
 

                                           

 
 

Strengthening Capacity for Participatory Development 
 

Capacity development is 
essential to participatory 
initiatives, especially given the 
recent trend toward decentralized 
governance in many developing 
countries. Communities need 
both the wherewithal to carry out 
development activities 
themselves, and the capability to 
make demands of government 
officials and service providers. 
Programmes that support local 
capacity development and 
community participation must 
take local needs and institutions 
into account, and provide an 
enabling environment for 
community action. 

ince 2000, the World Food 
Programme (WFP) has sought to 
engage all stakeholders, including 

food aid beneficiaries, in “the planning, 
design, implementation, monitoring, and 
evaluation of all its activities.” Specifically, 
the agency aims to “bring the poorest and 
marginalized people into its assistance pro-
grammes, strengthen their representation in 
community structures and overcome gender 
inequalities” while also “maintaining suf-
ficient flexibility to ensure its programmes’ 
suitability to local situations and capacities.” 
Furthermore, participatory programming 
serves both as “a means for reaching 
marginalized groups with appropriate types 
and levels of assistance, and as an end with 
the aim of building self-reliance and em-
powering women and men.” 

WFP intends to assure that stakeholders 
contribute knowledge, skills, and resources 
to processes that influence their lives. It 
works to enhance the capacity of its own 

and partner organization staff to carry out 
participatory programmes, while also pro-
viding technical training in such areas as 
project planning and management to leaders 
and members of people’s organizations and 
community groups. 

Nowadays, most relief and development 
agencies express their support for participa-
tion, decentralization, and partnership. But 
beneficiaries of food aid and other inter-
ventions need the know-how, capability, and 
institutional support to make decisions and 
implement projects effectively. The capacity 
of all stakeholders to claim their rights and 
fulfil their responsibilities is crucial. Too 
often, assistance programmes neglect capac-
ity development, particularly since it may 
take a long time before it shows results. 

Nevertheless, capacity development is 
essential to participatory initiatives, espe-
cially given the recent trend toward decen-
tralized governance in many developing 
countries. Communities need both the 
wherewithal to carry out development 
activities themselves, and the capability to 
make demands of government officials and 
service providers. Programmes that support 
local capacity development and community 
participation must take local needs and 
institutions into account, and provide an 
enabling environment for community action. 

For their part, local and national govern-
ment agencies need to have the capacity and 
commitment to respond to community 
demands. They must see community resi-
dents not as objects to be developed (or 
exploited) but as citizens with rights and 
responsibilities who participate in and ulti-
mately own the development process, and to 
whom they are accountable. This requires 
transparent governmental processes that 
allow for citizen input. 

Community participation and empower-
ment can help assure the success of relief 
and development interventions. Researchers 
have found that community engagement 
contributes to other objectives, such as proj-

ect cost-effectiveness, long-term sustaina-
bility, technological innovation, pro-poor 
growth, and good governance. 

Empowerment has both economic and 
political aspects (see table). Empowering 
poor and marginalized people means facil-
itating their access to productive resources 
(including human capital, i.e., education, 
knowledge, and skills, as well as income-
producing assets). It also means that they 
participate meaningfully in the processes 
and decisions that affect them. In particular, 
empowered communities are able to devise 
plans and strategies, manage activities, and 
solve problems. According to the World 
Bank (Narayan 2002), empowerment in-
cludes access to information, inclusion and 
participation, accountability of power-
holders, and local organizational capacity. 
This last element means that communities 
can work together, create organizations, and 
mobilize resources to address the issues that 
affect them. 

This brief synthesizes lessons from the 
authors’ studies of food aid projects, imple-
mented by WFP and the nongovernmental 
organization CARE, in diverse settings: 
both urban and rural areas of Ethiopia; 
Zambia’s capital city, Lusaka; and rural 
Mauritania and Peru. The brief shows how 
such projects can build the capacity of both 
communities and government institutions 
and foster effective community participation 
in development. We note that many other 
organizations have made similar use of food 
aid. 

Specifically, the brief looks at the follow-
ing questions: How do food aid agencies 
need to change in order to facilitate capacity 
development? What are effective ways to 
build and sustain community capacity? How 
can interventions develop voice and ac-
countability structures? How can projects 
foster government officials’ capability to 
listen and respond to community needs and 
demands? How do participatory pro-
grammes facilitate the capturing of syner-
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gies among activities? How can pro-
grammes empower women? And finally, 
what is the appropriate balance in partici-
patory programming between an emphasis 
on process and one on concrete outputs? 

International Agencies: From top-
down managers to catalysts for 
change 
Organizations such as WFP can play a very 
important part in efforts to foster participa-
tory approaches in emergency, transition, or 
development situations. This may 
require organizational learning 
and change. Many relief and de-
velopment agencies have insti-
tutional histories and standard 
operating procedures geared 
more toward project manage-
ment, the provision of technical 
advice, or the logistics of moving 
commodities and funds than 
creating participatory structures 
and processes in communities. 
Nevertheless, the technical ex-
pertise and resources of an 
agency such as WFP may prove 
extremely important in facilita-
ting community empowerment. 
Furthermore, organizations that 
have long experience working in 
communities and often enjoy good rela-
tionships with government officials can help 
build strong linkages between government, 
especially at the local level, and communi-
ties. In order to become effective catalysts 
for capacity development and participatory 
programmes, agencies may need to go 
beyond the training approach and create new 
operating procedures in areas that lie 
beyond their traditional project portfolios, 
such as social mobilization, organizational 
development, system analysis, and policy 
impact. 

Building and sustaining capacity 
In the projects reviewed for this brief, 
WFP’s and CARE’s use of food assistance 
went well beyond simply transferring com-
modities to beneficiary communities. The 
projects helped both the residents of low-
income communities and local government 
officials to acquire new skills and addi-
tional resources. For example, in Ethiopia, 
WFP helped the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Rural Development to design a community-
based, participatory methodology for identi-
fying food aid beneficiaries and planning 
and managing soil and water conservation 
activities, as well as a results-based 
management system for its implementation. 
WFP has also helped community members 
and agricultural extension agents to collab-
orate on making use of the methodology. On 

the other side of Africa, in Mauritania, WFP 
has trained rural community health and 
nutrition promoters, who are themselves 
community residents chosen by their neigh-
bours, and who then take on a key role in 
behaviour change communication activities. 

CARE has carried out similar activities in 
its efforts to promote community participa-
tion. In Peru, the agency trained rural 
mayors and council members in planning, 
budgeting, municipal management, formula-
tion of ordinances, conflict resolution, and 

general development. CARE also facilitated 
the creation of a regular process of dialogue 
through which the officials consult com-
munities about their needs. In an urban 
setting, CARE helped to organize com-
munity-based committees to plan and 
manage road building and latrine digging in 
low-income neighbourhoods of Ethiopia’s 
capital city, Addis Ababa. CARE provided 
the committees with technical assistance and 
training. In Lusaka, the agency helped to 
establish similar neighbourhood committees 
to improve local infrastructure, boost in-
comes, and empower residents. 

A common characteristic across these 
projects is community needs assessment. 
The food-aid supported projects helped 
beneficiaries to learn how to systematically 
carry out such appraisals. In rural Ethiopia, 
for example, WFP and local agriculture 
officials have provided communities with 
both menus of soil and water conservation 
options, and also encouraged communities 
to develop their conservation strategies, in 
consultation with extension experts who can 
offer technical advice on how best to carry 
them out. In the Lusaka project, CARE’s 
role shifted over time from managing a tra-
ditional food-for-work urban infrastructure 
project to an emphasis on developing the 
neighbourhoods’ ability to analyze and act 
on their own needs. 

But projects such as these must face the 

key question of how to sustain capacity 
development once the donor agency with-
draws. In Ethiopia, there is clear evidence 
that communities that have “graduated” 
from the WFP-supported soil and water con-
servation project have the capability to con-
tinue planning and managing activities even 
in the absence of food aid resources. This is 
true not only because the project provided 
training, but also because improved natural 
resource management has increased com-
munity well-being, thereby offering tangible 

incentives to maintain and ex-
pand conservation structures and 
activities. In Mauritania, the proj-
ect offers beneficiaries health and 
nutrition education that they can 
use to assure their own well-
being beyond the life of the proj-
ect. In Lusaka, the city govern-
ment has incorporated the neigh-
bourhood representative bodies 
developed through CARE’s 
project into its own structures. 
These allow communities to 
articulate their needs and also 
facilitate the provision of munic-
ipal services to the communities. 
In Peru, the local officials whom 
the project had trained became 
more skilled at mobilizing re-

sources from higher levels of government, 
thus assuring the ongoing implementation of 
their plans and budgets. 

Voice and accountability structures 
All of the projects reviewed for this brief 
place a great deal of emphasis on building 
representative, community-level structures 
to facilitate participatory development. In 
most cases, the projects worked with com-
mittees made up of residents, usually elected 
by community-wide meetings. In some 
cases, the committees must bring plans back 
to the whole community for debate, amend-
ment, and approval. 

Community-based development commit-
tees offer a major vehicle for articulating 
demands to local officials and holding them 
accountable for helping to meet locally 
identified priorities. Not surprisingly, in 
some cases the empowerment of communi-
ties has significantly shifted local power dy-
namics and resulted in a degree of political 
tension. Projects have helped manage such 
conflicts, however. One way to do this is to 
bring stakeholders together to assure clear 
definitions of rights and responsibilities, as 
well as expectations and lines of accounta-
bility. In CARE’s project in Addis Ababa, 
project communities and municipal officials 
explicitly spelled all this out in written 
agreements that served as a form of “social 
contract.” 

Key elements of capacity 
Element Component parts 
Resources  Human 
  Financial 
  Social/organizational 
  Physical 
  Natural 
Authority  Legal status 
  Legitimacy 
  Mandate 
  Relationship to constituency 
Responsibility  Incentives 
Motivation  Values 
Leadership  Vision 
AAA Systems (Assessment, Analysis, and Action)  Problem identification 
  Solving 
  Planning 
  Learning 
Source:  adapted from Gillespie 2004. 



 

Getting Officials on board 
Community empowerment is very much 
about the relationship between residents and 
their government. In the context of decen-
tralization, it is especially important for 
local officials to have the capacity to listen 
and respond to community demands. This is 
true for both local officeholders such as 
mayors and councillors, and also local gov-
ernment employees. Most of the projects 
reviewed sought to develop this capacity. 
The relationship between agricultural exten-
sion agents and community-based planning 
teams is an essential element in WFP’s 
Ethiopia project. In view of the project’s 
successes, many district-level conservation 
officials have concluded that collaboration 
with communities is fundamental to achiev-
ing sustainable results. In Peru, CARE’s 
project helped local officeholders to become 
effective at community consultation, as well 
as planning and budgeting. When local 
officials collaborate on development active-
ties with engaged communities, they can 
become advocates on behalf of those com-
munities vis-à-vis other government 
agencies and higher levels of authority. 

Capturing Synergies 
Community participation can enhance the 
ability to capture synergies among different 
development activities. In both Ethiopia and 
Mauritania, WFP supports a variety of inter-
ventions in project communities, including 
school feeding, HIV/AIDS education, food 
storage, and income-generating activities 
groups for women. The projects encourage 
community-based bodies associated with 
these activities to interact and plan joint 
initiatives, such as constructing school wells 

and planting school gardens. Synergies 
along these lines can broaden and deepen 
community planning and management 
capacity. CARE’s projects in urban Zambia 
and rural Peru were both similarly multi-
faceted, supporting a broad range of 
activities through community and local 
government interaction. 

Empowering Women 
Several of the projects reviewed for this 
brief explicitly included empowerment of 
women as a component. In the WFP-
supported project in Ethiopia, half of the 
members of community-based planning 
teams are women, and such representation 
has proved effective in making women’s 
voices heard in the planning process. For 
example, women have pressed planning 
teams to address the needs of female-headed 
households in conservation strategies. The 
project has also organized income-gener-
ating groups among women. These help 
poor women to boost their incomes and 
learn skills in the areas of collective action, 
decision-making, and leadership, thereby 
contributing to both the economic and 
political aspects of empowerment. In 
Mauritania, the WFP project has organized 
Food Management Committees to oversee 
its activities, and 60 percent of these have 
women in leadership positions. 

Process or Project Orientation? 
Building sustainable capacity is a long-term 
proposition that may extend well beyond the 
limits of the typical project cycle (three-to-
five years). In addition, efforts to enable 
low-income communities to participate 
effectively in their own development require 

that agencies take on a capacity develop-
ment process orientation, with greater 
attention to such factors as local ownership, 
voice and accountability, and the equal 
ability of men and women to influence 
decisions. This may require agencies to look 
past their usual focus on producing tangible 
outputs (soil and water conservation struc-
tures, community nutrition centres, munic-
ipal water systems, all-weather roads) that 
will benefit a measurable number of people. 
A stronger emphasis on a capacity develop-
ment process can help to assure that the 
community maintains the project outputs, 
whatever they may be, over the long term. 
For example, in Ethiopia, WFP and govern-
ment conservation officials discovered that 
unless they consulted and engaged commun-
ities in the design and implementation of 
activities, it was difficult to get them to 
carry out the hard labour involved in main-
taining structures such as terraces, woodlots, 
and small-scale dams. Likewise, in Addis 
Ababa, CARE found that urban communi-
ties would maintain the local roads that they 
built because they had participated in the 
project’s decision-making process and felt a 
sense of ownership. 

Capacity development thus involves a 
significant shift in approach. Agencies must 
recognize that food aid is not just a simple 
resource transfer. Rather, it can serve as a 
useful tool to nurture the ability of citizens 
to participate effectively in planning and 
carrying out development, as well as 
advocacy vis-à-vis their governments. It can 
also help make governments responsive to 
the needs and demands of their citizens. 
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