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Forward and Acknowledgements 

I have learned much of what I know about participatory development through my experiences 

with the U.S. Peace Corps and its partners in three countries, and as a community member and 

volunteer in New Orleans, Louisiana, in the aftermath of hurricane Katrina. As a volunteer, I was 

fortunate to be assigned to an area-based project of the United Nations Development Program in 

Crimea, and to work with a veteran of participatory development, Jan Harfst. As program and 

training officer for Peace Corps in Romania, I worked with my Romanian staff to create a 

technical training program and manual on participatory development for Peace Corps volunteers, 

using materials collected over the years by the Peace Corps, available through its Information 

Collection and Exchange.  

In New Orleans, I joined a community-driven initiative to create a citizensô participation program 

and worked to ensure that my neighborhood association, representing a complex, transitioning 

city neighborhood, was involved. As a community recovery manager for the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA), I also worked with communities on the Mississippi Gulf Coast as 

they focused their attention on rebuilding community-based organizations to restore the human 

fabric of their communities.  

When the opportunity came to work with the High Atlas Foundation (HAF), I recognized how 

connected my experiences over the last several years had been, and how committed I feel to 

community-driven development. I have been blessed to work with HAFôs founder and president, 

Yossef Ben-Meir, who has dedicated himself to participatory development in Morocco since he 

served here as a Peace Corps volunteer in the 1990s. He went on to earn a PhD in social sciences, 

concentrating on participatory development and related issues of inclusion, especially for women 

in Morocco.  

King Mohammed VI has recognized the importance of participatory development to ensure the 

cohesiveness of his country, as well as the development of its poorest communities. I have had an 

extraordinary experience working in this environment, at a critical time for Morocco. It has also 

been an extraordinary experience working with the High Atlas Foundation in its partnership with 

the Hassan II University in Mohammedia, where they have launched the Center for Community 

Consensus-Building and Sustainable Development.  

In my research for this guide, I have found two especially helpful resources which are available 

on line and cited in References. One is by Phil Bartle, the other is by Frans Geilfus. I hope that I 

have succeeded in presenting the methods and tools of participatory development in the context of 

the development process. Often we are tempted to focus on the toolsðcommunity mapping, pair-

wise ranking and the like, without fully understanding how they fit into planning and 

implementing participatory, community-driven development. This guide attempts to help 

communities and facilitators understand the process and select and use tools that will help them in 

a variety of situations. Having been a manager for many years, I believe that when communities 

also develop stronger management capabilities they will be more prepared to ensure that their 

projects are sustainable. I have included some management methods and tools to help with that. It 

takes time and experience to learn and apply the process, methods and tools presented. The Center 

for Community Consensus-Building and Sustainable Development is a place where communities 

and facilitators can learn through a program of academic instruction and experiential learning.  

With best wishes for your success,  

 
Peace Corps Response, Morocco 

November, 2010 
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The Application of Participatory Development in Communities 
 

¶ The participatory development 

process  

¶ Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) 

and Participatory Analysis for 

Community Action (PACA) 

¶ Key principles for participatory 

development 

¶ The participatory development 

continuum to self-reliance 

¶ Five stage guide for participatory 

development initiatives 

The Participatory Development process 

The life of a community is a continuous evolution and to be sustainable, development 

must become part of its rhythm. As a participatory development facilitator, you will assist 

communities to realize their own potential through a process of awareness and consensus-

building to implement a continuous cycle of development projects over time. The 

continuous process of participatory development is illustrated by the model below.  
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Many organizations engage in participatory development: international development 

agencies, national, regional and local governments, nonprofit organizations, local 

associations, and private businesses, including local and multinational corporations. 

Participatory development grew out of recognition by development agencies that local 

populations benefit most when they are involved in the development initiatives of 

outsiders. The practice of participatory development methods has evolved to place the 

local community itself at the center of the process.  
 

While participatory development originated with development agencies working with 

underserved populations in emerging countries, the practice also has been adopted by 

community planners in developed countries. The result has been the creation of alliances 

between development (or planning) experts and local communities.  

 

The collaboration between development and planning professionals and communities is 

often guided by facilitators. Facilitators guide the process of participatory development, 

without judging the information and ideas generated by the communities. Experts in 

facilitation, who work professionally with many different communities and organizations, 

may be engaged to work with the community during the participatory development 

process. In turn, expert facilitators can train and engage local community members as 

community facilitators.  

 

For outside development agencies, the process of participatory development begins with 

gaining acceptanceðand official permissionðto begin working in a community. 

Through visits and conversations with community representatives the agency gains an 

understanding of the community and defines the scope of the agencyôs work with the 

community. The scope may be as broad as working with the community to create a 

community development plan (defining and initiating a series of participatory 

development projects, as shown in the model). Alternatively, the scope of the agencyôs 

work with the community may be limited to solving a particular problem or related 

problems (such as tree planting and irrigation).  

 

Through community organizing, facilitators help diverse groups within the community 

recognize their shared interests and begin to build a foundation for development based on 

community consensus-building. Diverse groups include gender and age groups, and any 

other group of people in the community that has distinct characteristics and needs. They 

include the poorest members of the community and the illiterate, as well as the wealthy 

and educated.   
 

Training is an integral part of the development process, which focuses on learning by 

doing (see Stage 1: Organizing and Starting the Process, of this guide for a discussion of 

project management and community responsibilities). The participatory development 

process continues until a project is finished, the community has celebrated, and is ready to 

begin a new cycle. The cycle is characterized by community action, with only as much 

external assistance as needed. For participatory development to be effective, and produce 

sustainable (continuous) results, it is essential for the community to be actively involved 

throughout the entire participatory development process.   
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Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and Participatory Analysis for 

Community Action (PACA)  

There are many approaches to participatory development that use a variety of terms, tools 

and methods to engage communities in their own development. As a facilitator, trainer or 

developer, you will need to understand the overall process and principles which guide all 

participatory development models. With experience, you will be able to adapt your 

approach and select methods and tools to fit any community and any situation. It is 

helpful to be familiar with well-known participatory development methodologies, so that 

you will recognize them when you encounter them, and draw on them in your own work.  

 

Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)  is the methodology widely used by international 

development non-governmental organizations (NGOs). While the methodology, and even 

its name, has evolved over time, its intent has always been to improve the lives of the 

poor by involving them in defining their own development initiatives.  Robert Chambers, 

a well-known advocate of PRA, used terms that are familiar in Morocco when he 

described PRA as a community-based development model emphasizing decentralization 

and empowerment.   

Decentralization means that resources and discretion are devolved, turning back the 

inward and upward flows of resources and people. Empowerment means that 

people, especially poorer people, are enabled to take more control over their lives, 

and secure a better livelihood with ownership and control of productive assets as 

one key element. Decentralization and empowerment enable local people to exploit 

the diverse complexities of their own conditions, and to adapt to rapid changeò --
 

Challenging the Professions: Frontiers for Rural Development, Robert Chambers, 1993, 

ITDG London; italics added 

Many of the tools presented in this handbook were developed by international developers 

using PRA and methodologies derived from PRA. Their key characteristic is that the 

community assessment process is participatory, involving the whole community, and 

serving the whole community. PRA also stresses the use of visual media, which are 

accessible to diverse populations, and promote group participation. See Stage 2: 

Analyzing the Present Situation, of this guide, for specific PRA methods and tools. 

 

Participatory Analysis for Community Action (PACA)  is a version of PRA used by 

the U.S. Peace Corps to ensure that women are included in participatory development 

initiatives. Peace Corps volunteers, who live in poor communities (usually for a period of 

two years), are encouraged to introduce participatory development and act as informal 

facilitators, once they have become part of daily life in their communities. As a facilitator, 

you also will need to spend time in the community where you are working, in order to 

understand its rhythm, its people, and its needs.  
 

While PACA was developed to focus attention on including women, it applies the 

principle of inclusion to all community groups. Following a movement which created 

programs specifically for women, community developers realized that programs to 

benefit women would be more readily accepted by the entire community if the entire 

community was included in the programs.  

 

PRA and PACA methods can be applied in communities not only in the traditional sense 

of a commune or village, but in all situations where people organize themselves and share 
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a common purpose. Following are some examples of nontraditional communities for 

development, which may be useful when defining needs and projects for groups within 

the larger commune or village community:   

 

¶ Individual members of the community who are project participants: they could be 

students in a classroom, farmers in an association, members of a household, or clients 

served by a community association. Education is an example of individual 

development. 

 

¶ Professionals, service providers: these could be community officials, teachers in a 

school, leaders of a village association, or managers of a farmersô association.  

Strengthening capacities at this level helps develop leadership for continuing activities 

into the future. Capacity-building projects might include management workshops or 

developing methods for maintaining fruit trees. 

 

¶ Organizations: these could be schools, farmersô associations, clinics, village councils 
or cooperatives. Examples of projects to strengthen organizational capacities include 

designing the decision-making process within an association, creating a marketing 

program for a cooperative, working with teachers to develop a literacy program or 

educational materials for a school, and helping a health agency organize a local clinic.   

Key principles for participatory development 

We have seen that participatory development involves a loose collection of models, 

methods, tools and terms.  The process is flexible and can be re-defined as you go. 

However, participatory development has some important non-negotiable components. 

First, you must have a clear purpose when you go to work with a community and you 

must plan your approach and activities to accomplish that purpose. The five step process 

presented in this handbook will help you do that.  Second, you must understand the 

universal goals of participatory development and internalize the principles that guide all 

participatory development models.  

 

The universal goals of participatory development include: eradicating poverty, 

empowering local governance, building community capacity, and including all 

community members regardless of gender, age, income or other attributes that might 

otherwise limit their participation. 

 

Every effective participatory development model is guided by these operating principles:   
 

¶ The process must be community-driven (the community makes decisions and takes 

action)  

¶ Formal and informal community leaders must support it 

¶ An experienced or trained facilitator must be available to guide it (but not control it) 

¶ The community dialogue must be inclusive, and reach out to disadvantaged groups 

¶ Partnerships should be diverse and avoid over-dependence on one agent 

¶ Local resources and local know-how should be used to every extent possible 

¶ Benefits should be measurable and address both socio-economic and environmental 

needs to every extent possible 

¶ The process must build local capacity (knowledge, skills and resources) 

http://www.scn.org/cmp/key/key-p.htm#Eradication
http://www.scn.org/cmp/key/key-p.htm#Eradication
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¶ The focus should be on improving the quality of life of community members, 

especially the poor and disadvantaged  

The participatory development continuum to self-reliance 

The goal of participatory development is to transfer knowledge, skills and attitudes to 

communities and to strengthen their capacity to initiate and manage the participatory 

development process without outside intervention. At one end of the continuum, the 

community is too poor or disadvantaged to engage in the participatory process. 

Communities devastated by natural or man-made disasters, without shelter, or living in 

conditions of starvation or debilitating health crises, fall into this group. Humanitarian 

efforts to ensure their survival are required. Worldwide, charities are needed to respond to 

these situations.  

 

At the opposite end of the continuum are communities who understand their own needs 

and are able to initiate the participatory development process without outside assistance. 

Such communities are self-directed and self-sufficient.  

 

Much development work falls in between the two ends of this continuum. Communities 

who need intervention, but are able to organize and engage in participatory development 

initiatives, fall into the wide range of communities along the continuum. Participatory 

development agencies and facilitators can help communities progress by fully engaging 

them in every stage of the development process, providing on-the-job training to local 

community facilitators and community members, and supporting, rather than leading their 

efforts. 

 
 

Five stage guide for participatory development initiatives 

In the following sections, this guide divides the participatory development cycle into five 

stages that are common to most participatory development models. Some models 

concentrate on needs assessment, situational analysis and community decision-making. 

This guide intends to guide you through the entire development process, using 

participatory approaches in every stage.  There are three reasons for this: 1) a community 

cannot benefit from a decision or an identified project that is not implemented, 2) 

communities learn and build confidence in participatory development by successfully 

implementing projects using participatory methods and 3) when communities are fully 

engaged in the implementation of a project, it is far more likely to be sustainable, 

benefitting the community for years to come. For most stages in this handbook, various 

methods or tools can be used to accomplish the task. Several are presented so that 
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facilitators, developers and community members can choose the methods and tools that 

work best for them in the given situation.  
 

Moroccoôs Communal Charter requires communities to have community development 

plans, which may also be called master plans, human development plans or community 

strategic plans. The participatory development process can be used to create a community 

development plan, which will provide a holistic view of community needs and identify a 

series of projects that the community wants to complete over time, using the continuous 

cycle of participatory development.  

 

This guide does not attempt to provide technical advice or plans for specific types of 

projects. It attempts only to guide communities through the participatory development 

process and to present some tools that will help facilitators and community members 

along the way. 
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Stage 1:  Organizing and Starting the Process 
 

¶ Introductions and clearances 

¶ Determining the scope of the initiative 

¶ Community organizing, management and 

inclusiveness 

¶ Organizing a community meeting 

¶ Conducting an effective meeting agenda 

Introductions and clearances 

If the participatory development initiative originates with an outside agency, and you are 

an outside facilitator, you will need to get acquainted with community representatives and 

gain accessðboth informally and formallyðto work with the community. During your 

initial discussions, learn as much as possible about the community and how it operates, 

formally and informally. You will need the active engagement and support of local 

officials and unofficial group leaders. 

 

If you are a facilitator, your first task is to understand what community representatives 

want to achieve. In meetings with community leaders, representatives and other sponsors, 

you should ask about their goals for the initiative and establish expectations. Be clear 

about your role and any resources the community may expect you or your agency to 

produce for them. Expectations that you will bring resources to the community should be 

realistic. Discuss how funding and other resources will be obtained. If you have access to 

resources, clarify in these initial discussions what conditions must be met and how the 

process of applying for and being awarded funding will work. Everyone involvedð

facilitators, community leaders and community members should know this.  Everyone 

should also understand that ñcommunity participationò includes contributing resources 

and funding to every extent possible from within the community. 

 

The communityôs progress along the continuum from dependency to self -directed, self-

sufficient community development may be a factor in determining the roles of outside 

agents, but the community should be challenged to be in charge of the initiative. 

Facilitation by an outside agent may feel ñtop down.ò If, for example, you have been 

asked to help a community fulfill a national mandate for planning, it is important for you 

to present yourself in a support role, although you will be acting as a teacher and 

consultant in the participatory development process.  

 

Ask community members to help you identify local community facilitators who are 

trusted and representative of the diverse groups within the community. In many cases, 

community facilitators will have to work as volunteers, with the benefit of receiving extra 

training, gaining experience and work-related items that you may be able to provide, such 

as tee shirts, notebooks and other materials. The community may also be able to provide 

financial or in-kind benefits to facilitators who are from the community. The number of 

community facilitators needed will depend on the size of the community, its diversity and 

the size and complexity of the participatory initiative. Be clear that the role of local 

community facilitators is to learn, teach and assist the process. It is not the role of a 

facilitator to make decisions about community plans or to manage community projects. 
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An important component of the support you provide as a facilitator will be community 

training, which includes helping local community facilitators and other community 

members learn by doing. The community should be prepared to make a commitment to 

the training and the development work they will have to do. 

 

If you are an outside agent, you will need to obtain the necessary authorizations to gain 

access to the community. Moroccan administrative procedures for organizing community 

meetings are available from the Center for Community Consensus-Building and 

Sustainable Development. 

Determining the scope of the initiative 

Your discussion of goals with community leaders and other sponsors should include the 

broad range of concerns that the community may have.  Ideally, you will be asked to 

facilitate a participative development needs assessment and situational analysis, in which 

community members come together to build consensus on their needs and prioritize 

projects to address them. This can result in a community action plan involving multiple 

projects over time to solve numerous problems identified and prioritized by a community 

or a group of communities.  

 

If you have been invited to facilitate the implementation a particular project, using 

participatory development methods, your role should be to facilitate community 

participation in further defining the project, identifying beneficiaries and developing 

solutions using community resources as much as possible. Using participatory 

development methods to implement a solution to an agreed-upon problem may establish 

confidence in the participatory process and lead to further engagement in the participatory 

development cycle. The key in this case, is to ensure that the community supports the 

project, that the principles of participatory development are applied, and that the 

community fully participates in the problem-solving, design and implementation of the 

solution. An example of a pre-determined project is when a community has been selected 

for a tree project by a donor. Participatory development methods can be used to define 

and build consensus on the details of the project and engage the community in its 

implementation and future maintenance. 

 

A national mandate for communes to create community development plans was added as 

an amendment to Moroccoôs Communal Charter in 2010. Community leaders may invite 

you to facilitate the creation of a community development plan. In this case, you will 

need to facilitate the participatory development process within the context of the 

guidelines established to comply with the mandate. The process and results will be similar 

to the participatory development of a community action plan, an area-based development 

plan, or any other long term plan involving multiple development projects over a period 

of one to several years. Your work with the community will begin with a comprehensive 

participatory needs assessment and process of prioritizing and evaluating options for 

addressing identified needs. Creating a community development plan can be the pathway 

to future participatory development if the participatory development process is used to 

create it.  

 

In all of the cases described, you will be facilitating the cycle of participatory 

developmentðonly your point of entry in the cycle may vary. While it is important not to 

let top-down leaders dictate community priorities, it is equally important to be responsive 
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to community requests as long as the non-negotiable principles of participatory 

development can be applied to the initiative. 

Community organizing, management and inclusiveness 

If you are an outside facilitator, as soon as you have confirmed that you will work in a 

community and received the necessary authorizations, you should work with community 

representatives to organize the first meeting with the whole community. The purpose of 

this meeting is to explain to the community the purpose of the initiative, how the 

participatory development process will work and what your role will be as facilitator of 

the participatory development process. It is essential for all community members to be 

invited and the meeting should not occur until every diverse group in the community is 

adequately represented. If local community facilitators have been identified, they can 

assist with this. 

 

In the first community meeting you (and the local sponsors of the initiative) should: 

¶ Introduce yourself, the local community facilitators and any other outside participants 

¶ Introduce the initiative, its purpose and its scope 

¶ Set expectations about funding and resources 

¶ Facilitate a discussion of the initiative and any changes that should be made 

¶ Explain the participatory development process and the role of the facilitator(s) 

¶ Facilitate a discussion about the communityôs role  

¶ Set expectations about community meetings and decision-making 

¶ Introduce the concept of delegation to a community committee to manage the work 

(facilitators will manage only the participatory development process)  

¶ Facilitate a community decision about what the community committee will be called 

¶ Facilitate a community decision about who will be on the community committee 

¶ Agree on what will happen next and when the community will meet again 

 

Keep in mind that the role of the facilitator is to guide the participatory development 

process, to train and work with community members (who are learning by doing), to 

ensure that everyone has the opportunity (and feels encouraged) to participate, and to act 

as a referee and conflict manager when needed. In this role, you will guide the 

communityôs first meeting by presenting and guiding the process of getting organized.  

 

The role of the whole community is to be informed and to make the important decisions.  

Its primary role as a group is decision-making. The role of the community committee 

(known by the name given to it by the community when it is formed) is to organize and 

implement the work using the participatory development approach. The community 

committee should make day to day administrative decisions.  It manages the work and it 

will be the organization you work with to continue training and guiding the participatory 

development process. The community committee is accountable to the whole community. 

 

At some point, the community committee may recommend that a project committee be 

formed to design and implement a specific project. In that case, the project committee 

will be accountable to the community committee. Selection and operation of the project 

committee should be appropriate to the project.  
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The community is responsible for ensuring that the community committee carries out its 

wishes in a way that is transparent (in open view of the community) and trustworthy.  As 

the facilitator of the communityôs first meeting, you should guide the community to 

consider what qualities and capabilities it needs on the community committee. Loyalty to 

the community and trustworthiness may be more important than education level, political 

power or technical expertise. The community committee should be small enough to work 

effectively and its members should be able and willing to spend time on participatory 

development work. The committee should reflect the diversity of the community. 

Organizing a community meeting 

Community meetings for participatory development should combine training and doing, 

so that over time, communities will progress along the continuum toward self-directed 

self-sufficiency. By engaging the whole community, you will gain their commitment and 

help ensure that projects are sustainable over time. In your first meeting, you will be 

teaching the community about the participatory development process and helping them 

organize to manage their own development. In each of the five stages presented in this 

guide, you will train the community and its committees and facilitate their progress 

through the stage.  

 

In addition to having an overall purpose to teach and facilitate participatory development, 

as a facilitator, you should approach each community meeting with a purpose, and be 

prepared for the specifics of the meeting to demand flexibility. You may not have the 

meeting facilities you expected. Community members may not be available. The weather 

or road conditions may interfere. Keep in mind that you are introducing an unfamiliar 

process into the community, and if you are not a member of the community, you may not 

share its rhythm. It is your role to adapt and find alternative and creative ways to 

accomplish your purpose. 

 

It is nonetheless your role to provide the structure that enables the community to organize 

itself, create, and implement development plans to improve the quality of life for its 

members.   

 

Tips for organizing community meetings 

 

¶ Establish working relationships with community members, including the community 

committee and local community facilitators, before organizing the first community 

meeting 

¶ Establish a format which combines training and doing in every community meeting to 

build local capacity and keep community members engaged during and between 

meetings 

¶ Involve the community committee in designing agendas and organizing community 

meetingsðthey are the initiative owners, you are the facilitator 

¶ Ensure that community facilitators are representative of all groups, including men and 

women and any other group with special needs or interests 

¶ Ensure that community members chosen for roles are integral members of the 

community, and that they are chosen by the community   
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¶ Include local leaders in community meetings, but establish that their role is to act as 

community members (do not exclude them; you do not want the community to lose 

their support of the initiative) 

¶ Always create a comfortable setting that encourages community members to interact 

with each other 

¶ Establish an atmosphere in which everyone is respected  

¶ Combine persistence with patience and maintain your role as the participatory 

development process manager 

 

There may be times when a community is not committed or a committee is not fulfilling 

its role. It is the responsibility of the community to decide what to do about such issues, 

but you may have to exercise your role as facilitator and guide the process. 

Conducting an effective meeting agenda 

Regardless of the specific purpose of a community meeting, the agenda should include: 

 

¶ Ice Breakerða brief activity designed to bring people together, relax, energize and 

mentally prepare for the meeting. Ice breakers should be social and enjoyable. The 

best ice breakers stimulate thinking that will help focus the participants on the topic of 

the meeting, and promote interaction with each other (not the facilitator).  Ice breakers 

should be simple and should not become the main activity of the meeting.  

 

Example:  At the first community meeting, you want people to become aware of each 

other as fellow participants in the development process. Ask the group to form pairs, 

preferably with someone they donôt know as well as the others.  In the pairs, 

community members should discover something about each other that may not be 

widely known. After a few minutes of interviewing each other, invite the pairs to tell 

the group what they learned.  Alternatively, you could ask the pairs to tell each other 

what they think participatory development is and what the result will be for their 

community. This could lead to an interesting discussion and introduction of the 

process. 

 

¶ Motivatorðexplain to the group the purpose of the meeting, in other words, what 

they should get from the meeting today (meeting results for the community). 

 

Example: The purpose of the first meeting is to help everyone understand the 

initiative (which you explain) and organize themselves to implement it by involving 

everyone in the participatory development process. 

 

¶ Trainingðpresent the new concept, skill or activity, with examples and/or short 

practice exercises 

 

Example: Present the concept of participatory development and the inverted hierarchy 

of the community as a whole and its community committee (illustrated in Stage 4 of 

this guide). Use a simple scenario (for example, preparing a feast) and ask several 

community members to role play planning for the feast in a fishbowl (in the center of 

the community circle or in front of the group so everyone can see and hear). Facilitate 
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a discussion of what people observed, bringing out the benefits of organizing, and 

stressing the importance of including all groups (e.g. men and women). 

 

¶ ActionðFacilitate implementation of the training concept, skill or activity during or 

following the meeting. 

 

Example: Facilitate a discussion of the community committee; the community should 

decide on its purpose, main activities and accountability to the community. Facilitate 

a discussion of the qualifications of a community committee member, bringing out 

factors such as inclusion, trustworthiness, accessibility to the group on an on-going 

basis. Facilitate the selection of the committee by the community (using their chosen 

method of selection as well as their selection criteria). 

 

¶ Next stepsðBefore closing, facilitate agreement on what will happen next, who will 

do it and when the community will meet again (this may be when an activity has been 

completed and is ready to be reviewed with the community). 

 

Example:  At the conclusion of the communityôs first meeting, you may be ready to 

start a community-wide needs assessment (as you explained when you presented the 

purpose and scope of the initiative earlier).  The community may decide that its next 

step is to organize a walk around the community to create a community map, 

involving the community committee and any other community members who are 

available (see Stage 2). Facilitate a discussion of how this will happen and how 

everyone will be informed and included in the walk and/or the next community 

meeting when the map will be reviewed and revised, if needed. 

 

Tips for managing meetings  

 

¶ Organize the roomðensure that everyone can see and hear; circles or horseshoe table 

arrangements encourage community members to interact with each other  

¶ Use locally available facilities and materialsðthis will communicate to the 

community that this is their initiative, and they can carry on without you (as well as 

outside facilities or materials) 

¶ Provide the framework (structure) for the meeting and guide participants to use the 

framework 

¶ Be prepared to be flexible and adapt your agenda to fit the occasion 

¶ Have community members keep the notes and create the drawings; save them for use 

throughout the initiative 

¶ Respect peopleôs timeðalways set expectations and confirm how much time people 

have  

¶ Use visualsðpictures, maps and charts are accessible to everyone, help to keep them 

engaged during the meeting and can be easily remembered afterwards 

¶ When facilitating a discussion, lead by asking questionsðavoid stating your opinion 

or asking rhetorical questions  for which you already have an answer  

¶ Donôt assume you know the right answer  

¶ Focus on facilitating the communityôs interaction with each other, not you  

¶ Listen more than you speak 

¶ Create a parking lotða separate list visible to allðof issues and concerns that come 

up during a discussion but do not apply to the discussion; review the list before 
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ending the meeting and give the community the opportunity to discuss the items and 

identify appropriate follow up actions for them 

¶ Always remember your goal of enabling the community to continue the cycle of 

participatory development after you are gone  

¶ Show enthusiasm for everyone (avoid taking sides) 
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Stage 2:  Analyzing the Present Situation  
 

¶ Using methods and tools to understand 

community needs 

¶ Methods and tools for gathering information 

- Observation 

- Structured observation 

- Interviews 

- Group discussion 

- Brainstorming  

- Focus groups 

- Role playing and fishbowls 

¶ Visual methods and tools from Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) 

- Community mapping 

- Calendars (seasonal, monthly, weekly) 

- Daily/weekly activity schedules 

- Access to resources 

- Institutional diagrams 

¶ Using analytical tools to analyze the situation 

- Listing assets and gaps (community 

inventory) 

- Visioning and dream mapping 

- SWOT analysis 

- Tree diagramming for root cause analysis 

- Using tree diagrams to consolidate related problems or opportunities 

¶ Setting priorities and making decisions 

- Identifying needs or projects to be prioritized  

- Using an options assessment chart to evaluate alternative solutions to a 

problem 

- Pair-wise ranking as a tool for decision-making through consensus 

- Weighted voting 

Using methods and tools to understand community needs 

A facilitated community situational analysis, or needs assessment, will help accomplish 

two things: 1) the community and any partners will have a better understanding of the 

communityôs current situation and 2) the community will develop a shared view of its 

current situation, which is a big factor in community consensus-building. 
 

If you are a facilitator and you have been invited only to facilitate the implementation of a 

specified project, you still can, and should, engage the community in a situational 

analysis. For example, if the community is going to implement a water project, the 

situational analysis should focus on waterðwho needs it, where, when, for what purpose, 

and so on. By joining together in the needs assessment, community members will be able 

to ensure that their needs are met, and they will be engaged in implementing and 

sustaining the project, which may require community members to contribute to on-going 
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operations. Every project should begin with a needs assessment to fill in detailed 

information that was not captured in broader assessments. 

 

If you have been asked to facilitate the creation of a community development plan, or any 

other broad view of community needs, you will need to work with the community 

committee and community members to collect information and analyze the present 

situation, using methods and tools presented in this stage of this guide. Many of the 

methods and tools for conducting a needs assessment come from Participatory Rural 

Analysis (PRA). They were originally designed for use by facilitators from outside the 

community. Use the methods and tools you need to accomplish the task at hand. 

Methods and tools for gathering information 

During the initial period, when you are getting to know the community and negotiating 

the scope of your engagement with community leaders and other sponsors, you can use 

observation and interviewing methods to develop your understanding of the communityôs 

social, economic and physical attributes, as well as its culture and ways of operating. 

Observation and interviewing techniques can be used throughout the participatory 

development process, when working with the community committee, project committees, 

or groups with special interests and needs.  
 

Observation 

 

Open, or unstructured, observations are not organized in detail. This method allows for 

maximum flexibility, although observations should be focused, systematic and 

documented. Open observation is particularly useful when you first arrive in the 

community. It will help you understand what people do in relation to their physical and 

cultural environment. For example, observing families preparing and eating meals will 

reveal a lot about nutrition within the communityôs physical and cultural environment. As 

you become familiar with the community, you can talk with people about the reasons why 

they do what they do. 

 

In participant observation, the observer shares the life and activities of the people in the 

community. By staying in the community, an outside facilitator can experience and 

observe preparing food, caring for the family, and income-producing or self-sustaining 

work and socializing.  Participant observation can help the facilitator develop a stronger 

understanding of the community, while developing relationships that can help facilitate 

the participatory development process. 

 

Whether you stay in the community or make a series of visits, as an outside facilitator, 

your observations will become more useful as you become familiar with the community 

and focus your observations on key areas of concern or capability. It is as important to 

look for community assets as it is to look for problems. You should keep a record of your 

observations, using factual statements of what you observe presented in a way that 

someone else can understand. Descriptive terms that could be interpreted differently by 

others should be avoided. For example, ñabout 50 Kiloò is factual, while ña large amountò 

can mean 5 kilos, 500 kilos, or any other amount to another reader. 
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Structured observation 

 

In structured observation, specific points are identified to be observed in a predetermined 

number and type of situations, or among specific groups or numbers of people. Structured 

observation generally provides quantitative information. Use structured observation only 

after you have conducted enough unstructured observation to determine what should be 

measured.   

 

Interviews 

 

Through interviewing, you engage people in an interactive dialog.  Interviews vary in 

style and format, including:  

 

¶ Informal interviews are conversations with a purpose, but without the constraints of 

formal structure. Interviewers record details of conservations or discussions they have 

in the community or elsewhere. Informal interviews allow for the expression of 

diverse views that you may not have anticipated. They help to build your 

understanding of the community or a specific situation. 

 

¶ Unstructured interviews use a list of topics that the interviewer covers, but the 

format and approach used to cover the topics is flexible. The information and insights 

gained are more specific than in an informal interview.  

 

¶ Semi-structured interviews are based on a written list of questions or topics that 

need to be covered in a particular order. These lists are called interview guides. This 

technique is used when numerous people will be interviewed on the same topic and 

there is a need to compile the results for analysis. 

 

¶ Structured interviews use questionnaires which are closely followed during the 

interview. The sequence of the interview is predetermined and there is little or no 

opportunity for follow-up questions. Structured interviews are used to collect data, 

such as factual information or to quantify opinions. They are useful for quantifying 

information that you have already defined. For example, you can find out how many 

people share an issue (such as concern about unemployment) or how many people are 

in a certain age group (such as 18-25). 
 

Interviews can be used to collect either detailed information or in-depth information, 

beyond what you might be able to collect in a group meeting. In participatory 

development, interviews can be used to collect and compile information from diverse 

groups, or from experts, people with special needs, or community members who cannot 

attend a meeting. Some PRA practitioners express concern that interviews could result in 

only select, dominant community members being heard. There is also reason to be 

concerned if the results are used to make decisions and are not shared with the 

community at large. Interview results collected during a needs assessment should be 

shared with the community in a compiled format that does not identify specific 

community members. The results can, and should, identify groups of community 

members, so that the results are meaningful and can be used as part of the overall 

community assessment of its current situation. 
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Tips for conducting effective interviews 

 

¶ Listen more that you talk; allow silence 

¶ Speak slowly and clearly 

¶ Use every-day language and short sentences (keep questions simple) 

¶ Adjust to non-verbal cues (boredom, discomfort with questions, etc.) 

¶ Use the question structure appropriate to the type and format of information you want 

to collect (see examples below) 

¶ Use open questions to gain broad understanding and discover new information 

¶ Maintain a relaxed, and professional, atmosphere  

¶ Record results immediately; for open questions, make short notes during the 

interview, which can be completed more fully immediately following the interview 

¶ Always carry a small notebook and a pen 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Group discussion 

 

In Stage 1 of this guide, you were introduced to the community as the manager of its own 

community development initiatives, with assistance from expert outside facilitators and 

local community facilitators. The community can also participate in research groups to 

determine the needs of diverse members as well as the community as a whole. Following 

are some techniques for facilitating group discussions.  

 

Brainstorming (free listing) 

 

Brainstorming (also called free listing) can be used during needs assessment to gather 

ideas, opinions, and information. It has many applications throughout the participatory 

 

The structure of the question will shape the answeré 

 

Closed questions: (yes or no) 

o Do you like couscous? 

o Do you use the health clinic? 

 

Open questions: (why, what, when, where, how) 

o What are your favorite foods? 

o When do you take your children to the health clinic? 

 

Either/or questions:  

o Do you prefer couscous or do you prefer rice? 

o Is the clinic free or is there a fee? 

 

Personal question format:  

o Do you throw your trash in the river? 

o How many children do you have? 

 

Generalized questions format:  

o Do people throw trash in the river? 

o How many children do most families have? 
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development process, as an effective tool for stimulating creative thinking, generating 

new ideas, and ensuring that everyoneôs perspective is captured. Examples of 

brainstorming in participatory needs assessment and situational analysis are: 

¶ Identifying issues or concerns from all members of the group 

¶ Listing community assets, institutions or social groups  

¶ Defining criteria for analyzing and evaluating alternatives 

Brainstorming can be used in a large community-wide meeting or in a smaller meeting 

with a sub-group, such as women, youth or farmers. The facilitator helps the group define 

the question to be answered and solicits spontaneous responses from the group, ensuring 

that everyone is encouraged to respond. There is no discussion and no acceptance or 

rejection of anyoneôs response. The facilitator or a member of the group records the 

information on a flip chart or other visual medium that everyone can see.  At the 

conclusion of the brainstorming, the information is grouped, or categorized, so that it can 

be used in a subsequent activity by the whole group or by a sub-committee, depending on 

the purpose of the brainstorming session. Successful brainstorming sessions capture the 

words used by participants when listing their ideas and engage the participants in 

categorizing the items at the end of the brainstorming. The participants must feel that the 

results of the brainstorming accurately represent their input. 
 

Focus groups 

 

Focus groups are small groups usually selected to provide specialized input to data 

collection, or to develop an idea or subject in depth for later use in interviews, surveys or 

a large group discussion. Focus groups are often used by market researchers to define 

customer concerns before designing and conducting a survey to quantify customer 

preferences. In participatory development, focus groups can be an effective means to 

identify and understand the special needs of diverse groups, such as the very poor, 

agricultural workers, mothers of young children, youth or villages within a larger 

community.  

 

To facilitate a focus group, gather the group together in a comfortable environment, 

explain the process, and identify someone to keep a record of the answers to a series of 

questions, using the method for semi-structured interviews, described above. It is 

important in a focus group to structure the session, while encouraging participants to 

respond freely to open questions. When the results of the session are documented, 

individuals should not be named.  

 

You may want to conduct several focus groups with different groups of participants. The 

results can be compiled, or used to design a survey of the whole community to determine 

how many people share the same need or perspective. The survey can be conducted in a 

series of individual structured interviews or during a meeting of the whole community. 

Results of the focus group(s) should be shared with the whole community and become 

part of the information considered in its needs assessment.  

 

A word of caution: the results of diverse groups should not be used in a way that divides 

the community. Emphasizing differences may not build cohesion. Recognizing common 

needs, as well as special needs, identified by diverse groups, can help build respect for 

differences and consensus about the community as a whole.  
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Role playing and fishbowls 

 

Asking community members to role play is an effective way of sharing experience and 

building understanding of an issue or situation in the community. To facilitate a role play, 

create a scenario and a list of people (characters) involved in it. Ask some community 

members to act out the scenario, based on the characters that have been assigned to them.   

The role play can be presented in a fishbowl, in which the role play is performed at the 

center of a circle so everyone can see. At the conclusion of the role play, community 

members can comment on what they observed and share ideas about how to deal with the 

issue or situation. Role plays and fishbowls can also be used to prepare for a future event, 

such as a meeting with an official or potential partner. 

Visual methods and tools from Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)  
 

Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) was developed to engage poor rural communities in 

group activities to define their own needs. The following information-gathering tools 

from PRA and related community assessment methodologies are widely used today. They 

all use simple visual media, such as flip charts, or any other surface for drawing, listing 

and writing, that are accessible to a wide range of communities and community members. 

 

There is no prescribed list or sequence for using PRA tools. They should be used when 

they will help the community understand its own needs in the context of its own rhythm, 

and communicate those needs to partners and other outside agencies as well as 

community leaders and members.  

 

Community mapping 

 

Creating a community map is an effective way to document and initiate communication 

about a community, including not only its physical layout, but also the activities that 

make up community life. During your initial visits if you are a future facilitator, you can 

develop a sense of the community by creating your own map as you tour the area. Later, 

you can develop a community map by walking around the area with community 

members. There is no single moment to do a community map and there is no single 

definitive map.  

 

Community mapping can be used in small communities, neighborhoods within larger 

communities or cities, workplaces, and organizations.  It can be used to identify 

resources, activity centers, institutions, and other areas frequented by the groups 

developing the map.  The setting and the subgroups involved will determine the scope 

and variations in a community map. 

 

Community mapping can be used to diagnose community issues and/or to provide a 

visual record of the community that can be revisited for the purpose of monitoring and 

evaluation of a project and changes in the community that result from development 

initiatives.  

 

As a planning tool, community mapping can be used to identify areas for development. A 

map depicting the future can be created to guide the planning process. A community map 

of the future is sometimes called a dream map because it helps communities visualize the 
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future for their communities. It could also be called a map of the communityôs vision. The 

communityôs vision may be long term and challenging, but it should be achievable. 

 

As a tool for understanding the perspectives and needs of diverse groups within the 

community, each identified group can create its own map. The community should then 

discuss the maps and identify common needs and special needs, to begin the process of 

community consensus building. It is essential that the maps not be used to emphasize 

differences in a way that divides the community and causes some members to lose 

interest. As a facilitator, your role will be to assist the community to use diverse maps as 

a tool for consensus-building, while also identifying special needs that should be 

considered. 

 

Example  

 

In the following example, community mapping is used to identify the common and 

special assets and activities within a community with diverse groups. 

 

Objectives 

 

¶ To identify the community resources used to perform activities that are important to 

diverse groups (men and women, age or ethnic groups, categories of workers, or other 

groups defined by the community) 

¶ To identify areas of concern, potential changes desired or needed, or additions that the 

members determine would improve their community 

¶ To begin the process of building a whole view of the community, with common and 

diverse needs for development. 

 

Process 

 

Step 1: Introduce the process and its objectives to the whole community. Facilitate a 

discussion to identify diverse groups in the community. Brainstorming can be used to 

identify the groups, followed by grouping ideas that are similar into a few definable 

groups. If you want to save time by defining the groups with the community committee in 

advance, be sure that the whole community has the opportunity to refine and accept the 

groupings.  

  

Step 2: Divide the community into the groups they defined, each with its own workspace, 

such as separate sides of the same room, adjoining rooms, or even different houses. 

Ensure that the same medium for documenting each map is available to all groups. 

 

Ask the groups to: 

¶ Draw the physical community area, beginning with a central feature (road, river, or 

boundaries) that has been predetermined by the whole community. Encourage 

everyone to participate in determining what should be on the map. They can designate 

one person to draw it, or people can take turns.  

¶ Encourage the groups to put in the features they choose, and to consider sources of 

water, transportation options, institutions, markets, and other items that they consider 

important to the community and/or their activities. 



Peace Corps Morocco / High Atlas FoundationðThe Participatory Development Process and Tools 

 

 P a g e  |  2 1

     

Step 3: Ask each group to identify and clearly mark two or three locations in each of the 

following categories. Use different colors or symbols for each category (ask all groups to 

use the same system of colors or symbols for ease of analysis later): 

¶ Where group members spend significant time (significant can mean frequent, long 

duration or important events) 

¶ Places they like to be  

¶ Places they donôt like to be 

¶ Most important places, institutions or resources  

¶ Places where improvements or changes are needed 

 

Step 4: Ask the individual groups to look at their own map and the patterns of frequency, 

likes and dislikes, importance, or whatever they have identified, and be prepared to 

explain their choices to the whole community. Ask each group to select a reporter to 

describe the groupôs map to the whole community. 

 

Step 5: Post all maps where everyone can see them.  Have the reporter for each group 

describe the groupôs map to the whole community. 

¶ Encourage groups to ask questions of each other, and to explain what they discovered 

about the patterns of frequency, likes and dislikes, importance, or whatever they have 

identified. 

¶ Identify similarities and differences in the maps. 

 

Step 6: As a whole community, discuss what was learned from the diverse community 

maps? How might the information be used? How should the insights gained be used in 

planning for community development?  

 

Step 7: Save the maps and documented discussion to use during the communityôs analysis 

and prioritization of needs. Local community facilitators should record common and 

special interests and needs.  

 

Examples of community maps from villages in the commune of Mansouria, Morocco 

 

The following maps were created by villagers living on land owned by large land owners 

where they had few income opportunities and little control of resources. 
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Calendars (seasonal, monthly, weekly) 

 

By creating a calendar of seasonal, monthly or weekly activities, community members 

can identify social and economic activities in their community and initiate discussion 

about development in the context of those activities.  Seasonal calendars can be used to 

identify seasonal variations in labor activities, income flow, and expenditures. They can 

also be used to identify the impacts and timing of weather patterns, crops, animal 

production, plant and animal diseases, human health patterns, and social obligations and 

events.  

 



Peace Corps Morocco / High Atlas FoundationðThe Participatory Development Process and Tools 

 

 P a g e  |  2 3

     

Community calendars can be used in combination with other needs assessment tools. For 

example, after completing a community map, community members may decide to focus 

on agricultural activities, which they identified as an important activity for the community 

during the community mapping exercise. Creating a seasonal calendar will help the 

community identify issues and needs affecting agricultural production.  

 

Community calendars can also be used to help determine when participants might have 

the time, income, or the weather conditions to work on development projects or 

participate in community meetings. Like community mapping, seasonal, monthly or 

weekly calendars can also be used to identify the common needs and the special needs of 

diverse groups within the community.  
 

Example 

 

In the following example, community members create a seasonal calendar to analyze fruit 

tree agricultural activities and identify related issues and needs. 

 

Step 1: Introduce the seasonal calendar as a tool for documenting and analyzing the 

agricultural cycle for fruit trees. Have the community as a whole, or the community 

committee, designate a small group of community members experienced in fruit tree 

agriculture in the community. 

 

Step 2: Designate a working space, time and materials for completing the seasonal 

calendar. 

 

Step  3: Facilitate construction of a seasonal calendar, starting with an agreed timeframe 

(for example, the month when preparations for planting begins), and lasting 12 to 18 

months later. Mark the units on the roll of paper, flip charts or other medium available to 

record the calendar. 

 

Step  4: Ask the group to mark important times during the period including planting and 

harvesting, drought, weather changes, and festivals and other activities that make up the 

seasonal calendar which impacts fruit tree agriculture.  

 

Step  5: Identify periods when resources may be scarce, the need for labor may increase 

(to carry water or to harvest) or other natural or human activities occur on the calendar. 

 

Step  6: Discuss and document the cycle and the issues identified, including any trends 

(such as increases in flooding or drought, or the impact of improvements resulting from 

an irrigation project already completed).  

 

Step 7: Discuss and document the impact of issues, trends and needs on fruit tree 

agriculture and community life and income generation. 

 

Step  8: Save the results for presentation to the whole community as part of its needs 

assessment and situational analysis. 
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Daily/weekly activity schedules  

 

Charting daily activity schedules helps to define the work patterns and demands for labor 

in the community, organization or household. It can provide insight into the demands on 

various groups and opportunities to become more effective or efficient through changes in 

routines or through development initiatives. For example, a drinking water project may 

create efficiencies for women if it reduces the time and energy they invest in carrying 

water. This can free the women for other activities that contribute to the quality of life or 

income of the community.   

 

Daily or weekly activity schedules can also be used to determine how groups within the 

community use their time, not only to produce income, but to raise families, socialize and 

contribute to the community in non-financial ways that may not be recognized. These 

activities may be assets (or liabilities) to the community with implications for 

development. 

 

Daily or weekly calendars created before and after a project is implemented can be used 

as tools for monitoring and evaluating the impact of a development project.  Daily 

activity schedules can also be used to determine when community members will be 

available for meetings or other participatory development activities. 
 

Example  

 

In the following example, the community wants to identify important activities in daily 

life for diverse groups. They have completed a community map and now want to analyze 

how various groups use resources on the map throughout their day.  

 

Step  1: Explain the purpose of the exercise to the whole community and ask the 

community to identify its diverse groups (if this has not already been done for another 

activity). 

 

Step  2: Divide the community members into their respective groups and provide each 

group a separate workspace with materials for facilitating and documenting their 

discussion.  

 

Ask the groups to consider a routine day during the year. If there are great differences by 

season or day, the groups may need to repeat the exercise for each period.  

 

¶ Beginning with the time that the day begins, ask each group to reconstruct a normal 

day. If you are trying to identify blocks of time and how they are used, statements like 

ñwork in the gardenò will be sufficient. If you want to know what tasks need to be 

done during that block of time in the garden, ask for more details such as ñweed,ò 

ñplantò or ñwater.ò 

¶ Prompt participants to include activities during time periods when multiple tasks are 

performed (for example,  cooking, caring for children, or helping a child with 

schoolwork) 

¶ If two time periods are being explored (such as school year and school vacation 

period), repeat the two steps for each time period. 
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Step  3: Ask the groups to identify the largest and most important activities and blocks of 

time. Discuss the positive and negative aspects of how the time is used and identify any 

changes the group would like to make. 

 

Ask the groups to select a spokesperson to present their schedule(s) to the larger 

community. 

 

Step  4: Bring the groups together and post the schedules on a wall. 

 

Ask each group to report on significant findings regarding how time is used and any 

changes that they might want to make.  

¶ Prompt the community members to identify similarities and differences presented by 

the diverse groups. 

¶ Ask what common changes or improvements they would like to make, and encourage 

the groups to consider special needs as well. Examples of what might be identified 

include child care or proximity to water sources.  

¶ Ask when would be the best times for things like meetings or training? Is it the same 

for all groups?   

 

Step  5: Discuss how the results from this exercise should be incorporated into the larger 

community situational analysis. Ensure that the results are documented and saved for that 

purpose. 

 

Example 

 

In this example, a cooperative wants to create a daily activity schedule to understand and 

improve the effectiveness of its operations. 

 

The work groups within the cooperative are identified as ñdiverse groupsò within the 

organization. Each work group identifies its daily activities and records them on a time 

schedule showing blocks of time. The work groups decide to analyze: 

 

¶ The type and distribution of work activities throughout the cooperative  

¶ The time spent on various tasks 

¶ Where delays, problems or successes occur between work groups or tasks 

¶ Areas of overlap and duplication of effort 

¶ How resources and equipment are allocated to the workers or tasks 

 

The groups work together (in a facilitated session) to identify opportunities for 

improvement and decide on projects to implement them. 

 

Access to resources 

 

Diversity in a community often results in some groups having easier access to community 

resources than others. Community maps showing access to resources by various groups 

can raise awareness of the problem, which can then be addressed through inclusive 

development activities. The most common focus of access to resources mapping is gender 



Peace Corps Morocco / High Atlas FoundationðThe Participatory Development Process and Tools 

P a g e | 26 

differences. However, any group that has special characteristics or needs can benefit from 

this exercise. For example, it can be used to identify issues for poor neighborhoods and 

villages compared to the majority, or wealthier neighborhoods and villages.  

 

Step  1: Using the community map and other information gathered by the community, 

facilitate a discussion to define community resources.  

 

Step  2: List the resources using symbols to represent them. Resources can include 

education, water, television, internet, cars, transportation or any other resource valued by 

the community, and available to at least some community members or neighboring 

communities. 

 

Step  3:  List the community groups to be evaluated and create a space on a chart or other 

visual medium for each group.  
 

Step  4:  Place or draw the resource symbols in the spaces provided for each community 

group. If the group has no access to a resource, no unit of the symbol for that resource 

should be placed in that groupôs space. High access would be indicated by multiple units 

of the symbol, low access would be indicated by only one or two units of the symbol.  

 

Step  5: Discuss the group membersô feelings and beliefs about the results, and record 

their reactions along with the results as part of the communityôs information gathering 

and needs assessment. 

 

Note: Some developers refer to this method of showing the distribution of access to 

resources as wealth ranking by pile sorting (sorting and piling the symbols on the chart). 

When using terminology such as ñwealth ranking,ò be sure that divisive sensitivities will 

not be raised. Ranking groups rather than individual households can help avoid raising 

negative sensitivities that could have a disempowering effect on community members.  
 
 

Institutional (Venn) diagrams  

 

Institutional diagrams (also called Venn diagrams) are useful for analyzing existing 

community groups and organizations and their relationships to each other and the 

community. The diagram can be constructed to show informal and formal organizations 

or groups in the community. It can provide insight into which individuals and groups 

have influence on decision making. It can also show relationships between the 

community and outside groups, such as development agencies or the government. 

Institutional diagrams can be used to understand influences on decision-making. They can 

also be used to identify potential partners for projects. 

 

The institutional diagram may be created by community members on a flip chart mounted 

on the wall or on a table that can be seen easily by everyone. Participants cut paper circles 

of different sizes to represent various groups or institutions (womenôs groups, artisan 

cooperatives, health committees, NGOs, agricultural extension office, and others). The 

larger the circle, the more influence the group it represents has in the community.  When 

the circles are placed on the chart, overlapping edges show that there is some interaction 

or social network between the groups. Participants can alternatively draw the circles on 

the chart or use other available media. 

 



Peace Corps Morocco / High Atlas FoundationðThe Participatory Development Process and Tools 

 

 P a g e  |  2 7

     

Circles placed outside the groupings, without overlapping edges, represent organizations 

external to the community. Arrows can be drawn to show how outside organizations 

interact with the community.  
 

Examples of questions that can be answered in a facilitated discussion using an 

institutional diagram include: 

¶ Which individuals or groups have power to make decisions concerning a specified 

resource, such as water? 

¶ How do the individuals or groups work together? What happens when there is a 

conflict? 

¶ What common views might be shared about the resource?  

¶ What different views might be held by groups or institutions? 

¶ What kinds of help or barriers come from outside the community concerning the 

resource? 

¶ What groups or institutions might partner with the community on projects affecting 

this resource? 

 

Examples of Institutional (Venn) Diagrams 

 

The following diagram from 80 Tools for Participatory Development, shows the 

relationships among formal and informal organizations in a village. Arrows were used to 

show relationships to outside organizations, and dots were used to show membership in 

the organizations.  

 
 

In the two diagrams below, men and women ranked each organizationôs importance 

(larger circles are more important; smaller less important) within their community. Men 

and women ranked the organizations differently. This exercise provided insight into 

organizations and how they function within one community. A project engaging primarily 
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women may have different sources of support and different opportunities for partnerships 

than a project involving primarily men.  

 

 

Adapted from Peace Corpsô PACA manual 

Using analytical tools to analyze the situation 
 

Analytical tools help communities and facilitators evaluate the information they have 

collected through interviews, mapping, diagramming, and other collection methods. 

Through analysis, communities can identify needs and opportunities for community 

development projects. The results can be broad (for example, identifying needs to be 

addressed through a series of projects in a community development plan) or narrow (for 

example, identifying options for solving a water shortage problem). 

 

Listing assets and gaps (community inventory) 

 

Listing assets and gaps (also called community inventory) is a simple analytical process 

that can be used to begin analyzing information the community has compiled through 

community mapping and other information-gathering activities.  When done immediately 

following a community mapping exercise, listing assets and gaps can guide the 

community to think about what it has and what it needs.  

 

To facilitate the process: 

 

Step  1: Assemble the group who will perform the exercise. It can be the whole 

community, the community committee, or a project group that has been selected by the 

community to focus on a specified problem (like shortage of water). Mount the results 

from earlier information gathering exercises, including community mapping, on the wall 

so they can be used to stimulate thinking.  

 

Step  2: Use brainstorming to develop a list of the communityôs assets. As a facilitator, 

you can guide the group to think about categories of assets (water, food, income 



Peace Corps Morocco / High Atlas FoundationðThe Participatory Development Process and Tools 

 

 P a g e  |  2 9

     

production, health, and so on) but the community should identify the assets, not the 

facilitator. As with all brainstorming activities, you may facilitate a process of grouping 

similar assets, if the items listed are similar or the same. This becomes the communityôs 

list of ñwhat we have.ò 

 

Step  3:  Repeat the brainstorming exercise, this time listing gaps, or ñwhat we lack.ò  

 

Discuss ways that assets might be used to develop solutions that fill the communityôs 

gaps. The result for a pairing of assets and gaps might look like this: 
 

Problem (gap) Assets (community 
resources) 

Solution (potential projects) 

Example: 
Access to health services 

 
Local knowledge + skills 
Clinic in commune center 
Meeting place in the village 

 
Ask health professionals to help 
set up a village sub-clinic that can 
provide basic health care services 
using trained local people 

 

Visioning and dream mapping 

 

Communities working on community development plans should be thinking in broad 

terms about what they want to accomplish in several areas. Visioning and dream mapping 

can help the community define their view of the future, several years from now. 

 

Step 1: Assemble the community and prepare the room by mounting information gathered 

in Stage 1 on the walls. Include the community map, access to resources, the institutional 

diagram and other information gathered that reveals where the community is now and 

what it may want to change or improve.  

 

Step 2: Review key points from the information display and discuss where the community 

is now. Then brainstorm how the community would like to describe itself in several years. 

Record and group the ideas.  

 

Step 3: Draft a description of the community several years from now. If the community 

has drawn a community map, it may record its vision of the future on a ñdream map,ò 

which should be kept with its community map for future analysis and planning. 

 

Step 4: Review the other information that has been collected to see whether anything 

should be added.  

 

Visioning and dream mapping can alternatively be done as the final analytical activity 

before starting the process of prioritizing projects. 

 

SWOT analysis  

 

SWOT analysis is one of the most widely used tools for analyzing information and 

formulating action plans.  SWOT analysis can be used in many different situations, for 

example: 

¶ When preparing a strategic plan or a community development plan 
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¶ When looking for a solution to a problem (for example, unemployment in a 

community) 

¶ When considering projects (for example, using a SWOT analysis to compare projects) 

¶ When looking for ways to make an organization more successful 

 

The SWOT analysis tool combines internal and external information to create a holistic 

view of the community (or organization within a community).  Internal information is 

categorized as the communityôs Strengths and Weaknesses (such as a strong farmersô 

association or lack of skills in producing marketable products). External information is 

categorized as Opportunities and Threats that may come to the community from outside 

sources (such as regional political decisions, national development programs or natural 

disasters such as flooding, drought and erosion).  

 

An ideal time to conduct a community SWOT is when enough information has been 

collected to stimulate creative thinking and problem solving, and the information is still 

fresh. The community may work as an entire group, or it may delegate the first draft of a 

SWOT to a smaller community committee. Either way, the community must review and 

sign off on the SWOT. 
 

Following are steps for creating a SWOT analysis. 

 

Step  1: Brainstorming and analyzing information 

 

As a group, identify and list the communityôs strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 

threats using the results of the communityôs information gathering. Facilitate input from 

everyone. As in other brainstorming exercises, you will need to identify and group 

information and prioritize the top five or six topics in each category.  

 

Use flip charts or other visual media that everyone can see to record the results of the 

groupôs SWOT. Using a separate flip chart for each category will make it easier to 

capture everyoneôs input, then create groupings by circling similar items.  

 

It may also be helpful to post the results of information gathering exercises (such as 

community maps, lists of assets and gaps, institutional diagrams, and the like) on the 

walls so the group can review and consider the information they have collected. If you 

have listed assets and gaps they can be used as direct input to the SWOT. The assets will 

become input to Strengths and the gaps will become input to Weaknesses. 
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Strengths should answer questions like: 

¶ What do we do well? 

¶ What do we have that is valuable? 

¶ What improvements have we made in recent years? 

¶ How does our community compare well with others?  

 

Weakness should answer questions like: 

¶ What problems do we have within the community? 

¶ Do people have the skills we need? What skills are needed? 

¶ Do we lack resources? What resources do we lack? 

¶ How does our community compare with others? 

 

Opportunities should answer questions like: 

¶ What do people outside our community need to buy that we could supply? 

¶ Do we expect new governmental programs to improve transport into the community? 

¶ What opportunities might come from a recent project (such as an irrigation system)? 

¶ What partnerships could be possible with a neighboring village? 

 

Threats should answer questions like: 

¶ How often do we lose trees or livestock from flooding? 

¶ Is there the potential for disease to damage our crops? 

¶ Is drought likely next year? 

 

Step  2: Matching internal and external lists 

 

Once you have compiled a list of five or six major items in each SWOT category, you can 

evaluate combinations that stimulate thinking about possible solutions to problems and 

opportunities for projects. In this step, you are considering the strengths and weaknesses 

of the community in the context of its physical, political and social environment. This 

step helps communities see the connection between their capabilities and opportunities or 

threats they may be facingðan important step in engaging communities in sustainable 

(community-owned) projects. 










































































