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Since the beginning of civilization, men have worked together. In fact, one 
of the characteristics that define modern men from their predecessors was 
the ability to plan and structure their collaborative work. We work together 
to solve problems that affect the wellbeing of our selves and our 
communities. 
 
UNDERSTANDING PARTICIPATORY WORK 

 
What is Participatory Work? 
 
Participatory Work is an approach – not methodology – to resolve issues and 
problems through active contributions from people in a structured learning 
and working process. 
 
This approach encourages participants to think for themselves, to actively 
share, learn and – eventually – work together and to become local experts 
rather than (only) relying passively on outside experts, who may not have local 
understanding of the issues. 
 
 
When to Use Participatory Work? 
 
Participatory Work is applied in situations where a number of people must 
work together to resolve common problems. This approach works best on 
complex problems or situations where co-creation is highly seek-out and 
appreciated. 
 
Participants may be people from the same organisation, community or 
network or those who are totally stranger to each other. In both situations, 
these people form a living system to enable co-creation to emerge. 
Participants may come in large group (to generate wide range of inputs) or 
smaller group (to get few but intensive inputs). 
 
Whatever the size of participants, good problem solving requires inputs from 
people with variety of experience and expertise. It also includes everyone who 
is interested in finding the best solutions and getting benefit from thefollow up 
action – the “stakeholders”. 
 

Community leaders of a mid-class real estate in sub-urban 
Jakarta felt that their waste management was not at all effective. 
In fact, they started to receive complaints from community 
members, such as annoying smells from nearby waste yard, 
which actually served as their waste collection yard. 
 

In a local gathering, one of the leaders facilitated their community members, 
including maids, waste collectors, waste collection yard staffs, etc. to express their 

If properly done, Participatory Work 
contributes to the transformation of 
attitude in knowledge sharing. As 
participants walk through the 
process, they will likely to realize that 
individual knowledge contributes 
more to other people than it does to 
themselves only. 

Co-creation is the ultimate 
participatory work. It occurs when 
people are aware of their common  
problems, committed to their 
contribution to and benefits they can 
get from a Participatory Work. When 
this occurs, participants are likely to 
feel more ownership of the problems 
and develop more appropriate 
solutions for their context. 

Sample 
Case 
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individual experiences and problems on current waste management. Based on 
those facts, he organised a mind-map session to visualize and agree an ideal waste 
management for their community. To help them, guests from other communities 
having similar experience were invited. 
 
Through role-plays, community members identified challenges and criticized 
solutions before finally arrived on ones that suit their needs and fits their 
conditions. Next, working in small groups, they translated these solutions into a set 
of actions commtted by all. 
 
At the end of the gathering, the community leaders – facilitators – have succesfully 
implemented Participatory Work to facilitate their community to produce a 
synchronised action plan of who does what, when and how to solve their waste 
management problems. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
TECHNIQUES AND METHODOLOGIES 

 
Participatory Work adopts appropriate techniques and methodologies to 
ensure everyone gets an equal opportunity to participate and contribute and 
to guarantee that contributions are appreciated. 
 

Advantages: 

It uses inexpensive resources. 

It can be used in any physical setting. 

It helps people to learn about themselves. 

It helps people to build self-confidence. 

It is less intimidating for less confident 
participants. 

It helps people to understand the perspectives of 
others. 

It can help people to analyse complex situations. 

It is interesting and fun – helping to involve 
people in the subject. 

It can be used by people with different degrees 
of experience and literacy. 

It prevents individuals from being singled out for 
what they know, or don’t know. 

Outcomes can often be documented in the 
middle of the process. 

Lessons learnt may vary to different participants 
depending on individual perceptions and 
context. 

It is memorable. 

 

Disadvantages: 
It may be difficult to plan, because planning 
often depends on what participants can 
contribute or benefit from the activity. 

It may take time to identify and involve 
suitable participants. 

It takes time for people who are used to 
being “pupils” or “superiors” rather than 
“participants” to feel comfortable and/or 
confident to learn and work together in an 
equal manner. 

It may make people feel uncomfortable, for 
example speaking, presenting, drawing or 
facilitating group discussions. 

Some people may not consider this 
approach to be scientific ways of working. 

It can be too excited to be documented in a 
report format but photographs or flipcharts 
may serve this purpose very well. 

However, Participatory Work 
owns its disadvantages as well as 
advantages. 
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Technically, these techniques and methodologies will enable and promote 
sharing, learning and working, especially to: 
 
• help people feel comfortable with the participatory approach, 
• encourage people to share information, ideas, concerns, views and 

knowledge, 
• support learning and working in a group, 
• invite the group to take control and be responsible of the process, 
• manage group dynamics, 
• help people to communicate effectively, and 
• keep the work constructive, productive, and relevant. 
 
Introduction 
 
As participants may – and likely to – come from different backgrounds and 
understandings to the topic, facilitator may use different games and 
methodologies to help people understand and feel comfortable with the 
approach, other participants and the larger group. 
 
Sharing 
 
Participatory Work provides equal opportunity for participants to share. 
Materials may be presented by technical experts to take participants to the 
same level of awareness and understanding. Methodologies such as Fish Bowl 
and Story Telling may work well if PowerPoint presentation is considered too 
risky (boring or tiring). For group sharing, methodologies such as World Cafe, 
Speed Geeking or Round Robin may fit the purpose. 
 
Discussion 
 
The heart of Participatory Work is fruitful discussions, both plenary and group. 
Discussions may serve for sharing (see above), identification, clarification, 
analysis, exercise or prioritization of issues, problems, challenges, solutions, 
etc. Methodologies such as Open Space, Mind Map, Six Thinking Hats may be 
used among tens or hundreds of useful metholodogies known. Whichever the 
methodologies, ensure that participants understand the proposed agenda, 
instructions and output. 
 
Reflection 
 
Reflection is individual silent moments where participants carefully study and 
deeply think about the results of sharing and discussion sessions. This will 
provide participants the opportunity to re-assess what has been shared and 
discussed. The technique may also be designed to feed next discussions or to 
examine whether the approach works well. Visual tools combined with 
customized games may fit the purpose. 
 
 

 

Visual Tools 
Learning and working aids such 
as drawings, diagrams, charts or 
collages may help participants to 
do many things, such as analyse 
problems, describe local 
situations, and rate the 
importance of things. These tools 
are also useful to create a 
relaxed atmosphere, to reduce 
tense and to encourage people to 
work together. 
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Games 
 
Games are used to introduce participants, to generate more energy and 
enthusiasm, and to help them work together. “Ice breakers” help people to get 
to know each other and to relax. “Energisers” are effective to get people 
moving and to give them more enthusiasm  especially when they look sleepy 
or tired. Games can also be used to help people think through issues that are 
part of the work. They can also be helpful for addressing problems that 
participants may encounter when they are trying to work together. 
 
HOW DOES PARTICIPATORY WORK WORKS? 

 
Setting the background 
 
It is critical for the organizers, participants and facilitators to mutually 
understand the actual situation that calls for the Participatory Work to take 
place. It is also useful to draw the horizon – the bigger picture – on which the 
problems situated. These will help to create a sense of urgency and 
sustainability amongst participants. Last, ensure that participants agree on the 
objectives and outputs. 
 
Setting up facilitation team 
 
A Participatory Work with large group of participants may require more than 
one facilitators. For example, dedicated facilitators for group-discussions may 
be needed in the case of limited time and optimistic outputs. In such 
conditions, a team of facilitators need to be established and agree on roles and 
responsibilities. 
 
Identifying and briefing participants 
 
One of the most challenging and exhausting tasks prior to the delivery of 
Participatory Work is to ensure that participants are well-recruited and well-
briefed. A good mix of participants – those who will actively and constructively 
contribute to and get benefit from the work – is key to the success of 
Participatory Work. 
 
When identifying participants, consider the followings: 
 
• Choose the right number of people. Again, a small group will likely to 

provide intensive inputs as of larger group usually produces a wide range 
of inputs. 

• Get relevant people on board. Organisers may want to specify that they 
need participants who will be in a position to use the skills and/or train 
others when they return to their communities or organisations. 

• Ensure the right combination of people. Organisers may want to have 
participants with similar experiences to ensure relevant inputs or a mixture 
to facilitate specific learning. 

A good facilitator team ideally 
consists of facilitators from 
different professional 
backgrounds, languages and 
gender. At least one of the 
facilitators ideally have “hands 
on” experience and/or possesses 
technical knowledge about the 
subject matter. 
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• Aim for the right level of participation. Organisers may want to insist that 
participants attend the whole workshop rather than coming and going. It 
should also be made clear that everyone will be required to participate. 

• Brief and consult participants before planning the workshop. Organisers 
may want to ask participants in advance about their expectations of the 
workshop, as well as their existing level of experience. Talking to 
participants before the workshop is planned helps to ensure that the 
content is at the right level, and that materials and activities are relevant 
for everyone. 

 
Preparing agenda 
 
Facilitator puts the participants – not him/herself – in the limelight. Therefore, 
a carefully prepared agenda will enable participants to initiate and take control 
and responsibility of their learning and working process. To help them do this, 
a good agenda need to clearly explain the structure, content and 
methodologies. It also describes schedule and sessions, including the 
objectives, roles and responsibilities, instructions and expected outputs. 
 
A general structure of a Participatory Work agenda usually consists of: 
• Opening and introductions 
• Housekeeping 
• Expectations 
• Ground rules (sometimes called “team contract”) 
• Objectives and schedule 
• Ice Breakers and Energisers 
• Field work (if any) 
• "Parking lot" 
 
Identifying most appropriate methodologies 
 
There are literally hundreds or thousands (and growing!) of methodologies 
that can be used in Participatory Work. To help determine which 
methodologies work best for each sessions, first identify the followings: 
• Purpose: what is the purpose of the session: to connect people, build 

understanding, share and gather experiences or create shared vision? 
• Source of Learning: are participants expected to work on existing 

knowledge or possibilities? Are participants expected to work on their 
own, with/from their peers or helped by external experts? 

• Desired Outputs: are outputs need to be in tangible (documents, charts, 
etc.) or intangible (awareness, understanding, etc.) forms? Are outputs 
aimed to feed next sessions or are they final? 

 
Preparing logistics 
 
Appropriately-prepared venue, room layout, stationaries (including metaplans 
and flipcharts), presentation equipments, etc. will ensure smooth execution of 
a well-prepared agenda. Check and re-check is critical prior to the arrival of 
participants. Ensure risk of technical glitch is minimized. 

For samples of methodologies 
frequently used, go to 
http://endrocn.wordpress.com/ 
catagory/participatory-work/. 

 
Participants of a workshop enjoy 
the informal environment that 
enables more productive work. 
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Monitor and evaluate 
 
Participants of a Participatory Work – in any duration of time – are likely to 
follow a learning curve similar to a rollercoaster track. Ups and downs are 
normal. For medium and long-term work (for example, more than one day), 
facilitator may want to evaluate whether participants successfully on track 
with the process. This mid-work evaluation (may be conducted using visual or 
random evaluation tools) serves as the basis of necessary adjustments to the 
structure, methodology or pace of work, if needed. Final evaluation is mostly 
useful for organisers – and facilitator – for improvement of the next 
Participatory Works. 
 
THE ROLE OF FACILITATOR 

 
In a Participatory Work, the role of facilitator is mainly to enable and promote 
the learning and working process. Facilitator identifies the appropriate living 
system and designs, prepares and maintains an enabling and supportive 
environment for the living system in which the “learning and working journey” 
can take place. This includes designing the process, setting up the appropriate 
venue, delivering the agenda, time-keeping and evaluation. 
 

WHAT  TO EXPECT FROM A FACILITATOR(S)? 
 
Facilitator is a rapidly expanding profession that plays key role in the workings 
of organisations and communities world wide. However, misconceptions about 
what to – and not to – expect from a professional facilitator still occurs. 
 
In general, a professional facilitator for a Participatory Work is expected to: 
 
• help formulate the background, objectives, outputs and outcomes, 
• help identify and, if necessary, brief participants, 
• structure the learning and working process, including sessions scheduling 

and timing, 
• propose specific techniques and methodologies for each sessions, 
• develop detailed agenda, 
• develop evaluation tools, 
• submit and/or prepare logistical needs, and 
• submit process report and, if appropriate, content report. 
 

 
Endro Catur 
 
Email : endrocn [at] yahoo.com 
Web : http://endrocn.wordpress.com 
Phone : +62-(0)855-8884441 
Fax : +62-(0)21-74770141 
 
 

MORE INFORMATION 

A facilitator may not necessarily 
be the ‘expert’ of the work topics. 
However, if appropriate, 
facilitator may also offer his/her 
expertise in addition to 
facilitating the learning and 
working process. 


