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Tools for Community Participation: 
Learning from the PROWWESS Experience 

During this workshop session, participatory methods training specialists 
from the PROWWESS regional office in Nairobi (Rose Mulama and Ron Sawyer) 
introduced the participants to the basic principles of participatory community 
learning and showed how these principles can be applied in the field.1 

Participatory methods and materials developed by PROWWESS were 
demonstrated to the group. Attempts were made by the trainers to illustrate how 
these materials and methods can relate to food and nutrition projects and to 
nutrition-related research. It was evident that the participatory methods and tools 
could be of value in the research process, especially for obtaining qualitative 
information, for the verification of research findings using other methods, for the 
provision of feedback to communities, and for needs assessment and evaluation. 
All demonstrated methods are described in the publication Tools for Community 
Participation: A Manual for Training Trainers in Participatoty Techniques, by Lyra 
Srinivasan. A description of the participatory methods and tools introduced 
during this session follows. 

The PROWWESS program (Promotion of the Role of Women in Water 
and Environmental Sanitation Services) was initiated in 1983 at the 
recommendation of the Task Force for Cooperative Action within the context of 
the International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade (1981—1990). 
The Program aimed to demonstrate methods and benefits of increasing women's 
involvement in the water and sanitation sector and assisted countries in: 

Project design and execution involving women in the community, including 
their participation in analyzing situations and collecting data, 

1This article is based on the following documents: UNDP-World Bank and Sanitation 
Program November 1991. A draft document. Capacity Building for the '90s: PROWWESS in the 
Water and Sanitation Sector. Washington, D.C. Terms of Reference for PROWWESS 
Consultative Group: Participatory Methodologies Workshop/Participatory Methodologies 
Development Network (PAMEDEV). 1992. A draft document. Regional Water and Sanitation 
group in East Africa of PROWWESS. 
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• Training trainers to give community-level workers techniques to enhance 
women's participation, and 

• Information and communication programs that share knowledge about, and 
encourage further development of, women's proven potential in 
water/sanitation programs. 

Through field activities in more than 1000 communities and sector work in 
21 countries, combined with advocacy, public information, and research, 
PROWWESS has demonstrated that participatory methods and women's 
involvement can work in most environments as key management strategies in the 
water and sanitation sector. Simple planning and evaluation frameworks have 
been developed as well as a methodology for participatory training. In developing 
educational materials and tools for promoting community participation, the need 
to involve communities and, in particular, women, in the planning, 
implementation, and evaluation of water and sanitation projects is emphasized. 

Participatory training and materials development have been a cornerstone 
of the PROWWESS approach. PROWWESS has developed a package of 
participatory training strategies and tools primarily for the training of trainers of 
extension workers and for managers at the project level. More than 10,000 people 
have been trained, and the methods have gradually diffused beyond those directly 
trained by PROWWESS. In future, PROWWESS also plans to focus its field 
activities on extending the repertoire of tools and materials for use at the 
community level. A shortage of both skilled participatory trainers and appropriate 
materials and tools are still barriers that need to be overcome. 

The value of this approach for other sectors and purposes too has also 
been apparent, leading PROWWESS to extend the application of participatory 
approaches to hygiene education, data collection for planning, and monitoring and 
evaluation at the community and project levels. In pursuing its people-centred 
development approach, PROWWESS plans to direct its efforts at convincing 
senior decision-makers about the value and need for people's participation. The 
strategy for the future, therefore, will focus on developing institutional capacity for 
participatory training at different levels reaching out to experienced trainers in 
other sectors and agencies. In Kenya, there are plans to evolve a national 
participatory training strategy that would address a broad range of human 
resource development interests. 

Workshops are the main method used in the PROWWESS program to 
impart training in participatory methods. They generally are conducted over a 
period of about 10 days and include field trips to villages in the host program 
area. The activities of PROWWESS training workshops are based on the SARAR 
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methodology. SARAR is an acronym for self-esteem, associative strengths, 
resourcefulness, action planning, and responsibility for follow through. It is a 
flexible methodology that involves the use of nontraditional learning materials and 
training exercises. It aims not to teach (in strict terms) but to stimulate and 
release (through a combination of skills, the promotion of teamwork, and a 
positive learning environment) the creative energy of participants and the 
communities in the process of addressing community needs and problems. This 
development of local capacity is essential for sustaining low-cost water and 
sanitation services. 

Participatory Tools Introduced to 
Workshop Participants2 

Unserialized Posters 

The unserialized poster technique uses three copies of a set of 10 — 15 

pictures, each depicting a dramatic human situation within the community. The 
pictures can show, for example, a dispute between two people, a heated group 
meeting, a family in trouble, an illness, a community festival, and so on. They are 
open-ended visual aid materials that can be interpreted in many different ways. 
Their intent is to promote creative storytelling and discussion among community 
members within the objective of eliciting key issues and themes. 

A set of posters is provided to different participant groups within a 
community. The posters are "un"serialized, meaning they are not numbered in any 
set order so that the participants can rearrange them in any sequence they choose. 
Used in a village setting, the facilitators can learn much about the community 
from the stories created and the issues discussed. 

2The descriptions provided here are adapted from L. Srinivasan, "Tools for Community 
Participation: A Manual for Training Trainers in Participatory Techniques". 1990. 
PRO WWESS/UNDP Technical Series Involving Women in Water and Sanitation, Lessons 
Strategies Tools, New York: PROWWESS/UNDP, and have also been taken from the Workshop 
Report on Participatory Methods for Monitoring and Evaluation of Water Supply and Sanitation 
Activities 11—16 November 1990, Kibewezi, Kenya. NETWAS/AMREF (Kenya) and 
PROWWESS/LJNDP in collaboration with Health Sciences Division/IDRC and the Regional 
Water and Sanitation Group/East Africa of the UNDP/World Bank Water and Sanitation 
Program, June 1991. 
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Flexi-Flans 

Flexi-flans consist of paper cutouts of human figures that have flexible 
arms, legs, and torsos to be placed on a flannel-covered board. A number of 
props are included in the set (houses, trees, animals, etc.) to depict a rural or 
urban scene. Human figures should be representative of all people found in a 
society and of different ages, both male and female. They also should be facing in 
different directions (e.g., front view and left/right profile) so they can be arranged 
to represent two or more people in a conversation or discussion. 

The idea is to promote a discussion with community members using the 
flexi-flans to relate an incident or story about realistic situations, how they are 
handled, or how they affect the life of the community and its families. 

Pocket Chart 

This tool consists of rows of pockets (usually 4—6 pockets horizontally and 
6—10 vertically). A set of pictures is attached above the top row of the pockets 
(i.e., the "columns") These pictures represent areas in which data are needed, 
such as different sources of domestic water supply (river, pond, uncovered well, 
pump). If desired, pictures can also be placed along the vertical axis to indicate 
other data variables, such as age, gender, socioeconomic status, occupation, uses 
of water, etc. 

The pocket chart is designed to be an investigative tool to permit data 
collection on practices that are illustrated in the top horizontal row of pictures. It 
also enables participants to carry out tabulatiOn and analysis on their own and 
provides the opportunity for immediate feedback and discussion of results to the 
participating group. Through voting (by placing a chip or piece of paper in the 
appropriate pocket — in doing this, confidentiality can be observed) the facilitator 
can then take the opportunity to provide immediate feedback and discuss the 
results with the participants. 

Three-Pile Sorting Cards 

This analytic tool is designed to ascertain the extent to which participants 
are aware of the positive and negative implications of a variety of situations that 
are shown to them and is also useful in task and gender analysis. Using a set of 
cards that depict human behaviours and practices (washing hands, leaving food 
uncovered, etc.) that can be interpreted as "good," "bad," or "neutral" with respect 
to water, sanitation, and health, participants are asked to study and sort the cards 
according to interpretation. (Participants can also be divided into groups 
according to age, gender, or other factors.) 
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The facilitator requests that the groups explain the rationale behind their 
decision to sort the cards into specific "good," "bad," or "neutral" categories. 
Because the notions of "good," "bad," and "neutral" are culturally bound, the 
exercise helps the participants gain an appreciation of the values within a 
community. 

For task and gender analysis, a number of tasks may be illustrated in 
pictures. First, participants are asked to place them according to who is 

responsible for the task (male or female) and second, to identify who has the 
resources to enable the task to be carried out. 

Pictures of Health 

Two pictures are placed on a flannel board, one showing a young child in 
excellent health, the other a child in very poor health, even malnourished. A 
number of other pictures are available in the set (e.g., a pit latrine, a water pump, 
houses, animals, a feeding bottle, etc.) to depict resources available to the family 
and socioeconomic conditions. 

Each participant chooses a picture from the set and places it under either 
the child in good health or the unhealthy child. The facilitator asks the participant 
to explain the rationale behind their decision. This technique can be used to 
investigate knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and practices related to the health of 
infants and young children. 

Diarrhea! Disease Example 

• Knowledge of signs of diarrhea: Take three pictures of children of different 
ages (e.g., 3 months, 8 months, 2.5 years). Place markers on the children to 
show where signs of dehydration would manifest on the body. Describe 
reasoning. 

• Treatment of diarrhea: Given a set of pictures of actions or behaviours 
associated with diarrhea, mothers are asked to select those she would carry 
out if her child had diarrhea, i.e., examples of actions: denying breastmilk, 
going to an herbalist, giving ORS, bottle feeding, etc. Application: 
assessing knowledge and attitudes, sharing information regarding options of 
action to take, evaluating what actions are missing, etc. 
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Feeding the child: With a child of 6 months, have three pictures: one 
before, one during, and one after diarrhea (recovery). Then, with a series 
of pictures of foods, select those locally available. Split the group into 
three, one for each picture. Ask which foods would commonly be given to 
the child. This is a good tool to validate information collected during 
standard surveys. 

Use of ORS: Give a set of pictures of the steps in the preparation of ORS. 
Ask mothers to mix them up and then to put them in the correct order. 
This can be a useful evaluation technique. 
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