledge and skills, they must be allowed to participate in their own development. 
Participation seeks to empower individuals to take independent collective action in 
order to improve their own conditions (Economic and Social Commission for Asia 
and the Pacific 2009).

Through participation, individuals and groups begin to feel empowered as a re-
sult of their efforts and the practical experience of decision-making and becoming 
involved in consultation and taking action. These processes are transformative for 
the participants. It also leads to a greater consciousness of the forces that are taking 
place within the community as well as their ability to impact those forces (White 
1996). Individual empowerment focuses on developing people’s decision-making 
capacities, restoring their belief in their own autonomy (Kapiriri et al. 2003).
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Participation does not necessarily lead to the sharing of power. The following 
questions need to be asked: who is participating? and: is the participation mean-
ingful? Simply being present does not necessarily mean participation is truly tak-
ing place. Power dynamics in the community set the agenda for interests that may 
be addressed by participation. The interests aren’t just there, they are chosen by 
those with the power in wider society (White 1996). Therefore, the power dynamics 
within a community must also change to allow truly representative participation, 
which alone cannot change conceptions of power. A space must be created in which 
participants can reflect and question current power dynamics within the community.

Therefore, empowerment should be considered not as dominating others, but as 
developing the power to act with others to create change (Mathie and Cunningham 
2003). This shift brings a new understanding of the distribution of power in the 
community (Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 2009). In 
this regard, individual participation necessarily impacts the motivation of the col-
lective. As people see growing numbers of participants and how the actions of these 
participants impact their lives, it motivates them to engage in the process as well. 
The impact of participation is that the process empowers the participants them-
selves, as well as encouraging others to engage.

This brief background review has highlighted a number of inter-related process-
es that contribute to community development—participation, decision-making, and 
empowerment. All of these processes, when effectively undertaken, lead to capac-
ity building within individuals and communities, enabling them to solve ever more 
complex problems facing their community. If capacity building does not occur, then 
long-term community development is unlikely.

A Research Case-Study: Women and Decision-making in 
Jinja and Buikwe

For this case-study, we wanted to understand and explore decision-making power 
in Ugandan families in Jinja and Buikwe. Furthermore, we wanted to examine if 
there was space for women to take greater decision-making initiatives. Participatory 
research methods were used that allow the participants themselves to identify issues 
in their communities. The value of using participatory methods is that they create 
trust between the researchers and participants. Trust is crucial in the examination 
of sensitive subject matter such as this, and this trust improves the quality and the 
quantity of the responses given by participants. Through this process, knowledge 
and experience is shared, and culturally appropriate measures are undertaken for the 
benefit of the community (Viswanathan et al. 2004). A space is then created for both 
men and women to discuss pressing problems and work together to eliminate them.

Questions were posed to participants by the lead researcher, the first author, who 
has lived in Jinja, Uganda for the past 6 years, and participants were given the 
opportunity to share and discuss their thoughts with other community members. 
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Individuals from various backgrounds came together in focus groups and reflected 
on the common practices in their communities. The participants were the protago-
nists, as they framed the evolution of the conversation. These focus groups created 
a space in which participants felt empowered to work together.

Community members invited to join the study were divided into two groups—
those between the ages of 18–28 years and those over 45 years, and included both 
men and women living in rural areas. There were, therefore, two groups of men–
younger and older–and similarly, two groups of women, with a total of four fo-
cus groups. These age groups were chosen because they would be in a position to 
represent the perspectives of two distinct generations. Twenty-two individuals—11 
males and 11 females—participated in the study. The purpose of the conversations 
was to understand if the reality of women in the area reflected earlier literature 
about Ugandan women and decision-making, particularly related to health. The 
group process served not only to raise consciousness, but created a space for reflec-
tion and sharing amongst different sexes and generations when the data was anal-
ysed and shared with the focus group members and community members after the 
case study was complete. This study was approved by the Human Research Ethics 
Committee at Curtin University in Western Australia. The focus group discussions 
were facilitated by a team consisting of the first and second authors and community 
representatives. Analysis of the conversations highlighted several key themes of on-
going social change in Uganda and participation and power in the family.

Results and Analysis

Social Change, Participation and Power in Decision-making 
in the Family

The case study explored women’s and men’s views of how decision-making hap-
pens in the family. Participants discussed issues regarding responsibilities at home, 
family planning, health choices, agriculture and food. In their conversations, the 
participants described an increasing amount of conflict in the family (Fig. 3.3).

Women felt that men were not fulfilling their responsibilities, that there was a 
lack of trust in the families, and that women have been increasingly demanding sup-
port and are unwilling to put up with their husbands’ bad behaviour:

[In the] past they (men) were respectful but now they neglect paying school fees [and think 
it] is a burden and this is why children are misbehaving. Women are carrying 95 % of the 
responsibility and men are neglecting their responsibilities. (Focus group of women aged 
over 45 years)

These pressures may also result from high unemployment, the rising food costs, and 
an economic downturn (Hanson 2009). It was clear that older women were more 
confident in these decision-making areas, while young women and men were still 
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trying to figure out their roles in relation to one another. For example, when asked 
who decides what the money will be used for and who controls the money, there 
was a difference in responses according to the age of the participants. The young 
women and men and older men felt that it was for the man to decide. The older 
women felt it was for the woman to decide:

The mother will decide for the betterment of the family, they will decide what to bank, 
what to use for school fees and what to use for hospital fees. (Focus group of women aged 
over 45 years)

The man decides. Buying food at home, buy a bicycle, alcohol, school fees. A man 
should not be asked how much is received and what it is used for. [If there are] grudges 
in the home, the man controls the money, if [the marriage is] in good condition then they 
decide together. (Focus group of men aged 18–28 years)

[Both] mother and father have to make a decision [about how the money is spent]. Some 
men hide money, so the mother can also work and help the family. Women will hide money 
if the father is a drinker. Some fathers have many wives and he will take the money and 
come back even without food. [He] can use it on cards. Marriage has no law so they [the 
men] share their chance so they may have more than five or ten [wives]. (Focus group of 
women aged over 45 years)

The man is free to buy alcohol, marry other women. Even when they are responsible, the 
man still decides how the money will be used. (Focus group of women aged 18–28 years)

Fig. 3.3  Focus group 
participants, Budondo, 
Eastern Uganda. (Photo: 
Irene Basimike, used with 
permission)
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When asked the question, ‘what generally are considered the responsibilities of 
the mother and father at home?’ one of the participants, reflecting on what she had 
known in her family and those of her friends, replied:

[The woman] was meant to be a housewife, help at home, help children at home, teach 
them good behaviour and good morals. [The] man was meant to provide money for school 
fees/food. Most of the time clothing was the mother’s responsibility [as well as] morals and 
behaviour. Mothers also helped with homework. For the father, [he paid the] bills. Father 
enforces that you have to do homework.… (Focus group of women aged 18–28 years)

In order to empower women to participate, space must be created for them to con-
sult with men, to reflect on and evaluate their current social standings. Power has 
to evolve from the current understandings of power dynamics between women and 
men, which are at odds with cooperation, so that they can recognize that power 
is something everyone has, that cannot be lost or gained, but simply developed. 
Through the responses of the participants, it was clear that there was some blurring 
of gender roles that had previously been quite distinct:

…but the man [was] the vision bearer of the family— someone who stands for the fam-
ily—education, health, decision-making. This is the past. Today both parties play a big role 
in the family. Now there are more permissive families—children are hardly there. (Focus 
group of women aged 18–28 years)

In the past the husband would have a special seat and the mother and children would sit 
on the mat. Now in modern families they all sit together at the dining table. (Focus group 
of men aged 18–28 years)

Participation is crucial for the evolution of gender roles, because it enables indi-
viduals to develop a belief in their ability to make an impact on personal and social 
spaces (Schafft and Greenwood 2003). The beginnings of this were clear in the fo-
cus groups, as the younger women expressed a desire to continue to see the chang-
ing role of women:

Girls should be put at the forefront, thought about as people, human beings that have flesh 
and blood like the boys. When it comes to jobs, girls can do anything. Girls have brains, 
girls can also be physical. Most of the women and girls are coming out to prove they are 
equal. They are putting aside culture —equal education, medication, making decisions and 
other kinds of things. Girls should not be left aside. [We need to] be taken seriously. Not be 
considered the inferior sex. (Focus group of women 18–28 years)

The thinking behind such conversations with people in the community is that indi-
viduals can begin to move beyond their own cultural influences, silence and self-
blame, to redefine their social reality (Wallerstein and Berstein 1988). Rather than 
families suffering under the impact of negative social forces, equal decision-making 
means that the burden of responsibility does not fall on either men or women dis-
proportionately.

They (men and women) should share the work and share the money. If they (men) decide 
to not work then the money should be the women’s. Women should be appreciated—thank 
you, a smile. The agricultural setting should change to encompass the old ways and the 
modern ways. Families should know what should be kept for consumption and sold…. 
Father and mother should work together without oppressing each other. Both should work 
together, cooperate and work together. (Focus group of women 18–28 years)
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During our conversation, it became clear that health decisions in particular seem to 
be an area where women are considered to have expertise. When asked who makes 
the decisions on where and when to take a child for healthcare:

When on good terms, it is the husband and wife [who decide where to seek healthcare]. 
When on not good terms it is the woman. She can take the child to the hospital. (Focus 
group of men 18–28 years)

The mother will treat with tablets and will decide on what to do if the husband is not 
there. If he is there they will decide together, if he is drunk she will take the responsibility. 
(Focus group of women over 45 years)

When asked: ‘If a woman decided to go to the clinic or take her child to a clinic 
without discussing this with her husband, would this cause a problem in the family?’ 
the following responses were given:

If she took the child to the wrong place then she will be blamed. It could cause problems 
if it costs a lot of money. Some ladies are not trustworthy at home—[they ask for] 5,000 
shillings [approx $ 2] and keep the 3,000 shillings. Trust in the family is not there so there 
is always a problem. The wife is like the vice [chair person] in the family, so when the chair 
person is not there then she should take control. (Focus group of men 18–28 years)

There is no problem. You need to communicate. If you don’t have money and you need 
a lot of money for the treatment—why go to an expensive clinic. He will quarrel if she 
chooses the expensive one. Men do not always communicate well if they have the money 
or they don’t. They need to communicate and they will tell them to take to government or a 
private clinic. (Focus group of men over 45 years)

Children falling sick worries the parent. It is better to discuss with people who have 
once been parents. The woman is the main one who gives the care. The women take the 
responsibility. (Focus group of women 18–28 years)

In the past it was the man. The woman decides now when and where [to take the child]. 
In the past a man could not leave home without leaving money. In health centres and private 
clinics you can get treatment and pay later. (Focus group of men over 45 years)

Discussion: The Way Forward

A possible outcome, as proposed by the community participants, would be an in-
creased role for women as healthcare professionals, in particular as village health 
team members. Another capacity building opportunity the community identified 
was an increasing role for men in the family and community. The next phase of 
the process proposed, therefore, is to address both of these areas through capacity 
building initiatives at grassroots level, as a means of empowering both men and 
women in family and community life. Furthermore, as an ongoing study, the action 
and reflection process was seen as a means by which a deeper and more specific un-
derstanding of female participation in health-care and male participation in family 
life could be carried forward. Community development work is contingent upon the 
full participation of the people whom the work is intended to benefit. To this end, 
capacity building visualises individuals manifesting innate powers in action. In our 
conversations, we began to see this happening for the participants. As participants 
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begin to understand their innate power, there will be a move towards translating that 
power into action (Institute for the Study of Global Prosperity 2008).

Although the basic principles of capacity building for community development 
are universal, the issues being identified and addressed are contextual. There is no 
community that can claim to be ‘developed’. All communities are on a continuum 
of development, with its inherent challenges. Such challenging issues might in-
clude: family breakdown, mental illness and stress, drugs and alcohol, food securi-
ty, equality of the sexes, education, poverty or ill-health, and land issues. According 
to the International Development Research Council, when development is looked at 
as ‘change that improves the conditions of human well-being so that people can ex-
ercise meaningful choices for their own benefit and that of society’ it places people 
at the centre of the process (Ryan 1995, p. v). The Institute for the Study of Global 
Prosperity (2008) defines development as capacity building:

When viewed as capacity-building, development is concerned principally with the genera-
tion, application, and diffusion of knowledge… specifically… the world’s inhabitants… 
must be engaged in applying knowledge to create well-being, thereby generating new 
knowledge and contributing in a substantial and meaningful way to human progress. (p. 7)

This case-study was set within the context of a rural community, and was an initial ef-
fort to create a space in which community members could reflect on gender dynamics 
in their families. The conversations held in the focus groups involved men or women 
in gender- and age-specific groups, with an emphasis on increasing participation as a 
means of developing the capacity to increase decision-making, and recognizing the 
ability of all members of the community to contribute to its advancement.

Community development, whatever the context, will face potential barriers that 
could block individuals’ participation, including economic, social, cultural, atti-
tudinal and motivational circumstances. Additionally, there may be participatory 
structures that, while sufficient for community participation, do not promote public 
involvement in planning and priority setting (Kapiriri et al. 2003). If barriers can be 
addressed by the community as a whole and there is true desire to collaborate, ways 
of overcoming the barriers, will, for the most part, be found. As more spaces for 
community members to come together are created, continued action can take place. 
An on-going planning, action and reflection process and continuum, illustrated in 
Fig. 3.4, draws on the strengths and skills of all community members and is vital for 
sustained long-term change.

Figure 3.4 illustrates the relationship between decision-making, participation 
and empowerment. These three aspects of community development are symbiotic 
and build on each other. The act of participation, whereby members of the com-
munity use their agency to contribute to their communities, leads them to feel more 
strongly empowered. They begin to believe in their own ability. This belief in turn 
encourages them to become more assertive, and to contribute to decision-making 
processes in their community. This in turn supports their participation, as they see 
their involvement yielding results. This framework can be used to facilitate continu-
ous participation, empowerment and decision-making for members of the commu-
nity. As this process takes hold at the grassroots, progress will be seen as individuals 
take ownership of their community development.
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Conclusion

This case-study undertaken in rural Uganda illustrates the initial steps in the long-
term process of addressing barriers to the full inclusion of women in decision-mak-
ing processes within a rural community. Through initial dialogue, the community 
identified a number of challenges and opportunities which could be addressed. The 
lessons learned from this process have universal application, especially in rural 
communities. When people affected by the empowerment issues include women in 
decision-making and men and women have the opportunity to articulate their reali-
ties and to share their voices and concerns, new insights and learning can be gen-
erated. These insights can lead to community action to address and overcome the 
issues mentioned above. In the act of doing so, capacity and empowerment is built 
among the community members, to share and reflect on a new level of conscious-
ness, and to address increasingly complex problems of living in the contemporary 
world.
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Abstract The urban neighbourhood regeneration in the Metropolitan Region of 
Barcelona (MRB), Spain, during the 1980s and early 90s provided significant  
good urban design outcomes, particularly its public open space production. How-
ever, this successful ‘Barcelona model’, based on an accurate morphology of the 
physical interventions, has masked the much less ambitious participatory processes. 
In general terms, Barcelona’s experience shows a significant imbalance between 
the quality of both the urban design proposals and the participatory process of the 
urban renewal. The assessment of this experience solely from a physical perspec-
tive is controversial and for this reason an integrated approach is required. This 
chapter intends to contribute to this holistic analysis and delves into the correlation 
between physical outcomes and participatory processes in the urban neighbourhood 
regeneration of the MRB. According to this logic, it analyses the urban renewal 
tools in terms of their relationship between the participatory process and the urban 
design quality. Specifically, we state that the inclusiveness of formal participatory 
frameworks doesn’t necessarily guarantee the higher civic potential of the physical 
outcome.
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Introduction

Urban neighbourhood regeneration in the Metropolitan Region of Barcelona 
(MRB), Spain, has provided significant physical outcomes. In particular, Barce-
lona’s urban renewal in the 1980s and early 1990s brought changes to the public 
open space through urban projects (Solà-Morales 1987) or planning projects (Mar-
shall 2004), and has become an international standard of good urban design1 (Bus-
quets 2004; Bohigas 1985; Ajuntament de Barcelona 1983, 1987, 1996; Montaner 
1999). However, this assessment of a successful ‘Barcelona model’ (Monclus 2003; 
Blanco 2009), based on an accurate morphology of the physical interventions, has 
masked the much less ambitious participatory processes.

In general terms, Barcelona’s experience shows a significant imbalance between 
the quality of the urban design proposals and the participatory process of the urban 
renewal. The assessment of this experience solely from a physical perspective is in-
adequate, and a more balanced result requires an integrated approach. This chapter 
contributes to a holistic assessment, and investigates the correlation between physi-
cal outcomes and participatory processes in the urban neighbourhood regeneration 
of the MRB during the past thirty years. Specifically, we argue that the inclusion 
of formal participatory frameworks doesn’t necessarily guarantee the higher civic 
potential of the physical outcome.

The first section of the chapter presents the changes in urban renewal tools 
aligned with political changes initiated by the first democratic municipal govern-
ments in the 1980s. The second analyses three main tools applied in the MRB from 
the 1980s until now. The third compares the three tools and analyses the effects of 
the formal participatory process on the civic potential of the physical proposals. 
Finally, the fourth part develops conclusions that may guide the implementation of 
further urban renewal tools in terms of the relationship between the participatory 
process and the desired urban design quality. The chapter is based on the authors’ 
research developed at the Centre of Urban Design and Planning at ESARQ-UIC 
(www.intermediatelandscapes.com) as well as on supervision of research on urban 
regeneration and participation, and the interpretation of literature on participatory 
and urban renewal tools (Arnstein 1969; Blanco et al. 2011; Blanco and Brugue 
2010; Bohigas 1985; Busquets 2004; Font and Galais 2011; Fung 2006; Gomà and 
Rosetti 1998; Martí-Costa and Cruz 2009; Mongil 2010; Nel·lo 2008, 2009, 2010, 
2011, 2012).

1 The city obtained the ‘Prince of Wales in Urban Design’ award in 1990, the ‘Urban Public Spaces 
of Barcelona 1981–1987’ Cambridge award in 1991, and in 1998 the Royal Institute of British 
Architects (RIBA) of London awarded the city the ‘gold medal’ in recognition of its outstanding 
urban works.
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Democratic Municipal Governments: Framing the MRB’s 
Urban Regeneration Tools

During the past thirty years, community participation in urban neighbourhood re-
generation in the MRB has shifted from a non-formal role to the implementation of 
formal frameworks for citizen participation (Ajuntament de Barcelona 2002). How-
ever, although the formal framework for participatory process has been progres-
sively established and widely assumed during the democratic period, the real effect 
of this framework in public decision-making is uncertain. The urban renewal of the 
MRB has evolved from a political agenda motivated by social demands during the 
1970s and 1980s towards recent privately-led strategies. In order to understand this 
evolution, we focus on three different periods that set the framework for significant 
neighbourhood regeneration tools in the MRB.

Regeneration in Political Transition (1970s–mid 1980s)

To understand the essence of the participatory process in the planning strategies that 
have guided Barcelona’s urban regeneration during the 1980s, one must look back 
to the 1970s. During the last stage of General Franco’s dictatorship (1939–1975), 
urban interventions were top down, excluding community participation; examples 
of these were the inner city renewal policies of the 1976 Barcelona Metropolitan 
Plan (BMP),2 which included thoroughfare interventions that demolished exist-
ing buildings and thus destroyed their social fabric. Due to these non-consensual 
processes, civil society reacted, and strong organizations emerged in the historic 
neighbourhoods of Barcelona, such as: the Neighbourhood Association of the Fifth 
District in the Raval Neighbourhood, and the Neighbourhood Association of the 
Historic Centre (Blanco et al. 2011). Together they created a socio-cultural political 
convergence, which nurtured the political programmes of the democratic parties 
and guided the ‘democratic urbanism’ of Barcelona (Borja 2010).

The strength of this popular movement relied on the strong correlation of three 
factors: (1) the increasing social and urban demands highlighting lack of social 
facilities, public spaces, and housing betterment; (2) criticism by intellectuals and 
professionals of the speculative urban development of the regime; and (3) local 
democratic demands. In this context, the first task the new municipal government 
had to face was to adapt the existing planning tools and the legal and participatory 
framework to fit these urgent needs. According to this, two objectives became es-
sential: (1) the implementation of a democratic municipal governance structure; 
and (2) the development of urban renewal projects with the direct participation of 
social movements. The first objective was accomplished with the decentralization 
of the municipal government in ten districts of Barcelona (Blanco et al. 2011). The 
second objective was not totally fulfilled, due to the inadequate participatory mode 

2 The current Metropolitan Plan of Barcelona: Plan General Metropolitano de Barcelona, 1976.
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inherited from the 1976 Barcelona Metropolitan Plan, which was based on two pe-
riods for public information and consultations, at the initial and final stages of the 
plan. Thus, the role of citizens in decision-making was limited to ‘informative’ and 
‘consultative’ participation (Arnstein 1969). In sum, the level of inclusiveness of 
the formal participatory process was low, and the expected enhancement of citizen 
involvement with the arrival of the democratic governments did not occur. Towards 
the mid 1980s, the neighbourhood associations weakened, due to many former lead-
ers becoming public employees and local councillors (Busquets 2004; Blanco and 
Brugue 2010).

However, despite these limitations, the new municipal agents and the neighbour-
hood movements led the design and development of the Special Plan for Inner-city 
Renewal (SPIR)3 during the first democratic legislature (1979–1983), and their ap-
proval during the second legislature (1983–1987) (Gomà and Rosetti 1998; Bonet i 
Marti 2012). The aim of the SPIRs was to provide a global approach for neighbour-
hood upgrading and, at the same time, include diverse specific urban projects. The 
criteria for the selection of the neighbourhoods for SPIR were three: (1) neighbour-
hoods with an urgent need for global and yet particular urban betterment solutions; 
(2) neighbourhoods that would give high performance to the plans and projects; and 
(3) neighbourhoods with strong community organizations (Bohigas 1985).

In the case of the historic centre, Casc Antic of Barcelona, the design of the SPIR 
was based on what was called the Popular Plan of the Casc Antic. This plan was de-
signed by the neighbourhood associations and independent professionals during the 
democratic transition, and incorporated a diagnosis of the area’s social and physical 
needs as well as alternatives to the urban development model of Franco’s regime. 
We shall analyse this case in the next section in terms of its physical interventions 
and participatory process.

Public-Private Regeneration (1983–1996)

With the second municipal government (1983), the urban renewal of the city centre 
demanded large investments, and public-private cooperation was required in order 
to facilitate and speed up urban renewal. For this purpose, a new ad hoc institutional 
structure called Integrated Rehabilitation Areas (ARI)4 was implemented (Abella 
2004; Cabrera 1998; Blanco et al. 2011). Citizen participation was incorporated in 
the ARI by law, and included neighbourhood representatives in the management 
committee responsible for supervising the economic, executive and regulatory pro-
cess of the rehabilitation. The committee was constituted by representatives of the 
different tiers of government—regional, municipal and local, as well as the chamber 
of commerce, and included a representative of each of the four neighbourhood asso-

3 Plan Especial de Reforma Interior (PERI).
4 Área de Rehabilitación Integral (ARI).
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ciations of the historic centre (Raval, Casc Antic, Barri Gòtic and Barceloneta). This 
vast representation was complemented in 1988 by the creation of a private-public 
management company PROCIVESA, later called FOCIVESA, which broadened 
the scope by incorporating the main association of retailers of the historic centre as 
shareholders. Finally, this company was dissolved in 2006 when it was considered 
that the big urban regeneration projects of the city were concluded.

In sum, the historic centre committee displayed a highly inclusive formal par-
ticipatory process. However, it was unable to conceal the shift from state-led ur-
ban management to public-private cooperation, and the associated incorporation of 
subsidies for private rehabilitation of housing without implementing measures for 
social or economic development (Blanco et al. 2011, p. 332).

Public-Public Regeneration (2004–2010)

At the end of the 1990s, the tools and measures for the regeneration of Barcelona’s 
historic centre won international recognition and a UN-Habitat’s 1998 ‘Best Prac-
tice award’. Despite this success, many neighbourhoods in the MRB were still fac-
ing urban deficits and spatial segregation. To face these physical, demographic and 
socio-economic problems, the Catalan regional government approved the Neigh-
bourhood Act.5 The five-year period (2004–2010) in which this Act was imple-
mented has been extensively studied (Nel·lo 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011; Muñoz 2006; 
Mongil 2010; Marti-Costa and Parés 2009). The singularities of the law were: (1) 
its crosscutting approach addressing social, economic, physical and environmental 
problems; and (2) its public-public management with Catalan and municipal gov-
ernments as sole financial backers. The regional government established an invest-
ment fund and annually held open calls for municipalities to participate in a contest 
format, presenting Comprehensive Intervention Plans (CIP) for one of their neigh-
bourhoods. If selected, the regional government granted the funding for 50–75 % of 
the projects of the CIP, and the remainder was financed by the municipal govern-
ment. The selection criteria were based on 16 indicators, including social, physical, 
environmental and demographic indicators of the neighbourhood. The severity of 
the social and physical deficits was highly relevant for selection.

In order to analyse in depth the regenerative process involved during the demo-
cratic regime, the next section focuses on the three main betterment tools: (1) the 
Special Plan for Inner-city Renewal (SPIR) (1980–1990); (2) the Integrated Reha-
bilitation Area (ARI) (1983–1996), both implemented by the municipal govern-
ments; and (3), the Comprehensive Intervention Plan (CIP) of the Neighbourhood 
Act (2004–2010), propelled by the regional government.

5 Act 2/2004 (Catalan Government) Llei 2/2004, de 4 de juny, de millora de barris, àrees urbanes 
i viles que requereixen una atenció especial, Llei de Barris.‘Act 2/2004 on neighbourhoods, urban 
areas and towns requiring special attention’ known as the Neighbourhood Act.
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Spir, Ari and Cip: Regenerative Tools for the Barcelona 
Metropolitan Region

The analysis of the three urban renewal tools will focus on two key aspects aligning 
to the objective of our chapter: the participatory process involved, and the physical 
proposals developed. Following, the objective is to describe the tools in order to 
later compare them.

The SPIR and the Civic-led Regeneration of Barcelona’s  
Historic Centre

Participatory Process

The nature of the SPIR’s process was inclusive, as each one of the ten districts of 
Barcelona was provided with a council in order to guarantee formal citizen par-
ticipation. The councils met with community leaders prior to and after the plan’s 
elaboration, applying the process of consultation established in the 1976 Barce-
lona Metropolitan Plan (BMP). The specific town planning needs were negotiated 
with the community movement in each neighbourhood, particularly in those with a 
greater history of citizen participation (Blanco et al. 2011, p. 332). In this respect, 
the formal participation was consultative in nature and weak in the decision-making 
process. However, due to the high involvement of the social movements in the de-
velopment of the Popular Plan of the Casc Antic which the SPIR of the historic 
centre was based on, the urban projects of the SPIR transcended the building scale 
and framed a network of significant civic places.

Physical Proposal

The SPIR aimed at specific regeneration projects on parks, squares, streets and 
public facilities. The objective was to create urban references and interrelations by 
finding an equilibrium and correspondence between the social life and the neigh-
borhood’s physical structure through a systemic approach. The resultant ‘civic 
network’ (Vall 2007; Vall et al. 2011) became the driver of a betterment strategy 
referred to by Oriol Bohigas, chief architect of the city council, as ‘Fer ciutat’, 
meaning to ‘construct urbanity’ by fulfilling the everyday needs of public space and 
social facilities for a quality urban life (Bohigas 1985).
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The Integrated Rehabilitation Area (ARI): a Change in 
Institutional Governance for the Rehabilitation of the Historic Centre

Participatory Process

Although the law of the ARI supported local participation by making it mandatory 
to widen the scope of representation, the role of the participants was limited to in-
formation and deliberation on institutional and social agreements. In sum, the major 
advance regarding participation was on inclusiveness (Font and Galais 2011), with 
a richer representation of societal sectors and stakeholders. However, stakeholders 
participated in participation (Arnstein 1969) in a planning stage where there was 
little opportunity to influence the decision-making, and the objective of participa-
tion was limited to achieve institutional and social agreement over the disputes 
concerning expropriations, compensations and reallocations.

Physical Proposal

The urban projects developed at the end of this period tended towards a piecemeal 
approach due to the public-private urban management involved. Isolated open space 
and commercial and housing projects were favoured, as a result of the rising interest 
in touristic and private investment enhanced by the betterment of the historic centre. 
Figure 4.1 shows a privately owned commercial mall in the Port Vell of Barcelona, 

Fig. 4.1  An example of a commercial piecemeal intervention of this period, the Maremagnum 
mall in the Port Vell, Barcelona, Spain. (Photo: David Lladó-Porta)
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which was a single concept building that was not integrated as a component of the 
whole historic centre. Due to this approach, despite its attractive and high quality 
design, it does not contribute to the residents’ quality of life; on the contrary it in-
vades the openness of the existing waterfront, blocking the view for the neighbours 
of the city centre and modifying Barcelona’s skyline from the sea (Fig. 4.1).

Moreover, the urban betterment gave rise to increases in land value, leading to 
social exclusion and gentrification of the local community (Blanco et al. 2011). At 
this point, although the ARISs gave incentive to inclusive participation, they of-
fered residents little opportunity to react against these negative consequences. In 
this sense, Borja (2010) states that when urban interventions submit to piecemeal 
architecture, it is the city that loses. Without doubt, the 1990s gradually shifted 
away from the systemic approach of the first democratic councils towards iconic, 
isolated urban projects.

The Catalan Regional Government Neighbourhood Regeneration: 
the Comprehensive Intervention Plan (CIP)

Participatory Process

The mechanism for citizen participation introduced by the Neighbourhood Act was 
a Committee for Evaluation and Assessment of the CIP. Its functions were to es-
tablish the coordination and information mechanisms, such as a semester report 
assessing the interventions and a final evaluation. The municipal government, along 
with economic, social and community agents integrated the committee. Although 
participation was considered an important part of the plan, the committee was es-
tablished once the resources were assigned and the plans developed, consequently 
limiting the opportunity for citizen decision-making. However, in some neighbour-
hoods where community participation previously existed, and the municipal will 
enhanced this practice, community-based decision-making was achieved (Martí-
Costa and Parés 2009).

At this point, to delve further into the nature of this tool, we briefly analyse the 
CIPs of the neighbourhoods of the Barriada Nova in the city of Canovelles and the 
Barri Congost in the city of Granollers,6 located in the BMR. We selected these 
CIPs because of our authorship of both and the good understanding of the regenera-
tive process acquired.

The Barriada Nova and Barri Congost neighbourhoods were once two separate 
suburbs from their respective historic cores, Canovelles and Granollers, but today 
they form a dense urban continuum. At the end of Franco’s dictatorship, both neigh-
bourhoods faced strong urban deficits, such as low quality housing and public in-

6 Comprehensive Integral Plan (CIP) of the Barriada Nova, Canovelles (2005) and Barri Congost, 
Granollers (2006). Authors: Carmen Mendoza-Arroyo and David Lladó-Porta co-principals DA-
Carquitectura, Rehabilitació i Urbanisme, S.L.P.
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frastructure, and a lack of social facilities and open spaces. Active neighbourhood 
associations,7 which acquired stability during the first democratic municipal gov-
ernments, contested these issues, and many leaders were elected as local councilors. 
This strong and long-term connection between the neighbourhood associations and 
their respective councils promoted participatory actions during the development of 
both CIP’s urban projects. Actually, when the CIP development began, there were 
programmed interventions propelled by the municipal team, which were able to 
continue with the economic support of the Neighbourhood Act.

The technical team formed by our firm and the Municipal Urban Projects Office 
of Granollers and Canovelles were sole developers of both CIPs. The participation 
took place in a consultative manner, and the Urban Project’s office held unilateral 
meetings with the Committee for Evaluation and Assessment of each neighbour-
hood. Two open presentations were held at the Municipal Library, in which our 
team and the representative of the Urban Projects office presented the CIP and an-
swered questions and doubts. However, despite the good intention of the municipal 
team, this voluntary process of participation was not enough to balance the absence 
of a proper participatory method involving the community in decision-making in all 
its phases: diagnosis, design, implementation and assessment.

Physical Proposal

Prior to the Neighbourhood Act, the betterment projects both councils developed 
had a piecemeal approach due to their limited budget. The shift toward a more 
comprehensive urban renewal began in the year 2000 with the revision of their 
Municipal Town Plan (POUM), in which a close consultation process between the 
neighborhood association leaders and the councils took place. On the other hand, 
as part of the POUM, the councils of both neighbourhoods commissioned us to 
develop a thorough analysis and betterment proposal for the whole neighborhood, 
which later became the framework of the CIP.

The objective of the CIP was to connect in between public and private spaces, 
and by doing so, establish specific guidelines for diverse architectural components 
ensuring urban coherence.

Figures 4.2 and 4.3 map all the urban repair interventions of open spaces linked 
to social facilities. The resultant network increased the social cohesion of the neigh-
bourhood and the urban content of the urban projects, and generated a catalytic 
betterment effect.

This comprehensive ‘neighbourhood approach’ (Lowndes and Sullivan 2008) 
incorporated feedback from the POUM’s participatory process, such as the need for 
creating spaces for community interaction. Likewise, during the design of the open 
spaces that Fig. 4.4 shows, we incorporated suggestions provided by neighbour-

7 The Associació de Veïns Quinze Regions in Canovelles, and Associació de Veïns de Congost in 
Granollers
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hood leaders to the municipal technicians through the Committee for Evaluation 
and Assessment, such as space for sports and parking.

The use of public architectural projects as part of a structural betterment creates 
landmarks (Lynch 1960) for the community, and shows that architecture- and de-
sign-based spatial planning can be an extremely strong medium to transcend physi-
cal boundaries when there is community support.

Integrated Assessment of Physical and Social Components

In order to address the correlation between the quality of the physical proposals and 
the inclusiveness of the formal participatory processes for each of the three renewal 
tools introduced in the previous section, we start by defining both concepts.

Firstly, the quality of the physical proposal is measured by considering its con-
tribution to building a consistent system of public spaces. Hence, the best scenario, 
exemplified in Fig. 4.5, would be place-based urban projects conceived as part of a 

Fig. 4.2  Interconnected urban interventions in order to propel systemic regeneration. CIP Bar-
riada Nova, Canovelles, MRB, Spain. (Figure: C. Mendoza-Arroyo and D. Lladó-Porta)
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civic network of connected, significant places such as parks, plazas and boulevards 
(Vall 2007; Vall et al. 2011). We consider that this systemic vision boosts the inte-
gration of communities and enhances the existing social ties among citizens of di-
verse profile. On the other hand, the piecemeal approach relies on separate projects 
as designed pieces, with no care taken to fit them into an overall syntax, thus failing 
to acknowledge the opportunities for ensuring urban coherence in conjunction with 
the existing socio-spatial relations.

Secondly, the inclusiveness of the formal participatory process is measured 
through two indicators: (1) the type, and (2) the moment of participation. The type 
of participatory process we consider to be optimal is partnership participation ac-
cording to Arnstein’s (1969) typology,8 for it enables citizens to take part in the 

8 Sherry Arnstein (1969) develops a typology of participation through a ladder of empowerment 
with eight rungs: manipulation, therapy, informing, consultation, placation, partnership, delegated 
power, and citizen control.

Fig. 4.3  Specific urban interventions addressed to create new public spaces and facilities. CIP’s 
Barri Congost and Barriada Nova, MRB, Spain. (Figure: C. Mendoza-Arroyo and D. Lladó-Porta)
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decision-making and allows negotiation and trade-offs with the traditional power-
holders. On the other hand, the informing and consultation types allow less connec-
tion between the participatory process and the plan’s outcome.

Regarding the moment participation should take place, we believe the optimum 
is for it to happen in a crosscutting way: before, during and after the plan’s de-
velopment. The moment when the participatory process occurs correlates with the 
citizen’s capacity to influence the process. If the participation occurs before, it may 
imply co-design and co-decision (Font and Galais 2011) of citizens’ suggestions 

Fig. 4.5  Civic grid of significant axis and places for Sagrera Station area, Barcelona, Spain. (Fig-
ure: C. Mendoza-Arroyo and ESARQ-UIC final degree students 2012–2013)

 

Fig. 4.4  New public space Plaça de la Pau and redesigned street Carrer Girona. CIP’s Barri Con-
gost, Granollers MRB, Spain. (Figure: C. Mendoza-Arroyo and D. Lladó-Porta)
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and ideas. On the contrary, if participation only occurs after the plan is developed, 
there is no real possibility of influencing the plan. Fung (2006) states that citizen 
empowerment occurs when the participatory process is linked to policies, allowing 
participation to take place during the whole process. Therefore, the criteria of type 
and moment together allow us to evaluate the level of Inclusiveness of the Formal 
Participatory Process (IFPP) for each urban renewal tool.

In order to explore the effect of the quality of the participatory processes in the 
quality of the physical proposals, Table 4.1 integrates both components and allows 
us to understand the particular interactions developed in SPIR, ARI and CIP, which 
are further elaborated below.

SPIR The SPIRs contributed the most systemic oriented physical outcome, despite 
the fact that this period featured the less inclusive formal participatory process. This 
apparent contradiction is resolved when we acknowledge that the SPIRs were based 
on the diagnosis and proposals previously elaborated by the neighborhood associa-
tions, with the involvement of the civic forces as ideologists and co-organizers of 
the regeneration process. For this reason, although the IFPP was low, a real collec-
tive decision-making guaranteed a higher civic quality of the diverse urban projects 
of the SPIRs.

ARI On the contrary, the ARIs, with the more inclusive participatory approach 
based on the mandatory management committees, generated a piecemeal approach, 
due to the lack of real civic involvement in the decision-making. A possible reason 
behind this fact is that by then, the social movements that sprang up at the beginning 
of the democracy had lost their critical attitude and social base.

Table 4.1 Participatory process and physical proposal
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CIP The participatory process in the design of the CIPs was not at all influential 
on the physical outcome, because consultation occurred once the plans had been 
developed. On the other hand, the funding selection process generated uncertainty, 
so that a long process of participation was seen as a burden to the plan development. 
Unfortunately, the commitment to the goal of the Act wasn’t achieved, that is, an 
integrated physical and social approach remained a personal option of the profes-
sionals and municipal government involved.

Conclusions

In our view, correlation between the quality of the formal participatory process and 
the quality of the urban renewal plan is a relevant issue. According to this logic, 
the comparative analysis of the regenerative urban tools of the MRB analysed has 
shown that less inclusive formal participatory processes with high levels of influ-
ence in decision-making enhance systemically oriented physical proposals. On the 
other hand, more inclusive formal participatory frameworks may be less effective 
in their influence on decision-making and building civic networks. The evidence 
reviewed in this chapter supports our hypothesis that inclusiveness in the formal 
participatory processes doesn’t necessarily guarantee a better civic quality of the 
physical outcome. We offer two main conclusions to be considered in relation to 
assessing Barcelona’s urban regeneration, which could be useful for further imple-
mentation of renewal tools:

1. Formal consultative participatory frameworks may conceal the real extent of the 
participatory process. Less formal processes, when grounded on stronger com-
munity involvement, have proven to be more effective for enhancing systemi-
cally oriented renewals.

2. The quality and civic content of the physical transformation propelled by the 
renewal plan should be more related to its capacity in generating a public space 
system accessible to all citizens, and less to the iconic image of isolated urban 
projects.

Both conclusions reinforce the contribution of authors that criticize the threat of 
an empty formal participation. Among others, Arnstein (1969, p. 1) stresses that 
there is a critical difference between going through the empty ritual of participation 
and having enough impact to affect the outcome of the processes; and Fung (2006) 
states that mechanisms of participation are mostly designed to address particular 
problems in specific conditions, therefore responding to specific problems rather 
than to the essence of participation as such. It should also be added that we firmly 
believe core participatory processes must build on grassroots compromises and 
partnerships between citizens, stakeholders and administration. Definitively, the in-
volvement of the civic forces as co-designers and co-organizers of the regeneration 
proposals remains essential to guarantee the civic quality of the physical outcome.
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Abstract This book chapter is a case study of a community development project 
undertaken by the University of South Australia’s (UniSA) School of Art, Architec-
ture and Design (AAD) for a village community at Port Resolution on the island 
of Tanna, Vanuatu. The project involves the design and construction of visitor 
accommodation, and continues an established program at UniSA’s AAD school of 
engaging students in capacity-building development projects for remote communi-
ties. These have included projects for remote Aboriginal communities in central 
Australia. The Port Resolution project is the first design and construction project 
undertaken by AAD outside Australia, and the first to be designed as a typological 
exemplar that can be replicated by other communities on Tanna Island and poten-
tially other islands across Vanuatu. Designed by students and to be built by students 
in association with the local villagers, the aim of these community run and owned 
facilities is to provide income to sponsor local education initiatives. The process 
described in this case study combines western and local architectural methods into a 
hybrid architectural practice. The chapter describes a design process wherein com-
munity engagement and immersion is foregrounded to become a much more signifi-
cant component of a design process than may be anticipated at a project’s inception.

Keywords Architecture · Cross-cultural design · Typological exemplar · Hybrid 
design
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Introduction

The Port Resolution project is a community based visitor accommodation develop-
ment which is an initiative aimed at generating income to further children’s educa-
tion for the Port Resolution community on Tanna Island, Vanuatu. The project is 
being assisted by staff and students from the University of South Australia’s (Uni-
SA) School of Art, Architecture and Design (AAD) and continues an established 
program of engaging students in capacity-building development projects for remote 
communities. It is hoped that this project will become an exemplar community-built 
and -managed enterprise, which can be replicated by other communities to generate 
income and to maintain local ownership and control of traditional land.

Vanuatu

Vanuatu is an archipelago of over 80 tropical islands in the South Pacific Ocean, lo-
cated 1,750 km off the east coast of Australia and situated between the Equator and 
the Tropic of Capricorn. With a population of around 230,000 (Vanuatu National 
Statistics Office 2013), 80 % of the people live in rural areas, mostly as subsistence 
farmers in isolated villages (Asian Development Bank 2009). These geographically 
remote communities have minimal access to basic health and education services, 
and it is the cost of schooling in Vanuatu which is the central issue underlying the 
Port Resolution project.

Primary schooling in Vanuatu is free; however, secondary schooling requires 
annual fees of up to 60,000 Vatu per child (approximately AUD$660 at the time 
of writing), which is beyond the means of most families, limiting the opportunity 
for a child to complete secondary and therefore tertiary education. Churches and 
non-government organizations provide a minimal level of support to many rural 
villages. Such financial limitations perpetuate Vanuatu’s dependence on aid and 
outside professional assistance.

Vanuatu’s population, with an estimated growth rate of 2.3 % annually in 2009 
(Vanuatu National Statistics Office 2013), is placing increased pressure on local 
resources, and this is coupled with impediments to economic growth such as geo-
graphic isolation and dispersion, vulnerability to natural disasters, poor infrastruc-
ture, limited export opportunities and a reliance on imports and tourism. Tourism 
accounts for around 20 % of GDP and 75 % of foreign exchange in the country 
(Asian Development Bank 2009). However, the inference that Vanuatu’s limited 
economic opportunities have few positive consequences needs to be judged in the 
light of the measurable negative impacts from economic development, such as envi-
ronmental degradation, and the cultural disruption caused by the incremental trans-
fer of indigenous land ownership to commercial interests and capital investment 
from outside Vanuatu, clearly evident in the sale of land by agents in Port Vila.



715 The Port Resolution Project

Tanna Island

Tanna Island is the sixth largest island of the Vanuatu archipelago, with local esti-
mates of population at about 23,000 people, spread mainly in the south and the west 
of the island, with far fewer settlements in the north and east. Tanna Island is one 
of Vanuatu’s primary tourism destinations based around traditional culture and the 
active volcano at Mount Yasur to the east of the island. Mount Yasur is one of the 
world’s most active and accessible volcanos. Further to the east of Mount Yasur is 
Port Resolution, named by Captain James Cook in 1774 after his ship Resolution. 
The port and surrounding coral reefs, secluded white sandy beaches, hot springs, 
lush tropical flora, and traditional villages attract fewer visitors due to the limited 
available accommodation. Visitors to Tanna Island commonly fly to the airport on 
the west coast and currently stay in resort-style lodges adjacent to the airport or the 
main town Lenakel, south along the coast. From there most visitors travel east over 
extremely rough four-wheel-drive tracks to see the Mount Yasur volcano, returning 
to the west coast on the same day.

The Port Resolution Project

The need for suitable visitor accommodation at Port Resolution was identified by 
the Chiefs of Tanna Island, in consultation with the local community land owners, 
as a sustainable business model for developing a trust fund for education by at-
tracting greater visitor numbers to the east of Tanna Island. Given the constraints 
of travel from one side of the island to the other, marketing produce in Lenakel is 
unviable, however the tourism prospects of Port Resolution, because of its proxim-
ity to Mount Yasur, and the hot springs, white sand and coral reef, were agreed to 
be potentially more viable.

A high level of communication and cooperation between the chiefs and their 
communities across Tanna was important, since the financial benefit of such a pro-
posal would initially be limited to the community at Port Resolution. This poten-
tially divisive preferencing of one community over others needed to be understood 
in the context that the Port Resolution project would have a potentially broader 
benefit to the island as a whole, as an exemplar of community built and managed 
accommodation for other communities to replicate in the future.

The site chosen for the project is a beachfront to the east of the community of 
Port Resolution. The community is a village of approximately 300 people living in 
traditional, timber-framed thatched huts clad in panels woven from local pandanus 
and coconut leaves. Water is drawn from hand pumps connected to local wells and 
from streams in the surrounding mountains when available. Limited amounts of 
power are generated from solar panels and generators for pumping water and charg-
ing mobile phones. The majority of households grow their own food for subsistence 
and sell some at markets in the area. Limited income is derived from basic visitor 
accommodation and the sale of coffee, meals and artefacts.
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Although a number of villages in the area provide overnight tourist accommo-
dation, only a limited number of tourists visiting Mount Yasur choose to venture 
further east to stay overnight, due largely to the lack of accommodation options and 
a failure to meet visitor expectations. The identified need for visitor accommodation 
came to the attention of the University of South Australia’s AAD Student Design 
and Construction Program, which has an established reputation for engaging stu-
dents in capacity-building development projects for remote communities that might 
otherwise struggle to engage the services of an architect.

The Return Brief: Engagement and Community 
Consultation

The return brief is an evolutionary architectural tool that is vital to a project; it 
provides a means by which the designer can summarize their early understandings 
of the project requirements, constraints and possibilities in a feedback loop with 
their client. In essence, it is the opportunity to test one’s interpretation of another’s 
needs, expound the subtleties of the project as the architect understands them to be, 
and provide a vehicle by which the project’s owners might confirm or reconsider 
their initial expectations. In the case of the Port Resolution project, the design team 
knew very little of its specifics before arriving on Tanna Island. However, this un-
certainty—not knowing what to expect of the site, its custodians and the facilities 
they were asking us to design—was coupled with an open mind as to what might 
be possible.

What we did know was that the Port Resolution village community in particular 
and the Tanna Island community in general wanted a design for a community-run 
accommodation facility for tourists that would become a template for future de-
velopments across the island. Whilst very little of the specifics of the project were 
understood at its inception, what was clear was the importance of developing a re-
lationship with the community as early as possible into our proposed 2 week work-
ing visit: the stronger the relationship, the easier it would be to develop a mutual 
understanding.

Such uncertainty and openness necessitates some relinquishing of control by 
the architectural team over a design project during the formative period; we had 
to be patient and resist the temptation to rush to a design solution in the absence 
of a nuanced understand of the project’s physical and cultural contexts. For our 
students, this required the ability to question what appropriate architecture is when 
designing for communities other than their own, particularly where there is a clearly 
established vernacular building context. Often, prevailing western culture1 can ap-
pear, at face value, to focus on building form and commodification as the drivers of 
architectural projects, and student designs can sometimes risk naïvely preferencing 

1 By ‘western’, we mean ‘non-island’ cultures generally, and more specifically, cultures such as 
Australia’s, where disposable income is spent on tourism.
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evocative forms and shapes over more subtle and restrained design approaches (in 
simple terms, a preferencing of form over function). In the case of the Port Resolu-
tion project, the architecture would be inescapably driven by the specific needs of 
a community and not the preferences of the architect. It was with this intention that 
we began working with a group of architecture and engineering students on poten-
tial generic strategies that might inform later specific decision-making once the full 
briefing process began on the island.

What resulted was a deliberate position regarding architectural ‘fit’. As western 
visitors invited to contribute design expertise, we would approach the task with 
humility and empathy, reflecting what might be described as a hybrid practice: one 
where the prevailing architectural traditions of both cultures are allowed expression 
without being in competition. This hybrid process is described in the section ‘The 
Design’.

The Visitor Experience

Whilst we understood and expected that a series of community consultation pro-
cesses would occur, what was perhaps less anticipated was the extent to which a 
combination of formal and informal encounters with Tannese communities would 
inform the design. Upon arrival in Lenakel, it became apparent that the community 
wished first for us to understand what makes Tanna unique among Vanuatu’s islands 
in order to appreciate not only why visitors might visit Tanna, but why the cultural 
heritage of the place—both tangible and intangible—was something to be shared 
with visitors. Importantly, it was this sharing of cultural heritage that would under-
pin the project; in continually describing village life, culture and history to visitors, 
one passes this cultural capital on to one’s own future generations.

Thus began the visitor experience. Travelling first in the back of utility vehicles 
along challenging volcanic rock roads and then by foot through machete-cut tracks, 
the group was immediately immersed geographically and culturally in aspects of 
Tannese life by a visit to the Lekalangia kastom (traditional) village of Chief Yapa 
Nekiwris (Fig. 5.1).

Kastom life privileges traditional ways of living by restricting or forbidding the 
wearing of western clothes and avoiding contemporary technologies, but does not 
always exclude visits from outside parties. Chief Yapa’s welcoming presentation 
to the group and generous tour and explanation of the village’s private buildings 
were early and poignant markers that the Port Resolution project held the poten-
tial to bring an understanding of traditional Vanuatuan culture to a wider audience 
(Fig. 5.2).

Whilst deliberately resisting western influences, Lekalangia village welcomed 
us as foreign visitors as a way of celebrating and sustaining cultural difference. 
Importantly for the project, rather than diluting the tradition, deliberately attract-
ing visitors through the design of a hybrid island/western accommodation model 
might bring about a combination of cultural identities that would strengthen both 
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Fig. 5.1  Walking through machete-cut tracks to the kastom village of Lekalangia: rarely visited 
by foreigners

 

Fig. 5.2  Part of the kastom village of Lekalangia
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heritages. In Chief Yapa’s words to us, ‘we might forge roads between Australia 
and Tanna.’

In a similar generosity of spirit, existing foreign-run accommodation facilities on 
the west of the island were made available for inspection. The owners were aware 
of the island-wide push to design alternative accommodation facilities that might 
provide self-sufficient income for villages; and despite being in direct competi-
tion with our project in the future, they were happy to share their knowledge and 
methods for running western-style tourist operations on Tanna (Figs. 5.3 and 5.4). 
These visits were crucial not only to determine the successes and failures of various 
project elements, but to provide evidence of areas where the Port Resolution project 
might offer points of difference. Continuing throughout the process, however, was 
a deep recognition that building a facility in itself is no guarantee of future business 
success, and gaining and retaining custom is an ongoing challenge.

Port Resolution

Fundamental to the island’s ability to attract visitors in the first instance is Mount 
Yasur; the difficult trek to which is rewarded with panoramic views over Tanna’s 
east coast before a descent through dense bush and then arrival on the vast ash 
plains at the volcano’s base (Fig. 5.5). In a somewhat surreal experience of driving 

Fig. 5.3  An existing visitor accommodation bungalow on Tanna Island, showing a western-style 
ensuite off the sleeping quarters, divided only by a lightweight three-quarter height partition

 



76 D. Madigan and D. Morris 

through an ash desert along the sides of the volcano, the visitor is brought into prox-
imity with the island’s most prominent physical and spiritual entity. Significantly, it 
is this journey, in immediate contact with the volcano, that one takes to reach Port 
Resolution.

Our arrival in the community was marked by two unexpected and powerfully 
affecting events to thank us for making the journey to assist with the project: the 
singing of welcoming songs and the provision of a meal in a purpose-built tem-
porary pavilion. These simple reciprocal acts of greeting and thanks immediately 
established that both parties to the project were appreciative of the opportunity to 
be engaged with each other and the process that was to come (Fig. 5.6). As visitors, 
this community-led welcome placed us in the position of future patrons of the new 
visitor accommodation facilities, and this visitor experience was to continue over 
the first few days, as we were taken to the volcano’s rim, the hot springs it produces 
(which are regularly used for cooking) and around the bay in which Captain Cook 

Fig. 5.5  After the difficult trek to Mount Yasur, seen on the right with ash plume, one is rewarded 
with panoramic views of Tanna’s east coast (Port Resolution is beyond the ridges behind the 
volcano)

 

Fig. 5.4  A Tanna Island ‘honeymoon suite’ containing an ensuite bathroom visible from the sleep-
ing quarters
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Fig. 5.6  Simple reciprocal acts of arrival and thanks immediately established that both parties to 
the project were appreciative of the opportunity to be engaged with each other
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landed and walked in 1774. It became apparent during this process that taking the 
time to understand Port Resolution’s unique characteristics was a crucial part of 
the community’s briefing process, as important to the community as the eventual 
formal consultation process to follow. Integral to this social manoeuvre was time 
spent in the nakamal.

The Nakamal

Vanuatuan villages are arranged around an open circular kava-drinking ground 
called the nakamal, usually an area established beneath a large banyan tree. Every 
evening around dusk the men of the village meet in the nakamal to prepare the 
kava, an infusion of the root of piper methysticum. In this ritualistic process, the 
men clean the roots of loose dirt using coconut husks, before chewing the root and 
infusing the resultant pulp with water to form a drink. This is then taken whilst mak-
ing silent offerings to the spirits for wellbeing. This is a male-only activity, and we 
were advised that the men of our group might be invited to the nakamal for kava, 
and that this act would be the single biggest gesture of good will by both parties. 
The invitation occurred on our second night in the village and continued every night 
thereafter.

In addition to communicating with the spirits, the kava preparation and drinking 
ritual sees the nakamal become a place of daily reflection and communication on 
matters of governance and social and spiritual order (Fig. 5.7).

This occurs in softly spoken dialogues that eventually become whispers and then 
silence before the men gradually leave the nakamal. In an architectural sense, this 
daily event, for which all other work in the village ceases, provided us with an op-
portunity to reflect on the work in progress, both internally as a design team and 
with our clients. What for our clients is a fundamental means by which to run vil-
lage life was for us the opportunity to critically engage with the work of the day 
in the absence of distraction and to seek feedback and direction from our clients. 
Something akin to a formal design review process in Australia, the sunset with-
drawal to the nakamal was an obligatory yet welcome period of project reflection 
detached from the physical processes of architectural production.

For the women of our design team, the men’s kava time became an opportu-
nity to engage with the women of the community in private, learning traditional 
skills and establishing relationships with the village’s children through play. This 
demarcation of male and female activities, whilst unexpected as a daily occurrence, 
enabled the design team to regroup each evening to share what we had learnt from 
our hosts (Fig. 5.8).

Importantly, especially during the early phases of our time on Tanna, the com-
bined acts of hospitality and inclusion gave us opportunities to be immersed in 
village life in a meaningful way, as well as a deeper understanding of the project’s 
requirements and potential before we were tempted to rush to a design solution. 
Of the short two weeks we had to engage with the community and design, and to 
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Fig. 5.7  Learning to clean kava roots of dirt with coconut husks in the nakamal; a place of daily 
reflection and communication on matters of governance and social and spiritual order

  

Fig. 5.8  The design team regrouping to work during the night
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develop and deliver a concept to them on site, the first week passed without the 
need for a formal drawing to be produced. And whilst such initial immersion in the 
culture of the place might be seen as a reduction in valuable production time, the 
opposite proved to be true. Indeed, rushing to design drawings in the absence of this 
immersion would risk the design being prematurely and naively developed.

The Design

…[T]radition is a complex continuity inherited from the past, lived in the present and sus-
tained in the future (Oliver 2006, p. 384).

Combined with the less tangible project-briefing activities of experiencing village 
life, a formal community briefing was held whereby an open discussion could be 
had around issues of day-to-day running of the facility, accommodation require-
ments, meal preparation, laundering, building servicing and maintenance (Fig. 5.9).

This was immediately followed by a physical survey of the site, including the lo-
cation of all trees, existing features and site contours. It was perhaps this surveying 
activity that for the first time introduced the community to formal design thinking 
and the skills the design team would bring to the project. Where in the past build-
ings in the village have appeared in an ad-hoc manner as needs dictate, this was an 

Fig. 5.9  The first formal briefing with the community, which occurred after a series of less tan-
gible project briefing activities
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exercise in gathering data in order to record the site conditions and strategically 
master plan an appropriate built response at the scale of a small village (Fig. 5.10).

This formal master planning exercise was vital, as upon completion, the project 
will encompass:

• three types of bungalow accommodation (six bungalows in total);
• a main communal building consisting of restaurant, bar, kitchen, office, welcom-

ing area and ablution facilities;
• an outdoor kitchen accommodating traditional village cooking methods;
• photovoltaic and wind power generation;
• water supply and waste water management systems; and
• interpretive signage within the immediate accommodation site and beyond 

(Fig. 5.11).

Less tangible, yet significant elements are embedded design approaches to cross 
ventilation, privacy, views, hygiene, traditional cooking requirements and vernacu-
lar and western building technologies.

Fig. 5.10  The design team’s 
surveying activity introduced 
to the village for the first 
time the role of formal design 
thinking
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In considering the site layout and the resultant buildings that would form the 
visitor facility, the design intent was to produce something that might be described 
as ‘similar but different’ to the vernacular Tannese buildings. Returning to the con-
cept of the architectural hybrid, designing in a village context requires an avoidance 
of romanticizing or historicizing the existing architecture in favour of a deliberate 
effort to meld two cultural approaches. The architectural result is, therefore, some-
thing that is not in essence from either culture in itself, but is a coming together of 
the two.

This raises the question of why one would not design a traditional Vanuatuan 
building. For us the answer lies in two facts. The first is that the hybrid approach is 
already the norm when applied to other visitor accommodation on the island, most 
noticeable in bungalows of masonry construction (as opposed to being tradition-
ally timber framed and clad) and with western-style ensuite bathrooms (as opposed 
to detached communal sanitary facilities of lightweight construction). The second 
factor is that traditional buildings are best done by the local community without 

Fig. 5.11  The Port Resolution visitor accommodation facility showing the proposed scheme of 
bungalows and main hall, with existing site features, levels, trees, grass, sand and water positions 
recorded during the site survey
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external input. The reality of the Port Resolution project is that external expertise 
was sought specifically for the differences that that process can deliver. The result-
ing design, therefore, is one that seeks to augment the traditional islander building 
methods with imported western architectural understanding at the scales of the mas-
ter plan, the building, the room and the construction detail.

This design-led value-adding, important as it is, given the fact that visitor accom-
modation on the island is already being provided in a manner that attempts to pre-
empt what western visitors will expect, is evidenced in various ways throughout the 
Port Resolution design scheme. In the bungalows (visitor accommodation), ensuites 
are provided as they are in other visitor accommodation on Tanna, but in a manner 
that provides greater amenity and privacy, whilst considering the implications for 
the initial construction requirements, regular cleaning regime and ongoing mainte-
nance and repair (Figs. 5.12 and 5.13).

In the main hall, traditional outdoor fire-pit cooking methods can be maintained, 
but in a safer, more comfortable and more convenient manner for the village wom-
en, who will inevitably run the kitchen (Figs. 5.14 and 5.15).

Fig. 5.12  A masonry ensuite 
bathroom in an existing visi-
tor accommodation bungalow 
on Tanna Island provides the 
convenience of proximity, 
but has problems of overall 
amenity and privacy

 



Fig. 5.13 Similar but different: one of the three proposed bungalow types in plan ( above) and 
cross section ( below) showing sleeping quarters separated from ablutions via the use of a breeze-
way deck: the convenience of proximity is maintained, but privacy, amenity, sanitation, and ease 
of maintenance are significantly improved
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Fig. 5.15 Simlar but different: a physical model of the outdoor kitchen with the roof removed to 
reveal and explain how the interior will work: logs are continuously fed in large lenghts immedi-
ately into the fire from an adjacent store, minimising wood cutting, and benches are provided for 
working at more comfortably

 

Fig. 5.14  Traditional cooking methods at the project site, where women cook in the open over a 
fire grate in a ditch whilst squatting down
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On a site scale, an analysis of power generation requirements and wastewater 
management systems aims to service the visitor accommodation efficiently and reli-
ably, whilst contributing to the living standards of the village as a whole.

Such whole-of-village design thinking links the project to its broader ambitions 
of a sustainability strategy that operates architecturally, environmentally, economi-
cally and culturally.

Architectural Communication

Successfully communicating architectural design intentions requires the translation 
of design thinking with clarity. Orthographic drawings such as floor plans, external 
wall elevations and building sections often require a significant level of visual in-
terpretation in order to be successfully read, even by those familiar with the genre. 
However, in western cultures, floor plans at the very least are a part of everyday life 
and are seen in real estate advertising, wayfinding devices in shopping centres and 
in evacuation plans in public buildings. Even outside the discipline of architecture, 
the floorplan is, for many, a readable and understandable communication tool for 
converting two-dimensional information into visualised three-dimensional space. 
For the Port Resolution project, where the facilities’ owners were unlikely to have 
ever seen a floorplan before, a two-stage presentation method was used: one for on 
the island and another for wider distribution upon our return to Australia.

Hand drawings produced on site were used internally by the design team to ex-
plore and communicate ideas to each other, and whilst these were presented to the 
community formally before departure as a means of describing our work process 
and as an introduction to the way architectural drawings are used to think about and 
explain buildings, it was a physical model that was used to describe the scheme 
(Fig. 5.16).

Working with a combination of model making materials such as cardboard and 
balsa wood brought with us from Australia, and supplementary materials found on 
site, such as twigs to represent trees and pandanus leaves for thatched rooves, the 
design team modelled the site terrain, trees, grasses, sand and water, existing struc-
tures and the proposed new buildings. Roofs of the proposed buildings could be 
removed to reveal the spaces within. This physical tool provided a tangible mecha-
nism by which the village community could grasp what was being proposed; seeing 
existing grass, trees and paths in their actual locations, albeit in miniature, made 
clear the concepts being put on offer. Whilst the drawings were brought back to 
Australia to enable further design work to be undertaken, the model was left with 
the village for their use as a discussion tool amongst the community and as a com-
munication tool to show to visitors.

Upon return to Adelaide, the design team undertook a three-week design work-
shop in which the preliminary concepts established on site were developed using a 
suite of two-dimensional drawings, three-dimensional computer renderings, and a 
detailed physical model. These more resolved drawings were then used in concert 



875 The Port Resolution Project

with the model to bring the project to a wider audience in both Australia and Vanu-
atu, for the promotion and preliminary fund-raising for the project (Figs. 5.17 and 
5.18). It is not enough to simply design a scheme and present it evocatively; propos-
als such as this require confidence building amongst those who have the potential to 
help fund and deliver the project.

Future Directions

At the time of writing, the design proposal was being developed in detail by staff 
and students from academic programs in architecture, interior architecture, indus-
trial design and civil engineering, with the objective of determining a detailed reso-
lution of the design that will decide costs for future funding applications and enable 
the construction of the project on site.

The areas of the design requiring particular resolution include:

• architectural detailing of storage and kitchen facilities, wet areas, fittings, fix-
tures, finishes, furniture and hardware;

• structural engineering of building frames to resist cyclonic winds;
• water supply pumping, storage and reticulation;
• wastewater treatment and reuse; and
• power generation, storage, inversion and reticulation.

Fig. 5.16  Here, the roof of the modelled main hall is removed whilst the rest of the model is used 
to explain what the spaces in the hall will be, and how they will operate
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The design development strategy focuses on achieving a built outcome which is 
both environmentally and culturally sustainable, by maximising available materials 
and building skills, and minimising the costs and reliance on imported equipment 
and technologies. Embedded in the design is an understanding that the facilities 
are to be constructed using a combination of skilled and unskilled labour, and that 

Fig. 5.18  A photorendering of the proposed dining room with existing beach and ocean visible 
through the windows to the right

 

Fig. 5.17  The developed concept design exhibited at the School of Art, Architecture and Design 
at the University of South Australia
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ongoing maintenance and upkeep needs to be inexpensive and manageable for the 
local community, whilst minimizing or avoiding reliance on external support. The 
design strategy, which recognizes that many visitor accommodation facilities in 
Vanuatu are foreign-owned, is intended to be an exemplar for other communities 
seeking financial independence through local community enterprise, and as a means 
of retaining indigenous land ownership against potential capital investment from 
outside Vanuatu.

In the future, it is hoped that staff and students will be involved in assisting the 
Port Resolution community to construct the project, as part of AAD’s Student De-
sign and Construction Program. However, the initial design of this project can only 
establish its spatial and material order—it cannot, by itself, ensure its successful 
delivery. Ultimately the venture is being established and operated by a community 
inexperienced in this type of development, and it is therefore anticipated that the 
project will require further work with the community to build capacity to organize, 
manage, and maintain the Port Resolution project, without relying on outside as-
sistance. In this regard, it is anticipated that broader disciplines within UniSA will 
become part of an expanded project team, particularly in regard to health, market-
ing, tourism and business management.

Capacity Building

Fundamental to the notion of capacity building is an appreciation of existing capac-
ity. Within the Port Resolution community, this was evident during our first visit, 
where 16 staff and students were very comfortably accommodated for 10 days in 
bungalows with beds and clean sheets, and catered for with three meals a day of 
local food such as yams, taro, beans, sweet potato, spinach, chicken, pork and fish, 
and an equally vast choice of fruit such as bananas, coconut, melon, and paw paw. 
However, in order to achieve construction and servicing standards to meet visitor 
preferences for up to 30 overnight visitors and possibly 50 conference attendees, 
the capacity to service visitors on such a scale underlies the purpose of the cross-
cultural engagement between the community and the University to address particu-
lar capacities, including:

• organizational capacity: the management of marketing, staff rosters, visitor 
bookings, visitor arrivals, tours, supplies, cooking, laundering, cleaning and 
waste management and disposal;

• financial capacity: the management of money including receipt of payments, 
banking, budgets, payment of bills and salaries and developing a system of eq-
uitable benefit sharing based on effort, underpinned by a strategy of saving to 
cushion against fluctuations in visitor demand and unexpected costs;

• health and hygiene: the development of cleaning regimes and food preparation 
protocols which build upon established practices, but which become increas-
ingly important in maintaining the health and expectations of numerous visitors 
day after day;
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• technical capacity: the development of existing timber construction and mason-
ry techniques to achieve high levels of structural integrity and serviceability, and 
the development of expertise to repair and maintain power systems, refrigera-
tors, generators, pumps, plumbing, waste water treatment systems and buildings.

Further to these aspirations, the project has already—in the first iteration of what 
will most likely be a 5–10 year process—developed capacities:

• within the community: through the ability to witness and understand formal 
planning processes, design and spatial conceptualisation and strategic thinking 
around greater project implications; and

• amongst our students: through placing them in the roles of professional practi-
tioners working with real clients on a tangible project, across cultures and in the 
field, away from their familiar office-based design tools.

The Port Resolution project arose out of a collective aspiration of the Tannese 
people to develop a community-managed tourism enterprise to achieve a sustain-
able business model for developing a trust fund for education. If the hybrid design 
strategy and the capacity of the community combined make the project a success, 
it will have achieved its aim as a model for other community managed enterprises 
wishing to provide greater educational opportunities to their children. The ultimate 
result of this merging of professional architectural processes with existing cultural 
knowledge and sensitivities will, therefore, be less dependence on foreign profes-
sional assistance in the future, and the preservation of the community’s ownership 
of their land, with minimal impact on what is a fragile tropical paradise.
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Abstract Participatory action research (PAR) has an extensive history in many 
fields of social practice. The applied research methodology is change focused, and 
works towards improving a problem that has originated in the community itself; 
the problem is then further defined, analysed and solved by participants. PAR pro-
motes mutually respectful relationships, shared responsibilities, and an emphasis on 
local capacity building that promotes environments in which communities increase 
their ability to uncover local barriers and harness local assets to build healthier 
communities.

This chapter presents a modified PAR framework that can effectively guide 
participatory action researchers from multiple disciplines working with communi-
ties to produce knowledge, action and change, whilst empowering communities to 
construct and use their own knowledge to emancipate themselves from their situa-
tions—the goal of PAR.

Being context-specific, participatory approaches to research can be applied to 
any study with its own methodology. A case study undertaken in Western India 
will exemplify how this practical PAR framework can be applied to assess and 
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address health problems in disadvantaged communities. The study setting and con-
text presented is in a rural district of the southern Gujarat State in India, composed 
predominantly of tribal communities.

Keywords Participatory action research · Health needs assessment · Intervention · 
Community-based · Change · Rural health

Introduction

Participatory action research (PAR) and its ‘sister concept, participatory research 
(PR) involves social investigation, education and action in a collaborative and inter-
related process’ (Hall 2005, p. 5). Researchers and participants collectively under-
take self-reflective inquiry so they can ‘create new forms of knowledge through a 
creative synthesis of the different understandings and experiences of those who take 
part’ (Rice and Ezzy 1999, p. 173), and understand and take action to improve the 
practices in which they participate and the situations in which they find themselves. 
‘The [applied] reflective process is directly linked to action, influenced by under-
standing of history, culture, and local context and embedded in social relationships’ 
(Baum et al. 2006, p. 854).

The applied methodological framework presented in this chapter is a practical ap-
proach to working with communities to improve a problem that has originated in the 
community itself, and is to be defined, analysed and solved by participants. Modify-
ing the traditional PAR model of planning, acting, observing and reflecting, research-
ers are guided through a multistage, context-specific approach for working with 
communities, from knowledge generation to action and—as a result—change. The 
framework can be applied by researchers from multiple disciplines whose research 
places communities and their participation as a central role in the research process.

The modified PAR framework promotes mutually respectful relationships and 
shared responsibilities, whilst emphasizing local capacity building, and empower-
ing communities to construct and use their own knowledge to emancipate themselves 
from their situations—the goal of PAR. This proposed modified framework brings new 
improvements to practice, and its combination of theory and practical considerations 
makes it suitable for field based practitioners and academics alike. Following this brief 
introduction, the chapter gives an overview of the study setting and objectives.

The Study Setting and Overarching Objective

Research collaboration was established in 2008 between the fourth author, Director 
of the Center for Rural Development (CRD) in the Research Center for Women’s 
Studies (RCWS) at SNDT Women’s University, Mumbai, India, and the second 
author, from the Centre for International Health (CIH) in the Faculty of Health Sci-
ences, Curtin University, Western Australia.
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The initial requirement of CRD was an assessment to gain a better understanding 
of available health care facilities and access to the health of local communities in 
the southernmost district of Gujarat State in Western India.

A research proposal was jointly conceptualized and funding was received for the 
research from the Centre for Advanced Studies in Asia, Australia and the Pacific in 
the Faculty of Humanities in Curtin University. The first author later conceptual-
ized, designed and conducted the research as part of her PhD studies and was super-
vised by the second and third authors. Using a multi-stage approach, the objective 
of the study was to explore community perceptions of health issues in five rural, 
predominantly tribal villages in Gujarat, Western India, and transform community 
knowledge into action with the meaningful participation of community members.

The Taluka (administrative sub-division) where the research was conducted 
comprises 79 villages and three towns. Thirty-nine percent of the population of 
405,902 belong to Scheduled Tribes (2001 Census, Table 17). According to the lat-
est recorded estimates (2002) the area had a total Below Poverty Line (BPL) popu-
lation of 16,149 families and the majority of these families were Scheduled Tribes 
(Government of Gujarat n. d.). Scheduled Tribes are recognized in the constitution 
of India as a group of historically disadvantaged people who require affirmative 
government policies and programs for their development (Government of India, 
Ministry of Health 2001).

Thinking Practically: Modifying the PAR Framework

Based on reflection and review of research throughout the duration of the first au-
thor’s PhD study, the conceptual framework applied in this study was modified and 
further developed. The result is presented diagrammatically in Fig. 6.1.

The modified PAR framework was used for this study. The remainder of this 
chapter will describe each stage of the applied framework and the participatory ap-
proaches to research that were adopted.

The Framework Structure and Guiding  
Methodology Explained

In the published literature, the ideology of PAR is often discussed, rather than a de-
scription of what actually happens in the field (Rice and Ezzy 1999, p. 178). PAR is 
a context-specific methodology, so participatory approaches to research with their 
own set of methods can be chosen and applied to the specific context of the study. 
It is possible to describe what actually happens during the participatory approaches 
overlaid into this framework rather than PAR itself. This PAR framework guides 
the researcher through the process of knowledge and action generation, fostering 
constant reflection throughout the process.
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According to the principles for implementing PAR in community research, ‘the 
problem originates in the community/organization itself and is defined, analysed, 
and solved by the participants’ (Balcazar et al. 2004, pp. 22–24). This reinforces the 
two main stages of the PAR framework: identifying the problem and addressing it 
with action.

Amongst some of the benefits of this methodology is that the deliberative nature 
of PAR enables researchers and communities to understand and transform practices 
in which they participate, as well as the situations in which they find themselves, 
through critical and self-critical action and reflection. It should be noted that in 
recognition of the iterative nature of PAR, the entire process outlined in Fig. 6.1 
is intended to be repeated as many times as it takes to achieve the desired results, 
as mutually defined and agreed upon by the organization and community. Further 
cycles will allow for evaluation of changes.

The ‘Ins and Outs’ of the Practical Framework

Whilst there are many expected inputs of PAR, a study without participation is 
not PAR; thus participation is a mandatory input to the process. PAR may start 
with small groups of collaborators but widens so that it gradually includes more 
and more of those involved and affected by the practices in question. Researcher-

Fig. 6.1  From assessment to action-Intervention: a practical approach to PAR (Read 2012, p. 284)
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community partnership renders results more accessible, accountable, and relevant 
to people’s lives (Israel et al. 1998). Through active engagement, individuals and 
communities may become more empowered and better equipped to make sustain-
able personal and social change (Wallerstein and Duran 2003).

Ideally, the goal of the completed cycles of PAR is change; however, change is 
not the only expected output of this proposed practical approach to PAR. The modi-
fied PAR framework represents the relationship between knowledge, action and 
change. All three elements can be an outcome of the entire PAR process; however, 
the main expected outcome of Stage 1 (Fig. 6.1) is to generate knowledge through 
the application of a chosen participatory approach.

With this knowledge as a basis, the participatory approach to research applied 
in Stage 2 (Fig. 6.1) would work to transform this knowledge into action. Action 
followed by change would be a specific expected output of Stage 2, which is action-
intervention undertaken to address the community problems. Change would again 
inform knowledge and action. The relationship between the three elements flows in 
both directions and is reciprocal. Change informs action, which informs knowledge, 
continuing the cyclic relationship between the three elements.

Apart from knowledge, action and change, the process can generate valuable in-
formation, awareness and partnerships. Increased capacity and development of the 
researchers and communities can result from the learning process. Other benefits 
may include joint reports, possibility for further funding, capacity building of in-
country researchers, awareness of limitations in the developing world, and a chance 
for communities to share their stories and voices.

Rewards or benefits to the community can be expected from this PAR. This ben-
efit is balanced with the gains to the researcher/organization and should also be bal-
anced with the level of risk involved in participating in the study. Joint ownership of 
the study as well as empowerment of communities should be fostered. Trust can be 
earned from communities and the process can build awareness amongst communi-
ties in addition to knowledge, action and change.

Commencing the Study/research: Stage 1, Assessment

In order to commence action to address an issue or situation or improve the well-
being of communities, a topic must first be identified that may be initiated by the 
community and/or the organization/researcher/practitioner. It is recommended that 
the assessment stage be undertaken regardless of how the topic is identified. This 
stage provides an opportunity to further explore the complexities of the topic at 
hand, determine if the topic is a priority for the community, and promote under-
standing in preparation for Stage 2. This stage involves considerable exploration 
of the community-identified problem and dialogue as to whether the community 
wishes to work towards improving and resolving the problem.

The commencement point of the first PAR self-reflective cycle is mobilizing. 
Without first mobilizing research partners, participants and resources, the study 
or programme cannot commence. Once mobilization has been achieved, the study 
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progresses to the planning and action phases. Observation and reflection occur at 
all phases, as represented by the arrows linking all phases of the cycles. In reality, 
after mobilizing, the activity at each phase of the cycle may not necessarily occur in 
order as the diagram suggests, and it is possible the phases may overlap and occur 
simultaneously.

Another point to note is the dotted arrows from the reflecting phase, with one 
returning to mobilizing and the other progressing to identification, showing the link 
between the two stages. This is to remind researchers/practitioners that assessment 
is a fluid stage and its repetition can be beneficial to continual knowledge genera-
tion. The dotted arrow to identification indicates that quality information was gen-
erated from the assessment stage, with which action-interventions can be initiated.

Application of Stage 1: A ‘Real World’ Example

A rapid participatory appraisal (RPA) was conducted to fulfil the requirements of 
Stage 1, Health Needs Assessment in Gujarat, Western India. This participatory ap-
proach to research was deemed appropriate, as it is employed as a means of assess-
ing needs prior to the preparation of plans for future action (Annett and Rifkin 1995, 
p. 6). It is the first step in the planning process, thus suitable for the commencement 
of a PAR study.

Throughout the process, the World Health Organization’s (2002) Guidelines for 
Rapid Participatory Appraisals to Assess Community Health Needs (cited in Annett 
and Rifkin 1995) were consulted. Eight stages of the RPA were applied to the modi-
fied version of Denzin and Lincoln’s cyclic model of PAR. The resulting framework 
can be viewed in Fig. 6.2.

The health information pyramid proposed in Annett & Rifkin’s (1995) guidelines 
was adopted as a guide and framework to determine what information would need 
to be collected in the appraisal process (Fig. 6.3).

The information pyramid consists of four levels, and nine blocks of information 
that are used to assess community health needs. Information was built from the 
bottom up; information about community composition, organization and capacities 
to act formed the foundation of the appraisal. This provided information about the 
strengths and weaknesses of the community leadership, organizations and structures 
in the villages. The second level of information was concerned with developing a 
profile of those aspects of the community’s environment that have major implica-
tions for health. The third level of the information pyramid concerned data on the 
existence, coverage, accessibility and acceptability of services. The final layer de-
tailed national, regional, and local policies that indicate the level of government or 
political commitment to community participation in health. Information from each 
level and block of the information pyramid helped develop the assessment of the 
health status and identification of health problems in the selected villages in Pardi 
Taluka and determine priorities for health development and services.

Information was collected from each village on the nine health-related aspects 
of the information pyramid, using multiple methods for rapid analysis and commu-
nity participation: semi-structured interviews with key informants and focus groups 
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drawn from the local community; direct observation through community visits; and 
data from secondary sources. In total, 82 key informants and focus group partici-
pants were interviewed throughout the RPA. The major source of information was 
obtained from interviews with key informants who were selected because they were 
in the best position to understand the main health issues of the community. These 
informants were selected by the team in the field, and included: local government 
officials, teachers, social and health service personnel, and community leaders.

To gain a deeper understanding of the community’s priority health and social 
needs, particularly from the perspective of village and tribal women, focus groups 
were conducted. Women from pre-existing self-help groups in the community were 
selected to be involved in these focus groups. At least one focus group took place in 
each village, with up to 12 women in each group. Existing written records, reports 

Fig. 6.2  Steps of rapid participatory appraisal in a PAR study (Read 2012, p. 104)
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and other documentation were sought from government offices and health centres, 
although this proved to be a difficult exercise, particularly obtaining official statisti-
cal data in writing from these sources.

Observing and reflecting at each phase of the cycle allowed researchers to iden-
tify the need for modification to the process and make the necessary changes.

Data retrieved in the field were systematically reviewed through the following 
stages, using a combination of recommended guidelines (Annett and Rifkin 1995; 
World Health Organization 2002):

• Comparing
• Collating
• Reviewing
• Summarizing
• Interpreting

First, information from different sources was compared and checked for discrepan-
cies. Next, data was collated under categorized themes and subjected to thematic 
content analysis. Once the information was agreed by researchers to be a correct 
reflection of the information collected, data was summarized into concise state-
ments. It was then possible to interpret the findings and list the main problems for 
each village. Documented problems were recorded as stated by the community, not 
as interpreted by the researchers.

Given the time constraints of the rapid assessment process, this analysis was 
undertaken by the researchers and later confirmed and prioritized with participants 
in the identification phase of the framework, described in the following section. In 
this study, the RPA approach was a viable method for assessing community health 
needs in rural, indigenous, resource-poor settings in a developing country. Detailed 
knowledge about health, environmental and socio-economic issues was generated, 
providing a holistic approach to health needs assessment and a foundation of infor-
mation on which to commence Stage 2, Action-Intervention.

Fig. 6.3  Blocks for an infor-
mation pyramid for use in 
assessing community health 
and social needs; from the 
World Health Organization 
published document: Guide-
lines for rapid participatory 
appraisals to assess com-
munity health needs: a focus 
on health improvements for 
low-income urban and rural 
areas. (Cited in Annett and 
Rifkin 1995, p. 10)
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Fig. 6.5  A community meeting led by the village Sarpanch (leader). On occasions when village 
elders were in attendance, women would take a lesser role in the meeting activities

 

Fig. 6.4  Listening to the local knowledge of women in one of the villages in Pardi Taluka, Gujarat 
State, India
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Bridging the Gap Between Knowledge and Action: Identification

The process of confirming and prioritizing results of Stage 1 with communities is 
an important step in validating results. It serves as an effective link between the two 
main stages of the study (Stage 1: Assessment and Stage 2: Action-Intervention) 
and its importance in the knowledge to action process should be represented ac-
cordingly. Identification, shown in Fig. 6.1, occurs as its own step between stages 
and cycles. This step is given its own label to remind researchers to take time to 
return to participants of Stage 1, to confirm and prioritize results and share results 
with the communities. The results of this process will influence Stage 2 of the study. 
Dialogue generated during this process is necessary to explore problems and can 
often result in generating ideas about what action could be taken to address the 
problems. This process validates the results researchers have analysed, and ensures 
that identified issues are locally defined and prioritized. Involving communities in 
this process is beneficial, as it supports collaboration and allows insights into how 
communities perceive their local problems.

Application of ‘Identification’: Confirming and Prioritizing

Upon completion of the analysis phase of the RPA, Annett and Rifkin (1995) advise 
researchers to return to the key informants to convey results and ask their opinion 
about the priority they give to different problems that have been defined by re-
searchers during the analysis phase.

Accordingly, in the applied study, each key informant was presented with the list 
of problems for their village. They were asked to prioritize each of the problems 
with a number, starting with one, until all problems were numbered. They were also 
asked to note if any actions were being undertaken to improve the corresponding 
problem, and to add any further comments they had. These two additional questions 
revealed if action was already underway to improve the problems, and gave oppor-
tunity for key informants to comment on their village’s problems.

This prioritizing exercise was extremely important. If researchers had incorrect-
ly identified a problem in the village, then the ranking exercise would result in a low 
priority being allocated to that problem by respondents. The result of this confirm-
ing step was a succinct list of problems for each village, prioritized by community 
members themselves. With this information researchers could then commence plan-
ning for Stage 2, Action-Intervention.

Stage 2: Action-Intervention

For the same reasons as Stage 1, Stage 2 commences with mobilizing. It is then a 
continual process of mobilizing, planning and taking action that is accompanied by 
reflection and observation, and is intended to be constantly repeated, incorporat-
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ing what was learned during each cycle into the next one. In this stage of the PAR, 
action is a major expected output of the process, with action followed by change.

Application of Stage 2: Addressing Identified Problems with Action

In this study, a community based participatory research (CBPR) approach was cho-
sen as the most appropriate one to be applied to the PAR model to implement action. 
CBPR provides a structure and mechanism for collaborative and rigorous research, 
using well-established or emerging methods with a community focus (Horowitz 
et al. 2009). In public health, research focuses on social, structural, and physical 
environmental inequalities. Through active involvement of, for example, commu-
nity members, organizational representatives, and researchers in all aspects of the 
research process, all partners contribute expertise and share decision-making and 
responsibilities (Israel et al. 2005, p. 1464; 1998; p. 173; 2001, p. 182; 2003, p. 54). 
‘Partners contribute their expertise to enhance understanding of a given phenom-
enon and integrate the knowledge gained with action’ to enhance the health and 
wellbeing of community members (Israel et al. 2001, p. 182).

Applying this participatory approach, the aim of Stage 2 was to transform knowl-
edge of community problems identified in Stage 1 into action, as suggested by the 
communities in their participation. Observing and reflecting at the mobilizing phase 
of Stage 2 allowed researchers to analyse the process of the PAR and guide research 
accordingly.

To mobilize communities, village leaders were consulted to start with. In those 
villages where village leaders were supportive of pursuing action to address identi-
fied problems, the participatory method of community consultations was organized. 
These consultations were designed to allow community members to guide the pro-
gression of the research with support from researchers; however, throughout the 
process, numerous challenges to the PAR process emerged. These challenges were 
documented, and the feasibility of conducting PAR in the villages was assessed. 
Due to a number of complex interrelated factors and the nature of the challenges, to 
be discussed in the following section, we could not achieve mobilization of commu-
nity members, and the PAR cycle of Stage 2, action-intervention did not eventuate.

Lessons Learned for Future Practice

This section draws on participant views and field experiences to share lessons 
learned with practitioners. The reflective process made clear that what eventuated 
from this study is the result of a myriad of interrelated contextual factors impacting 
the transformation of knowledge to action (Fig. 6.6).

A number of factors categorized as environmental, community, organizational, 
and practitioner/researcher issues affected the transfer of knowledge into action, 
despite the soundness of the participatory approach applied to the PAR cycle.
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Environmental factors relate to the situation in which the research is being 
applied. In this study, the risk in participating in action-interventions to address 
identified problems was present, and was constantly discussed by participants and 
highlighted by the in-country research assistant. The communities also had negative 
past experiences of taking action on the problem being addressed, which affected 
their motivation to participate. It is a recognized challenge of CBPR that ‘participa-
tion in the action phase of CBPR projects may sometimes present risks to commu-
nity participants and actions that involve challenging powerful corporate or other 
entrenched interests may have negative consequences for those involved’ (Minkler 
2005, p. ii10). Risk has multiple meanings; it can be actual physical harm that will 
result from a participant’s or community’s participation; it can also be the repercus-
sions of not being able to fulfil daily duties because the person is investing time in 
participating in an action-intervention. Both factors were present for participants 
in this study. The risks were intensified by incidences of corruption, intimidation 
and violence during past activities which had sought to address long standing com-
munity problems.

Organizational factors can also affect the ability to transfer knowledge to ac-
tion. These included paucity of resources and difficulties facing the organization/
initiators of change in carrying out action-intervention. Another barrier is a low 
level of trust between the community and the organization/initiator of change. In 
this study, there were budgetary and human resources constraints in working with 
communities at the intensity required of the PAR style, together with the nature 
of problems revealed in the RPA. Whilst the collaborating organization had links 
with communities, their work in the study villages was mainly with small groups of 
women. The organization had not previously worked with villages in their entirety, 
so rapport with other stakeholders within the community had not yet been estab-
lished, and this contributed to the challenges in translating knowledge to action.

Community participation is a central component of PAR. Several sub-factors 
related to the community can hinder capacity of action-interventions, especially in 
achieving participation. In this study, the community’s only engagement with the 
organization was from the RPA conducted in Stage 1 of the research. A sustained 

Fig. 6.6  The knowledge to action process and factors affecting its transfer (Read 2012)
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longer-term relationship with the community could have built trust, ensured en-
gagement and possibly resulted in community efforts. Researchers sensed that the 
problems uncovered in the needs assessment of Stage 1, whilst important enough 
to reveal and discuss, were not a priority for the key informants, and this may have 
contributed to their reluctance to participate in the interventions. Personal matters, 
such as earning an income to feed the family, attending to seasonal crop work, and 
social commitments including weddings, illness, and festivals, took priority over 
community issues. Time too is critical and must be factored into studies for events 
such as these, as should the season at the time of the study.

Motivation to participate in activity was further affected, due to the lack of con-
sensus about the problem being addressed. Many participants saw the problems as 
personal rather than of community concern, and thus they were not motivated to 
work on them. These issues, together with the lack of support from village leaders, 
and the newness of a participatory approach to solving community problems, were 
among the challenges we faced in transferring knowledge to action in this study.

Factors related to the practitioner and researcher can hinder a participatory 
action-intervention. These relate to the researchers themselves, and the effects of 
power imbalance between researcher and participant, as well as the time allocated 
for the project. ‘Even outsiders who pride themselves on being community allies 
and trusted friends frequently fail to realize the extent of the power imbued by 
their own, often multiple, sources of privilege and how it can adversely affect in-
teractions and outcomes’ (Fadem et al. 2003, p. 254). The time-consuming nature 
of CBPR is continually mentioned in the literature, and is viewed as ‘one simple 
manifestation of insider-outsider tensions that may involve conducting a participa-
tory community project within the timeframe of the academic and funding calendar’ 
(Fadem et al. 2003, p. 254).

Real collaboration takes a lot of time: for meetings, for accountability processes, 
for working through the inevitable conflicts (Stoeker 2003, p. 101), and to establish 
and maintain trusting relationships (Israel et al. 1998, p. 182). In this study, the time 
required to mobilize community members, amongst other factors, was severely un-
derestimated. The primary researcher was on an academic timeframe, and a scholar-
ship that is only funded for a specific duration; this is not conducive to the nature 
of participatory research.

Each factor described, categorized as the research environment, organization, 
community, and researcher, played an important role in the outcome of this re-
search. The impact they had presents an important lesson for researchers engaged in 
participatory action and community-based participatory research.

Concluding Thoughts

This chapter has presented a practical approach to applying PAR in communities, 
from assessment of community needs, to an example of addressing the identified 
needs in a case study conducted in five villages in Southern Gujarat in Western 
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India. When applied in a health context, rapid participatory appraisal and CBPR 
are appropriate participatory approaches that can be applied to and used with the 
modified PAR model. The identification stage of the model was an extremely im-
portant process to ensure results reflected community perceptions, and empowered 
communities to prioritize their needs and made them reflect on possible solutions. 
Knowledge to action transition can however be impeded by external and contex-
tual factors that must be considered when conducting and implementing an action 
oriented research project. This study makes a call for further research so that these 
contextual factors can be better understood, and researchers can be prepared for 
potential contextual challenges prior to commencing the action-intervention stage 
of the modified PAR framework.
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Abstract Building the capacity of communities to achieve sustainable design 
requires developing community leaders who can choreograph diverse teams of cre-
ative, idealistic people able to realize radical innovation in a complex and rapidly 
changing world. A pilot online course called Creative Leadership was taught with 
the goal of empowering sustainable design students in a Master’s degree program 
to become effective leaders.

Sustainable design requires radical innovation. Conventional leadership is very 
good at driving incremental innovation, but is ill suited to drive and deliver radi-
cal innovation. Conventional leadership is also inadequate in increasingly intercon-
nected, complex, unpredictable, and volatile conditions.

Creative Leadership uses nature as a model for leadership principles and prac-
tices, because evolution has yielded organisms that are responsive, adaptable, resil-
ient, able to leverage and support dynamic complex systems, and embrace unpre-
dictability and disturbance. A Creative Leader continually maintains and refreshes 
the common vision, values, and goals; sensing and adapting to changing conditions 
both inside and outside the community; and creating conditions of trust, respect, 
and curiosity that enable dynamic synergisms and co-creativity.

The course covered: classical, emerging, tribal, and nature’s leadership models, 
organizational structures, and cultural stages; methods for leading creative people 
and projects; understanding oneself and others; and envisioning oneself as a Cre-
ative Leader. The course also included methodologies leaders can use to facilitate 
positive, co-creative, emergent discussions, as well as to develop a culture of trust, 
respect, and curiosity, including: reflection in nature; creative visualization; feed-
back metrics; ‘yes, and’; attentive listening; Socratic and collaborative inquiry; 
and creating triad-based networks. Initial feedback from students suggests a shift 
in thinking and increased capacity to lead in creative, idealistic, and challenging 
situations.
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Pilot Project: Creative Leadership Course

The communities targeted in this chapter are those engaged in driving sustainability 
or implementing sustainable design solutions. This chapter is based on a pilot on-
line course called Creative Leadership, taught as part of the Master of Arts degree 
in Sustainable Design Online (SDO) offered at the Minneapolis College of Art and 
Design (MCAD). The goal of the course was to empower emerging sustainable 
designers to become effective leaders and, in doing so, to build the capacity of the 
communities with which they work to achieve sustainability goals.

Sustainability inherently requires the integrated efforts of diverse communi-
ties, as it must simultaneously address the interconnected yet sometimes conflict-
ing issues of business, nature, and humanity. Successfully achieving sustainability 
goals—especially those that go beyond simply doing less bad—requires these di-
verse communities to have clear common vision, values, and goals, and the ability 
to work together synergistically and co-creatively. A Creative Leader builds the 
capacity of these communities by continually maintaining and refreshing the com-
mon vision, values, and goals; sensing and adapting to changing conditions both 
inside and outside of the community; and creating conditions of trust, respect, and 
curiosity that enable dynamic synergisms and co-creativity.

This chapter will discuss: the need for Creative Leadership; the method for de-
veloping sustainability leaders through this program and course; the concept of 
Leadership Inspired by Nature, which was the model for this course; selected meth-
odologies taught in the course; and the nascent capacity building outcomes of the 
pilot course.

The Need for Creative Leadership

Achieving radical innovation requires leadership skills and approaches that differ 
from conventional leadership (Slater et al. 2013). As Warren Bennis puts it, ‘One 
person can live on a desert island without leadership. Two people, if they are totally 
compatible, could probably get along and even progress. If there are three or more, 
someone has to take the lead’ (Bennis 2009, p. 4). As the world becomes more inter-
connected, complex, unpredictable, and volatile, we need strong leaders more than 
ever (Bennis 2009); however, conventional leaders find themselves struggling to 
run their communities and organizations amid this growing tumult, and are begin-
ning to realize that traditional organizational structures and leadership models are 
no longer sufficient (Chakravarthy and Henderson 2007; Safian 2012).

Conventional leadership models, born of the military and honed in the industrial 
age, are designed for efficiency and productivity (Doyle and Smith 2001; Safian 
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2012). Conventional leadership (leader as lone hero) and conventional organiza-
tional structures (top-down hierarchies) are based on the assumptions that an or-
ganization is controllable and that one person can be in control, yet organizations 
operate as part of a world of complex systems that are inherently uncontrollable 
(Wheatley 2011).

Wheatley (2011) argues that we need to foster leaders that act as hosts rather than 
heroes, that understand complexity and systems, and that invite participation and 
contribution by all members. ‘Hosting leaders create substantive change by relying 
on everyone’s creativity, commitment and generosity’ (Wheatley 2011, p. 16).

Sustainable design represents a combination of ideals and ideas; however, people 
who are driven by ideas and ideals tend to struggle with the pragmatics of complet-
ing and implementing projects (Belsky 2010). The speed, scope, and scale of change 
needed to achieve sustainability require radical rather than incremental innovation 
(DeLuca 2012c). Conventional leadership is very good at driving incremental in-
novation, but is ill suited to drive and deliver radical innovation (Christensen 1997).

New types of leaders, able to succeed in a rapidly changing world, are beginning 
to emerge. ‘Flux leaders’ thrive in an environment of change and chaos, embrace 
‘adaptability and flexibility; an openness to learning from anywhere; decisive-
ness tempered by the knowledge that business life today can shift radically every 
3 months or so…’ (Safian 2012, n.p.). Although these flux leaders appear to exhibit 
characteristics needed to navigate our new paradigm, case studies of these new 
leadership models are few and are not yet time-tested.

Nature has extremely high quality control standards—only 0.1 % of species that 
have ever existed have survived the radical changes and disruptions that have oc-
curred on Earth over the past few billion years. This suggests that organisms that ex-
ist today reflect time-tested strategies for surviving change and disruption (Benyus 
1997). Evolution has yielded organisms that are responsive, adaptable, resilient, 
able to leverage and support dynamic, complex systems, and embrace unpredict-
ability and disturbance (Pascale et al. 2000). These are the qualities that are ex-
hibited by today’s emerging successful leaders (Safian 2012) and needed to lead 
communities that are seeking sustainable solutions (DeLuca 2012b).

The premise of this chapter is that building the capacity of communities to 
achieve sustainability requires developing community leaders that can choreograph 
diverse teams of creative, idealistic people able to realize radical innovation in a 
complex and rapidly changing world. The Creative Leadership course uses Nature 
as a model for the leadership principles and practices needed to build the capacity 
of communities to forward and realize sustainable design solutions.

Method for Building Capacity

MCAD launched the MA in Sustainable Design in 2012 as part of the Sustainable 
Design Online (SDO) program. Program faculty recognized that graduates tend to 
lack the leadership skills needed to forward sustainability ideas and ideals, thus 
they chose to include a leadership course in the program. Cindy Gilbert, Director 
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of MCAD’s SDO Program, recognized that an alternative to conventional leader-
ship was needed and, together with the author, envisioned a 10-week course based 
on Biomimicry for Creative Innovation’s (BCI) concept of Leadership Inspired by 
Nature (DeLuca 2012b).

The first half of the course focused on developing knowledge and understanding 
of different leadership models, organizational structures, and cultural stages (from 
classical and emerging to tribal and inspired by nature), and methods for leading 
creative people and projects. The second half focused on students learning more 
about themselves, understanding others, and envisioning themselves as Creative 
Leaders. The course also developed skills needed for Creative Leadership, a selec-
tion of which is described in the methodologies section.

The Model: Leadership Inspired by Nature

Leadership Inspired by Nature was developed to empower leaders to transform their 
organizations to become in harmony with Nature, as well as to leverage the benefits 
of reflecting the principles and practices of Nature (DeLuca 2012b). In this section, 
we present Nature’s Principles and leadership models found in Nature.

Nature’s Principles

Leaders inspired by Nature seek to embed and reflect Nature’s Principles in the 
organizations and communities that they lead. Nature’s Principles, adapted from the 
design-focused Life’s Principles (Benyus 1997), are: resilient, optimizing, adapt-
able, systems-based, values-based, and life-supporting (Biomimicry for Creative 
Innovation 2011) (see Fig. 7.1)

Being resilient is the ability to recover from a disturbance and to leverage dis-
turbance as an opportunity, rather than trying to protect against change. Resilience 
is achieved by creating a diverse, dynamic, and co-creative culture. Optimizing, in 
contrast to the conventional minimizing or maximizing, requires recognizing whole 
dynamic systems rather than focusing on single metrics or individuals. Adaptabili-
ty requires being curious, continually sensing and responding to change, being flex-
ible, creative, and continually moving towards positive outcomes. Systems-based 
means recognizing that every individual, organization, product, and process is part 
of numerous dynamic interdependent systems. Leaders inspired by nature foster 
synergies and build integrated value-generating networks. Values-based means 
having, and always acting in accordance with, a vision and a clear set of values. 
Leaders inspired by nature are the keepers of an organization’s vision and values, 
and use them to align the energy and passion of its members, and to create a culture 
of mutual respect and trust. Life-supporting means working as an active and ben-
eficial part of nature and humanity. Leaders inspired by nature recognize needs and 
goals beyond themselves, simple profit, or sustainability.
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A Leader Inspired by Nature seeks synergies rather than independence; fosters 
co-creativity rather than competition; leverages collective intelligence rather than 
forcing top-down decisions; strives to be open-source rather than closed-source; op-
timizes across the many rather than maximizing for the few; seeks return on engage-
ment rather than return on investment; thinks and works in dynamic systems rather 
than in static linear chains; creates organizations that fit form to function rather than 
expecting people to function within a rigid pre-set form; considers the very long 
term while addressing the very short term; favours emergence over sticking to pre-
set plans; and seeks to be effective, not just efficient (DeLuca 2012a).

Methods for Creative Leadership

Practising Creative Leadership requires different skills than expressed by the con-
ventional leaders who tend to be students’ role models. This section presents se-
lected methodologies used in the course to develop skills that emerging leaders need 
to choreograph diverse teams of creative, idealistic people who are able to realize 
radical innovation in a complex and rapidly changing world. These methodologies 
can be applied to facilitate positive, co-creative, emergent discussions, as well as to 
develop a culture of trust, respect, and curiosity.

Reflection

Conventional leaders are often valued for their inherent/apparent intuition, inde-
pendence, charisma, power, and ability to spontaneously act and react. By contrast, 
Creative Leaders are valued for their empathy, collaboration, openness, drive to em-
power their networks, and ability to sense and respond thoughtfully to the dynam-
ics of their systems. These characteristics can be enhanced by routinely devoting 
time to reflect on their vision and values, themselves, others, and the dynamics of 

Fig. 7.1  Nature’s Principles 
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systems in which they work, including Nature. In class, students learn and practice 
three different forms of reflection: reflection in nature, keeping a ‘travel log’, and 
creative visualization.

Reflection in nature involves spending 30 min in nature: the first 10 min just 
‘being’ (sitting, doing nothing) with eyes closed and mind open; the second 10 min 
observing (still just sitting, but now using all senses to just notice what is going 
on around them) and contemplating a pre-selected topic with eyes and mind open; 
and the last 10 min imagining ideas, solutions, outcomes, and so on, related to the 
pre-selected topic. This activity helps calm a chaotic mind, awaken dull senses, and 
re-connect with Nature and our inner Nature in order to have more thoughtful, cre-
ative, and expansive sessions through contemplating and imagining.

The travel log is a series of weekly journal entries, kept in a personal website, 
that students use to chronicle their journey to becoming a creative leader, often writ-
ten immediately after their reflection in nature. At the end of the course, students 
use these entries to create a ‘map’ that illustrates their journey through the course 
as well as where they want to go in the future. Figure 7.2 contains images from the 
personalized maps created by two of the students in the class. Each map contains 
real or metaphorical locations, with descriptions of why and how visiting these 
places can help them be or become a better creative leader. Routinely articulating 
reflections and progress helps students clarify and embed what they have learned. 
Students are encouraged to read each other’s travel logs to gain different perspec-
tives on weekly lessons and personal revelations.

Creative visualization involves actively imagining being and/or expressing de-
sired leadership characteristics in a given situation. This practice allows students to 
safely practice (in their minds) the application of desired characteristics in different 
and perhaps challenging settings and scenarios. They can use the results of creative 
visualization to envision or adjust how they might realize or express desired charac-
teristics, and to gain confidence as leaders.

Fig. 7.2  Examples of Creative Leadership journey ‘maps’ created by students. a by Shannon 
Rahkola. b by Noble Cumming
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Measuring What You Value, Setting Up Effective Personal 
Feedback Loops

People tend to value what they measure, so it is important that we measure what 
we value. Conventional leaders tend to value the easily measured metrics of money 
and time and ignore externalities or things that are not measured. Creative Leaders 
continually assess how well they and their organizations are adhering to and reflect-
ing their core vision and values (which are far more complex and comprehensive 
than just money and time) in real time and over time in response to changing con-
ditions and context. In order to do this, leaders must have a way to measure their 
values, characteristics, behaviour, and/or performance in real time and/or over time 
as conditions change.

Students in the course are required to generate metrics (quantitative measure-
ments) for a set of leadership characteristics that are most important to their personal 
development as leaders. Each metric includes a description, a unit of measure, and 
an appropriate measuring device. These metrics are intended to give them real-time 
and/or long-term feedback on leadership qualities they value and want to develop.

For example, a student might decide ‘being a good listener’ is the desired char-
acteristic. The description might be ‘quality as listener’; the unit of measure might 
be ‘percentage of my responses that are in the form of a question rather than a state-
ment’ (thus indicating I was really listening rather than simply waiting for my turn 
to talk); and the measuring device might be a weekly bar graph, with % questioning 
on the Y-axis and daily conversations on the X-axis.

They use their set of metrics to create a Creative Leadership ‘dashboard’. For 
class, the devices and dashboards were designed, but not constructed. The students 
were then asked to provide snapshots of dashboard readings they might imagine 
under various leadership scenarios. Figure 7.3 includes snapshots of dashboards 
created by two different students. Each contains a set of measuring devices along 
with descriptions of the characteristics they are measuring and how they interpret 
and respond to the readings.

This activity develops leadership capacity in several ways. First, students must 
identify a short list of leadership characteristics that they most want to personally 
develop. Then they must come up with ways to quantitatively measure these quali-
tative characteristics. This is a struggle for most, and forces students to engage 
much more deeply with both the meaning and the effective expression of their val-
ues. Finally, they have to reflect on and envision how they, as creative leaders, 
might actually respond and express their values in a range of scenarios.

‘Yes, and’

Conventional leaders tend to rely on top-down, one-way communication and direc-
tives. Conventional group discussions tend to take the form of problem identifica-
tion and solving, and offense/defense. Even the practice of brainstorming tends to 
be dominated by the ideas of the few and/or leads to consensus ideas.
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Sustainable design requires radical, emergent solutions co-created among a di-
versity of thinkers, some of whom may have conflicting or fixed ideas. Creative 
leaders empower and enable co-creativity within their organizations and continually 
drive discussions toward positive outcomes.

Students learn and practice a technique called ‘Yes, and’, derived from Applied 
Improvisational Theatre, to foster group discussions that are creative, inclusive, 
positive, and emergent. During a ‘Yes, and’ session, participants in a discussion 
adhere to the format ‘Yes, what I like about your idea is […], and we could […]’ in 
response to any idea or solution presented. This format forces participants to first 
re-articulate a previous idea and then to either add to it or take it in a new direction.

In the short term, this technique is a tremendous tool for catalysing productive 
and co-creative discussions, even among people who otherwise tend not to get along 
together or tend not participate. When routinely practised over time, this technique 
can build a culture of trust, curiosity, respect, and co-creativity.

Inquiry

Conventional leaders are assumed to be the holders of knowledge and thus tend to 
give answers. Creative leaders spend more time asking questions that encourage ex-
pansive thinking, reflection, creativity, and curiosity within themselves and within 
their organization.

Collective Inquiry helps teach students how to ask and receive thoughtful em-
pathetic questions to a challenge or difficulty posed by a colleague, rather than giv-
ing advice. In a Collective Inquiry session, one person sits in front of a group and 
presents a personal challenge or problem. The others listen quietly and then spend 
5–10 min reflecting and writing questions for the presenter. All questions are then 
read out aloud while the presenter simply listens, without answering or defending.

During a Socratic Inquiry session, students learn to facilitate a group discussion 
where everyone is asked to use three different lines of questioning to explore a se-
lected issue, rather than trying to resolve or find an answer to it (Phillips 2001). This 
develops skills in listening, adaptability, and emergent co-creative thinking while 
building a culture of respect and curiosity.

Listening

In order to optimize a system for the benefit of interconnected people (rather than 
maximize for a few), adapt to changing internal and external conditions, and be 
life-supporting, creative leaders need to be effective listeners so that they can col-
lect feedback and continually assess their systems. In class, students learn about 
different types and levels of listening, including ‘attentive listening’ which teaches 
students how to respectfully, thoughtfully, and effectively listen. Listening skills are 
practised in the context of ‘Yes, and’, Socratic Inquiry, and Collaborative Inquiry.
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Creating Triads

Conventional leaders tend to create a series of one-on-one relationships in a net-
work that looks like a radiating spider web. To maintain top-down control, conven-
tional leaders seek to inhibit relationships between and among subordinates.

Being resilient, optimizing, and systems-based requires the development of 
strong dynamic interconnected networks, both within and external to the organiza-
tion. Creative leaders develop strong resilient networks by creating and connecting 
triads (three-member relationships), each of which is based on shared values, and 
that generate value for all members through active participation in the triad and net-
work (Logan et al. 2011). Students practice building values-based triadic relation-
ships that have the potential to generate value for each of the members.

Examples of Emerging Creative Leadership

Six months after the course ended (when many students were still in the program) 
students in the pilot course were asked to share the leadership capacity they felt 
they personally developed from the course and if/how they have already used that 
capacity to benefit their communities. Their paraphrased responses are bulleted and 
grouped under selected Creative Leadership practices, principles, and characteris-
tics that they reflect.
Becoming a Creative Leader

• I recognize that I can be a leader in any group by helping set the culture. I 
practised this with our (online) class, and the instructor noticed the change and 
thanked me for enhancing the class participation and learning experience.

• Before the course, I was not on good terms with what I thought was ‘leadership’. 
The course helped me see that I am moving from stage to stage, to see in what 
stages I did not want to be, and how to move forward.

• I recognize I can lead by helping challenging people move up to the next cultural 
stage, rather than blaming or punishing them.

• I remember the feeling of a ‘stage 5’ experience and immediately resolved to 
make such a work environment part of my goal.

Being resilient, driving towards positive outcomes

• When working in a group at a lower cultural stage, I used to just get frustrated or 
annoyed, but now have a sense of what needs to be done, what can be done, and 
what I want to do to move the group ahead.

• I inadvertently initiated a highly confrontational political discussion regarding 
sustainable design in a challenging situation. I dreaded even continuing the con-
versation; however, using tools from the course, what would have been an ugly 
scene came out thoughtful and positive. I was very proud of how I handled that 
situation and can guarantee you that before the course I would not have engaged 
in this discussion.
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Being values-based, systems-based

• I recognize how important it is to be true to yourself, even in a context that 
pushes the other way.

• I now realize that we feel naturally drawn to values we cherish such as humble-
ness, honesty, empathy, collaboration, etc. Without collaboration among indi-
viduals we would not be where we are. Individuals that help bring together ob-
jectives and collaboration amongst the group members are the natural leaders. 
That does not mean to delegate and give orders, but rather to listen, motivate and 
be an active member of the group, preach with the example.

• I now try to create triadic relationships as often as possible and am honing my 
abilities at building my tribe.

Being optimizing, adaptable

• I am a person of action, but I have learned to pause and reflect, get feedback 
from my community, then act with more respect and intention, in order to drive 
towards positive outcomes.

• I have shifted from giving top-down advice to showing empathy and using in-
quiry to help resolve problems.

• I relished the examples of those who had mentored and been mentored. That is 
something missing from the graphic design industry today.

• I learned that leadership models in nature are flexible in order to survive. This is 
a great knowledge I gained from the class. The ability to use different leadership 
models to engage different individuals and to recognize that there can be differ-
ent models for different situations.

Conclusions

The goal of the Creative Leadership course was to empower emerging sustainable 
designers to become effective leaders and, in doing so, build the capacity of the 
communities with which they will work to achieve sustainability goals. In addition 
to building a base of knowledge and understanding of creative leadership, espe-
cially as compared to conventional leadership, the course included a unique focus 
on learning and practising methods for developing and expressing creative leader-
ship values and characteristics. Due to positive feedback on the pilot, it is now a 15-
week core course in the SDO program. Although becoming an effective community 
leader can be a lifelong journey, this course helped change students’ understanding 
of leadership and themselves as leaders, and empower and equip them with meth-
ods to begin practising creative leadership within the communities with which they 
work, thus building capacity to reach sustainability goals.
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Abstract This chapter proposes a model for offering pro-bono architectural design 
projects to communities in a fashion that facilitates capacity-building opportuni-
ties for three cohorts: academic researchers, early-career graduates and industry 
professionals. The model provides a structure for collaborative work between all 
three participants, one that enables developing community-based pro-bono design 
projects that address real community needs. The model is first described in general 
terms, then illustrated by a case study comprising a pro-bono residential design 
project, then discussed in terms of the implications of the case study.

The community-focused project that forms the case study was designed by an 
academic researcher, developed by a recent architecture graduate and supported by 
practice professionals who provided mentoring, technical back-up and professional 
indemnity support. In addition to these pro-bono contributions from all participants, 
the project was supported by a small $ 3,000 publishing grant that enabled the aca-
demic to hire the graduate as a research assistant. At the conclusion of the project, 
each participant in this transient pro-bono community found they gained consider-
ably from the experience. The recently graduated practitioner gained strong client/
community experience. The architectural practice gained a more experienced em-
ployee and made a contribution to community. The academic found a way to con-
nect academic capacities with community while developing new understandings of 
the productive nexus between creative practice and academic research. Moreover, 
and not least, there was a gain for the client, who became a fourth participant in the 
capacity-development effect of the project.

Keywords Research · Architecture · Model · Pro-bono
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Introduction

It is not uncommon for academics teaching in university architecture departments to 
be asked by individuals or community groups to undertake real-life design projects 
that address individual or community needs which, for lack of funding or expertise, 
remain unmet. Often these requests are motivated by a well-meaning (mis)under-
standing that there could be a quid-pro-quo arrangement, in which students receive 
experience/education in exchange for pro-bono design services. Such requests, of-
ten appealing (always an appeal), present challenges to academics, challenges that 
mostly lead them to shy away from potential opportunities. In this paper we propose 
a model for responding positively to such requests, one that takes into account the 
challenges and suggests the benefits that can accrue to all participants in such pro-
bono design projects.

The challenges are several. The overarching one is that architecture is a regulat-
ed and registered profession, one that requires considerable professional indemnity 
when a design process is attached to creating a building or space or place. Gener-
ally, neither academics nor students are so indemnified. Moreover, academics are 
time-poor—in Australia’s current university settings, most academics carry oner-
ous teaching and administration responsibilities that leave scant time for research, 
the life-blood of any advancement they might hope for. Thus the time needed for 
mentoring students or graduates engaged in pro-bono projects is most often neither 
available nor rewarded. That is the second challenge. The third pertains to students: 
Masters and doctoral architecture students, along with recent graduates, may not be 
sufficiently trained for such pro-bono projects; more importantly, they may not yet 
have met the registration demands of post-university professional experience and 
institute examinations. And, last but not least, there are constraints on professional 
architectural firms whose contribution is often implied in such requests: their first 
priority is to ensure that their firms thrive, with further education of any junior staff 
involved in such a request coming as a second or third priority.

This chapter proposes a model for offering pro-bono architectural work, a model 
that addresses all these considerable challenges in order to imagine how academic 
researchers (staff, graduates and, perhaps, enrolled postgraduate students), working 
with professionals in the field, would be able to accept pro-bono requests in order to 
respond to community needs. The model was developed through a particular expe-
rience of accepting such a request (and taking it to a successful conclusion), and is 
informed by understandings derived from a particular mode of creative-production 
graduate research. It is a model for community-based pro-bono design projects un-
dertaken through a collaborative triad of academic/graduate/professional working 
together to service important community needs.

The experience that informs this model is presented here as a case study. The 
process began with an appeal to one of the authors: a request to provide a pro-bono 
residential design for a recently paralysed young client. The academic accepted 
the project, despite the sorts of challenges outlined above. She provided the initial 
design concept, then obtained a $ 3,000 publishing grant that enabled her to hire a 
research assistant, a newly graduated student who had recently been hired by an 
architectural firm. The research assistant, supported by technical back-up and pro-
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fessional indemnity provided by his architectural firm, developed the academic’s 
concept design. This deployment of academic and professional resources, together 
with pro-bono time contributions from all parties, resulted not only in a published 
research paper (as required by the grant), but also in an advanced design solution 
that met the client’s needs so well that he proceeded to complete the building as an 
owner-builder.

The potential of this experience as a model for pro-bono community work that 
entails collaboration between academics and practising professionals is informed 
by a particular model of creative-production research that emerged in Australian 
universities across the 1990s. The impetus for universities to accept higher-degree 
research that entailed a creative-production component sprang from the limitations 
of postgraduate research programs at that time. Australian universities had thriv-
ing undergraduate programs in areas like architecture, design, creative writing, fine 
arts, film and television, and the like, but limited options for graduands in these 
areas, for the protocols which then pertained admitted such students into postgradu-
ate programs, but only in ways that implicitly discounted creative practice in favour 
of ‘traditional’ research into the historical, cultural or theoretical underpinnings of 
creative practice. Put simply, research students in such areas were expected to pro-
duce a discursive thesis, a ‘not more than 100,000 word’ discussion of some art 
practice. All that changed across the 1990s in Australia (and elsewhere) as academ-
ics in relevant areas pushed for a form of Masters or doctoral research that issued 
in a thesis whose form included a non-discursive component (a novel, a building 
design, a documentary, a collection of paintings, and the like) set alongside a dis-
cursive component.

The effort for reform in university higher-degree-research practice was coher-
ent in its energy and diverse in the voices that spoke up from across the many 
university disciplines engaged in creative practice. However, ideas for the shape of 
Masters or doctoral theses in disciplines imagining a research thesis that included 
creative ‘texts’ joined in some way with a discursive component (what came to be 
called an ‘exegesis’) were far from coherent. Some argued for the exegesis (as the 
adopted word implies) to be a document that explained or contextualised the cre-
ative production that formed part of the research thesis, a document that provided 
a statement of the intention, antecedents and underpinning theory of the creative 
component of the thesis. Others argued that this approach was bifurcated: that it 
diminished either the creative or discursive component of the thesis, and—worst—
lost the chance of developing a research project where a problem was defined, ad-
dressed and resolved through two modes of inquiry, two languages (see Marshall 
2010; Milech and Schilo 2004).

The case study that illustrates the model proposed here for pro-bono community 
work is indebted to the second of these two notions of creative-production research: 
the notion that research which accompanies production can/should be more than 
comment/history/justification; that production that accompanies research can be 
more than a product, can also answer a significant research question; and that work-
ing in two modes at one time—production and research—can provide powerful, 
innovative answers to a well posed question. That is, the case study presented here 
is inspired by a conviction that there is a similarity in the process of creating both 
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components of a creative-production thesis—production and exegesis. Neither pro-
cess is linear; both depend on a sense of structure. Both start from a core intuition/
idea/answer-to-a-research-question that develops, after studio and library work (via 
sketches, concept maps, investigation of prior ideas relevant in the problem) into 
related frameworks for both production and exegesis (site sketch in architectural 
terms, a provisional chapter-plan in exegetical terms).

Those related plans are then tested and revised, again and again, through work-
ing between the frameworks and activities of production (the detailed plan) and 
research (reading/viewing/writing). In both instances—in work related to both 
production and exegesis—the process is circular/reciprocal/creative, a process in 
which frameworks are (continually) refined and details (continually) find a cogent 
place in both work and text. The special challenge and excitement for creative-
production research conceived in this way is that the work takes place not only 
within one genre (production or text), nor only in two genres (production and text), 
but crucially between two genres (production and text). The result—in our experi-
ence—is a rich reciprocity that makes creative-production projects, at their best, 
potent contributions to the disciplines from which they arise.

That potency also applies to pro-bono architectural work that is aimed at real-life 
problems. Architecture is a diverse profession, serviced by a diverse education that 
generally comprises design activities (50 %), technology/science activities (25 %) 
and culture/theory activities (25 %). Across Australia, growing student numbers 
enrolled in architecture courses require an increasing number of research-active 
academics to teach and research across these diverse areas. Old patterns linger in 
architecture departments, in so far as there still remains a kind of ‘divide’ between 
academics deployed as ‘traditional’ (those who explain/contextualise practice from 
culture/theory/technology perspectives) and academics considered as ‘non-tradi-
tional’ (those whose presence attaches to professional and creative-practice success-
es). And old hierarchies linger… This is so not only because of the (waning) weight 
of tradition, but also because, given the long design and construction timeframe of 
any building project and the limited number of peer-review awards available to such 
projects, it is often difficult to meet university research targets.

The model proposed here considers the whole design process—from inception to 
completion—as potential material for creative-practice research that contributes to 
community needs. It seeks to bridge the gap between academic structures and com-
munity needs by using academic systems in conjunction with public/professional 
ones. In particular, it proposes an innovative way to service community needs by 
harnessing pro-bono projects to academic outputs (for example, a visual essay, a 
methods paper), using the resources of universities (the possibilities of the research-
assistant system, small in- or out-house publishing grant programs, etc.) alongside 
the resources available to professional practices (indemnity structures, programs 
for mentoring new staff, etc.). Such pairing of practice sponsors with academic 
researchers to work on community projects not only has the excitement of working 
between ‘genres’ (between project production and text-based research publication, 
between institutions, between disciplines like architecture and health sciences, etc.), 
but also has the reward of meeting a community need. The case study that follows 
tells the story of one such pairing used in the development of this model.
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A Case Study: Designing with Six Hats

Neil is a sporty, outdoorsy sort of bloke. He spends very little time at home, prefer-
ring to golf, surf, go to the footy and hang out with his mates. You can tell just by 
looking inside his house—a huge TV in a darkened lounge, filled with golf equip-
ment, surfboards and motorbike gear. That was before. Neil now is a paraplegic, his 
house is inaccessible and his boys’ toys are in the way. His home, previously an in-
wardly focused place to sleep and store, will become the centre of his world (when 
he can eventually get into it). Initially, accessibility is the key problem to be solved. 
To this end, an architectural advisor from a rehabilitation unit proposed formulaic 
adjustments to the bathroom to allow for wheelchair access. However, accessibility 
is only one facet of the problem. This environment, relatively unimportant before, 
now needs to enable and inspire Neil both physically and emotionally.

The house, a solid 1960s project home, was dark, pokey and bisected by a long 
narrow central corridor. The toilet, bathroom, laundry and kitchen were all unus-
able from a wheelchair. In fact, the whole 750 m2 block from front lawn to back 
fence was totally inaccessible to Neil after his trauma. The long grass sat like an 
incarcerating moat surrounding the house. It became obvious to the client and car-
ers that solving the problem of toilet and bathroom access was not nearly enough. 
Dissatisfied with the $ 5000 government-supported solution—to gut and re-equip 
the bathroom similar to a hospital-style disabled bathroom—the clients looked for 
a better solution.

And so Neil’s sister (and carer) approached Sarah McGann, a friend and academ-
ic, and asked her to look at some design proposals. The project presented interesting 
design problems (envisioning living scenarios for a motorcycle accident victim) 
combined with logistical challenges (lack of funding, lack of time, lack of profes-
sional indemnity insurance). These challenges led, eventually, to developing the 
model proposed here for pro-bono architectural work that builds alliances between 
clients (with community needs), academics in the field of architecture, and profes-
sionals working in that field. At the outset, Sarah explained to her friend that to take 
on such pro-bono work would require a research output that would not only justify 
the academic’s time but also (potentially) enable funding for research assistance. 
Neil and his sister expressed interest in this process.

Initially the client’s thinking involved alterations and improvements to the exist-
ing house. Then, following a generous offer from the Construction Workers Union, 
a new house on the same block of land was considered. This led to a more holistic 
approach with even more possible living scenarios—a family home, a share-house, 
a rental property or a house and land subdivision. The notion of accessibility be-
came implicit in the various scenarios but was no longer the single driving concept. 
Then, in the way that happenstance is part of creativity (in both production and dis-
cursive modes), Sarah happened to read Edward de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats, and 
found a framework for her intuition that design thinking at its best is a progressive 
rather than linear process.

De Bono argues that the main problem with traditional thinking methods is con-
fusion. ‘We try to do too much at once. Emotions, information, logic, hope and cre-
ativity all crowd in on us. It is like juggling with too many balls’ (2008, p. xi). His 



126 S. McGann and B. Milech

Six Hats method proposes that the thinker deals with one thing at a time so that emo-
tion is separated from logic, creativity is separated from information, and so on. In 
this way each mode of thinking is clarified and has a greater chance to make a valu-
able contribution to the final result. In regard to design thinking, de Bono remarks: 
‘For design thinking, possibility is essential. Logical thinking likes to work with 
facts. Design thinking has to work with perception. The three most important things 
in design thinking are: perception, possibility, and practicality’ (2000, p. 222).

The thinking about Neil’s living space and its possibilities for his new life drew 
on this characterization of design thinking, and, particularly, on de Bono’s Six Hat 
framework for solving the problems entailed in designing Neil’s new space for 
hopeful living.

This framework, as it applies to architectural design thinking, can be briefly 
summarised as follows. White hat thinking—the factual, rational and neutral think-
ing mode—focuses on the given, for example, the existing site situation. Black hat 
thinking—the critical, logical and cautious mode—seeks to highlight the problems 
of the situation. Red hat thinking—the emotional, aesthetic and poetic mode—iden-
tifies (the client’s) desires as they relate to the senses. Yellow hat thinking—posi-
tive, constructive and optimistic—looks for possibilities in the situation, is a mode 
of hope and dreams. Green hat thinking—the creative mode—proposes ideas for the 
situation. And, finally, blue hat thinking—the control or organizing mode—brings 
together all the information/ideas/desires articulated by wearing the other hats to 
form a design strategy, a solution. This process for Designing with Six Hats is illus-
trated below through a visual representation of how that process related to finding a 
solution for Neil’s need for a home filled with ease and hope, a home fit for a future.

Fig. 8.1  Neil’s house: before (photo: David Robinson)
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Fig. 8.2  White hat thinking: assessing 
the situation—factual, neutral

1. A small house in the middle of lawn 
and verge.

2. A solidly-build adaptable house.
3. A large subdivisible block.
4. Good neighbours. (McGann 2009)

Fig. 8.3  Black hat thinking: problem-
finding—critical, logical, cautious

1. Inaccessible house: bathroom, toilet, 
kitchen, bedroom, carport.

2. Inaccessible soft landscape: no 
access to house, no use for garden.

3. Poor orientation: no northern sun-
light to house, no thermal delight, 
no sunny outside sitting area.

4. Poor outlook: no view to outside, 
no prospect, no visual connection to 
community. (McGann 2009)
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Fig. 8.4  Red hat thinking: 
perceptions—emotional, 
aesthetic, sensual, poetic

1. Hopeful: sunny, bright, 
warm.

2. Quiet: private and 
contemplative.

3. Lively: connected to 
community.

4. Welcoming: spacious and 
friendly. (McGann 2009)

 

Fig. 8.5  Yellow hat thinking: pos-
sibilities—constructive, optimistic 
(hopes and dreams)

1. Possibly a large home with flex-
ible use.

2. Possibly a rental income: a 
sustainable development of 2 
houses.

3. Possibly a nest egg: for future 
subdivision decisions.

4. Possibly a share house: creating 
a community. (McGann 2009)
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Fig. 8.6  Green hat think-
ing: propositions—creative, 
imaginative

1. Proposes a sustainable 
approach to development.

2. Proposes a courtyard 
house to maximise north 
light and garden connec-
tion, to provide a central 
focus.

3. Proposes verandas re-
orientated to connect to 
the street.

4. Proposes decking and hard 
landscaping to fully utilise 
outdoors areas. (McGann 
2009)

 

Fig. 8.7  Blue hat thinking: 
product—resolving, organis-
ing, strategizing

Final sketch design drawing. 
(McGann 2009)
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What was most interesting in undertaking this project was the unexpected reac-
tion of the client to the virtual spaces imagined in the ongoing architectural sketch-
es. Offering more than a solution to an accessibility issue, the drawings provided 
Neil with a tool for imagining a space for his future life. From the presentation of 
the initial disabled-bathroom drawings by the rehabilitation unit to the sketches of 
the double-house solution provided at the end of the process, sketched in the visual 
essay above, client, carers and designers took a journey of discovery.

Scenario planning, in particular, helped the client and his carers to visualize, 
through the familiar spaces of home, how a new way of living could be carved out. 
This imagining involved a concerted yellow-hat effort and the temporary removal 
of the problem-finding black hat. The green- and yellow-hat modes combined to 
present both possibility and proposition. Possibilities, previously unconsidered, 
were discussed and planned for: a big party, a new family, a wheelchair basketball 
wind-up: an independent life. Even unbuilt, the sketches offered hope. So much so 
that the client proposed to be the project manager of the construction phases from 
his wheelchair: and why not?

Making Connections: A Model for Pro-Bono Architecture

Architecture is often described as a problem-solving profession: the bottom line 
always is that the design must practically address the problem and answer the brief. 
But good design ought to do much more than that: it must provide poetic and spa-
tial qualities not necessarily explicit in the brief. In other words, design and design 
thinking should value-add as well as problem-solve. One of the prime difficulties in 
achieving value-added designs comes from the architectural profession itself.

The majority of people live in project-built houses that have little architectural 
input, if only because architecture is a profession generally only afforded by and 
associated with high-end commercial and residential projects, with large budgets 
and prestigious sites. That is, the benefit of architectural design thinking is neither 
widely understood nor equitably distributed. The model proposed here—a partner-
ship formed between innovative architectural practitioners, research academics, and 
the community—suggests ways of remediating such limitations: it suggests that the 
practice of architecture can work alongside research to serve important community 
needs.

This need is especially significant for particular community groups, such as the 
aged, the sick and the rehabilitating, all of whom, in the context of shorter hospital 
and rehabilitation stays mandated by government and institutions, become more 
and more dependent on home and family as vital extensions to the healthcare sys-
tem. In effect, home is called upon more and more to act as informal hospital/
aged-home/hospice; and family are called upon more and more to provide primary 
care. This drift in current policy and practices for the care of the aged, disabled and 
rehabilitating in Australia creates a gap in regard to the built environment of those 
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leaving hospitals, rehabilitation units and hospices to live at home; and mainstream 
project-built houses do not fill that gap effectively.

Thus, health-care trends provide challenges to the architecture community (both 
professional and academic)—some of which, as this case study suggests, could be 
met through a re-alignment within the architectural profession between practitio-
ners and academics, working within opportunities provided by governmental and 
academic funding, to join together to invest in small-scale adaptation of existing 
homes and in holistically-minded development of housing solutions that meet spe-
cial community needs. Such an alignment would work best when it provides a posi-
tive sense of place for those whose needs are not addressed by standard (project) 
architecture, when it provides a ‘home’ that is a place of ease and hope.

A negative visualization of place, like that generally associated with hospitals, 
rehabilitation units and nursing homes, undercuts hope, and hope is central to liv-
ing. Place and identity are deeply connected: our lives are shaped by where we are 
born, where we live and where we die. That is, home is symbolic of who we are. 
This connection is never more apparent than in the misconception that a ‘disabled’ 
person needs a ‘disabled’ house. In The Poetics of Space, philosopher Gaston Bach-
elard describes the link between the notion of home and living, between home and 
a space for dreaming:

The house we were born in is more than an embodiment of home; it is also an embodiment 
of dreams. Each one of its nooks and corners was a resting-place for daydreaming. And 
often the resting place particularized the daydream. Our habits of a particular daydream 
were acquired there. (1969, p. 15)

A final home with no space for dreaming (say, a standard hospital or aged-care 
facility or a minimally adjusted project house for a disabled person) cannot sustain 
hopeful living. And so, Bachelard suggests: ‘Maybe it is a good thing for us to keep 
a few dreams of a house that we shall live in later, always later, so much later.…’ 
(1969, p. 61).

The model developed from the case study reported here imagines an alliance 
of professionals, working together within governmentally/institutionally dictated 
circumstances, to design houses for those in the community without access to ‘high-
fi’ resources (see Till 2009), to build a home that we shall inhabit later, a place for 
dreams (and memories) carried forward from the past into a home that is good to 
live in.

This model suggests that all this could be possible, that innovative pro-bono ar-
chitectural design services can be offered to communities through a process that de-
ploys pertinent institutional resources in a fashion that facilitates capacity-building 
opportunities for all participants: academic researchers, early-career graduate and 
industry professionals (Fig. 8.8).

The model opens new possibilities for outputs in regard to both production (pro-
bono design work) and text (academic research outputs). It highlights the impor-
tance of considering the architectural design process as a set of staged parts with 
each stage worthy of research output (a methods paper, a visual essay, a critical 
reflection), and suggests that low-budget architectural projects undertaken by aca-
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demics can be poised to be more than ‘just’ creative-practice end-products. This 
requires a shift of emphasis for architectural academics and practitioners, both of 
whom, for different reasons, strive for architectural merit awards that generally are 
given only to high-quality and high-budget cutting-edge projects. It is unlikely that 
‘low-fi’ pro-bono architectural designs like that provided to Neil could make rank-
ings for ‘quality’ design awards. The great promise of this model, then, is that it 
suggests a way for both academics and professionals to be engaged in community-
need-based architecture in a way that meets their separate needs as they come to-
gether in a potent alliance.

At the conclusion of the project described in the case study above, all partici-
pants found a considerable gain in capacity—the academic’s capacity to publish, 
the professional practice’s capacity to develop an employee’s skills, the graduate’s 
capacity to enhance his early-career progress, the client’s joy in building a house 
that capaciously met his needs. That is, all the participants in this project met their 
separate personal/institutional needs. The client gained a design far beyond his ex-
pectations and developed ownership of the project through the consultation stages. 
The graduate/recent employee gained strong client/community experience, formed 
a bond with the client and grew to understand the everyday diverse needs of wheel-
chair users. The architectural practice gained a more experienced employee and 
made a valid community contribution. The academic gained currency in institution-
ally approved research, through the intermediate steps of grant, publication and 

Fig. 8.8  Pro bono model diagram (McGann 2013)
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creative-practice outputs. Each participant in this project gained something perti-
nent to their life circumstance and professional trajectory. Best of all, each learned 
something they didn’t quite know before. That is the potential of the research model 
of creative-production research that is anchored in a conviction that research and 
production are not two separate processes, and that harnessing the two trajectories 
through a single statement of the problem to be resolved opens ways for new under-
standings, new creative projects, new solutions to community needs.
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Abstract This chapter addresses community engagement presented through a large 
local, inner urban project held in the City of Fremantle in 2009. It was an ambitious 
project with many challenges. This is a timely reflection on the benefits and pitfalls 
of a project of this scale, which included a large community-based exhibition pre-
sented in sites throughout the city and a closing event that became an interactive 
performance engaging both exhibitor and viewer. The project was carried out within 
a very tight time frame of 5 months from conception through to completion, and 
required the coordination of a complex set of inter-related tasks associated with the 
securing of funding, liaison with key stakeholders and general management of the 
processes associated with working with community and the presentation of a range 
of events that, on reflection, represented a mini festival.

Keywords Student community engagement · Inner urban design project

Introduction

Fremantle has a unique local identity shaped by: its indigenous history as a meeting 
place for Aboriginal people during pre-European settlement; its geophysical loca-
tion at the mouth of the Swan River; its history as the Western Gateway to Australia 
and the first point of arrival for many immigrants; its importance as a working har-
bour and fishing centre; its significant heritage buildings; its strong labour history; 
its arts, cultural and sporting activities, and its binding community spirit (City of 
Fremantle 2009–2010).
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To meet the changing needs of Fremantle’s City Centre, the City of Fremantle 
established an Action Plan in 2008 for the central city mall and streets, designed to 
enrich the existing social, cultural and business environment. Their vision was to 
create a precinct that was cohesive and coherent and that retained the unique sense 
of place of each of its public spaces. Our development of the Fremantle on the Edge 
project in 2009 was timely because the City was at a crossroads with a change of 
leadership, political divisions within the community, social problems and ongoing 
social changes within the community and local business. We were inspired by the 
potential that a large creative arts event developed over a period of years could 
provide, by profiling Fremantle in an international arena, and stimulating local busi-
ness and community engagement.

This chapter reflects on the processes applied to the development and implemen-
tation of the project. It presents explorations into the design process, exhibition and 
the outcomes, and is contextualised through descriptions of the scope of the project 
and considerations presented to participating international artists and students. The 
community engagement achieved through the exhibition and performance stage and 
capacity building aspects of the project are outlined in the later part of the chap-
ter. The conclusion provides a reflection on the project, its success and the overall 
outcomes.

The Project

Fremantle on the Edge was an interdisciplinary project involving 260 Curtin Uni-
versity students from a range of cultural and discipline backgrounds, which reflect-
ed the community of the City of Fremantle. The project involved City Councillors, 
international visiting artists, retailers and the general public, and engaged students 
in a work integrated learning experience. As professional curators and project man-
agers we were instrumental in facilitating this experience.

The benefits of a project of this calibre were highlighted to the Council. They 
were perceived and presented as follows:

• This project would promote the City as accessible, responsive and forward think-
ing, actively engaging the local community in dialogue and interaction with the 
‘re-visioning’ process and re-examination of ideas about the city. This would 
be facilitated through interaction with artists and students involved in research 
activity to be carried out in the streets of the city, together with symposia, exhibi-
tion and displays over an 8 week period.

• The project outcomes would enhance the perception of the city as ‘A beautiful, 
accessible and liveable city that recognises, protects and promotes its social, 
cultural and built heritage’ (City of Fremantle 2011a, p. 33), in response to the 
City’s Mission Statement.

• The unique character and strong sense of identity which exemplifies the City of 
Fremantle is embedded in its cultural history and diversity. This history would 
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inform the development of new ideas by participants in the project. As part of 
the presentation of their ideas, students were required to research and include 
the historical/cultural and contextual considerations that were significant to their 
selected sites. It was envisaged that this material would provide recognition of 
the cultural diversity and reinforcement for the strong sense of identity which 
characterises the Fremantle community. Additionally, it was expected that:
− The view of Fremantle would be enhanced through activities to draw atten-

tion to local creative industries such as architectural practices, fashion houses 
and artists, craftsmen, potters, sculptors, jewellery designers and art organisa-
tions based throughout the city;

− Students would engage in a re-examination of the city. Part of the process 
involved students researching the social, cultural and built heritage; exploring 
the nature of its beauty; and developing ideas which presented a potential new 
vision for sites in the City of Fremantle, with a focus on issues of accessibility 
and liveability;

− The visual material developed for the presentation of these ideas would pro-
vide a good database of ideas and materials that enabled the local community 
to see their city through fresh eyes.

The Mayor and councillors recognized Fremantle on the Edge as a good fit with 
identified community needs and supported the implementation of this project. A key 
value that was identified was the potential for this project to support the local busi-
ness community, and much of our liaison with the City of Fremantle was through 
the Strategic Marketing Consultant who had been engaged to work on strategies 
that would enliven the West End of the city.

The Implementation Process

In retrospect, the implementation of this project can be seen as having occurred in 
two distinct phases: firstly, the ‘Design in Context’ phase was characterized by the 
3 day workshop with the international artists, Maria Blaisse and Cocky Eek, and the 
‘Design Exploration’ phase conducted at Curtin University and the Curtin Urban 
Sustainable Project (CUSP), which became our home base in Pakenham Street. 
This base enabled students to meet in groups, hold tutorial discussions, workshops 
and student presentations within the centre of Fremantle. This proved a convenient 
option, particularly for students working directly with the visiting international art-
ists (Fig. 9.1).

Design in Context Phase

Students engaged in the initial 3 day intense workshop, with international artist 
and academic staff each assigned a group of students to mentor and guide through 
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their investigations. Students were assigned to groups randomly, regardless of their 
discipline or year of study. This later emerged as development of interdisciplinary 
skills within the student cohort. An initial forum was held to introduce the project, 
the format and how the outcomes would be exhibited. Visiting artists also made 
presentations on their ‘European’ perspective of the city, its site and its value.

The investigations carried out in the city by student groups during the initial 
3 day workshop activity were presented to all the participants back at Pakenham 
Street base at Curtin University’s Urban Sustainable Project (CUSP) as the final 
component of the introductory component of the program. Each group focused on 
different aspects of the city, ranging from the ephemeral to practical environmen-
tal factors, from light and shade to streetscapes. The closing seminar fueled a rich 
cross-disciplinary exchange of responses to the city environs and its cultural con-
text. This was the entrée to the project, where ideas were stimulated, appetites whet-
ted and energy levels high.

Design Exploration Stage

Following the 3 day workshop, students worked with their disciplinary leaders on 
the review and further explored the development of their ideas with a more specific 

Fig. 9.1  Fremantle on the Edge project: CUSP workshop presentations. (Photo Richelle Doney 
2009)
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discipline focus. As part of the design exploration stage, students were briefed to en-
gage with the ‘main course’: the analysis of relationships between space and form, 
between interior and exterior space, between body and space and between specta-
tors and performers, and the principles that organize them in our built environment. 
How we inhabit, engage with and occupy space are of critical importance in this 
new century, and an understanding of relationships between place, space, and its 
politics are indispensable for any sort of practice today. Occupation may be a state 
of mind where daily routines and activities are curtailed, molded and adapted to a 
particular environment. Equally, spaces may be composed or formed through pro-
cesses and layers of inhabitation (City of Fremantle 2011b). Following the introduc-
tory lectures held during the first stage of the project, a series of talks was delivered 
by invited guests from visual arts disciplines from within the state. The talks were 
delivered to both the students and the public at a selected venue in the City. This 
process served to provide a base knowledge about the city, and perspectives of how 
the experts viewed the city from their respective disciplines. The talks also acted as 
stimuli for the exploration of ideas, and possible approaches to tackling the devel-
opment of ideas within the project context.

As is typical of studio based learning, students regularly presented their work to 
other disciplinary groups, inviting positive critique and guidance on how to move 
forward. Each group’s approach was different, thus inspiring students to reflect on 
their approach, experiment and discuss alternative approaches. Students were also 
curious about the progress and direction of others involved in the project, and we 
observed a level of friendly competition amongst groups driven to excel in their 
project outcome.

Setting the Scene

The design briefs given to participants were intended to act as a directional guide 
for students, allowing them to move into the final stage of their projects. Project 
participants, in this case primarily tertiary students, were asked to design and build 
models or full scale insertions that investigated the social, cultural and physical 
requirements of the space. Interior space can be that space between, the street space 
and the spaces beyond. They were required to consider points of reference, connec-
tion, framing and vistas, to understand the spatial qualities formed by insertions, 
controlled viewing angles, disguised forms and masked connections, and by quali-
ties of filtered light, movement and shadow.

The participants needed to address real life situations, the pragmatic aspect of 
their selected site, natural light and security, and to gain an understanding of the us-
ers and uses through observation: their needs, their movements, their day and night 
activities. How is the street used; how does one respond to the shop front, office 
window, laneway and roadway? The shop windows became key exhibition sites of-
fering a viewing spectacle both during the day and the night (Fig. 9.2). Baudrillard 
suggests:



140 A. Farren and N. Spanbroek

Whether as packaging, window or partition, glass is the basis of a transparency without 
transition: we see, but cannot touch. The message is universal and abstract. A shop window 
is both magical and frustrating—the strategy of advertising an epitome. It is this immaterial 
materiality that ushers in a new theatricality to the city. (Baudrillard 2005, p. 42)

Students were invited to study the scale, the materiality of their environment and the 
existing light conditions, and to question how the buildings were being used, and 
how their site could be better utilized.

Participants studied the spatial organisation, the relationship of surrounding 
form and the space in between. Analysing the character of the site—the built form, 
textures and materials, the activity patterns and movement network in the area—
what is the ‘sense’ of the place or its identity? Designs were to fully explore the 
relationship to the surrounding area, interrelationship of pedestrian movements, re-
lationship between the spectators and performers, and the significance and shaping 
of the public domain. Students were asked to test and explore their intentions and 
assumptions so as to realize a convincing final design. Models and drawings were 
used in the process of developing an architectural proposition. Selected materials 
and fabric were employed to add to and enhance the poetics of space.

Presentation: The Event

On a small strip of beach sitting on the edge between city and coast, guests watched white 
figures perform, silhouetted against the embers of fading summer light. Others ‘played’ 

Fig. 9.2  Love in Tokyo installation. (Photo: Lara Mackintosh 2009)
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with bamboo structures in the small limestone building edging on to the beach. As a cool 
evening breeze settled over the streets of Fremantle, small excited groups began to break 
away from the milieu that had formed at the front of Kidogo Art House1 and move towards 
the centre of the city. Gatherings of intrigued onlookers could be seen clustered around 
patches of ‘grassed’ pavement or watching as ice hands melted away while others peered 
into retail windows. These were not casual window shoppers passing the evening away, 
they were guests at the opening of the exhibition. (Farren 2009, p. 71)

The presentation of works created by participating students became a performative 
event with works installed, inserted into a range of public places, private spaces 
and retail environments extending from Bathers Beach on the edge of the ocean 
and across the city precinct. A heritage wall in Cliff Street became the theatre for 
the projection of images narrating an 8 week investigation into the insertion of 
inflatable forms into the city and urban landscapes. High Street became host to a 
series of mini exhibitions presenting collaborative responses to the westerly winds, 
falling leaves, heritage textures and the smooth skins of modern buildings that are 
characteristic of the city. The empty windows into a local business showcased the 
veiled ghostly forms documented in the Roundhouse Tunnel that had once provided 
whalers access to the beach. The South Terrace promenade played host to poignant 
messages suspended from street trees and lamp posts. Components dangling from 
the branches of a tree invited passers-by to take a message home. Interaction with 
these works was allowed if not encouraged. The empty corner store that was once a 
lively fish market adjacent to the busy and bustling Fremantle markets was ‘trans-
formed into a maze of structures and images reflecting on the ebb and flow of the 
city nestled on the edge of the ocean’ (Farren 2009, p. 72).

As the light faded on the opening evening events, steam and sounds echoing sto-
ries of the past escaped from a cardboard tram sitting on the fragments of track from 
a past era, and the performance was repeated one last time to cries for an encore. 
With map in hand, explorers engaged in an excursion through the displays, events 
and installations that mapped a journey into the city and its stories (Figs. 9.3, 9.4, 
9.5 and 9.6).

‘Architecture, rituals, festivals, businesses, domestic and market gardens, 
churches, industries, clothing, foods, history and peoples distinguish one communi-
ty from another’ (Kins and Peddie 1996, p. 10). The Fremantle on the Edge project 
culminated in a major event that presented a re-visioning of the local community 
through visual presentations of interpretations of the narratives drawn together by 
the students, and based on their experience of Fremantle—its people, buildings and 
spaces, all those elements that come together to define a culture.

Tangible community benefits resulted from this project for local business, the 
community and student participants. This community based project enabled stu-
dents to engage in real situations, where the scale of the laneway, the street, the 
doorways and the shop fronts were tangible within the street as part of community 
life, engaged in activity, changing throughout the day and offering an accessible 

1 Kidogo Art House is located on the small beach, Bathers Beach, that defines the edge of the city 
of Fremantle and housed the bamboo works created by visiting international artist, Maria Blaisse 
for the duration of the Fremantle on the Edge exhibition.
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Fig. 9.3  Fish shop Fremantle markets. (Photo Lara Mackintosh 2009)

 

Fig. 9.4  High street window. (Photo Ashley de Prazer 2009)
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Fig. 9.5  Melting hands outside Myer Department Store. (Photo Lara Mackintosh 2009)

 

Fig. 9.6  Fish shop installa-
tion. (Photo Lara Mackintosh 
2009)
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and familiar framework to work in. Students were required to address real life situa-
tions—the pragmatics of their site, natural light, security, day and night street activi-
ties, together with identifying and observing the needs of the users of the area, and 
how they occupied their city.

The project contributed further to the reinforcement of the distinctive nature of 
the Fremantle community and the significance of the architecture, history, food, 
clothing and local stories to their culture.

Capacity Building

The project utilised a cross-sector approach, engaging businesses, council, educa-
tors, and the private sector. Community support was evidenced by the sponsorship 
response which was secured from 11 local Architectural and Design practices. In 
addition local businesses throughout the city offered their shops and offices as sites 
for the exhibition. An expression of interest in the project was received from the 
Fremantle Public Art Task Force, and representatives from the project were invited 
to give a presentation to a Task Force meeting on the outcomes and future potentials 
of the Fremantle on the Edge Project.

In general retailers were keen to see this project continued in the future because 
they saw it as an effective means by which to enliven the City’s business district. 
This opportunity was of particular relevance to members of the High Street west 
end precinct. Other retailers not involved in the exhibition also expressed interest in 
being involved in future projects of this nature.

Eyewitness reports stated approximate numbers of public visitors to be in the 
order of 2,500 on the opening night activities. Tour groups were escorted through-
out the city by academic leaders. There was general amazement at the quality and 
range of work amongst tour participants and visitors to sites over the duration of 
the exhibition.

A range of supportive responses were received from participating and supporting 
businesses, who generally felt the event was of great benefit to the community and 
should be repeated on an annual basis.

The Current Mayor of Fremantle, Brad Pettitt, stated:
The Fremantle on the Edge project did make a great contribution towards the appreciation 
of arts in Fremantle. I think this can be put down to the innovate and creative way it brought 
art out of the usual gallery spaces and brought it to life it into the street and other familiar 
places that people would not normally expect to see art and engage with it. I also think its 
ephemeral nature really captured the public imagination and made people appreciate it and 
engage with it more as they know it may not be there when they next returned.

Past Mayor Peter Tagliaferrie stated:
I have been involved in Local Government since 1983, first as an activist, a councillor and 
then as Mayor for the City of Fremantle for eight years until I retired in October 2009. In 
that time I have been involved in a period of immense change in Fremantle both social and 
in urban renewal, witnessing many significant events both on a national and international 
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scale. Nothing interested or stimulated all my senses more than when I was made the pre-
sentation by Nancy Spanbroek and Anne Farren from Curtin University for Fremantle to 
host a pilot project for the inaugural Fremantle Biennale programme for 2012. What an 
opportunity, what a privilege. Biennales around the world are huge defining events for a 
city and a nation. (Tagliaferri 2009)

Conclusion

On reflection, more time for planning and development would have further en-
hanced the potential for a project of this scale. With limited resources, staff working 
on Fremantle on the Edge were stretched to their limits attempting to maintain their 
day to day duties at the University together with teaching support, administration, 
supervision, publicity, function coordination and security of the students whilst en-
gaged on site. In future it is recommended that a similar event be held outside 
normal semester time, which would allow the students to fully immerse themselves 
in the project without the added distraction of having to attend to other areas of 
study, and the staff to devote their time to the complex supervision and management 
duties.

The involvement of international artists was key to the success of the project and 
of great benefit to the students. There is an opportunity here to engage local artists 
to participate in a project of this scale, to be directed by academic staff, to design 
and create their own street installation. The cross fertilization of ideas and design 
approach can still occur through workshops and presentations; however, the stu-
dents would be better positioned to remain within their academic groups, ensuring 
academic direction by University staff. The project proved to be an outstanding and 
positive learning experience for students and staff, due to community engagement, 
and exposure to the internationally renowned artists Maria Blaisse and Cocky Eek.

Student projects in the disciplines of design tend to focus on hypothetical sce-
narios that isolate them from community engagement and testing of ideas in real 
world settings. Each project was unique and focused on a different aspect of the city 
in various sites. Students worked with their tutors in developing their ideas and, at 
the end of the day, presented to students and staff from other disciplines, providing 
students with experience in community consultation, public presentation, and team-
work. This stage provided broad feedback from staff, students and the international 
artists. Fremantle on the Edge became a vehicle for direct engagement with com-
munity in the process of capacity building.

Research indicates that students strengthen their learning of design and techni-
cal skills through collaborative work, where sharing of ideas in intense learning 
environments with multi-disciplinary groups informs their knowledge and broadens 
their skill base. Reflective practice is essential for problem-solving among students, 
and this occurs at its best when students work with students who have different 
skills, discipline-specific knowledge, and who challenge students’ ‘ways of doing’ 
during the design process (Smith et al. 2005).
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The project responses provide evidence that Fremantle on the Edge was extreme-
ly successful as a pilot project, demonstrating the potential for the establishment of 
a Fremantle Biennale of Creative Arts. For the successful implementation of a Bien-
nale we suggested that the City of Fremantle appoint an Events Coordinator to man-
age the professional artistic engagement of local artists and the community. We also 
recommended support for the continuation of student involvement and staff input in 
order to retain the engagement of the new generation of designers in this process of 
re-visioning of community.

This project was created in October 2008, approved in February 2009 and ex-
hibited in April 2009. The time frame was tight and the outcomes, although pre-
liminary, revealed the impact a project of this size could have on a city such as 
Fremantle. Imagine what could be achieved with more time, a bigger team, and an 
international star list of artists together with our talented local artists, university 
staff and students.

While the project has not resulted in the allocation of funding to support the 
establishment of a major festival, the Council and community maintain the focus 
on the integration of festival activity in their community. The 2011–2014 Cultural 
Development Strategy for the City of Fremantle identifies four key strategic action 
areas: A Festival City, Infrastructure, Public Art and Heritage.

There is recognition of the economic value and significance of cultural policy: 
‘Cultural policy is increasing in a number of countries, extending beyond arts policy 
or heritage policy to embrace wider issues of cultural development and the role of 
culture in the national and international agenda’ (Throsby 1999, p. 10). This reflects 
the establishment of generic community value in the support for projects that en-
gage the community in reflection on and identification of its unique status. The Fre-
mantle on the Edge project provided such an opportunity for a local community, as 
well as ongoing support for activities centred on community cultural development, 
to achieve the Council’s vision ‘for Fremantle to be recognised as a unique city of 
cultural and economic significance’ (City of Fremantle 2010). Our project provides 
a case study for communities interested in building their community through the 
recognition and valuing of local culture.
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Abstract It is argued that an inclusive approach to community-based projects is a 
sure way to guarantee its long-term success. While this paper supports this belief, 
it argues that the commissioned artist needs to see community as ‘the crucible for 
positive development’ (Goldbard, Arguments for cultural democracy and commu-
nity cultural development Grantmakers in the Arts, p. 20, 2009). I believe that it is 
the responsibility of the artist to prepare the scene and identify a methodology that 
welcomes community engagement. The process in its entirety must be transparent 
and continually accessible. It is not enough to provide opportunities and avenues 
for bringing community into the collaborative team; the artist/project manager/art 
director must implement methodologies which build confidence and allow all par-
ticipants an equal opportunity to contribute without bias. While confidence comes 
from awareness and familiarity, showcasing ongoing developments of the project 
beyond the collaborative team and out into the broader community will also work 
positively towards the success of the project, by strengthening community aware-
ness and showcasing the skills of the participants. This chapter uses case studies to 
argue in support of this belief.

Keywords Confidence · Transparency · Showcase · Empowerment · Inclusivity · 
Context · Skills-audit · Collaboration · Narrative · Common ground · Sustainability ·  
Ownership · Security · Mentor · Social capital

Introduction

It is commonly argued that an inclusive approach to community-based projects is 
a sure way to guarantee long-term success. While this chapter supports this belief, 
it argues that the commissioned artist needs to see community as ‘the crucible for 

R. Tiwari et al. (eds.), M² Models and Methodologies for Community Engagement, 
DOI 10.1007/978-981-4585-11-8_10, © Springer Science+Business Media Singapore 2014



S. Di Mauro150

positive development’ (Goldbard 2006, p. 20). I believe that it is the responsibility 
of the artist to prepare the scene and identify a methodology which welcomes com-
munity engagement. The process in its entirety must be transparent and continually 
accessible; it is not enough to provide opportunities and avenues for bringing com-
munity into the collaborative team. The artist/project manager/art director must im-
plement methodologies which build confidence and allow the participants an equal 
opportunity to contribute without bias. The methodology which I have devised has 
been directed by this belief, and I will discuss and illustrate the approach through a 
collection of case studies in this chapter.

Confidence comes from building on one’s awareness and reciprocal understand-
ing of a situation/need, and through developing an honest and sincere understand-
ing of community and place. To this end, showcasing ongoing developments of the 
project, beyond the collaborative team and out into the broader community, works 
on many levels. Firstly, this strategy strengthens the awareness of the project and 
its focus; and secondly, it works positively towards featuring and showcasing those 
participants whose skills and local knowledge may not be known to the broader 
community. This exposure of project, and more importantly of the individual, has 
the long-term benefits of acknowledging their skills and suggesting opportunities 
for their ongoing contribution to community long after the completion of any proj-
ect. Referring mainly to one case study—‘Designing the Ideal Town’ conducted in 
Yamaguchi Prefecture in Japan—with occasional references to other community-
based projects which I have directed, I will argue in support of these recommended 
principles for community engagement.

Risks: The Artist

The risks that an artist who may be used to working independently in the secure 
haven of the studio has to come to terms with, when choosing to engage and col-
laborate with the local community, could include the following: loss of ownership 
of an original idea, compromise, loss of integrity in the work, people management, 
group/team work and direct dealings with the public. As well, there is a bottomless 
pit of possible liabilities and restrictions that mean one must surrender the security 
of self-expression for the sake of inter-subjective engagement; in all, one must part 
with the traditions of artistic object making.

As part of the process, the artist also needs to take on board the following respon-
sibilities and embed them in his/her methodology: to listen and genuinely consider 
the needs and feelings of others; to empower others and genuinely direct their learn-
ing; to engage with politicians and funding bodies in an effort to gain support for the 
project; to hand over control—or at the very least work collaboratively—to generate 
positive informed decisions; to engage in negotiation with relevant personnel while 
managing time and adhering to deadlines; and to work alongside beginners as well 
as with the egos of other professional artists, administrators, and well-intentioned 
members of the broader community. Built into the process are also round table dis-
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cussions, which rationalize and justify the process to the broader community while 
at the same time providing an opportunity for networking.

In this context, it can be said that the artist wears several hats, which may in-
clude: facilitator, art director/manager, educator, public relations officer, mediator, 
and above all, listener. To this end, it is understood that the artist may forfeit the 
quality of his or her work, and that intrinsic world principles need to be paired with 
strategic concerns and interests of supporters/sponsors from local industry and com-
merce if the project is to succeed in its entirety.

The Community Risks

Risks are many and broad for the artist. However, it must be understood that risks 
are a two-way street, and that the community is also taking risks, which could have 
detrimental effects on them in the long term. After all, the community is being 
directed by an outsider and the process of collaboration in its truest sense includes 
bringing conflicting sub-groups within the community together. This in itself can 
be a very unsettling experience for many, with the responsibility of spending local 
tax-payers’ money (if local government supported) and working within budgetary 
constraints. Lateral thinking processes are everyday to the artist/designer, but may, 
for the non-art and non-design-initiated, generate feelings of insecurity and resent-
ment and lack of confidence. A feeling of inadequacy, of not being knowledgeable 
enough to contribute, and with this a fear of exposing one’s limitations to one’s 
peers, can be a problem. Community-based art and design projects often, by their 
very nature (funding, community support etc.) require a serious commitment of 
time over an extended period until the project is completed, and beyond its comple-
tion once the artist departs the scene. This can be problematic for many people, as 
communities are quite often made up of transient populations as well as perma-
nent, and this may result in ongoing changes in the collaborative team. While the 
more pragmatic prescribed method of running a business is what is required for its 
survival, business partners must also understand that the organic methodology of 
contemporary art practice must be considered as equally important if the project is 
to reach its desired outcomes.

The Artist’s Possibilities

The advantages and possibilities are many, and to a large degree far outweigh the 
negative aspects of community arts projects, which are outlined above. In his or 
her capacity, the artist becomes the catalyst for the sharing of local knowledge. The 
artist moves from a process of being solely responsible for injecting an expressive 
content into the community to one of the community being proactive in the contri-
bution of knowledge towards an unknown end.
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The act of moving from studio to situation, as discussed earlier, has its long 
term benefits, ‘diluting provocative assumptions about the relationship between art 
and the broader social and political world and about the kind of knowledge that 
aesthetic experience is capable of producing….’ (Kester 2004, p. 9), and ‘develop-
ing a relational aesthetic based around communication and exchange’ (Bourriaud 
2002, p. 113). The opportunity exists for the artist to showcase and encourage local 
knowledge and skills, and in the process provide sub groups with an opportunity 
to collaborate and contribute to their community. There is immediate and direct 
opportunity for the artist to get to know local culture through the locals, and in do-
ing so, to develop a genuine understanding of place. By parting with the traditions 
of object making, artists adopt a performative, process-based approach. As Grant 
Kester (2004) finds, quoting artist Peter Dunn (2004), artists in reality become ‘con-
text providers rather than content providers’ (Kester 2004, p. 1). Artists begin to 
see themselves as a resource for other people’s non-artistic goals, such as local 
businesses, tourism etc. Quite often the creative thinker is asked to contribute his/
her thoughts on some initiative being considered by the local business community 
which may be completely removed from any artistic pursuits but which require a 
lateral interpretation by a creative mind.

The Community’s Possibilities

Community-based projects provide the opportunity for local citizens to come to-
gether in a non-political, non-biased way to share knowledge and understand each 
other better. Local knowledge is paramount for the outsider, and this can be used 
to strengthen awareness of place, and in turn, connection with the local citizens. 
Opportunities to highlight the abilities of local communities outside of particular 
areas of expertise or professional standing are few and far between, particularly 
in some rural communities. Creative art and design pursuits, especially if deeply 
reliant on an understanding of place, provide an ideal opportunity to identify and 
showcase knowledge and skills which exist within the local community but which 
quite often are never made public. Through such showcasing of events, employ-
ment and commissioning opportunities for artists and crafts workers are realized 
which may often lead to new financial avenues for the production of new art and 
cottage industries.

Frequently, dormant and obsolete skills are resurrected to support the production 
of the artwork, which results in positive mentoring roles between seniors and the 
youth of the district. In the process, local skills banks are updated and revitalized, 
and these in turn re-energize local industry, provide possible avenues for employ-
ment, and establish a culture of long term local sustainability.

The process, in short, is one of ‘drawing on and the sharing of competencies as 
well as incompetencies—what collaborators know and don’t know’ (Deck 2004, as 
cited in Ang et al. 2011, p. 13).
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There is great value in providing an open space for discussion, where partici-
pants can step out of their pre-existing roles and responsibilities in the community 
and freely express their concerns about place in an open non-threatening way.

The Qualities Which the Artist Brings to the Community

The nature of the creative artist revolves around questioning and reinterpreting. 
Schrödinger (1952, p. 109) argues that its not so much about ‘seeing what no one 
else has yet seen’, as much as it is about ‘thinking what no one else has yet thought 
about that which everyone sees.’

Artists and designers are uniquely capable of generating the creative ideas that 
are needed to drive innovation. New ideas and the capacity to bring new ways of 
thinking to realization will be increasingly in demand in the future. Daniel Pink 
suggests that:

We are moving from the Informative Age towards the Conceptual Age. From an economy 
built on the logical, linear, computer-like capabilities of the information age to an economy 
and a society built on the inventive, empathic, big-picture capabilities of what is rising in 
its place, the Conceptual Age. (Pink 2005, pp. 1–2)

In support of this argument, Kester makes reference to discussions which took place 
on Lake Zurich between politicians, journalists, sex workers, and activists from the 
city of Zurich:

The group had been brought together by the Austrian arts collective WochenKlausur as part 
of an “intervention” in drug policy. Their task was simply to have a conversation about the 
difficult situation faced by drug addicts in Zurich who had turned to prostitution to support 
their habits. (Kester 2004, pp. 1–2)

This is a funding opportunity where art and health, especially mental health, com-
bine for a positive result; both health and arts funding can be considered in situa-
tions such as this. Kester continues:

Over several weeks dozens of these talks were organized involving sixty key figures: politi-
cians, journalists and activists. Many of these would not have normally come together but 
in the ritualistic context of an art event, with their statements insulated from direct media 
scrutiny, they were able to communicate outside of the rhetorical demands of their official 
status and reach a consensus supporting a modest but concrete response to the problem. 
(Kester 2004, p. 2)

It is clear from this case study that one of the strengths that artists have, as an in-
nate part of their skills package, is the capacity to laterally interpret and question a 
situation and to encourage others to do the same. The outcome is a creative act in 
whatever form it takes as it has moved on from bias and preconceived ideas into 
another world of possibility. In the Lake Zurich WochenKlausur talks, the ‘art ma-
terials of marble, canvas or pigment were replaced by “sociopolitical relationships”’ 
(Kester 2004, p. 3).
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Artists and designers choosing to engage community must have a clear under-
standing of the focus of the community. They need to understand from the out-
set that they may be dealing with issues which they personally don’t feel strongly 
about, but which nonetheless they must be prepared to listen to. It is important 
that the community feel a sense of ownership and connection to the project, and 
quickly realize that the role of the artist/designer is to facilitate the process, encour-
age discussion and direct an outcome. It is not the artist/designer’s role to predict 
and preempt what the outcome will be. Operating in an atmosphere of true collabo-
ration brings forth a comprehensive understanding of local needs, from which are 
realized a collection of priorities. To this end, the initial brief might be to create a 
solitary piece of public art, but through discussion, the perceived need might change 
from an art piece to an outcome with a stronger relationship between object, space 
and function. The artist must be careful not to overlook comments regarding per-
ceived utilitarian needs from the participants and the broader community. Perhaps 
these needs can be combined and translated through functional utilitarian objects as 
well as artistic narratives of place translated through objects such as public seating, 
tables, shelters, bollards, drinking fountains etc. These items should have a strong 
artistic and narrative content but must also function on a multitude of levels.

Case Study: Ube Japan

Some time ago I was invited to work with a community in Yamaguchi Prefecture 
in Southern Japan. The local government had been made aware of how I was com-
municating my message of cultural conservation to the broader community through 
my creative artworks, and thought it would be interesting to observe how a creative 
artist would engage with the local community to solve a hypothetical urban plan-
ning problem.

At that time, I was travelling with a collection of 30 artworks through Japan.1 
My aim was to encourage visitors to the exhibition to look closely at their everyday 
traditions and how the originality of their place was fast being overtaken and ho-
mogenized by an internationalist, postmodern approach to lifestyle and place in the 
hands of careless urban developers (Di Mauro 1997).

The local government in Yamaguchi, as one of the sponsors of the exhibition, 
asked me to run a workshop with members of the local community. My responsibil-
ity was to pose questions that would result in the participants developing a better 
understanding of what makes ‘an ideal town’. Their motivation for asking me to 
conduct such a workshop came from their understanding of my methodology for 
engaging and working with community. Perhaps they also saw the benefit of a non-
local, non-Japanese artist/designer being involved, and of the possible attributes I 
could bring to their community.

1 This exhibition titled References was a collection of 22 ceramic sculptures and eight collabora-
tive artworks created during an artist in residency at Obora Pottery in Kyushu Japan.
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The time allowed for the workshop was relatively short in relation to its aims and 
objectives; much was learnt in situ about working with such a broad mix of profes-
sionals and community members in a non-English speaking country.

Familiarity Works Both Ways

In retrospect, more could have been gained had I been better informed and better 
prepared for the challenges that lay ahead of me. Unlike projects undertaken since 
1997, I went into the workshop with a basic understanding of Japan. This under-
standing grew from several years of visiting the country and several exhibitions of 
my artwork in various prefectures throughout the country. My personal vision of 
Japan was that of a cultural maverick with an unquenchable desire to know about 
this unique country and its people. This could be what drove me to accept the offer 
to conduct such an obscure workshop. Perhaps the officials had hidden agendas 
that were not communicated to me. Nonetheless it was a challenge, and one which 
I could only hope would not only satisfy the needs of local government but also 
provide the community with an understanding of the value of their comments and 
recommendations, when decisions about place and lifestyle were to be made.

Devising a Suitable Methodology

My teaching pedagogy revolves around drawing on the experience of my stu-
dents and using this to energize further investigation. This methodology requires 
the teacher to be quite expressive in his/her delivery, and constantly aware of the 
emotional reactions of the students. In Japan this proved to be quite difficult and 
challenging because of the reserved nature of Japanese people. I was fortunate to be 
assisted by a professional interpreter, who was also both a highly respected member 
of the local community and a friend, who understood my way of thinking and my 
methods of working. This level of familiarity between artist and interpreter proved 
to be invaluable in helping to energize the community and the ultimate success of 
the project.

The task to develop a plan for the ideal town ‘the town you want to live in’ was 
presented to the participants via a collection of questions about their lifestyles and 
everyday needs. Many initially chose to listen and not speak. ‘Japanese people tend 
to hesitate to stand up and talk in front of people, and the organizers had worried 
that there might not be any opinions or remarks coming from the participants’ (Hi-
rosawa, personal communication 1997).2

2 Mrs Yoko Hirosawa was workshop coordinator and interpreter for the workshop, and her re-
marks quoted here and below are from a report she compiled for the local Yamaguchi council, and 
shared with me.
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However, as the workshop progressed so too did their confidence and commit-
ment, and before long they were all drawn into the task and engaging in free-flow-
ing discussion.

The Significance of Place/Venue

While engagement happens as a result of the participants developing a feeling of 
confidence with each other, with the facilitators and with the topic in question, 
there are other issues that must be considered in the early planning stages of any 
workshop where a broad cross section of the local community will be participating. 
Kester (2004, p. 6) argues for ‘creating an open space where individuals can break 
free from pre-existing roles and obligations, reacting and interacting in new and 
unforeseeable ways.’ He highlights the need for common ground, for non-political 
spaces to be used for communities in an effort to break down barriers and to negate 
differences. In support of this argument, I reflect on the process which I used in the 
creation of the River Reflections3 public artwork. The inaugural public gathering for 
the project took place in the Innisfail Catholic Church Hall under the shadow of the 
rather imposing architecture of the Catholic Church; perhaps this was not neutral 
ground for some of the residents! At such an early stage of the project, the hidden 
text of this location may have unintentionally ostracized many who felt intimidated 
by the prospect of participating in an event associated with what the venue repre-
sented. Some of the locals may have misinterpreted the project as being owned or at 
least directed by this denomination.

Kester (2004), in his pursuit of neutrality, also makes reference to community 
perceptions of select demographic groups within the community, and how they 
should be able to come together under the direction of the collaborative team to 
transcend the one-dimensional clichés promulgated by mainstream news and enter-
tainment media. In this context, creativity truly becomes the umbrella of security, 
negating social, economic, ethnic, political and religious barriers.

The decision by the ‘Ideal Town Project’ coordinators and the commissioning 
body to conduct the workshop in a local, restored traditional Japanese family home 
instead of in one of the local government venues was a very positive move. The 
restored residence belonged to one of the founding fathers of the district, a highly 
respected medical doctor, his teacher wife and their children. After much thought, 
the family decided to restore the home and use it once again as a centre for cultural 
activities where local communities and others could come together to share cultures 
and lifestyles and learn about Japanese traditions (Fig. 10.1).

Since its restoration in the early 1990s, the home has been highly successful in 
achieving this goal. Music, poetry recitals, book readings, art and craft exhibitions 
and workshops with a local community focus have been staged on an ongoing, ir-
regular basis. Once again, after many years of a silent existence, the Hirosawa fam-
ily home has become a place where local culture and community engagement are 

3 River Reflections is a public artwork created by the author in 1998 for the Innisfail community 
in North Queensland Australia.
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celebrated. In this context, the venue provided the workshop with a much-desired 
neutral venue where inclusivity, as opposed to exclusivity, was encouraged and  
celebrated.

Familiarity and Confidence

Community-based workshops allow artists to become fully immersed in local cul-
ture. My initial connection with the locals in this instance was through the exhibi-
tion of my creations, which served as an icebreaker for those participants who were 
not familiar with my art. This, I believe, made it a little easier for the participants 
to want to engage with the process and with me, the artist. In a sense, the collection 
of artworks, and my visible interest and concerns for their place and traditions, be-
came the necessary catalysts for connection. This sense of familiarity is important 
if one wishes to work with community, as it helps to break down barriers which 
locals may, subconsciously, feel between themselves and an outsider. For the artist, 
it means exposing who they are and how they think. For the creative practitioner, 
this is inevitable, and in my opinion, necessary as it provides the community with 
reference hooks which they can identify with and feel more comfortable and confi-
dent contributing to.

While, initially, I felt personally detached from this demographic, the project, 
without my intending it, preferenced immersion over detachment. Confidence in 
the Ube workshop was developed slowly at the outset, as the locals (from elemen-
tary school children to eighty-year-old men and women as well as some students 
from Korea and China) were invited to speak about their place and what it meant 
to them. Children, some as young as 10, were also asked to express their opinions, 

Fig. 10.1  Restored Hirosawa family home/gallery/cultural centre, Ube Japan (Di Mauro 1997)
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and were egged on by their parents, who felt a sense of pride knowing that their 
child’s comments were being noted on the broadsheet at the front of the room along 
with everyone else. These process records provide the necessary visual reminders of 
the workshop focus; they were continually referenced, revisited and contextualized 
throughout the process (Fig. 10.2).

The art of engagement, according to art critics and theorists, is a kind of art 
which:

… aligns with a strong trend in the international contemporary art world. A place where 
artists discard their posture of detachment in favor of deep immersion in the social worlds 
they find themselves in, and use this as the motivation for their artistic production. (Ang 
et al. 2011, p. 1)

This perceived trend is referred to in terms such as ‘relational aesthetics’ (Bourriaud 
2002, as cited by Ang et al. 2011, p. 1) and ‘from studio to situation’ (Doherty 2007, 
as cited by Ang et al. 2011, p. 1).

Engagement

‘Engagement is never a one-way street’ (Ang et al. 2011, p. 1) but rather, a process 
which always elicits the participation and reaction of members of the community 
who come to the workshop from their own, often divergent, perspectives. Quite 

Fig. 10.2  Open discussion following show and tell sessions in ‘Ideal Town’ project (Di Mauro 
1997)
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often, many come with an axe to grind. Discussions around the positive aspects 
of place inspired the participants to begin to open up about concerns and negative 
reservations they may have had about place.

As issues were brought forward, questions were asked in relation to the rel-
evance and significance of perceived needs. Issues referenced included the loss of 
local traditions; for example, a rickshaw driver expressed his concerns about the 
fact that his industry was fast being seen as a tourist novelty and not as an ongoing 
aspect of Japanese culture. He also drew attention to how he and his family were 
deeply involved in supporting other traditional crafts. He argued for the role of tra-
ditional craft workers and how any ‘new town’ would need to seriously consider the 
implications of conserving what few traditions still existed in the community, and 
seek out opportunities for other traditions to be revitalized in contemporary society. 
Another key issue was the Westernization of the domestic architecture. Discussion 
here made reference to the traditional Eel houses of Hofu city in Southern Japan. 
The group believed that this highly functional style of housing could be used as a 
source of inspiration when designing domestic environments for restricted spaces. 
Other issues concerned the welfare of an aging population and the proximity of 
aged care facilities to social and medical networks. As Yoko Hirosawa puts it: ‘the 
participants were very active and talkative. They expressed their opinions freely 
and worked positively to make their ideal town with great enjoyment’ (Hirosawa, 
personal communication 1997).

Collectively unpacking the issues and needs ultimately revealed a suitable solu-
tion for each problem. Issues were contextualized, rationalized and prioritized, and 
progressively more visual data was added to the space.

With priorities and community needs realized, the group were asked to rational-
ize the data collected and provide the necessary facilities where sustainable life-
styles could be enjoyed and future needs accommodated. Following some debate 
and discussion, a list was made which provided a template for the next stage of the 
process.

With all the lifestyle needs discussed, and the infrastructure required to sustain 
a quality of life identified, the task was now to bring these together. Teams were 
formed of participants who could rationalize certain topics/areas from a profession-
al and/or user need; for example, a healthcare group consisted of a doctor, a medi-
cal nurse, elderly persons and young mothers. Their responsibility was to discuss 
basic needs of medical centres and hospitals and their geographic location. Farmers, 
storekeepers and housewives discussed needs in terms of community farms, point 
of sale, access, parking and delivery. School teachers, children, carers and young 
parents discussed educational facilities—schools and childcare facilities. The pro-
fessional was linked with the consumer and the indirect user of the space, and col-
lectively they identified needs and priorities (Fig. 10.3).

Charged with their reference area, each group in turn presented their findings and 
sought approval and further recommendations from the participants. Again, here is 
a situation which provides an opportunity for people to speak with confidence from 
their collective experience. Slowly building this sense of confidence and empower-
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ment is crucial in any community-based project work. The groups presented their 
recommendations, which included the location of their facility in relation to other 
infrastructure in the layout of the ideal town.

Hands on Engagement

Perhaps the next stage of the process was the most dynamic, as it meant more di-
rect and personal engagement. A collection of bits and pieces suitable for model 
making was provided, and it was from these that the model of the ideal town was 
created. Fun and excitement was the key, as the entire group worked diligently and 
with much gusto to create the three-dimensional model of their ideal town. The end 
product was photographed and featured in the local paper in the days that followed. 
The sense of achievement was evident on the faces of the participants as they posed 
for photographs with the model of ‘the ideal town’, which they helped to rationalize 
and in turn build (Fig. 10.4).

On Reflection

The methodology worked well to bring together a community of persons interested 
in understanding the needs of a better future for their cities. Through a process of 
confidence building and spontaneous and uncensored contribution, the locals felt an 

Fig. 10.3  Presentation of concepts for the ‘Ideal Town’ project (Di Mauro 1997)
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affinity with the project in an atmosphere of sharing. As I understand it, The Ideal 
Town was not manifested in its entirety. However, I would like to believe that the 
methodology which was used to arrive at the desired conclusion has assisted the 
locals and local government alike to realize the benefits to be gained from engaging 
creative thinkers, who are able to take a very broad and lateral approach to solving 
problems, and above all to realize the implications and the benefits of informing and 
engaging the community in the decision-making process.

Japanese city planning is often done by the government or public offices. People are accus-
tomed to it, while the public sectors and companies tend to ignore their opinions. It was 
rather unusual for them to get together and discuss what kind of town they would like to 
live in. As a result, the participants felt the workshop was enjoyable and fresh. They thought 
they were able to have a valuable experience. (Hirosawa, personal communication 1997)

The Skill of the Creative Artist

The project provided an opportunity for artists to engage people with little or no 
experience in the arts, and tested the participants’ confidence and faith in the artist. 
Though the timescale was challenging, to say the least, the process used remains 
paramount in the minds of the participants. While a political agenda may have been 
the motivation for the workshop (I will never know), my ignorance of this did not 
impact on my facilitation of the workshop; the social agenda far outweighed any 

Fig. 10.4  The model for the ‘Ideal Town’ takes shape (Di Mauro 1997)
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possible political orientations. In the end the artist, with the community, has pro-
duced responses that demonstrate the power of embedding creative thought into 
non-arts practices. ‘By keeping the artist in the center of the equation new ways of 
operating emerge, sometimes from unforeseen directions’ (MacGregor 2011, p. ix). 
MacGregor’s argument in support of the creative ability of the artist engaging with 
community is brought home in the following statement: ‘Because of the way they 
are able to reorient our view of the world, artists are an underutilized resource that 
can be mobilized to help solve many problems faced by diverse sectors of society’ 
(MacGreor 2011, as cited in Ang et al. 2011, p. 3). Case studies in support of this 
have been referenced earlier in this chapter.

The workshop of Sam Di Mauro became an exciting experience to challenge new methods 
for us. It showed us a more active way of life with meeting people and opening up good 
discussion with them. From this experience we realized how important, and interesting as 
well, it is to get engaged in making our own town and community. (Hirosawa, personal 
communication 1997)

It is timely for artists and designers to realize this innate ability/power which they 
possess to laterally translate the world around them. But it is even more important 
that they see this as a skill (acquired or innate) to share with and pass on to others in 
an effort to arrive at a solution to a given problem, a solution which will positively 
impact on the sustainability of the community.

It is obvious from many creative dialogues that occurred in the process of com-
munity-based projects that the process from the very start until and beyond its end 
has the power to stimulate discussion and identify new directions for individuals 
and the community alike. And as such, it is less concerned with the ‘formal condi-
tion of the object’ (Kester 2004, p. 3) and more concerned with providing opportu-
nities for all voices within the community to be heard and acknowledged.

All this leaves the creative thinker, artist and designer in a positive position to 
direct and inform the future and to extend their capabilities beyond the studio and 
out into the broader community. However, it’s not that easy, and it’s not every art-
ist’s desire to move along this path. The artist, in choosing to move in this direction, 
must be aware of the implications and needs that come as part of such a responsibil-
ity.

I don’t think artists are in any essential sense different from or better than other human 
beings. But our work—plunging our hearts and minds into the stuff of culture, attempting to 
see without filters or blinders, sharing the news with anyone who is ready to receive it—has 
special value in confusing times. (Goldbard 2009, p. 3)

The Qualities Embedded in Community  
and Which the Artist Brings into the Project

In an effort to extend the notions of ownership, it is important for the artist to seek 
out various skills that exist within the community or be prepared to train others to 
build up their skills in order to keep local content at its maximum. The Ulysses Link 
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Project (2000) at Mission Beach North Queensland provided such an opportunity 
for one of the participants, Kerry Scott, a newcomer to the district. Kerry’s back-
ground was in graphic design. The opportunity to contribute to the project worked 
positively towards building her self confidence and hands- on skills. She created 
the main feature in the project, a 25-meter diameter mosaic that was installed in the 
piazza linking the costal walkways. This work is a testament to her determination to 
grow professionally and establish a career in the area of public art. She now lives in 
New Zealand and continues her public art practice through community engagement 
projects and private commissions. Other case studies will further support this argu-
ment (Figs. 10.5 and 10.6).

Quite often this retraining or reawakening of dormant skills continues to ener-
gize community and local industry long after the project has been completed. The 
River Reflections (1998) project situated in Innisfail, North Queensland, which 
I was commissioned to create in collaboration with local artists Rebecca Swee-
ney and Lily Heart, proved highly successful in this respect. When working on 
this project, we sought the assistance of a local potter and were fortunate to have 
found a couple of new arrivals to the district who had just set up ’Broken Nose 
Pottery’ not far out of the town of Innisfail. The chief potter was commissioned to 
work on the project to produce a collection of feature tiles for the artwork. This 
position required her to tutor an indigenous group at the local Technical and Fur-
ther Education College (TAFE) and in the process, produce some tiles for the art-
work. This opportunity helped to broadcast the pottery to the broader local com-
munity, and has provided Broken Nose Pottery director Loraine Vagel with other 

Fig. 10.5  Kerry Scott, artist, working on the Ulysses Link piazza mosaic design (Di Mauro 2000)
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commissions from local government on an irregular basis over the past 15 years. 
This, then fledgling industry, despite severe economic downturns in the craft in-
dustries, and two devastating cyclones, is still producing for the local and tourist 
market.

A Socially Inclusive Approach

Claudine Brown (2006, p. 11) argues in support of community based artists, stating 
that they value ‘methods for building consensus, workable agreements and open, 
honest sharing. They strive for understanding amongst individuals with common 
goals, despite cultural and class differences, developing works that provoke dis-
course, stimulate participation and encourage action.’ She believes that the creative 
mind of such artists often ‘seek alternative ways of articulating and contextualizing 
issues during times of stress’ (Brown 2006, p. 11). The sensitivity of the artist ‘helps 
communities know themselves more fully, and can be surprisingly successful ef-
fecting profound change, such as reconciliation, where other methods have failed’ 
(Brown 2006, p. 11).

Fig. 10.6  Ulysses Link Piazza Mosaic Mission Beach by Kerry Scott 2000; porcelain, brass, stain-
less steel, glass, river stones, bushrocks, concrete. Dimensions of artwork approx. 25 m diameter 
(Di Mauro 2000)
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We can glean from this that Brown has a comprehensive understanding of the 
broad scope of responsibilities that are part of the community artist’s portfolio. Her 
descriptive analysis relates well to the tasks that are considered standard practice for 
the artists wishing to work with community. But she takes the description to much 
greater depth, making reference to not only the innate skills that come as part of the 
package that is the creative artist, but the sensitive and emotional responsibilities 
that the artist must bring to those situations where diversity is present and inclusiv-
ity is paramount. However, identified and articulated in this way, these responsibili-
ties may ultimately generate reservations in the mind of some professional artists 
about committing to such collaborative processes, and as a result, fear of the un-
known may deter them from accepting community-based public art commissions.

The Cultures of Place

Writing on culture, Bennett (2005, p. 63) states: ‘The boundary lines between what 
is to count as national culture and what as regional culture have become increas-
ingly contested’. However, he argues that there is also an

extended range of users relating to forms of difference that operates within nations and 
across the relations between them: gay culture, lesbian culture, trans gender, ethnic cul-
tures, diasporic cultures, and transnational cultures. The strong association that has been 
established between the concept of culture and the notion of lifestyle has generated another 
range of extensions from sub-cultures and counter cultures to club cultures, street cultures 
and drug cultures. (Bennett 2005, p. 63)

An opportunity may also exist for new arrivals to the district to be approached and 
encouraged to participate, thus breaking their apparent self-imposed silence. To this 
end, artists and designers have a social responsibility to acknowledge and provide 
opportunities for the engagement of all groups in the community.

As the artist prepares to enter the community, it is desirable to have a basic under-
standing of vernacular culture, including the sub cultures. This in turn will provide 
some understanding of how these communities are perceived and supported. These 
avenues of participation are most successful if and when the collaborative process 
involves cross-links between the collections of sub cultures (Di Mauro 2012, p. 477).

The Collaborative Process

Sociologist David Brain (2004) refers to community as a ‘collective action by a 
group of people with common interests’. As a community they have an opportunity 
to voice their opinions and be heard—a confidence building part of the process. 
He argues, ‘it’s an act, which is performed together, and not just a container.’ He 
believes that what makes a community ‘work’, in every respect is ‘its culture and its 
governance.’ ‘The key component parts of the dynamic that must develop between 
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the artist/designer and the community include shared understandings and expecta-
tions that people have of them, each other, and their collective endeavors.’ These, 
he argues, are the things that make it possible for ‘people to work together’. (Brain 
2004, as cited by Borrup 2009, p. 4). ‘Engagement is never a one-way street; it 
always entails the participation and reaction of multiple partners who come to the 
party from their own, often-divergent perspectives’ (Ang et al. 2011, p. 1).

Collaboration between artist and community is a valued component of the public 
art process and one which results in a stronger connection to and ownership of the 
art and design work by the broader community. Collaboration opens up many op-
portunities through a process of sharing.

Process Not Outcome Driven

While the outcome may be different, the key element within each project is the cre-
ative facilitation of dialogue and exchange between all participants, their supporters 
and the broader community. Ultimately, the artist must be conscious of providing, 
throughout the creative process, opportunities for all to develop their self confi-
dence. This will encourage spontaneous and sincere contributions to be made out 
loud, and for all to respond to. In this way, the process conversations are part of ‘an 
active generative process that can help us speak and imagine beyond the limits of 
fixed identities, official discourse, and the perceived inevitability of partisan politi-
cal conflict’ (Kester 2004, p. 8).

These process conversations are integral to the finished artwork, thus making 
the two inseparable in the mind of the community. In a sense the finished project in 
whatever form it takes has a dual role: to act as a physical reminder of the way the 
community came together, and to celebrate and acknowledge place in a very public 
space for locals and visitors to enjoy.

Through the process of collaboration and through contribution to the creative 
process, a greater sense of ownership is achieved which will ultimately result in 
stronger networks being established. These collectively could identify and create 
other possibilities for collaboration.

The process is what ultimately brings the community together. The methodology 
that the artist chooses to apply is based on a clear understanding that the end product 
will evolve through a process of ongoing engagement and dialogue with the key 
players, the collaborative team, their support network and the broader community. 
Perhaps this is the key point of difference from the traditional creative arts approach 
chosen by the majority of professional artists.

Building Confidence

The collaborative hands-on approach tends to be an energizing force for all in-
volved. This happens in a diversity of ways, frequently or occasionally, depending 
on the nature of the project and the methodology employed by the commissioned 
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artist. While large groups of community being directly involved can at times re-
sult in very difficult situations to manage, it is the responsibility of the artist to 
seek out or at least be advised about the skills and knowledge base existing in the 
community. From this he/she is able to identify possible pathways where partici-
pants can contribute with confidence, and those without the knowledge base can 
develop their confidence to the point where they feel secure enough to communi-
cate their concerns and recommendations. In the words of Goldbard:

in community cultural development practice, participants’ experience of their own creative 
imaginations and expressions is understood to be intrinsically empowering. As a practitio-
ner describes: everybody brings something to the table and we need to help people figure 
out what that is, so they can have ownership. (Goldbard 2006, p. 54)

All those interested in participating in the process should be given the opportunity 
to experience work created with skill, ambition and intention. Each should be en-
couraged to express themselves and their concerns through their contribution. Each 
in turn should be judged by criteria appropriate to the intention of the work and not 
against some preconceived formula which constitutes so called ‘good art.’ As many 
community cultural development projects are built around learning experiences, the 
commissioned artist also works in a mentoring capacity to help the local artists de-
velop and refine their ideas if and when necessary. It goes without saying then that 
the quality of engagement with the commissioned artist, local artists and the general 
public can positively alter the quality of the end product.

Transparency

The transparency of process, the understanding of the various stages of the devel-
opment of the project, can be the key to successful outcomes including ownership. 
From my experience, transparency begins at the start of the project and continues to 
be reinforced throughout the entire process in various ways.

It is imperative that linking back to the local citizens remains a major and on-
going part of the process. Initial gatherings revolve around issues of connection 
to place, while subsequent works-in-progress exhibitions/displays build on the 
community’s understanding of process and method. These exhibitions provide 
an element of transparency and are not only in an ideal opportunity to inform the 
locals of the methodology and its logic, but also to showcase those citizens who 
by choice are directly involved. They can be informal events staged in local com-
munity halls or, as was the case in the Ulysses Link project, illustrations of sug-
gested public artworks were suspended from twine strung between trees at the site. 
Needless to say these events must employ every possible means of communica-
tion to guarantee the success of the occasion, as it is at these that the local com-
munity feel a sense of connection and empowerment. ‘This is an opportunity for 
the community to voice their opinions and be heard, a confidence building part of 
the process. Not all situations provide an opportunity for showcasing to the com-
munity’ (Di Mauro 2012, pp. 474–475). The Q150 Mosaic project was a case in 
point. Here the community spread over an entire state of Queensland and as such 
it was impossible for all to travel to one site to view the works in progress exhibi-
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tion. In this instance the commissioning body, The Premier’s Department of the 
Queensland Government, was able to attract the interest of ABC Television and in 
particular, Stateline, to the project.4 A temporary exhibition was set up in a gallery 
space. The television team filmed the installation and interviewed the Art Director 
of the project. The segment was screened on statewide television in prime time 
and in this way many participating communities were able to see their proposals 
alongside proposals from other regional communities. This proved to be an invalu-
able part of the process and worked to bring the 73 regional communities together, 
albeit long distance.

The emphasis in such showcasing events is placed on the creators and the col-
laborative team; on how confident they are about publicly acknowledging their 
commitment to the project and showing and discussing their work with the broader 
community. Opportunities for showcasing the participants and the progress of the 
project throughout the process should be identified and used on an ongoing basis to 
inform the locals.

These works-in-progress exhibitions not only draw attention to the project but 
also become a celebration of the collective identity of the participants. They also 
remove any preconceived ideas about what may be misunderstood by the general 
public as secret business. They provide an opportunity for ongoing dialogue be-
tween the artist and the general public, and as mentioned earlier they showcase local 
talent and skills. All are very positive attributes when working with community and 
ones that, generally speaking, generate and encourage a sense of ownership and 
longevity for the project beyond its completion, and long after the artist/mentor/art 
director has left the place.

Community projects that expose process and product to the broader community 
at regular intervals throughout the project work positively towards helping to con-
solidate relationships between sub groups. In doing so they challenge preconceived 
stereotypical perceptions of other. The United Nations Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights published in 1948 states that ‘everyone has the right to participate in the 

4 More information about the Stateline segment can be found at the following website: Q150 Mo-
saic Project Queensland’s 150 Celebrations Stateline ABC Broadcast: 03/04/2009. Reporter: Jen-
ny Woodward. http://www.abc.net.au/news/2009-10-30/cq-mosaic-images-go-online/1123004.

The Q150 Mosaic is a public artwork initiative that connects communities across Queensland 
Australia. Queensland councils were invited to provide an artistic representation of their commu-
nities. One hundred and fifty tiles were distributed throughout the State—two tiles for each coun-
cil. In consultation with the community, local councils coordinated representatives from children 
through to noted artists, to embellish the “tiles”—one expressing the region’s past and the other 
their aspirations for the future. The concept design and the individual mosaic tile shape were cre-
ated by Queensland artist Elise Parups.

Once linked together this ‘tessellated’ geometric mosaic represents Queensland’s history and 
aspirations for the future. The local artwork depicts stories, people, culture, history, aspirations 
and plans. The mosaic was built on site and installed at the Royal National Association (RNA) 
Showgrounds. The combined artwork was curated by Sam Di Mauro, Margaret Rackemann, Mi-
chelle Walker and Tamarra Rosman, and features 136 mosaic tiles from participating Queensland 
councils. The completed art piece has been gifted to the RNA by the Queensland Government.
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cultural life of the community’ (as cited in Goldbard 2009, p. 50). In support of this, 
Rene Maheu, Director-General of UNESCO in 1970, argued that:

if man has the right to share in the cultural heritage and cultural activities of the com-
munity—or rather of the different communities to which men belong, it follows that the 
authorities responsible for these communities have a duty, so far as their resources permit, 
to provide him with the means for such participation. (Maheu 1970, as cited in Goldbard 
2009, p. 50)

Social Capital

How does this impact on the role of the artist/designer? As stated earlier, the artist 
arrives in a community (physically or virtually) in most cases unaware of the skills 
and support that exist there. By getting to know the community the artist is in a 
sense empowered and able to realize potential for both short and long term engage-
ment. For example, if the artist is informed about what skills and manufacturing fa-
cilities are available and accessible within the community, then he/she may be able 
to develop more meaningful pathways for collaboration. These industry pathways 
can have a two-fold flow-on effect and boost the local economy in the short term. In 
the long term they can provide educational programs and work towards improving/
broadening and building on the skills base of the town.

With many of these skills, small-scale cottage industries can be set up which 
make locally identified product for local retail outlets. As well as economic gains 
there are also gains in social capital. These include the revitalization of dormant 
skills and in turn local industry. Along with this, individuals develop a sense of con-
tribution and self worth, resulting in a more wholesome and contented community. 
In support of the argument to ‘make local buy local’, this is a philosophy which can 
ultimately energize communities and reduce the carbon footprint of the proposed 
art/design work. To this end, the culture of ‘getting it made cheaply off-shore’ as the 
best and only option, must be turned around.

Communities understand the needs of living in these environments and could 
work well and ultimately contribute positively to their rural wellbeing. The question 
is how to generate a sense of belonging within the migrant and the local communi-
ties, and how to encourage connection and contribution by new arrivals.

Global patterns are in a state of dramatic change; sea levels are changing; 
communities are being displaced; and the destruction of rural habitats is forcing 
mass migration to larger, already overpopulated cities. The collaborative team 
and in particular the commissioned artist must be aware of this dilemma and en-
courage participation in the project by migrant minority groups. The public artist/
designer is in an ideal position to welcome and showcase the traditions and craft 
skills of newly arrived migrants and/or refugees. Perhaps through creative prac-
tices many barriers can be dissolved and removed. The art of place is for all the 
community and as such must be inclusive in its representation (Di Mauro 2012, 
p. 479).
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Ongoing Contribution to Community

Naturally, projects, communities and their perceived needs differ in many ways. 
Some are about catalysing a consensus around a particular topic. In such instances 
there may not be any apparent physical outcome apart from an ongoing dialogue 
between user groups.

Through collaborating with community and ultimate ownership of the River Re-
flections artwork by the community, local government was able to gauge the suc-
cess and long-term benefits of such collaborative art/design based projects. This 
awareness and ultimate success of the project was the catalyst for a further large-
scale town beautification program, which took place in the years that followed. In 
this instance, several designers and creative artists were commissioned to contribute 
to the program, and again, many successful ongoing connections were established 
within the local community between artists, craft practitioners and trades personnel. 
Adding to this, several fledgling industries were boosted, while skills that had been 
dormant for some time were revitalized. It could be said that as a result of the suc-
cess of River Reflections, local policy was modified to provide more support for the 
local visual art and design practitioner and his/her potential to boost the economy 
through local industry (Di Mauro 2012, p. 480).

Conclusion

While it seems that the responsibilities and risks are great, great satisfaction and 
rewards are derived from employing an inclusive methodology that shifts the art-
ists’ traditional process of working in the safe isolation of their studio out into the 
broader community, to share and showcase the scope of their abilities. This cannot 
only be rewarding emotionally and financially to the artist, but also provide an op-
portunity for sharing their skills/knowledge with others.

All this said, the creative arts practitioners must have the desire to be part of the 
community; also, as argued by Goldbard (2006, p. 20), artists need ‘to see them-
selves as the crucible for positive development.’

With this understanding, the artist is well underway to achieving a successful 
collaboration. Yes, the risks are great and require some serious thought and consid-
eration, but the possibilities and long-term gains are many and far-reaching for all 
parties concerned.

I will end with a quote from an interview between Goldbard and a practitioner, 
which I feel epitomises the desires of most community public artists:

Everybody brings something to the table and we need to help people figure out what that 
is, so they can have ownership… [T]he arts allow us to imagine how the world could 
be different. … Quality involves the project leader’s willingness to take risks and create 
partnerships that don’t result in easy dialogues–real border-crossing. And they give a lot of 
credibility to the ideas participants are bringing into the project and provide a lot of tools 
to participants, so at the end they can make a space for themselves. (Goldbard 2006, p. 54)
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Part II
Unfolding Challenges and Removing 

Barriers in the Community 
Engagement Process: Opportunities for 

Transdisciplinary and Translocational 
Applications

The second part of M2 explores the contextual evolution of community-based proj-
ects. It is critical that we, as community practitioners, reflect on our potential ac-
tions, our current practices, and our past ways of conceptualizing and enacting proj-
ects, as well as our individual and collective roles. The authors offer their processes 
and their learnings as a means to model this reflective mode of operating. Before we 
commence a project, we can gather together lessons learnt in order to ask: what may 
occur? What may be the consequences and impact of our actions? The cautionary 
note is that although projects or communities may be similar, each is unique and 
needs to be planned with due diligence, and evaluated as it proceeds and when it is 
completed. 

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.
T.S. Eliot, The Four Quartets
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Abstract Models and methods of engaging communities are greatly influenced by 
scale and the type of project, by the nature of the communities that are shaped by 
their locale, and by the disciplinary perspectives of the researchers. Are there any 
common threads that can be untangled from this web of diversity within which 
researchers, communities and projects operate?

This chapter provides a visual chronicle of all the community engagement nar-
ratives that have been presented in Part I. Researchers (authors of Part 1 chapters) 
workshopped together to compare and contrast the uniqueness of the approaches, 
models and methods used during the course of their projects. The aim of this chap-
ter is to explore and present the diversities and commonalities embedded in these 
approaches.

Keywords Ethnography · Hybrid practice · Rapid participatory appraisal · Creative 
leadership
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Creative Communities: Inclusive Decision-making

Introduction

This chapter proposes some common threads from the diverse contexts within 
which researchers and practitioners engage with communities. These commonalities 
emerge whenever the authors of this book come together to discuss the uniqueness 
of their individual community engagement models and methods. The individual 
narratives differ from each other, as they have been influenced by each researcher’s/
author’s discipline, his/her intellectual position in the field, and the nature, scale 
and location of projects. Irrespective of these differences, some common ground 
emerges in the way community engagement models and tools have been used.

How to engage communities? What is empowerment? To what extent should 
the project process be participatory? How is an outsider-insider relationship 
handled? How do researchers negotiate with the hegemony of western cultural 
interpretations? How are organizational and contextual influences handled in 
a project? What leadership demands do such projects place on researchers? What 
is capacity building? What are creative leaders and creative communities? How 
does the researcher journey from their studio to the situation?

These questions have been teased out in the individual narratives of the previ-
ous nine chapters, and are projected in this chapter through a visual commentary in 
the following pages. While viewing these visual narratives, readers should be able 
to situate themselves according to their discipline area/location/nature of project/
framework of enquiry, and then compare and contrast the models and methods used. 
In this way, readers can construct their own personal set of tools for projects that 
work within communities. They will be able to reflect on assumptions underlying 
the actions that have been made in their own projects and consider new ways of 
looking at problems and solving them.

Each narration has three components:

1. A diagram that summarizes the project. Tools that have been used for engaging 
with the community are listed. The specific tools selected reflect each research-
er’s intellectual position and context. Summaries are given of the project’s nature 
(teaching and learning, gender specific, skills development, health management 
and so on), its location (whether in developing/developed/rural/urban context 
etc.), its scale (dwelling, neighbourhood, settlement etc.) and the discipline that 
contextualizes it. Capacity building outcomes—which aspect and/or for whom 
and/or in what way?—are also listed in the same diagram.

2. The second component is the key terminology that defines the unique contribu-
tions—the strategies and techniques—that the project/researcher has made to the 
field of enquiry (community capacity building through community engagement).

3. The last component is a series of images that give a glimpse of the process in 
which the project materialized, the tools that were used and the people who were 
involved.
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Commencing with Chap. 2, a collaborative and ethnographic model becomes the 
lynchpin around which a place-based architectural project transforms into a prod-
uct which is developed by the community and for the community, using local 
tools, techniques and skills. Moving on, using a participatory model of engaging 
communities, Chap. 3 arrives at an understanding that empowerment is about hav-
ing power to act with others in order to bring change. Should this participatory 
model be evaluated by the extent and quality of participation? Chapter 4 dwells 
on this aspect. It emphasizes that a less inclusive formal participatory process but 
with a high level of influence in decision-making results in a much more effective 
project because it engenders strong social capital. Bringing back the discussion to 
researchers’ and practitioners’ cultural and geographical background and their roles 
as ‘outsiders’, Chap. 5 proposes a new paradigm of hybrid practice. Hybrid prac-
titioners challenge commodified project outcomes that result from a hegemony of 
western cultural perceptions. The issues of contextual influences and organizational 
impacts on community projects are discussed in Chap. 6, which suggests a partici-
patory appraisal framework to be used by researchers and practitioners prior to 
commencing any project. Leadership of projects of such a complex nature requires 
special skills. Chapter 7 describes how bio mimicry can be used to tap into nature’s 
resources for learning skills of creative leadership with innovative results. Capac-
ity is built, but for whom? Chapter 8 presents a model that provides a win-win situ-
ation for all involved. Keeping a similar tone, Chap. 9 establishes a relationship 
between physical and social space. Activating the physical space results in an 
enhanced awareness and learning for all concerned. Chapter 10 returns the discus-
sion to its starting point—an ethnographic engagement. The journey from studio to 
situation is essential, and this creates a demand for researchers, artists, designers, 
practitioners to involve the locals in a creative process. Through confidence build-
ing, transparency and inclusion, barriers are broken. Creative community is born.
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Conclusion

The visual narration of the projects and their process has operated as a self-reflective 
journey for the authors. Authors diagrammed their projects, analysed the process, and 
reconsidered and questioned their experiences within a broad context of location, scale 
and discipline that affected each project’s capacity building outcomes. The projects 
that were small scale allowed a quick measure of the project’s success. The tangible 
benefits (for example, of built environment projects) were much more easily recorded, 
while recording intangible benefits, as in health and educational projects, required 
sophisticated auditing and interpreting tools. Locational aspects—whether the context 
was a developing or developed country, or a rural or urban setting—contributed to 
specific and different barriers and challenges; the next two chapters elaborate on these.

Time was a limiting factor that all the case studies shared. For example, the time 
limits of researchers working within the academic calendar often placed restrictions 
on what could be accomplished, as did the time frame of each project itself as de-
fined, for instance, by the funding body. The longevity of a project, constrained by 
these limits, affects the effectiveness of capacity building.

Finances constrict change agents’ ability to commit to an ongoing program, and 
are usually required to build the capacity of community-based initiatives. For ex-
ample, a number of the case studies illustrated the first cycle of an action-based 
cycle, where the various players had got to the stage of problem identification, and 
developed the relationships around change and agreement about the way forward.

Power relationships were implied in all cases, but in a number of these, research-
ers, as outsiders to the community, emphasized the need to respect the capacity of 
the ‘insiders’ in the situation to make decisions. For example, a two- (or more) way 
knowledge-sharing framework was set up instead of a commonly held perception 
that the ‘outsider’ carries expert knowledge.

Common tools were used in many of the examples, such as workshops, forums 
for all. Unique tools also emerged in some of the case studies, ones which were not 
commonly used across the other examples. For instance, exhibitions communicate 
the outcomes visually in order that the community can understand what has been 
envisioned and achieved. Different methods of communication were used in order 
to communicate with a variety of different members and transcend the communi-
cation barriers. For example, visual means of communication like physical scale 
models, installations and drawings were used to overcome language barriers.
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Abstract In this chapter, I aim to provide newcomers to community-based proj-
ects with a summary of clues or hints about how they may approach such projects. 
Many suggestions relate to being aware of how a project may unfold regardless of 
its scale, location or complexity. The building of a solid, informed and honest team 
is of importance. The checklist included is built from personal reflections, drawn 
from each community-based project I have undertaken, with the aim of building 
greater sensitivity and awareness of community needs and the circumstances that 
surround them.

Keywords Reflection · Reflective practice · Community

Introduction

‘Out of the pot and into the fire’ is a saying that aptly describes how we may feel 
increasingly challenged personally and professionally when we chose to move into 
new areas, however complex and challenging our professional life already is. What 
we have taken as known will need to be reconsidered. The interface between uni-
versity and practice is characterized by this disjunction (Schmidt 2000). For a be-
ginning professional—scientist, doctor, architect, designer, sociologist, musician, 
and so on—employment brings the reality of working within actual situations with 
identifiable stakeholders. Although shifts in late twentieth century professional edu-
cation have aimed to provide embedded theory and experiential learning situations 
to reflect what occurs in professional practice, with employment comes the reality 
of being responsible for the tasks at hand and engaging in actual professional proj-
ects which have tangible consequences.

Similarly, for those entering community work, either as an academic or as a dis-
cipline expert, there is a need to consider what it is to be a novice in this new type 
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of domain. Therefore, in this discussion I will highlight the role of critical reflection 
and action research (the cycle of doing, reflecting, proposing action, doing) in the 
professional development of a community engagement practitioner. Moon (1999) 
discusses the theory of reflection and the variations in understanding of the term. 
She identifies reflections in five ways: general interpretations, that is, reflection as 
part of the process of learning; when considering something in more detail, toward 
a useful outcome; during mental processing where purpose or outcome is unclear 
(beyond recalling); as a tool for professional practice; and/or learning from experi-
ence. Moon states: ‘reflection itself is a mental process that seems to be related to 
thinking and learning’, and differences in types of reflection lie in the way that the 
process is ‘used, applied and guided’ (1999, p. 5).

Through a series of reflections upon my own encounters with community-based 
projects, I will highlight a number of barriers and ways to reconsider and/or actively 
address them. In order to undertake this task, I will first revisit the concepts raised 
by Donald Schön and other researchers in their discussion of reflective practice as a 
context for community-based project work as well as for the practitioner’s personal 
development.

The Reflective Practitioner

The danger for professionals who are discipline experts when they shift from their 
core context to a community engagement project is that the need for new knowledge 
and skills may not be immediately evident or recognized. Just as a world-leading 
expert in a particular field (such as law, accountancy, art, or anthropology) may not 
recognize that they have no guarantee of being an excellent lecturer or academic 
when they join a university, a shift from the academy to a community-based project 
work is not guaranteed success. The new role, in both examples, requires a different 
or extended field of expertise.

Change requires reconsideration of one’s personal practices and an assessment of 
what new skill sets, knowledge, and actions are necessary. How will these potential 
acquisitions facilitate the development of this emergent dimension to their career 
and their life experience? Self-awareness and a willingness to evolve are attributes 
which Schön, in his book The Reflective Practitioner (1983) and his followers (e.g. 
Billett 2010), have alluded to as being essential for professional practitioners.

The key to success is the development of a repertoire (Schmidt 2000); that is, the 
life and professional experiences that create a wealth of knowledge and which can 
be drawn upon during projects, particularly when confronted by the complexity of 
new situations with their embedded issues and problems. Schön refers to the dual-
ity of high theory and the ‘lowly swamp’ of real life experiences for professional 
practitioners; he states that in order to apply the theoretical principles to everyday 
projects, we require the rigorous testing of theory while ensuring its value once it is 
applied to ‘the swamp’ (Schön 1983, as cited in Bertolini et al. 2010; Schön 2001). 
Schön states it is reflection that enables such synergies to occur; and therefore, by 
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extrapolation, reflection is highly relevant to the move from graduation to practice, 
the shift from practice to being a lecturer, or the entrance by an expert to novel com-
munity engagement situations. Therefore, it is the nature of reflection that I will 
now address.

Many examples are provided in the literature. However, the distinction between 
reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action provides a useful point when we con-
sider how working in community projects can be improved over time and through 
sharing our experiences. Reflection-in-action occurs while we are participating in 
the job-at-hand (Gero and Kannengiesser 2008). We thereby come to consider what 
we are doing, how, and why, as well as the consequences if the predicted or ex-
pected norms are not eventuating. We are required to deal with a particular issue or 
situation at a specific time and place. What occurs is what Schmidt calls ‘thought 
experiments’; these reflections and explorations yield a ‘feel of the situation’ and 
refinement of our ‘knowledge in action’ (Schmidt 2000, p.  270). However, it is also 
necessary to avoid professional complacency. That is, as Schmidt warns, although 
a repertoire is developed, we must always be on the look out for the special cases 
that may fall outside our suite of tools or our manner of looking at things (Schmidt 
2000). Table 12.1 presents the shift from competent reflective practitioner projects 
to novel situations, whereupon we need to draw on our repertoire as well as learning 
through reflective practice about the uniqueness of the situation.

Each community project is unique, particularly in contexts where content, cul-
ture and people are unfamiliar to us. Such surprises stimulate reflection-in-action 
(Schmidt 2000), which, in turn, facilitates the development of ways of dealing with 
whatever arises by drawing on past knowledge combined with that arising from the 
current situation. Reflection is a means to knowledge and understanding (Gero and 
Kannengiesser 2008).

In contrast, the act of reflection-on-practice results in seeing what has been done 
before and what the impact has been. And when comparing different situations, we 
can compare the current context and issues with those in our past experiences. We 
can ‘immerse [our]selves in the situation and make deliberative moves with the in-
tent to change things and also playful exploratory probes just to get a feel for things. 
Both designers and practitioners go through stages of reflection, appreciation, and 
action’ (Schmidt 2000, p. 272).

‘Reflection allows practitioners to change the way they go about solving prob-
lems’ (Gero and Kannengiesser 2008, p. 1). In association, as the sociologist Erwin 
Goffman stated, it is through social interactions that we develop understandings 
and sense of self (Goffman 1959). The reactions of other individuals and collectives 

Table 12.1  Reflective-practitioner modes of practice
Professional practitioners Novice community engagement researcher
Developed level of practice expertise Acquisition of experience
Skill set & knowledge repertoire Learning through doing
Reflection Reflection
Reflect-in-practice Reflect-in-action
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can reinforce a person’s identity and constructs of appropriateness and belonging. 
In the context of community engagement projects, the participants and setting can 
serve a similar role—enabling insights into the way we practice as well as about 
the phenomena of working on projects that involve multiple players. Each player 
brings something to the project, yet each of these can reinforce or disturb the others’ 
premises and modes of operating.

What is evident is that community engagement as a practice can model pro-
fessional practice, and thereby, both benefit through reflection; and in association, 
the application of critical action research enables a means to improve one’s own 
practice by integrating the technical aspects with the larger social and moral issues 
involved (Capobianco and Feldman 2010, cited in Hagevik 2012). Building under-
standing and navigating future scenarios through immersion in the project provides 
a sense of what is happening over and above the describable facets of the situation; 
this is a phenomenon Bourdieu termed habitus (Bourdieu 1986). A person’s habitus 
influences the way they practice—that is, in this case, how they conceptualize and 
engage in community work.

By looking back over my experiences of community projects and examples of 
community engagement and reflecting upon what was learnt, it is possible to con-
struct a ‘hint-list’ for new players. In this way, cautionary notes, barriers and op-
portunities are revealed that may inform the planning of my own new projects, and 
also inform others in regard to their projects.

Reflective Case Studies

In this chapter I will relate my experiences of projects that I have participated in 
over the past twenty years of academic practice. It needs to be stated that my recol-
lections and summations may not reflect those of other collaborators. However, it 
is not my intent to edit the cases cited to fit others’ impressions. Rather, the aim is 
to develop insights in order to inform others about community engagement across 
multiple sites and situations, as a catalyst for their own reflections upon their expe-
riences, and for evaluation of any plans for future work. The aim is to identify the 
diverse aspects that need to be considered when asking: what are the significant as-
pects that can influence the success or failure of community engagement projects? 
The overall findings may be either a unique attribute or a more typical project focus 
(or maybe both) in such community-based interactions; regardless, they are stimuli 
for reflection and critique.

Five contrasting projects are used as the basis of this reflection-on-action. These 
are listed in Table 12.2.

Each project will be described briefly, prior to a summary of lessons learnt and 
the implications of such insights for future projects. The names of these places and 
organizations are irrelevant to these tales, and therefore, the nature of the place and 
project are prioritized over and above the where and who. This serves to maintain 
anonymity of the players referred to in regard to the issues discussed. This overview 
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is followed by a summary of suggestions for newcomers to community engage-
ment, built from these reflections.

Project One: Townscapes

Description

The setting is a small rural town in south-east Queensland that attracts an influx 
of seasonal workers to assist with the annual harvests. It is located near the State’s 
main north-south thoroughfare, close to a beautiful coastline and national park. Its 
aim, over 20 years ago, was to revamp its main street and profile in order to at-
tract travellers to stop or visit the town as a destination. Our team’s involvement in 
the community project came about through a connection between the townspeople 
and a colleague who is a designer and artist. The initial contact led to the team 
of students and staff from two university design programs becoming involved to 
undertake contextual studies and survey the locals to assess the character of the 
town and its aspirations. These initial activities were the forerunners to a broader 
and professionally-led team engaged in community workshops, consultation proce-
dures, an exhibition of the findings, and a report to the council, as well as ongoing 
media releases to inform the public. The project lasted for over two years, so that 
links with community members and local government representatives and business 
owners had time to develop.

Pivotal Point

On reflection, the pivotal learning point was a discussion concerning the future of 
the project. This was part of a community workshop where two conflicting con-
cepts of the project’s process were disclosed. This was a valuable lesson for naive 
players. On one hand, the project group envisaged that the general public at the 
workshop owned the project, and we felt that many participants trusted us to drive 
an inclusive agenda toward change for their town. In this belief, the project col-
laborators wished to protect the open nature of the consultative and collaborative 
process, as well as the need for discussion and engagement as an endpoint for the 
project that was being created; in short, a strategy and design. On the other hand, 

Table 12.2  Selected community engagement projects
Action Location Context

1. Mainstreet project Small town QLD coastal rural
2. Refurbishment Service-provider facility QLD urban inner city
3. Design scheme Community centre WA regional centre
4. Occupancy survey Small village International rural
5. Design scheme Education facility QLD remote rural
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the council disclosed their understanding of the project group as facilitators who, 
once data was collected, would move on, so that the council would drive the future 
project development. At the workshop, these two parallel yet contrasting positions 
became clear. Ironically, this revelation occurred because a question the project 
team asked (as part of the inclusive process) of the wider community was ‘where 
to go from here?’. This brought an answer from a discrete sub-group, the local 
government representative: he would take over the process. This decision, however 
justified it may have seemed to the representative, disempowered the team, and we 
felt that many of the community who might not normally attend such activities or 
partake in the conversations associated with them were also disempowered. We 
felt we had let down these community groups by allowing one stakeholder group 
to take over, during a forum where all, under the team’s guidance, were supposed 
to be equal players.

Insights

• Friendships are built with community members, but care needs to be taken in 
terms of expectations and the equality of players.

• Within all communities are factions, some operating with goodwill toward oth-
ers, others generating tensions and constrained by implicit power relationships. 
The ability to recognize the level of flexibility for a group, and the means and 
sensitivity required to facilitate the acquisition of greater understanding between 
groups, are valuable attributes in community engagement projects.

• Access is fragile. Even with an invitation, members of a community engagement 
team are not locals, although friendships grow over time and with increasing 
familiarity. Respect for this fragility and the real and potential consequences of 
being an insider, or being locked on the outside, needs to be considered at the 
project’s outset.

Project Two: Sub-Cultural Groups

Description

Project two’s brief for an inner city youth centre was to assist with the upgrade of 
their small two storey inner city building by creating a friendlier, safer drop-in cen-
tre for youth at risk. In addition, it was to be an efficient and safe work environment 
for administration staff and case workers. Open during the day, the centre offered 
young people a place of support as well as friendship, activities, and services, in-
cluding computer searches, access to accommodation sources, medical personnel 
and councillors. The team’s goal was to provide design suggestions that could form 
the basis for funding applications to enable the upgrade.
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This project contrasts with the previous one in almost all dimensions. Our team 
only involved four people—two students and two staff, who worked with the pro-
viders to identify their needs, and with the youth to gain insight into their aspirations 
as well as their local skill sets and knowledge. However, there was the additional 
consideration of client, staff and personal safety, which raised questions regarding 
who needs to be protected from whom. There was also the potential opportunity or 
need for advocacy that is often associated with community-based research. Youth-
at-risk (due to homelessness, domestic violence, broken homes, mental illness, sub-
stance abuse, cultural issues) are a group whose voices need support to be heard. 
The intimate scale of this project gave the people, place and issues an immediacy 
and importance that can sometimes be lost or diluted in larger and logistically de-
manding projects.

Pivotal Point

Our value was to bring an outsider’s viewpoint to the task, a view that the locals 
most likely cannot see, because they are immersed in the situation. As close rela-
tionships are likely to form, especially on long-term projects or ones of an intimate 
nature, a balance between being empathetic and informed is needed. There was a 
need to be aware of the local contextual (social, economic, political) influences, to 
avoid false expectations that definitely could not be met. For example, this project’s 
role was to attract funding, and there was likely to be an unavoidable delay between 
the end of our project and the securing of funds to do the upgrade. This time lag 
can lead to a breakdown in the process and of the connections formed. Key people 
move on, organizational structures are restructured, and differing government de-
partments or policy makers have conflicting and evolving priorities and willingness 
to take risks or invest in fringe projects. Therefore, the impact of the inherent delays 
needs to be considered at the onset of community engagement projects.

Insights

• Going into community implies that the researcher is foreign to this particular 
situation, regardless of good intentions and preparation. This is amplified where 
risk and safety are involved. The researchers’ emotions need to be recognized; if 
they are comfortable, there is more opportunity to engage openly with the par-
ticipants in a meaningful way. To create a zone of comfort, personal or discipline 
assumptions about clients/users need to be made explicit within the team before 
embarking on the project, so that shared knowledge can modify any ill-informed 
positions, and insights and processes can be built that reflect an open and in-
formed understanding of people and place. There is much potential for research-
ers, consultants and students to come to know different people, and through these 
connections to understand the project, themselves, and the impact that change 
may bring.
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• Just as community members are vulnerable when change is happening and out-
side agents are involved, so is the researcher. The scale of a project creates dif-
ferent levels of vulnerability for the researcher because, if small, researchers are 
in close proximity spatially and functionally. Also, when projects are small and 
intense, there are advantages and disadvantages of high personal investment (of 
time, effort and emotion for example) as well as personal connectedness (through 
developing relations including friendships); and therefore, a researcher’s long-
term usefulness to a community requires the research team to balance this with 
what they perceive regarding the immediate situation and events—not just the 
immediate impact per se. In contrast, larger, complex projects run the risk of the 
researcher objectifying the issues; that is, their processes may unintentionally 
dismiss the immediate and/or overall needs and desires of the community mem-
bers at a local or individual level. The immediate impact, as well as long-term 
outcomes, may impact on the project’s value for the community involved, and 
this needs to be considered.

• Often, researchers are privileged through their education and access to travel, 
and indirectly or directly have opportunities to lobby or converse with govern-
ments or other power brokers. Therefore, the researchers may be able to give 
voice for communities directly and/or through the research. However, this role 
brings with it an important responsibility to understand the insiders’ position 
rather than be driven by the desire to ‘fix’ what the ‘outsider’ deems to be incor-
rect.

Project Three: Diverse Groups

Description

This student-focused project, in a regional rural centre in the Western Australian 
wheat belt, required us to design a community centre for the township. Key aspects 
of the town were the migrant populations, indigenous culture and rural life, and 
demands that exposed the team to a wide range of issues including social justice as-
pects such as equity and discrimination. Students and staff lived in the town for ap-
proximately a week, during which they were briefed, spoke to and observed locals, 
attended site visits, and set up in a local building to become a project-studio. The 
concept was to work with community, and to gain their feedback and input over the 
period. Our team did not speak the breadth of languages spoken by the locals, many 
of whom were migrants working in the local industries and their family members. 
Others were residing on properties outside the town, were Indigenous Australians, 
and others were busy in their businesses or service provision. The limitations on op-
portunities to engage in deep conversation across sectors of the community meant 
student-researcher/designers felt their ability to complete the project sensitively and 
thoroughly was compromised.
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Pivotal Point

What was highlighted was the need for continual contact between players during 
the project’s life to ensure that those who facilitate community access are informed; 
it is important to have a project-contact person for the team and to inform the team 
and community of what is happening. It is also necessary to gain insight into who 
the gatekeepers of information are, and what is appropriate in relation to process, 
engagement, and distribution of ideas. This is particularly important where one of 
the project’s broader objectives is to facilitate input from as many minority groups 
as possible, in addition to the more prominent subgroups. Further, there is a need 
to navigate conflicting and sensitive information and opinion (particularly when 
some groups or individuals seem to have more authority) in order to give all input 
credence, and then to evaluate the disparate input within the overall context and 
complexities of the project. Indirectly, non-disclosure by some community mem-
bers and sectors can place a project team in a difficult position, and their ability to 
act with authenticity and trust is compromised.

Insights

• Identifying the unknowns and the informal power groups and their associated 
dynamics early may save time and energy, as well as avoiding a build-up of false 
expectations due to one’s own biases.

• Degrees of genuineness impact on the members of the entire project—commu-
nity and researchers. When people genuinely wish to contribute and to facilitate 
change or improvement, there is risk that a lack of truthfulness by some mem-
bers can undermine meaningful relations and also other outcomes that may have 
evolved (if the full picture was understood).

• Honesty of communication and agreed rules of interaction, including disclosure, 
may assist team members to address more complex issues and achieve outcomes. 
Such guidelines need to be established in the planning phase.

• Having a team which can empathize and communicate with the diverse members 
of the community can enrich the project.

Project Four: Village Issues

Description

International projects bring additional complexities because of the ‘exotic’ setting 
and the researchers’ lack of first-hand knowledge. This project is set in a small rural 
village in Northern India surrounded by farmland. Although the project originated 
through an NGO who wished to improve the locals’ access to education, the overall 
objective of our initial visits was to survey the village (infrastructure and houses) 
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and its people to identify what the key issues are. The project is cross-disciplinary 
and, although ongoing, initially involved approximately a week of visits to the site, 
as well as studio-intensives back at the hotel to process and develop the workz. 
A community welcome commenced the visit, and a presentation to the villagers at 
the end spoke of the findings and the emerging plan for the future. Due to the cost 
of travelling to India, unique constraints were evident; for example, the pressure 
to justify value for the budget meant the scope of the core project needed to be 
expanded to include additional outcomes; to put it crudely—more outputs for the 
dollar invested. The balance between being able to participate logistically (in this 
case being funded to attend) and the scope and need of the project (reflected in the 
sub-projects selected) is a fragile one. The value and impact need to be calculated 
with care and realism in terms of a particular community; this may lead to a decision 
not to be involved in a project, if needs and impact, when reviewed realistically, 
actually favour the research project team’s objectives over the needs of the com-
munity involved.

Pivotal Point

Understanding the influences on interaction and the impact on the project’s value is 
a pivotal aspect of this project. Two initial characteristics stand out for me: firstly, 
the need to travel to the village every day, with the group arriving and leaving daily, 
emphasized the external nature—and the potential limitation—of its involvement; 
and secondly, the inability to speak to the locals because I (and 98 % of the other 
team members) cannot speak Hindi. This aspect became more evident when return-
ing the following year and meeting people whom I had met and engaged with in ac-
tivities previously, and yet not being able to engage with them as old acquaintances. 
This invisible barrier is also potent because we were visiting individual’s homes, 
and walking through their narrow streets within a township that could be circum-
navigated by a 30 minute brisk walk.

Another influence on the modes of engagement is the need for mediators. For 
example, as the NGO had requested our involvement in assessing the potential of 
education buildings for improvement, the relationship between the university and 
villagers is always filtered by the NGO’s objectives. The evolving relationships 
between the three or four players is critical (our research team, the NGO, the com-
munity leaders, and the individual residents and community groupings). Develop-
ing and navigating a process that enables relevant positive change, yet is authentic 
for the local community members, is maybe the most critical yet difficult task.

Insights

• The scale of the interaction is an important consideration in addition to the scale 
of the project per se. Levels of intimacy and proximity influence the way the 
researcher is encountered and therefore perceived, and vice versa.
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• The shift from being an outsider to a collaborator needs to be considered and 
facilitated. Often the logistical considerations may interfere with opportunities 
for immersion, team building and positive modes of interaction.

• A lead organization (such as an NGO) will create a filtered form of engagement 
for the other project players. Therefore, when creating teams or partnerships, 
attention to building open communication, exchange of ideas and frank discus-
sions about processes, may help to mitigate difficulties arising because of the 
filters people have.

• Agendas outside the project can influence the team members’ interpretation of 
their scope and modes of engagement in an effort to comply, so as not to jeop-
ardize the overall project. Project teams should be aware of ‘creep’—a state by 
which small adjustments may undermine or taint the original or most significant 
goals of the core project.

• The rationale for being involved needs to be assessed– knowing when to say yes 
and when no can be facilitated through reflective practice.

Project Five: Community Purpose

Description

This project was set in a small isolated town located on the western highway 
through rural remote Eastern Queensland. The project emerged from the aspira-
tion of a local scientist and conservationist to build a research education centre that 
dealt with arid Australian environments and the preservation of the land, flora and 
fauna. The project concept had developed through community discussion, includ-
ing with the local government. The centre was envisaged as having the potential for 
economic stimulation and employment opportunities, and a longer term impact on 
the township as a tourist destination within the outback. As the project took shape, 
the university and an architectural practitioner were invited to participate. Over the 
2–3 years of the collaboration, the scheme led to the generation of ideas and a grant 
proposal attracting significant funding.

Pivotal Point

The valuable lesson arising was that unforeseen variables can lead to interventions 
that disrupt the process and aspirations as well as aborting the potential benefits 
for the community. In this instance it was a change of national government. The 
outcome was that the project was initially placed on hold, and then finally, funding 
was withdrawn under the new government, which meant a loss of over 5 million 
from the project and therefore the rural town. Economic and political imperatives 
came to dominate the outcome, regardless of the complexities and potential value 
of all other aspects.
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Insights

• The advantage of being immersed within the town or community over time, 
rather than simply dealing with issues from afar, is multi-faceted. Immersion 
affords increased opportunities to observe and engage within the field and thus 
facilitates understanding through both informal and formal modes of engage-
ment. Interaction and understanding are enhanced for all concerned.

• There will always be unforeseen variables that disrupt or abort aspects or the 
whole project. Resilience of both people and processes is an important aspect of 
a project, as well as planned contingencies being considered upfront and during 
its evolution.

• Economic and political imperatives can have high-order impact on any project. 
It is important to be aware and able to foresee and navigate these contingencies; 
selection of team members who can assist in building knowledge or can partici-
pate in negotiations, could be an advantage.

The Catalyst: A Checklist For Others

From these case studies, insights are critically analysed to provide reflections and 
ideas for a way of working in community engagement. These propositions acknowl-
edge the limitations and potentials of any strategy for change in a complex environ-
ment, and may stimulate readers to reflect on new modes of working in their own 
future projects. Change can be as simple as restructuring the accepted process to 
include a more interactive and sensitive planning phase to explores the issues noted 
already within this chapter.

Nine broad categories have arisen for consideration: interaction, context, com-
munication, attitude, scale, idea generation, external forces, forward-planning, im-
pact. In addition to my own reflections, those colleagues interviewed raised issues 
arising from their experiences with other community engagement projects. Col-
lectively, these considerations are captured in Table 12.3 as a list of suggestions or 
hints for practitioners (and others) who embark on community-based projects.

Broad observations include:

• Being aware, before embarking on a project, of the particulars of the specific 
context and the forces at play is very important;

• Having integrity when dealing with the project/research team and the commu-
nity is of importance; and

• The project is an opportunity for exchange in many different forms. The experi-
ences of community-based projects lead to friendships with locals, a chance to 
be in urban, rural or remote settings, and over time, a sense of familiarity and, in 
some ways, belonging, can develop, albeit not in the sense of being a local.

This last phenomenon (associated with trust and friendship) I have observed im-
pacts in two ways in a range of projects. Firstly, the researcher/collaborator may try 
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Consideration Facet Practice [description, action and/or behaviour]
Interaction Expectations Friendships built with community require expecta-

tions and equality of all participants to be ensured
Fractions Recognize all communities are fractions-some oper-

ating with good will toward others; others reflecting 
tensions

Outsider access fragility Respecting access is Fragile and the real and 
potential consequences of being ‘inside the fence’ 
or Locked ‘outside’ needs to be considered at the 
outset

Conflict: community 
members

Be mindful that during the process areas may be 
problematic such as people who arrive at work-
shops, buildings, etc. causing conflict

Outsiders; 
Security + safety

Researchers are foreign regardless of good inten-
tions and preparation.
Being street wise or knowing the game will 
require time and knowledge and can involve both 
safety and a sense of personal security. Recognize 
researcher issues and emotions beforehand and 
manage; Researchers who are at ease engage more 
openly with the participants

Engagement support Involve people who were trained in working with 
the users with special needs so the latter can fully 
engage safely

Empowered engagement Engagement is facilitated when the research/
community participants have ownership over the 
project from its beginning

Passion An important aspect of success is passionate staff, 
who are willing to go above and beyond; Good will 
and enthusiasm by all participants increases success

Volunteering Voluntary-based participation facilitates increase 
interest and engagement

Collaborator status Moving from the researcher/outsider to collabora-
tor needs facilitation, and Logistical considerations 
may interfere with perceptions and acceptance

Community; Immersive Immersive engagement facilitates informal and 
formal modes of engagement, which enhance inter-
action understanding by all concerned

Resilience Resilience of both people and processes and 
planned contingencies is an important aspect as 
there will always be unforeseen disrupting variables

Local context Fractions 
Interest group needs

Interest groups or fractions are not foes of a project. 
They are just that—people belonging to collectives, 
who prioritize one set of interests over others. The 
ability to recognize the Level of flexibility for a 
group and/or the means and sensitivity required 
to facilitate the acquisition of greater understand-
ing between groups is also a valuable attribute to 
consider for a community engagement team

Table 12.3  Suggestions for community engagement projects
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to tighten the process to make sure that something is seen to be being done. This 
may come from a sense of responsibility or obligation. In contrast, the ability to 
trust the process and to let things unfold by working openly with the community 
members may occur. This second alternative naturally involves more risk, as the 
outcome cannot be foreseen, even if the likely outcomes and impact are predicted.

The lessons learnt through experience are profound and have informed future 
attitudes, processes, and work practices. Also, awareness has grown of the need for 
contextually appropriate strategies; means by which one can complete a project and 
extract oneself from the context whilst honouring the commitment and expectation 
generated over the course of the project by all stakeholders.

Through these reflections, drawn from many years across very different projects, 
two general observations have arisen. Firstly, there are common threads running 
through very diverse projects, which may not be immediately evident. Secondly, 
through reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action we are able to learn from our-
selves and from others, and these insights will inform future action. Community 
project activities and practices can be modelled on Donald Schön’s concept of the 
reflective practitioner, as a means to improving the level and quality of engagement, 
and thereby, the potential impact of the projects.

Consideration Facet Practice [description, action and/or behaviour]
Context 

priming
Site Links to other existing projects in place can assist 

acceptance. If they have an established site, for 
example, it reduces overall cost of new project

History: attitudes An established history and legacy of the inten-
tion and the importance of the cause or the project 
means people and government have topic knowl-
edge and can support immediately

Honesty Honesty of communication and agreed rules of 
interaction, including disclosure, may assist in 
more complex issues being addressed and outcomes 
achieved

Communication: filters Having a lead organization will lead to a filtered 
form of engagement. As a consequence, when build-
ing teams or partnerships attention to the building of 
open communication and exchange of ideas, as well 
as frank discussions regarding processes, may help 
to mitigate difficulties arising through filters applied 
by all of the players

Communication Communication: sensitiv-
ity to diverse people

Having a team that can empathize and communicate 
with the diverse nature of the community can enrich 
the project

Communication: 
authenticity

Authenticity impacts on the members of the entire 
project—community and researchers. When people 
genuinely wish to contribute and to facilitate change 
or improvement there is risk that a lack of authentic-
ity can undermine meaningful relations and other 
outcomes that may have evolved if the full picture 
is understood

Table 12.3  (continued)
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Abstract Community-based studies are a central feature of current development 
and climate change research and planning in developing countries. In this chapter 
we reflect upon our engagement with place-based communities over two decades  
in rural Bangladesh. We draw upon several encounters with local communities 
to illustrate the relationship between communities of practice and of place; com-
plexities of putting what local people say and do at the centre of project work; 
the relationship of policy to practice; the difficulties of balancing immediate gains 
with longer term sustainability; and the need to locate place-based communities 
within wider ecological, economic and political networks of activity and influence 
to ensure more effective planning.

Keywords Community · Climate change · Adaptation · Bangladesh · Planning · 
Sustainable livelihoods

Introduction

The concept of community is an elusive one. It is used in a variety of ways in many 
disciplines, and debates continue about its meaning and usefulness as a substantive 
concept, a heuristic tool and as an appropriation device (Angerbrandt et al. 2011; 
Blackshaw 2009; Crow 2012). Substantively, Blaikie (2006, p. 1944) comments 
that ‘community’ has been used ‘… as a spatial unit, as a distinct social structure 
and as a set of shared norms’ and that it denotes particular sets of social and cultural 



M. Rahman and B. Pokrant216

relationships which may or may not be confined to spatially fixed and concentrated 
collectivities. The concept is tied to notions of identity and people’s senses of place, 
which can and do transcend the common sense notion of place as physical loca-
tion within some narrowly defined spatial and socially meaningful entity (See also 
Agrawal and Gibson 2001; Gupta and Ferguson 1997). It has been important in 
the broad field of development and globalization studies, particularly in the area 
of community-based natural resource management (CBNRM) with a focus on the 
mutual constitution of social and ecological systems (Berkes and Folke 1998), by 
which is meant that the social and the ecological can only be understood through 
their relationality. Our own interest in community derives from 20 years of research 
and development in geographically specific place-based communities in rural Ban-
gladesh, on a range of issues such as wetland restoration, fisheries, aquaculture and 
natural resource management.1

During the years we have been working with place-based communities in Ban-
gladesh and elsewhere, there have been shifts in the theoretical and policy focus of 
development studies and the place of community-based research within that focus. 
From the 1950s to the 1970s, development was seen as a replication of ‘Western’ 
paths to the higher living standards of the ‘developed’ world. The beneficiaries of 
development were seen as the tradition-bound peoples of the underdeveloped or 
developing world, who were to be freed from the dead hand of tradition and brought 
into the modern world of industry, democracy, and educational attainment. The per-
ception was that these communities would benefit through imitation of generalized 
models of the historical development trajectories of rich countries. Such a process 
involved discarding values and ways of behaving legitimated by ‘tradition’ (the self-
conscious reverence for what had gone before) and replaced by progress and devel-
opment centred around values of achievement, merit-based aspiration, scientific ex-
pertise and a belief in the essential unboundedness of human potential (Scott 1998).

Much development thinking in western universities and institutions at that time 
was aimed at assisting developing countries to follow capitalist and liberal demo-
cratic notions of modernity. The key drivers of such progressive change were the 
political, economic and academic elites of the rich countries. Local communities 
were seen as the recipients and beneficiaries of their actions, rather than active 
agents of change.

1 Rahman is a Bangladeshi environmentalist and community based natural resource management 
specialist who began his career in aquaculture while working for DANIDA, Caritas and FAO dur-
ing 1983–1991, followed by work as a wetland ecologist with the Bangladesh Flood Action Plan 
in 1991–1994, and in community-based natural resources management (wetlands and forests) with 
various donor supported projects since 1994. His recent work has been on disaster management 
and climate change adaptation planning and management with USAID, DFID, UNDP, JICA, SDC, 
IUCN and Oxfam. He is currently pursuing PhD research into coastal communities’ perceptions 
and adaptation to climate change impacts in Bangladesh at Curtin University, WA.

Pokrant is an Australian environmental anthropologist whose interest in natural resource man-
agement developed in the 1990s when he worked on the impact of British colonial rule on fisher 
communities in India, the organization and development of fisher communities in Bangladesh and 
West Bengal and the growth of an export-oriented shrimp industry in Bangladesh and its impact 
on rural communities.
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In the 1970s, researchers and policy makers began to redefine local communi-
ties as potential reservoirs of entrepreneurship, best exemplified by the shift from 
talking about the traditional sector to the informal sector (Hart 1973; International 
Labour Office 1972; Kitching 1982). From being obstacles to change, local com-
munities became the locus of change. Thus began the move towards a growing 
valorization of the idea of community and related concepts such as decentralization, 
participation, consultation, and local knowledge.

With the collapse of communism in 1990 and the growing dominance of neo-
liberal ideology in the rich world, the term ‘community’ took on added significance 
as it reflected the new emphasis on reducing state direction and control of devel-
opment and its replacement by increased private/corporate investment, export-led 
industrialization, free markets, a greater emphasis on governance as distinct from 
government, and an enhanced role for neo-liberal notions of civil society in the 
development process. Neo-liberalism stresses the re-configuring of ‘community’ to 
‘free’ people from the constraints of government control and anti-competitive com-
munity practices, to allow them to pursue their own economic and other interests as 
essentially private individuals consisting of a bundle of property attributes. Partly 
in response to the neo-liberal focus on private property as a condition of commu-
nity development, an academic and policy counter-narrative emerged in the form 
of community management of common pool resources,2 in which local peoples 
engaged in forestry, fisheries and other natural resources were encouraged to adopt 
community property management principles to enhance productivity, equity and 
sustainability (Ostrom 1990, 2001; MacCay and Jentoft 1998).

The authors’ engagement with Bangladeshi rural communities developed during 
this period of neo-liberal ascendancy and was influenced by the parallel shift in 
approaches to natural resource management from state-centred, top-down models 
to those which sought to devolve decision-making to local peoples as beneficiaries 
of the projects (Gruber 2010; Stoll-Kleemann et al. 2010). Bangladesh has been a 
proving ground for community-based approaches to development and environment, 
as it is under increasing pressure from a range of natural and human-induced haz-
ards, which include growing urban and rural populations, multiple land and water 
use demands, industrial expansion, infrastructure development, over-fishing, defor-
estation, terrestrial and aquatic pollution, cyclones, storm surges, flooding, coastal 
and river erosion and habitat loss, and climate change (Millennium Ecosystem As-
sessment 2005; United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 2013; United 
Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) 2012; Valiela 2006). It has also been 
heavily influenced in certain economic sectors (e.g., garments and fish/shrimp) by 
neo-liberal practices, which in the case of fisheries and aquaculture, have often 
clashed with attempts to institute common property regimes in various aquatic en-
vironments.

2 ‘Common-pool resources (CPRs) are natural or human-made resources where one person’s use 
subtracts from another’s use and where it is often necessary, but difficult and costly, to exclude 
other users outside the group from using the resource’. Digitial Library of the Commons (Accessed 
April 20 2013. http://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/contentguidelines
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In this chapter, we reflect upon our personal and professional engagement over 
20 years with a number of projects in selected rural communities in the areas of 
community-based natural resource management (CBNRM), community-based ad-
aptation to climate change (CBA) and export-oriented shrimp farming. Each of us 
has worked with several place-specific rural communities that are dependent upon 
on the extraction and cultivation of local natural resources in the form of wetlands, 
fisheries, aquaculture, salt working and farming. The projects were funded by inter-
national donors (Ford Foundation and USAID in collaboration with the Bangladesh-
based Center for Natural Resource Studies (CNRS)) and by external research agen-
cies (a 3-year Australia Research Council grant in collaboration with the Bangla-
desh Centre for Advanced Studies (BCAS) and a 3-year Curtin University Strategic 
Scholarship in collaboration with the CNRS). The donor agency-funded projects 
focused on linking ecological conservation and sustainable livelihoods objectives, 
while two were more academic in orientation with potential policy implications, 
and focused on community adaptation to climate change and on the impact of the 
domestic shrimp value chain on local communities and environments. Figure 13.1 
shows the project locations.

Communities of Practice and of Place

It is often assumed that it is only the people studied or helped who have community, 
while those who research, advise and assist them are disembodied experts who come 
from some cosmopolitan world, which allows them to distance themselves reflex-
ively from their own cultural worlds and those they study (Harper 2011). However, 
project staff are themselves members of communities of practice (Wenger 2011) 
with their own ‘professional habitus’ (Mosse 2011, p. 22). Thus, we brought to our 
encounters with local people presuppositions, frames of understanding and sets of 
research skills derived partly from previous work with other communities, from our 
own disciplinary orientations and from our involvement with other communities of 
practice. In a sense, our engagement with local communities began before particular 
sites were selected and visited. In addition, we worked according to schedules set 
by the project parameters, funding arrangements and our own professional trajecto-
ries. For the most part, we did not treat the professional communities to which we 
belonged with the same critical eye as we did the communities studied. Put another 
way, we did not look at ourselves as ‘ethnographic subjects’ engaged in the process 
of making meaning and being engaged in imposing meaning on the place-based 
communities of interest.

Both authors were familiar with the project communities they studied through 
earlier visits of different length. During the actual projects, we lived and worked 
for variable and fragmented time periods from 1 week to 3 months at various field 
sites. Local community members regarded us as outsiders (Rahman from Dhaka 
and Pokrant from Australia) who came and went according to project schedules. 
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Fig. 13.1  Bangladesh map showing case study sites
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While on-site, and depending upon the context, the authors developed a variety of 
relationships with local people ranging from regular and daily public and private 
interactions, predominantly with male members of the communities, to more dis-
tant interviewer-interviewee relations of limited duration. In all cases, access to and 
work within field sites was mediated by locally influential people, who included 
local Union Parishad members, businessmen, imams, district and sub-district bu-
reaucrats, and occupational and community leaders. Thus, while the projects can 
be seen as community-based in so far as they located themselves within selected 
villages and regional towns, in fact we interacted with a limited number of people in 
each community, many of whom were strategic gatekeepers or brokers with whom 
we had to maintain good relations to carry out our work.

However, the process of negotiating entry into local networks of relations should 
not be seen as an obstacle to entry that needs to be overcome in order to discover 
the ‘real’ community lying beyond. Rather, the negotiations involved in gaining 
entry and the work required to maintain engagement told us a great deal about the 
organization of local communities and about their wider networks of relations. Like 
all Bangladeshi rural communities, the project communities were based around the 
unequal distribution of social, economic and political resources. We had to learn 
to understand and to deal with these and other inequalities to have any chance of 
success. Our capacity to do so was also shaped by the communities of practice to 
which we belonged, as they themselves were stratified and we were located differ-
entially in the project teams, ranging from chief investigators to team leaders and 
co-workers with different degrees and types of access to and control over project 
resources. The larger and team-based projects with specific change objectives usu-
ally had a much larger local presence than the smaller, academic projects. For exam-
ple, project 3 (management of aquatic ecosystems through community husbandry 
(MACH), funded by United States Aid for International Development (USAID) 
ran for 10 years from July 1999 and was implemented by three national NGOs, 
namely, the Center for Natural Resource Studies (CNRS) Caritas, the Bangladesh 
Centre for Advanced Studies (BCAS) and one international, Winrock International 
(USA) as lead. The project team consisted of around 100 project staff, including 
field level community facilitators and field biologists, and 15 HQ level senior staff 
members (Rahman worked part time as NRM Specialist). There were three expatri-
ate consultants with Winrock International. Local men and women were employed 
as field enumerators for community organizations and data collections. In com-
parison, projects 6 and 7 were more academic in purpose, shorter in length (up to 3 
years) and consisted of Rahman and Pokrant as chief investigators with limited and 
irregular support from local field staff.

We noted earlier that we brought to the projects some knowledge of how lo-
cal communities worked, acquired prior to actual physical engagement with them 
through reading the academic and policy-related literature, briefings from col-
leagues and the like. Once on site, our capacity to understand the rhythms of ev-
eryday life and to participate in people’s life-worlds was shaped by project size and 
length, specific professional tasks to be accomplished, language and culture, and 
status within the project and in relationship to community members.
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Putting Local People First

At first glance it would seem obvious that, in a project which focused on place-
based communities, local people who made up those communities would be cen-
tral to the project task. However, putting local people first can mean many things, 
depending on project objectives, project methodologies and the contingencies of 
everyday life. Local people can take a strong deliberative role and be co-producers 
of the project design, implementation, evaluation and any follow-through. They can 
also be simply beneficiaries, ‘objects of study’ or sources of data. Over the past 30 
years there has been a theoretical and policy shift from the latter towards the former 
(Cooke and Kothari 2001; Hickey and Mohan 2004; Mansuri and Rao 2012), al-
though the extent to which this has happened in practice and whether it has resulted 
in better policy outcomes continue to be the subject of debate. In addition, projects 
often target particular categories or groupings of people, such as women or children, 
specific occupations such as fishers or farmers, or local organizations such as Non 
Government Organizations (NGOs) or local governments. The projects described 
here varied in these regards, with a trend towards increased participation and de-
liberative decision-making on the part of some members of the local communities 
over the 10–15 year period of the donor-funded projects. Increasing emphasis was 
placed on institutional and knowledge collaboration between the two communities 
of practice and place, which resulted in a shift from a sectoral and expert-centred 
approach to a more systems-based understanding (Armitage et al. 2011).

For example, the Ford Foundation and USAID-funded projects (projects 1, 2, 
3, 4 and 5) had clear practical objectives aimed at achieving a more sustainable 
relationship between conservation biodiversity and people’s livelihoods, through 
the spreading of ecological and other benefits within particular target communities. 
The earliest, Project 1, which was a USAID-funded Flood Action Plan3 16 (16) 
(environmental study) in Natore, North Bangladesh, and which ran from 1990 to 
1991, was a study project and did not have as its brief the formation and engage-
ment of community-based organizations. However, it became clear as the project 
progressed that as fisheries and agriculture were the key resources systems, any 
management of wetlands and thus Community-Based Natural Resource Manage-
ment (CBNRM) in wetlands must involve fishers and farmers. Experience from this 
project led to a move towards greater knowledge and institutional collaboration and 
was incorporated into a later CNRS Ford Foundation assisted project in mid-1994.

In the CBA and shrimp studies, we were not official aid givers assisting local 
peoples to bring about changes in their local economic, political and social prac-
tices, such as establishing local committees, negotiating with ‘stakeholders’ to work 
out mutually satisfactory solutions, monitoring the effectiveness of new institutional 

3 The Flood Action Plan was a long term programme funded by the World Bank designed to pro-
tect floodplain and other populations from flooding. It consisted initially of 26 components and 
focused largely on ‘hard engineering’ solutions. For details of the Plan, see http://econ.worldbank.
org/external/default/main?pagePK=64165259&theSitePK=477916&piPK=64165421&menuPK=
64166093&entityID=000178830_98101904135218.
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arrangements, and evaluating the practical outcomes for local communities. Rather, 
we presented ourselves as researchers interested in understanding and writing about 
local people’s lives. As our project teams were small, we engaged more personally 
and intensively with a wide range of people within the local communities studied 
and further afield. In some respects, this made our engagement more difficult, as 
initially many did not see what practical value the projects had. We expended a great 
deal of time and energy in establishing our credentials through meeting local lead-
ers, explaining our purpose, discussing project objectives, and convincing people to 
give up their time to assist the project.

Learning While Doing: from Policy to Practice

The donor-funded projects were change-oriented projects which were expected to 
deliver benefits to local people, and to do this while working with selected members 
of local communities.

Project 1: Listening to Local Voices

This was an 18 month project that focused on the impacts of water control structures 
on fisheries biodiversity and their effects on human nutrition, was part of a much 
larger USAID-funded project known as the Flood Action Plan-16 (FAP-16), which 
ran from 1990 to 1995. Rahman learned through his own experiences working with 
local people that changes were needed to how the project was organized to bring 
about any benefits. He worked in a team comprising national and expatriate consul-
tants and field researchers (junior to mid level). FAP itself conducted various stud-
ies at the field level relevant to flood control and management, EIA case studies, 
wetland biodiversity, health and various socioeconomic studies. This study included 
an American Team Leader (part time), a Bangladeshi socio-economist, Rahman, 
who was hired as a fisheries/wetland ecologist/biologist, and 16 field researchers (8 
female and 8 male).

The field researchers were field-based and had direct regular interactions with 
the local communities in their respective study sites. Their main tasks, performed 
mainly by female researchers assisted by male researchers, were to collect data 
from selected households on household daily consumption of rice, fish, vegetables, 
pulses, meat, eggs and other protein food items, including selected socioeconomic 
parameters. The male field researchers engaged in: fish catch surveys at selected 
fishing locations twice monthly for 12 months; fish migration studies in selected 
sites during early monsoon; selected fish market surveys for 12 months; Focused 
Group Discussions (FGD) and Key Informant Interviews (KII); and school children 
surveys on fishing and fish consumption, local wetland mapping and so on.

The HQ level consultants paid regular field visits to four sites to monitor, guide 
and quality check the work done. They also met with some household members to 
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discuss fish consumption and carried out FGDs and KII surveys with household 
members and fishers at fishing locations to widen their understanding of the study 
issues and objectives.

In addition, the project had part time HQ-based data entry operators, a systems 
analyst with partial inputs from a statistician, a wildlife biologist, agronomist, engi-
neer, and an expatriate economist from the FAP-16 team.

Rahman’s experience taught him the central importance of working with local 
communities through a mosque-based committee (Community Based Organisation 
or CBO), which leased three state-owned ponds ( khas) (called pagars) in a large 
low lying floodplain stocked naturally with diverse fish species during monsoon 
inundation. In the past, the floodplain was transformed during the monsoon into a 
thriving fishery where local people had relatively unregulated access to the ponds 
for fishing. With the recession of floodwaters in the late to post-monsoon period, 
the basin and its fishing stocks returned to private leaseholding and regulation by 
leaseholders of larger depressions, called beels, and by owners of numerous pagars 
dug on private lands to catch fish. The pagars were either fished out by the owners 
themselves or rented to fishers, resulting in the complete drying out of the pagars 
and removal of all fish.

The CBO used money earned from fishing for village development purposes, 
including helping very poor families at crisis times. It added a condition to fishing 
rights that fishers were not to completely dry out the pagars but retain waist deep 
water so that fish and other aquatic biota could survive over the dry season and al-
low natural repopulation of the floodplain for the next season. The CBO also sought 
to provide drinking water for cattle as well as for bathing and drinking for farmers 
who worked the land during the dry and hot summer. As a result, after the reces-
sion of floodwater, the entire flooded basin became a vast crop land during the dry 
season.

The actions of the CBO showed that communities can act to provide general 
benefits rather than simply serving the interests of one section of it. It was members 
of the local community rather than outside researchers who came up with the idea of 
community-based conservation, which demonstrated that local people were aware 
of social-ecological problems and were able to provide their own solutions without 
much support from external sources. The project itself learned the importance of 
listening to local voices and the potentiality of applying what had been learned to 
other community-based sanctuaries in other parts of the country.

Project 2: Applying Lessons Learned Within and  
Beyond the Local Community

This USAID-funded Flood Action Plan project-16 (Environmental Study) illustrates 
how the lessons learned from one project’s experience were extended to another. It 
also illustrates the importance of seeing ‘community’ as embedded within complex 
ecological networks that sustain community livelihoods and extend beyond the pre-
sumed spatial boundaries of a single community.
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In this project on traditional fishers in Tangail District, fishers’ livelihoods de-
pended on fish migrations from river to floodplain during early monsoon. The fish-
ers lived on the bank of a state owned perennial beel (wetland) and fished the beel 
on adjacent seasonally flooded lands by the river. The beel was connected to the 
river by a narrow canal which acted as a migratory route in the early monsoon, al-
lowing large quantities of fish eggs, tiny fry, fingerlings and adults to reach the beel 
and seasonally flooded lands for breeding, feeding and growth.

Initially, the project focused on selecting a point on the canal where set bag fish-
ing nets could be placed to trap migrating fish so the research team could sample 
and code data on immigrating fish flows. However, in that year, early monsoon 
rains were inadequate, and the canal dried up and became silted as a result of the 
deposition of sands on the canal bed and at its mouth with the river. Rahman ob-
served that the fishers of the village complained of the unavailability of mature fish 
and fish spawn in the beel, which they expressed with the phrase pani nai, mach nai 
(no water, no fish). This observation led Rahman and his colleagues to recommend 
the rehabilitation of silted canals to allow free movement of fish.

Project 3: Local Change Agents and  
Community-based Organizations

The community and researcher observations made during Project 2 were incorpo-
rated into Project 3, a Ford Foundation-funded, community-based wetland habitat 
restoration project in Tangail District from 1994 to 1996. This project illustrated the 
problem of free riding in a common-pool resources context.4 The project aimed to 
rehabilitate a canal that linked a local floodplain with the nearby river and monitor 
the changes. An ad hoc local project implementation committee (PIC) was formed, 
the canal was desilted using local labour, and fish movements monitored and docu-
mented with the results provided to local people, government, World Bank, the 
UK Department for International Development (DFID), Worldfish and the Ford 
Foundation. Local household consumption of fish was also recorded. In order to 
measure changes in fish production and composition from canal rehabilitation, the 
project trained and engaged local boys and girls with some literacy and numeracy 
skills to assist in the impact monitoring program. These enumerators improved their 
knowledge base and turned into local change agents who acted as advocates of 
fish conservation among other members of the community. These young people 
sensitized project staff and local people to the need for other kinds of conservation 
measures to sustain the restored fisheries. These were: a ban on the use of harmful 
fine mesh seine5 nets during fish breeding; no fishing in the canal during specified 

4 Free riding refers to: ‘…the act of freely using resources generated by another person without 
payment or even authorization…’ (Frischman 2013, p. 13).
5 Seine nets are used on beaches and on boats. They are long nets with or without bags that en-
circle an area where fish are found. They have been used for centuries among inland fishers in 
Bangladesh.
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periods to facilitate immigration of fish from rivers to wetlands; and establishing 
small sanctuaries. The communities were not ready to accept these limits initially.

The research assistants later reported that people were catching migrating fish 
at the canal/river intersection, after which a tripartite meeting of set bag net fishers, 
the PIC and the research team agreed that during the pre-monsoon period, which 
coincided with peak fish migration, no set bag net fishing would be allowed, but 
other fishing gear could be used under specific circumstances.

However, the project also learned that several groups of fishers from adjacent vil-
lages had started fishing with fine mesh seine nets in the recently inundated flood-
plains, catching tiny fish fingerlings and gravid adults of diverse species spawning 
in productive flooded lands. This type of fishing was not included in the original 
project design, as it was not recorded in the baseline survey.

A wider cross-community level meeting was held, and it was agreed to ban use 
of seine nets for the first 2 months from the date of inundation of floodplains. Fish-
ing with all types of gear was permitted as long as there was sufficient rainfall for 
4–5 months from June to October. The ban on seine nets allowed the growth of 
submerged aquatic vegetation in the floodplain, which obstructed seine net fishing 
in at least 40 % of the flooded basin and provided a safe haven for fish. Catch data 
showed a large increase in catch per unit effort and species diversity grew. In addi-
tion, the PIC and project team met with private pagar owners to select one pagar to 
conserve fish stocks during the post-monsoon period. As a nursing ground and safe 
haven for fish, it provided the whole water body with fish, benefitting all who fished 
during the monsoon period. At the end of the project year, fish catch data showed a 
six-fold increase in fish production from the baseline and an increase in fish species 
from 46 to 64 in year 2 (Rahman et al. 1999).

Several lessons were learned from this project. First, sustainable fish conserva-
tion required multi-pronged conservation intervention (namely, specific gear ban-
ning, time closure on fishing, wetland sanctuary) as opposed to the initial plan of a 
single activity of canal rehabilitation. Second, rather than having ad hoc community 
institutions (PIC) to carry out single and time-bound tasks (canal rehabilitation), 
permanent community institutions were necessary to ensure conservation continues 
beyond the life of a single project. Such institutions required engagement of a range 
of local resource users, including rice farmers who were the main land owners and 
exerted considerable power in rural society. Fishers themselves were not a homo-
geneous category and, as the example shows, had different and often competing 
interests and degrees of influence, which must be recognized to ensure effective 
collective decision-making. From these early beginnings, community-based orga-
nizations (CBOs) have now become an established part of natural resource manage-
ment in Bangladesh (Thompson 2013).

Third, the project provided local capacity building and training for young people 
who were familiar with local conditions and who could work with local people in 
the longer term. Fourth, a potential clash of competing property rights notions was 
reduced through negotiation with holders of water rights, which allowed a more 
equal access to aquatic resources. However, the project also showed the difficulties 
of ensuring local control over a resource when the ecological systems underpinning 
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resource use extend across several communities. The systems of property rights 
themselves reflected wider political structures of power and influence extending to 
the national level, which provide political constraints on the actions that single proj-
ects could take. Fifth, any project must be open to contingency, unseen events and 
processes that cannot be predicted beforehand. Local people can deny, dissemble, 
alter and transform project objectives, as well as assist project workers to realize 
project objectives (Mosse 2005). Finally, as a result of this experience, new ideas 
and practices were generated that could be used in other projects. Thus, Rahman’s 
experience and growing expertise allowed him and some colleagues to establish 
an environmental NGO named the Center for Natural Resources Studies (CNRS), 
which tested and implemented various lessons learned from the FAP study on fish-
eries. CNRS developed a concept of ‘community-based wetland habitat restora-
tion and fisheries management’ which was funded by the Ford Foundation in two 
phases for 7 years starting from July 1994, and demonstrated the concept in four 
locations. Later UNDP and USAID adopted the idea that CNRS demonstrated on 
a small scale, and through the Department of Fisheries (DOF) and the Department 
of Environment (DOE) up-scaled the concept to other floodplains of Bangladesh. A 
CNRS demonstration project on community-based wetland habitat restoration and 
fisheries management was later up-scaled in Bangladesh in a number of projects 
funded by different agencies and implemented in different floodplains. Since this 
time, CNRS has been actively involved in various donor-supported government 
projects on fisheries and wetland management.

Project 4: Community-based Organizations:  
Restoring the Balance of Ecosystems

The Ford Foundation project was extended to fishing and other communities in the 
Haor region of Northeastern Bangladesh, a vast, low-lying, depressed basin border-
ing the Indian Meghalyan hills. The region is under water during the monsoon and 
is a major fisheries resource, while during the dry season, the entire basin is turned 
into a vast crop land which, with the exception of a number of perennial wetlands, 
is used for farming winter rice. The wetlands are sources of fish, which attract large 
numbers of migratory birds and water fowl, making it an internationally important 
biodiversity area, parts of which have Ramsar wetland status.6 Initial meetings with 
local people showed that their main concern was the declining balance between for-
est and wetland, expressed with the comment: jangal nai, mach nai, or, no forest, no 
fish. They explained that in the past there were large areas of raised lands ( kanda) 
along the edges of wetlands full of swamp forests (trees, reed lands and other shrubs 
and herbs). During the monsoon flooding, diverse species of fish colonized the 

6 A Ramsar wetland is an ecosystem protected under the International Convention on Wetlands 
of International Importance, more commonly known as the Ramsar Convention. See http://www.
ramsar.org/cda/en/ramsar-home/main/ramsar/1_4000_0.
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flooded forests to breed, nurse and feed, and small prey fish species took shelter to 
escape predators. Those areas with greater swamp forest coverage had higher fish 
productivity. Over recent decades, people had settled in the region and cleared the 
forest for farming, which reduced forested kanda areas. The project’s aim was to as-
sist in redressing the imbalance by conserving the remaining kanda areas. However, 
conservation involved fishing restrictions at certain times, which led local fishers to 
seek micro-credit support to help find alternative work during such times. This was 
not part of the original project brief, but this changed after negotiations with the do-
nors. The project planted denuded kanda lands with two swamp tree species in three 
sites, and trained communities to be aware of the value of fishing time closures, 
specific gear bans, habitat restoration and wetland sanctuaries to enhance fisheries 
production and the value of wetland biodiversity. This was achieved through vil-
lage level community based organizations (CBOs) acting as sustained community 
spaces to facilitate local level conservation.

Project 5: Elite Capture and the Political Ecology of  
Wetland Management

Another pre-designed USAID-funded MACH project (Management of Aquatic 
Ecosystems through Community Husbandry) began in 1999, and incorporated les-
sons from past and ongoing projects. Rahman was one of the two project designers; 
he played a key role in the implementation of the project, and his engagement was 
affected by community suggestions. Initially, project interventions were largely con-
fined within the spatial boundary of wetlands in the Hail Haor basin of Mulvibazar 
District. The Hail Haor wetland covers 12,500 ha of land surrounded on three sides 
by small hills, and receives water annually from the hills through narrow streams, 
which peak in the monsoon. During the first year, community advice provided dur-
ing action planning sessions was to widen the spatial and social boundaries of the 
project to include the watershed and the hills. The rationale was that the hill slopes 
were used for what local people considered unsustainable pineapple and lemon cul-
tivation, which diverted water from the hill streams and facilitated massive soil 
erosion which, in turn, raised the wetland beds in the Haor. Moreover, stream bank 
stabilization was necessary to arrest soil erosion further down the hill slopes caused 
by forest clearing along the banks. In the second year, through participatory as-
sessment of watershed-related issues and discussions with the hill slope cultiva-
tors, the project was able to widen the spatial boundary and include the watershed, 
and launched watershed management interventions. These were: contour pineapple 
cultivation; stream bank protection through large-scale riparian plantations; crop 
diversification to reduce water requirements for crop irrigation; dialogue with tea 
estate managers to plant trees along the streams passing through their estates; and 
the formation of watershed management committees as local institutions linked to 
the agriculture extension department.
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While community input was valuable in bringing about positive conserva-
tion outcomes, a problem arose of what has been called ‘elite capture’ (Platteau 
2004; Wong 2010). Haor communities are highly stratified along class and ethnic 
grounds, and local elite groups who had benefitted earlier from legal and illegal 
fish leasing arrangements persuaded some villagers that the USAID project would 
exclude them from the benefits of such leasing arrangements. They were told that 
the Americans were aiming to take over the wetlands and prevent local people fish-
ing. This delayed initial planning activities, but local agents (members of the project 
who organized poor fishers’ groups) arranged a series of courtyard level meetings, 
at which the targeted communities were persuaded of the positive benefits of the 
project. This highlights the central importance of having a detailed understanding 
and on-going monitoring of the structure of power relations in local communities, 
which can extend to district and national level politics. One way to reduce elite 
capture is to ensure all village-level committees have a majority of the less well-off 
members of the community. However, this does not guarantee more distributive or 
procedural justice payoffs, as elites can act informally and committee members may 
make decisions with elite reactions in mind.

After 8 years, the project was able to establish the only large wetland sanctuary 
in the country—Baikka Beel sanctuary—which created a safe haven for fish, water 
fowl and wildlife, and a site for wetland based ecotourism. However, more recent 
events illustrate how fragile such sanctuaries can be. Thus, in April 2013, during 
the pre-monsoon season, the area was affected by prolonged drought and high tem-
peratures, which lowered water levels in the sanctuary, led to decomposition of 
aquatic vegetation and increased oxygen depletion, resulting in high fish mortality. 
People from villages close by sought to fish out the sanctuary. This illustrates the 
sensitivity of CBOs to changing environmental conditions, and the importance of 
understanding the political ecology of natural resource-dependent communities and 
how economic, social and political networks extend across ecological and spatial 
boundaries.

The Interpenetration of the Local and the Global: 
Adaptation to Climate Change and Shrimp Exporting

More recently, the authors have engaged in two academically-oriented projects on 
adaptation to climate change (project 6) and on shrimp farming in coastal Bangla-
desh (project 7).

Project 6: Engagement in a Multi-sited Project

This project on the globalization of the Bangladesh’s shrimp-export sector illus-
trates the challenges faced by an overseas researcher working across several place-
based communities and organizations that are linked by economic and other net-
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works, extending from remote rural locations to industrial zones of large cities. 
Over 3 years, Pokrant spent several weeks and months at a time in Bangladesh and 
in Europe interviewing, observing and socializing with: shrimp farmers; shrimp 
hatchery owners and workers; shrimp fry collectors; shrimp and fry traders; depot 
owners; salt workers; processing plant owners, managers and workers; processing 
plant labour contractors; government officials; and NGO workers. He collaborated 
with university and NGO colleagues, and employed several research assistants (two 
of whom were from the local shrimp farming areas studied) who continued to carry 
out project tasks when Pokrant was away from the research sites.

This project was a departure from Pokrant’s previous research, which had fo-
cused in and on place-based communities. By shifting to a multi-sited ethnographic 
approach (Coleman and Von Hellermann 2011; Sorge and Roddick 2012), he was 
able to examine historically and contemporaneously how farming communities that 
had previously been relatively spatially isolated had become integrated into global 
food chains, and the impacts of this integration on the social and economic lives 
of local people and the ecological environments in which their communities were 
embedded.

A major challenge was the fragmented and multi-sited nature of the field work, 
which affected the researcher’s capacity to observe the rhythms of everyday life of 
particular communities over an extended period, including the shifts from shrimp 
farming to salt production as the seasons changed. Also, his limited Bengali lan-
guage skills, particularly in the early stages of the project, meant he relied upon 
assistants to record conversations when he was present or absent. Project funding 
did not allow investment in a large team of highly skilled local researchers, although 
Pokrant did work closely with a local sociologist who had knowledge of shrimp 
farming. A great deal of time was spent translating interviews and informal conver-
sations into English, checking for gaps in information, and re-interviewing.

Pokrant also interviewed processing plant owners, overseas buyers and Euro-
pean Union food safety officials; this was necessary to piece together the ways 
in which the domestic supply chains were linked to the international market for 
shrimp. Corporate confidentiality concerns meant that managers and owners were 
sometimes reluctant or unwilling to provide sensitive information on product prices, 
food safety standards, and contractual arrangements. Such ‘studying up’ altered the 
dynamics of engagement, as Pokrant was in several instances granted limited time 
to speak with senior and middle managers in large companies, and ‘come-back’ 
interviews were difficult or impossible to arrange. However, in smaller shrimp dis-
tributive companies, more informal arrangements were possible and Pokrant was 
able to socialize, albeit in a limited fashion, with owners. Overall, this part of the re-
search generated the least amount of useful data compared with the time and money 
invested, and would have benefitted from a co-investigator able to take on some of 
the interviewing tasks and to provide other perspectives. In this way the field work 
would have been both multi-sighted and multi-sited.

The global trade in shrimp was an internationally contested trade, and Pokrant 
spoke with anti-industrial shrimp environmental groups in London and in Bangla-
desh, who were ready to provide a great deal of information on their objectives 
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and organizational structures. The global and contested nature of the shrimp export 
sector had created much suspicion among processing plant owners and senior man-
agers in Bangladesh about the motives of ‘outsiders’ asking questions about the 
industry. For an anthropologist used to studying people of lower socio-economic 
status, Pokrant found himself seeking interviews and access with politically well-
connected plant owners who, in some instances, granted him an audience rather than 
agreeing to an interview. Some plant managers were suspicious of his intentions and 
either refused to be interviewed or agreed to meet for short periods only. However, 
some were cooperative and others became more so over time. Through persistence, 
frequent visits to plants, and support from the relevant government authorities, he 
was able to build up trust and move relatively freely around factory premises. He 
and his team were given permission to interview middle managerial staff and male 
and female shrimp processing plant workers in several plants in Chittagong. In this 
way he was able to research commercial links between the plants and shrimp sup-
pliers and between plant workers and their rural origins.

Pokrant followed what Sorge and Roddick (2012, p. 278) have referred to as 
the traditional meaning of multi-sited research and ‘followed the commodity’ from 
brood shrimp capture in the Bay of Bengal to processing plant in the main urban 
centres of the country, and to shrimp importing firms, processors and European 
Union food safety and hygiene agencies in parts of Europe. In this way, he was ac-
tually uncovering complex social, economic and political networks between people 
differently and unequally located in the global political economy of seafood. At 
the village level he observed how local people’s everyday life-worlds were being 
changed. For example, many rice farmers shifted to shrimp farming, which offered 
them higher incomes but undermined traditional sharecropping arrangements with 
landless labourers and marginal farmers, and forced shifts into other work and mi-
gration to other areas. Farmers became dependent on extensive international com-
modity chains over which they had no control and so were subject to the vagaries 
of international pricing and the control of the domestic and international networks 
by traders, processors, importers and foreign consumers. The expansion of shrimp 
farms led to increasing levels of soil and water salinity, which affected the capac-
ity of rice farmers to continue farming. Land, which had been common property 
accessed by various social groups, particularly the landless, was appropriated by 
wealthier and more powerful locals and outsiders. There was a decline in land and 
water areas devoted to cattle grazing, horticulture and fishing. Some mangrove ar-
eas were devastated by shrimp farming, as the government leased out certain hith-
erto protected forests to shrimp investors. The expansion of the sector led to the 
growth of jobs outside the local communities, which resulted in out-migration to the 
cities and in-migration as people from poorer regions sought work in shrimp farm-
ing, shrimp fry collecting, transport, trading and the like. Local protests against land 
appropriation and displacement of local people took place, sometimes supported by 
national and local advocacy groups.

Pokrant’s experiences on this project taught him the value of pre-field work prep-
aration. Taking on such a large project as a single investigator meant he stretched 
his resources, time and energy across too many research locations and it would 
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have been wiser to have had a co-investigator. This was especially important in 
interviewing government officials and company owners and managers in Bangla-
desh and Europe who were themselves members of other communities of practice 
with their own professional codes of right conduct, their own ‘paraethnographic 
expertise’ (Sorge and Roddick 2012, p. 292) and their own ways of dealing with 
non-members who sought to penetrate their professional worlds. Logistically, it was 
necessary to determine with some precision when such people would be available, 
as travel was costly and time-consuming. Some information was made available via 
email contact but Pokrant could not rely on regular responses from middle manag-
ers and company owners and senior managers were unwilling to provide details of 
company operations in this way. There was no substitute for being there, although 
there were many ‘theres’ in which to be and not enough time to be in them.

He also learned that managers, owners and officials belong to communities of 
place with their own cultural practices and life-worlds, which need to be studied in 
some depth to understand how such participants view the world and their place(s) 
within it. Interviews carried out in work places with busy people over short periods 
of time are insufficient to capture such complexities. These encounters, brief though 
they were, taught him the value of persistence and patience when relationships with 
those being researched became awkward and troubled (see Gallo in Coleman and 
von Hellermann 2012). The researcher has to get used to being ignored, re-directed, 
talked down to, preached to and in other ways marginalized.

Project 7: Strange Weather we are Having:  
Adapting to Climate Change

The final project discussed in this chapter is an on-going project that focuses on 
adaptation to climate change among coastal communities in Southwest Bangladesh. 
It falls within the broader framework of community-based adaptation to climate 
change (CBA) (Ensor and Berger 2009; Reid 2009) at the core of which is the 
identification of communities most vulnerable to climate change, with a view to 
assisting them to adapt to what are regarded as the inevitable impacts of climate 
change for such communities. The project itself is largely academic, but informed 
by the CBA discourse, and has potential policy implications for adaptation plan-
ning. It focuses on the inhabitants of two village communities located within the 
same agro-ecological zone, and how they understand and perceive weather and the 
wider issue of climate change. The two villages were chosen because, while lo-
cated within 15 km of each other, they have been differentially impacted by various 
weather events and processes (the 2007 and 2009 cyclones being the most recent), 
and they have had different experiences and provided different assessments of the 
relevance of those impacts to their lives and livelihoods. These differences reflected 
differences in inter- and intra-village sources of vulnerability, as well as differential 
exposure to weather events such as cyclones and tidal surges.
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A key project challenge working with the two communities was how to link slow 
acting changes such as climate change with their own priorities, which were more 
immediate and focused on sustaining their everyday livelihoods (Giddens 2009; 
Jasanoff 2010). We considered that a first step towards this goal was to understand: 
what local people with different gender, occupational and socio-economic back-
grounds saw as the key problems facing them; what they considered to be pos-
sible solutions to such problems; and if any of these problems could be attributed 
to weather or weather-related events and processes. The authors decided to focus 
initially on what Jasanoff (2010, p. 238) refers to as ‘…the mundane rhythms of 
lived lives and the specificities of human experience…’, not simply because this is 
a central ontological fact of human life, but also because, in the eyes of the people 
we worked with, it made it easier to get them to talk freely.

The research found that there is a high degree of awareness of changing weather 
patterns, such as irregular monsoon rains, higher sea levels, changes in seasons, 
more intense cyclones, and localized rough weather events in the Bay of Bengal. 
These changes impact differently on different occupational groups and across gen-
der lines. For example, for rice farmers in one village, insect infestation is given 
high priority, while in the second village, fishers and honey collectors consider wa-
ter pirates and corrupt forestry officials as their top priorities. While the language of 
climate change has begun to enter local vocabularies, for most villagers it remains 
an abstraction that is often used as a synonym for unusual weather. NGO work-
ers and some local government officials, who might be expected to play a role as 
disseminators of knowledge about climate change, demonstrated that their knowl-
edge was often superficial and incorrect. For example, some stated that oxygen is 
a greenhouse gas.

The research also revealed that local people are aware of some of the economic 
and political causes of their own social vulnerabilities, which range from the actions 
of local elites who take land and divert water for shrimp farming, to the actions of 
corrupt local officials. Villagers described how they have struggled over many de-
cades with natural hazards such as cyclones, tidal surges, flooding and drought, and 
the many coping strategies they have adopted to deal with them and increase their 
resilience. These include short-term migration, alternative employment, embank-
ment building, informal loan support from local money lenders, pooling of resourc-
es with kin, and extended social networks. They are also increasingly familiar with 
how their own livelihoods depend on actions taken not only by their government 
and international donor agencies, but by other states, communities and agencies.

Conclusion

We have learned a great deal over the past 20 years of working at the grass-roots 
level with diverse place-based communities in Bangladesh. One important lesson 
is to avoid blueprint solutions (Berkes 2007) and understand such communities 
within their specific historical, political, economic and ecological contexts. As the 
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examples illustrate, this does not deny the possibility of knowledge transfer from 
one situation to another, but it cautions against ‘one-size-fits-all’ thinking. Doing 
research is an iterative process and lessons learned in one project were adapted to 
new projects as our knowledge accumulated.

Place-based communities are best seen as arenas of conflict, cooperation and 
diversity, and as components of wider social, economic and political networks that 
both limit and provide opportunities for action that extend beyond the local. Local 
ecologies and the wider political economy of resource use are mutually constituted, 
and understanding their interconnectedness is essential (Blaikie 2006). Researchers 
and project actors are themselves outsiders to the communities studied, and this 
shapes how we engage with those communities and how communities see us. Proj-
ect implementation is primarily a political process in which different collectivities 
compete for control over and the benefits from the policy initiative (Mosse 2005; 
Gardner 2012). Project leaders and their support teams are themselves entangled 
in local power relations and struggles rather than being mere technical service pro-
viders. Local priorities often differ from project or state priorities, and researchers 
must be ready to re-think project directions in the light of experience. Giving local 
people a stake in project work is essential to project implementation, and research-
ers must be ready to see project objectives change, both as a result of increasing 
knowledge about the local circumstances, and also through the influence of local 
people wanting changes to how and for whom the project is being carried out. Proj-
ect dependence can be avoided by building in institutional measures to assist local 
people to take control of project activities for the longer term, and for this to happen, 
a longitudinal approach and research design will work more effectively than proj-
ects with limited time-frames. However, the life-worlds of members of place-based 
communities, company owners, government officials and others are subject to the 
vagaries of everyday life in which the long-term often appears as abstract and less 
important, a problem likely to be exacerbated in the light of climate change.
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Abstract Community participation in an action-oriented project is intuitively 
appealing. However, the numerous contexual challenges that arise during imple-
mentation can turn community-led action into an idealistic pursuit rather than a 
practical reality.

A shift in focus to one that identifies these potentially hindering contextual fac-
tors in a project setting could influence the likelihood of successfully transforming 
knowledge to action. The ability to predict whether efforts are likely to be hindered 
by contextual factors and, as a result, impede positive change in communities, can 
help to better direct limited resources; and importantly, can provide insights into 
why so many development efforts fail to achieve lasting change in communities.

This chapter presents a new tool, the ‘Action Preparedness Tool for Community-
based Projects’ that has been formulated as an instrument to identify and categorize 
context-specific challenges that may arise during efforts to implement participatory 
action with communities. This tool, to be applied before investing time, resources 
and effort into a project, has application across a broad range of disciplines. It is 
intended to help stakeholders identify potential road blocks in their project, which 
will give them options to develop proactive strategies to address these barriers, or 
to realise that action on the specific issue may not be feasible.

Keywords Community participation · Contextual challenges · Action · Participatory 
research

Introduction

This book showcases a variety of community-based projects from a range of dis-
ciplines. A commonality between the chapters is that whilst community participa-
tion is a worthwhile aspiration, it requires enormous commitment. Despite best in-
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tended efforts, many barriers to achieving true participation in an action-oriented 
project exist; and in the case of Read (2012), can hinder and even halt efforts to 
transfer knowledge of community problems into action to create lasting change for 
communities.

This chapter provides a continuation of learning from Chap. 6, Applying a Prac-
tical, Participatory Action Research Framework for Producing Knowledge, Action 
and Change in Communities: a Health Case Study from Gujarat, Western India.

Lessons learned from the participatory action research (PAR) project helped 
identify and categorize four main areas in which practical challenges may arise, 
impeding abilities to transfer knowledge to action and thus change for communities 
(Read 2012).

The chapter commences with a review of the factors affecting participatory 
translation of knowledge to action in action-oriented projects, and the few pub-
lished examples of responses to these challenges. The main focus of the chapter 
will be presenting the new tool to help us combat these challenges even before they 
arise. The Action Preparedness Tool for Community-based Projects (APTCP) has 
been formulated as an instrument to assist researchers and practitioners of participa-
tory approaches to research and action-oriented projects to identify and categorize 
context-specific challenges that may arise during efforts to implement participatory 
action with communities. Applying APTCP prior to commencing a project and ask-
ing a series of vital questions can help prepare us for community-based action and 
avoid common pitfalls throughout the duration of the project.

What Experience Tells Us

Expanding on the experience of Chap. 6 and creation of Fig. 6.6, Fig. 14.1 offers a 
more complete view of the process in question.

Figure 14.1 is a visual representation of the factors affecting the participatory 
translation of knowledge to action in community-based, action-oriented research/
projects. At the top of the diagram is the cyclic and reciprocal relationship between 
knowledge, action and change. These are the expected outputs of the research/proj-
ect. The relationship in focus is the translation of knowledge to action: the bolded 
arrow between the two outputs. Numerous factors affect this relationship and these 
are numbered 1–4 in the circular diagram.

They include factors relating to the:

1. Research environment
2. Organization
3. Community
4. Researcher/Practitioner

Awareness of these factors affecting the transition from knowledge to action is the 
first and most important step towards addressing the challenges inherent in action-
oriented projects. Awareness of these factors must then be followed with response.
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Response to Challenges Inherent in Action-Oriented 
Research Projects

The few existing examples of literature discussing the challenges researchers ex-
perienced throughout their action-oriented project, and how they responded to the 
challenges, outline reactive processes. The problems encountered, much like the 
example in Chap. 6, were only realised once the project had commenced, giving 
little opportunity to overcome the difficulties in feasible time.

Azad et al. (2010), for example, in their assessment of the effectiveness of a 
scaled-up development programme with women’s groups to address maternal and 
neonatal care in three rural districts of Bangladesh, found that participatory wom-
en’s groups did not significantly reduce neonatal mortality in poor rural popula-
tions of Bangladesh. They call for detailed attention to contextual factors that affect 
women’s participation in action-focused groups. Correlating to the categories of 
challenges identified in Chap. 6 and expanded upon in Fig. 14.1, the main contex-
tual challenges experienced include:

• Researcher/Practitioner (time and timing): adverse climatic conditions affect-
ed the facilitators’ ability to travel to meetings;

Fig. 14.1  Factors affecting participatory translation of knowledge to action in action-oriented 
projects
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• Community (cultural protocol): gender-based barriers were strong preventing 
some women from joining groups, seeking care, or from implementing strategies 
if they had joined a group;

• Community (previous experience): women were regularly asked to participate 
in NGO activities for which they could receive financial incentive, therefore 
women might have been deterred from investing time in women’s group meet-
ings for which no incentives were offered.

To address these issues, Azad et al. (2010) at the time of publishing were applying 
a detailed process assessment to monitor the contextual factors that might affect the 
delivery of their intervention and establish whether contextual and delivery factors 
reduce effectiveness of women’s groups.

In another example, Busza (2004), working with Vietnamese sex workers in 
Cambodia, faced serious challenges relating to the research environment. The local 
context was characterized by political instability and severe social and legal con-
straints which resulted in the project focusing on negotiating these challenges, mak-
ing compromises within the study design, and attempting to maintain their commit-
ment to the principles of participation while ensuring rigorous research. In response 
to these challenges, Busza engaged in an ongoing process of reflection, adaptation, 
and compromise.

Commenting on process evaluation, Cargo and Mercer (2008) note that evalu-
ation of the reflective field experiences on critical issues, challenges, barriers, and 
facilitators has generated practical strategies and tools to strengthen academic and 
non-academic partners’ capacity for participatory research. ‘Nonetheless, lack of 
consistency in the use and measurement of core process indicators and the lack 
of comparative case studies have limited progress in understanding how variation 
in implementing participatory research approaches relates to research outcomes’ 
(Cargo and Mercer 2008, p. 340).

Another issue is that process evaluation may assist researchers to identify the 
challenges, but only once they occur. In that case, response is reactive. What if there 
was a way these challenges could be identified before they hinder the project, and 
researchers would have the opportunity to put in place proactive measures to over-
come challenges? The APTCP presented in the following section aims to fill that 
role and offer researchers and practitioners a new approach to community develop-
ment and participatory research.

Other examples of efforts to proactively tackle challenges of community-based, 
action-oriented research do exist. Ross et al. (2010) provide a ‘points-to-consider’ 
roadmap for academic and community research partners to establish and maintain a 
research partnership at each stage of the research process. Green et al. (1995) offer 
review criteria for community-based participatory research proposals and a rating 
scale to these criteria to help researchers and their partners discern the degree to 
which their project design is participatory and action-oriented. The tool introduced 
in this chapter differs, in that it categorizes key questions under the categories of 
key project stakeholders and focuses the questions specifically to elicit information 
that will enable self-assessment of preparedness for action. The following section 
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expands on this concept and provides examples of literature that justify why the 
questions in the tool must be asked.

Action Preparedness Tool for Community-Based Projects

This tool has been formulated as an instrument to identify and categorize context-
specific challenges that may arise during efforts to implement participatory ac-
tion with communities. This tool can be applied by any or all stakeholders of the 
community-based action-oriented project, including the community themselves, 
researcher/practitioner, organization and funding body. Singh et al. in Chap. 3 ac-
knowledge that community development, whatever the context, will face poten-
tial barriers that could block individuals’ participation. They suggest that barriers 
should be addressed by the community as a whole. Following this train of thought, 
it is recommended for the tool to be applied as a collective process, including com-
munities and other stakeholders in the process.

This tool is intended to be applied prior to commencing an action-oriented proj-
ect and once community issues/problems are identified. It can highlight deficiencies 
and enable stakeholders to measure the likelihood of efforts achieving participa-
tory action. It can also indicate the likelihood of achieving participatory action to 
address community needs. This information will help identify the risk of projects 
failing due to contextual challenges. When this risk is addressed, participants can 
save valuable time, resources, energy and social capital with communities that may 
potentially be damaged by implementing a project that has a high likelihood of fail-
ing. The tool’s relevance and scope reach beyond the health field to other disciplines 
working with communities to create action leading to change in communities, and it 
offers a new perspective to sustainable community development (Fig. 14.2).

The following sections provide a description of the necessary considerations to 
ensure stakeholders are prepared for action and the potential challenges that could 
arise during implementation.

Pre-Action Phase Considerations

Before we ask questions relating to the four main contextual factors (Research En-
vironment, Organization, Community and Researcher/Practitioner), we must first 
ask a series of questions that relate to actions taken to arrive at this stage of the proj-
ect. At this stage, when the tool should be applied, the community problem/issue 
has already been identified and stakeholders are poised, ready to commence action 
to address the problem. We must however be mindful that decisions already taken, 
such as how the issue was identified and who the key initiators of the project are, 
along with whether care has been taken to balance expectations and benefits and 
implement appropriate methodologies, will affect project outcomes. The following 
sections explain in more detail.
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Fig. 14.2  Action preparedness tool for community-based projects
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From the start, how the issue/topic was selected is of critical importance in shap-
ing the process and outcome of the project. In research into 20 community-based 
participatory research (CBPR) projects, Cook (2008) found that CBPR projects that 
led to action are much more likely to have been initiated by the affected commu-
nity or by government scientists/agencies than by academic researchers. They note 
that the needs of the researcher are often guided by theoretical research questions, 
whereas the needs of the community are practical and action-oriented. It is therefore 
not surprising that:

… when the impetus of CBPR came from the affected community, the research problem 
was more likely to reflect genuine community concerns and the research to be carried out 
with potential, relatively near-term solutions in mind and to lead to meaningful action. 
(Cook 2008, p. 674)

Thus, the first question that must be asked is: how was the issue/topic selected; 
and who are the initiators of change? These simple questions can help us orient 
ourselves with the notion that community-led action will be more likely to achieve 
results. Should the project not be community-led, we must be prepared, from the 
start, for the possibility of a lesser outcome in terms of action and change.

An imbalance of expectations can greatly hinder a project. These may include 
the expectations of each partner in terms of their involvement and the level of action 
and change expected from the project. Often the expectations of community part-
ners’ participation may be overestimated. Israel et al. (2005) note that community 
partners, many of whom are not paid by the project and have numerous other pro-
fessional responsibilities, may not be supported by their supervisors if their involve-
ment is perceived to be taking time away from other organizational responsibilities, 
causing tension between the stakeholders. Also, the extent and level of the expected 
change must be balanced. Whilst researchers may place emphasis on the opportu-
nity to affect the lives of large numbers of people through policy impact, in some in-
stances community participants’ desires for action may be limited to securing small, 
individual level changes. For the outside researcher, an ethical dilemma may there-
fore involve the tension between respecting community wishes and pushing for the 
higher-level social change that some consider a defining feature of CBPR (Minkler 
2004). There are many areas where community and academic partners may differ in 
their emphasis on goals, values, priorities, and perspectives (Israel et al. 1998). For 
example, in another project, Israel et al. (2005) found that several community part-
ners were eager to implement the interventions and disseminate preliminary results, 
whereas researchers were concerned that the premature dissemination of results 
would contaminate study findings and lead to scientific criticism and consequences 
for publications and future funding. The necessity of balancing expectations from 
the outset to avoid conflict between partners is therefore highlighted, and we must 
ask: are the expectations of all stakeholders balanced?

The methods and methodologies applied during the project will also have im-
pact on project outcomes. We must then ask ourselves: what are the chosen meth-
odology/methods to be applied? Are they appropriate for the context? In Cook’s 
(2008) study of 20 action-oriented projects, they found that projects that integrated 
research with action are more likely to be observational studies, most of which 
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incorporated qualitative methods. The qualities of qualitative methods render them 
particularly useful for CBPR. They are likely to help generate actionable knowl-
edge, which has been informed by the community, and integrate it into contextually 
relevant strategies to promote community-level changes. Whilst qualitative meth-
ods are preferable for eliciting in-depth information from participants without the 
structured research protocols, we must consider if our methods are appropriate for 
the context. In the example of Busza (2004), the use of traditional data collection 
methods utilised for the HIV-prevention programme for Vietnamese sex workers in 
Cambodia received opposition. First, brothel owners were suspicious of wanting to 
speak to women privately for in-depth interviews; second, the sex workers felt that 
giving information on a one-to-one basis over a questionnaire was boring or a waste 
of time. In another study with an indigenous community in Canada, community 
members initially strongly objected to the idea of using a questionnaire approach 
which they saw as ‘putting their thoughts in boxes’ (Minkler 2005, p. ii9). These ex-
amples highlight the importance of considering the appropriateness of the methods 
used to invoke action in communities.

In terms of the benefits of the research, Minkler (2005) agrees that the major aim 
of CBPR is to benefit the local community; however benefits are not always spread, 
‘with outside researchers typically standing to gain the most from such collabora-
tions’ (Minkler 2005, p. ii9). When inequity among partners receiving benefits oc-
curs, relationships can be strained and threaten their long-term viability, especially 
when resources are reduced (Israel et al. 2006). For this reason it becomes necessary 
to ask, are the expected benefits of the research balanced?

Another critical consideration in establishing a CBPR partnership is deciding 
how the community is defined, who represents the community, and how partners 
are selected (Israel et al. 2003). Where people have little sense of belonging to a 
community, they may have little inclination to spend time on community affairs 
(Cornwall 2008). How community has been identified therefore becomes a neces-
sary question in the category of pre-action phase considerations. It is not enough to 
assume that people in a defined geographic area make a community, and we must 
place more emphasis on knowing who the community we will be working with is, 
and why it is a community.

The questions raised in this section on the pre-action phase considerations are 
designed to encourage stakeholders to think more deeply about the decisions being 
taken to implement an action-oriented project. Should it occur that: the project is 
being undertaken because of an organizational requirement rather than a communi-
ty-led desire; one partner is set to benefit more than the other; expectations on what 
the project can practically achieve are skewed; or little thought has gone into defin-
ing or knowing the community; we must be prepared for outcomes to be hindered, 
even before contextual factors come into play.

The Research Environment

The research environment is the first of four contextual factors that may cause chal-
lenges during an action-oriented project. It is the responsibility of the practitioner/
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researcher to assess the research environment and ensure that individuals and their 
communities are not put at risk by participating in a project that acts on a problem 
in their community. However, it is a recognized challenge of CBPR that ‘participa-
tion in the action phase of CBPR projects may sometimes present risks to commu-
nity participants and actions that involve challenging powerful corporate or other 
entrenched interests may have negative consequences for those involved’ (Minkler 
2005, p. ii10). Farquhar and Wing (2003, p. 238) point out that ‘no research ques-
tion, method or result can be separated from its social context’. As a result, both 
outside researchers and community participants must be prepared for the some-
times difficult consequences that this may entail (Minkler 2004). Risk can also be 
economic in nature. Community partner organizations face financial costs from in-
volvement, such as lack of adequate reimbursement for their time spent participat-
ing, as well as opportunity costs for time taken away from other job responsibilities 
(Koné et al. 2000; Parker et al. 2003). When this risk of cost is elevated, participat-
ing in action may be avoided by community partners.

It is evident that projects that are likely to introduce an element of risk to partici-
pants and partners are less likely to result in both participation and action, therefore 
we must ask, is there risk involved in participating in the action-intervention?

Cornwall (2008) affirms that even the most transformational intentions can meet 
a dead end when intended beneficiaries choose not to take part. When a community 
has negative past experiences taking action on specific community problems, their 
involvement in the project can be greatly impeded. We must therefore ask: does the 
community have any previous experience taking action on the problem being ad-
dressed? If so, were there any events that occurred that may affect current efforts?

As an example, Cohen and Uphoff (1980) in their discussion of the task environ-
ment in which a project operates, identify such previous experience (historical fac-
tors) as one factor at the rural-agricultural level that can impact a project. They cite 
that prior experience with a project whose rice seeds failed to germinate may make 
it difficult to get new high yielding varieties adopted. Also (a possibility for a range 
of disciplines) history of embezzlement of self-help funds raised by the community 
may lead many local people to distrust a project.

Additionally, when communities have the past experience of being continually 
consulted and see nothing as a result, not participating ‘may be a pragmatic choice 
to avoid wasting time once again’ (Cornwall 2008, p. 280). ‘Participation fatigue’ 
(Cornwall 2008, p. 280) accounts for more and more active self-exclusion in action 
projects, and this problem, caused by negative past experience, should be taken into 
serious consideration.

Khanlou (2005, p. 2337) reinforces the importance of understanding the research 
environment, stating, ‘it is imperative that an acute sensitivity to the politics and 
culture of communities is demonstrated before a participatory action research proj-
ect is initiated’.

The research environment is, however, only one of the four main categories of 
contextual factors affecting knowledge to action transition. Factors relating to the 
organization, community and researcher/practitioner are just as important. The fol-
lowing sections will consider further questions to be asked as part of the Action 
Preparedness Tool for Community-Based Projects.
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The Organization

This section of the tool relates to the lead organization involved in the community-
based project. There is very little guidance on the institutional capabilities necessary 
to support and sustain CBPR and other participatory action-oriented projects, and 
discussion regarding the topic remains fragmented (Faridi et al. 2007). There are 
several necessary capabilities, for example: ‘time, energy, resources, funding mech-
anisms, tenure structures, organizational hierarchy, research focus, power-sharing 
arrangements, and institutional commitment required to conduct CBPR and main-
tain successful partnerships with communities’ (Faridi et al. 2007, p. 3). However, 
this tool highlights the importance of resources, capacity and community trust as the 
core necessities to carry out an action-oriented project.

The first question to be asked is: do the organization/initiators of change have 
the appropriate level of resources and capacity to implement the project? Whit-
more (1998) agrees, and lists several questions that organizations and individual re-
searchers should consider before embarking on a CBPR project, including whether 
the research team has the necessary skills to conduct the project, and whether the 
institution has the requisite resources and infrastructure to engage in this type of 
research. Costs for both community and academic partners to conduct participa-
tory action-oriented projects are numerous, and as suggested, there are insufficient 
resources for overcoming them (Israel et al. 1998; Koné et al. 2000; Minkler 2004). 
An effective partnership requires time and infrastructure support in order to jointly 
participate in all phases of the research, foster capacity building and, of utmost im-
portance, to establish and maintain trust (Israel et al. 2005).

Thus we arrive at the next crucial question: have the organization/initiators of 
change established trust with the community? Time, resources and capacity to build 
and maintain trust should not be underestimated. Building and maintaining trust be-
tween the university and community as well as at times among community partners 
is recognized as a substantial challenge (Israel et al. 1998; Minkler 2004). Should 
trust have not been established prior to commencing a project, we must be prepared 
to invest significant time and resources to do so.

The Community

The community is of course a major stakeholder in community-based action proj-
ects, and questions related to their future involvement in creating action should be 
considered as important as the other three contextual factors—research environ-
ment, organization and researcher/practitioner. Related to the previous question, 
whether the organization/initiators of change have established trust with the com-
munity, is the question: is the community currently engaged with the agent/initiator 
of change? Significant additional time would be required if the community does 
not yet have an established relationship with the agent of change. In Chap. 5, for 
instance, Madigan and Morris had a very short 2 week time frame to conduct their 
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project. They entered the community with an understanding of the importance of 
developing a strong relationship with the community. Their project outcomes were 
positive but should they have received resistance from the community, their entire 
project could have been jeopardized.

Timing is of great importance to conducting an action-oriented project, and can 
sometimes be overlooked in attempts to schedule activities into academic or fund-
ing calendars: is the timing of participatory action appropriate (both time of year 
and matched with catalyst for change)? In many rural areas for example, long rainy 
seasons may make it impossible to hold regular co-operative meetings throughout 
the year because roads and paths are impassable (Cohen and Uphoff 1980). Adverse 
climatic conditions affecting the facilitators’ ability to travel to meetings was cited 
as a contextual factor faced in the study of Azad et al. (2010), and whilst it may 
seem logical that seasons would be accounted for, it is not uncommon to find that 
little thought goes into the timing and duration of participatory activities (Cornwall 
2008). This also includes requesting the involvement of people who work, people 
who have small children to put to bed or feed, people who are unable to justify 
spending hours outside the household (Cornwall 2008).

An important finding by Cook (2008) is that action-oriented projects can be more 
successful when supported by social movements. They found numerous examples 
of CBPR in which community partners who had built their organizational strength 
in related social movements, such as environmental justice and labour movements, 
came to play an integral role in CBPR to generate tangible benefits for the community.

Many times, an organization’s mandate, funding requirements, or academic hy-
potheses dictate the issue to be addressed in a community. However, when the topic 
for a potential research partnership does come from an outsider, Minkler (2004) 
highlights that a key preliminary step should involve determining whether the pro-
posed subject really is high on the agenda of the affected community. Is the commu-
nity motivated for change? is a question that should not be overlooked. For CBPR 
to truly energize and empower communities, it is essential for community members 
to have a critical consciousness and increased desire and ability to mobilize their 
community to effect change (Cook 2008). To conduct a successful participatory 
action-oriented project, the community must therefore be mature enough to offer a 
vision and have the ability to jointly investigate community issues and plan a course 
of action to address them (Cook 2008).

Motivation may be key, but we also have to consider: does the community agree 
on the issue to be addressed? CBPR is committed to strengthening community 
capacity and trust, so choosing an issue or topic that may further divide community 
members may hold considerable risk (Minkler 2004).

With a topic of importance decided upon, the next question is: has communi-
ty-specific cultural protocol been adhered to? Gaining consent, either formally or 
informally, from a community leader or elder before implementing a study is an 
important consideration in developing countries, particularly rural areas (Marshall 
2006, 2007). In a survey of more than 500 researchers from developing countries, 
Kass and Hyder (2001, as cited in Marshall 2007) found that more than half sought 
approval from a community leader or village elder for documenting consent or 
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informing participants about their study and access to a site. Specific cultural proto-
col will differ from context to context. In areas where there is high gender inequal-
ity, it may not be uncommon that gender-based barriers prevent some women from 
joining groups, seeking care, or from implementing strategies if they have joined 
a group; see, for example, Azad et al. (2010). Azad also found that some women 
had to ask permission from their husbands or in-laws to join a group, which was 
problematic.

The question, does the community have previous experience with participatory 
action research or related community-based, action-oriented methodologies, has 
implications whether the answer is yes or no. Experienced communities may have 
experienced so many attempts to participate that they have become tired and cynical 
(Cornwall 2008). It is difficult to ‘sell’ the concept of participatory action-oriented 
research to community members, especially when the expected benefits aren’t tan-
gible. ‘You can’t eat participation, can you?’ was the response of one of Cornwall’s 
(2008, p. 274) disgruntled would-be community representatives, who was expected 
to mobilize his fellow community members without receiving any of the handsome 
salaries that his NGO counterparts were paid. Certainly when other organizations 
are operating in the region and they offer financial incentive for participation, com-
munity participants might be deterred from investing time in group meetings for 
which no incentives are offered (Azad et al. 2010).

The Researcher/Practitioner

Applying participatory approaches to action-oriented research projects such as PAR 
and CBPR requires not only an understanding of the orientation of research, but the 
correct personal attitude and attributes. As a research methodology separate from 
conventional approaches to research, PAR requires a very different set of skills, 
including self reflection and reflexiveness (Rice and Ezzy 1999, p. 188). The ef-
fectiveness of the PAR process depends on a researcher’s abilities to negotiate with 
a community (Westby 2003, p. 304). Westby (2003, pp. 302–304) proposes a num-
ber of considerations and recommendations to guide researchers and practitioners 
in initiating and maintaining PAR when working cross-culturally. They include: 
cultural sensitivity/awareness; ability to build collaborative relationships and trust; 
respect for and adherence to cultural protocols; interpersonal skills including em-
pathy and openness; and willingness to try out alternative constructs to explain the 
personal worldviews. It becomes necessary to ask ourselves: does the researcher/
practitioner (do I) have experience as well as personal qualities required for par-
ticipatory research? Israel (2005) identifies limited training and experience in con-
ducting CBPR as a challenge, despite the large and growing literature on how to 
carry out CBPR efforts.

Further, issues of power imbalance and insider-outsider tensions related to privi-
lege and control are widely discussed in the literature (Fadem et al. 2003, p. 254; Is-
rael et al. 1998, p. 183; Minkler 2004, p. 688; Minkler 2005, p. ii8; Wallerstein and 
Duran 2006, p. 313). ‘Even outsiders who pride themselves on being community 
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allies and trusted friends frequently fail to realize the extent of the power imbued 
by their own, often multiple, sources of privilege and how it can adversely affect 
interactions and outcomes’ (Fadem et al. 2003, p. 254). Distribution of informa-
tion, time, formal education and income reflect broader social inequities structured 
around race/ethnicity, class and gender, and these affect who participates, whose 
opinions are considered valid, and who has influence over decisions made in a com-
munity based research partnership (Israel et al. 1998, p. 183). Thus the question 
arises: has the researcher/practitioner considered the effect of power imbalance 
between the researcher and participant/community? Authors of Chap. 2, Tiwari and 
Pandya, experienced an unexpected challenge which resulted in the power residing 
with one stakeholder. In their case, the NGO held the responsibility of the direct 
link to the community, researchers, architect and the government. Unintentionally 
omitting local government bodies had unforeseen consequences.

The time-consuming nature of CBPR is continually reiterated in literature, and is 
viewed as ‘one simple manifestation of insider-outsider tensions that may involve 
conducting a participatory community project within the timeframe of the academic 
and funding calendar’ (Fadem et al. 2003, p. 254). We must therefore specifically 
ask: has the researcher/practitioner allocated an appropriate amount of time for 
the project? Real collaboration takes a lot of time, for meetings, for accountability 
processes, for working through the inevitable conflicts (Stoeker 2003, p. 101) and to 
establish and maintain trusting relationships (Israel et al. 1998, p. 182). In Karma-
liani et al.’s CBPR study to improve maternal and child health in Karachi, Pakistan 
(2009), one year was spent building a coalition with the community before even 
applying for research funding. It is true that researchers are often in an impossible 
situation when it comes to the promotion of participatory methods, because time 
is often squeezed and does not permit the required time for dialogue (Mikkelsen 
1995). We must however be mindful that CBPR is a long term commitment (Holkup 
et al. 2004; Rice and Ezzy 1999).

The processes of CBPR take investment, time and persistence, and as eloquently 
noted by Cornwall ‘they cannot be achieved by waving a magic participation wand, 
convening a participatory workshop or applying a few Participatory Rural Apprais-
al tools and hey presto, there is empowerment!’ (Cornwall 2008, p. 278).

The Way Forward

Too often, action-oriented research and projects fail to create sustainable change 
for communities facing hardship. For the sake of communities, these failures must 
be scrutinised, and reasons why interventions have not achieved desired outcomes 
must be documented. This chapter argues that contextual factors relating to the 
research environment, community, researcher perceptions and organizational ca-
pacity all have a role in affecting the transformation of knowledge to action, and 
essentially the success or failure of an intervention (in terms of ability to influ-
ence positive change). These factors are recommended to be applied as an Action 
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Preparedness Tool for Community-Based Projects before commencing action. This 
will give researchers an indication of factors requiring amendment to meet the set 
requirements, and given the current situation, the chances of transforming knowl-
edge to action.

Tested methodologies, approaches and methods alone cannot ensure a success-
ful outcome to the transition from knowledge to action. External contextual factors 
that are separate from methodological decisions impact on participatory action, and 
combined with the complex nature of community problems, can cause less desirable 
outcomes. The Action Preparedness Tool for Community-Based Projects proposed 
in this chapter can provide solutions to this problem, and it is proposed that initial 
project resources are better directed by making this assessment of whether commu-
nity efforts are likely to evoke action that leads to beneficial and sustained change. 
Although participatory approaches to research such as PAR and CBPR are inher-
ently challenging, particularly when applied in disadvantaged communities in com-
plex environments, there is hope that with continual improvements, community-led 
action research can bring about change for communities.
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Part III
Community Engagement and Capacity 

Building: a Transdisciplinary Perspective

This final part of M2 takes a more personal position as it reflects on the understand-
ings that are evolving for the editors. As members of the book’s collective, we draw 
upon the issues raised and the lessons learnt and shared by the other contributors. 
We posit that ways of conceptualizing key terms and practices may be of value 
when we address the evolution of interactions on a global scale. Personal connect-
edness is increasing, and increasingly complexified, through innovations such as 
digital media, combined with social issues such as homelessness and mental ill-
ness, and environmental issues such as climate change and extreme natural weather 
patterns. All these challenges demand that we attend to life quality for all humans. 
To do so, an awareness of how the practice of community engagement is enacted, 
and participation defined and controlled, is required. This section asks the reader 
to consider the taken-for-granted attributes and those that are still evolving in the 
light of the contextual influences we outline, in order to develop appropriate and 
empathetic practices and processes. How community is understood and by whom is 
an important topic in these discussions.

An election is coming. Universal peace is declared and the foxes have a sincere 
interest in prolonging the lives of the poultry.

George Eliot, Felix Holt, the Radical
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Abstract This chapter discusses how individual authors in Parts I and II of this 
book have understood and investigated the idea of community. We look at whether 
and how their definition of community is dependent on location and the nature of 
their projects, how their views changed through reflection and interaction with com-
munity members, and what constitutes capacity building in different socio-cultural 
contexts. The projects discussed capture a multitude of ways to interface and inter-
act with communities, of modes of interaction, empowerment or engagement, of 
varying scales and complexity and socio-economic circumstances, as well as of 
physical locations across the world. The transformative experience is valid, not only 
for local users/residents in the project, but also for the associated civil society, the 
policymakers, the professionals, the students and other social actors involved. The 
case studies described in the chapters in Parts I and II are reflected on in terms of 
the concept of community as a discipline in its own right, which builds capacity in 
a transformative experience that brings physical, social, economic or environmental 
change. We revisit notions of co-creation, capacity building and transformation, and 
identify transdisciplinary understandings of community engagement. The editors 
have arrived at the notion of community as a discipline and the increased value of 
recognizing community engagement as a transdisciplinary practice.

Keywords Capacity building · Transformation · Community development · 
Transdisciplinary community engagement · Co-design · Co-production
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Introduction

This concluding chapter offers the editors’ insights into the wider implications that 
can be drawn from the different voices in this book to contribute to a developing, 
transdisciplinary understanding of community engagement. We find that transdisci-
plinary community engagement partnerships/projects have already gained momen-
tum, and will continue to do so. Hence there is a demand for best practice models 
and methods that rationalize the complex and diverse territory to create a space 
where academics, professionals, nonprofit institutions and community can merge, 
sharing knowledge-action opportunities that engage all. To help build a framework 
for such shared creative endeavours, this chapter expands on the editors’ position-
ing of community as a discipline, as argued in Chap. 1, and on the complex and ill- 
defined concept of transdisciplinarity and its implications for community engage-
ment and capacity building.

This book began by identifying the following questions:

• How do researchers and professionals engage with the community? What is the 
impact on the form and degree of engagement of different disciplinary perspec-
tives, the range of attributes, various scales, different locations and whether the 
project is set in a developing or developed world context?

• Does this community engagement assist to build the capacity of the local com-
munity members and empower them personally, socially or economically?

• If so, what are the models and methods required for successful or meaningful 
engagement? What tools are integrated to facilitate the necessary interactions 
with community?

As we responded to these questions, firstly by using visual techniques in Chap. 11 
to describe Part I models, the editors have examined the methodologies and theo-
ries described, the tools used, the context of the communities, and the concepts of 
power sharing and participation discussed by contributing authors. We have con-
sidered commonalities and diversity in community engagement from the included 
discipline perspectives, and the significance of what constitutes capacity building 
in different socio-cultural contexts. Building on Chap. 11, in this chapter the editors 
continue the investigation and fold in further narratives from Part II, to consider the 
barriers, challenges and most importantly, the potential of community engagement 
as we define it.

In Chap. 1, we hypothesized the concept of community as a discipline in its 
own right, which builds capacity in a transformative experience that brings physi-
cal, social, economic or environmental change. This chapter revisits the notion of 
community through a transdisciplinary lens, which we have used to investigate all 
the contributing authors’ projects. The outcome of this approach has been the new 
concept of community as a discipline. Hence the second section of this chapter 
investigates the idea of community as understood by contributing authors, and then 
summarizes the barriers, challenges and potential of community engagement. We 
follow with the implications this has for framing community as a discipline in the 
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context of transdisciplinarity. We argue that projects done with an understanding 
of community as a discipline can lead to transformation for all involved. Thus the 
third section explores capacity building as a transformative process. We conclude 
by reprising the new concept of community that has emerged from this book.

Transdisciplinarity in Community Based Projects

When we examine the common barriers, challenges and potentials in the different 
disciplinary approaches of the contributing authors, in their understanding of com-
munity and their ways of engaging, we open the door to other approaches. To set the 
groundwork for the following discussion, this section talks about useful concepts 
that have emerged in the process of writing the book and through the examination 
of contributing authors’ models of engagement. We expand on the meaning, use and 
importance of transdisciplinarity in community-based projects, including related 
concepts, wicked problems, and co-creation/co-design/co-production.

The Emergence of Transdisciplinarity

Transdisciplinarity emerged in the 1970s (Hoffmann-Riem et al. 2008) as a response 
to a segregation of disciplines in the social sphere (Hoffmann-Riem et al. 2008; 
Russell et al. 2008; Novy 2012). Transdisciplinarity, like the term sustainability, has 
the potential to be ignored as a ‘buzz’ word, that is presented as a ‘one-size-fits-all’  
concept (Russell et al. 2008). There is a plethora of definitions and constructs of 
the term transdisciplinarity, but an inclusive definition is that this methodology 
works across ( trans-) discursive and cultural practices ( disciplinary) to bring to-
gether structures, institutions and agencies (Miciukiewicz et al. 2012), in an effort 
to combine academic and non-academic knowledge and produce united knowledge 
(Doucet and Janssens 2011; Ramadier 2004). Ramadier (2004) importantly reminds 
us that new knowledge is not necessarily produced, but is rather a result of existing 
knowledge being articulated and, we would add, combined.

Tress et al. (2005) have defined interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary and transdis-
ciplinary studies in terms of the degree and strength of integration. ‘We define trans-
disciplinary studies as projects that both integrate academic researchers from differ-
ent unrelated disciplines and non-academic participants, … to research a common 
goal and create new knowledge and theory’ (Tress et al. 2005, p. 17). Figure 15.1, 
adapted from Tress et al.’s (2005, p. 17) diagrammatic illustration of integrative 
research models, illustrates the increasing degree of integration from participatory/
multidisciplinary to interdisciplinary/transdisciplinary. Tress et al. stress that ‘The 
main differences between the proposed concepts are the intensity of cooperation 
and integration of disciplines and the involvement of non-academic fields’ (Tress 
et al. 2005, p. 17).
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Transdisciplinarity has emerged as a research practice that foregrounds the issue 
of research as the focus rather than discipline-specific methods and theories (Leavy 
2011). Cassinari et al. (2011, p. 40) further defines transdisciplinarity as follows:

[Transdisciplinarity]… recognises the dynamics of similarities across disciplinary knowl-
edge (e.g. community development, social work, social planning). And disciplines here 
refer not only to scientific disciplines, but equally to practice fields also. [The goal of trans-
disciplinary research] is the holistic understanding of the world through the connections 
and unity of knowledge (Nicolescu 2002)…. Sometimes, a new ‘discipline’ may emerge, 
such as political ecology, cultural geography, complexity (physics, philosophy, cybernet-
ics). Essential to transdisciplinary research is cooperation between scientists and those 
practitioners working outside academic communities.

As this book has developed in our community of writing, the editors’ views have 
changed. At the book’s conception we laid out Part I within a framework of com-
munities of locale, communities of knowledge and communities of practice. Over 
18 months, when we paused at chapter and book development milestones along the 
way, we facilitated writing and brainstorming workshops with contributing authors. 
These authors come from a variety of discipline areas, with different methodolo-
gies and conceptions of community. At the end, through the process of developing 
the ideas together in our writing and workshop discussions, we (the editors) have 
arrived at the notion of community as a discipline, and the increased value of recog-
nizing community engagement as a transdisciplinary practice.

Transdiscplinarity can be thought of, in a graphic way, as rhizomatic thinking 
and practice, to adopt Deleuze and Guattari’s useful distinction between arborescent 
and rhizomatic thinking (1987). ‘Arborescent (tree-like) thinking is characterized 
by linearity, hierarchy, fixity, and deep rootedness’ (Baldwin 2013, p. 106) as in, 
for instance, the traditional demarcations of academic disciplines, of methodolo-
gies in scientific/quantitative versus humanistic/qualitative research, and of social 
groups or classes in communities. In contrast, rhizomatic thinking is characterized 

Fig. 15.1  High integration of various stakeholders (academic and non-academic), suggests an 
integrative, transdisciplinary approach, based on co-creation and collaboration. (Diagram adapted 
from Tress et al. 2005, p. 17)
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by ‘non-linearity, horizontal relations’, and pathways that are ‘non-centred, anar-
chic, and nomadic’ (Baldwin 2013, p. 106). This allows for connections to be made 
throughout the rhizome (albeit, perhaps, indirect ones). ‘We can enter the rhizome 
at any point, from which we can move to any other point’ Baldwin 2013, p. 107), 
forming connections or relationships between those things that we assemble in con-
stituting ourselves or our practices. Thus, in this chapter, we can trace connections, 
if not direct lines, between the different aspects of the projects our researchers have 
engaged in.

This also allows for distance in time and memory—the outreaches of the rhizome 
that are available to use but perhaps are rarely visited or even forgotten about until 
something prompts us to tread again that pathway (Baldwin 2013). This situates 
the spirit of community, not as a hierarchy, but as rhizomatic and holistic, meaning 
you can enter it at any point, and your entry point is less important than the connec-
tions within, which can lead to surprising new, transformative formations of change, 
taking communities to new possibilities of creativity and innovation. Here we are 
speaking about how the stakeholders look at the situation, rather than the project 
plan (or model) which may be more linear.

Transdisciplinarity needs to be flexible, responsive, sustainable and democratic 
(Novy 2012; Russell, Wickson and Carew 2008). Despite being complex, it is clear 
that the transdisciplinary approach is the key to holistic problem solving at a local 
level (O’Campo et al. 2011). Because it is system-oriented and not object-oriented, 
transdisciplinarity is a positive move toward better methods of capacity building 
and community engagement (Russell et al. 2008).

Next, we look at different aspects that are of relevance to transdisciplinarity: (a) 
wicked problems and (b) co-design and co-production. Figure 15.2 illustrates the 
connectedness between these problems and responses.

a) Wicked Problems

A wicked problem is one that is difficult to solve because of incomplete, contradic-
tory, and changing requirements that are often difficult to recognize, and is charac-
terized by its resistance to resolution. Rittel and Webber (1973) coined the term in 

Fig. 15.2  Connections between wicked problems, transdisciplinarity and co-creation
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the context of problems of social policy and planning; their formulation specified 
ten characteristics.

Conklin (2006, p. 43) argues that wicked problems can occur in any domain 
involving stakeholders with differing perspectives, and generalizes the concept to 
other areas, defining the characteristics as:

1. The problem is not understood until after the formulation of a solution.
2. Wicked problems have no stopping rule.
3. Solutions to wicked problems are not right or wrong.
4. Every wicked problem is essentially novel and unique.
5. Every solution to a wicked problem is a ‘one shot operation.’
6. Wicked problems have no given alternative solutions.

A recurring theme in literature is the connection between wicked problems and de-
sign (Rittel 1988; Stolterman 2008). Design problems are typically wicked because 
they are often ill-defined (no prescribed way forward), involve stakeholders with 
different perspectives, and have no right or optimal solution (Conklin 2005). Thus 
wicked problems cannot be solved by the application of standard (or known) meth-
ods; they demand creative solutions (Conklin 2007).

Roberts (2000, pp. 4–6) identifies the following three strategies to cope with 
wicked problems: (a) authoritative, (b) competitive and (c) collaborative.

a. Authoritative strategies seek to tame wicked problems by vesting the respon-
sibility and power for solving the problems in the hands of a few people. The 
reduction in the number of stakeholders reduces problem complexity, making it 
more expedient, as many competing points of view are eliminated at the start. 
The disadvantage is that authorities and experts charged with solving the prob-
lem may not have an appreciation of all the perspectives needed to tackle the 
problem.

b. Competitive strategies attempt to solve wicked problems by pitting opposing 
points of view against each other, requiring parties that hold these views to come 
up with their preferred solutions. The advantage of this approach is that different 
solutions can be weighed up against each other and the best one chosen. Central 
to competitive strategies is the search for power. The disadvantage is that this 
adversarial approach creates a confrontational environment in which knowledge 
sharing is discouraged.

c. Collaborative strategies are ‘premised on the principle that by joining forces 
parties can accomplish more as a collective than they can achieve by acting as 
independent agents’ (Roberts 2000, p. 6). Typically these approaches involve 
meetings in which issues and ideas are discussed and a common, agreed approach 
is formulated. The advantages of collaboration are numerous, including sharing 
the costs, risks and benefits. The most compelling is the premise that by joining 
forces (authorities, experts and locals) the approach is more likely to be right 
about the problem and right about the solution. The disadvantages of collabora-
tion are that the problem-solving effort increases meetings, the number of people 
involved, and effort and time. Establishing operating procedures, and develop-
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ing skills of collaboration, participation and team-based approaches to problem-
solving and decision-making take additional time and resources.

Nonetheless, it is collaborative ones we are interested in here. These strategies aim 
to engage all stakeholders in order to find the best possible solution for all. Co-
design and co-production are implicated here.

b) Co-design and Co-production

This is related to the knowledge production process introduced in Chap. 1—co-cre-
ation, co-design or co-production of knowledge, and/or systems and/or outcomes. 
The emphasis here is on bottom-up discourse formation, as opposed to traditional 
authoritarian, imposed definitions and parameters. Co-production aims for collab-
orative ways to create knowledge and address problems occurring in specific con-
texts (Fontan et al. 2013). It is a ‘process by which the user [community] is led to 
participate in the production of the service [development, building] she/he requests’ 
(Vaillancourt 2009; as cited in Fontan et al. 2013, p. 312).

Design processes are very suited to wicked problems, as design practices inte-
grate all aspects of a situation; they consider, for instance, that people, processes 
and technology problems have to be considered equally, and at the same time.

Although transdisciplinarity is much discussed in the research literature, there 
are few texts that discuss transdisciplinary community engagement. Therefore, the 
following section looks at concepts of community and community engagement 
models in relation to case studies presented by contributing authors through the 
lens of transdisciplinarity, in order to expand our understanding of this emerging 
concept.

Community as an Idea

Community, as debated in Chap. 1, is a broadly defined concept that is understood 
through socio-cultural-political-economic theories and practice, and therefore con-
tinually reconceptualized.

When the editors speak of community engagement, we are talking about rela-
tionships, an attitude of practice, a way of acting, mutual respect. This is where 
community always has the potential to be an equal partner. We recognize there are 
times and contexts where this way of operating is not appropriate (Guggleberger 
and Dur 2011; Roberts 2000); for example, when there are disastrous events, lives 
are lost or damaged and pandemic disease may break out, and urgent action is cru-
cial. In this case authoritative, expert–led action is likely to be the most expedient 
and relevant.

However, as we were looking for collaborative models, the authors invited to 
contribute to this book were those working in community engagement projects that 
did not involve emergency and disaster relief. Therefore all projects in the book 
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have benefited in some degree from a collaborative planning/action approach, and 
our hypothesis is that a considered, conscious transdisciplinary approach has even 
greater potential to build capacity by seizing possibilities and overcoming barriers 
to effective community engagement.

In this context, all things being equal, we maintain that ‘the community’, the site 
where the problem/action occurs, needs to be an equal partner in the identification 
of issues, development, action and evaluation. We maintain that others engaging 
must also be recognized as partners, with issues and needs of their own.

Within this transdisciplinary framework, we examine how the authors working 
across the fields of health, environment, ecology, social sciences, humanities, plan-
ning and design, have thought about community and the ways in which they interact 
with these communities.

In Chap. 1, the editors discussed others’ conceptions of community engage-
ment and their own positions. In previous work on community engagement, the 
editors conceptualized that community engagement is ‘about learning and exchang-
ing knowledge, identifying priorities, possibilities, making decisions, and making 
things happen’ (Beeck at al. 2011, p. 17), and is a ‘cooperative process of working 
with people to address their wellbeing, crossing disciplinary boundaries, and us-
ing multiple knowledge from inside and outside the community’ (Lommerse 2011, 
p. 26).

When the editors envisioned the shape and contents of this book, they hypoth-
esized a framework and a diagram and called for abstracts that spoke to the model 
of community engagement as proposed in Chap. 1 (see Fig. 1.1). Each author/group 
of authors was then asked to map their case study onto the community engagement 
framework. From the individual case studies described in chaps. 2–10, we argue, a 
unique model was created in response to the nature of the communities that were 
engaged, the scale and type of project, and the disciplinary perspectives of the re-
searchers. For a visual narration of the nine models, see Figs. 11.1–11.9.

To understand what constitutes a community, we now examine how the contrib-
uting authors have (a) conceived, and (b) engaged with a community.

a) Conceptions of Community

The contributing authors describe the community projects they have engaged with 
and report on by using various conceptions of community. Some authors describe the 
community as a group specific to a locality (Chap. 3, Singh et al.); others describe 
educational projects that conceive of communities as a group that shares common 
knowledge (Chap. 9, Farren and Spanbroek). Some describe practice-based projects 
that bring a group of people together in communities of practice (Chap. 8, Mc-
Gann and Milech). Methods of engagement sometimes determine the conception 
of communities; for example, a ‘digital community’ built around a shared interest 
area, as in Chap. 7 by Deluca, is a community that is not place-based and is widely 
dispersed. In a number of chapters, the project profiled integrated several of these 
conceptions of community.
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While the authors’ case studies were each embedded in a specific community 
with its own issues, problems, strengths, knowledge and skills, the core characteris-
tics of community have been identified through the chapters, and the methodologies 
and methods could be transferred to another context. Therefore the next section 
provides a glimpse of the concepts of community, the engagement between the 
communities, and how that may affect capacity building within and between those 
communities.

Example model one

Intent, aim and likely outcome McGann and Milech’s model (Chap. 8) offers pro-
bono architectural design services to communities in a way ‘that facilitates capacity- 
building opportunities for three cohorts: academic researchers, early-career grad-
uates and industry professionals through a collaborative framework.’ The fourth  
participant, the client/user, gained in the capacity-development effect of the project. 
The tangible outcome was the production of a twin-house design for a disabled 
person.

Characteristics The model sits in a research and praxis nexus in architecture 
and design, in a suburban neighborhood, in a developed country. The architect/
researcher/practice/client engaged through using the tools of design thinking and 
creative practice, Implicit in the engagement was the valuing of the client/user’s 
experience and knowledge in the process of development, decisions and actions 
(see Fig. 11.7).

Capacity building McGann and Milech report a considerable gain in capacity. In 
their conclusion, they describe the following outcomes. ‘The client gained a design 
far beyond his expectations and developed ownership of the project through the 
consultation stages.’ Importantly, he gained hope and a vision for his future. ‘The 
graduate/recent employee gained strong client/community experience, formed a 
bond with the client and grew to understand the everyday diverse needs of wheel-
chair users’. The academic developed the capacity to publish, and the professional 
practice gained the capacity to develop an employee’s skills. ‘Each participant in 
this project gained something pertinent to their life circumstances and professional 
trajectory.’

Future potential the innovative twin houses design for a disabled person has 
evidently brought transformative and positive change to the life of a person with 
disabilities, a community of one, which expands to include family, carers and neigh-
bours. This community is a special sector of society, dealing with physical capac-
ities that are not the ‘norm’ in society; therefore the ‘normal’ built environment 
(inside/outside, domestic/public) and the constructs/policies that determine them 
do not adequately support the wellbeing and livelihood of this sector. The support 
structures are so silo-thinking that innovative solutions such as this are unusual. The 
overlapping interests of the two communities (one a disabled family, the second an 
academic/graduate/practice seeking development opportunities) meet and mesh rhi-
zomatically to create a hybrid—an innovation, perhaps a transdisciplinary hotspot. 
The model can be usefully applied to other contexts. For example, for the wider 
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disabled community in a suburb, city or region, creative practitioners can work 
with the residents, and with social service specialists and/or policy makers to create 
a more accessible and livable habitus, which would illustrate to the neighborhood 
and beyond that a person with disabilities can lead a meaningful and productive life 
in the community.

Example model two

Intent, aim and likely outcome In Farren and Spanbroek’s model (Chap. 9), the case 
study utilized a cross-sector approach, engaging businesses, council, educators, stu-
dents and the private sector. The aim, in response to the changing needs identified 
by the city council, was

…to enrich the existing social, cultural and business environment. Their vision was to cre-
ate a …[city centre] that was cohesive and coherent and that retained the unique sense of 
place of each of its public spaces. [The tangible outcome was the visual material developed, 
which provides] a database of ideas …that enabled the local community to see their city 
through fresh eyes.

Characteristics The model uses social engagement and street activation as a cata-
lyst for change. It is sited in an inner urban centre, in a developed country. Design 
students, creative practitioners and academics engage in a re-examination of the 
city, developing ideas which presented a new vision for public sites, with a focus on 
issues of accessibility and liveability. They actively engaged the local community 
in dialogue and interaction with the ‘“re-visioning” process and re-examination of 
ideas about the city.’ The core characteristics are revealed through the parties who 
engage in creative change. The outsiders share values around design practice, design 
thinking, learning and knowledge development, people-environment relationships 
and creative practice. The insiders hold and open up for creative engagement the 
culture of their city, its livability and vitality, its unique heritage and attributes of 
place (see Fig. 11.8).

Barriers and challenges identified Time for planning and development and finite 
funding limited the potential for a project of this scale.

Capacity building Farren and Spanbroek report that the students gained capac-
ity, strengthening their learning of design, technical skills and ability to engage in 
real-life situations and collaborative work. They state in their conclusion, ‘There is 
recognition of the economic value and significance of cultural…[development].’ 
Therefore, this indicates that there is community value in the projects that ‘engage 
the community in reflection on and identification of its unique status’ suggesting the 
model has potential for building the community’s capacity.

Future potential Farren and Spanbroek’s framework makes rhizomatic connections 
with: issues defined by community of locale: council, people on the street, store 
owners; and students and their teachers and mentors. The ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ 
communities come together in a creative assemblage—the exhibition of the find-
ings and possibilities. The harnessing of the objectives of two parties through a 
problem to be resolved opens new understandings, new creative projects, new solu-
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tions to community needs. The model will be valuable for communities interested 
in building their community through the recognition and valuing of local culture 
and design institutions wishing to expand knowledge of community engagement.

Example model three

Intent, aim and likely outcome The third example, Chap. 4 by Mendoza-Arroyo 
and Vall-Casas, is very different to the prior two, as it examines methodologies and 
models used, and the built public spaces that result. The tangible outcome is the 
analysis of the urban renewal tools in terms of the ‘relationship between the partici-
patory process and the urban design quality.’

Characteristics The model assesses participatory and inclusive decision-making 
in urban neighbourhood regeneration, and is situated in the disciplines of urban 
planning, urban design and social sciences. The case study is sited across a large 
metropolitan region in a developed country. In this model the authors examine the 
participatory processes that involved consultation with hundreds of citizen partici-
pants, dozens of districts, their councils and the planners, and that resulted in exten-
sive regenerative planning and building over a 20 year period (see Fig. 11.3).

Capacity building The capacity built in this model is knowledge—important 
knowledge about common methods, and theory about participative processes and 
how they work/don’t work in reality.

Future potential The model provides a framework for other disciplines investigat-
ing participatory practices, and other regions wishing to explore similar issues iden-
tified in the case study.

It is one thing to define a community, but it is another to engage with them. The 
following point talks about additional models, and the authors’ different engage-
ments with community.

b) How are Communities Engaged?

We now foreground how the contributing authors have engaged with the communities.

Example model four

Intent, aim and likely outcome Chapter 2  by Tiwari and Pandya describes a com-
munity action project for a slum community, where different stakeholders had 
different objectives for the project. The tangible outcomes were ‘a less polluting 
environment, as a result of recycling of municipal waste…[and] economic ben-
efits to the community through the construction of affordable built forms’ such 
as an activity centre—both the physical space and its program of activities and 
services.

Characteristics The model sits in an ethnographic and collaborative model of 
inquiry, using creative practice in the discipline of architecture. The case study was 
situated in a lower socio-economic community (a slum) in a developing country. 
The authors placed importance on partnership, and the building of capacity in each 
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of three partners collaborating on the project: the community of locale where the 
action is taking place, the NGO, and the students and researchers. The tools of 
engagement were: relationship building with stakeholders, observation, participant 
observation, scenario building, co-design workshops, informal chats, unstructured 
interviews, co-construction, awareness programs and community events.

Capacity building …strategies include providing residents with skills to participate and 
identify their needs and issues, encouraging them to express their views on local issues 
before co-designing and co-constructing with them, letting them make informed deci-
sions about their priorities, and establishing a wide range of participation and representa-
tion structures. All these are effective in encouraging reciprocity, skill development and 
innovation.

(See Fig. 11.1)

Barriers and challenges identified Tiwari and Pandya stated that
… the aim of collaborative planning was to have a horizontal relationship between all 
stakeholders, with everyone being equal to each other. However, the challenge was that on 
the ground things were different. All efforts to make this project successful were channelled 
through the NGO….

and thus, power resided with the NGO and resulted in the role of local government 
being negligible. The authors consider that it is essential to involve local govern-
ment bodies and other legislative bodies so that the planning and financial measures 
can be re-oriented for a greater involvement of residents in activities that meet their 
needs and aspirations.

Capacity building Tiwari and Pandya report that capacity was built for the NGO, 
community, local practitioners, architecture students, and researchers, and that: 
‘Reciprocity, learning and creative innovation are the most significant capacity 
building outcomes (Innes and Booher 2003) and these are reflected tangibly and 
intangibly in the Activity Centre initiative.’

Future potential The roles played by different stakeholders (slum dwellers, NGO, 
students and researchers, practitioner) could be conceptualized as rhizomatic and 
holistic. The model is inclusive in that it provides the opportunity to have a say to 
the socio-economic groups who are generally left voiceless in the negotiations and 
decisions about their right to city spaces. This could be a vehicle for similar work 
in the future.

Example model five

Intent, aim and likely outcome In Chap. 10, Di Mauro uses co-creation, engaging 
the local community to solve an urban planning problem. The tangible outcomes 
were concepts for the ‘Ideal Town’ project. However it is the intangible outcomes, 
brought about through the process whereby the author engages with the community, 
that he underlines.

Characteristics The model sits within public art and design practice, and is 
designer/artist-directed, using community-led, sustainable practices. The case study 
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is sited in the rural and urban regions of a developed country. Di Mauro use tools 
such as: archival research, exhibition/showcase, display, sounding board, the act 
of disclosure, workable templates, progressive evaluations, and hands-on activity.

Di Mauro describes how, when working with community as a partner, he consid-
ers how to develop the capacity of the community in regard to developing ideas and 
actions. He describes how he engages the community in the contribution to knowl-
edge, and expands on the methodology he uses to co-create:

…the artist becomes the catalyst for the sharing of local knowledge. The artist moves from 
a process of being solely responsible for injecting an expressive content into the commu-
nity to one of the community being proactive in the contribution of knowledge towards an 
unknown end.

(See Fig. 11.9).

Capacity building Di Mauro reports that capacity was built for the community, 
in terms of understanding the creative process, confidence building through trans-
parency, equity and inclusion, breaking down barriers and negating difference. He 
describes his methods for building the recognition of skills and ongoing economic 
capacity in a community, working in partnership to develop the capacity of the com-
munity through creative ideas and actions:

In an effort to extend on notions of ownership, it is important for the artist to seek out vari-
ous skills that exist within the community or be prepared to train others to build up their 
skills in order to keep local content at its maximum. Quite often this retraining or reawak-
ening of dormant skills continues to energize community and local industry long after the 
project has been completed.

Future potential The model reveals the transition of disciplinary practices and val-
ues (of artists) into a community engaged model. The value of this model is the 
ways in which a discipline can transition. This relates to some of the reflective 
practice, the ‘aha’ moments in Chap. 12 by Smith:

… for those entering community work, either as an academic or as a discipline expert, there 
is a need to consider what it is to be a novice in this new type of domain… in the profes-
sional development of a community engagement practitioner.

The model itself has the potential for application across community development, 
planning and design practice engaged with community. It also could be trialled in 
areas such as health.

Creative art and design pursuits, especially if deeply reliant on an understanding of place, 
provide an ideal opportunity to identify and showcase knowledge and skills which exist 
within the local community but which quite often are never made public. Through such 
showcasing of events, employment and commissioning opportunities for artists and crafts 
workers are realized, and may often lead to new financial avenues for the production of new 
art and cottage industries.… The opportunity exists for the artist to showcase and encourage 
local knowledge and skills, and in the process provide sub groups with an opportunity to 
collaborate and contribute to their community.

Example model six
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Intent, aim and likely outcome Chapter 6 by Reid et al. describes the model involved 
in a research collaboration that was established between the Center for Rural Devel-
opment (CRD) (India) and the Centre for International Health (CIH) in Australia. 
The initial requirement of CRD was ‘an assessment to gain a better understanding 
of available health care facilities and access to the health of local communities’ in 
a district within a developing country. The tangible outcome is a practical approach 
to applying participatory action research (PAR) in communities, from assessment of 
community needs, to an example of addressing the identified needs in a case study.

Characteristics The model sits in PAR methodology, which places the power of 
problem identification and decisions on action in the hands of the affected com-
munity. Situated in community and international health, the project assesses and 
addresses community health needs. The case study is situated in tribal communi-
ties (Indigenous disadvantaged peoples) in five rural villages in a developing coun-
try. The tools used were: participatory action research methodology; participatory 
approaches; rapid participatory appraisal (RPA) observation; focus groups and 
interviews with key informants; secondary data/documents and community meet-
ings (see Fig. 11.5).

Barriers and challenges identified Read et al. identified a number of barriers that 
related to contextual factors in the research environment. Power relations within 
the community, the researchers’ and community members’ time limitations, and 
organizational capacity, all had a role in affecting the transformation of knowledge 
to action.

Capacity building Reid et al. report that the capacity built includes learning, social 
engagement, raising awareness of community health issues, and encouraging com-
munities to realize their own potential in addressing community needs.

Future potential Read et al. present a model that can effectively guide commu-
nity-based action researchers working in the area of community health ‘to produce 
knowledge, action and change, whilst empowering local people to construct and 
use their own knowledge in order to emancipate themselves from their situations.’ 
Being context-specific, participatory approaches to research can be applied to any 
study with its own methodology. Therefore the potential is for this model to be 
trialled and/or modified by many other disciplines to see what emerges in a trans-
disciplinary context.

The authors in examples 4–6 set up their models with the explicit intention of 
having the affected community participate in all aspects of the process, including 
problem definition, consensus on priorities, identifying and securing resources, 
developing strategies, actioning, and post-project reviews. It is worth noting that 
Tiwari and Pandya explicitly include the other stakeholders (academics/students’ 
community of learning and knowledge and the NGO) as having equal partnership in 
these aspects, whereas the other two sets of authors do not mention this. We suggest 
that this awareness of the other stakeholders is a connection in the transdisciplinary, 
rhizomatic assemblage that can help to ease difficulties and meet challenges as they 
arise.
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We see, then, that six different sets of authors conceive of community engage-
ment and partnerships in different ways, depending on their disciplinary views, as 
well as the context within which they are working. This points to the relevance 
of the transdisciplinary model, which will be appropriate to the time, place and 
resources available. Many of the authors have adopted a core principle of ‘commu-
nity as equal partner’, emphasizing the importance of knowledge, skills, values and 
social capital for community capacity building.

Building on the diverse conceptions of communities and ways of engaging, the 
next section explores some of the barriers, challenges and potentials uncovered in 
the models.

Barriers, Challenges and Possibilities Within Community 
Engagement

We wish to open up the debate about other ways of knowing and participating in 
community-based projects. But to do so, we first need to consider the numerous bar-
riers and challenges that may arise during implementation of community engaged 
projects, ones that can turn action into an idealistic pursuit rather than a reality. 
Many of these issues relate to the systems that are embedded in social constructs, 
and are embedded in ways of working and disciplinary values, beliefs and practices.

Understanding the contextual factors that may impede the ability to influence 
positive change in communities can help to better direct limited resources.

Many of the community-based projects that are described in this book are multi-
dimensional and undefined, that is, they involve ‘wicked’ problems. Locational 
aspects—whether the context was a developing or developed country, or a rural 
or urban setting—contributed to specific and different barriers and challenges. In 
Chap. 11, the editors examined the key barriers and challenges that emerged: (a) 
power relationships, (b) time and timing, and (c) finances; here we elaborate on 
these.

a) Power Relationships

Power relationships are implied in all the contributed chapters in this book. The 
examples are diverse, complex, and context specific; examples include:

• Researchers, as outsiders to the community, emphasized the need to respect the 
capacity of the ‘insiders’ in the situation to make decisions. For example, a two- 
(or more) way knowledge-sharing framework was set up instead of a commonly 
held perception that the ‘outsider’ carries expert knowledge (Chap. 2, Tiwari and 
Pandya; Chap. 8, McGann and Milech; Chap. 10, Di Mauro).

• Cultural protocols differ from context to context, and gender-based barriers were 
strong, preventing some women from joining groups, seeking care, or from im-
plementing strategies if they had joined a group (Chap. 3, Singh et al.; Chap. 6, 
Reid et al.; Chap. 14, Reid).
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• Issues of power imbalance (within the community) and insider-outsider tensions 
related to privilege and control affect the engagement and outcomes:

Distribution of information, time, formal education and income reflect broader social 
inequities structured around race/ethnicity, class and gender, and these affect who par-
ticipates, whose opinions are considered valid, and who has influence over decisions 
made in a community based research partnership. (Chap. 13, Rahman and Pokrant)

• There may be an imbalance of expectations of each partner in terms of their in-
volvement and the level of action and change expected from the project (Chap. 2, 
Tiwari and Pandya; Chap. 9, Farren and Spanbroek; Chap. 12, Smith; Chap. 14, 
Reid). For example, the expectations of community partners’ participation and/
or community members’ available time and motivation may be overestimated. 
Opinions about the appropriate timing to implement the interventions may differ 
substantially between partners.

• Project leaders and their support teams are themselves entangled in local power 
relations and struggles rather than being mere technical service providers. Local 
priorities often differ from project or state priorities, and researchers must be 
ready to re-think project directions in the light of experience. Giving local people 
a stake in project work is essential to project implementation, and researchers 
must be ready to see project objectives change, both as a result of increasing 
knowledge about the local circumstances, and also through the influence of local 
people wanting changes to how and for whom the project is being carried out 
(Chap. 13, Rahman and Pokrant).

These power relationships impact heavily on the other two factors summarized be-
low: time and timing, and finances.

b) Time and Timing

Time was a limiting factor that all the case studies shared. For example, the time 
limits of researchers working within the academic calendar often placed restric-
tions on what could be accomplished, as did the time frame of each project itself as 
defined, for instance, by the funding body. The longevity of a project, constrained 
by these limits, affects the effectiveness of capacity building. Time and timing also 
needs to be considered within the affected community.

…whilst it may seem logical that seasons would be accounted for, it is not uncommon to 
find that little thought goes into the timing and duration of participatory activities (Corn-
wall 2008). This also includes requesting involvement of people who work, people who 
have small children to put to bed or feed, people who are unable to justify spending hours 
outside the household (Cornwall 2008; cited in Chap. 14, Read).

The time-consuming nature of collaborative community-based projects is well-
known. The more stakeholders, the more people with whom to communicate and 
get agreement. In addition, the need for coordination and communication, and to 
build the skills of collaboration, participation and team-based approaches to prob-
lem-solving and decision-making, take additional time and resources.
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c) Finances

Finances constrict change agents’ ability to commit to an ongoing program, and 
are usually required to build the capacity of community-based initiatives. For ex-
ample, a number of the case studies illustrated the first phase of an action-based 
cycle, where the various players had got to the stage of problem identification, and 
developed the relationships around change and agreement about the way forward 
(Chap. 3, Singh et al.; Chap. 5, Madigan and Morris; Chap. 6, Read et al.; Chap. 12, 
Smith; Chap. 14, Read).

Additionally, finances constrict the affected community members’ ability to 
commit to a project. Often they find it difficult to take time away from other com-
mitments such as family duties and income generating activities. Access to financ-
es can also support the development of income-generating activities for training, 
equipment and infrastructure such as micro-financing of start-up operations.

Finances for a project can create potential. They can break poverty cycles, for 
example, by supporting local industries to buy required infrastructure, materials 
and/or business expertise. And they can increase health funding for vaccines, health 
programs, medical education and services.

Common Ground for Connections

It is recognized that taking community action with active involvement of commu-
nities is challenging, and contextual challenges can effectively halt any action to 
overcome community issues and address problems. Therefore, Part II of the book 
explores the common ground between the different disciplinary approaches and of-
fers reflections and tools for consideration. In Chap. 12, Smith provides examples 
of the barriers that may arise during community projects, ranging in scale from mi-
cro-interior projects to larger village and town settings. A valuable tool is the ‘hints 
for practitioners’ (Table 12.3), which offers suggestions for community engagement 
practitioners who embark on community-based projects. In Chap. 13, Rahman and 
Pokrant relate experiences over 20 years in several action research and academic 
studies of natural resource management in Bangladesh. The authors explore the 
relationship between communities of practice and communities of place. Rahman 
and Pokrant state that putting local people first can range from local people being 
co-producers of the project design, implementation and evaluation, to being simply 
beneficiaries or ‘objects of study’. All the projects described in Chap. 13 fall be-
tween these two poles in that they sought to increase local participation in project 
activities. The content of this chapter provides a number of reflections which can 
assist others directly, as well as highlighting the complexity and the evolution of 
place-based projects of this scale.

Chapter 14 by Read presents a new tool, formulated as an instrument to identify 
and categorize context-specific challenges. It is intended to help stakeholders iden-
tify potential road blocks in their project, which will give them options to develop 
proactive strategies. Read introduces an Action Preparedness Tool for Community-
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Based Projects, designed for the stage between identifying community issues to be 
addressed and taking action to address the issues. This tool will help stakeholders 
identify potential challenges before they take action. Chapters. 12–14 each explore 
power relationships from their disciplinary perspectives.

The collaboration between disciplines, in which we include the community, has 
its challenges and barriers. For the researcher, the challenge is to detach themselves 
from their discipline, in particular their traditional research methods (Ramadier 
2004), without completely disregarding their knowledge (Hoffmann-Riem et al. 
2008). As Russell et al. phrase it, the thought of the researcher can often be ‘where 
is the place for people in our knowledge?’ (Russell et al. 2008, p. 464). The next 
section will address this challenge by suggesting that conceptualizing community 
as a discipline will overcome artificial, hierarchical barriers.

Community as a Discipline

Approaching the community or public as a discipline is a necessary value in trans-
disciplinary methodology. For any actor truly trying to approach social problems in 
which the community is the key stakeholder and the end-user, the community must 
be identified as having equal status to all others.

To begin, it is useful to restate the editors’ positioning of how community oper-
ates as its own discipline from Chap. 1. This sets the groundwork for a discussion 
on what emerges from the contributing authors’ chapters. The editors explored a 
reconceptualization of community as a discipline, in order to embed the equity of 
the players in a participatory project that stresses community engagement; that is, 
one where the community, gifted with expert inside knowledge, invites external 
experts to work with them and share their outside knowledge, in order to understand 
and address locally defined issues. The community members are participants who 
are both the hosts and meaningful contributors. Chapter 1 outlines this premise with 
the recognition of a number of attributes of transdisciplinary community action for 
change:

• the community owns and/or belongs to the location of the project;
• the project activities will occur on community members’ territory;
• the project will disrupt the community’s existence in some way;
• the consequences (positive and negative) will remain with the community after 

the life of the project (Chap. 1, Smith et al.).

The concept of community as a discipline implies a framework for action which 
avoids authoritarian intervention. A core principle of this discipline is a communal 
approach to change that engages a collective of people, insiders and outsiders, with 
unique and embedded practices and understandings that they bring to the project as 
it is explored, understood, and pursued to bring positive change. This principle is 
informed by the recognition of outside experts, who may be from various disciplin-
ary backgrounds, of a community’s depth of tradition and fluidity. The outsiders 
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accept the uniqueness of the community and its ability to fully contribute in unfore-
seen ways. The transdisciplinary agenda of community as a discipline seeks new 
understandings by bringing the unlike together and interrogating the edges between 
the two. This shift opens up greater, perhaps previously unthought of opportunities, 
when multiple players, including the community, are involved.

In the next section we look at three more case studies, and explore how the com-
munity engagement framework we see at work here, and the models that emerge, 
have potential in other contexts.

Example model seven

Intent, aim and likely outcome In Chap. 5, Madigan and Morris’s project ‘arose out 
of the collective aspiration of the Tannese people to develop a community-managed 
tourism enterprise based on a sustainable business model for developing a trust fund 
for education.’ To date, the first phase of what is expected to be a 5–10 year process 
has occurred. The tangible outcome is the ‘big idea’, the design with drawings and 
models of a visitors’ centre.

Characteristics The model uses hybrid architecture and creative practice and sits 
across the disciplines of architecture, civil and environmental engineering, tour-
ism and hospitality management, business management and health and education 
management. Working within an indigenous lower socio-economic community, it 
is sited on a rural, remote island, in a developing country (see Fig. 11.4). The tools 
used to date are: experiential immersion in the context of the project, community 
consultation, site survey, architectural and engineering design and communications, 
public exhibition.

There is evidence that the community of Vanuatu (and the island of Tannu in 
particular) are acting as a discipline. The Tannese people identified their issues and 
developed a potential solution: to develop a community-managed tourism enter-
prise that would become a sustainable business model for developing an education 
trust. They sought expertise not available in their community to work with them 
towards a solution. The Tannu community are participants who act as the hosts and 
meaningful contributors and meet the attributes of a discipline; they have a strength 
in their explicit and tacit values, beliefs, and bring their own knowledge and skills to 
the project. They used their own rituals, engagement and practices to immerse their 
partners/other discipline (architecture) in the culture of the place.

Our arrival in the community was marked by two unexpected and powerfully affect-
ing events…the combined acts of hospitality and inclusion gave us opportunities to be 
immersed in village life in a meaningful way, as well as a deeper understanding of the 
project’s requirements. (Chap. 5, Madigan and Morris)

Capacity building Madigan and Morris report that the intended long-term capac-
ity building on this project includes: cultural sustainability; cross-cultural aware-
ness; economic independence; socio/political engagement in a process of change 
wherein community members open up their habitus for tourism; and education of 
participants (outsiders and insiders) in ways to build environmentally sustainable 
and culturally appropriate systems.
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In this first phase, the authors report that capacity built within the community is 
the ability to witness and understand formal planning processes, design and spatial 
conceptualization, and strategic thinking around greater project implications. For 
the students, capacity is built by placing them in the roles of professional practitio-
ners working with real clients on a tangible project, across cultures and in the field, 
and away from their familiar office-based design tools.

Future potential Vanuatu displays the attributes of a ‘wicked problem’ including: 
minimal access to basic health and education, poor infrastructure, and negative 
impacts from economic development, such as cultural disruption caused by the 
incremental transfer of indigenous land ownership to commercial interests from 
outside Vanuatu. Here there is potential for transdisciplinarity to address the follow-
ing challenges: how does a community who has identified a solution to the identi-
fied problem of funding education for their children by erecting a building to attract 
western tourists (seemingly without the skills and knowledge needed to design, 
build and then manage such a thing) move forward at a reasonable rate of develop-
ment? And how do academics and students (a community of knowledge) wishing to 
engage with such a community, but having the restraints of a limited time in place 
(2 weeks in Vanuatu in this case), engage with the community to realize their goals 
in a meaningful way?

Madigan and Morris describe a traditional client/architect methodology and use 
it as a model for the way to work. They have listened to the client, investigated the 
context and presented a solution for comment. At this stage, only two disciplines are 
actively involved—the Tannese community and architecture. The project partners 
anticipate that the project will require further work with the community to build 
capacity to organize, manage, and maintain the project. The chapter however is 
focused solely on the building project and the running of it, which is the realm of 
the external discipline—architecture—that has been brought in to date. It is possible 
that a transdisciplinary approach would benefit other aspects of the ‘wicked prob-
lems’ facing the Tannese community.

There is a sense that there are unmined strengths and possibilities within the 
community. With outside collaboration, these could tap into new opportunities 
and models of tourism (authentic experiences, eco-tourism) thus building capacity 
while protecting the fragile environment and disappearing cultural ways. There is 
exciting potential here for a truly innovative solution that can act as a pilot for fur-
ther development in Vanuatu and other remote and sensitive environments, achiev-
ing transformation.

Example model eight

Intent, aim and likely outcome In Chap. 3 by Singh et al., the aim is to develop an 
environment that supports community health. This case-study illustrates the initial 
steps in the long-term process of addressing barriers to the full inclusion of women 
in decision-making processes within rural communities. A tangible outcome is 
that through initial dialogue, the community identified a number of challenges and 
opportunities which could be addressed.
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Characteristics The model sits across the disciplines of international health, inter-
national development and rural and maternal health. The case study involves men 
and women of lower socio-economic status and is sited in several rural villages in 
a developing country.

Community-led capacity building applies and uses insights drawn from the community 
to address community concerns. Consciousness, reflection and sharing are critical steps 
in capacity building. The process of planning, action and reflection undertaken in this 
study ensured that an increasing depth of understanding was achieved by the participants. 
(Chap. 3, Singh et al.)

This case study was conducted in a post-conflict, transitional, developing nation; 
twenty-one men and women in central Uganda participated in interviews and focus 
group discussions. Tools used were: participatory empowerment approaches; focus 
groups; interviews with key informants; community dialogue; and use of cultural 
interpreters (see Fig. 11.2).

Capacity building Singh et al. report that capacity built through this long term 
project is and will be: awareness of community maternal health issues; encourag-
ing communities to realize their own potential in capacity building and commu-
nity development; and a community dialogue on the need for greater equality of 
genders. As this was an early phase of a long process, early lessons were learnt on 
the relationship between gender-related decision-making, empowerment and mean-
ingful participation and how these inter-related concepts contribute to community 
development.

Future potential the model has the general potential to be applied to any discipline.

Example model nine

Intent, aim and likely outcome In Chap. 7, Deluca states that:
[b]uilding the capacity of communities to achieve sustainable design requires developing 
community leaders who can choreograph diverse teams of creative, idealistic people able 
to realize radical innovation in a complex and rapidly changing world. A pilot online course 
called Creative Leadership was taught with the goal of empowering sustainable design 
students to become effective leaders.

The tangible outcomes of this case study are early indications by students of their 
preparedness to lead in complex and uncertain situations.

Characteristics The model sits across the disciplines of civil and environmental 
engineering, biomimetics, biomimicry, sustainability and sustainable design. It is 
a teaching and learning model sited in an online environment, engaging students 
mostly in the developed world. Sustainable design requires radical innovation.

Conventional leadership is very good at driving incremental innovation, but is ill suited to 
drive and deliver radical innovation. Conventional leadership is also inadequate in increas-
ingly interconnected, complex, unpredictable, and volatile conditions. Creative Leadership 
uses nature as a model for the leadership principles and practices, because evolution has 
yielded organisms that are responsive, adaptable, resilient, able to leverage and support 
dynamic complex systems, and embrace unpredictability and disturbance. A Creative 
Leader continually maintains and refreshes the common vision, values and goals, sensing 
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and adapting to changing conditions both inside and outside the community, and creating 
conditions of trust, respect, and curiosity that enable dynamic synergisms and co-creativity. 
(Chap. 7, DeLuca; see Fig. 11.6)

Capacity building Deluca reports that capacity is built in intellectual knowledge, 
emotional understanding, and physical skills. ‘Initial feedback from students sug-
gests a shift in thinking and increased capacity to lead in creative, idealistic, and 
challenging situations.’

Future potential We observe that this model potentially prepares future leaders to 
be ready to look at things in new ways, prepared for ‘wicked problems’. This model 
would be appropriate for training agents to rethink assumptions, and is highly suited 
to transdisciplinary situations. A number of the models and some of the literature 
studies cite the need for co-ordination, leadership, management and coordination 
suitable for complex projects with undefined issues, and fluid environments.

When community emerges as a discipline that replaces the more traditional, hi-
erarchical subject-object or ‘us and them’ relationship of community intervention 
with a relationship of equality, openness, respect, listening and flexibility, the out-
comes are potentially transformative for all involved in the process. This next sec-
tion explores this idea.

Capacity Building: A Transformative Process

Capacity building, as defined in Chap. 1, is about ‘empowering the community 
members involved, the researchers facilitating the project and/or the organizations 
to which they belong.’ Overall, a transdisciplinary perspective opens up opportu-
nities for new ways of conceptualizing community. Power-sharing, and a shift in 
decision-making to include those within the community who are affected during 
community engagement, are important for a successful capacity building outcome. 
Chaskin (2001), from a comprehensive literature review on community capacity 
building, came to the following definition:

Community capacity is the interaction of human capital, organizational resources, and 
social capital existing within a given community that can be leveraged to solve collective 
problems and improve or maintain the well-being of a given community. It may operate 
through informal social processes and/or organized effort. (p. 295)

Much of the literature suggests that whilst every project context is different, com-
munity capacity building is inherently process oriented, and the process is much the 
same across contexts (Mathie and Cunningham 2003; Chaskin 2001; OECD 2009; 
Suwanbamrung 2010; Merino and Carmenado 2012), although different disciplines 
have different perspectives on their positions and roles.

It is our contention that community engagement and capacity building can and 
should be used across socio-economic contexts; the models in this book provide 
examples of a range of socio-economic contexts where capacity can be built. As 
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Singh et al. Chap. 3 so aptly put it ‘[t]here is no community that can claim to be 
‘developed’. All communities are on a continuum of development, with its inherent 
challenges.’ In development work, the nature of the projects inherently address so-
cial minorities and the economically marginalized (OECD 2009; Mathie and Cun-
ningham 2003). Many disciplines view the use of community capacity building as 
a tool for empowering disadvantaged communities. Many of the rising community 
arts engagement projects in Australia are dealing with disadvantaged communities 
(Ang et al. 2011). Also, among the general public across socio-economic groups, 
arts and culture are becoming recognized for making communities more liveable 
and enhancing the lives of all. Chaskin (2001) states that the level of commitment 
required for effective community capacity building means having residents that see 
themselves as stakeholders in the community and are willing to engage. Further-
more, communities with abundant resources (higher socioeconomic demograph-
ic) are more likely to see themselves as stakeholders, and have political influence 
(Chaskin 2001; Mathie and Cunningham 2003; OECD 2009). Regardless of this 
challenge, many disciplines see the use of community capacity building as an effec-
tive process for engaging social minorities and communities at the lower end of the 
socio-economic scale (Mathie and Cunningham 2003).

Editors considered: what is the effect of transdisciplinarity on the individual dis-
cipline? When the discipline’s community of learning and knowledge is involved, 
there are outcomes for the discipline such as new knowledge, new methodologies 
and extensions of practice, ‘because the actors develop new capacities… [and] an 
ability to frame and contextualize sources of uncertainty and conflict’ (Fontan et al. 
2013, p. 312).

From a disciplinary point of view, capacity building, we argue, should be an 
explicit aim in community engagement projects (Chaskin 2001; OECD 2009), but 
its value and position as a key project aim can differ across disciplines and projects 
within specific disciplines.

In development, health promotion, planning, ethnography, and other disciplines 
dealing with public problems, the agents see themselves as a catalyst for transfor-
mation in a system or process (Barab et al. 2004; Mathie and Cunningham 2003); 
that system or process is central to the project’s aims, making it explicit in nature.

However, there are projects where capacity building is implicit, such as com-
munity arts projects that are ongoing, establishing networks and partnerships, and 
where capacity building is just a part of the whole process (Ang et al. 2011).

We suggest that, from the community’s point of view, whilst community capac-
ity building should be foregrounded in project development to effectively achieve 
the desired outcomes, which will primarily be that of sustainable community devel-
opment (Mathie and Cunningham 2003; OECD 2009), the agent must step back to 
make room for the community’s own empowerment and self-determination (OECD 
2009). To this extent, then, the aim to build capacity is implicit, a grounding prin-
ciple of community engagement, and an expression of community’s desire to better 
itself.
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Conclusions

We (the editors) gained three key insights through the process of developing this 
book: the applicability of community engagement across all strata of community; a 
need for development within and between disciplines; and equality.

Firstly, the contributions have shown that community engagement can be ex-
tended beyond the customary interpretations within the various disciplinary con-
structs. In doing so, the benefits can expand knowledge and action for all the com-
munities involved in community-based projects, and pave the way for improved 
future collaborations. This transdisciplinary model promotes greater synchronicity 
of knowledge production and transfer, more accessible and relevant knowledge, the 
acceleration of results, and a fuller exposure of research outcomes to the community 
and the academy. The methodology combines and, most importantly, builds the 
skills sets required for co-producing knowledge (Fontan et al. 2013).

Secondly, there is a need for disciplines to develop models for engagement of the 
various stakeholders and social actors. A shift from traditional discipline practices 
into community-engaged project work requires a more inclusive and extended field 
of expertise, as does the ability to work in collaborative, co-creative environments 
across disciplinary boundaries, meeting the challenges of complex, ill-defined is-
sues, and moving targets.

By exploring the diversity of contexts offered by contributing authors, our in-
stinctive modes of operating were challenged when we considered the professional 
development of a community engagement practitioner. We need to be cognizant of 
our biases and assumptions, and develop tools for planning, management, commu-
nication and knowledge dissemination in complex contexts, with the objective of 
facilitating individual and collective growth.

Thirdly, there is the matter of equality—giving voice to all different kinds of 
people. We maintain that ‘the community’, the site where the problem/action oc-
curs, needs to be an equal partner in the identification of issues, development, action 
and evaluation; and that others engaging must also be recognized as partners, with 
issues and needs of their own. Awareness of the other stakeholders creates powerful 
connections in the transdisciplinary, rhizomatic assemblage that can help to ease 
difficulties and meet challenges as they arise.

Future work needs to be done to develop a more relevant definition of commu-
nity, one that partners in collaboration can draw on to establish clearly what and 
whose capacity is to be developed.

A new concept of community has emerged from this book, which has explored 
community-based projects from different disciplinary areas through a transdisci-
plinary lens.

Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.
T. S. Eliot, preface, Transit of Venus
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