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Inclusive Community Engagement in Social Innovation, case Africa Gertjan van Stam Scientific and Industrial Research and Development Centre (SIRDC) Harare, Zimbabwe [email protected]



Abstract. Social innovation necessitates engaged communities, both in the local setting and for the community of practice. Cross-cultural sensitivity and skills, and focus and respect for the local environment where interactions take place are crucial ingredients for inclusive and balanced activities. This paper provides insights and perspectives on community engagement, derived from long term practitioner’s experience in (rural) Africa. It contains theoretical inputs and assessment of practice, proposes targets, and a practical model for implementation. Careful positioning of community engagement is important. It must take into account the multicultural and multicontextual settings of a connected world. Community engagement thrives when engineering practices are relevant and enshrined in the local community.



1 Introduction Engendering Community Engagement is part of the practice of Social Innovation. This paper provides an experience-informed approach to this subject, its definitions and embedding. Deductions come from literature review and the author’s 13 years of field experience, living in (rural) Africa.



2 Positioning of Community Engagement The gap between rich and poor in the world is growing rapidly, even despite the structural economic growth rates in the developing world [1]. The Western response in foreign aid, soft loans, and scholarships fostered a dependent generation. Poverty remains, and significant spatial, social and ethnic divides not only exists between countries, but also within most countries [2]. There is a need for a significant increase in the engineering capacity in underserved and developing regions in the world [3]. This requires a breakthrough in the development of capable people. Denying the geopolitical realities and apportioning of blame robs many individuals of the ability to be part of such breakthrough. Engagement seeks a collaborative response to the difficulties visited upon disenfranchised engineers and their communities, and addresses poverty traps [4].
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Many disenfranchised communities lack necessary resources for sustainable progress. Any capacity building program fails in a context of structural attrition of professionals from rural to urban areas, and from urban areas to Western countries. Brain drain and the HIV epidemic severely affect professional staff levels in African countries. Community Engagement is part of a set of approaches to support engineering capacity building and retention of talent.



3 Perspectives on Community Engagement It appears that the processes for Community Engagement in and outside ’the West’ are decidedly different. From diverse cultural perspectives, views and operations of community engagement are remarkably diverse [5]. 3.1 Theoretical Framework Transformation of global relationships and interaction between engineers support networking capacity and contribute to enhanced Social Capital. Woolcock defines Social Capital as the norms and networks facilitating collective actions for mutual benefit [6]. Several overlapping social theories encapsulate this transformation, including Social Networking Theory, Social Capital Theory, and Actor Network Theory. Further insights emerge from Memes Theory. A meme is an idea, behavior or style that spreads from person to person within a culture [7]. The concept of transdisciplinarity is significant and helpful. Trandisciplinarity is a research and a scientific principle that allows for solving of problems that could not be solved by isolated efforts [8]. It is obvious that current isolated technological pursuits and hegomonic economic preferences do not address the issue of how to facilitate inclusive community engagement, with equal participation across cultures. Analytical tools for cultural difference come from the work of several wellknown intercultural experts, including Hofstede, Hall, Kluckholn, Strodtbeck, Carbaugh, and Trompenaars. For instance, Hall pierces cultures apart in three facets [9][10]: Context, referring to the extent to which communicators depend on factors other than explicit speech to convey their messages. Context can be classified into two main categories high-context and low-context. Time. Polychronic time encapsulates the value of human interaction over a period and above material objects. Things happen in their own time with people performing many tasks at the same time. This is a feature of a high-context culture. In monochronic time, the focus is on doing one thing at a time. This focus associates with careful planning and scheduling. This is a characteristic of the Western civilisation and a low-context culture. Space. With four different senses of space: territoriality, personal space, multisensory space and reactions to spatial differences. Of course, for practitioners, the quality of a theory lies in its practical applicability. However, the question remains: ‘from which culture to judge quality?’.
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Most African environments are far removed from the realities in environments with vetted (peer-reviewed) research [11]. Structures and thinking implemented during colonial times still wield power [12][13]. 3.2 Practice Western countries mostly have individualistic, linear and action oriented cultures. People from low-context cultures value logic, facts, and directness. Facts inform decisions rather than intuition. Communications are straightforward, concise, and efficient in telling what action must take place. Kroczek et al. state that success in Western definition links to social acceptance and economic self-sufficiency [14]. The term social acceptance encompasses three elements: awareness, adoption and usage. These factors are determinants of the success of projects. Economic self-sufficiency is seen as when organisations are able to operate on the basis of the financial returns, with the activity generating income through service delivery and without funding from other parties. High-context cultures are relational, collectivist, intuitive, and contemplative. This means that people emphasize interpersonal relationships. They prefer group harmony and consensus over individual achievement. In such cultures, intuition or feelings govern people. National strategic development goals often include targets for improved self-reliance and social cohesion [15], and adherence to local perspectives on psychological, cognitive, physical, sociocultural and material factors or resources [16]. These differences lead to many different ways of viewing Community Engagement. For instance, in general, African cultures value a shared understanding by all in the community [17]. The Ubuntu concept is an expression of African uniqueness. Tutu draws the contrast between Western philosophy and Ubuntu; ‘it is not I think therefore I am’. It says rather: ‘I am human because I belong [18]. The most striking characteristics of the Ubuntu culture pattern are collectivism and sharing, and the use of orality [19], and a relational economy [20]. When reviewing engineering interventions by low-context collaborators, many benefit a small part of the population only [21]. Members of the community in a high-context culture feel excluded from the benefits of such an engineering project. This feeling of exclusion fuels adverse reactions to technology and engineers. The priorities for one society might be entirely different from other society. For instance, in Africa 70 to 80% of the populations depend on agriculture or mining, which is different from the populations in Western countries depending for more then 70% on services. Further, in Africa, one third of the population is malnourished, and the social and ethnic divides affect relationships and peace. World wide, there exists a large residue of colonial thinking, framing, and conditioning [12][22]. Many question the influence of expat involvement in projects, possibly in reaction the effects of a history of western-centric tradition. Others align with Khoza’s observations of paradigms in development [17] or subscribe to ‘the white saviour industrial complex’ [23].
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Through the lens of instrumental stakeholder theory, managerial behaviour must trigger the intended outcome. The stakeholder framework as put forward by Bailur differentiates between three different stages: identification, strategising and bargaining [24]. This view omits cultural diversity. Behaviour must result not only in a functional engineering intervention but also in an empowered (local) community of practice. 3.3 Assessment Without the attempt to be complete, a rough overview of cultural differences can be helpful. Table 1 shows an example of how the dichotomy of Zambia versus Western tradition looks when utilizing Trompenaars’ dimensions framework [25]. Social innovation in Africa integrates interests of stakeholders through observation and conversations in reiterative processes of interaction [19]. Positioning of interactions and activities fall in line with cultural behaviour patterns in the local culture. Consultation about change involves the entire community. This process dissuades individualistic action. Blame, criticism, and shame have negative consequences for the reputation of an engineer within the community. Hence, the need for community engagement that aligns with cultural patterns. In view of the unequal power distribution and the resulting resource disparities, in the African setting conditioned by development aid, people often act within an atmosphere of jealousy. This hampers volunteering. Local participants can expect to receive free inputs and allowances. This conditioning leads to an environment that often habituates idleness, anxiety, and abuse. Judgement of ‘best practice’ is a culturally or politically biased assessment. Often, such judgement fuels discord and polarization.



4 Targets for Community Engagements For effective community engagement, there must be an environment with shared values, a common purpose, and sufficient levels of cross-cultural skills. Cross
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cultural community engagement operates in a situation flush with paradoxes. These paradoxes need careful reconciliation [5]. 4.1 Holistic Approach Bets et al. show that an integral approach facilitates recognition of human agency, and results in changing of life conditions [26]. In order for community engagement to develop, space must be held for change to come. A collaborator should take a guiding instead of leading role, working from a higher purpose with different parallel interventions simultaneously taking place, for instance in health, education, agriculture, energy, and transport. A foreign collaborator will be wise not to tell local project participants what to do. In such setting, local engineers and their initiatives can flourish. Holding the space and following the seeing-is-believing principle, local engineers can stand up and overcome barriers to change, enabling breakthrough involving engineering supporting sustainable progress for a community at large. 4.2 Local Empowerment When viewed from a knowledge perspective, on-ground knowledge for integral development in general and the local situation specifically are crucial inputs. Progress incorporates the aligning and adapting to life conditions. Such stimulates upward development, keeping the water instead of the fish, as well as sustainable local engineers and initiatives. This facilitates how to breed fish. Rather than holding a closed view, by providing solutions within local value systems, participants in the community can effectively entertain an open view, making them able to act on behalf of the entire organism for both the greater good and individual gain, recognizing the part as well as the whole. Focus is creating the life conditions that break down barriers for change and that transcend and include conventional thinking into breakthrough action, allowing the appropriation of support through engineering efforts. Holding space does not give exact direction; it gives the advantage of knowing and seeing things that need to emerge chaordically. The local engineer functions as a trigger: inspiring the local community with the belief that local people themselves are agents and part of change and development. Each local engineer influences numerous people in her/his sphere of influence. This increases agency and inspires capacity building. 4.3 Reciprocity The economy within disenfranchised societies includes non-financial transactions. It contains multiple ways to transfer value [20]. However, when one only receives there is no chance to build a mutual relationship; One person gives and the other one takes. One is ‘helpful’ and the other is ‘helpless’. A lack of reciprocity puts the person that receives in passivity. This engenders depency.
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Such disleveled playing field inhibits fruitful relationships of people that wish to learn from each other. Lack of reciprocity hampers ownership, accountability and responsiveness, and thus community engagement. 4.4 Enthousiasm Community Engagement must sustain well performing teams, with theory development embedded in vision and obligation. The execution phase involves distinct periods of connecting and mobilizing. Underlying all activities is an urge and commitment to persist.



5 Practice of Community Engagement Derived from well documented practise of community engagement in Zambia [14][27][28], an implementation process towards inclusive community engagement consists of a three-step plan that focuses on community involvement and local capacity building. The first step, sensitization, creates awareness within the community. The close interaction with leadership and stakeholders serves to encourage and ground all engineers involved. The second step empowers local engineers through skills development and education. The last step, implementation, takes place when the community of practice completed the stages of mutual sensitization and skills creation. The local engineer works closely with the local community in order to build the necessary infrastructure, implements engineering interventions, and takes charge of a project. This gradual and grounded process is a time consuming endeavour that ensures a maximum of local community adoption, viability and sustainability of the activities. There exist two preconditions (vocation and commitment) and five change elements (observe, model, wait, mentoring and connecting, and showing) [27]. Outsiders contribute to progress as facilitators or mentors only. They avoid imposing foreign solutions on the local situation. Figure 2 shows the holistic approach with the three-step project implementation process combined with the preconditions and change elements. 5.1 Action A holistic, bottom-up approach guides action that involves all the stakeholders on all levels. It endeavours to ensure that: – applied engineering solutions and strategies fit the local context – local engineers develop actions by managing a high community involvement – members of the community manage the ideas, projects and improvements In that manner, community engagement aims for attainable, sustainable and replicable activities, and a positioning for acceptance and adoption of the project and its services within local communities.



Community Engagement in Social Innovation



7



Fig. 1. Three step implementation process, preconditions and change elements combined [14]



To achieve community engagement, collaborators must respect local leaders in line with the stratiform nature of the society. This stratification assures the addressing of customary interests, with influential people like the state and traditional interests interacting through local governing structures. Local leaders also include traditional leaders, spiritual leaders, and government leaders. Meetings involve sensitising and consulting over ideas, innovations, or activities. Adoption of new ideas by local leaders involve elaborate and collaborative consultation processes with the community. After such process, the community can be able to understand and embrace the activity [19]. The mechanisms that lead to progress involve an interplay of the causal powers of the different entities. They can involve entities as the users, businesses, universities, the local community, collaborators, Non Governmental Organisations, and the local engineers. Most of these entities value enshrining activities in the local culture as the most relevant determinant for successful execution of activities. However, the local perception of actions in a resource-limited environment can be quite different from the view from a resource-filled environment [15][20]. Thus, western systems cannot be transferred 1:1 to a non-western world and vice versa. Community acceptance necessitates engagement with local people on their own terms with recognition of historical perspectives and embracing polyvocality, diversity and multiple perspectives [12]. 5.2 Criteria From the above, these are proposed criteria, or values, for community engagement: – Compassion
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Desire to address local issues Learning exchange Stewardship, with continuous and faithful alignment with values and ethics Utilization of existing resources, harnessing of local resource



6 A Model for Community Engagement The conceptual model for integral development as proposed by Bets et al. does provide an exemplary road map for community engagement [26]. It encompasses three distinct areas of attention: Thinking, Practice, and Progress. 6.1 Thinking This area of attention aggregates the body of thoughts, the collective of members and volunteers, and the repository of solutions. In a multicultural and multicontextual setting, these intangibles and tangibles must focus on the interior human development, and a holistic approach. Human Development People develop through different identifiable stages, or value systems. These become more complex and inclusive along the way. In line with common pedagogy, skills development consists of a process in the form of a growth hierarchy, in which each stage influences the entire sequence as engineers and communities transcend and include the former knowledge. In order to recognize and be able to level and interact with different stages, mentors and teachers play a vital role. They must uphold an open view. They need to operate from a 3rd culture perspective, and openness to diverse value systems. Holistic Approach Community engagement activities must be set-up horizontally instead of vertically and with simultaneous activities in different disciplines such as education, leadership, and community, thereby vitalizing and enforcing each other. The intentions and behavior of individuals and collectives are interdependent. So are the existing structures and systems. No challenge or intervention can be addressed in isolation. A holistic approach takes into account both the exterior - the structures and behavior - and the interior - the intentions and values. These are intangible and come to the surface by speaking with and listening to people. They necessitate the presence of trust. Trust diminishes the distance between the community of practice and the local community. 6.2 Practice Building on the body of thought provided by the Thinking phase, Practice focuses on the engineer’s or community’s life conditions, and implementation management. This is the environment in which an individual or collective resides. Through holding an open view, operating from a 3rd culture perspective, and a base of understanding the interior of the local community, engagement naturally
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aligns to the local intentions and culture. Transformational change involves the local community to evolve – from being reluctant to change – to willing to change – to being capable of change or, put differently – from being a closed community, with its thinking frozen in its own value system and seeing no need for change – to an arrested community, willing to change but still with barriers to overcome – to an open community, capable of change Collaborators must ‘hold the space’ for change to come. At such times, focus is on creating the life conditions that break down barriers for change and that transcend and include conventional thinking into breakthrough action. Focus points for holding the space are: – long-term vision, as change involves a long-term process – guide instead of lead, to assure holding an open view and operating from a 3rd culture perspective – local initiative, providing time and space, allowing for local initiative and engineers to emerge – the part and the whole, to act on behalf of the entire organism for both the greater good and for the individual gain, bringing alignment towards the higher purpose – eehee-feeling, being passionate about the work including authentic behaviour and acceptance by the local culture within existing structures. 6.3 Progress The Thinking and Practice results in Progress. The local value system defines what progress is. For instance, in an African environment, progress includes acceptance, agency and local ownership, and being able to celebrate the contributions. Living the Life To be part of the progress, a collaborator must align to the local life conditions, and live the life in order to gain acceptance within the local community. Ownership and Empowerment For change to be sustainable and embraced by the local community, people must feel they have invested. Activities must be locally owned and operated. Celebrate contributions In order to get support, whether financial, political or in the form of positive drive, it is necessary to make contributions known in an inclusive and balanced manner.
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7 Proposed Ways Forward Although Community Engagement seems to be a straight forward endeavour, in view of the multicultural and multi-contextual environments, in practice it involves a journey into the unknown for many. Dilemmas to be encountered are mostly unknown to individuals. They can go undiscerned and wreak havoc in a multicultural environment. Since the local environment is ’where the action is’, when local propositions are not fully understood or omitted, activities will fail. Community Engagement necessitate a view on society as a whole, to be inclusive and respectful as how to act as a human being in that society.



8 Conclusions Most of views on community engagement emerged from Western concepts. Inclusive community engagement aligns with local practice and values local culture. Globally effective Community Engagement involves interaction with a spectrum of value systems that influence the setting of targets and practice. Inclusive community engagement’s prime focus is to assure partnership with local leadership and serves for local empowerment.
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