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Introduction Introduction 

project in a poor rural community in 
south India

strength based processes 
some outcomes to date

“Healthy Districts Project”
maximising genuine participation at the local level
struggling with these issues of exclusion while sti ll 

trying to maintain a strength based perspective



Project OverviewProject Overview

action research/development project
‘bottom up’ approach
aims to encourage development of a 
Panchayat
using community development and 
Appreciative Inquiry (AI)
collaborative with three partners



Project Aim 1Project Aim 1

To ascertain the effect on a local 
community of health and development 
interventions

(community development/community-based strategies 

utilising Appreciative Inquiry )



Project Aim 2Project Aim 2

To develop and evaluate community-based 
interventions for application in rural 
communities

partnership (as a major means of community 
participation)
issues of importance to the communities jointly 
identified
strategies to address the issues agreed upon
outcomes of strategies measured/evaluated in terms 

of extent of achievement of relevant goals



Project Aim 3Project Aim 3

To strengthen the capacity of local 
communities to promote and maintain 
health through

establishment of community structures
which are substantially led, organised and 
maintained by local community members
who together hold appropriate and sufficient 
skills to ensure the structures are durable 
over time



Baseline data/ pre test
in both Panchayats

SURVEY BY INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

Phases and methodologyPhases and methodology

Comparison Case

Final reportDecember 2008

Post test
SURVEY BY INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

Oct to November 2008

Economic and Economic and 
social developmentsocial development

PARTICIPATORY PARTICIPATORY 
ACTION RESEARCHACTION RESEARCH

No intervention 
beyond

existing services

April 2006 to September 2008April 2006 to September 2008

March to June 2006

Intervention Case 
(Alanganeri 
Panchayat )(Panchayat )

March 2006

KV Kuppam Block, 
Vellore District

Research Planning and Ethics ApprovalJuly 2005 to Mar 2006



Project Setting Project Setting Alanganeri Panchayat, KV 

Kuppam Block

KV Kuppam Block;
130 kilometres from Chennai

Block population 130,000
75% live below the official poverty line 
almost one-third belong to scheduled castes

Alanganeri Panchayat
most undeveloped

lowest health status



Project Setting Project Setting Alanganeri Panchayat, KV 

Kuppam Block

most backward castes (MBCs) and 
scheduled castes (dalits – SCs)

7 women’s self help groups
None has income generation programs

99% of the Panchayat population is 
Hindu and about 1% Christian,  no 
Muslims



Outcomes to dateOutcomes to date
Tamil Thendrel tailoring unit

secured resources from outside the Panchayat

Contacts with possible retail outlets in Australia

Support from local export tailoring factory and a l ocal 
weavers’ cooperative

assistance in obtaining land and building materials  for 
Project office and tailoring unit building

Organisation of the group into a society

Commencement of skill training for Tamil Thendrel

establishment of a Panchayat-wide Healthy Districts  
Community Committee

skill training of the Healthy Districts Community 
Committee
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StrengthsStrengths

“The strength based perspective 
consciously creates a new agenda for 
practice. It draws attention away from 

increasingly technique-laden approaches to 
human situations and reminds us of a 
simple truth: that each person already 

carries the seeds for his or her own 
transformation. A steadfast belief in that 

potential is one of the most powerful gifts a 
social worker can offer”

(Weik, 1992, p25)



Main Strength based Main Strength based 
tenetstenets

Empowerment

Membership 

Dialogue and collaboration



Theory and methodology Theory and methodology 
supporting a strength based supporting a strength based 
approachapproach

Social Determinants of Health

Appreciative Inquiry
Discovery

Dreaming
Design

Delivery



Discovering strengthsDiscovering strengths
Patience
Building good relationships with those in power
Ability to make changes in the village
Confidence
Ability to take on great responsibility
Skilled managers
Skilled decision makers
Independent
Strong together in the SHG
Strength to sacrifice for children
Enduring Hardship
The women are pioneers for the generations to come



Discovering strengthsDiscovering strengths
Awareness of positive aspects of their environment an d the village

Feelings of happiness within their environment, the v illage

Awareness of sense of living ‘healthy’ through fresh f ood

Good community spirit and harmony

Awareness of women’s situation in India

Awareness of member’s rights as women in India, in t he world

Awareness of changes in Indian society

Awareness of pressure from society’s taboos

Awareness of importance and impact of education 

Desire to learn

Desire to be leaders of their own changes

Determined



DreamsDreams……
To build a house next to the main road
A road between the village and the main road
A water tank
A hospital
A village shopping centre
A higher secondary school (local school only until 10th standard)
Maintaining the village’s natural beauty
Start own school (one member)
Comfortable houses
Well furnished houses
More comfortable village (linked to road, water tan k, shops…)
Computer
University
Improving children’s education (linked to road and computer)
Own car (one member)
Employment for people who had got education’
A village Tailoring unit
Fluent English for their children



Prioritising the dreamsPrioritising the dreams

1. The most important dream to achieve 
2. The dream the most difficult to achieve 

3. The dream the most easy to achieve 
4. The dream taking the longest time to achieve

5. The dream taking the shortest time to achieve

collective tailoring unit received collective tailoring unit received 
the most votesthe most votes
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DesigningDesigning……
Actions addressed and involved a complex 
array of systems/skills/structures, such as

defining member roles

developing relationships
creating partnerships

expanding capacity building
increasing social and financial resources

implementing documentation and creating a 
financial base
Implementing other management systems



strength based practice strength based practice 
meets Indian caste meets Indian caste 
systemsystem

Exclusion of non Self Help Group 
members

Exclusion of dalits



Tactics to respond Tactics to respond 
to particular to particular 
difficultiesdifficulties

versus

Structural responses Structural responses 
to build to build 

counter structurescounter structures

PerceivingPerceiving

deficitsdeficits in  in  

divisionsdivisions

versus

Perceiving Perceiving 

strengthsstrengths in in 

diversitydiversity

Deficits Deficits …… or or 
Strengths?Strengths?



Reframing divisions as diversity unearthed 
many more sources of rich diversity 

in the community and the Project. 

The strengths perspective was crucial to 
reframe deficienciesdeficiencies (divisions) 

as community strengths and resourcesstrengths and resources (diversity; 
and with diversity coming together, dialogue; and 
with dialogue, richer processes and outcomes). 

Conversely, a strength based perspective was 
crucial to be able to develop structures to 

embrace diversityembrace diversity , which is in stark contrast to 
trying to remedy divisivenessremedy divisiveness . 
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Conceptualising strengthsConceptualising strengths



LearningsLearnings and and 
ConclusionConclusionPower of community development and the partnership mo del of 

working with communities
Belief in, and a commitment to identifying, working  with and 
sharing discoveries of strengths in a community is cen tral to 
development work
Belief in and commitment to a strength based approach  is equally
potent in a community which is poor, relatively underd eveloped 
with relatively poorer health status than other commun ities
The strength of a team and the power of reflection i n practice as a 
foil to reverting to what professionals love – deficits
A more useful and more sophisticated understanding of the 
meaning of the environment as a helping resource
That the helping aspect of the environment has to be  nurtured, 
developed and understood as one aspect of a contradic tory 
phenomenon
The importance of empowerment through dialogue, not  separatist 
action
Partnership as modelling effective collaboration and t he 
development of a learning environment 
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