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Chapter 7. If Traditional Development Practices Were Effective 
 


Your Majesty, our research shows that eighty percent of your people are healthier today 
than they were fifty years ago. However, for twenty percent of your people health did not 
improve. Moving into the modern age split your country. While many would argue that 
advancing four-fifths is progress, because one-fifth of your people are worse off shows 
that fundamental problems have not been solved . . . perhaps this is the root reason now 
for your country’s growing civil unrest. 


—Report to His Majesty Birendra Shah, 
(fall 2000)  
 


 


If accepted modern practices to improve national development were effective, they 


should have worked in the Himalayan Kingdom of Nepal. Certainly modern practice 


works to some degree, but Nepal’s experience shows how understanding is incomplete. 


Best practice was followed in Nepal, and it did not help those who needed help the most, 


nor did it create the national transformation promised. Today, forty percent of the 


population remains below the poverty line with one-quarter of the population living on 


less than a dollar a day; half the population is still illiterate, and mortality for children 


under age five is sixty per thousand live births. This need not be. For the last half century 


the people were promised more by both their government and international assistance. 


International agencies spent billions of dollars to deliver on their promises. 


Thousands of Nepal’s youth were educated in universities around the world to return and 


lead. National policies were shaped by experts from Nepal and advisors from around the 


world. For sixty years now the country has followed the mainstream of economic and 


social development (and pioneered a number of alternate streams).  


Economic growth was supposed to have led to poverty reduction. Education and 


elections should have built accountable government capacity. But, while there was 


progress what really grew was dysfunction. As encapsulated in the epigraph above, our 
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comparison of social and ecological change in Nepal based on in-depth study of the 


country from 1949 to 1999 showed that after half a century billions of dollars of 


assistance had not produced the expected benefits. Of the many people trained to lead the 


country, great numbers of the most gifted had left. Governance that was incrementally 


supposed to have been evolving had in fact crumbled. When King Birendra was 


murdered, widening popular disillusionment was co-opted by a Maoist uprising, and then 


the monarchy finally became so discredited that in the spring of 2006 it collapsed. Even 


then there was dysfunction despite all that had been invested, for what followed was in-


fighting by Nepal’s aged political leaders. 


The political future of Nepal remains unclear, a new constitution is now in place, 


a number of parties domestic and foreign struggle to hold the process together. The 


Maoists almost unbelievably have joined, indeed lead, the system of democracy. But the 


momentum is not consistent, and it certainly cannot yet be called a stable process of 


social advancement as one transition has not peacefully built on the one before.  


The problem was not lack of physical resources. Resources were plentiful, and 


they were used in ways that should have promoted wider social change. Nepal’s 


spectacular scenery, extending from lush, animal-rich lowland jungles to the summits of 


the Himalaya, joined with immemorial traditions for sacred pilgrimages, made the 


country a premier ecotourist destination for “trekking” and tiger-watching. Paying 


pilgrims came by the tens of thousands. Diversifying businesses in whitewater rafting, 


mountaineering, and Tibetan carpets brought in tourist dollars by the millions. Enormous 


hydroelectric resources pointed toward great export income. Early in its development 


program Nepal launched innovations in appropriate technology, mountain agriculture, 
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microcredit, poverty reduction, and the advancement of women that experts promised 


would transform village life. To preserve the spectacular land, a network of national 


parks was created, environmentally sensitive agricultural practices were promoted for 


fragile mountain slopes. All this occurred in the positive context of a country that had no 


history of colonial occupation or ethnic or religious violence from which to recover. In 


short, except for the major barrier of being landlocked, with one country, India, 


effectively able to control its trade, Nepal met the commonly considered necessary 


conditions and received the believed-to-be-necessary inputs for successful development.  


All of course is not disaster. Some changes have worked, such as the national 


spread of community managed forests. Family planning was encouraged and now shows 


evidence of effectiveness. The economy relatively smoothly transitioned from a barter 


base to monetary. A number of modest-sized nonprofit organizations are making real and 


significant contributions in health, education, agriculture, and advancement of women. 


An example that is easy for visitors to check out is Share and Care on the edge of 


Kathmandu Valley, where dozens of villages have been transformed by very dedicated 


outreach work from the Share and Care staff. And as will be discussed in some depth 


later, locally owned ecotourism has been an outstanding success. There are many nodes 


of success—what is lacking is larger social success. 


Despite the investments so much just keeps crumbling—the key feature of social 


mobilization spoken of throughout this book that causes change to seemingly self-


assemble has not occurred. At the national level the once-expanding infrastructure of 


roads, government offices, clinics, schools, postal services, agricultural extension, and tax 


collection continues to crumble. Decades of capacity building of personnel in each of 
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these sectors has withered. Corruption continues in public and private sectors, and 


national progress is weighed down by decades of debt. Undergirding all this—despite the 


fact that the Maoists have come to power with a promise to clean everything up—


government systems remain dysfunctional from the capital, Kathmandu, to the country’s 


most remote districts.  


What is particularly striking is how amid all the uncertainty the international 


community (India, America, England, a total of seventeen countries) pours in continued 


support and collectively they remain incapable of cooperating around a common agenda. 


The result is that the systems remain not functioning, and ancient divisions of caste and 


tribe remain virtually unchanged. Can the sweeping change the Maoists promise rebuild 


pieces from among the rubble of half a century of attempted development? The answer 


will unfold since all communities are “always developing.” There remains hope that 


things will click.  


PHOTOGRAPH, SURVEY WORK ON 1949 EXPEDITION 


Having studied the country closely for sixty years we believe the national 


reconstruction will happen only when process: 1) builds on the widely scattered 


successes, 2) creates true partnerships that connect the Bottom with the Top and utilize 


the Outside, 3) learn to decide using evidence and not mantras, and 4) focus on changing 


the behaviors of all.  


Our family is privileged to have worked in Nepal through much of the last half-


century, forging friendships with intellectuals, in villages, in the expatriate community, 


and at the palace. In 1949 Carl was a member of the first Western expedition to walk the 


breadth of the kingdom, making a four-month transect that began in India and crossed to 
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the Tibetan border; that expedition conducted Nepal’s first public health and natural 


history surveys. Carl and Daniel led numerous field surveys throughout the country from 


the 1960s through the 1980s. In 1999 as three generations we walked the whole of the 


original 1949 route as father, two sons, six grandchildren, and with Dr. Robert L. 


Fleming Jr., naturalist and son of the leader of the 1949 expedition, gathering data and 


photographing the original sites to assess changes over the preceding fifty years in health 


and environmental status. The epigraph to this chapter comes from the resulting report to 


His Majesty.  


The decline of the country is shown by the content of petitions presented to the 


king during his visits to Nepal’s villages. A generation ago, citizens lined up asking King 


Birendra for a road, a water pipe to their village, a school, an airport, a clinic. (We have 


seen those reports stacked two feet high.) From 2001 to 2005, when Birendra’s brother, 


King Gyanendra, visited many of the same villages, in report after report there was only 


one request: peace. Often the villages had their school, clinic, road, and water pipe; but 


these were now in disrepair. It would have been logical to request reconstruction—but the 


villagers asked for peace. The services people had long wanted—and which development 


experts said would create a foundation of governance and people’s increasing well-being 


had started and was falling apart at the point when it should have been taking off—while 


the peace people had once taken for granted was gone. A Maoist civil war was underway 


protesting the national decay. Then in 2006, the people with a striking unified action also 


rose in revolt. A series of steps toward better governance have followed—and now 


perhaps on that voice by the people there is hope. 
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What has become clear—as has been true in so many times and places through 


history—that while people can revolt and protest, they have difficulty implementing 


change. People can push back—but then they have difficulty knowing how to go forward. 


Every community on Earth wants to progress, to improve its conditions. Communities 


who have received more assistance are not usually doing any better than those who have 


received less.1Bringing financing and training into a country with a dysfunctional 


structure does fix the problems. For inputs to be useful what is required is a more or less 


well functioning process. 


When modern development began in Nepal in 1950 the kingdom had been tightly 


ruled by the Rana family for a century, with the country closed to the outside world and 


the royal family under house arrest in the king’s palace. The people were blocked from 


access to change; indeed children often had to escape the country in order to go to school. 


The Ranas amused themselves by imitating European royalty with an array of dalliances, 


tiger hunts, and intrafamily power jostling. They appeased the British Empire and kept it 


at bay by providing the services of the legendary Gurkha regiments—a mercenary service 


that continues to this day with Britain India, Brunei, the United Nations, and private 


corporations, bringing in significant income to the country.2 


With backing from India, King Tribhuvan joined a democratic movement and 


ousted the Ranas. India pushed for a democracy in Nepal similar to its own. After 


                                                 
1  Carol Lancaster, Foreign Aid: Diplomacy, Development, Domestic Politics (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2007) 
 William Easterly, White Man’s Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest have done so much 
Ill and so Little Good (New York: The Penguin Press, 2006). 
 Thomas W. Dichter, Despite Good Intentions: Why Development Assistance to the Third World 
has Failed (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003). 
2  A look behind the façade of the Gurkha of legend is revealing: the first Gurkhas joined the British 
Army in defiance of their rulers, an offense punishable by death, in hopes of escaping the grinding hardship 
of their lives. See Heather Streets, Martial Races: The Military, Race and Masculinity in British Imperial 
Culture, 1857—1914 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004). 
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Tribhuvan died, in 1956, his son, King Mahendra, worried over the growing influence of 


India and wary of the single-party rule in Communist China to the north, outlawed all 


political parties and modified the multiparty democracy to one in which each candidate 


stood on his or her own reputation. Without a party to link them, no candidate could gain 


a significant following, and the king consolidated his authority. 


During the 1960s monarchies around the world lost credibility, but in Nepal the 


monarchy was viewed as progressive, having freed Nepal from the Ranas. A further 


factor legitimizing the monarch was the belief that he is a reincarnation of the god 


Vishnu. Years of royal rule mounted into decades, then decadence—but at first it did not 


appear that way for under Mahendra Nepal rapidly opened to the outside world and 


entered a competitive game of international diplomacy. India gained influence through 


affiliated political parties, and took control over Nepal’s trade, timber resources, and 


hydroelectric power. When in 1962, India’s influence dramatically weakened as a result 


of its defeat in a border war with China, the Chinese pressed their advantage, literally 


moving some of the greatest mountains in the world to link Nepal to China by road. From 


the mid-1960s to the 1970s, the United States and Soviet Union jockeyed for influence, 


each offering munificent assistance—the Soviets in industry and higher education, and 


the United States in malaria eradication, education, agriculture, family planning, and 


community development and also the Peace Corps. Meanwhile King Mahendra continued 


to centralize control, letting social and governing systems decay while offering change in 


the fields of health care, education, technocrat leaders, and land reform to suggest he was 


a modern king. 
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Nepal became a pawn in international politics. The game was played with money. 


The outside world flocked to Nepal enraptured with its beauty wanting to help. By the 


time of King Mahendra’s death in 1972, two dozen countries were giving aid, virtually 


every United Nations organization had programs in Nepal, and international banks, both 


public and private, were offering development loans. Almost every offer was accepted, 


despite the contradictory philosophies. With no lack of resources, there was flagrant lack 


of coordination and significant contradictions in competing approaches. Contradictions 


were dealt with by giving donors different valleys to work in. Local involvement in 


decisions about how to use aid to mobilize village resources and capacity were largely 


ignored.  


King Birendra, educated at Eton, the University of Tokyo, and Harvard University 


(where he and Daniel began their lifelong friendship), assumed the throne in 1972 at age 


twenty-seven, eager and remarkably well prepared. He surrounded himself with some of 


Nepal’s best-trained people, made education a priority, pressed for effective financial 


institutions, promoted agricultural expansion, initiated what would grow into a network 


of nature preserves, and used the authority of monarchy to focus on a development 


agenda. Donors stepped forward, and rivalry between them enabled the tiny kingdom to 


manipulate powerful countries. King Birendra was a member of the nonaligned-nations 


movement and, like many leaders in this group, believed that their key task was to 


balance powers and this required strong leadership (rather than people’s participation). 


When pressures grew for democratic participation, the king amended the constitution in 


the other direction, further consolidating control by the monarchy. Daniel had numerous 


discussions during this period not only with the king but with many other senior leaders. 
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A uniform perception of control dominated thinking at that time, an approach strongly 


demonstrated by Nepal’s neighbors, Mao Zedong in China and Indira Gandhi’s 


emergency rule in India. Listening to the people was then very much a fringe argument.  


It was not clear that the people needed to be listened to. Development in the 1970s 


appeared to be working. The highest mountains in the world had until then also been its 


highest fences, isolating Nepal. But then a network of roads and communications started 


across the rugged Himalaya. The USAID program, with a flood of unrestricted rupees 


from the sale of American wheat in India, had great flexibility in how it engaged in 


partnerships with government. Imaginative USAID leadership, sometimes joining in 


alliances with other donor countries, tried to address community needs. Primary schools 


were built. Many children went on to secondary school and college. An increasingly 


competent bureaucracy began to administer the country. The economy was diversifying 


with tourism and rug weaving, expanding from the traditional focus on rice exports and 


periodic timber cutting. Ideas inundated the country through movies, media, the 


migration of Nepalis to work in India and elsewhere. Indians came into Nepal to turn 


jungles into fields and to set up businesses. The palace established a think tank to sort 


through options and they came up with progressive proposals—from hydroelectric 


development to education and to extending the rule of law to include the previously 


immune royal family.  


But while much seemed to be changing, the extended royal and Rana families and 


wealthy émigrés from India strongly held on to power in palace, army, and commerce. 


Despite visible trappings of modernization in the government, caste-based rule remained. 


Equally important, a vital feature of modernization was absent: political dissent. People 
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who disagreed with national policies went to India. Onto an archaic social skeleton 


modern clothes were being draped. The royal, Rana, and émigré structures profited; wily 


merchants operated outside legal restrictions and created a separate economy with 


privileged access to resources and opportunities. The consequence was to further isolate 


those who were in the inner clique of decisionmaking from participatory dialogue with 


the Nepali people. 


Aspirations among the people, however, continued to rise. Their economic 


progress ran squarely into the still-entrenched, increasingly wealthy factions. During the 


decade of its existence not one major recommendation from the inside-the-palace think 


tank was approved. In 1977, a clear signal was sent to the rising tide of progressivism 


when four ministers and senior bureaucrats were accused of profiteering from trade in 


handmade carpets. Falsified invoices against the Finance Minister and Chairman of the 


National Bank for carpets they never saw were the charges that threw them out of office. 


The accused all resigned, and all were ultimately cleared in the courts, but the message 


was not withdrawn: the old order retained control. Bright lower echelon youth could get 


PhDs, but their voice should not be considered strong enough to change the system. 


On the streets the rejection of due process was not apparent. Kathmandu 


overflowed with hundreds of thousands of tourists, billions of dollars in aid (especially 


low-interest loans), numerous hotels and restaurants, and privately owned banks. 


Peaceful lawlessness rose throughout the 1980s. Seeing the burgeoning growth, Nepalis 


raced to grab a part of it. In the health sector, for example, medical care began to shift 


from free government health centers that gave preventive as well as curative care to 


private clinics with pharmacies owned by the doctors immediately adjacent to the 
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government clinics. For foreigners, the sublime Himalayan world and the charm of the 


people deflected attention from the increasingly ineffective government and limited 


political reforms. They saw new schools when they went to the villages but they did not 


notice the now-frequent absences of teachers.  


PHOTOGRAPH, IDYLLIC NEPAL 


Parallel realities were shaping Nepal’s ecology of power. A veneer of change had 


been overlaid on an autocracy that was not acknowledging the global change, much as a 


century and a half earlier the monarchy had been overlaid onto older systems of caste, 


land ownership, and miniprincipalities. The international community acquiesced in this 


(for example, across these decades not one embassy or aid agency had more than several 


low-caste employees in managerial positions). We raised such issues when talking with 


the king and spoke with ambassadors from various countries and directors of the 


international aid missions when we were periodically called in for advice. It all seemed to 


be a system of appearances; and the priority that prevailed was not to challenge the 


momentum of the fractured economy and the trappings of development to address the 


core misrule of monarchy and caste.  


Donor nations could have pressed for change. In most cases, doing so would have 


required only adhering to the norms of their own cultures and their own standards of 


financial accountability, democratic governance, and a priority for equity. But although 


they mentioned such issues in private conversations with high officials, they never 


pressed for reform publicly. Putting in place effective process requires either revolution 


(what is being tried now) or evolution (what everyone said they were doing). Abolishing 


the monarchy would not have been necessary, for the monarchy was indeed the respected 


 27







glue holding together the country’s ethnic and geographical diversity. But lack of change 


within the monarchy, lack of change in the caste system, lack of transparent financial 


policy, and lack of an effective judiciary excluded the population from access to 


responsive government.  


Such an ecology of reticence and resistance to change degenerates eventually into 


lawlessness. While corruption has been long spoken of in Nepal, and while blame was 


conveniently placed on merchants and royalty, many supporting international subplots 


were not often discussed. Every player in the Kingdom was using its niche of advantage. 


The evidence on just complicit internationals reads almost like fiction. In the 1960s and 


1970s the United States supported clandestine military operations based out of Nepal to 


spawn rebellion in Tibet, training Tibetans to be terrorists with the blessing of the Dalai 


Lama. The Soviet Union set up complex electronic and informant-monitoring systems, 


watching the United States, India, and China. In the 1980s India started sending 


photoreconnaissance aircraft across Nepal. China responded to Nepal’s anxiety about 


these aircraft by offering anti-aircraft guns. Every actor had secrets it wanted kept quiet. 


None was stepping forward to truly influence the Nepali structure—it was as though this 


small country’s government by permitting secret operations would itself be able to 


manipulate and hold hostage all the huge countries. 


Fault lines began to show. The pervasive corruption supported a bureaucracy 


filled with more qualified people than there were socially useful tasks for. Even trade in 


ancient stolen idols and endangered species by members of the old aristocracy was no 


longer unnoticed, only unreported. Foreign friends and national leaders seemed to think 


or pretend these issues would be resolved by the momentum of growth. The only option, 
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they kept telling themselves, was hope; no one considered in open debate an alternative 


to the status quo. Growing tourism and carpet weaving, thousands of urbane, educated, 


and competent Nepalis giving a modern face, the huge potential of hydroelectricity as an 


engine for stable national finance, the always majestic mountains—all these factors 


provided a reassuring backdrop. 


Nodes of dysfunctionality continued to metastasize. Lack of open dialogue 


crippled corrective action. (Once, the king got so upset with Daniel for bringing him 


information on high-level corruption that for two years he stopped receiving him in the 


palace.) By the late 1980s expatriates and nationals lived parallel lives, each needing the 


other, but less and less learning from and talking openly to each other.  


PHOTOGRAPH, INSIDE THE PALACE DIALOGUE 


Leadership dynamics were increasingly regressive. For example, when His 


Majesty went on village tours, loudspeakers on the edge of camp broadcast Hindu 


scriptures supporting old authority structures, allegedly to promote Hinduism as a means 


of cultural preservation and national identity. Actually it created a reaction from the 


young people, who viewed this as holding back modern ways. The once-loyal populace 


grew increasingly disaffected, and the king started to blame outside interference, in 


particular India. 


And in blaming India there was indeed cause. The anti-aircraft guns, which Indian 


spies had seen crossing the border from China, had been one among many flashpoints. 


Another was Nepal’s refusal to continue hydroelectric development favorable for India 


following the pattern established by the Kosi and Gandaki river projects. A further issue 


was Nepal’s continuing efforts toward full nonaligned status rather than functioning as 
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within “greater India.” In the late 1980s, India pushed for Nepal to accept a political 


status similar to that of Bhutan, a country that lacked full bilateral relations with countries 


other than India. This demand was joined by internal pressure from Nepalis for voice, 


reform, and opportunity, a momentum which was also fomented by India.  


In 1990 riots erupted in Kathmandu and other parts of the country. As protests 


grew, the king made a surprising and high-minded decision. Rather than accepting India’s 


offer for a closer relationship under the Bhutan model in exchange for protecting his 


personal position, he relinquished authority to protect his nation’s sovereignty. He 


opened the option for a multiparty democracy in Nepal. While he worried that the people 


lacked the political maturity to participate in a true political process, he spoke to Daniel 


candidly, hoping that both the latent integrity in his people and capacity to find a 


democratic process would fill the space he had boldly opened. For several years, the 


country was giddy with the prospect of multiparty participation. 


The people, however, had no experience with parties jostling for power. They had 


been voting in a partyless system for positions from village leaders to national 


parliament. There was no structure to hold candidates to the rules of fair elections. Thus, 


during the 1990s, whoever had the most money, thugs, or the access to ballot boxes was 


the candidate who won elections. Elation with democracy plummeted to disgust. Where 


there had been a court system (of sorts) to appeal to and, in extremis, an absolute 


monarch, an increasingly disaffected king saw that he had little option but to let the 


multiparty system work through its learning curve. He once told Daniel that he thought it 


might take half a century for Nepal to learn. Daniel replied that expecting a system to 


emerge out of chaos was no solution. 
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Meanwhile national frustration grew more open. In the isolated western hills, 


increasingly desperate people gathered, designating themselves Maoists, although their 


doctrine was not that of Mao Zedong. More accurately they were desperados, intent on 


violent overthrow of the entire order. The Maoists correctly identified that the system had 


decayed as a result of caste, land ownership, the fabric of government, and profligate 


actions by international donors. We used to know some of these people before the 


rebellion began. Most of them had started out dedicated to positive social change, proud 


of small achievements, hopeful that their school, clinic, or marginalized ethnic group 


could build a better future for their children. But time and again they had hopes dashed, 


and they thoughtfully analyzed the interaction of forces. The redoubt they created in the 


forests of western Nepal was a perfect place to nurture anger far from police and army 


encampments. Surrounding them were people who were also disillusioned, of low caste 


and from ethnic minorities, shunned by change, still ruled by ancient petty kings. These 


villagers had been deprived of economic options beginning two decades earlier, when 


their primary export crop (hashish) was outlawed. 


These far western hills were, interestingly, also valleys where the United States 


had made a multimillion-dollar attempt at integrated rural development a decade earlier. 


U.S. officials had noted Nepal’s systemic problems and used their influence to get 


permission for a comprehensive program. They found a region mostly free from the 


residue of previous failed efforts. Some excellent Nepali staff were recruited and lived 


side by side with well-trained, Nepali-speaking American advisors. After half a decade, 


the American program of assistance was a declared a failure. Into this vacuum the Maoist 


movement spread. The rebels pointed out that American development workers and 
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educated Nepalis had profited handsomely from the project, but that villagers had little to 


show at the end. In hindsight, the underlying reason for failure is obvious: this aid was 


Top-down assistance with a high degree of well-intended attempts to talk to the people, 


rather than the mobilization of people-based energy and seeking solutions inside the 


community. But if a traditional approach of money, good ideas, and staff sensitive to the 


people could ever work, this USAID project should have. 


As the challenge from the Maoists became more acute, the government retaliated, 


using police with inadequate training and mediocre equipment. Confronting an angry 


monarchy, the Maoists focused on blaming the monarchy rather than the more complex 


social forces of caste and social rigidity that they had started out faulting. From the initial 


Robin Hood posture that had given them safe haven in villages, the Maoists turned to 


terrorism against the government. The government responded with punitive destruction in 


the villages. Government and Maoists both invaded villages. Asked if they supported the 


Maoists, villagers knew that a “yes” meant, at best, jail today, but a “no” would be turned 


against them by rebels tomorrow.  


We had friends in the forests. Periodically we shared our ideas about the news 


coming from the far west with the king. But he felt the only way to deal with dissent was 


to crush it. We talked with loyalists inside the government, who agreed the system as so 


corrupt it gave no opening through which to advocate for needed changes. Intellectuals 


seeking reform, who had welcomed the uprising, became disillusioned. The international 


community was just baffled. Why was this happening in idyllic Nepal? India, China, and 


the West continued their “development assistance” instead of stepping forward with 


comprehensive and effective approaches. The rising rebellion had created opportunities 
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for the international community. They could have been exerted pressure for change. 


Neither national nor international leaders supported policies for reform to turn 


governance to a truly participatory system capable of engaging the people.  


And then everything did change. Crown Prince Dipendra, then in his early 


twenties, fell in love with a woman from the wrong branch of the Rana family.3 


Negotiations between the prince and his parents degenerated into fights. King and queen 


remained unyielding, accustomed to absolute fealty and unskilled at the give-and-take of 


parenting. They insisted that if the prince married this woman, he must abdicate. The 


prince, who had always received whatever he wanted, caught between tradition and 


modernity, and heir to a throne that was no longer leading at a time when his nation was 


desperate for leadership. He found himself inside high palace fences through which there 


appeared to be no exit. There was, however, easy access to drugs and an arsenal of 


weapons.  


Aware of a dysfunctional family at the head of a dysfunctional nation, he spoke 


openly to his closest friends about his lack of options. One night, following an explosive 


afternoon session when (we have on good authority) he became infuriated because he 


again had been told by his parents that he would have to abdicate, drugged and dressed in 


combat fatigues, this man, one of the few who could have reasserted national direction, 


walked into a family dinner in the palace and opened fire with automatic weapons. When 


he finally turned a gun on himself, he had killed the king, queen, and five other members 


of his family. The nation was devastated. Despite having surrendered absolute control a 


                                                 
3  The young lady had inherited a double curse: her paternal great-grandfather had been the last 
Rana prime minister, who, when forced from power in 1950, had predicted that an heir would reclaim the 
throne. On the maternal side five generations earlier, an illegitimate Rana son had been banished from 
Nepal because of power-seeking and had married into the royal family of Gwalior, and now this tainted 
bloodline threatened to return.  
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decade before, the royal family was still the symbol of Nepali identity. For many of its 


citizens, the regicide/matricide/fratricide/suicide was the death of the nation.  


The ascendant king, Gyanendra, brother of late King Birendra, found himself on a 


throne that he had occupied as a toddler for a few days half a century before when he was 


prematurely crowned by the Ranas in a desperate attempt to retain control. As the now 


King Gyanendra struggled to exert leadership, the wildest rumors circulated about what 


really had happened and was happening. In this time of disillusionment rebel resistance 


grew dramatically. Only real social action could have undermined the way the rebellion 


was growing, but sincere action was now the furthest thing from the government’s 


capabilities. Although the new king had a loyal military, the people’s trust, the base on 


which true cooperation with government grows, was broken by both the history that the 


new king brought with him and the rumors that people manufactured. Across the 


governing spectrum, an effective framework was absent with which to engage the people. 


In its place, government became increasingly imperious, insensitive to the people for it 


needed them neither for taxation nor for votes.  


The disintegration of the health services of Nepal illustrates the decline, a decay 


paralleled in roads, schools, agriculture, the judiciary, and virtually every sector. Nepal 


once had a national network of primary health care services. But as donors pushed global 


agendas in malaria eradication, family planning, smallpox eradication, leprosy control, 


national immunization days, HIV/AIDS prevention, and polio eradication, the health care 


network came apart. Donors got their campaigns because they had the money. What got 


lost was the nationwide network of clinics and community services that were 


cannibalized to staff the campaigns. The result was parallel workers in the same village 
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when one comprehensive worker could also have been trained to do all tasks. Leprosy 


control, smallpox eradication, and HIV/AIDS prevention all benefit a community—but 


not in the direct way that a functioning clinic benefits people—and what really benefits a 


community is when their mothers start to change health action in the homes. This 


mobilization of the people was the real opportunity being lost. 


PHOTOGRAPH, CLINIC THAT HAS FALLEN INTO DISREPAIR 


Then in the spring of 2006, in virtually every village the people said “Enough. 


The monarchial order must go.” The king responded with an offer, but offers were no 


longer an option. The people wanted complete social change. Today, after the devastating 


regicide, civil war, somewhat fair elections, and finally in 2008 expulsion of the king, it 


may be now that Nepal is poised for real change. The question is whether the competing 


factions in the Nepali leadership and international community will come together and 


change the process. The second question is will the international actors find ways to 


cooperate instead of promoting competition and discord?  


An example of what is possible when people are allowed to take control is the 


story of Omkar Prasad Gautam in Nepal’s Baglung District in the mid-1980s. Omkar 


learned that foreign assistance had paid 700,000 rupees to build three suspension bridges 


in his district. To him that seemed extravagant. He prevailed on the government to give 


him an equivalent sum. Working with community ingenuity, citizens as engineers, and 


local purchases, the people got to work. With the 700,000 rupees the community 


constructed sixty-two suspension bridges. The National Planning Commission called for 


an international assessment of these bridges: all were as strong as the first three. Three 


years later, a follow-up assessment found that the sixty-two were being maintained by the 
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community and hence were in better repair than the bridges that had been given which 


the people expected the donors to maintain. 


Nepal is filled with such examples. Community-based clinics, schools, forests, 


microcredit schemes, water supply systems—there are hundreds of examples where 


community energy was engaged. Even more persuasive are the thousands of trails, 


temples, suspension bridges, village waterspouts, and herculean terraces that were built 


without any external assistance and have lasted for centuries. These are the real, usually 


overlooked, infrastructure of national development; each giving evidence of the potential 


of people’s energy-based solutions. Nepal has been devcloping for a long time. Examples 


of how that indigenous energy can be augmented with appropriate international and 


national assistance can be found in every donor’s portfolio; they fill the government’s 


files. Will, knowledge, and resources are there. It is particularly evident in communities 


where ex-Gurkha soldiers brought in ideas they acquired while serving outside the 


country. The Nepali people have not failed; rather, national government and international 


agencies have failed the people. 


Building suspension bridges is relatively straightforward. Creating an educated 


population or moving a community toward health, wealth, and an expanding vision of 


hope is more complicated. Establishing participatory local governance is even more 


complicated because it must avoid the eager grasp of the power-hungry.  


The process of Seed-Scale does not contradict or refute traditional development, 


the processes of democratic or effective governance, or religion and value systems. Seed-


Scale provides a way to blend these frameworks at the community level and to grow 


them using the universally available currency of human energy.  
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The Seed-Scale framework can be used in two ways. It can be an analytical tool to 


evaluate social change, highlighting weaknesses to be avoided and strengths to be built 


upon. It is also a system to guide change, providing a way for community, officials, and 


change agents to determine what actions should be taken. Whether used analytically or as 


an approach to direct action, the principles, criteria, and cycle of tasks provide a way to 


move toward site-specific solutions. Thus far in this book we have explained Seed-Scale 


as a method for action. The rest of this chapter uses Seed-Scale as an analytical tool to 


sort out what happened in Nepal.  


The first principle of Seed-Scale (build from success) was downplayed in Nepal. 


Instead, action looked to solve needs. Fixing these proved to be good business. Nepal had 


many successes in fifty years of development. For example, the Swiss work in agriculture 


in Jiri was replaced, rather than built upon, by the United States when they were also 


promoting agriculture through USAID and the Peace Corps. In health, the United Mission 


to Nepal had a base from which to build, but the World Health Organization, UNICEF, 


and USAID ignored these as missionary work and launched the health campaigns that 


essentially destroyed the local health infrastructure. An example of one Nepali who did 


build on successes is Ram Shrestha who started with women’s action groups to distribute 


vitamin A supplements, then systematically branching out into home-based care, making 


increasingly more effective Family Health Workers who worked to change mothers 


practices in their homes and are today making significant reductions in mortality.4 


Similarly, initial successes in Australian-sponsored reforestation efforts were not 


built on by the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, and the UN’s Food and 


Agriculture Organization when they decided to scale up tree-planting programs with 
                                                 
4  Manandhar, LANCET ARTICLE—FINISH CITATION 
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blueprint models nationwide. But, over time, learning from successes within these 


projects, it became clear that what worked splendidly was turning the forests over to 


communities, as the evidence now shows that forests can be grown better without major 


foreign assistance.5  


The second principle is the need for a three-way partnership. Government and 


donors were trying to involve the people. Because government could always find a donor, 


a two-way government-donor dialogue typically decided upon the project, then got 


cooperation from the people by either hiring them outright or challenging them to match 


the gift with their labor. These programs functioned as long as the donor kept the money 


flowing, a healthy portion of which was also needed to keep the government going. 


Another two-way partnership also became common when change-agents and 


communities worked together and pointedly excluded the government. Water supply 


systems were built, as were clinics; even a de facto national park, the Annapurna 


Conservation Area where the NGO took over the government’s role. The idea of an 


NGO/community dyad deserves special comment. Faced with problematic governments, 


around the world using the NGO to deliver services appears successful in the short term. 


But it is impossible to take these projects to national scale because the overall enabling 


and support systems are never reformed. Setting up these stand-alone projects eliminates 


a role only government can do: only it can raise money and provide the structure to scale 


up.  


Recognizing precisely the above problems, the value of partnership did not go 


unrecognized. Experts, government, and community all talked about the need for 


                                                 
5  Pandey, Shiva Shankar, Subedi, Bhishma, “Community-based Forestry in Nepal,” in Rechlin, 
Michael, Taylor, Daniel, Community-based Conservation: Is it More Effective, Efficient, and Sustainable? 
(Franklin, WV: Future Generations Graduate School, March 2008) available on line at www.future.org. 
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partnership. It was not ignorance of what to do but rather ignorance of how to do it. In the 


late 1960s, the king responding to advice pushed a “back to the village campaign” in 


which every government servant was required to spend time in a village. In the 1970s and 


1980s, donors mandated community participation in all their projects. A great deal of 


projects alleged “people’s participation” but a smart villager (who had gone to school 


now spoke English turned the phrase one day to us) and called this “people’s 


manipulation.” Just telling people to mobilize does not work.6  


The third Seed-Scale principle is to base decisions on evidence, not dogma, not 


donor opinion, not power. In Nepal making decisions based on evidence was hard. The 


highest mountains in the world separated decisionmakers from the districts where the 


work was done. And back in those valleys the smart yet not properly trained villagers had 


little mentoring how to gather data.  


Data were, however, being gathered. Hundreds of international scholars and 


thousands of educated Nepalis were in the villages. We authors are securely on this list of 


culprits, having run annual medical expeditions from the mid-1970s to 1990, 


documenting needs in valley after valley. Like most researchers, before going to the field 


we asked the government what information was helpful, and on returning we made the 


data available. We had access to the health ministry, the planning commission, and the 


palace itself, but even so in no instance can we point to how our findings informed later 


decisionmaking. Projects happened, but they happened because someone gave money, 


not because they were being built on evidence. The result of all the evidence gathering, as 


is often the case, was that the primary beneficiaries of the research were the researchers 


                                                 
6  A dynamic that extends far beyond the Nepal example in the wake of a recent turn toward 
“participatory” methods of development and environmental initiatives. See Bill Cooke and Uma Kothari 
Eds Participation: The New Tyranny? (London/ New York: Zed Books, 2001). 
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themselves. Publishing the research does not have any connection with getting the 


findings to people. Publishing in peer-reviewed journals especially usually causes the 


findings to become even harder to understand because they are written in professional 


jargon, tied to larger theories. Our research, like those of most scholars, was connected to 


our research questions, not to policy needs, and certainly not to village questions. It took 


years for us to wake up to the fact that different questions must be asked and that without 


exception they must be presented differently.  


 The fourth principle is that social-change efforts have greatest impact when they 


seek to change behavior. Behavior change as an outcome differs from the now-prevalent 


expectations of measurable results. Measurable results and obsession with deliverables in 


Nepal built two dozen national parks, hundreds of bridges, a thousand miles of mountain 


roads, immunized three million children annually—all numbers that gave evidence that 


the country was advancing—but they did not stimulate the real change that was needed. 


Measuring outputs does not measure what goes on inside. Today, the long neglected 


aspect of internal change speaks for itself: educated people by the tens of thousands are 


trying to leave, buildings are not being used, roads are sliding down the mountainsides 


for lack of maintenance, and poachers are invading the national parks. While the much-


praised counting of numbers seemed to create an accountability that connected inputs to 


outputs in a clear paper trail, the total summation ignored the inputs that could have been 


added by the people, and it certainly ignored the process by which inputs were 


connecting to outputs. The order of magnitude of such differences is starkly shown by the 


three professionally built and sixty-two locally built bridges, and years later by the 


ongoing maintenance of the sixty-two and the parallel declining condition of the three. 


 40







Nepal is not a failed state—as the rising up of the people to push King Gyanendra 


aside has now clearly demonstrated. Nepal is an example of what happens when process 


is not attended to and care in inputs and outputs are deemed to be sufficient. Nepal is an 


example of both failed domestic policy and failed international assistance. The seeds of 


human energy can still grow. They are actively trying. An example of where such change 


is occurring despite the terrorism is the expansion of ecotourism.  


What is striking about ecotourism in Nepal is that from the outset it was grounded 


in community. It was not a product of big business. Even when the Maoist rebellion was 


at its peak this locally grounded tourism persisted in seven regions across the country 


(Kathmandu Valley, Pokhara Valley, Annapurna/Dhaulagiri region, Everest region, 


Langtang Valley, Chitwan jungle region, and the Nepal-Tibet border). Millions of dollars 


were generated with far-reaching benefit for social and economic development in spite of 


the near civil war. Virtually all this business is Nepali owned, and this community base 


kept growing during the strife. Local ownership recycles the money through the 


population; it also fosters creativity and progressive diversity as owners experiment with 


new opportunities rather than following formulaic extension. Local ownership is capable 


of flexing (rather than leaving) when downturns occur. 


People continued “trekking” to see the mountains. Along the trails, families who 


had for generations sold rice and lentils to traders took note of possible profits. They 


started packing in Coca-Cola, installed black tanks on the roof where the sun heated the 


water and a hose ran to a shower, and added apple pie to the menu in addition to the rice 


and lentils. One family saw what another was doing, then tried to go one better. Learning 


that renting out sleeping space on the floor did not bring as much money, hostel owners 


 41







packed in beds and mattresses and partitioned out small individual rooms. Ten years 


later, a family home had expanded to an inn. Nearby farmers began growing vegetables 


and selling them to innkeepers, chickens for eggs and meat, orchards so they could sell 


fruit and, in some instances, even brandy. Other entrepreneurs started guide services—at 


first simply Sherpa guides to take tourists on treks, then river rafting, bungee jumping, 


hang gliding, hot-air ballooning, jungle rides on elephants, even elephant polo. Even the 


Himalayan summits became points of income generation as Sherpas changed the sport of 


mountain climbing from an avocation to a profession, taking clients on ascents of Everest 


for as much as $70,000.7 


While the hills were self-assembling this potpourri of ecotourism, the cities of 


Kathmandu and Pokhara were witnessing an equally diverse growth in tourist activity. 


Much of this took the form of alternatives to hotels. Distinctive decors from hippie to 


Himalayan specialized in personal service, restful gardens. Street vendors sold necklaces, 


kukri knives, custom-embroidered T-shirts, religious statues, and any other artifact 


imaginable. When the government allowed private aviation, small charter companies 


(from hot-air balloons to turbojets) began flying tourists all over the country.  


Ecotourism grew on the four necessary principles. Small successes expanded; 


they created others—most famously the Kathmandu Guest House in a once-hidden part 


of Kathmandu City that spawned the colorful and imaginative Thamel with its hundreds 


of shops and restaurants. Three-way partnerships developed between people, government, 


and outsiders pressing government to reform policies for local tourism and keep out the 


                                                 
7  The history of change in Sherpa communities over the past half-century is a powerful testimony 
to social change through human energy maximizing the potential of resources at hand—in this case the 
spectacular summits and the Sherpas’ facility in climbing them. See Sherry Ortner’s Life and Death on 
Mount Everest: Sherpas and Himalayan Mountaineering (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001). 
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international exploiters. Behaviors began to change as government loosened permit 


procedures and currency regulations; citizens who had for centuries been bound by caste 


and food taboos welcomed tourists to rituals and meals, rebuilt their houses, and learned 


English, German, and Japanese. 


Community-based ecotourism demonstrates that building local capacity succeeds. 


Kings Mahendra, Birendra, and Gyanendra believed that Nepal was not ready for self-


government; and in the capacity to hold free elections they were correct. To build 


capacity they believed a transitional bridge was needed, by limiting the villagers’ voting 


horizon. But that control-the-people attitude was pushed aside by the people. What was 


denied the people of Nepal was effective governance in which they participated rather 


than being directed. The growth of ecotourism shows that the people have capacity, 


extraordinarily resilient capacity. The foundation for democracy is not the voting of 


people in elections; rather it is their participation in the reshaping of their lives. The great 


hope in Nepal now is that the future will open horizons and the people can gain control of 


their futures. As Amartya Sen has noted, development is composed of many types of 


freedoms.8


 
8  Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (New York: Knopf, 1999). 








 
 


Chapter 1. Beginning Social Change: The Principles of Seed-Scale  
 


I was 18 when my parents sold me to be the third wife of one of the most famous Nishi 
hunters. It is more accurate to call me his slave. He would get drunk and beat me. But 
I ran to the deep forest and lived on herbs as my mother had showed me. My husband 
tracked me down, brought me back, tied me to our bed. I ran away again, but now he 
chained me to a log that I had to drag around. He threatened me with the sword, but I 
realized when he hit me with it, it was with the flat side, so I understood he wouldn’t 
kill me. I also learned to scream so the whole village would know when he beat me. 
Soon his other wives grew scared, but I was learning how to make everyone just as 
unhappy as I was. Then I had a baby. Suddenly, I didn’t want this for her. 


       --Amko,  
Palin Women’s Action Group, 
Arunachal Pradesh, India, 


        March 2004 
 


  


Fortunately, few people start improving their lives from as extreme a position as Amko 


had. But, like hers, all lives are filled with complex dynamics that are hard to sort out. So 


we drag these around like chains, they do not go away by running away. Whatever our 


circumstances, how to improve them? Usually we don’t have new resources, but, like 


Amko, perhaps we can gain new knowledge for how to use resources we already have. 


Seed-Scale proposes principles as the organizing driver for life improvement—and with 


these lives can change as occurred for the Women’s Action Group in Palin.  


In 1998, the government of Arunachal Pradesh, the northeastern-most state in In-


dia, invited Future Generations to start Seed-Scale applications in an effort to spark de-


velopment and social change in this isolated region. Our team arrived in the village of 


Palin on the heels of a cholera outbreak. An epidemiological survey conducted by the 


state health department had recorded thirty cases of cholera and eight deaths. With the 


trauma of the outbreak still weighing on everyone’s minds, workshop discussions opened 


by asking the forty plus women who had assembled to describe the details in the out-
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break. Women immediately began speaking, one over another, each attempting to get her 


story heard. The group was divided into eight neighborhood clusters, and instead of sto-


ries each was asked to compile a detailed account of who had gotten sick: date, location, 


age, family, sex, and whether or not they had survived. Memories were vivid, and after 


half a day the women had not only three hundred forty-five cases and thirty-eight deaths, 


each with name, symptoms, age, family, and so on. It was a far more dire account than 


the official statistics.  


 After congratulating them on their carefully documented information, they were 


told how they could have prevented almost all of the deaths—most of which had been 


young children. Instead of seeking intravenous rehydration at the hospital, or packets of 


oral rehydration salts from the health center, they could have made in their homes a rehy-


dration therapy that would have been far more effective because it could be given imme-


diately. By the afternoon the entire group was expert at making oral rehydration solution 


using the rice flour and salt available in their homes, and staged a relay race mixing solu-


tions and rushing them to teammates across the room. The remainder of the day was used 


to discuss similar remedies for other common diseases using materials close to hand.  


 News spread quickly, and the following morning many more women joined the 


forty from the day before. More importantly, the doubtful expectation of the previous 


morning was replaced by palpable growing hope. The women, now speaking energetical-


ly, took us on a tour of the village. The government had installed a water system several 


years earlier. The pipes, that had been laid exposed atop rocky ground, were now leaking 


profusely, and flowed among the mud and sewage from the nearby gutter. Spiderwebs of 


additional jerry-rigged pipes were interwoven haphazardly amongst them, replacing leak-


21 







 
 


ing fixtures and connecting additional houses to the system. The day before the people 


had listed homes where the infections had occurred, so as we walked through the village 


the distribution of those cases was mapped noting also where pipes were particularly 


damaged. Explaining how cholera spreads, connecting the pipes with breaks to the homes 


where the cholera cases had been, made it clear to the women that the leaky pipes were to 


blame. The women became animated, pointing to the maps, referring to dead children 


from homes that all the women knew. Later, a delegation of women, armed with maps 


and data, made the daylong drive to the capital and walked into the offices of the state’s 


health and public works departments. While demands by illiterate women are often easy 


for officials to ignore, this group had evidence, maps, and epidemiological curves to back 


up their words. Repairs to the water system soon followed.  


 


PHOTOGRAPH OF PALIN WOMEN AS A GROUP 


 


 Amko was not among that initial group (she joined the process a few months lat-


er), but her story shows the starting point the women lived in. Government services had 


made an effort to reach the people, but these services were inadequate and had not en-


gaged the fundamental life situations of women like Amko. These Top-down services 


were simply resident in the village, in a building called a clinic to which people came, 


perhaps; or, they were scattered in a spiderweb that once provided was not maintained, 


indeed the services once provided became the source of problems when proper process 


was not also provided. Differing only in aspect, what was found in Palin is a metaphor for 


what is found among the poor around the world. 
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The Outside-in initiative we were part of engaged Amko only because that initia-


tive reached Amko. What reached Amko was other women, women who taught her a 


process. This outreach of community is a much stronger, more sustainable, and more ef-


fective way of transforming lives than giving services to people—which tend to weaken 


the further out they extend, end when budgets run out, and are as effective as the re-


sources invested. By contrast, when building from local people and resources, once prop-


erly trained, the outreach can break almost any bondage for it has been grown by those 


involved adapted so as to address whatever their need. 


Women like Amko are a familiar figure in discourse on development: the “third 


world woman.” As Chandra Mohanty argues, such women are generally described as 


leading “an essentially truncated life based on her feminine gender (read: sexually con-


strained) and being ‘third-world’ (read: ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, reli-


gious, domesticated, family-oriented, victimized, etc.)”1 As with the burqa-clad women 


featured in many depictions of the Islamic world, it is easy to typify such women as po-


werless and to propose action to liberate them. They become objects of assistance rather 


than partners in a process. Indeed, providing assistance would have been the likely goal 


of a standard development project upon seeing conditions in Palin.  


Leaving aside the partiality of such characterizations (whether gender or poverty 


or race bound) these characterizations do not adequately recognize the reality that such 


women, or any people, are far from powerless. People can be gripped by pernicious ex-


ploitation—but they are exploited (as Gandhi said repeatedly) only when they choose to 


go along with this exploitation. The task is not liberating the victimized, nor is it a kind of 


                                                 
1  Mohanty, Chandra, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses” Femin-
ist Review (30), Autumn 1988, 61-88.  
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heroic call for unrealistic self-liberation. The goal is indeed to empower people who are 


so trapped, but that occurs step-by-step, and if possible bringing along their bondsmen. 


This is a process of partnership. The Palin women found a way. Instead of confrontation 


it was finding a new vision, to which the women got out in front, and then the men raced 


to catch up. Most importantly, this is a process—and in process there is the idealized nev-


er-reached endpoint with step-by-step work along the way. In Palin, what began with a 


discussion of cholera led to a change in mood, and women who had been afraid to speak 


in their husbands’ presence traveled to the capital city to confront government officials.  


 Arunachal Pradesh, the state in which these women live, is the easternmost Hima-


layan state of India, bordering the countries of Bhutan, Burma, and China/Tibet. Home to 


the second densest population of tribal groups in the world after New Guinea, with each 


tribe living in its own valley, the state also has one of the most extensive subtropical jun-


gles left on Earth. For more than a century, the tribes resisted occupation by the British, 


who eventually gave up trying to conquer the area and separated it from outside contact 


as the North East Frontier Agency, or NEFA.2 After India attained independence from 


Britain, the new government left the British policies of isolation in place. In 1962, when 


China invaded India through these valleys, the government became even more restrictive, 


and did not allow outsiders, even of Indian citizenship, to enter the area.  


 The result of such shielding was both extreme isolation, with strong cultural inte-


grity among the diverse tribal groups, and an expectation that protective government 


would take care of them. In some cases, food literally is delivered to their doors by heli-


copters, and the state’s budget is generously subsidized by the central government to al-


                                                 
2  See Verrier Elwin A Philosophy for NEFA, 2nd Edition,  (Shillong, India:Government of Aruna-
chal, 1959). And on the former see Ramachandra Guha, Savaging the Civilized: Verrier Elwin, His Tribals, 
and India. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999).  







 
 


low an uncommonly high budget to address people’s needs such as free health care. But, 


as has been shown in poverty programs in the United States and also in trying to help the 


Native American community, giving a large budget for services does not transform the 


conditions in which people live. By 1998, the Arunachal state’s leadership realized that 


this approach of giving people what they needed was not sustainable, nor did it truly help 


the people. No matter how much was given, never was it possible to satisfy their desires. 


The state’s leaders realized what many others have also realized: development cannot be 


done for a people; it must be done by them, and the work never ends. There is, in fact, no 


such thing as achieving “development” (though that term and its couplet, “underdeve-


lopment” are commonly used). The reality is that all communities are developed for 


where their past and resources have positioned them and the challenge is to move that 


position toward a future they agree to work toward. Understood in these functional terms, 


development is a journey, and for that a map is more effective, one that both shows the 


way and also how to find the needed resources along the way. 


With the intent of helping his people shape a new future, the Chief Minister of 


Arunachal Pradesh invited us to start a Seed-Scale application. Applications began at 


three locations, each of which was envisioned to become a node from which expansion 


could grow: Sille among the Adi tribe, Ziro among the Apatani tribe, and Palin among the 


Nishi tribe. People familiar with the state expected the Adi and Apatani to be more res-


ponsive, the Adi being powerful, the Apatani more educated. The Nishi were included 


because they are the largest tribe, and in many of their villages need is great, (as shown 


by Amko’s situation) but many felt that the combination of poverty and reactionary atti-


tudes would make progressive action among the Nishi unlikely. What unfolded, however, 
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was the reverse: action in Sille and Ziro began slowly, while change was transformative 


in Palin.   


A traditional NGO approach following the cholera epidemic would have been to 


set up a service program to the people, with the NGO workers approaching government 


about fixing the water pipes, paying for the repairs with outside monies. In the process, 


the outsiders might have attempted to address the vast gender disparities with education 


or direct confrontation of the village headmen. But in Palin a different approach was fol-


lowed. The women started meeting weekly. Local Future Generations staff provided 


training, but not money nor did they set up a program of services. The Seed-Scale process 


gave a structure to learn now to systematize their actions then teach others.  


Attention and actions began to shift among these women from specific technical 


solutions, such as the healthcare skills they had been learning, to the larger application of 


the Seed-Scale process. In other words, while they certainly had specific needs such as 


health and literacy, these all were not the real cause of their hardship. To start moving 


forward they had to harness their collective energies, as a community to transform collec-


tively how they lived. This was done by following a process summarized by four prin-


ciples, seven component tasks, and five criteria to monitor the journey. What resulted 


were specific, easy-to-do workplans that told each person what he or she must do to 


achieve their joint objectives.3 As successes mounted, workplans became more sophisti-


cated. The women went off teaching women in other villages. Soon, members of the Pa-


lin women’s association were walking as far as six days to neighboring villages to teach 


                                                 
3  The Seed-Scale workplan is described in Chapter 5. What is distinctive about this plan is that it is 
only a one-page document. It lists community objectives, and then all the w’s—who is going to do what, 
where, with what, and when. It is a public document that is simple; this means that the people take respon-
sibility  that the work gets done. 
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skills and, more importantly, the process. Women-to-women mobilization linked with vil-


lage governance panchayats (village councils) and accessed government services.4 Men 


became interested, and Farmers Clubs started. Together, and in differing patterns, women 


and men began gardens to cultivate vegetables and reduce reliance on foraging in the 


jungle. After two years, they were growing enough vegetables to meet family needs. They 


had noted buses coming into Palin brought food and vegetables grown in other valleys, 


but buses in the opposite direction carried out only people. By 2004, production by the 


Palin people had so increased that their vegetables were on these buses going to distant 


towns. Back in Palin the local bank had a number of new savings accounts. 


 


PHOTOGRAPH OF PALIN WOMEN MEETING 


 


The workplans the Women’s Groups and Farmer’s Clubs were using focused on 


what the people could do themselves (not the typical project documents of assistance that 


begin with needs, then moves to plans for resources and services to be delivered by a do-


nor). The Palin people who had been very recently “needy” were reaching out to others. 


Oppression by the men had been a limiting factor, but rather than challenging them, the 


women emphasized the success of saving the lives of their children, so the changes were 


presented to the men as beneficial, and the men joined. The advancement of women be-


came an incentive for the men, not a threat. The primary factor driving these changes was 


the energy of hope as all saw options in their lives that were available from actions they 


                                                 
4  The Panchayat system formalized with the 73rd amendment to India’s Constitution the ancient 
practice of village councils, giving village leaders control over a wide range of developmental services. 
Citizens elect several types of local bodies (panchayats) that are then able to get government funds and 
administer services such as health, education, local forests, and the like. 







 
 


could collectively take. Now, when they needed resources they gathered them, a little 


from each person created enough, proving the extent of resources extant among poor vil-


lagers when ingenuity is sparked. When that in-place base mobilizes, there then comes 


not only the local resource base, but also the capacity to engage external resources in a 


proactive way as shown by the women going to the health department and demanding 


fixed water pipes. This up-from-the-community momentum creates partnerships with 


government and outsiders; it creates trust. 


The fundamental goal in social change is empowering people to tap into their own 


energy—but note that it does not happen on its own; it is not something that can be told 


to a people or given, it must be grown. Far more restrictive than material poverty, or vul-


nerability to a disease like cholera, is the sense of disempowerment described by Amko at 


the beginning of this chapter. Amko began attending meetings because she heard that she 


could learn skills that would help improve her daughter’s life. As she attended the meet-


ings, Amko became increasingly empowered. A natural response at this point would have 


been to challenge her husband directly, but the focus of the process was to “build on suc-


cess” rather than fixating on problems. Amko approached her husband with a simple deal, 


“You be nice to me, and I will be nice to you . . . and you have to wash your feet before 


getting into bed with me.” A pattern was begun. The courage such action by here 


represents should not be underestimated. Strength was growing inside Amko that got her 


to work with her husband step-by-step in a change where both were changing. (An inter-


esting historical note is that ten years after the above beginning, Amko won the prize for 


top-most female vocalist in the state with a number of good-selling recordings and a 
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woman who now knew how to dress, wear make-up, and yet still was a partner with her 


now very proud husband.) 


When an individual starts to feel inner strength, changes begin, but such changes 


need nurturing. Every individual has a spark inside, and a first task it to ignite that, but 


alone they remain sparks. Brought together and organized causes growing energy. To do 


so requires sparks from others, warming yours. The women’s empowerment in Palin 


grew from an initial success (surviving the cholera epidemic). As women initiated 


changes in their homes this led to systematic regularization in workplans. These ex-


panded from health to agriculture to savings to new bank accounts with thousands of ru-


pees in them. Throughout, though, leadership remained local (avoiding the temptation for 


outside government or NGOs to tell the community what to do). Such grassroots growth 


does not happen on its own. 


At first, action by the women was opposed vigorously by the men who felt privi-


leges and patriarchal control to be in jeopardy. Some men responded by literally locking 


up their women, others waved their swords and threatened dismemberment, and others 


simply started non-stop drinking and drunkenly withdrew and mocked the process. But 


the advent of Farmers’ Clubs in parallel to the women’s groups gave the men a forum to 


address goals of their own, and the results gave them increased income and their own 


sense of self-concept. The deviant men who were positive in this way in the hostile male 


environment led the larger change. Gently, their sense of empowerment became apparent 


to others. One man went so far as to change his name from “Charcoal” to “Rocket;” he 


entered civic life and rose to be a major community leader, pressing for social reforms. 
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The shift for women and men would not have occurred without interconnected ac-


tivities. Communities must learn from the outside, seeing new behaviors and integrating 


them. They need stimulus, and usually multiple times. To give the Palim people examples 


they could learn from, women and men were taken across India to Jamkhed, Maharash-


tra.5 There they saw the scaling up of community empowerment at the village level; they 


learned transferable skills in health, income generation, and agriculture. Ideas from there 


were then adapted, literacy classes, anti-alcohol programs, medicinal plants, cardamom 


and ginger, small bamboo and tree plantations, taking on activities as families and going 


beyond health and gender issues. 


 In striking contrast during this same three-year period, the groups in Sille and Ziro 


did not mobilize with equivalent energy to Palin. They also went to Jamkhed. Though 


similar workshops on primary health care went smoothly, each time the trainers left only 


modest continuing action followed. The Outside-in and the Top-down supports of train-


ing, while different in certain aspects, do not appear to be the factors that caused the dif-


ference. Sparks do not always create a fire, even if a fire-building process is taught. 


People must desire change, and the women of Palin did with an urgency not shared by the 


people of Sille and Ziro. But, as Sille and Ziro women saw successes in Palin, people 


whom they generally considered inferior, they began to implement Seed-Scale. Their start 


was slow. Meanwhile, the proud Palin people started quarreling, their collective energy 


rupturing. And during this time the slower-to-start groups, finding positive feedback from 


their efforts, took off, while action in Palin began to stagnate.  


                                                 
5  For a more complete description see Chapter 12, Daniel Taylor-Ide and Carl E. Taylor Just and 
Lasting Change: When Communities Own Their Futures (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2002). 







 
 


Social change goes forward in leaps when levels of critical mass prompt action. 


Local social momentum cannot be isolated from larger forces, and equally it is subject to 


the influences of smaller prides. It hard to predict and harder to keep under control. 


People who are as oppressed as the women of Palin, it could be argued, need liberation. 


But to what degree can such liberation be given to people? People who have cholera and 


other diseases have a right to be cured, but to what degree is health achieved by the way 


people live, rather than the services they receive? Clearly, there is no simple answer to 


such questions. 


Understanding all this is evident now hindsight, but the potential for this was not 


so evident in 1998. On that day, it was tempting to identify the problem as cholera and 


water supply, view the deeper issues of gender and poverty as unsolvable, and to leave 


the village congratulating ourselves on the impact of gifts we had left behind. Virtually 


every community of the world shares the condition that few people care about them ex-


cept those who live there. Thus, in traditional development assistance such communities 


get at best a few gifts and are left to fend for themselves. Since there is so little to give, 


what needs to be given must be very effective. Instead of giving something that runs out, 


what must be given is something that causes a beginning, a process that they can imple-


ment with whatever level of supports they might continue to have. 


As Palin shows, the key is beginning social momentum. As the numbers of wom-


en involved increased and as the speed of their change also increased, the product was so 


significant that it overcame centuries of tradition. District-wide transformation moved 


from beating and chaining women to participatory decisionmaking; it lifted family health, 


education, and safe housing, all with measurable indicators. District-wide momentum be-
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gan as a small cluster of forty women. Momentum created impact not in opposition to 


their men but as a forward-moving energy that gathered and carried the men along. In 


Palin forces that had paralyzed the women, leaving them feeling trapped and disempo-


wered (the men, wide-spread alcoholism, fatalism, epidemics) were engaged and trans-


formed into sources of hope and empowerment. They co-opted those pre-existing forces 


rather than confronting them. 


A Further Example from Palin: 
Rima, who was a member of the Palin Women’s Group, and her husband crested the spi-
ny ridge. As they’d climbed that day she had been talking to women along the trail, mak-
ing mental notes of what she saw and heard, applying the Seed-Scale training she was 
now expert in. 
 


Young children had been all around, but the numbers she’d been counting showed 
one-third the number of older children to younger. Two out of every three of these child-
ren must die, she realized, before they got out of childhood. Not a man or woman she had 
talked to all day as she had climbed had been literate. All reported food scarcity, especial-
ly during the long monsoon. And many of the houses she had passed smelled of alcohol 
production from fermentation jugs in the backyards. Probably too, she guessed, these vil-
lages had high levels of domestic violence. 
 


The government had ambitious assistance programs—this was why her engineer 
husband had been transferred from Palin. Walking into the town that would be her new 
home she noticed the clinic was crowded; as she has stopped at its gates she’d been told 
two nurses provided services but the doctor never reported, he worked out of a private 
pharmacy. There were water lines along the streets, but she saw how people had con-
nected into them for personal use and they were ruptured in many places, and she rcalled 
the cholera epidemic back home. She asked about the school and was told the school-
teacher showed up on the opening day to take enrollment, then returned on the last day to 
get thumbprints in the register and graduate students to the next year. Food subsidies 
handed out, but there was never enough free food people complained. Project after 
project had been started. Each addressed a need, but what accumulated was more needs.  
 


The next week Rima started a women’s group. “Come, you’ll learn how to keep 
children from dying, why boiling water is important, how to read and write.” A first 
women’s group grew into five. Rima’s register showed that in the twelve months before 
these five groups started twenty-three children had died. In the year that followed only 
thirteen had died. By the second year, women were planting vegetables, gathering fire-
wood off the slopes to sell to shivering government servants on the windy ridgetop, then 
pooling firewood and vegetable earnings to leverage loans from the local bank. The lite-
racy classes added more women; soon along the ridge women sat in the sun practicing 
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their lessons. By the third year seventeen women’s groups were functioning throughout 
the valley.  
 


Five years later, the kitchen gardens and a few fruit trees has grown to substantial 
vegetable gardens near almost every home. Sales from surpluses earned some women 
over ten thousand rupees per year. Men had orchards of oranges, bananas, and pineapple; 
others grew bamboo. The villagers had pressured the absent schoolteachers to start teach-
ing; in many cases helping them arrange village-based housing. Some of the families 
were now so affluent they started a private school and paid tuitions for more intensive 
educations for their children. More than seventy percent of children were attending one 
school or another, and from self-taught literacy courses forty percent of women through-
out the valley had become literate.  
 


Women were organizing larger social change, agreeing to issues they would stand 
firm on: 1) Any woman/family affiliated with their Future Generations groups was prohi-
bited from child marriage; 2) Marriages must have agreement of both partners; 3) No be-
fore birth selection for future marriages by older men (in essence fetal arranged marriag-
es); 4) Domestic violence was not to be tolerated; a woman or a child could move into 
another’s home temporarily (their records showing a two-thirds decline in violence). 
From interviews we conducted perhaps the most striking indicator of change was the in-
crease in self-esteem. Men and women both said they felt about ten years younger, spoke 
proudly about how consumption of alcohol had significantly been reduced.  
 


What happened in Bameng? Did Rima cause the changes? No, the people in-
volved adamantly told us: “We changed. This was not something given to us, but actions 
we took ourselves. One change made caused us to want more. Once we got started, we 
were wanting everything.” Was Rima one of those rare social entrepreneurs who starts 
organizing people to achieve the extraordinary? No, what Rima did was to teach Seed-
Scale. 


 


The basis of Seed-Scale is that four principles, working so each supports the oth-


er, grow community-based change. Putting all four into action does not guarantee suc-


cess, (in mathematic terminology they are necessary but not sufficient) but without all 


four systemic social change, driven by the energy of people, does not seem to grow.6 The 


four Seed-Scale principles are: 1) Build from success, (not from needs and trying to fix 


                                                 
6  In earlier writing we hypothesized that the foundation for social change was “accenting the posi-
tive” and upon that there were three necessary principles: three-way partnership, evidence-based decision-
making, and behavior change (Taylor-Ide and Taylor, Just and Lasting Change: When Communities Own 
their Futures). As understanding grew from work in many countries plus critiques from colleagues, dynam-
ics are becoming clearer. We now believe that “accenting the positive,” now termed “building on success” 
should be the first principle. 







 
 


failures); 2) Form a three-way partnership between the Bottom-up, the Top-down, and the 


Outside-in, (that is, don’t go it alone but get a multi-functional partnership involved); 3) 


Make decisions based upon locally-specific evidence (rather than opinions, power or ide-


ology); and 4) Behavior change is the outcome to be pursued. 


The four principles are ideals, each with an idea in it toward which social change 


should aspire but that will also never be fully reached, an ideal that gives a goal toward 


which people should work. These are not cardinal principles or commandments where 


failing to follow means developmental failure. The objective is one of looking forward 


where groups constantly try to achieve all four all the time. 


Build From Success ---------------  Do Not Try to Fix Failures or Satisfy Needs 
Three-Way Partnerships -----  Don’t Direct from One (or even two) Directions 
Decide from Evidence -----  Power, Money, Opinions do Not Give Reliable Answers 
Behavior Change is the Goal ---  Most Measurable Outcomes Can be Faked 


 


Building from successes recognizes that there are failures—and the negatives 


point toward what needs to be done, but solutions build by doing more of what is work-


ing not what is not working. Utilizing only one or even two partners leaves a group out 


(and that causes alienation) and avoids the synergy that comes from all. Deciding using 


evidence recognizes there are money, opinion, and power-based options, but ignoring 


evidence is similar to making a decision by being pushed with a blindfold on. And to seek 


pre-agreed-to outcomes usually compromises the process to achieve the promises. The 


principles of Seed-Scale look forward, they guide the process of social change as it goes 


forward; they cannot anticipate what a future circumstance will be, but they shape actions 


in these yet-to-come times toward the realities of that moment. Mastering them does not 


cost money, but it does require practice  
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First Principle: Action Must Build from Success  


Building from success (also sometimes called “positive deviance,” or “asset-based devel-


opment”) is perhaps the most important yet most frequently not used principle. People 


love to focus on needs, (most donors require a needs analysis) but when a community 


sees how actions already taken have been effective, they are more likely to keep working 


or work harder in that direction. Building on success sets in motion positive momentum. 


Building on achievements is not customary worldwide (despite the progressive 


aspect implied in the word “development”). Professionals, officials, and even communi-


ties compulsively focus on the problem side: poverty, corruption, bad roads, poor schools, 


ineffective politicians, ethnic or religious factions. Every community, even the wealthiest, 


can produce a long list of problems, failures, critiques of what the community has not 


done right. Doing so suggests the community is a place of deficiencies; it may also sug-


gest that the community is incapable of solving the issues identified. What is brought 


forward is a foundation for despair rather than the hope of development. Communities 


that perceive themselves as incapable are less likely to see the potential within them. But 


once the future vision is established with a proven base of potential from recognized suc-


cesses, then it is possible to bring forward the needs. Look at the needs as being in ten-


sion with the successes—why did failures occur when successes also occurred? From that 


now constructive analysis will come a plan forward.  


The people of Palin were worried about a resurgence of cholera, but rather than 


holding that specter in front of them, the workshop emphasized the success shown by 


how many people had survived then showing what to do if they faced such an outbreak in 


the future. If discussion had begun by pointing out ways they were still vulnerable, the 
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people would have eagerly passed control to government or aid agencies. In contrast, 


emphasizing their survival motivated the people. Fear transformed to hope; affirmed in 


their ability to treat children, fix pipes, diversify their diet, and expand their incomes. 


Noting success rather than failure may be simply changing how a situation is viewed. 


A vital aspect of the “build from success” principle is that the successes must be 


real—they cannot be promises of successes yet to occur. People, especially poor people, 


are jaded by promises. They have been promised prosperity by donors, officials, and poli-


ticians; promises instead of real products. The key to building from success is to help fo-


cus on what people already possess. The model is akin to a business identifying its best-


selling product, and then focusing on how to sell more of that. What is present in the 


community and working; make that grow larger.  


A positive start takes community members standing by watching and calls them to 


be actively engaged. As people realize they need not surrender to problems and depend 


on outsiders to fix their deficiencies, then resources gather and creativity expands. A first 


success becomes a stepping stone for continuing actions in an aggregating cycle. As a 


community orients toward using what it has, this provides further direction for how to 


build from present assets rather than noting what is absent. Resourcefulness grows out of 


finding new ways to utilize resources.  


Building from success does not mean pretending problems do not exist. Every 


community has needs, and every community has problems. As momentum builds, these 


must be addressed. Seed-Scale uses them to point to how not to achieve success. But 


what is important is to start with a foundation of competence, that is what works, and to 


avoid starting with a self-portrait emphasizing incapacity. Later on, we outline a Vulnera-
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bility Assessment that describes how to move from successes to needs. In forming a Vul-


nerability Assessment, a community reviews its successes and sees where its momentum 


is vulnerable and from that defines actions to protect that momentum. 


Developing a positive approach is difficult. People take successes for granted and 


frequently do not see successes in their midst (though these may be more apparent to out-


siders), whereas they are irritated by problems and keenly aware of them. Professionals 


too find the success approach difficult since they have been trained to look for problems. 


And very pragmatically, the customary paperwork for financing and services from gov-


ernment and donors usually stipulates a needs analysis as the starting point, and conse-


quently the positive approach recommended here is likely to face opposition until gov-


ernments, donors, and professionals realize that their methods are a cause of why their 


programs perpetuate problems rather than creating solutions. Ultimately, these groups 


need to change both practices and paperwork for their projects to be more successful. 


 


PHOTOGRAPH OF PALIN CHILDREN  


 


The Palin experience illustrates one of the most powerful foundations of success 


that can be emphasized within a community—its children. View the children as children; 


do not look at their shabby clothes, weak educations, illnesses, or, worst of all, think of 


them as numbers in evidence of the “population problem.”7 Clothes, lack of schooling 


illness are all the subjects of change. But look at the children as their parents do, as their 


                                                 
7  Of the many dehumanizing tropes of development discourse, few have been as vigorously de-
bated as those around population. Among the most pernicious aspects is a persistent racist tinge which links 
“the population problem” to an overabundance of poor people in the third world. But, very practically, fam-
ily planning is embraced more readily when parents expect their children to survive, and similarly by those 
who see that with fewer children they have access to employment. 







 
 


continuity into the future. Children are the living, laughing lifeblood of the future, with 


hopes and fears, but also with something their parents probably have lost—an almost in-


suppressible ability to find fun in even dire situations. They are the growing self-portraits 


of their mothers and fathers; and, in most cultures around the world, having strong, 


healthy children is viewed an important signifier of personal achievement. That they had 


the power to prevent their children from dying sparked the empowerment of the women 


in Palin, and advancing the interests of their children led the fathers of Palin to accept 


new roles assumed by the women. Focusing on children is an easy and reliable way to 


start positive action. Many options around children beyond health can be built on: a 


sporting event, a festival, improving a school, a drama. In Palin, showing how to improve 


child health led to growing medicinal herbs, which led to community gardens to minim-


ize the village’s dependence on outside food supplies, and this resulted in new bank ac-


counts. Ideas were coming from the outside, but the real acceleration of momentum arose 


internally through using local resources more fully.  


Rising competence has another consequence. When people are empowered, they 


speak up and hold each other accountable. (Indeed, an easy way to measure the impact of 


Seed-Scale is to look for rising accountability.) In holding each other to a higher standard 


the community itself grows stronger—shown in Palin not only by the participation of the 


men but also by expectations that everyone would adopt new behaviors. This was shown 


by the women now expecting that when their children went to another house they would 


be given only boiled water to drink, and the women established fines for anyone giving 


another’s child un-boiled water. 
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Second Principle: Form a Three-Way Partnership—Bottom-up, Top-down, and Outside-


in 


Community, as the term is commonly understood, is any group of people that share a 


geographic location, such as a town or village, but this bounded view misses many part-


ners. The definition of community used by Seed-Scale gathers the whole group of people 


who are the community: any group of people with something in common and the potential 


for acting together. This functional definition highlights the fact that the community in-


itially may include only a sector of the geographical community—the women of Palin 


who started to act contrasted to the entire valley that after a while began to be involved. 


The scope of community changed as social change went forward. As social change moves 


it becomes a priority to expand the functional community to include also those who do 


not live in the geographical community but in various ways relate to the community, 


members who have moved away, government agents, commercial connections, religious 


and civic affiliations. A community is all the members who make that community work—


and, typically, as a community works more effectively it membership increases. 


 To emphasize how each element interacts in the Seed-Scale process, we define the 


multiple relevant partners in terms of the function they fill: Bottom-up, Top-down, and 


Outside-in. The Bottom-up is the community in the parlance of community-based pro-


grams—the citizens who will do much of the work and reap most of the benefits (infants 


to elderly, races and ethnicities, rich to absolute poor, those with physical prowess and the 


physically disabled). Indeed, those in the Bottom-up often view themselves more in terms 


of these subgroups than as a larger community, until that community identity as a whole 


evolves. The Top-down are institutions and groups shaping policies, regulation, infra-
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structure and financing—government is the paradigmatic example, but international insti-


tutions (World Bank, the UN agencies, etc.), large NGOs, and even major corporations 


can often take on this role. The Outside-in are the change agents, those sending in ideas 


and training. These include not only NGOs, academics, researchers, activists, donors, 


businesses, media, but also, importantly, community members who have moved away or 


those who have moved into the community from elsewhere, bringing outside ideas and 


perspectives with them. They serve as catalysts for change through bringing ideas, tech-


nologies, and seed funding. The Outside-in can also help defuse polarization, both within 


the community and between the Top-down and Bottom-up, as these relationships are of-


ten inflected with a history of friction and misunderstanding. However, an authoritative, 


“we are the experts” Outside-in is equally susceptible to exacerbating such frictions.  


 A key point to keep in mind is that these identities are not fixed: any given indi-


vidual may, at different times, function as a different aspect of this three-way partnership. 


A village headman, for instance, is part of the Top-down in a village meeting, part of the 


Bottom-up when talking with representatives of an Outside-in NGO, and Outside-in him-


self when he visits another community to share ideas. Building from a three-way partner-


ship recognizes that communities have interlinked leadership. Even in traditional hierar-


chies, there is rarely a single leader. It is useful to recognize this collective reality of 


communities, seeing it as distinct from the military model or the corporate Chief Execu-


tive. Recognizing the variety and fluidity of leadership opens entry into the sectors of a 


community, and it gives alternatives when one leader proves difficult or incompetent. 


Perhaps most importantly the three-way partnership diffuses the binary opposition be-


tween Top-down and Bottom-up, enabling the strengths of each to be incorporated.  
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 A dialectic is operating: one side, a counterside, and then a new resolution. The 


individuals in such partnerships are fluid, joining and withdrawing as demands press on 


them. Social change partnerships are not like job descriptions where people show up for 


work every day and reliably perform. Social change is another name for the ebb and flow 


of community, people in structural tension, people in disagreement, people not doing 


what they promised, but out of that engagement finding a new resolution. The three-way 


partnership is always repositioning—and what Seed-Scale seeks to do is channel that 


shifting motion into forward movement.  


Work in Palin began (as often proves to be most effective) by engaging women. 


Until then decisions had almost always been made by a council of gaonburas (male vil-


lage elders). At the beginning these men were more accurately viewed as Top-down part-


ners and the women as Bottom-up. Future Generations and the government (both of 


whom had little local control) operated as Outside-in agents. The men’s role changed as 


the process moved forward. The women’s movement was so rapid at first that the men 


were marginalized. Then the men moved to catch up and became part of the Bottom-up. 


Roles also shifted in the other direction as empowered women ran for and were elected to 


village councils (gram panchayat) and became part of the Top-down. This labeling of 


roles by function rather than position may seem confusing, but it clarifies relationships in 


place at any given time. It is from the new possibilities that people can take on that new 


action will most likely follow from all three functional partners.  


 


Third Principle: Use Evidence from the Local Situation for Decisions; Avoid Decisions 


Based on Opinions, Power, or Dogma.  
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Around the world, decisions that affect people’s lives are made increasingly far from 


where those decisions will be implemented, and frequently these decisions are made by 


people who less than adequately understand that locale. The usual basis for decisionmak-


ing is that these external actors are controlling the budget, or that they have administra-


tive power. Whatever the validity of the reason for this external decisionmaking, such de-


cisions are often wrong, late, or articulated such that they are not useful. Making deci-


sions that are consistently realistic, on time, and appropriate requires a process that uses 


local evidence and is made as close as possible to where decisions will be implemented. 


When that occurs, accountability and accuracy rise, for decisions are being made by those 


who will live with the consequences.  


Many types of evidence can be used: scientifically collected surveys, photo-


graphs, government records, input/output measures, or key indicators. What defines evi-


dence is that it can be independently verified by another investigator. Acquiring evidence 


is often viewed as difficult, especially if it is wanted on a short timescale and within a 


limited budget, and is expected of communities inexperienced in research methodology. 


Moreover, communities tend to enjoy anecdotes of highly variable reliability, and while 


funny stories may be true, what causes them to be funny is that they are unusual. Even 


recounting numerous anecdotes does not amount to material evidence. Anecdotes are the 


plural noun of evidence.  


Usually evidence gathering is viewed as the domain of professionals and is seen 


as requiring sophisticated techniques that are not only difficult to understand but also ex-


pensive in time and money. Easy-to-do, locally-based evidence gathering is a real alterna-


tive, especially now with a host of new technologies, and easy-to-do, locally-based evi-
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dence gathering can be learned, but it is usually a new skill for both community and pro-


fessionals. Early on it will lack the rigor that scientific evaluations promise. In Chapter 


Five we discuss SEED (Self-Evaluation for Effective Decisionmaking) but the fields of 


action research and formative research have many techniques that can be used. 


 Evidence-based decisionmaking is not the same as conventional research which 


seeks to understand truths. Seed-Scale, which fits both within action and formative re-


search, proposes systematic and iterative evaluation to guide decisionmaking; it is not 


testing ultimate tenets of social science as is done in conventional research. Therefore the 


Seed-Scale process is simpler with only evidence applicable to the decisions at hand. Ga-


thering evidence across the spectrum of community issues (ecology, health, education, 


agriculture, religion, economics, culture) is also not needed because it is unlikely that ac-


tion is going to take in all these areas at that time.  


Community-led, evidence-based decisionmaking, when done even half-well, as an 


authenticity to it that stimulates local energy much more than the customary speech by 


the politician, expert, or donor who is trying “to mobilize” the community. The Palin ex-


ample is again illustrative. Epidemiologists from the state health department had done a 


statistical survey. These sanctioned numbers supposedly told what happened. But partici-


patory assessment provided information that was more accurate, achieved better coverage 


of the village, and, more importantly, got action underway, and action that addressed 


more than just cholera cures. 


Professionals undergo years of training in which they are told a particular method 


is “the right way.” For people with such carefully taught expertise it is difficult not to 


control the process. Moreover, their prestige in their peer-reviewed world is based on get-
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ting methods right and taking credit. NGOs prosper when they can claim, “This is our 


project.” Therefore, both NGOs and scientists want evidence to show the impact of their 


role, this is a different priority, and an external priority.  


One of the greatest benefits of evidence-based decision-making is its ability to 


solve arguments within the community or between the community and outside partners; it 


may directly challenge opinion-based views. Indeed, engagement around objectivity and 


evidence is possibly the best way to neutralize embedded animosities, especially in a 


manner where those animosities do not just go underground. In short, facts fight factio-


nalism. 


 


IMAGE OF A PALIN WORKPLAN 


  


While few would argue against the value of locally-inspired evidence, what most 


practitioners would also say is: “Be practical, you know money drives decisions, that po-


werful people want their will to be done, and political or religious dogma runs roughshod 


over whatever it wants.” Again, the importance of understanding that the four principles 


are not principles of dogma nailed to the doorway of development reformation. They are 


ideals that have ideas in them of the direction to go. Locally-based evidence is to be in-


creasingly used within the pragmatic context of money, power, and opinions. What is in-


teresting about evidence is that once started the more it is brought into decisionmaking, 


then the more likely it is that the power, money, or opinions are diminished as pivotal. 


 


Fourth Principle: Behavior Change, Achieved through Workplans 
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Social change is the result of individuals modifying how they behave. Social change is 


not lowering child mortality, raising attendance rates in school, making communities sa-


fer, all these are indicators of social change. Recognizing that social change is behavior 


change is easy to overlook in the now prevalent concern with quantifiable outputs. But 


regardless of whether the area of action is poverty alleviation, health, education, protect-


ing biodiversity, or food security, lasting progress is almost always best achieved by hav-


ing behavior change as the objective not the indicators thereof for the indicators can be 


achieved in non-sustainable ways.  


On one hand, an individual can change his or her behavior from will alone or 


through incentives or disincentives—doing so may require little money, infrastructure, or 


special expertise. But by contrast, collective behavior change can be very difficult as cul-


tural norms may have to shift. Thus, seeking collective behavior change is often replaced 


with measures of program action—opening an office, hiring staff, building buildings, 


writing reports, or sending people for training—rather than indicators of actual impact. 


Each of what is usually accepted as a feature of development is in fact an indicator. In-


stead of avoiding community behavior change because it is difficult to do and difficult to 


measure, Seed-Scale offers a process described in Chapter Three that makes that change 


easier.  


At first, gains appear to be small and slow. Then, as one person’s behavior adds 


with another’s (whether in number of people as more join or in substance as the quality of 


life changes) a tipping point is reached, a new social norm is introduced, and behaviors 


really do shift. Telling people to make these changes is seldom effective. Instead, a sup-


port system is needed that both guides forward progress and hinders recidivism. To do 
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this innovators must lead, educating about benefits, building from success, highlighting 


incentives and applying disincentives. Disincentives, in particular, are stronger when ap-


plied by a partnership that involves the community than when applied by an outside 


group such as government or an NGO. For example, the women’s groups in Palin, where 


money is scarce, fine members who miss a training session. Using disincentives or incen-


tives just once is usually not enough; behavior change needs repetition and persistence. 


This is also something communities in their collective capacity can do better, achieving 


often nearly one hundred percent compliance.  


The more empowered the women of Palin became, the more they tackled oppres-


sive customs, and the more creative they became in how to adjust former practices to re-


tain culture while shedding oppressive aspects. This is vividly shown today in community 


skits. Women such as Amko walk on stage and describe their earlier situation in humor, a 


public disclosure that would have been rewarded with beatings only a few years ago. As 


noted, Amko is now a noted singer with money-producing recordings and she introduces 


her songs often with personal narrative. Even more remarkable is how Amko’s husband 


now plays his former abusive self in these skits, mocking his prior cruelty, telling with 


pride where he came from and what he has now become.  


Conflicts are an inevitable aspect of social change. For example, in Palin the 


women’s meetings were being held on Sunday mornings. The time of the meeting got 


longer as the women wanted to learn more, adding an hour of literacy training after the 


regular meeting. This caused a conflict with the Catholic church service. The priest in-


structed them to cancel the literacy training, emphasizing the importance of mass. But the 


women countered by withdrawing from services. After weeks of lowered attendance at 
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mass, the priest pushed the time back by one hour. The women then made a point of at-


tending church. As communities begin the social change process they need to know that 


the behaviors they will be changing are going to upset people and prior expectations; the 


more this can be discussed in their meetings as a natural process of collectively desired 


progress the less likely it is to derail momentum. 


A further tale from Palin is also instructive. Health lessons provided by Future 


Generations addressed a limited number of issues (sanitation, immunizations, oral rehy-


dration, nutrition, pregnancy care), but the women had an expanding range of health 


questions. The women’s interests expanded beyond the resources available to them. They 


invited the physician from the government clinic, who could come more regularly than 


the distant NGO. When first asked, the high-caste doctor from the State of Bihar said that 


he was too busy, and added that in addition he did not want to come to their crude bam-


boo hut. The women replied that, speaking of crude, his clinic was filthy. The doctor pro-


tested that cleaning the clinic was beneath his caste. One woman suggested an exchange: 


if they cleaned his clinic, would he teach them. He agreed. The women made the clinic 


spotless. Until the doctor was transferred, he then regularly taught them, explaining de-


tails about reproductive health, the physiology of child development and human growth, 


starting classes in general science, then even general education. In return, his clinic was 


always clean.  


 


How the Four Principles fit with other Approaches 


The above four principles, while a distinctive approach in modern social change—are by 


no means new. In military science, from ancient times commanders have customarily: 1) 
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built campaigns upon successes, going with strategy and tactics that worked; 2) created 


alliances, whether with outsiders who are drawn into the conflict, or other Top-down 


partners or with Bottom-up support from local communities; 3) acquired intelligence on 


which they based decisions; and 4) while certainly desiring technology and financing, 


knew that the center of success was adjusting battle behaviors. 


In the business world also the four principles operate: 1) corporations make their 


profits from selling successful products and sloughing off failures; 2) attention focuses on 


partnerships with the Bottom-up, the consumer, the Top-down policies of government 


and financing, and addressing Outside-in competition or joint marketing; 3) financial re-


ports govern decisions with few businesses lasting when decisions are made using opi-


nions; 4) as new realities unfold businesses change behaviors, often with remarkable 


speed. Principles that are so logical in business are seldom used in social change. 


There are parallels to the four principles in social change. The most significant in 


terms of impact that affected one-fifth of humanity is the work of Mahatma Gandhi de-


scribed this book’s Conclusion. Another approach is Appreciative Inquiry which focuses 


on finding the resources in an experience that are successful then using them to continue 


positive change.8 Another approach with many similarities is Participatory Rural Ap-


praisals that emphasizes participation and teamwork, flexibility to fit local situations, 


finding out just the information necessary, and gathering qualitative data from at least 


three sources.9 From the business world a parallel philosophy is Total Quality Manage-


ment with its centering on quality (similar to building on success), call for participation 


                                                 
8  Barrett, F. Fry, R., Appreciative Inquiry: A Positive Approach to Building Cooperative Capacity,  
(Chagrin Falls OH: Taos Institute Publications, 2005) 
9  Chambers, R. Rural Appraisal: Rapid, Relaxed, and Participatory. (Sussex: Institute of Devel-
opment Studies, Discussion Paper 311,1992) 
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(read 3-way partnership), emphasis on continual growth (iterative change), and mandate 


for benefits for all (a parallel to going to scale).10 


But the approach most similar to Seed-Scale is that of Positive Deviance, a me-


thodology that began under Gretchen Berggren, and for twenty years was used primarily 


to improve child nutrition through building from nutritional successes in communities. 


Now under Jerry Sternin and the Positive Deviance Initiative at Tufts University, the con-


cepts of Positive Deviance are being applied in over forty countries. 


Positive Deviance advocates that solutions to community problems exist within 


communities and specifically does not ask, “What is wrong? What should we fix?”11 In-


stead, it looks at what is working, for resources and solutions that already exist, and ways 


by which these can by expanded (build on successes). Positive deviance argues that, “if 


we want to help impoverished nations, we can start by finding the world’s leading prob-


lem solvers—the handful of people in each and every poor community who have found 


solutions to malnutrition, disease, or inequity without any help from the outside.”12 To 


find these, communities are encouraged to do collective, community-based research (evi-


dence-based decision-making). The focus is on using existing resources not bringing in 


aid, and thus the work necessarily stresses that change results from communities reallo-


cating how they act (behavior change).  


Over the last six decades since the end of World War II in our work around the 


world, when we have encountered effective social change, almost always the four prin-


                                                 
10  Deming, W. Edwards, Out of the Crisis (Cambridge: MIT University Press, 2000).  
11  See http://www.positivedeviance.org/ 
12  Sternin, Jerry. “On the Front Lines.” Science and Spirit. Available at: http://www.science-
spirit.org/printerfriendly.php?article_id=518 



http://www.positivedeviance.org/

http://www.science-spirit.org/printerfriendly.php?article_id=518

http://www.science-spirit.org/printerfriendly.php?article_id=518
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ciples were operating.13 They are operating usually not because they were part of some 


methodology, but because they made sense—just as they made sense to military com-


manders and to corporate managers. In a striking difference, our experience has been that 


the places where the four principles are least likely to be found is in social change pro-


grams that happen to be well-funded. When social change projects start with money, es-


pecially what is often called “adequate funding,” then very likely these principles are not 


present. Instead of building on successes, projects address needs; instead of creating part-


nerships, projects hire employees; instead of making decisions on evidence, action is de-


termined by budgets; and the success of the project is determined by congruence with 


project deliverables. Lacking a focus on community-based results, what drives those 


projects is control, and the defining paradigm is plan design that connects to good ac-


counting. These projects often achieve their results on paper, but they seldom scale up or 


last beyond their funding. 


 


The Four Principles in Synergy 


The Palin program, had it been a traditional project, even one that wanted to focus on 


women, would likely have begun by approaching the men; indeed, the male elders of the 


village would have insisted on this. With the cholera issue identified after a discussion of 


needs, a petition would have gone to the state government to repair the poorly managed 


water supply. But the traditional approach was not followed. The women started by view-


ing the cholera epidemic as a success they had survived. And when the women recog-


nized their input was being accepted, they brought in more women. The process brought 


                                                 
13  See the numerous cases we cite in Daniel Taylor-Ide and Carl E. Taylor Just and Lasting Change: 
When Communities Own Their Futures (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). 







 
 


forward the knowledge possessed by the women, empowering these the least powerful 


members of the community.  


For momentum to grow, a meeting place among factions needs to be found. Find-


ing such compromise is hard for those holding power or position. So, in traditional social 


change, compromising is usually done by the weaker groups. But the disenfranchised do 


not need to compromise, they can get out in front and bring along the powerful. Done 


adroitly, they show results by getting ahead and cause the others to rush to catch up, 


opening opportunities for all as energies come together. The rate of change grows collec-


tive momentum. That is how it happened in Palin. First a small number of women started 


to move, but they moved very rapidly. This caused others to join, and that prompted the 


unwilling men. It all happened so fast and in such a positive way that confrontation was 


avoided. Acceleration around a good idea can carry the idea forward. 


As action starts to move, communities frequently bump against an external priori-


ty thrust on a community maybe by a donor, maybe by government, and almost inevita-


bly personal greed. These intrusions can easily rupture a fragile beginning and cause 


energies to dissipate. Equally, energies can dissipate when next steps seem to be a choice 


between the community goals and an outside priority. A good way to seek resolution in 


such circumstances is by creating contracts between community and outsiders, the com-


munity saying: if you want that priority (for example, special health services, different 


accounting or conservation) then this is what we want in return. To make a contract do 


not deny the reality of the outside goal but strike a deal with it. Perhaps the outside will 


respond with: we don’t like what you propose, change it our way anyway. This is contract 


negotiation such as in a business. Giving in may be necessary, but more likely is the be-
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ginning of a dialogue that can grow into a stronger partnership seasoned by give and take. 


A community alone may have difficulty negotiating contracts that have enough strength 


to push back, but Seed-Scale reduces polarization and creates options. 


Progress will generally be small and imperfect. A beginning is just that, not the 


whole journey. It will keep growing if all four principles are being fostered. What is im-


portant is doing all four principles, simultaneously. Attempting to do this will initiate 


momentum that leads to larger momentum. A member of our family brought back a help-


ful adage from The Cameroon 70 years ago following a decade of patient work there: 


“Don’t mistake going slow for being stopped.” Going slow is not a failure. Change has 


been started. Make it move just a little bit faster the next time; a bit more, and a little bet-


ter results the next time, then the time after that. 








Conclusion: What Works in Social Development 
 
I shall give you a talisman. When you are in doubt, or when the self becomes too much in 
you, bring before your eyes the weakest, most miserable human being that you ever saw, 
and ask of the step you now contemplate, “Will it reduce his misery? Will it reduce his 
helplessness?” 


—Mahatma Gandhi 
 
 


Mahatma Gandhi coined the word swaraj (literally, self-rule) to describe the growing of 


internal energy to rule. Gandhiji was then in South Africa. One hundred years ago people 


rising up with internal nonviolent energy was a new idea in the English speaking world. 


Swaraj gave part of the answer for how a people could define their destiny vis a vis great 


global forces. This idea of empowerment grew in a context where social change was the 


objective, not political freedom. He was seeking a new life in his Phoenix Colony, and it 


was through this that he saw the potential of nonviolent swaraj. 


In some of his writing Gandhiji expanded the term to gram swaraj, community 


based freedom. Gram swaraj generates sustaining energy from inside itself and also self-


correcting direction. It is inspired and regulated by satyagraha, the energy of truth. 


Gandhiji argued that the forces that bring change come not from the marketplace, not 


from armies, not from a religion, not from political process, but from the knowledge of 


Truth. These forces are constantly able to redefine society so it is more authentic in 


helping people. In other words, freedom is not something ever totally achieved—but if 


people must be constantly making progress by adding new options. His quest for India’s 


independence from Britain became a necessary step in his lifelong quest of finding a life 


that did not sustain itself by violence. That quest was guided by the principle of Truth.  
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Gandhiji’s emblematic spinning wheel conveyed this message in a very visible 


way, empowerment coming from the work of hands in the village. Each individual 


turning his or her spinning wheel gave evidence of inner energy and direction. They were 


being true to the resources of their community. When then people wore khadi cloth they 


showed the same message again. As Gandhiji said often to news reporters, “The song of 


our spinning wheels is the song of freedom—the freedoms we are making in our own 


lives.” The quest he was pushing all of India toward came from within, as proof of self-


reliance against outside control. Spinning wheels turning in thousands of villages showed 


India could make its own cloth; there was a tangible product of freedom. Such truth was 


stronger than many guns. Done collectively by a people it showed that India could weave 


the warp and woof of a new life. The homespun khadi wove in threads of local resources 


and the massive energy growing in the villages. Self-spinning was the Indian people 


wearing a flag of self-reliance, dressing in a new way of life using what they had. In 


contrast to economic giants embodied by belching factories, it was one person and a 


wheel controling the processes of production. Swaraj was only partly directed against 


Great Britain, much more it was mobilizing forces to strengthen India, a new momentum 


to break the deeper forces of oppression: caste, poverty, ignorance, fear of leprosy, and 


gender discrimination.  


The impact of this movement for self-rule and self-reliance was strong enough so 


one-fifth of humanity gained freedom from the mightiest of empires. It did so in such a 


gentle manner that from Independence (August 15, 1947) and through the ensuing 


decades, India the once-ruled and England the deposed ruler have been friends. People 


asserting their destiny was stronger than military asserting their external will. A war was 
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not fought for this achievement, what happened was that an idea was achieved. While the 


armies of Britain and the twin nations of India and Pakistan were helpless to control the 


violence of Partition, this inner energy still had a unity that rose above the slaughter of 


three million people and crossed the Hindu/Muslim/Sikh divide.1 And stepping beyond 


that subcontinent, this achievement opened the way for independence movements 


through the rest of the twentieth century.  


Today, as military powers send soldiers to distant lands to free people from 


bondage they call them “peacemakers”. To advance people’s well-being corporations are 


freed to utilize cheap labor, arguing that they are creating local economic growth. While 


freeing people from oppression and providing jobs are both worthy freedoms, pressing 


toward freedom in this way misses a core principle that guided Gandhiji. Freedom is not 


given to people. Freedom is when people come together as communities to rule 


themselves, building what they have. Freedom is people moving together because they 


want to develop together. When people are in bondage it is usually because they are 


allowing restraining forces to control them by force or fear. Coming together not only 


generates energy that brings liberation, but also it grows community and local resources 


and has the potential to transfer to others. Gandhiji understood that only in this way his 


people carried in the massive mainstream of India could be free to make the changes 


themselves.  


                                                 
1  The violence that accompanied independence in 1947, when India and Pakistan were partitioned 
into separate countries, was part of the largest single movement of people in human history, with 20 million 
displaced. Mostly it was peaceful. But despite the efforts of British forces and Indian and Pakistani police, 
bloodletting resulted in deaths equal to half those of the German Holocaust a few years earlier. Gandhiji’s 
impact during this is shown by the fact that where he went in the east (Calcutta and modern Bangladesh) 
and where the violence was expected to be worse had less than five percent the violence of what happened 
in the west (modern Pakistan) where the violence blazed out of control. See B. R. Nanda Mahatma 
Gandhiji: A Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 507. As with much surrounding the 
history of Partition given the high ideological and political stakes, Gandhiji’s role has been hotly debated. 
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Gandhiji’s vision of the profound freedom that was possible was not adopted by 


the leaders who followed him. Nehru and others found themselves in political control and 


then overwhelmed by politics and the process of development through delivering 


services. Sadly, Gandhiji’s correcting voice fell quiet when he was assassinated in 1948. 


At the time he died he had been struggling for a new way to express his vision. Britain 


was gone. While the Riots of Partition were still bleeding, he was asking in his talks at 


evening prayers how to advance gram swaraj. What was the path for deeper liberation—


especially within the tenets of satyagraha.  


These are complex questions. Each age is blinded to them by its own historical 


and situational limitations. (For example his vision for freedom from caste, “the most 


pernicious prison in India,” he once called it was not endorsed by Ambedkar the leader of 


the outcastes.) There may be little in the way of ultimate answers, but Gandhiji was 


correct to understand that the way to answers was through being true to process. His 


lessons endure because of what they achieved: in the decades since no system has been 


more effective in reaching the unreached. Gandhiji was offering the path to build from a 


resource that every person, even the most destitute in India, possessed, their energy for 


change. 


PHOTOGRAPH OF GANDHIJIJI’S HOUSE 


India now has a surging economy. It has transformed the upper and middle 


classes, but it is not lifting India’s poorest out of poverty. India has worldclass status in 


its higher education and medical technology, yet it remains home to the infections of 


pneumonia, malaria, tuberculosis and leprosy that Gandhiji so worried about—the first 


disease killing his wife, the last being the sick he kept in a hut close to his. The 
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marginalized are still there in India, and with us all throughout the world. As in 


Gandhiji’s day, the poorest have not benefited from the macro economic forces and other 


forms of bondage. The world still has one and a half billion people who are destitute, the 


same number it had when The Mahatma was on his search. The challenge today, as 


Gandhijiji presciently recognized, is much more than political freedom. It is still true that 


the internal energy of people has the potential for setting people free.  


Our family went to India almost a century ago. Carl’s parents, John and Beth 


Taylor, were medical missionaries. To serve as many as possible, they rode through the 


villages, taking care to the poor and ideas of renewal. Each week, after a week of service, 


camp was broken, ox-carts loaded, and off to another village, and then weeks later the ox-


carts trundled back to those same villages, renewing their services. As the years passed 


the circuit expanded moving by Model T, then by WWII surplus jeep. John and Beth 


taught skills of agriculture and shared habits of hygiene as they tried to share values. But 


as these medical missionaries saw the benefits of societal mobilization from satyagraha 


gain strength in their villages. Indeed as they worked with Gandhijiji personally during 


the bloodshed in 1947 accompanying Partition, particularly following the Panipat 


massacre, their understanding expanded. After that massacre Gandhiji asked John and 


Beth for advice, whether or not he should go on fast and call the people to self-


knowledge; John’s answer was, “They have suffered enough. Let the Muslims (and 


Hindus) go their separate ways.” John always regretted that advice since perhaps it would 


have helped more had Gandhiji fasted for forgiveness rather than deciding just to prevent 


suffering.  
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John and Beth believed that compassion from others came from love in action. 


Proof was before them in the example of Gandhiji. But they also began to realize that 


there was a different way to get there. Whereas they had spent decades going village-to-


village delivering that love, with the example they saw before them they saw something 


different sweeping across the subcontinent, Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Buddhist, Christian. 


What was causing this was not gifts people were given but actions that people had been 


shown that they could take. Awareness came to our family of what freedom and 


development truly was. It could create a new self-reliant person. People from mud-brick 


villages were suddenly standing up and taking control of their own destinies. They were 


struggling to do this, but they could not do it on their own. They did not need help; they 


needed partnership. 


PHOTOGRAPH, JOHN AND BETH IN JEEP DURING 1947 RIOTS 


Today, more than half a century later, we have a more complete understanding of 


how to start and sustain this energy. Gandhiji himself was constantly working out the 


process. The title of his autobiography is The Story of My Experiments with Truth. 


Satyagraha and gram swaraj are broad concepts leading to understanding of a self-


development process that works in partnership with all of society. Indeed, even in India 


the process, especially in the past decade, has been clarified greatly. In 1992, panchayati 


raj (rule by the local community) was established as the 73rd amendment to India’s 


Constitution with the goal of moving decisionmaking and control to the local level. To 


reach this opening of government with the people, four decades had to pass after 


Gandhiji’s death—and it took the political sympathy generated by the assassination of 
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Rajiv Gandhiji, Nehru’s grandson to generate the political pressure. Today, states all 


across India are experimenting, some inspiringly effective. 


With Independence, Gandhiji wanted Congress not to become a political party but 


to remain a social movement to lead in achieving full freedoms, sarvodya (development 


of each individual, the whole individual, as well as the whole community). A fact long 


lost in history is that Gandhiji wanted political parties to be separate from Congress. 


Leave to Congress, Gandhiji wished, the high goals as a check and balance on 


government: pressing for freedom from poverty, caste, ignorance, and discrimination. 


Congress would stand as a social conscience above the divisiveness of religion and 


politics. In 1948, a year after the political freedom had been achieved Gandhiji’s social 


journey for how to get to the social purpose was a mishmash of unclear next steps. 


Whether or not they were practical is not today’s point. What is clear was as he said the 


day before he was assassinated because of religious zealotry, our movement “has 


achieved political freedom, but it has yet to achieve social, economic, and moral freedom 


in terms of the masses.” Political freedom was only a step along the march to where 


Gandhiji wanted to take India. 


 


 


Just after his frontal attack on the British Empire, Gandhiji was thrown full-force 


into the rapidly rising expectations of India and Pakistan, one-fifth of humanity pulling 


themselves into two countries because they could not tolerate the idea of religions living 


together. Self-questioning and experimenting was his method in addressing this travail, 


hammering away on the anvil of Truth. Insights for how to get there came across the 
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chaos of jail sentences, speeches, unending interviews, and odd dietary practices; they 


certainly were not components of scientific process. At the center of his vision, amid a 


swirl of compromise and expediency, was an insight from a Hindu quest for purity, and 


he blended that with his own compulsion to stop violence.  


On August 16th, 1947 (the day after his not celebrating Independence) he 


struggled with how to go forward. He not longer had the antagonist of the British Empire 


against which to mobilize. Gandhiji did not want to challenge Congress even through the 


party had not taken on the social agenda and was backing away from acting on the great 


bondages of the people. Before when he had to find the next step The Mahatma retired to 


his ashram, and with meditation the next step came clear. But with the great travail of 


Partition dividing what had been India now into the two countries of India and Pakistan 


(indeed Pakistan itself being divided into eastern and western halves), and the deaths of 


three million and relocation of twenty million people mounting up daily, this saint was 


trying to hold back the violence, a feat that he performed with unimaginable effect. How 


to achieve the still-needed, social objective? In writing this book we have taken the 


liberty of trying to reinterpret Gandhiji’s quest toward integrated development (sarvodya) 


and his pursuit of community empowerment (gram swaraj) in terms of present 


development understanding. We use the lenses of the five criteria and four principles in 


an effort to better understand his message in the context of today.  


Equity. For Gandhiji equity was very simple, “To each according to their need, 


not according to their greed.” Freeing business with the consequence that there is more 


exploitation of workers was not a freedom that Gandhiji ascribed to. His remedy to was 


to throw off the British yoke by empowering the people to use means other than violence. 


 240







But more deeply, Gandhiji was fighting the inequity of exclusion, whether it took the 


form of caste discrimination, poverty, ill health such as leprosy, or gender. Today, to 


reach out to marginalized people before despair pushes them to terrorism or fatalism, 


equity is more urgent than ever.   


Sustainability. Concerns with sustainability for Gandhiji were first cultural and 


second financial. His concern was the unsustainability of a culture grounded in caste, 


exploitation, ill health, and economic conditions that drove people into greater debt. 


Society as a whole was stagnating while giving the appearance of forward progress to 


those on the top. The British way of life, he realized, was not sustainable; there was a 


permanent truth in the simple Indian village that held much greater freedom. 


Holism. Freedom grounded in real truth was not possible without balance in 


society. To evolve holistic life, India had to realign the lopsided economic relationships 


created under British rule. Sarvodya balanced collective and individual needs. Gandhiji 


wanted people to adopt healthy lifestyles and providing practical literacy in the 


vernacular. Making cloth brought together income generation and self-understanding. 


Gandhiji began spinning at Sabarmati Ashram, across the river from the great textile 


factories of Ahmednagar. He did not seek to end the closing of factories; rather he wanted 


to broaden the base of village life so they had access to the larger world.  


Interdependence. Out of interdependence grows energy of people. Gandhiji knew 


intimately the alternative: the dependence cultivated by centuries of empire, dependence 


so pernicious as to put a tax even on salt. Rather than just independence, his search was 


strengthening the interdependence among villages. Self-rule of villages gathers strength 
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in connecting one village with another. Bring everyone together including those who had 


been outcaste; these he called harijan, or children of god.  


Iteration. The motion of the spinning wheel suggests repetition of the same cycle, 


but in fact the wheel turning pulls a constantly changing cluster of cotton strands. Each 


handful is unique, with fingers feeding fibers around that circling process out from which 


grows a thread. Iteration of cycles building one on the other constantly tightens new life 


off the wheel of change. Gandhiji was explicit in his teachings at evening prayers that the 


tangle of cotton comes from the earth, learning to work with it is clumsy and frustrating, 


and we must practice to make threads long and strong. 


This five-aspect summation of Gandhiji’s process has a huge omission, the place 


where everything for him started: in the purity of nonviolence. His worship of Truth 


repeatedly brought him back to this theme. Nonviolence was the way, and Violence was 


Truth’s antithesis. Abhorrence of violence led him to deep suspicion of a focus only on 


economic progress. He had seen how pursuit of wealth caused violence and oppression 


among people. The romantic, non-economically viable, homespun village life, has equal 


limitations of course. The preeminence Gandhiji gave to nonviolence enabled his political 


quest by giving him an unconquerable tool, something easily communicated across a land 


whose telegraph lines were denied to him but across which he had to send messages with 


lightning effect. People needed simple rules, ones that they could lay down their life for 


to achieve life’s meaning. Nonviolence did that. A very significant difference has come 


into people’s lives today—information is in their  hands, they have instant access to 


anything they want to hear—but the challenge is still to discern Truth.  


PHOTO, BANYAN TREE GANDHI PLANTED 
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How to achieve a gram swaraj people are willing to participate in? Process is still 


the answer. There are some guiding principles. The challenges of modern communities 


make it hard to see the relevance of the simplistic solutions that Gandhiji offered, but the 


answers are still there. In accepting our unique roles comes a beginning understanding of 


the process of growing human energy.  


• Gandhiji made sure every protest was successful. He did not call out the 


people to suffer unnecessarily. Using one protest to fuel the next, he built 


from success.  


• He was a strong believer in partnerships. Top-down he got the liberal 


British on his side. Outside-in he used the media to carry his actions to all 


the world. Bottom-up was the momentum he created among three hundred 


million people, the largest voluntary mobilization ever achieved. That 


freedom gave momentum to the peoples of Africa, Asia, and the world. 


Synergy grew as each partner contributed.  


• Fear-filled, timid villagers now stood strong against British batons. With 


facts arising from ongoing experimentation, options turned up, improving 


ideas. The truth that followed went out as evidence all over the world. 


• Gandhiji changed the behaviors of victimized people by empowering their 


confidence and capacity. He argued that freedom for the oppressed does 


not come from killing the oppressors. (The American, French, and Soviet 


revolutions had until then pointed in that direction.) Freedom more 


effectively comes by changing the oppressor’s behavior. To achieve that, 


the participant starts by changing his and her own behavior. 
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Systems today are not those of Gandhiji faced a century ago, yet many challenges 


are parallel. Despite global policing, ethnicities do not coexist peacefully, and armies 


invade, but all this is done in the name of betterment of whom. Wealth accumulates, but 


even more inequitably than before. Today a different type of empire exists, and despite 


the high visibility of United States military, economic, and political power the empire is 


much more complex, not simply American imperialism, western hegemony, or the easy-


to-vilify depersonalized corporation.2 It is important not to allow the high visibility of 


these exploiters to mask the more pernicious forces encroaching on communities. To use 


Gandhiji’s “each man’s need versus greed” choice, we have entered an escalating race for 


greed rather than need. The end we seek has become the problem blocking our way.  


The answer is Gandhiji’s. Today we know more clearly how to move toward his 


large social mobilization, fitting values, economics, and ecology together. Begin simply, 


grow along a process rather than by interventions. The characteristics of each moment are 


based on interactions with changing dynamics. Physics speaks of the “arrow of time,” 


and movement in this arrow is impossible to circle back. Yet as the arrow goes forward 


there are countless choices at any given point. Today’s opportunities are what we must 


work with not Gandhiji’s. The genius of Gandhiji was that he gave a process to help us 


learn.  


As the planet is a fantastically complex biosphere of interdependent systems, the 


world now can also be viewed because of the forces of globalization as an econo-cultural-


sphere of near magical interactions. People have created a human life sphere within the 


sphere of Life. How do we manage what we have created? We have only our moment of 
                                                 
2  See Michael Hardt & Antonio Negri Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000).  
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time, and the pace of the race of collective energies can overwhelm the planet on which 


this new sphere of life exists. The forces of globalization must work in positive 


productive ways. We don’t need to knuckle under their mammoth forces. Gandhiji 


changed history when he seized empowerment of people as the vehicle that allowed 


everyone to share in the process. What will empower today, so people can own their own 


futures, as he so wanted.  


Interestingly, while at the global level there are so many connected forces (truly 


beyond comprehension) there is an available response to deal with them that is very 


simple: balance your partnerships, build local capacity, do not push back in blatant 


opposition. Had Gandhiji tried direct counterattack, the casualties of bodies would have 


been measured in large populations. Britain and India would have both lost. His power 


was how he kept adjusting to each time and event. Ultimately what he started in order to 


set India free was good for the British Empire in that unstable time. This man of 


nonviolence created situations where his followers were beaten so the British people 


demanded correction. The hidden violence of Imperialism became so blatant by his 


action that it caused the British themselves to self-correct. Almost every system of 


control in the world has elements within it that can be used to turn it—if not using equity, 


then at least to the holistic desires of its own people. The imperative is increasingly for 


interdependence with others. Certainly the quest for sustainability must include future 


generations. As Gandhiji built on the good that was already in Great Britain his strength 


grew.  


Returning to modern Empires in today’s global econo-cultural-sphere. What is 


lacking is a process that balances the internal pressures. Gandhiji showed that ways can 
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be found, throwing the empire off balance by steadily mobilizing greater energy among 


people. The capital “E” of Empire is absorbed by the small “e” of the people’s energy. 


Negative forces then truly just disappear. Gandhiji’s Independence movement was not 


victorious over the British. This man whose flak jacket was homespun cloth caused the 


British Empire, a symbol of great violence, to disappear. (We remember distinctly from 


our childhoods how British men were not well dressed unless they carried a stick.) 


Nonviolent submission to their violence confounded them. Yes, certainly Britain was 


weakened and tired after World War II, but that did not mean they had to give up India, 


the jewel in their crown. Gandhiji threw the Empire off balance, people who had just 


fought Hitler were given the chance to seize a higher calling. 


Seed-Scale’s recursive, reassembling, feedback is a more sophisticated, 


multivariate way to guide the growing of public energy. It has similarities to Gandhiji’s 


adherence to nonviolence as a process. The following pairings outline this tug and pull: 


Empire                                                                         Empowerment 


less community control ----------------------------- more community control 
less sophisticated response ---------------------- more sophisticated response 
less sensitivity to situation ----------------------- more sensitivity to situation 
less local participation ------------------------------ greater local participation 
 


As the activities of control, sophistication, local sensitivity, people’s participation 


move toward higher levels, empowerment and awareness of capacity increases. No 


variable has an absolute standard. Each can be measured in relation to past performance 


and the experience of the community. There is an important caveat, however, because 


there are indeed some absolute standards. For example, with regard to outside control 


there is a spectrum that runs from anarchy to dictatorship. But in the journey 
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communities are taking the standard is against themselves. As change occurs, progress 


has occasional setbacks. But rising empowerment stimulates awareness of progress. 


Our understanding of Seed-Scale will be more complete in coming years. But that 


does not mean that action should wait, just as Gandhiji did not wait but acted effectively. 


Examples in this book reveal that process works. It is overly simplistic to speak only of 


Bottom-up growth. In this regard Nehru was right and Gandhiji was not when Nehru 


spoke of the urgency that newly independent India had to shape its enabling national 


systems. The enabling systems were not in place in Gandhiji’s time probably to move to 


where he wanted to go. 


The point of evaluating progress against oneself is critical. Societies are not 


further ahead or behind in moving toward development. All communities have an 


ongoing journey. As Gandhiji said, “We make our path by walking it.” There can never 


be an already “developed” community, only those that are developing. But developing 


toward what? It is here that the arrow of time points to a sense of direction and 


empowerment (otherwise communities will succumb to the “Empire” side of the 


spectrum).  


Growing up in India over the last century, our family spent decades walking paths 


through jungles, and so frequently the day’s trail caused us to be coming home at night. 


Often the path could not be seen by the eyes but we learned to hold to it by feeling for the 


firmer, packed ground felt underfoot. The road we walk today of change is also in the 


dark. Communities must focus on their way by feeling each step; there is not a map to 


follow but rather this process, determining the way depending on experience. A playful 


use of Einstein’s equation is apt: E=MC2. Energy equals what matters to an exponential 
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scale. What matters to people is whether or not their lives are getting better. To go to 


scale it is the direction that matters more than any particular state; moving gathers 


energy, options open adding to that energy. What is growing is what matters, and because 


it matters, people are investing what they have in that process, i.e. their energies.  


To guide this process it is useful to return to a formative injunction used by 


Gandhiji, lokniti, service to the people. (Lok people, niti ethics.) In advancing the concept 


of lokniti  Gandhiji was pointedly setting forward an alternative other than politics. He 


wanted participatory governance based in ethics. The Outside-in and Top-down were to 


be encouraged to serve the people. He had connected satyagraha (truth energy) also to 


influence the enabling framework. While Gandhiji had great insight as to process, his 


understanding was impractical in what would truly serve his people. Khadi cloth is not 


economical neither is it durable in daily work. His health ideas science now knows are 


not the best way to health. But both brought control of life into people’s hands. A 


spinning wheel, the great Salt March to the sea, people sitting down before an empire, 


broke through the system of British taxation. They showed the people he was trying to 


help them—and was willing to fast unto his death in pursuit of their well-being. This 


identification with genuine service called people to respect him, so much so that they 


called him a Mahatma (a greater spirit).  


Seed-Scale seeks to channel people to move in the same direction but with a very 


different way of organizing it than the spinning wheel. What must happen is not pulling 


out life in a single continuing thread since there are a host of threads. In the global econo-


cultural sphere must follow many threads at the same time. This is what is amazing about 


a computer. It does so many things at once. The reason is the computer’s operating 
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system. Before computers, machines were separate, for instance office machines: the 


adding machine, the typewriter, the slide projector, the mailbox. But the operating system 


of a computer made it possible for one machine to perform many functions: spreadsheet 


analysis, word processing, PowerPoint, and email. Many streams of data could feed in, 


each stored waiting until the right time came to use it. Similarly, an integrated operating 


system in a community can bring together once separated social applications: health 


services, education, income generation, food production, and local environmental 


security. The currency being used is human energy, not electrons. Directing the output 


becomes tangible in the community workplan. If workplans are written with open code, 


others can rewrite them to fit their needs.  


We live now on an interconnected planet. Every community directly connects to 


global systems. With computers when operating systems become linked, communities all 


over the world have the potential learn from one another. Human energy (rather than 


being something people must spend to advance, leaving their stock diminished) creates a 


feedback loop when applied in an interlinked world. The first investment grows. Further 


connections are made; further returns accumulate. It is like investing money, getting 


interest, which continues to compound. Moreover, since this is a collective process, 


returns do not come only to the worker whose energy is invested, but accrue to all within 


the group. 


Similar symbiosis, gathering synergy among all operating parts, was Gandhiji’s 


challenge, getting all parts of Indian society to move toward freedom, away from 


colonialism, poverty, sickness, ignorance. Action could have just been taken against 


colonialism. India would then have changed one set of leaders for another. The challenge 
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was deeper. Political change alone would simply give positions to a new group of people 


(as occurred in Nepal after the monarchy allowed one party after another to control the 


government). Gandhiji selected the leaders who would follow him; they missed the 


lesson of swaraj. When Congress became a political party, it came to believe that swaraj, 


self-reliance, meant perpetually getting itself voted back into office. Gandhiji understood 


the deeper truth, that swaraj meant moving toward a more effective process. 


Many people have tried to go back to Gandhiji’s vision. Across India there are 


hundreds of ashrams and there are thousands of NGOs that call themselves Gandhian. 


But they are not, by and large, successful in going to scale. The reason is not the ends, but 


the process. Gandhiji had a vision, and he knew what he wanted in going toward that 


vision but he ran out of time. He did not leave a replicable process that was transferable 


in this complex, constantly shifting world. It is not helpful to just copy what he did. 


Similarly, since he did not give a clear guide how to use his goals of satyagraha, gram 


swaraj, and sarvodya without the British Empire to push against, it is not clear what to do 


to end oppression.  


But Lokniti, satyagraha, gram swaraj, and sarvodya do point in helpful ways. 


And to them we can add another aspect in which Gandhiji had genius: perseverance. 


With it we can further refine and understand the process. It is time to gather our energies 


collectively and get to work. 








Chapter 2.  The Option Available to Everyone: Mobilizing Human Energy 
 
An Afghan boy ran to a man working in the field, shouting, “Your wife fell into the 
river!” The farmer raced to where she’d gone to fill her water jug—then started up the 
bank searching the fast-moving water. “No!” shouted the boy. “The current carried her 
downriver!” The frantic farmer turned, shouting over the river’s roar, “Boy, you don’t yet 
know Afghan women. Always, they must swim against the stream.” 


—Modern Afghan joke  
 
 


The above joke, popular in post-Taliban Kabul, reveals a strikingly different view of 


Afghan women from the image in popular media, the locked-in, powerless figures behind 


burqas.1 The Afghan men, however, appreciate how their women bear their burdens and 


move forward. As life’s currents push on families, both men and women struggle to swim 


against victimization. The Afghan people want to advance in an Afghan way, to own 


their own futures. The following experience that occurred in the rebuilding of a corner of 


Kabul provides a more complete example. 


 Two decades of war coupled with crushing drought throughout Afghanistan over 


the four years prior to September 11, 2001 took away opportunities from traditional uses 


of land. People cut their fruit trees for fuel and killed their sheep for food. With liberation 


from the Taliban, hundreds of thousands rode into Kabul on trucks or walked in carrying 


a bundle of their remaining worldly goods. They hoped that the city would give new 


opportunities and lives. But Kabul and its economy had been destroyed.  


The refugees packed into buildings that were near rubble and put up new shelters 


with scavenged materials. Settlements grew without plan or services. Abdullah Barat, 


from his job in distant Bamyan Province working for Future Generations Afghanistan, 


                                                 
1  The figure of the powerless Third World woman is a common one in development discourse and 
media coverage. For critiques, see Chandra Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and 
Colonial Discourses,” Feminist Review, 30 (Autumn 1988), 61-88; And Arturo Escobar, Encountering 
Development: the Making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995). 


 48







regularly came to Kabul for staff meetings and training. On these visits he often stayed 


with relatives, who had moved as refugees into this chaotic city. They asked what he did 


back home. 


Abdullah explained Seed-Scale—that every person has a few calories of energy as 


seeds for change. While most people invest most of this energy just holding to their tiny 


place, there is a margin of energy that can be redirected. This is often their only resource. 


This discretionary margin controls use of other resources. Those who gathered around in 


the war-scarred settlement on the outskirts of Kabul were attentive. Life in Afghanistan 


had always been this way: it was shaped by what you did, Allah willing. Abdullah said it 


was not just up to one person, each could overcome little, but many people working 


together could overcome most problems, as they had done years earlier in ousting the 


Soviet Union, Allah willing. He explained that usually individuals take opportunities, and 


then these fortunate few move on, leaving most people where they were.2 But when one 


person joins his energy with the energy of others, they create a force that have the 


potential to benefit all. 


Abdullah was talking to a need that each person felt. But bringing together 


available energy of people is less likely in communities of multiple ethnicities and 


distrust such as then in Kabul. Gathering collective energies requires a process. The 


people needed a way to bring them together, as they had through tribal structures in their 


villages. But while fierce tribal loyalties created strength back in the villages where 


boundaries were established, here in the settlements families were fractured and tribes 


                                                 
2  With this point Abdullah makes clear a problem of many entrepreneurship models. There are 
among the poor individuals eager to help themselves (microcredit, education, or other ways) but if they 
rise, how about those who lack the entrepreneurial drive? Advancement has come for some, but the quarter, 
and often three-quarters, left behind have lost the leaders they need who could help advance the whole 
group. What is needed, as the momentum Abdullah now starts, is the whole community moving forward. 
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intermixed. They could each only attend to individual benefits. But Abdullah asked if 


they would like to learn new ways of working together to create a new collective force as 


a new community. The people asked to learn more (demonstrating a precondition that 


participants must want to adopt the self-empowerment approach if it is to work). Energy 


comes from inside, Abdullah explained. It is much more than the work of muscles; it 


grows from spiritual beliefs and is nourished by hopes. People invest their will first then 


their labor then personal finances follow. The people said, “Yes, we will commit.” Long 


speeches followed as each affirmed their intent. 


So, without investing a dollar, without setting up a social service program, 


without hiring a staff member, Abdullah continued to teach. Imagine a donkey, he 


explained, a willful beast as everyone knows, but its stubbornness is like the Afghan 


people. The donkey has to have a bit between its teeth, only then will its muscles be 


useful. Abdullah explained that rather than being a people who must be directed by the 


reins of others and forced to bite on steel, they could be seeds to grow new crops. But 


they first had to determine what seeds would grow in the soils of an urban slum. Then if 


they learned the new processes of growing their collective new futures they could bring 


new fruit. Most of those who listened to Abdullah were from the most discriminated-


against Afghan ethnic group, the Hazara. Few knew how to read or write. They lived 


among people from the three traditionally dominant ethnic groups. Their first task was 


grow an identity with those other groups. 


PHOTOGRAPH OF DONKEY CARRYING IN AMERICAN WHEAT 


It was not so easy. These Hazara people started to make a very familiar speech. 


They had been discriminated against for centuries, indeed as slaves their ancient pre-
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slave lands had been stolen. Long oppressed, they now deserved compensation. Drought 


had taken these last years what little they had, and forced them to flee to Kabul. Rather 


than asking them to work with their oppressors Abdullah should use his foreign contacts 


and get them resources to work with. They had already made it clear in their earlier 


speeches that they would work hard, but to ask them to work with those whom they could 


not trust was asking too much. 


Abdullah admonished them that, repeating the point, this growth would grow only 


if they learned to work from their collective resources. To do so, there were seven tasks 


they must do. 


First, the community needed leadership. Rather than vote and select a leader, 


which would immediately create competition, he advised a different approach: they 


should not struggle for dominance. A group of people has many groups within it; one 


leader was needed from each. In this way they could learn to move together creating their 


new community. A few people representing different ethnic groups then promised to 


work as a coordinating committee. 


Next, he told them that the community had to build from what they had. What 


they had was not physical resources but they had come to Kabul and were alive with their 


families. What were their other successes, he asked? These successes were the seeds they 


could grow. Outside resources were not going to be given since the “war on terror” did 


not reach here. Learn about yourselves and collect all the successes among them. 


“Conducting our first survey,” the committee secretary, Akbar, later informed us, 


“showed us strength we never imagined. We knew we were from four ethnic groups, but 


we had no idea that we were forty-one thousand people.” 
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The community then engaged a third task: learn about their options, what 


beneficial changes had they seen in other places that they could easily adopt. The third 


task was to educate themselves, opening life options. Bringing in ideas, they needed to 


become adept at adapting. The committee said to its members: keep eyes and ideas open, 


learn from wherever you travel. The committee took some of their community funds and 


sent a group to Bamyan Province to see Abdullah’s work. (Discussed in Chapter 4.) The 


concept of building from human energy is easy to understand, but how is it done can be 


made tangible by observing others.  


When the representatives returned from the Bamyan trip they told their fellows 


that the first survey they had just done had been only a head count. More detail could 


easily be gathered. They had not figured out what they wanted to measure. Instead of just 


asking people with sweeping generalizations whether they were literate or illiterate or had 


adequate housing, they needed specifics. Now they had a fourth task: gather real 


evidence. With Abdullah’s help they established geographic boundaries to their 


community, using features such as hillslopes and stagnant ponds, and within these 


boundaries they gave a name to each winding, dusty alley. On each home they painted a 


number. What seemed to be chaos began to be ordered. Volunteers went house-to-house 


with a better-designed questionnaire. It turned out their community had come from 


eleven provinces, and it really totaled sixty-five thousand people not forty-one thousand. 


The fifth task for them was to make more effective decisions. Wards were 


created, and decisionmaking groups which held meetings, identified buildings as 


neighborhood centers, and in three of them started classes (one of these was a mosque). 


Systematic dialogue began and an overall plan was made. (The planning process is 
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described in Chapter Four.) Initial plans were basic, listing a few objectives and who 


would lead to implement them. Abdullah stressed the importance of plans they could 


implement. If a plan required resources they did not possess, it should be viewed as a 


wishlist not a doable plan.  


INSERT PHOTOGRAPH OF GROUP MEETING 


The next task was to act on the plans. One objective their discussions identified 


was getting out the vote in the upcoming national elections. On voting day, ninety percent 


of the community turned out behind their agreed-to agenda avoiding splits on tribal lines. 


Their candidates won and were told what they were expected to produce in return. One 


objective their workplans had identified was sanitation—Abdullah had explained how 


street filth, particularly human feces, was the cause of their many illnesses. People 


learned latrine building. The three learning centers added classes in a growing variety of 


topics, and in a matter of months about one hundred fifty students, mostly adults, were 


studying. 


Then the final task was midcourse corrections to improve actions underway. To 


do that the cycle of seven tasks started over. Many members felt compelled to catalogue 


their problems and pointing out their failures. But the committee held the focus on 


success and cajoled the group from slipping into feeling victimized. Grow what they had 


started. Problems were not to be ignored, but to be solved by building on their sense of 


we can work together. The committee started identifying individuals who had shown 


leadership, and approximately sixty persons became members of subcommittees to 


oversee the ten wards. These committees analyzed their situations ward by ward. As 


people were bringing back ideas, more sophisticated workplans resulted.  
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Progress was palpable in the dusty streets. The learning centers kept adding 


classes: literacy classes, Dari local language classes, English classes, computer training as 


discarded computers were acquired as gifts (at times there were five people on a 


computer, coaching each other), instruction in calligraphy, art classes, photography as 


residents lent personal cameras, a youth theater that led to drama performances. One 


center tried an idea, and if it was popular another adapted it for its neighborhood. 


They wanted a library. With no budget for books, requests went to all households 


to contribute books. People searched their homes, then the city. A borrowing rotation was 


set up. More books came in without any allocation of money. With remarkable 


prescience for their future, priority in borrowing books was given to children. 


The political clout that emerged during the election started to produce results. At 


first elected officials had done little. But the community did not let them forget how they 


got into office. Electrification soon partially lighted once-dark streets. Waste collection 


began. From Abdullah’s initial Outside-in mobilization Bottom-up activity was getting 


responses from the Top-down. These “forgotten people” on the outskirts of Kabul had 


made themselves useful to the Top and created a partnership not a problem. 


The people got the idea they needed a means to go back and forth to prosperous 


parts of the city. The coordinating committee identified a member who let them use his 


old car for a fee. A schedule developed as trips went back and forth. The learning centers 


expanded jobs training programs to teach people skills they would need. As people went 


out more paychecks started coming back in. 


Continuing counsel from Abdullah plus more sophisticated advice from Future 


Generations started a package of home-based health services. Awareness grew that health 
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was a domain over which they could assert control. A French NGO opened a clinic. 


Health worker training started so each neighborhood now had rudimentary skills with a 


focus on education for mothers. Emphasis was on prevention and change in health habits 


in homes. 


As realization grew that while they had extraordinary initial successes, they 


lacked a durable shared vision, shared identity, and systems for work. A shift from 


collective benefit to actions to advance the individual was possible, causing momentum 


to weaken. In addition, their earlier success had drawn the attention of outsiders 


(government and NGOs) who now were seeing their community as an opportunity for a 


few gifts, and then the outsiders could take credit for what the people had done. The 


central coordinating committee did not, of course, want to turn down any gifts. They 


decided to formalize their structure and organize a shura system as part of representative 


governance. Along with this male structure a separate shura was established for women 


to have a place for action. (It was here in this discussion that we heard the joke at the top 


of this chapter about women swimming upstream.)  


PHOTOGRAPH OF SURA MEETING 


A community wide meeting called, then another. Afghans love grand speeches; 


rhetoric soars at such times. An overriding concern was for a symbol of their 


achievements, and after more speeches and meetings it was decided their symbol should 


be an eagle, wings outstretched, an eagle they had identified with a year before when it 


was set free by Prince Mustapha, the grandson of their former king. While eagles are 


symbols in many places across Afghanistan, almost always they are sitting, wings folded. 


The eagle chosen by the community that now named itself DahKadaidad (place that is a 
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gift from God) is shown flying directly at anyone looking at it, wings spread wide. These 


people were moving and wanted to control their direction.  


Most people who seek to help speak of “not giving a fish but teaching people how 


to fish,” but frequently the do-gooders insist on giving one bite before they start teaching, 


a bite to whet the appetite. Then, when learning lags or the people veer toward action the 


do-gooder thinks is no good, these people offer a few more bites. The well-intended 


donors say doing this helps nourish the process. In fact what is often underway is that the 


donor is tilting the agenda toward donor priorities. Feeding has long been used to train 


animals new behaviors, even to the wildest of animals, for instance falcons and eagles. 


Abdullah realized that to get DahKadaidad to fly high on its own it was more effective 


not to “feed” at all.  


It is much harder to work only with resources that are accessible to the 


community, it takes improvisation to access to technologies and steady encouragement. 


But in so doing momentum shapes itself to local ecology, economy, and values. In a 


world where economic resources are growing more determinative and natural resources 


are becoming scarcer, the good news is that a focus on resources that are already in a 


community turns out to be the most important resource and most abundant among these is 


human energy. This resource opens access to everyone. Conventional resources 


(economic growth or extracting natural resources) remain for those who can follow these 


approaches. But for those who lack resources (or who choose not to use them, for 


whatever reason) there is an alternative way. 


Change using human energy can take many forms. People labor with muscles, 


brains, spirit, and aesthetic senses. Each is a form of human energy. And while each is 


 56







different, at their core all are forms of human energy just as natural energy has different 


forms, heat, sound, light, magnetism. As lifting can turn to heat, then heat transform to 


electricity, electricity into magnetism, and behold the light, so too the energy that is the 


core of our being mutates through living, labors, and love. Human energy is not a 


metaphor.3 When our human energy production is turned off, people die. Energy in our 


lives is what morphs us from being organic chemical compounds and makes us into 


sentient beings. The energy that makes us alive begins in the physical energy of the 


breaking of chemical bonds that have captured the energy of the sun in our food—we can 


transform those rays in extraordinary ways. 


 The energy in Kabul in two years transformed unconnected individuals living in a 


slum into a vibrant community. An army could not have done that, nor a million dollars. 


The trajectory of rising curves generated by the people was more than economic growth; 


it was an amalgam of palpable, documented improvements in health, education, and 


governance. Visits to DahKadaidad show the statistics on the walls, but, more 


powerfully, results are viscerally and visibly evident in the learning centers and homes.  


The principles by which energy is understood in physics provide a conceptual 


framework to understand the operation of human energy. How far the parallels are true in 


a scientific sense is not yet clear, but they nonetheless give guidance to understand how 


human energy functions. For our purposes in this discussion we use them to illuminate a 


way of understanding human energy as the driving force of social change.  


In his 1905 paper advancing the famous theory of relativity, Einstein pointed 


toward this core commonality when he stated that the laws of physics (i.e., energy) hold 


                                                 
3  Harlan Cleveland and Garry Jacobs, “Human Choice: the genetic code for social development” 
Futures 31 (1999) 959-970 (Elsevier Science Ltd). 
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through all frames of reference.4 But long before Einstein’s statement, in developing the 


laws set forth in his 1687 Principia, Isaac Newton defined three elements, mass, 


momentum, and force. In physics, mass is volume multiplied by density; in social mass, 


the social parallel is the number of people relative to the density in which they cluster 


together. Thus mass in a city is greater than the same number of people in a rural setting 


because of increased density. Recall how rapidly energy spread in Kabul. It was because 


of urban density. People in daily contact were organizing—such mobilization would have 


taken longer in a rural community of equal population. In the Kabul slums sixty-five 


thousand people created a significant mass and this was combined with significant rate of 


change resulting in very significant momentum.5 This momentum transformed the 


streets; it reorganized what people did. Physical forces are what change or stop 


momentum—and in Kabul many forces were stopping people, terrorism, global 


economics, illness. So when sixty-five thousand determined men, women, and children 


came together, shaped their decisions, and expressed these in collective action, it gave 


counterforce able to push back agains


a 


t the larger forces.6 


                                                 
4  An argument for social energy as the formative dynamic has been advanced by many individuals, 
the most significant of whom was Mahatma Gandhi and his use of satyagraha (truth energy) to free India 
from the British Empire and initiate community-based change. More recent advocates include 
 Robert Putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993); Norman Uphoff, Learning from Gal Oya: Possibilities for Participatory 
Development in Post-Newtonian Social Science (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992); Albert Hirshman, 
Getting Ahead Collectively: Grassroots Experiences in Latin America  (New York: Pergamon Press 1984); 
Ilya Pyrogene and Isabelle Stengers, Order Out of Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue with Nature (New York: 
Bantam Books, 1988); and earlier, Lesie A. White, The Science of Culture: A Study of Man and Civilization 
(New York: Grove Press, 1958. This last, in particular, engages the idea of energy in an evolutionary 
paradigm, a move which is also reproduced in development discourse in the language of “developed” and 
“developing” and which we certainly do not intend to emulate.  
5  Thinking about human energy and movement in terms of force has implications in a variety of 
arenas. Nikos Papastergiadis, for example, uses the idea of turbulent flow to discuss the massive increase in 
global migration. See Papastergiadis, The Turbulence of Migration. (Cambridge UK: Polity Press, 2000). 


6  To understand energy it is helpful to look at it through its bond structures. 
Einstein’s landmark equation E=MC2 is usually understood in its dramatic form, nuclear energy. 
Rupturing the atomic bond creates the atomic bomb with a specific amount of matter liberating 
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 Transformation of mass into energy occurs not only at the level of a single 


organism as food breaks down into calories and electrical units, or when people create the 


energies of anger or hope, but also it transforms into collective social energy.7 Normally 


collective social energy dissipates as people go their individual ways, but when they 


aggregate as one, the impact can be massive like the chain reaction of nuclear energy. 


Such bringing together of bonds creates a much more powerful social force that when 


people are simply “working together,” a power that is more than the summation of 


calories expended. In such social explosions other energy forms have joined, most 


importantly hope. This explosive potential among people is termed empowerment. It can 


also humble empires as the Afghan people mobilized did to the Soviet Union.8 


Unfortunately, for various reasons, in DahKadaidad the community was not able to lift 


their transformation to that level. Inertia of a confused larger city and tribal loyalties 


encumbered their momentum; their population numbers were probably not large enough 


to achieve critical mass. Energy in DahKadaidad was ignited, but not sufficiently to make 


it transformative to the larger city.  


                                                                                                                                                 
C2 energy. But mass holds energy also through another bond, the chemical bond (although not at 
the same concentration as specified by Einstein’s equation). The chemical bond releases energy 
by burning (oxidation) or through biological processes such as the Krebs Cycle. Thus, a glucose 
molecule releases heat, electricity, or light, when it fractures into CO2, H2O, and an energy-
carrying unit of ATP (which can be thought of as a tiny battery). In people, if the resulting energy 
is muscular, it can be measured in calories. Mental energy can be measured in electrical neuron 
transmissions. And while humans do not produce light, in lightning bugs the ATP unit transforms 
into light energy. 
7 Harlan Cleveland and Garry Jacobs, “Human Choice: the genetic code for social development” 
Futures 31 (1999) 959-970 (Elsevier Science Ltd).  
8  The bonds in social energy are not nearly as easy to define as those in physics. First, there is 
unpredictable element of free will at play in human energy (itself a form of energy). And second, there is 
the fact that in social mobilization rather than bonds being broken as in generating physical energy what is 
happening is that bonds are being formed, not only among people but also among multiple energy forms 
among people (labor, passion, and intellect for instance. What is being strengthened in social mobilization 
is the bonds among people, and it was the unification of these that created the large social forces of 
DahKadaidad. 
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 What causes societies to change? Was it Abdullah? No, Abdullah introduced a 


simple process (like the bit and reins he said needed to be put on the donkey) and with 


that guidance new force came into the community. Newton in his First Law, concerning 


inertia, stated that momentum continues in the same direction unless acted on by a force. 


Societies maintain momentum in a certain direction until a force changes that direction. A 


meld of sixty-five thousand people from four tribes with warring feudal histories and 


origins in eleven provinces crowded in homes with no identity of street name or number 


were pursuing self-serving directions. But when those people decided to move in a 


commonly agreed-upon direction, they changed direction a new inertia was established. 


And then as it got underway, this new direction encountered new forces. 


In DahKadaidad had the people stood firm with their original tribal loyalties they 


would not have moved forward. They found a way to bring their scattering forces 


together, just as with the Palin women who started to move and with their rapid 


movement brought along their men. According to Newton’s Second Law, the impact of 


forces is proportional to the rate of change in the momentum of the object. This helps us 


understand how half a dozen people in a Kabul enclave (or in Palin), when they started to 


accelerate, were able to instigate such significant change. A small group accelerated their 


momentum and this was able to redirect the larger social process, creating a counterforce 


against poverty, ignorance, terrorism, and political corruption and indifference. That a 


few people are able to start such change against such forces is extraordinary. It was not a 


counterforce that pushed directly back—it got ahead, going on a different direction (like 


the pilot fish before the whale) drew the mass of people to change their direction. The 


initial direction had been a burden holding people back, but a few people breaking free 
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and moving fast offered tangible incentives that drew in followers in such numbers that 


they collectively countered many of the earlier challenges. The whole population turned. 


Where can such energy of change come from? The First Law of Thermodynamics 


says that energy cannot be created. To acquire such energy then one option is to bring it 


in. In the wealthier sections of Kabul with political influence numerous humanitarian 


programs were bringing money, wheat, or other forms of “assistance.” But this aid was 


not making it to DahKadaidad. (To state the obvious, aid usually goes where the powerful 


direct it. Powerbrokers give the permits to even humanitarian agencies.) So, the people of 


DahKadaidad realizing that they never would receive help from outside, also realized that 


they bring forward what they had from within.  


Every community has energy that can be awakened. Energy is not being created 


by such actions; it is waiting in people, poised like a rock resting on a hill. Activation 


catalyzes this latent energy to cascade—just like getting one rock rolling can cause a 


mountainside of latent energy to move in a landslide. Impoverished communities are full 


of sparks. Each day such communities have successes, but almost always these get 


snuffed out. But with a systematic process, successes such as in DahKadaidad ignited 


flames. From mud and self-assembled homes that appeared deprived came not only the 


political muscle that put officials into office, but also the pressure to remind them to put 


electric lights onto the dusty streets, to wrangle a pack-the-people car to connect their 


streets with the rest of Kabul, and it sent people out to find books that they brought back 


to their new library. Actions awoke learning as well as aesthetics in art. It catalyzed unity 


to fly under a symbol they created for themselves with outstretched wings. That sort of 


momentum drew in the outside assistance which otherwise would not likely have come. 
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Modern scholarship usually segregates our human energies: art, digging, reading, 


pushing paper. We have different disciplines that study each. But all of these are but 


different presentations of human energy. The real world, however, does not have the silo-


like departments of academia. The cross-disciplinary synergy that gathers among people 


gives a much greater collective impact than when programs are conducted in separation. 


What grows is relationships—social bonds, community. The bonding among people is 


very similar to bonding in physics; forces hold other opposing forces together. A stronger 


society forms (just as when relationships fracture and bonds weaken in a society, what 


unravels is the society itself). With the recent focus on economic growth, contemporary 


understanding of what drives social change has overlooked the true underlying role of 


community as both the foundation and equally importantly as the building force for 


sustainability.9 


“Community,” as we use the term, is any group that has something in common 


and the potential for acting together. It is a partnership advancing to improve lives 


collectively, a multiconstituent system large enough to resist exploitation and small 


enough so that each individual has a voice in shaping life’s impact on him- or herself. 


This way of using the term allows a community to extend itself across multiple 


geographical locations as occurs with professional or ethnic communities. The word has 


linguistic roots in communitas (fellowship), deeper roots in communis (common), and 


parallel branches in communio (communion) and communicatus (shared). Because people 


not only immediately understand and identify with the communities they are part of, a 


community (not a state, not a nation, not a social sector) is the unit for organizing social 


                                                 
9  Stephen A. Marglin, The Dismal Science: How Thinking Like an Economist Undermines 
Community (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008). 
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change.10 Moreover, for the purposes of social change community is the organizational 


level by which to define and influence action with the macro forces of globalization. 


Essential for growing community-based change is enhancing all four principles. 


This is not easy. Deep-seated tendencies will need to be controlled—such as the reflexive 


tendency to focus on problems, wanting a leader, believing decisions based on who 


controls the money is the inevitable basis for decisionmakers, or believing measurable 


results that are in fact results of manipulation of numbers. Practice is needed to learn how 


to implement all four principles. Progress will often seem not to be as rapid as would 


occur if one group took control or if outcomes were mandated. But through repeated 


trials focusing on all four principles, momentum grows, and what is important is that then 


it is growing from inner strengths of community. 


The flywheel offers an analogy. Like a community, a flywheel has mass. Its mass 


starts to move by a push. Usually that first start is scarcely perceptible, but it is 


movement, a success. Move the flywheel through a cycle, and completing the full cycle is 


important. As one success builds on the one before, then around again, mass accelerates. 


Stopping it now requires significant braking. What has grown is momentum inside the 


mass. With momentum growing, factions in the community that did not at first join are 


brought in, and when this is added to momentum, resistance lessens. Getting momentum 


going from inside is extremely important. This does not happen with a forceful “let’s get 


change underway” call—that sets a pattern of behavior to following orders. In 


DahKadaidad initial action was simply listening to Abdullah—then a few people took a 


                                                 
10  As Benedict Anderson’s famous statement that nations are “imagined communities” suggests, it is 
by simulating the dynamics of community (i.e., energy) that nations and nationalism became the entities of 
identity and social organization that they are now taken to be. See Anderson, Imagined Communities: 
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso Editions/NLB, 1983). 
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small step. In Palin initial action was similarly small—experts sitting on the floor in a 


bamboo house discussing a simple but important technique in primary health care (the 


medical journal Lancet characterized oral rehydration therapy as “it may be the most 


important medical discovery of the twentieth century”11). But the larger impact for the 


Palin women was more than the life-saving technique; it was awareness that improving 


their circumstances was in their own hands. That pushed the flywheel, accelerated the 


inertia in their villages. Further motion came from fixing the piping system, from 


growing vegetables, from learning how to read and write. The flywheel was picking up 


speed. Two dozen village women walking into government offices was no longer what 


was underway; hundreds of women were mobilized, bringing along a high-caste 


physician and a reluctant Catholic priest.  


It is easy to see now the Palin progression. The women and their husbands walk 


around now in nice clothes, know how to read and write, and families have bank accounts 


of some significant size, and beside their homes are vegetable gardens, bamboo orchards, 


and cardamom and ginger. Similarly, the people of DahKadaidad show their streets with 


numbers and names that also have lights at night. Their children know how to read and 


go to their local library for books. Each day people depart DahKadaidad and go into 


Kabul for employment.  It is they who brought about the changes; they know that. They 


have taken action here, organizing into wards, electing representatives and organizing to 


elect municipal leaders for Kabul City. 


True change results from a constantly evolving interaction in which each of the 


four principles builds on the others, enabling the process to adapt, respond, and repeat. It 


does not come from putting policies or paperwork in place then linearly counting 
                                                 
11  “Water with Sugar and Salt,” Editorial Lancet (1978):300-1. 
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impacts. The process is iterative, and it is also recursive, and the momentum builds in 


cycles of rising sophistication that creates an exponential curve. At times, participation of 


one partner will be minimal. And then another partner steps in and cultivates engagement 


for the next iteration. Awareness that change comes step-by-step (and not as total 


transformation) allows the partnership to relax, realizing that not all problems must be 


solved at the beginning. Focusing on attainable actions gives results people can see, and it 


also reduces the tendency to take on the impossible.  


The process is greatly augmented if those implementing it also recognize that the 


change occurring in the community needs to be occurring also among the outsiders. In 


Chapter Seven we describe how we authors used field research in Nepal to answer 


research questions of interest to us and then we realized that they had no value to 


villagers from whom we were gathering the data. In Palin, as the women changed their 


society from child brides and multiple marriages they pointed out that Westerners and 


also their state leaders had duplicitous lives. In Afghanistan international and local 


agencies use the war as an opportunity to make money off of military and development 


contracts, turning a blind eye to what the impacts might be on disempowering the people 


as they showed local NGOs how to control their accounting to make their auditors see the 


expenses as clean money. The world of social change holds rampant hypocrisy and often 


does the reverse of what it claims.12  


People creating rising qualities of life and trust (sometimes called peace and 


prosperity) is a forward moving energy that almost all people have experienced at times 


in their lives. Whether called democracy or development, each of these is a partial 


                                                 
12  John Perkins, Confessions of an Economic Hit Man (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2004).  
 Bill Easterly, The White Man’s Burden:   
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perspective. The whole is forward movement of society. When that gets underway 


democracy and development follow, accountability follows; the people ultimately 


demand it. Mothers come together for a positive future for their children. Men join. As 


hope awakens, personal benefits accumulate and families move even more into becoming 


part of this energy—perhaps to war-torn settlements of Kabul or perhaps to the shores of 


a distant land. 


The challenge is how to operationalize such mobilization. The increasing use of 


proxies (money, professionals, moving action away from communities) has tended to 


obscur the fundamental aspect of social change: it must grow from inside. The outside 


does not need to change (although it is wonderful when that happens) but the community 


needs to learn how to use its environment. That inner growth is unlikely to happen on its 


own. It is important to have larger partnerships. The challenge is to find out how to move 


forward together.  


An ancient human understanding is relevant here. Marx described the exploitation 


of human energy as the core of injustice, and rising up in revolt as the way to break that 


injustice. Gandhi offered a path of truth energy (satyagraha) as the means to recoup 


ownership of labor as the necessary step toward independence. Native Americans speak 


of the larger life forces as “medicine”. Hindus speak of this universal force as Brahma 


from which comes the fulfillment of life. The Chinese speak of Qi as the forces within 


the body that connect with those of larger life. The American Revolution for life, liberty, 


and the pursuit of happiness grounded the fundamentals of our quest in the application of 


these three applications of human energy. It is noteworthy in this list that economic 


prosperity was not mentioned. 
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Over the ages, as communities directed their energies, they made leaps of 


progress. Civilizations were created, equipping people to respond to disasters, endure 


hardships, overthrow empires. When the energy dissipated, societies came apart. Today, 


more than six billion people across the planet—including the one and a half billion where 


social services do not reach—are on this search. As has become clear in the last decade, 


the collective endeavor we are all on is a planetary one. Walls separating the haves from 


the have-nots are increasingly fragile. We need a currency to drive change that the have-


nots have. Fathers and mothers sacrifice for their children, knowing deep inside that their 


work, the energy of their labor and love has the potential to carry their family unit 


forward. Sometimes events fall in place. More commonly, families invest their energies 


and add their scant resources, and when all is done find themselves in not very different 


situations from when they began.  


The fundamental quest of life to improve should not be left to serendipity. The 


diagnosis by Albert Einstein remains as true today as it did in the varying ways when he 


said it: “The world will not evolve past its current state of crisis by using the same 


thinking that created the crisis.” Each crisis has energy inside it that can be turned to 


create opportunity. This is what the people of DahKadaidad discovered. 








Introduction: A More Effective Process for Change 
 


“Bad world for poor people” 
Joseph Conrad’s Stevie in The Secret Agent 


 
 


The twentieth century saw the greatest leap in prosperity in human history. Technologies, 


medicines, luxuries, and mobility became commonplace beyond that known by even the 


wealthiest a century before. With this came a collective project to extend benefits to all. 


Development (or international assistance) programs invested billions of dollars, careers 


were spent researching and implementing solutions to those who had not yet benefited 


from global prosperity. Similar resources were directed (and now accelerate) toward the 


environmental calamity this surge of economic development has produced. But, despite 


the investments, the grinding poverty, ill-health, and environmental devastation remain.  


Impact is felt most by those people least equipped to combat them—the one-


quarter of humanity that a recent book termed “the bottom billion”—though far more 


than a billion human beings live in absolute poverty, plagued by disease, bearing the 


brunt of environmental destruction. While the dynamics are complex, the reality is 


simple, as articulated by Joseph Conrad’s half-witted, yet compassionate Stevie: “Bad 


world for poor people.”  


This is book that presents a process for engaging these problems through systemic 


social change. The process of development clearly fundamentally works, but it can be 


done in a more effective way, and this way can be used by almost any community thus 


bringing benefits to those until now excluded. This alternative approach is distinctly 


different—it emphasizes the empowerment of people through engaging government and 


outside agencies so communities can change utilizing their resources while the alternate 
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approach does development for people by bringing them services. The distinction is 


illustrated by a cameo look at one effort to initiate large-scale change, an insight that Carl 


(one of us three authors) received at the World Conference on Primary Health Care held 


in Alma-Ata (now Almaty), Khazakhstan, in 1978, a meeting that was the brainchild of 


charismatic World Health Organization Director General Halfdan Mahler.  


  That conference was a tipping point for a new paradigm of health care reform. 


Primary health care, despite the fact that it accounts for the majority of medical treatment 


worldwide, has rarely been taken seriously on the global stage because health services 


focus on the more lucrative, professionally rewarding hospitals, specialists, and new 


technologies. Alma Ata was the first major international effort to try to turn development 


policy toward what would maximize health impact. (Interestingly, to this day Alma Ata in 


1978, despite the many UN conferences since, is the only international conference where 


radical reform of a whole development sector has been approved unanimously.) Two 


hundred and one health ministers and leaders of the world’s leading health organizations 


all advocated action around the conference's slogan “Health for All.”  


 In 2008, while preparing for the WHO Conference on the thirtieth anniversary of 


Alma Ata, Carl was looking through old documents, and in the back corner of the bottom 


shelf of a little used closet he found the Alma Ata report he had carried during the 


original conference. Tucked into the back cover were folded yellow notes with summary 


comments, after days sitting on the dais listening to speakers from around the world, he 


wrote: “Sitting through all those stereotypic speeches, I had a deep personal impression—


speakers from developed countries were saying ‘Health for all’. But speakers from 







developing countries were saying ‘health for All.’ Halfdan was right, Equity is more 


important than just a focus on Health.” 


 Over the following thirty years much of the debate over global health initiatives 


proceeded directly from these inflection differences, between ‘Health for all’ and ‘health 


for All.’ Attending to the perspective of people, the activists complained that primary 


health care was taken over by health corporations. Speaking on behalf of health 


professionals, worries mobilized that ‘health for All’ would reduce the voice of 


professional experts in health care decisions. Three decades of polarized debate between 


Selective Primary Health Care (professional voice) and Comprehensive Primary Health 


Care (community voice) has proved to be a false, either/or polarization. Both are needed, 


and the intermittent efforts to compromise have stalled. The results for one-quarter of 


humanity are largely predictable: “bad world for poor people.”  


This book is about how to overcome this kind of polarization. It is about how to 


empower people and how to empower all people not just those on the bottom but also 


their officials and the nonprofit change agents. We argue that an absence of empowered 


people is the core reason why many problems are not being solved. This belief is not a 


new insight from us, many have held it and a great deal of scholarship supports this 


claim, but what this book offers is a description of a process that reliably and rapidly 


empowers large groups of people. This book brings together best practice in a manner 


that gives actionable principles and process to those who want to make the world a better 


place. 


The less than optimal past efforts to create systemic social development are not 


simply ineffective delivery of foreign aid, nor an absence of technological breakthroughs. 
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Aid and technology work when there are capable people to utilize them. A new category 


of challenges come forward that result from an absence of empowered peoples: civil 


unrest, global pandemics, environmental change, rising food scarcity. These are problems 


that can be solved best by the empowerment of peoples. They are not money problems, 


nor are they service delivery challenges. To a new category of problems a new type of 


response is needed. 


The thesis of this book is that human energy is the driving force behind social 


change. Many projects and initiatives today speak about “empowering the people,” but 


their focus is on interventions and obstacles driven by funding with “empowerment” as 


the desired outcome. That is simply not how empowerment results, an output that comes 


from inputs. Empowerment is not the goal but rather the method; it is achieved not by 


management of money but by the management of human energy. Certainly money is an 


important and powerful resource, but it is not what truly gets things done. Every human 


being, even the most financially impoverished, has a small amount of discretionary 


energy to direct as he or she chooses. Optimizing this resource is what will achieve 


optimum social change.  


“Health for All” was indeed possible worldwide in 1978, (Carl co-authored the 


conference’s background paper that gave strategies and examples for how to do it 


drawing on earlier careful research) but it did not occur. Health for All is again possible 


three decades later, as is the alleviation of poverty, illiteracy, and even global 


environmental calamity. The answer lies in mobilizing people. Worldwide, energies are 


poised just as they were in 1978. Indeed, they are better poised. As Paul Hawken points 


out, proof lies not in the actions of governments, but in the rapidly coalescing actions of 







hundreds of thousands nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) worldwide.1 People are 


coming together in units they can understand and tackling challenges they see. The 


people, communities and organizations that form this rising tide need a process based in 


best practice through which they can channel, combine, and guide their efforts. 


The history of what followed from Alma Ata shows how easy it is to slip off 


course. Despite the fact that officials from one hundred thirty-four countries and sixty-


seven organizations had examples, the programs that got underway in the three decades 


after the conference almost uniformly left out partnerships between the people, 


professionals, and government. (For many organizations, professionals and even 


governments there is a real incentive to keep the people out; it simplifies the allocation of 


money and reduces the claims upon which professional careers are advanced.) Instead of 


real partnerships what followed Alma Ata was professional control of money and 


programs, balanced by calls for complete devolution to the local level in “grassroots” 


initiatives. At one level, in 1978 conviction in scientific efficacy made sense; smallpox 


was a year away from being declared officially eradicated. But none of the professionally 


led, well-financed campaigns that have followed have been able to achieve smallpox’s 


results. Similarly, local grassroots initiatives have been implemented around the world. 


These often have great initial success, but fail to achieve large-scale or ongoing impact. 


Thirty years of time has now been given to the debate between Top-down and Bottom-up 


approaches. While there is an unquestioned role for technical campaigns, today it is even 


clearer than in 1978 that action must be grounded at the local level. But, people cannot do 


this on their own; they need partnership, and they need a process that is easily taught to 


them.  
                                                 
1  Paul Hawken, Blessed Unrest (New York: Penguin, 2007). 
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 The challenge is not limited to the health sector. The great strides made in 


economic and social development have consistently failed to reach the bottom quarter of 


the population (a rough figure that appears to hold true both worldwide and within 


individual communities). A similar, but inverted, dynamic has plagued nature 


conservation. Currently roughly ten percent Earth’s land area is protected in preserves, 


parks, and refuges of some kind. What of the other ninety percent? Declining numbers of 


species of flora and fauna, diminishing reserves of fresh water and soil fertility, rising 


toxicity around the planet, and global climate change collectively point to the need for 


planetary level protection. Protecting green islands amidst a sea of industry will not solve 


these global challenges. Conservation actions for all, like economic and health are 


needed.  


 The For-All imperative is equally true for peacebuilding. Civil strife is a 


phenomenon that rises from the alienation of groups who recognize that they are being 


left out. Challenge after challenge, the list goes on, across all major fields of life. Each is 


essential for our future, and each will benefit by empowering people—the alternative is a 


fractured planet. We who are stewards of the planet and ourselves must become the 


change we wish to see. If the imperative is For-All, then what is the resource that all 


possess? It is human energy. This is the only universal resource available to all people. 


Hence, to build a world for all, building must occur with human energy.  


This is a book about how to go to scale, in health, conservation, poverty 


reduction, governance, and equity through building from human energy. Doing so will 


result if a synergy of mutual reinforcement can allow these different goals to inform one. 


Developing such a system requires focusing on the system, rather than on any one 







application. Many answers have been posed to the challenges that face the planet, 


whether in health, economics, conservation, education or other fields. What we offer here 


is not a specific strategy for intervention in any one of these fields, but a process for 


bringing those interventions together. This is what we mean by social change.  


Appreciating the deeper dynamics underway, nomenclature moves from 


suggesting there are “developed” communities and those still “developing.” In truth, all 


communities have reached their current positions using what options and resources they 


had. Communities cannot be blamed for solutions they achieved under often nearly 


impossible circumstances; nor should the so-called developed world be held up as a 


higher level of advancement, because so often its achievement has come at the expense of 


others and of the environment. Attention will profitably focus not on the past but on how 


to move into the future. All communities are developed and always developing, and have 


great potential to do so more effectively. 


Another point needs to be stated. For many years the assumption has been that the 


fundamental force behind social change was economic growth, and that money was the 


crucial resource. It is true that economic growth can generate surpluses that then allow 


society to invest in itself. While this is true it is not universal; economic growth does not 


benefit all people. It lifts most, but by its very nature economic growth benefits some 


more than others. To make money you need money or natural resources. Those who 


already have something will get more, while those with nothing to invest are left behind. 


After a century of worldwide economic growth that lifted most of the world out of 


poverty, and successive formulations of policy and investment that have tried to make 


economic growth universal, one and a half billion people still live in extreme poverty, ill 
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health, and illiteracy, the same numerical number of people who lived in extremis one 


hundred years ago when the momentum came together that saw economic growth as the 


foundational force. Economic growth does not propel all. 


 Emphasis on economic growth also has a relevant downside vis a vis our 


contention that human energy is the fundamental driving force of social change. Stephen 


Marglin (an economist) argues that “thinking like an economist” inevitably undermines 


community, by which he means the complex interrelationship that hold people together at 


the local level. As Marglin puts it, “Undermining community is the logical and practical 


consequence of promoting the market system.”2 The reason is that the market system is 


based on the expectation of the individual acting in rationally calculating self-interest. 


Sense of community prevents members from behaving in self-interest because it 


encourages complex networks of social relationships, affinities and ties, rather than 


market values. Forces that emphasize individualism undermine these. 


 We do not suggest a polarized choice between economic growth or growth in 


human energy. Economic growth is effective and powerful, but it has a more limited 


scope and should be understood as nesting within the growth of human energy, rather 


than the a priori social engine, or a goal in and of itself. In fact, human energy is the 


ever-present but often untold story behind examples of rapid economic growth, not 


simply in terms of the labor emphasized in Marxism, but all the creative energies that fuel 


the development of new innovations and technologies as well as inspiring the taking of 


risk. Human energy, rather than money, is the foundational “currency” of social change. 


The gulf between the haves and have-nots is lessened when society builds from human 


                                                 
2  Stephen Marglin, The Dismal Science: How Thinking Like an Economist Undermines Community 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008), 3.  







energy. The direction of human energy is through education, a service for which we know 


how to set up large-scale systems cost-effectively. Optimizing management of this energy 


is the way to reach all, whether in health, peace building, securing equitable food 


supplies, or protecting the planet.  


Past leaders of innate genius recognized its potential. Karl Marx pointed to it 


when he identified the alienation of people from their labor as the heart of an exploitative 


system. Mahatma Gandhi showed people how simple actions of their own hands could be 


spun into the empowerment that overthrew an empire. Martin Luther King Jr. sparked an 


outpouring of human energy that united a divided society. The proposal advanced here is 


that mobilizing such empowerment does not necessarily require great leaders, but it does 


require people in numbers. The energy of one person acting alone—especially of homo-


economicus, the rational, self-interested individual—is not enough. To utilize 


empowerment human energy must come together in community. “Community” as we use 


it here is defined as “a group of people with the potential for acting together.” 


Community has been the human advancement since our beginning.  


 


Background: 


The research that initiated this book was a charge from former UNICEF Executive 


Director Jim Grant, a longtime colleague of Carl’s, who asked Carl and Daniel to co-chair 


an international task force in preparation for the 1995 United Nations Social Summit in 


Copenhagen. That task force (and another that was subsequently organized in parallel) 


brought together scholars and field practitioners from a range of disciplines to learn from 


the history of social development and answer the questions how to take community-based 


9 
 







projects to large scale and how to do so sustainably. From these discussions two 


monographs were published and circulated at the Copenhagen Summit, proposing a 


process that was termed “SEED-SCALE.”3 Though the capital letters point to 


multilayered acronyms, they have since been discarded to return to the plain meaning of 


the terms: “seeds” of human energy growing to effective social “scale.” The process 


articulated in the following pages grows from that UNICEF-initiated research. Sadly, Jim 


Grant died several months before the Social Summit without seeing his vision realized; 


the foreword he wrote for one of the two monographs was his last published statement 


before his death. 


 After the 1995 Social Summit, field trials of Seed-Scale were launched by the 


international nongovernmental organization Future Generations, of which Daniel is the 


president. With field experimentation in a number of countries and continuing helpful 


critique from colleagues Daniel and Carl published a volume in 2002, giving case studies 


and further clarification of the process.4 A global family of eight Future Generations 


organizations has subsequently evolved, one of which is a graduate school teaching the 


methods of community change here described, with students in nineteen countries. 


 But the ideas reflected in this book also grow from deeper family roots. In 1914, 


John C. and Beth Taylor (the three authors’ grandparents, parents, and great-grandparents 


respectively) moved to India, where they supervised a circuit of village clinics and 


preventive services by traveling through the Himalayan foothills by ox-cart, then Model 


                                                 
3  Daniel Taylor-Ide and Carl E. Taylor, Community-based Sustainable Human Development—
Going to Scale with Self-Reliant Social Development (New York: UNICEF, 1995).  
 Carl E. Taylor, Aditi Desai, and Daniel Taylor-Ide, Partnership for Social Development—A 
Casebook, The Independent Task Force on Community Action for Social Development (Franklin, WV: 
Future Generations and Johns Hopkins University, Department of International Health, 1995). 
4  Daniel Taylor-Ide and Carl E. Taylor, Just and Lasting Change: When Communities Own Their 
Futures (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). 







T, then jeep. During those decades India was moving toward independence, and the 


freedom demanded by village people was not simply political liberation from the British 


Empire, but as Amartya Sen has rightly understood, all the freedoms of personal choice 


and expression that development brings by allowing margins of personal energy to be 


directed toward tasks other than the daily struggle for existence.5 Our family was 


privileged to ride this wave of understanding what freedom really means, among those 


who became free by taking collective action.  


After medical school, Carl returned to India to work in a mission hospital. In 


1947, the partition of India and Pakistan precipitated one of the largest forced migrations 


in history, and with it widespread riots and slaughter of three million people. Carl, his 


parents, and a team of other doctors crossed and recrossed the new border, dispensing 


emergency care. Amidst the carnage of trainloads of slaughtered refugees for whom he 


could do nothing, Carl also worked to stem outbreaks of cholera and malaria. In a 


massive refugee camp in Delhi he was making slow progress until a man from the camps 


pointed out that only those who drank from three specific wells were dying of cholera. 


The people had realized which wells were contaminated, but with new refugees pouring 


into the massive camp daily, word did not spread and cholera did. Carl recruited this man 


to identify the wells and the military police to seal them with barbed wire. The outbreak 


subsided. He learned a lesson that he would impart to students throughout his career: 


listen to the people. 


 In 1949, Carl conducted the first primary health survey done in the Kingdom of 


Nepal, and his conviction that the true potential for effective primary healthcare lay in 


                                                 
5  Amartya Sen Development as Freedom (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1999). 
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partnership between local people and professionals was strengthened. Research on the 


causal interactions between malnutrition and infection launched him from village India to 


global action, with faculty positions at Harvard then Johns Hopkins Universities over the 


next five decades. Supportive government policy was another essential aspect, he 


realized, and he set up a program at Johns Hopkins that for twenty years trained many of 


the senior health planners of the world. In the early-1980s Carl took a position as 


UNICEF Representative in China in an attempt to practice what he had preached, and 


over the years he has conducted fieldwork in more than seventy countries. But a key 


insight that informed his career continued to grow from that refugee during the Riots of 


1947: listen to the people. 


 Daniel, meanwhile, who had worked for the United States Agency for 


International Development in Nepal in the early 1970s while conducting his doctoral 


research, had returned to the United States and co-founded The Mountain Institute 


(originally Woodlands Institute), and began leading research expeditions to remote 


Himalayan villages. The expeditions (through a variety of turns into zoological 


mysteries) led to the design of the Makalu-Barun National Park, a splendid wilderness 


east of Mount Everest, designed as a community-sensitive national park. However, when 


he explained the proposal for involving the local people in conservation planning to a 


neighbor at his mountaintop home in West Virginia, he received a surprising response: 


“Why’d you have to mettle with the people to begin with? Couldn’t you just let them 


look after their land themselves?” Following this conversation across a fencepost, Daniel 


considered its ramifications. It was true, who could protect the land better than those 


whose families had lived upon it for generations? 







 A new type of partnership was needed. When he crossed from Nepal into China 


and the Autonomous Region of Tibet to lead in the design of the national park at the base 


of Qomolangma (Mount Everest), he took the farmer's advice, and the Qomolangma 


National Nature Preserve became the first major national park in the world without a 


separate management infrastructure or warden force. The West Virginia farmer’s 


suggestion was discussed with the then governor of Tibet, Hu Jintao (now President of 


China) who pushed even harder for partnership between communities, government and 


international supporters. People could not achieve such changes on their own; neither 


could government, or experts. But they needed more than partnerships, they also needed a 


process one person could share with another. A new model of conservation action began 


to evolve. From the major preserves around Mount Everest, Daniel went on to work with 


communities and governments to initiate conservation projects in Tibet and Northeastern 


India.  


 This book, the writing of which has extended to include a third generation in Jesse 


Oak, who first participated in the early Nepal expeditions as two-year-old luggage, then 


went into the jungles to do his own fieldwork, and now concludes his doctoral research, 


is grounded in these decades of experimentation. While drawing on family experience, 


this book is not a memoir. Neither is it a review of the scope of options or advocation for 


specific interventions in community-based primary healthcare, conservation and 


development. Numerous such strategies and interventions have been developed by 


practitioners around the world. Instead, this book is a description of one approach, which 


we term Seed-Scale that brings together these many insights.  
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 Seed-Scale draws together the international conferences, seminars and other fora 


in which we have participated. It builds on the work of many distinguished colleagues in 


diverse fields. But more importantly, it brings understanding from sitting on mud hut 


floors and walking jungle trails, people whose remarkable energies have led to 


transformative changes under challenging circumstances, and enabled them to move as 


communities toward futures they can own. These people have stated repeatedly that they 


are ready to work, to apply all the resources they possess, but they cannot do so without 


knowing best practice. It is to these people that we hold ourselves answerable and write 


this book in a manner to allow them to implement its ideas.  


 


Chapter One uses an example of where women’s empowerment in primary health care 


in northeast India sparked widespread social change. Four core principles stimulated this 


transformation: 1) build from success; 2) create a three-way partnership: Bottom-up 


(citizens), Top-down (government), and Outside-in (change agents), 3) decisionmaking 


based on factual evidence rather than opinions or politics, and 4) behavior change as the 


determinative outcome. These are the necessary conditions for systemic social change. 


When all four of the above principles are implemented, people can be mobilized to 


effective action. Without them, systemic action is likely to fail.  


 


Chapter Two focuses on the role of human energy (contrasted with economic growth) as 


the underlying force of social change, illustrated in a case from urban Afghanistan where 


strife is endemic. Change occurs through plans developed by the people, informed 


through neighborhood surveys, themselves promoting community-based schools, garbage 







cleanup, clinics, and the like. This argument is informed by an analogy with principles of 


energy in Newtonian physics as a means to understanding the management of human 


energy.  


 


Chapter Three outlines how change can move forward in extraordinarily challenging 


circumstances, illustrating this with another example from Afghanistan where former 


combatants led social change in a region of heavy poppy production. Change builds 


through the implementation of seven tasks: organize a local coordinating committee, 


identify the successes already happening, learn from nearby successes, gather data about 


local resources, craft these into a workplan, hold each partner accountable to the plan, 


and make mid-course corrections to strengthen the four core principles.  


 


Chapter Four shows how momentum is kept on track, illustrating this with a case of 


community ecosystem monitoring in northeastern India. Five criteria assess community 


direction:  equity, sustainability, holism, interdependence, and iteration. Collectively, 


these guide change so as to bring society together, allow momentum to be ongoing, 


engage all the needs of the community, and cause the process to replicate.  


 


Chapter Five presents the process by which to take social change to scale, and illustrates 


the potential impact of such action using the example of environmental action. Two 


widely divergent (and unlikely) environmental success stories illustrate the point: New 


York City and Tibet. As presented here, going to scale indicates simultaneous growth in 


numbers and growth in quality. As numbers of communities increase, possibilities for 
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rising quality also increase; and as rising quality and sophistication occurs, more 


communities join. It is such self-assembling growth that has the potential to achieve the 


true scale impact needed to address our current state of environmental crisis, and other 


global challenges.  


 


Chapter Six summarizes how the Seed-Scale process was used to design and direct a 


social movement, using the case of the Green Long March in China. Initiated through an 


intentional application of Seed-Scale, the Green Long March mobilized environmental 


action on a national scale. This example of going to national scale within the strictures of 


China shows how flexible the approach is, how it is able to find unexpected 


opportunities, and then prescribe ways to build these seeds into larger scale. 


 


Chapter Seven examines some reasons why conventional development approaches fail, 


using a case study of Nepal, despite vast sums of foreign assistance and preeminent 


expertise combined with hard work from the people over half a century. According to the 


principles of development, the investments made should have transformed the country. 


And yet, despite the foreign aid and training and the implementation of well-designed and 


managed programs, the potential for national change was stifled in political dysfunction 


and then crumpled into civil war. (It may now be poised to come back if an effective 


national enabling environment can at long last be put into place.)  


 


The Conclusion, using the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi, draws the Seed-Scale process 


together again. Partnerships are created as citizens, government, and change agents 
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become realigned in new directions, through the empowerment of people. Such a process 


of flexible new beginnings is accessible to any situation because it is in a constant state of 


becoming. Since Seed-Scale operates through ideas, rather that resources; it can extend 


without cumbersome expansion of infrastructure, wished-for but unlikely infusions of 


funding, or still-distant technological breakthroughs.  


~~~~~~~ 


More than wealth, more than health, more than any litany of promises, the people who 


have been left behind by modernity's headlong rush into prosperity want a process that 


gives results, and they want the ability to bring those results into the lives of their 


families. Time and again as we have talked with people in poor countries or wealthy, 


whether in cities or villages, it has been clear that the determinative component in 


changing people’s lives was their own energy. It was not aid that was given to them, 


government policies, or new technologies. Those all play important roles. Wherever they 


are in the world, people have heard many promises. Politicians, donors, and organizations 


have raised expectations that their gifts cannot deliver. People have learned. Gifts that 


preclude action by the people, whether words or money, often will not come—and what 


is so critical to note is that when they do seldom are they what makes the difference. 


Increasingly, it is becoming clear what to do and how. It is time to get to work. 








Chapter 2.  The Option Available to Everyone: Mobilizing Human Energy 
 
An Afghan boy ran to a man working in the field, shouting, “Your wife fell into the 
river!” The farmer raced to where she’d gone to fill her water jug—then started up the 
bank searching the fast-moving water. “No!” shouted the boy. “The current carried her 
downriver!” The frantic farmer turned, shouting over the river’s roar, “Boy, you don’t yet 
know Afghan women. Always, they must swim against the stream.” 


—Modern Afghan joke  
 
 


The above joke, popular in post-Taliban Kabul, reveals a strikingly different view of 
Afghan women from the image in popular media, the locked-in, powerless figures behind 
burqas.1 The Afghan men, however, appreciate how their women bear their burdens and 
move forward. As life’s currents push on families, both men and women struggle to swim 
against victimization. The Afghan people want to advance in an Afghan way, to own 
their own futures. The following experience that occurred in the rebuilding of a corner of 
Kabul provides a more complete example. 
 Two decades of war coupled with crushing drought throughout Afghanistan over 
the four years prior to September 11, 2001 took away opportunities from traditional uses 
of land. People cut their fruit trees for fuel and killed their sheep for food. With liberation 
from the Taliban, hundreds of thousands rode into Kabul on trucks or walked in carrying 
a bundle of their remaining worldly goods. They hoped that the city would give new 
opportunities and lives. But Kabul and its economy had been destroyed.  


The refugees packed into buildings that were near rubble and put up new shelters 


with scavenged materials. Settlements grew without plan or services. Abdullah Barat, 


from his job in distant Bamyan Province working for Future Generations Afghanistan, 


regularly came to Kabul for staff meetings and training. On these visits he often stayed 


with relatives, who had moved as refugees into this chaotic city. They asked what he did 


back home. 


Abdullah explained Seed-Scale—that every person has a few calories of energy as seeds 
for change. While most people invest most of this energy just holding to their tiny place, 
there is a margin of energy that can be redirected. This is often their only resource. This 
discretionary margin controls use of other resources. Those who gathered around in the 
war-scarred settlement on the outskirts of Kabul were attentive. Life in Afghanistan had 
always been this way: it was shaped by what you did, Allah willing. Abdullah said it was 


                                                 
1 The figure of the powerless Third World woman is a common one in development discourse and media 
coverage. For critiques, see Chandra Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 
Discourses,” Feminist Review, 30 (Autumn 1988), 61-88; And Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: 
the Making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995). 
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not just up to one person, each could overcome little, but many people working together 
could overcome most problems, as they had done years earlier in ousting the Soviet 
Union, Allah willing. He explained that usually individuals take opportunities, and then 
these fortunate few move on, leaving most people where they were.2 But when one 
person joins his energy with the energy of others, they create a force that have the 
potential to benefit all. 
Abdullah was talking to a need that each person felt. But bringing together available 
energy of people is less likely in communities of multiple ethnicities and distrust such as 
then in Kabul. Gathering collective energies requires a process. The people needed a way 
to bring them together, as they had through tribal structures in their villages. But while 
fierce tribal loyalties created strength back in the villages where boundaries were 
established, here in the settlements families were fractured and tribes intermixed. They 
could each only attend to individual benefits. But Abdullah asked if they would like to 
learn new ways of working together to create a new collective force as a new community. 
The people asked to learn more (demonstrating a precondition that participants must want 
to adopt the self-empowerment approach if it is to work). Energy comes from inside, 
Abdullah explained. It is much more than the work of muscles; it grows from spiritual 
beliefs and is nourished by hopes. People invest their will first then their labor then 
personal finances follow. The people said, “Yes, we will commit.” Long speeches 
followed as each affirmed their intent. 
So, without investing a dollar, without setting up a social service program, without hiring 
a staff member, Abdullah continued to teach. Imagine a donkey, he explained, a willful 
beast as everyone knows, but its stubbornness is like the Afghan people. The donkey has 
to have a bit between its teeth, only then will its muscles be useful. Abdullah explained 
that rather than being a people who must be directed by the reins of others and forced to 
bite on steel, they could be seeds to grow new crops. But they first had to determine what 
seeds would grow in the soils of an urban slum. Then if they learned the new processes of 
growing their collective new futures they could bring new fruit. Most of those who 
listened to Abdullah were from the most discriminated-against Afghan ethnic group, the 
Hazara. Few knew how to read or write. They lived among people from the three 
traditionally dominant ethnic groups. Their first task was grow an identity with those 
other groups. 
PHOTOGRAPH OF DONKEY CARRYING IN AMERICAN WHEAT 
It was not so easy. These Hazara people started to make a very familiar speech. They had 
been discriminated against for centuries, indeed as slaves their ancient pre-slave lands 
had been stolen. Long oppressed, they now deserved compensation. Drought had taken 
these last years what little they had, and forced them to flee to Kabul. Rather than asking 
them to work with their oppressors Abdullah should use his foreign contacts and get them 
resources to work with. They had already made it clear in their earlier speeches that they 
would work hard, but to ask them to work with those whom they could not trust was 
asking too much. 


                                                 
2 With this point Abdullah makes clear a problem of many entrepreneurship models. There are among the 
poor individuals eager to help themselves (microcredit, education, or other ways) but if they rise, how 
about those who lack the entrepreneurial drive? Advancement has come for some, but the quarter, and often 
three-quarters, left behind have lost the leaders they need who could help advance the whole group. What is 
needed, as the momentum Abdullah now starts, is the whole community moving forward. 
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Abdullah admonished them that, repeating the point, this growth would grow only if they 
learned to work from their collective resources. To do so, there were seven tasks they 
must do. 
First, the community needed leadership. Rather than vote and select a leader, which 
would immediately create competition, he advised a different approach: they should not 
struggle for dominance. A group of people has many groups within it; one leader was 
needed from each. In this way they could learn to move together creating their new 
community. A few people representing different ethnic groups then promised to work as 
a coordinating committee. 
Next, he told them that the community had to build from what they had. What they had 
was not physical resources but they had come to Kabul and were alive with their families. 
What were their other successes, he asked? These successes were the seeds they could 
grow. Outside resources were not going to be given since the “war on terror” did not 
reach here. Learn about yourselves and collect all the successes among them. 
“Conducting our first survey,” the committee secretary, Akbar, later informed us, 
“showed us strength we never imagined. We knew we were from four ethnic groups, but 
we had no idea that we were forty-one thousand people.” 
The community then engaged a third task: learn about their options, what beneficial 
changes had they seen in other places that they could easily adopt. The third task was to 
educate themselves, opening life options. Bringing in ideas, they needed to become adept 
at adapting. The committee said to its members: keep eyes and ideas open, learn from 
wherever you travel. The committee took some of their community funds and sent a 
group to Bamyan Province to see Abdullah’s work. (Discussed in Chapter 4.) The 
concept of building from human energy is easy to understand, but how is it done can be 
made tangible by observing others.  
When the representatives returned from the Bamyan trip they told their fellows that the 
first survey they had just done had been only a head count. More detail could easily be 
gathered. They had not figured out what they wanted to measure. Instead of just asking 
people with sweeping generalizations whether they were literate or illiterate or had 
adequate housing, they needed specifics. Now they had a fourth task: gather real 
evidence. With Abdullah’s help they established geographic boundaries to their 
community, using features such as hillslopes and stagnant ponds, and within these 
boundaries they gave a name to each winding, dusty alley. On each home they painted a 
number. What seemed to be chaos began to be ordered. Volunteers went house-to-house 
with a better-designed questionnaire. It turned out their community had come from 
eleven provinces, and it really totaled sixty-five thousand people not forty-one thousand. 
The fifth task for them was to make more effective decisions. Wards were created, and 
decisionmaking groups which held meetings, identified buildings as neighborhood 
centers, and in three of them started classes (one of these was a mosque). Systematic 
dialogue began and an overall plan was made. (The planning process is described in 
Chapter Four.) Initial plans were basic, listing a few objectives and who would lead to 
implement them. Abdullah stressed the importance of plans they could implement. If a 
plan required resources they did not possess, it should be viewed as a wishlist not a 
doable plan.  
INSERT PHOTOGRAPH OF GROUP MEETING 
The next task was to act on the plans. One objective their discussions identified was 
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getting out the vote in the upcoming national elections. On voting day, ninety percent of 
the community turned out behind their agreed-to agenda avoiding splits on tribal lines. 
Their candidates won and were told what they were expected to produce in return. One 
objective their workplans had identified was sanitation—Abdullah had explained how 
street filth, particularly human feces, was the cause of their many illnesses. People 
learned latrine building. The three learning centers added classes in a growing variety of 
topics, and in a matter of months about one hundred fifty students, mostly adults, were 
studying. 
Then the final task was midcourse corrections to improve actions underway. To do that 
the cycle of seven tasks started over. Many members felt compelled to catalogue their 
problems and pointing out their failures. But the committee held the focus on success and 
cajoled the group from slipping into feeling victimized. Grow what they had started. 
Problems were not to be ignored, but to be solved by building on their sense of we can 
work together. The committee started identifying individuals who had shown leadership, 
and approximately sixty persons became members of subcommittees to oversee the ten 
wards. These committees analyzed their situations ward by ward. As people were 
bringing back ideas, more sophisticated workplans resulted.  
Progress was palpable in the dusty streets. The learning centers kept adding classes: 
literacy classes, Dari local language classes, English classes, computer training as 
discarded computers were acquired as gifts (at times there were five people on a 
computer, coaching each other), instruction in calligraphy, art classes, photography as 
residents lent personal cameras, a youth theater that led to drama performances. One 
center tried an idea, and if it was popular another adapted it for its neighborhood. 
They wanted a library. With no budget for books, requests went to all households to 
contribute books. People searched their homes, then the city. A borrowing rotation was 
set up. More books came in without any allocation of money. With remarkable 
prescience for their future, priority in borrowing books was given to children. 
The political clout that emerged during the election started to produce results. At first 
elected officials had done little. But the community did not let them forget how they got 
into office. Electrification soon partially lighted once-dark streets. Waste collection 
began. From Abdullah’s initial Outside-in mobilization Bottom-up activity was getting 
responses from the Top-down. These “forgotten people” on the outskirts of Kabul had 
made themselves useful to the Top and created a partnership not a problem. 
The people got the idea they needed a means to go back and forth to prosperous parts of 
the city. The coordinating committee identified a member who let them use his old car for 
a fee. A schedule developed as trips went back and forth. The learning centers expanded 
jobs training programs to teach people skills they would need. As people went out more 
paychecks started coming back in. 
Continuing counsel from Abdullah plus more sophisticated advice from Future 
Generations started a package of home-based health services. Awareness grew that health 
was a domain over which they could assert control. A French NGO opened a clinic. 
Health worker training started so each neighborhood now had rudimentary skills with a 
focus on education for mothers. Emphasis was on prevention and change in health habits 
in homes. 
As realization grew that while they had extraordinary initial successes, they lacked a 
durable shared vision, shared identity, and systems for work. A shift from collective 
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benefit to actions to advance the individual was possible, causing momentum to weaken. 
In addition, their earlier success had drawn the attention of outsiders (government and 
NGOs) who now were seeing their community as an opportunity for a few gifts, and then 
the outsiders could take credit for what the people had done. The central coordinating 
committee did not, of course, want to turn down any gifts. They decided to formalize 
their structure and organize a shura system as part of representative governance. Along 
with this male structure a separate shura was established for women to have a place for 
action. (It was here in this discussion that we heard the joke at the top of this chapter 
about women swimming upstream.)  
PHOTOGRAPH OF SURA MEETING 
A community wide meeting called, then another. Afghans love grand speeches; rhetoric 
soars at such times. An overriding concern was for a symbol of their achievements, and 
after more speeches and meetings it was decided their symbol should be an eagle, wings 
outstretched, an eagle they had identified with a year before when it was set free by 
Prince Mustapha, the grandson of their former king. While eagles are symbols in many 
places across Afghanistan, almost always they are sitting, wings folded. The eagle chosen 
by the community that now named itself DahKadaidad (place that is a gift from God) is 
shown flying directly at anyone looking at it, wings spread wide. These people were 
moving and wanted to control their direction.  
Most people who seek to help speak of “not giving a fish but teaching people how to 
fish,” but frequently the do-gooders insist on giving one bite before they start teaching, a 
bite to whet the appetite. Then, when learning lags or the people veer toward action the 
do-gooder thinks is no good, these people offer a few more bites. The well-intended 
donors say doing this helps nourish the process. In fact what is often underway is that the 
donor is tilting the agenda toward donor priorities. Feeding has long been used to train 
animals new behaviors, even to the wildest of animals, for instance falcons and eagles. 
Abdullah realized that to get DahKadaidad to fly high on its own it was more effective 
not to “feed” at all.  
It is much harder to work only with resources that are accessible to the community, it 
takes improvisation to access to technologies and steady encouragement. But in so doing 
momentum shapes itself to local ecology, economy, and values. In a world where 
economic resources are growing more determinative and natural resources are becoming 
scarcer, the good news is that a focus on resources that are already in a community turns 
out to be the most important resource and most abundant among these is human energy. 
This resource opens access to everyone. Conventional resources (economic growth or 
extracting natural resources) remain for those who can follow these approaches. But for 
those who lack resources (or who choose not to use them, for whatever reason) there is an 
alternative way. 
Change using human energy can take many forms. People labor with muscles, brains, 
spirit, and aesthetic senses. Each is a form of human energy. And while each is different, 
at their core all are forms of human energy just as natural energy has different forms, 
heat, sound, light, magnetism. As lifting can turn to heat, then heat transform to 
electricity, electricity into magnetism, and behold the light, so too the energy that is the 
core of our being mutates through living, labors, and love. Human energy is not a 
metaphor.3 When our human energy production is turned off, people die. Energy in our 
                                                 
3 Harlan Cleveland and Garry Jacobs, “Human Choice: the genetic code for social development” Futures 
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lives is what morphs us from being organic chemical compounds and makes us into 
sentient beings. The energy that makes us alive begins in the physical energy of the 
breaking of chemical bonds that have captured the energy of the sun in our food—we can 
transform those rays in extraordinary ways. 
 The energy in Kabul in two years transformed unconnected individuals living in a 


slum into a vibrant community. An army could not have done that, nor a million dollars. 


The trajectory of rising curves generated by the people was more than economic growth; 


it was an amalgam of palpable, documented improvements in health, education, and 


governance. Visits to DahKadaidad show the statistics on the walls, but, more 


powerfully, results are viscerally and visibly evident in the learning centers and homes.  


The principles by which energy is understood in physics provide a conceptual 


framework to understand the operation of human energy. How far the parallels are true in 


a scientific sense is not yet clear, but they nonetheless give guidance to understand how 


human energy functions. For our purposes in this discussion we use them to illuminate a 


way of understanding human energy as the driving force of social change.  


In his 1905 paper advancing the famous theory of relativity, Einstein pointed toward this 
core commonality when he stated that the laws of physics (i.e., energy) hold through all 
frames of reference.4 But long before Einstein’s statement, in developing the laws set 
forth in his 1687 Principia, Isaac Newton defined three elements, mass, momentum, and 
force. In physics, mass is volume multiplied by density; in social mass, the social parallel 
is the number of people relative to the density in which they cluster together. Thus mass 
in a city is greater than the same number of people in a rural setting because of increased 
density. Recall how rapidly energy spread in Kabul. It was because of urban density. 
People in daily contact were organizing—such mobilization would have taken longer in a 
                                                                                                                                                 
31 (1999) 959-970 (Elsevier Science Ltd). 
4 An argument for social energy as the formative dynamic has been advanced by many individuals, the 
most significant of whom was Mahatma Gandhi and his use of satyagraha (truth energy) to free India from 
the British Empire and initiate community-based change. More recent advocates include 
 Robert Putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993); Norman Uphoff, Learning from Gal Oya: Possibilities for Participatory 
Development in Post-Newtonian Social Science (: Cornell University Press, 1992); Albert Hirshman, 
Getting Ahead Collectively: Grassroots Experiences in Latin America  (New York: Pergamon Press 1984); 
Ilya Pyrogene and Isabelle Stengers, Order Out of Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue with Nature (New York: 
Bantam Books, 1988); and earlier, Lesie A. White, The Science of Culture: A Study of Man and Civilization 
(New York: Grove Press, 1958. This last, in particular, engages the idea of energy in an evolutionary 
paradigm, a move which is also reproduced in development discourse in the language of “developed” and 
“developing” and which we certainly do not intend to emulate.  
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rural community of equal population. In the Kabul slums sixty-five thousand people 
created a significant mass and this was combined with significant rate of change resulting 
in very significant momentum.5 This momentum transformed the streets; it reorganized 
what people did. Physical forces are what change or stop momentum—and in Kabul 
many forces were stopping people, terrorism, global economics, illness. So when 
sixty-five thousand determined men, women, and children came together, shaped 
decisions, and expressed these in collective action, it gave a counterforce able to push 
back against the larger forces.


their 


                                                


6 
 Transformation of mass into energy occurs not only at the level of a single 


organism as food breaks down into calories and electrical units, or when people create the 


energies of anger or hope, but also it transforms into collective social energy.7 Normally 


collective social energy dissipates as people go their individual ways, but when they 


aggregate as one, the impact can be massive like the chain reaction of nuclear energy. 


Such bringing together of bonds creates a much more powerful social force that when 


people are simply “working together,” a power that is more than the summation of 


calories expended. In such social explosions other energy forms have joined, most 


importantly hope. This explosive potential among people is termed empowerment. It can 


also humble empires as the Afghan people mobilized did to the Soviet Union.8 


 


 


5 Thinking about human energy and movement in terms of force has implications in a variety of arenas. 
Nikos Papastergiadis, for example, uses the idea of turbulent flow to discuss the massive increase in global 
migration. See Papastergiadis, The Turbulence of Migration. (Cambridge : Polity Press, 2000). 


6 To understand energy it is helpful to look at it through its bond structures. Einstein’s 
landmark equation E=MC2 is usually understood in its dramatic form, nuclear energy. Rupturing 
the atomic bond creates the atomic bomb with a specific amount of matter liberating C2 energy. 
But mass holds energy also through another bond, the chemical bond (although not at the same 
concentration as specified by Einstein’s equation). The chemical bond releases energy by burning 
(oxidation) or through biological processes such as the Krebs Cycle. Thus, a glucose molecule 
releases heat, electricity, or light, when it fractures into CO2, H2O, and an energy-carrying unit of 
ATP (which can be thought of as a tiny battery). In people, if the resulting energy is muscular, it 
can be measured in calories. Mental energy can be measured in electrical neuron transmissions. 
And while humans do not produce light, in lightning bugs the ATP unit transforms into light 
energy. 
7Harlan Cleveland and Garry Jacobs, “Human Choice: the genetic code for social development” Futures 31 
(1999) 959-970 (Elsevier Science Ltd).  
8 The bonds in social energy are not nearly as easy to define as those in physics. First, there is 
unpredictable element of free will at play in human energy (itself a form of energy). And second, there is 
the fact that in social mobilization rather than bonds being broken as in generating physical energy what is
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Unfortunately, for various reasons, in DahKadaidad the community was not able to lift 


their transformation to that level. Inertia of a confused larger city and tribal loyalties 


encumbered their momentum; their population numbers were probably not large enough 


to achieve critical mass. Energy in DahKadaidad was ignited, but not sufficiently to make 


it transformative to the larger city.  


 What causes societies to change? Was it Abdullah? No, Abdullah introduced a 
simple process (like the bit and reins he said needed to be put on the donkey) and with 
that guidance new force came into the community. Newton in his First Law, concerning 
inertia, stated that momentum continues in the same direction unless acted on by a force. 
Societies maintain momentum in a certain direction until a force changes that direction. A 
meld of sixty-five thousand people from four tribes with warring feudal histories and 
origins in eleven provinces crowded in homes with no identity of street name or number 
were pursuing self-serving directions. But when those people decided to move in a 
commonly agreed-upon direction, they changed direction a new inertia was established. 
And then as it got underway, this new direction encountered new forces. 


In DahKadaidad had the people stood firm with their original tribal loyalties they 


would not have moved forward. They found a way to bring their scattering forces 


together, just as with the Palin women who started to move and with their rapid 


movement brought along their men. According to Newton’s Second Law, the impact of 


forces is proportional to the rate of change in the momentum of the object. This helps us 


understand how half a dozen people in a Kabul enclave (or in Palin), when they started to 


accelerate, were able to instigate such significant change. A small group accelerated their 


momentum and this was able to redirect the larger social process, creating a counterforce 


against poverty, ignorance, terrorism, and political corruption and indifference. That a 


few people are able to start such change against such forces is extraordinary. It was not a 


counterforce that pushed directly back—it got ahead, going on a different direction (like 


                                                                                                                                                 
happening is that bonds are being formed, not only among people but also among multiple energy forms 
among people (labor, passion, and intellect for instance. What is being strengthened in social mobilization 
is the bonds among people, and it was the unification of these that created the large social forces of 
DahKadaidad. 
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the pilot fish before the whale) drew the mass of people to change their direction. The 


initial direction had been a burden holding people back, but a few people breaking free 


and moving fast offered tangible incentives that drew in followers in such numbers that 


they collectively countered many of the earlier challenges. The whole population turned


Where can such energy of change come from? The First Law of Thermodynamics says 
that energy cannot be created. To acquire such energy then one option is to bring it in. In 
the wealthier sections of Kabul with political influence numerous humanitarian program
were bringing money, wheat, or other forms of “assistance.” But this aid was not m
it to DahKadaidad. (To state the obvious, aid usually goes where the powerful direct it. 
Powerbrokers give the permits to even humanita


. 


s 
aking 


rian agencies.) So, the people of 
 


at 
he 


f 
 


nder a 


hing 


ves 
at 


ary 
f what drives social change has overlooked the true underlying role of 


 
multiconstituent system large enough to resist exploitation and small enough so that each 


DahKadaidad realizing that they never would receive help from outside, also realized that
they bring forward what they had from within.  
Every community has energy that can be awakened. Energy is not being created by such 
actions; it is waiting in people, poised like a rock resting on a hill. Activation catalyzes 
this latent energy to cascade—just like getting one rock rolling can cause a mountainside 
of latent energy to move in a landslide. Impoverished communities are full of sparks. 
Each day such communities have successes, but almost always these get snuffed out. But 
with a systematic process, successes such as in DahKadaidad ignited flames. From mud 
and self-assembled homes that appeared deprived came not only the political muscle th
put officials into office, but also the pressure to remind them to put electric lights onto t
dusty streets, to wrangle a pack-the-people car to connect their streets with the rest o
Kabul, and it sent people out to find books that they brought back to their new library.
Actions awoke learning as well as aesthetics in art. It catalyzed unity to fly u
symbol they created for themselves with outstretched wings. That sort of momentum 
drew in the outside assistance which otherwise would not likely have come. 
Modern scholarship usually segregates our human energies: art, digging, reading, pus
paper. We have different disciplines that study each. But all of these are but different 
presentations of human energy. The real world, however, does not have the silo-like 
departments of academia. The cross-disciplinary synergy that gathers among people gi
a much greater collective impact than when programs are conducted in separation. Wh
grows is relationships—social bonds, community. The bonding among people is very 
similar to bonding in physics; forces hold other opposing forces together. A stronger 
society forms (just as when relationships fracture and bonds weaken in a society, what 
unravels is the society itself). With the recent focus on economic growth, contempor
understanding o
community as both the foundation and equally importantly as the building force for 
sustainability.9 
“Community,” as we use the term, is any group that has something in common and the 
potential for acting together. It is a partnership advancing to improve lives collectively, a


                                                 
9 Stephen A. Marglin, The Dismal Science: How Thinking Like an Economist Undermines Community 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008). 
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individual has a voice in shaping life’s impact on him- or herself. This way of using the 
term allows a community to extend itself across multiple geographical locations as occu
with professional or ethnic communities. The word has linguistic roots in communitas 
(fellowship), deeper roots in communis (common), and parallel branches in comm
(communion) and communicatus (shared). Because people not only immediately 
understand and identify with the communities they are part of, a community (not a state, 
not a nation, not a social sector) is the unit for organizing social change.


rs 


unio 


l level by which to define 


is is 


ow 


rows, and what is important is that then 


rts to 


it 


om 


 


ing 
ere 


d 


                                                


10 Moreover, for 
the purposes of social change community is the organizationa
and influence action with the macro forces of globalization. 
Essential for growing community-based change is enhancing all four principles. Th
not easy. Deep-seated tendencies will need to be controlled—such as the reflexive 
tendency to focus on problems, wanting a leader, believing decisions based on who 
controls the money is the inevitable basis for decisionmakers, or believing measurable 
results that are in fact results of manipulation of numbers. Practice is needed to learn h
to implement all four principles. Progress will often seem not to be as rapid as would 
occur if one group took control or if outcomes were mandated. But through repeated 
trials focusing on all four principles, momentum g
it is growing from inner strengths of community. 
The flywheel offers an analogy. Like a community, a flywheel has mass. Its mass sta
move by a push. Usually that first start is scarcely perceptible, but it is movement, a 
success. Move the flywheel through a cycle, and completing the full cycle is important. 
As one success builds on the one before, then around again, mass accelerates. Stopping 
now requires significant braking. What has grown is momentum inside the mass. With 
momentum growing, factions in the community that did not at first join are brought in, 
and when this is added to momentum, resistance lessens. Getting momentum going fr
inside is extremely important. This does not happen with a forceful “let’s get change 
underway” call—that sets a pattern of behavior to following orders. In DahKadaidad 
initial action was simply listening to Abdullah—then a few people took a small step. In 
Palin initial action was similarly small—experts sitting on the floor in a bamboo house 
discussing a simple but important technique in primary health care (the medical journal 
Lancet  oral rehydration therapy as “it may be the most important medical discovery of 
the twentieth century”11). But the larger impact for the Palin women was more than the 
life-saving technique; it was awareness that improving their circumstances was in their
own hands. That pushed the flywheel, accelerated the inertia in their villages. Further 
motion came from fixing the piping system, from growing vegetables, from learning how 
to read and write. The flywheel was picking up speed. Two dozen village women walk
into government offices was no longer what was underway; hundreds of women w
mobilized, bringing along a high-caste physician and a reluctant Catholic priest.  
It is easy to see now the Palin progression. The women and their husbands walk aroun
now in nice clothes, know how to read and write, and families have bank accounts of 
some significant size, and beside their homes are vegetable gardens, bamboo orchards, 


 
10 As Benedict Anderson’s famous statement that nations are “imagined communities” suggests, it is by 
simulating the dynamics of community (i.e., energy) that nations and nationalism became the entities of 
identity and social organization that they are now taken to be. See Anderson, Imagined Communities: 
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso Editions/NLB, 1983). 
11 “Water with Sugar and Salt,” Editorial Lancet (1978):300-1. 
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and cardamom and ginger. Similarly, the people of DahKadaidad show their streets with
numbers and names that also have lights at night. Their children know how to read an
go to their local library for books. Each day people depart DahKadaidad and go into 
Kabul for employment.  It is they who brought about the changes; they know that. They 
have taken action here, organizing into w
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ards, electing representatives and organizing to 


 
g 


ext 
) 


 gives results people can see, and it also reduces 


 
ter 


 


ar 


ocial change holds rampant hypocrisy and often does the 


ves
he 


ers 


—perhaps to war-torn settlements of Kabul or perhaps to the shores of a distant 


arn 


o have larger partnerships. The challenge is to find out how to move forward 


                                                


elect municipal leaders for Kabul City. 
True change results from a constantly evolving interaction in which each of the four 
principles builds on the others, enabling the process to adapt, respond, and repeat. It does 
not come from putting policies or paperwork in place then linearly counting impacts. The
process is iterative, and it is also recursive, and the momentum builds in cycles of risin
sophistication that creates an exponential curve. At times, participation of one partner 
will be minimal. And then another partner steps in and cultivates engagement for the n
iteration. Awareness that change comes step-by-step (and not as total transformation
allows the partnership to relax, realizing that not all problems must be solved at the 
beginning. Focusing on attainable actions
the tendency to take on the impossible.  
The process is greatly augmented if those implementing it also recognize that the change
occurring in the community needs to be occurring also among the outsiders. In Chap
Seven we describe how we authors used field research in Nepal to answer research 
questions of interest to us and then we realized that they had no value to villagers from
whom we were gathering the data. In Palin, as the women changed their society from 
child brides and multiple marriages they pointed out that Westerners and also their state 
leaders had duplicitous lives. In Afghanistan international and local agencies use the w
as an opportunity to make money off of military and development contracts, turning a 
blind eye to what the impacts might be on disempowering the people as they showed 
local NGOs how to control their accounting to make their auditors see the expenses as 
clean money. The world of s
reverse of what it claims.12  


People creating rising qualities of life and trust )sometimes called peace and prosperity (
is a forward moving energy that almost all people have experienced at times in their li .


Whether called democracy or development, each of these is a partial perspective. T
whole is forward movement of society. When that gets underway democracy and 
development follow, accountability follows; the people ultimately demand it. Moth
come together for a positive future for their children. Men join. As hope awakens, 
personal benefits accumulate and families move even more into becoming part of this 
energy
land. 
The challenge is how to operationalize such mobilization. The increasing use of proxies 
(money, professionals, moving action away from communities) has tended to obscur the 
fundamental aspect of social change: it must grow from inside. The outside does not need 
to change (although it is wonderful when that happens) but the community needs to le
how to use its environment. That inner growth is unlikely to happen on its own. It is 
important t
together.  


 
12 John Perkins, Confessions of an Economic Hit Man (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2004).  
 Bill Easterly, The White Man’s Burden:   
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n of 
n energy. It is noteworthy in this list that economic 
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ots 
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hen all is done find themselves in not very different 


is 


king that 


opportunity .This is what the people of DahKadaidad discovered.  


An ancient human understanding is relevant here. Marx described the exploitation of 
human energy as the core of injustice, and rising up in revolt as the way to break that 
injustice. Gandhi offered a path of truth energy (satyagraha) as the means to recoup 
ownership of labor as the necessary step toward independence. Native Americans speak
of the larger life forces as “medicine”. Hindus speak of this universal force as Brahma 
from which comes the fulfillment of life. The Chinese speak of Qi as the forces within 
the body that connect with those of larger life. The American Revolution for life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness grounded the fundamentals of our quest in the applicatio
these three applications of huma
prosperity was not mentioned. 
Over the ages, as communities directed their energies, they made leaps of progress. 
Civilizations were created, equipping people to respond to disasters, endure hardships, 
overthrow empires. When the energy dissipated, societies came apart. Today, more tha
six billion people across the planet—including the one and a half billion where social 
services do not reach—are on this search. As has become clear in the last decade, the 
collective endeavor we are all on is a planetary one. Walls separating the haves from the 
have-nots are increasingly fragile. We need a currency to drive change that the have-n
have. Fathers and mothers sacrifice for their children, knowing deep inside that thei
work, the energy of their labor and love has the potential to carry their family unit 
forward. Sometimes events fall in place. More commonly, families invest their energies 
and add their scant resources, and w
situations from when they began.  
The fundamental quest of life to improve should not be left to serendipity. The diagnos
by Albert Einstein remains as true today as it did in the varying ways when he said it: 
“The world will not evolve past its current state of crisis by using the same thin
created the crisis.” Each crisis has energy inside it that can be turned to create 
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“Become the Change You Wish to See” 
         M.K. Gandhi 








Chapter 3: Maintaining Momentum: The Tasks of Seed-Scale 
 


We are giving up warlordism, but now are being given NGOlordism. 
—Abdullah Barat,  


Bamian, Afghanistan, 2004 
 


 


In the summer of 2002, through the highlands of Afghanistan, poppies flowered in fields 


that in years previous had grown wheat, expanding beyond where the flowers had 


historically been grown. A record crop was harvested, the elixir sent for processing. In 


2003, poppies were planted in more fields that never before had been planted. Harvests 


increased still further. By 2007, more than three quarters of world opium production 


came from Afghanistan’s fields. After the international invasion that had driven out the 


Taliban in 2002, the warlords who had been central players in ousting the Soviet Union 


then were marginalized by the Taliban joined in partnership with a reformed Al Qaeda 


and a reformed Taliban and started creating webs of partnerships with the people.  


How did the insurrection that had been beaten manage so quickly to reestablish a 


partnership with the people, indeed a partnership when the people by and large did not 


want to partner? Why was creating partnership so difficult for reform-minded Afghans 


and the international community who were trying to establish partnership structures? It is 


overly simplistic to blame Al Qaeda. It is similarly overly simplistic to blame well-


meaning international partners for being inept. Poppy growers took advantage of a 


complete failure by the international. With great fanfare the international community 


focused on getting international credit for a military defeat—and did not truly engage or 


pay any attention to the Bottom-up. Overlooking partnership with the people—though 


very strongly talking that way—and viewing them as poor and just needing aid, not 
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empowering them, proved to be a major error. Aid from the international community 


came by full planeloads, seeing themselves as saviors, handing out gifts. As a result, the 


most critical factor for mobilizing the Afghan people was not utilized: which is their 


legendary, unrelenting self-reliance and creativity.  


The international community, in its pride at having driven out the Taliban. They 


believed military action had achieved the victory, but overlooked the fact that the people 


by denying fleeing terrorists safe haven in their villages had been key partners by not 


giving the Taliban safe bases for immediate counterattack. The people’s role was taken 


for granted, not built on. Into that vacuum the Taliban and Al Qaeda returned. In late 


2001, when the international attacks came, Taliban and Al Qaeda commanders knew they 


would have to disperse. Our co-workers report that as the commanders disbanded their 


soldiers they gave packages of poppy seeds, saying, “Go home. Plant these in the spring; 


they will produce many times the profits you get from wheat. First our jihad struck 


America from the sky. Now we will enter America through her blood veins.” The leaders 


scattered by pickup truck, donkey, and motorbike. American planes brought bags of 


wheat in a well-meaning effort to win loyalty from the people and avert impending 


famine. (Afghanistan had just experienced four years of near Biblical proportion, 


crushing drought.) While wheat did ameliorate the famine, it also glutted the market, 


causing wheat prices to tumble. People asked the practical question: Why grow wheat 


this year when it is being given away?  


Being practical, they turned to the profitable alternative. They knew the farming 


cycle. Fields back in hidden valleys were first planted, then as harvests proved the way to 


start purchasing the wonderful commodities of modernization that were then available, all 
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but the most public wheat fields were transferred to poppies. On some level, the people 


were aware that those who had so recently oppressed them were being helped to again 


purchase arms so they could return to power. But against the backdrop of the recent 


famine, against the hope of now enjoying a better life after war, the prospect of a toehold 


of prosperity prompted attention to focus on tomorrow rather than the day after.  


PHOTOGRAPH OF AFGHAN FARMER INSTRUCTING YOUTH 


The abundant wheat gave them food. It was like being given an unexpected fish 


from the river of life. There was no reason not to take the free food. From the other 


direction, the regrouping insurgents and profiteering warlords provided rods, baited 


hooks, and a ready market in the form of poppy seeds, so the people took those also. 


They found themselves in world of food plus a new way of making a living (plus another 


significant dynamic, a system of governance by donors where those who governed were 


also being opportunistic and taking advantage of the flood of money so they saw 


corruption all around them). To people long denied almost everything, taking both was 


the obvious thing to do. 


One of the greatest challenges for international assistance is to create mutually 


beneficial partnerships between donors and people. It is easy to believe one is doing that 


when one holds power or wealth as the central commodity. But using that approach it is 


hard to see the potential of a world of human energy where the energy must be shared. 


The result is that international assistance almost invariably promotes dependency since it 


“gives” benefits to the people. Giving almost always creates dependency, not partnership. 


People who experience famine do doubt need food, but the challenge is to provide that in 
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a way that creates partnership, and doing that requires either a mutual exchange (the 


women of Palin) or the building of capacity (Abdullah with the settlement in Kabul).  


Receiving gifts can deprive people of a chance to use their internal energy and 


possibly their self-worth. The people in war-riven Afghanistan wanted what came from 


well-meaning donors (schools, clinics, water wells, and the like), but the process required 


to get these gifts was baffling. Officials came and drove away in Land Cruisers after 


making offers with complicated explanations and paperwork that people could not read. 


What was promised was thoroughly wrapped in layers of paper requiring a sequence of 


steps the people did not know how to take. A school building that was put up by 


outsiders, a road that was built, how could the local people grow these into something 


that they owned? It was not even, as in wealthy countries, where taxes had been paid. 


Decisions were made by outsiders as was the force that put them up. What resulted was 


corruption of the value of self-reliance. Assistance can shift to corruption just as easily 


through thoughtless giving as it can in theft through falsified accounting.  


Intent to help is not helpful when it does not include making the recipient 


stronger. The government of Afghanistan was trying of course. So was the international 


community. But words about helping people, indeed with the best of intentions, were not 


balanced by actions to build capacity. By contrast, the Taliban and Al Qaeda created 


partnerships at the community level, because they opened options that people 


immediately knew how to participate with. Then they were able to take control even 


though the people did not want them to, and despite the fact that the most powerful 


nations on Earth had armies positioned to stop them. Understanding how to mobilize 
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local energy is the first step. Abdullah demonstrated this with his actions in the back 


streets of Kabul. 


That first step can be an entry point for partnership—in this case, small black 


seeds that produced a good profit. Because the farmers to whom they were given knew 


how to use them it was easy to get partnership growing when people are eager (as the 


marginalized so often are). The Taliban and Al Qaeda did not give vague promises; there 


was no paperwork required of illiterate people. An easy-to-do first step built on centuries 


of farming experience. In contrast, the international community was providing complex 


living—clinic-based health care, paved roads, a market economy, democratic society 


with free elections. It may be reasonable to try and “advance” a people one hundred years 


in a few years, they may even want to move that fast and far, but then the right process 


must be used.  


The situation became further polarized in Afghanistan over the next several years. 


The oversimplified objective was to defeat the insurgency not to realize that the 


insurgency was growing in part because the international and national leadership were 


creating a favorable context within which it could grow. The insurgency certainly had not 


gone away, as the subsequent years made so clear but the wishful military planners were 


then denying, but its growth was a manifestation of a deeper problem of failed policies. 


For example, keeping the Taliban out of the political process necessarily meant that this 


pushed them into the political opposition (which meant the insurgency). The international 


community continued to view the needs of the people as a challenge mostly of delivery 


rather than that it was to cultivate their participation.  


 141







The situation went further off course when, to improve delivery capacity, the 


international community turned to a hierarchy of intermediaries. At that point, genuine 


partnership with the Afghan people became essentially impossible. Two groups of eager 


intermediaries had no trouble figuring out how to grab hold of the massive flow of 


international assistance. First were the NGOs. Many of the NGOs had been working in 


refugee camps in Pakistan or were coming in from other “emergency” sites around the 


world; they rightly claimed expertise. Into their highly professionalized structures much 


of the new assistance disappeared. They knew how to do the paperwork; they claimed to 


offer a bridge to the people and benefits did reach the people so the papers showed real 


results. The second group to move into the void was the warlords, who started wearing 


suits and held the NGOs and foreign governments hostage by threats of violence. Deals 


were worked out under their protection, and rumors raced through the villages about one 


person after another who had just reaped extraordinary profits.  


PHOTOGRAPH, DONKEY DELIVERING AMERICAN WHEAT 


The people were baffled. People in mud-brick villages, where one-quarter of the 


children died before age five, could not begin to fill out the applications. Promises kept 


coming, but after three years their homes did not have roofs, digging of wells often 


stopped before getting down to water level even though contract terms were achieved, 


children were not going to school, and apricot and mulberry orchards where trees had 


died during the drought were still denuded. But, like people everywhere, they were keen 


observers, and observing the example of the way funds were being diverted decreased 


any lingering guilt they had about poppies. 
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The rising corruption of the process of foreign assistance and even local NGO 


assistance is a depressing and increasing feature of international development. Frustration 


on the part of the agencies involved shows they do not know what really works as much 


as it reflects corrupt desires on their part. In many cases in Afghanistan the NGOs have 


become as controlling as warlords. In 2005 the Afghan government courageously told 


half of the foreign NGOs to leave the country. Few governments are this bold. Then what 


happened was that the foreign governments forced the Afghan government to back down. 


The minister who was trying to clean up the system lost his job. 


Afghans, like any people, want to be self-reliant, to define their own destiny. As a 


people their history shows supreme examples of seeking independence: Alexander’s 


legions were pushed out, Genghis Khan’s hordes were co-opted, Russian and British 


empires in their Great Game battled each other while the Afghans profited from their 


competition, Soviet invasion was expelled, and then their land was taken over by a cabal 


of Pakistani and Saudi fundamentalists calling themselves the “students,” or Taliban. The 


Afghans resisted all. Then came the NATO-approved military invasion of 2001. It was 


accompanied by an invasion of checkbooks and accounting ledgers offered without an 


effective system of local partners in implementation, without “the how,” of a capacity 


building process. What is striking in this last invasion was that the international 


community that came providing assistance set down the standard of international 


standards for their assistance, standards that a people traumatized by twenty-seven years 


of war clearly could not perform to. Bringing in a rulebook that people cannot play to is 


makes the situation more dysfunctional. 


 143







Meanwhile the Afghan people were caught in historical systems that pulled them 


apart and made it difficult to work together. Tribal identities of Pushtun, Hazara, Uzbek, 


and Tajik obstructed a sense of unity. Accelerating opportunism, fostered by bags of 


goods being off-loaded, by health services being promised, by wells and irrigation all 


controlled by those who had connections with the new government—and all diverted 


people’s energy from partnership and process.  


Abdullah Barat, who led the work in DahKadaidad and who is quoted at the 


beginning of this chapter pointed out that the NGOs had become like warlords. He was an 


Afghan refugee on September 11, 2001 and supervising a dozen pizza franchises in 


Ottawa, Canada. Even though he was safe in Canada, he learned about the Seed-Scale 


approach, went for training, and left his comfortable life to return to the valleys of 


Bamyan (where the Buddhas had been before the Taliban destroyed them). One night in 


the spring of 2002, he was sitting around a samovar with a group of hardened ex-


combatants, veterans of wars and a variety of armies, drinking tea, eating flatbread and 


kabobs, and telling war stories. As the night wore on, talk turned to the gifts that were 


flowing in, how long the flow would last, and the option of poppies as income. This was 


the moment for which Abdullah had been waiting. 


Abdullah said he was part of a new social movement, called “the Pagals.” Pagal 


is the Persian word for “mad”—not merely crazy, but mad as with rabies. Abdullah said 


he had heard enough to know he was sitting around the samovar with a group of Pagals 


and encouraged them to join. Its purpose was simple: “If you are crazy enough to believe 


a better world is possible, join the Pagals. Membership dues are 200 handmade bricks.” 


Soon ex-combatants were making bricks. Like Gandhi’s homespun cloth, their sun-baked 
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bricks symbolized self-reliance and brought people together. Combining their bricks, the 


people rebuilt the village mosque and school, then they strung electrical wires house to 


house. While much of Afghanistan waited for gifts from outside, here, north of Bamyan, 


the empowerment process had begun. 


PHOTOGRAPH, ARMED TALIBAN ON HORSE 


Social Change and Thermodynamics 


History gives many examples of how energy for change can come from community 


mobilization. Gandhi’s independence movement was one of the most positive. Militant 


Islam is today an example of destructive energy. To understand management of human 


energy an analogy may be useful in the Laws of Thermodynamics. As Chapter Two 


showed how Newton’s definitions of mass, momentum, and force help understand 


community dynamics of change, similarly the Laws of Thermodynamics provide a 


framework for understanding social energy:  


• Energy cannot be created or destroyed. 


• Energy flows spontaneously from concentration to diffusion. 


The First Law mandates that since energy cannot be created, but must come from energy 


that already exists. Two places exist in communities from which energy can be drawn: 


from the inside the community or from the outside. Planned, intentional social change 


over the last half century has focused mainly on the latter. Dependency is the result.  


An alternative is to mobilize energy in the community. Energy may be dormant 


but if there is a community, then energy can be released. Consider a rock at rest on a 


hillside: it appears inert, perhaps motionless for ten thousand years, but when it is 


dislodged and rolls down, it releases immense energy. If other rocks are nearby (just as if 
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there are people in the community waiting) one rolling rock may cause a whole hillside to 


become a landslide. Energy is not being created; it was already there, waiting. It may not 


take much of an impetus to get the rock rolling—witness the dialogue that mobilized the 


women of Palin and the talk that found crusty Afghan ex-combatants so “crazy” as to 


believe that a better future was possible. Chosen carefully, an “energy of activation” can 


catalyze a cascade of energy through a community.  


What activates energy must be discovered for each community. Understanding 


this is critical. Energy is activated; new energy is not being created. To discover this 


requires observing the rock, examining forces affecting it from the top, outside, and 


bottom. A social earthquake can dislodge barriers holding it in place (a cholera epidemic, 


a natural disaster, an act of injustice, an unexpected triumph), but such events cannot be 


predicted. But to get a rock rolling requires studying that rock, understanding the rocks 


blocking its way, the direction it might roll, so a community-specific understanding of 


relationships is required.  


On its own a community is unlikely to remove barriers. People with authority tend 


want things remain the same. If action was obvious or easy, the community would have 


taken it. Activation is often best done from Outside-in—as Abdullah did in DahKadaidad. 


It may take repeated tries.  


How can people’s energy be focused? According to the Second Law of 


Thermodynamics energy dissipates if no structure contains it. In Bamyan when gifts and 


opportunities to make money were falling off the backs of trucks, people waited in lines. 


Good life had rolled into town and soon it would be gone. Like molecules bouncing off 


each other in Brownian movement, individuals with good luck, money, and skills were 
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moving but all their movement was not causing the community to move. To mobilize 


mass, feedback loops need to grow; a small group gets moving, more join, building 


momentum like a flywheel. The process is incremental. It takes multiple pushes, but most 


importantly they must build on each other, feedback loops of collective energy, recursive, 


feeding back and informing the pusher, giving a sense when the push was timed and 


directed right. As this grows, so does momentum. 


 


A Cycle of Tasks for Social Change 


An analogy for the cycle of growing change is found in one of the most universal human 


activities, the cycle of agriculture. For crops to grow the cycle is: fields must be cleared, 


plowed, planted, watered, weeded, protected, and harvested. Each task in the cycle is 


integral to the whole process all over the world. Certain activities dominate at specific 


times, but ultimately all are performed. Crops and technology differ, but the basic 


activities for making calories grow does not change. Seed-Scale proposes a parallel cycle 


to grow the calories of social energy. It can be applied to health services, income, or 


protecting nature.1 Seven tasks are in this cycle: 


Task Objective    How    
#1  Create Leadership   Create a Local Coordinating Committee 
#2 Build from Strength   Identify Successes in Your Committee 
#3 Learn your options   Visit Other Successes Elsewhere 
#4 Fit your situation-ecol, econ, values Conduct Self Evaluation Survey 
#5 Figure out direction   Make Effective Decisions=>Create Plans 
#6 Develop Momentum   Implement Plans, Gathering the Community 
#7 Keep momentum on track  Correct to strengthen four principles 


                                                 
1  The cycle of seven tasks grew originally from a UNICEF methodology termed Triple A 
(Assessment, Analysis, Action), which, like the Positive Deviance methodology mentioned earlier, was 
also developed for nutrition programs. We believe it is not happenstance that nutrition programs regularly 
produce innovations. Improving nutrition must be done through behavior changes—and although some 
programs continue to hand out supplemental food, it is obvious that in nutrition long-term answers will 
come only through changing behaviors. To do so requires a sequence of tasks that people can do. 
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Unlike agriculture, in social change the sequence of tasks is not crucial. Tasks 


should be done when they can most easily be accomplished. In earlier writing, we called 


these tasks “steps,” but that word was often interpreted to mean that sequential steps as in 


a specified order. Some tasks, and perhaps all (especially at the beginning), can be done 


whenever most convenient, independently of others. But it is essential to complete the full 


cycle. With the next cycle the tasks can be improved. Focusing on just one task is like a 


farmer who spends too much time plowing, does not get seeds into the ground, and thus 


will not reap a harvest. This does not mean it is unimportant to strive for excellence in 


tasks, but what defines excellence is doing the full cycle well. 


The recurring cycle cultivates and structures community energy. Repeating the 


cycle causes momentum to grow. This is what the Taliban and Al Qaeda did so 


effectively; they started a cycle of tasks that began simply and each year grew stronger as 


people became addicted to the profits from their poppy crops. However, Abdullah with 


his Pagals also got the energy of the people started with the simple process of making 


bricks, and he then moved into the productive social change cycle of tasks described 


below.  


In many cases the Bottom-up partner is ready. Forces holding back progress are 


usually from the Top-down or the Outside-in. In July 2004, several hundred women in 


Shahidan Valley walked to a mass meeting; they wanted the NGOs to change their way. 


Projects had been started, but not finished. New wells had no water, newly opened 


schools and health centers were poorly built and not adequate. A survey showed high 


child mortality among boys and even higher among girls with most deaths being from 
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diarrhea, pneumonia, and neonatal tetanus. The women said that NGOs were frittering 


away resources, time, and the community’s trust. This group of villages organized into a 


new type of shura (community council) and began the seven tasks.  


PHOTOGRAPH OF COMMUNITY-BASED MEETING 


 


First Task:  Create (or Recreate) a Local Coordinating Committee 


Social change is best managed by a coordinating committee, a team of people at the 


community level representing all three partner groups (and within each as many factions 


as possible). It is not just a community committee but it needs outside representation also. 


The first coordinating group can be small, a group of self-selected individuals. As 


the cycle of tasks is established, membership must become more inclusive, bringing in 


the marginalized, especially women since their participation speeds up action. If 


discriminated groups can be brought in then that produces deeper social change. A term 


often used to identify the pioneers who start such change is “social entrepreneurs.” Our 


experience shows that it is better when such pioneers motivate others rather than leading 


directly by their own energy and charisma since it is important for the community to view 


itself as leading. 


Unfortunately, it is customary to look for a single strong leader to articulate the 


vision. Great examples of such leaders are Nelson Mandela, Mahatma Gandhi, and 


Martin Luther King Jr. We say “unfortunately” because such leaders are rare, difficult to 


keep, too busy to train, and almost impossible to replace. While global organizations may 


search for and find such people, is a community likely to find such a person among their 


members? It is more reliable to create a collective leadership so work can begin right 
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away. Members of the coordinating committee should represent a diversity of factions, 


age groups, and genders. Collective leadership an increased probability of transparency 


as people who know each other hold each other accountable.  


This committee becomes a quasi public forum in which to engage money, ideas, 


and outside agendas. It provides oversight, making it difficult for individuals to take 


advantage of special access. A committee also balances the priorities of groups that seek 


only to promote their agendas—academic professionals who may try to impose research 


for their personal careers, NGOs with single-cause agendas, politicians caught between 


local constituencies and national goals, or businesses wanting to make money.  


Size and committee composition will differ depending on laws, traditions, and the 


stage of the project. However, it is hard to imagine a committee with fewer than seven 


members—perhaps four from the community, two officials, and one change agent. 


Possibly the committee could be twice as large; but efficient functioning depends on 


preventing the committee from growing so large that it acts like a congress.  


 In Palin, a coordinating committee formed after the cholera epidemic to promote 


home-based oral rehydration therapy and to get the water pipes fixed. Abdullah started 


his committee through the Pagal movement. Top-down or Outside-in partners may not be 


interested at first since they tend not to take community action seriously. For example, 


Abdullah had to struggle until he involved the general of a local militia, Abdul Rahman. 


But Abdullah knew he needed Top-down support. After persuasion, the general came as 


an observer, became impressed, and then joined as a member. As this former warlord saw 


the partnership grow in effectiveness, he increased his participation. Ultimately he 


became so enthusiastic that for democratic governance he ran for office in the district, 
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worked hard, and rose to be a deputy provincial governor, thus moving into an even more 


helpful Top-down position. The general’s shift was mostly due to his inner motivation. 


However, it is not unusual to find such progression among individuals who participate in 


these committees. As the committee increases in power, businesses, NGOs, religious 


leaders, donor agencies often want to join. A constant danger is that when communities 


are being successful they have a tendency to congratulate themselves, and then their 


committee creates yet another faction in the community. Rotation of members is 


essential.  


In Afghanistan, for a year or so after September 11, all over the country life 


seemed to be changing in positive directions. True, the first crop of poppy seeds was 


planted and rampant opportunism was growing, but at the same time there was an energy 


of hope nationwide that overshadowed rising problems. In such a context, it is very 


tempting for people to slip into taking advantage for personal gain. The mentality is often 


not one of blatant corruption but simply a recognition that a time of prosperity has come, 


and people want to make sure they do not lose out individually. Thus, having a self-


correcting committee is essential.  


The development committees, such as in Bamyan, took the ancient name shura, a 


name that gave credibility because of links to the traditional community governing 


councils. Many organized initially for one activity such as health or literacy then moved 


to other priorities, and some became formal entities recognized by government. Then, 


like the shura DahKadaidad, they had political power. While this was happening the 


World Bank was using another shura approach to build local governance. Rather than 


focusing on teaching shuras a skill focus such a health or literacy, the Bank gave every 
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shura $20,000 to jumpstart local self-governance.2 There was (as might be expected) a 


scramble for the money, not just by communities but also by NGOs that were managing 


the distribution. There were problems of course, but had there not been collective 


committee management there would have been even more problems.  


 


Second Task: Identify Past Successes in the Community 


Building on success is one of the four principles of Seed-Scale, and this principle is 


operationalized in Tasks Two and Three. Every community, even the most destitute, has 


successes. Without successes its children, history, food, and language would not have 


survived. War stories of how Afghanistan defeated the mighty Soviet Empire and 


incidents from decades of civil war were the successes of self-identity on which the 


Pagals launched their momentum. 


Stories in this war-torn land are tremendously powerful. These are the stories 


people tell their children, the stories that bring laughter and the stories that make them 


proud. Whether the stories of success involve a winning sports team, a festival, a son or 


daughter who left to become famous, or a tale of heroism, they are day-to-day ways of 


passing on the resourcefulness and determination that people need. In Afghanistan, many 


of their most notable successes occurred before the current international social-change 


process started. The stories are part of a memory line of millennia that now points to what 


the people can do in the future. 


                                                 
2  The World Bank National Solidarity Program provides funds carte blanche to communities with 
the expectation that they will be used mostly for infrastructure development. While lump-sum gifts 
empower communities to a certain extent, they have a tendency to encourage corruption because of the 
kickback potential with the building contracts of infrastructure projects. The advantage of such projects, 
however, its that when constructed there is visible evidence in communities of change. 
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Getting people to articulate successes is not simple. It usually takes Outside-in 


skilled questioning because people tend to overlook their own successes and to focus on 


problems. People take their history for granted and are surprised when change agents ask 


about past successes and tell them that these show what they can do in the future. (In 


contrast, NGOs and officials tend to come into communities and tell of their own 


successes.)  


Successes pull the community together—in contrast to the almost reflexive 


tendency to blame people when problems are talked about. Such blaming cuts a 


community apart. It rigidifies factions. Change agents or officials can break such negative 


patterns. Change agents can point out successes because they know what other 


communities are doing and can therefore see what is innovative in a community.  


Care must be taken in identifying successes actually done by the community and 


not brought in by outsiders. In the world of politeness and politics, a frequent tendency is 


to ascribe a community success to a leader or a donor (often with the hope of getting 


more). Politeness or pragmatics aside, for community energy it is better if the people take 


credit. If a donor or leader needs credit there are other ways of recognizing this. 


The experience of Mahmood Jaghori, in southern Afghanistan, illustrates how 


letting people truly own a local success caused it to expand quickly. Like Abdullah, 


Mahmood was an Afghan who was also trained in Seed-Scale and returned to his people 


in the wake of September 11th. Mahmood identified a woman with an eighth-grade 


education. Using the local mosque as a place to meet, he helped her start a literacy class 


for women and girls. Men came for a while to a parallel class and dropped out, but the 


women were determined. The women’s enthusiasm helped start a second group at the 
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mosque and news spread. Other communities offered their mosques (which were empty 


except on Fridays and holy days). Mahmood’s cousin, Hashim, helped train and 


supervise. Twelve mosque-based schools became eighty-four, then two hundred-sixty; 


within a year expansion surpassed four hundred and kept growing. Outwardly it appeared 


as though the mosque-based schools were self-assembling, but actually growth was being 


led by a team that worked with communities, explaining the idea to each. Going to scale 


seldom just replicates—adaptation is essential. At first the classes taught only literacy, 


but as women were able to read they asked for manuals on mothers’ and children’s 


health, financial management, even family planning. The explosion in demand—women 


teaching women in mosques—overwhelmed the private resources from Future 


Generations. The challenge of support was turned back to the communities, suggesting 


that they create local coordinating committees. This brought men back into the process. 


They had to be trained, and so a larger team went from village to village. All scrambled 


to keep up with demand, even beginning short-order printing in Kabul when the supply of 


books ran out. Mosque-based schools spread to neighboring Malistan District, then 


jumped the mountain ranges to Dai Kundi Province.  


 At the same time in many parts of Afghanistan NGOs were starting literacy 


programs. Most had a dozen or so programs going. Why did the above initiative take off 


with almost no money into four hundred communities? The reason is that Mahmood and 


Hashim did not try to control the process. Beginning with the first school they made sure 


that the people (women who were timid because for two decades they had had very little 


chance for education) owned the process. They viewed the mosque-based school as their 


own—and when the women saw that, they took over. Meanwhile NGOs were pouring 
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resources in to help their literacy classes, providing books, training teachers and paying 


salaries, offering women writing supplies. Mahmood and Hashim did just enough so that 


in each mosque the women did all the rest. What they did splendidly was to make sure 


the women were feeling successful.  


Every momentum has points of vulnerability. Hence an essential part of building 


from successes is a Vulnerability Assessment. This differs from a “needs assessment,” 


which makes communities feel incapable. A success started the mosque based schools, 


but what kept it going was monitoring vulnerability. For example, a major concern was to 


keep the mullahs from feeling threatened by the literacy and empowerment of women. 


Another was whether the rapid growth would cause too rapid a demand for simple 


commodities such as textbooks. Continuing Vulnerability Assessment needs to 


accompany Task Two, the identification of successes. It leads immediately to the 


Functional Analysis, Causal Analysis, and Role Reallocation that are part of Task Five. 


 


PHOTOGRAPH OF MOSQUE-BASED SCHOOL 


 


Third Task: Study Successes Elsewhere 


Mahmood’s experience is an example of direct transfer of a success from one community 


to another. But only occasionally is extension that simple. More commonly, people adapt 


ideas as they adopt them. This is usually serendipitous, when people hear about 


something, and perhaps visit. When it occurs through formal extension by government or 


NGOs, typically the content is standardized then enthusiasm withers. Standardization is a 


risky process for it weakens the ownership that comes when communities take ideas and 
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adapt them. Seed-Scale generates community adaptation as it spreads in the way the 


mosque-based schools did, as they are owned by each community and spreading the idea 


of ownership in the literacy classes. Self-help Centers for Action Learning and 


Experimentation (described in the next chapter) especially promote this process. 


Today new ideas enter even in the remotest communities: Internet, books, 


television, radio, and most importantly, the ancient process of people moving back and 


forth. Trade has been a parallel means of extending social change. People are constantly 


moving back and forth and sharing ideas, even in Afghanistan. This process can be 


termed Surveillance for Success if a name is wanted. Task Three formalizes it. Outside-in 


agencies can promote such innovation in low-cost and effective ways. Sometimes what 


might seem to be an expensive educational exposure is actually very cost-effective. For 


example, forty-five leaders from Mahmood’s schools and Abdullah’s Pagal group made a 


month-long trip to India to see community empowerment, since examples were not 


available in Afghanistan outside those of civil defense. The group went to Jamkhed, in 


Maharastra State.3 In the state of Uttaranchal they saw a Seed-Scale related project of 


community governance being developed in compliance with the Seventy-third 


Amendment to India’s Constitution, which mandates participation by women, all caste 


groups, and geographic representation. It was this empowerment that made General 


Abdul Rahman believe in the process. 


 


Fourth Task: Conduct Self-Evaluation 


                                                 
3  The Jamkhed demonstration is a twenty-five-year community-based experience that helped 
evolve many of the ideas that would later coalesce in the Seed-Scale process. See Raj and Mabelle Arole, 
Jamkhed: A Comprehensive Rural Health Project (London: Macmillan, 1992). See also the Jamkhed case 
study in Daniel Taylor-Ide and Carl E. Taylor, Just and Lasting Change: When Communities Own Their 
Futures  (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), pp.150-160.  
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As pointed out in the previous chapter, decisions usually are made by those with money, 


who decide only based on opinions and enforce decisions using their power. Seed-Scale 


more effectively uses local evidence as the basis for action. Localized evidence-based 


decisionmaking, however, has to be made easy enough so that busy people choose this 


over other opinions. Three more examples from Afghanistan illustrate this.  


An early project of the Pagal movement was planting trees. Over the centuries 


much of Afghanistan had been deforested, and deforestation worsened dramatically 


during twenty-three years of war. Communities were desperate for wood scavenging the 


last roots and shoots. So the Pagals decided to plant trees. They knew it would take years 


for the trees to grow, but they had enough confidence to travel a day’s distance leading a 


long donkey train to acquire the saplings. As people along the route saw the loaded 


donkeys returning, they asked questions. Where did they get them? Interest rose. In the 


first season one hundred fifty thousand poplar and willow trees were planted.  


 A few months later the Pagals surveyed the trees to see how many had survived. 


Roughly half the saplings had been eaten by wandering donkeys. After lengthy oratory in 


which straying donkeys (and their errant owners) were called many colorful names, the 


shura decided that all donkeys in the valley should be confined. If a donkey was found 


loose, a village constable would tie it up until a fine was paid. Abdullah described 


amusing scenes of donkeys running across the land, pursued from one direction by a 


shura member with a rope to tie it up and the frantic owner from the other direction with 


another rope. But the result was that the donkeys stopped eating saplings. Building on 


this success, the shura passed a regulation that any animal off on its own wandering into 
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fields would result in its owner being fined. In addition to protecting saplings, getting 


vagrant animals under control reduced a cause of violence in a violent society. 


The many years it would take for the trees to produce led the shura to another 


study: how to get heating fuel in the coming winter. There were again long speeches as 


they reviewed options. Concern that the poor and elderly would soon be freezing to death 


as many had in previous winters caused them to approach the government to allow them 


to take coal from government mines two valleys away. A permit was granted because of 


the initiative the group had shown in planting trees and evidence that the group was 


acting without corruption. Again, their organization and clear plan enabled Outside-in 


advocacy that then got the military to truck in the coal.  


A second example of evidence leading to action comes from Shukria Hassan, a 


physician who practiced inside Afghanistan throughout two decades of warfare. As part 


of a five-day workshop she got women to share pregnancy histories and this opened up 


understanding of what happens when a baby was born in a village home. Tabulation of 


each pregnancy (including miscarriages, deaths as an infant, killed in war, and so on) 


revealed that child mortality was very high. Using these data, Shukria explained how the 


women could themselves prevent most deaths through home care and preventive 


behavior change. Further inspection of the data provided evidence about a second issue: 


the extremely high mortality of women in childbirth (the second highest in the world). A 


new round of research revealed a lack of understanding in the villages of what was a 


normal delivery. There were many food taboos that caused many mothers not to have the 


physically energy to deliver in active labor. With this understanding, reducing mortality 


became as simple as emphasizing the importance of drinking milk and feeding the 
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delivering mother eggs and other protein rich foods. This was far more effective that the 


unlikely to be followed recommendation of the World Health Organization telling them 


to travel from remote villages to hospital-based deliveries. Shukria’s workshop impact 


was so great that the women organized action groups when they returned to their villages 


in order to train all the women in their villages. 


 


Fifth Task: Engage in Effective, Evidence-Based Decisionmaking 


The previous stories show that even when local conditions are difficult it is still possible 


for minimally trained communities to make evidence-based decisions. The process needs 


to begin so simply that the people, not professionals, are gathering the evidence and 


making the decisions.  


The simple decision to fine owners of loose donkeys was a result of a locally done 


survey. Those facts provided more credibility for regulation enforcement than the words 


of an expert of a leader. This act of fact-based decisionmaking led to greater participation 


in the community-driven process, proving to communities that their powerful (or 


obstreperous) members would be controlled, expanding the base for community 


collective action. The next year, more than seventy village shuras planted nearly half a 


million trees, and the survival rate was seventy percent. This gave the government 


confidence that helped get access to coal. Similarly, the pregnancy histories of women, 


giving the data of their lives of birth and death, allowed Dr. Shukria to make a 


fundamental discovery about what was causing many Afghan women to die in childbirth. 


Many community workers would have simply done the interview and come home with 
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vivid stories. However, converting the histories into systematic data revealed trends that 


could lead to definitive action. 


Seed-Scale decisionmaking guides who will do what, when, where, and with 


what. All these w’s are important. Without them decisions remain just talk, but when 


there is a base of shared data pulling all together then a workplan can follow. Figure 1 


gives a comprehensive planning matrix. This summary page is best if everything is put on 


one sheet of paper (or painted on the side of a house so the whole community can see 


how they need to allocate their energy). To this one page, often there is a need to provide 


one page of details to each column to give specific schedules for each of the w’s. Plans 


need to be able to be read by those in a hurry, the marginally literate, the politicians who 


make promises but forget to act. The objective is to gather the community together 


around making their collective vision into reality. 


 


Figure 1: 


Objective What 


to do 


Where 


to do 


When


to do  


Who 


inside


Who 


Outside


How Needed 


training


Needed 


supplies 


Remarks


1.          


2. 


2a. 


         


3.          


 


 Initial workplans almost always are too complex. People propose objectives they 


do not begin to have the training and resources to accomplish. (In the Palin community, 
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after their huge initial successes, from 2003 to 2007, five of the seven items on their 


annual workplans remained the same, unaltered and unachieved.) A workplan is not a 


wishlist. The planning process (as noted below) can grow sophisticated—but it must not 


start that way. A community successfully attempting its first plan fills in the matrix by 


bringing people’s opinions and tackling achievable objectives. From that, people will 


become familiar with the expectation that they are expected to do certain jobs. They learn 


to hold those who are named accountable. Complexity comes in subsequent applications 


as the community gains competence. Sophistication is less the result of advice given by 


experts than of community members ability to grow their own skill levels. The more 


sophisticated planning that follows involves three functions: causal analysis, functional 


analysis, and role reallocation.  


Causal analysis focuses on the transition from defining priorities to determining 


effective next steps. A wide range of techniques is available, including nominal groups 


methods, participatory rural appraisals (PRAs), rapid assessment procedures (RAPs), 


situational analyses, PLAs (planning, learning, action), and asset mapping. Basically all 


of these begin with agreement on priorities and resources, and, with expert facilitation, 


engage community members to share understanding the underlying causes. Participatory 


dialogue moves from blaming outside forces to changes they can do themselves. Then the 


process looks for linkages between related problems that lead to real behavior change or 


prevention.4  


                                                 
4  One method of causal analysis has community members list on paper the most urgent problems.. 
One priority may be babies dying, another poverty, another poor transportation access, and a fourth 
government indifference to local needs. Each should be talked about sequentially, and people are asked to 
itemize the causes of each. Movement to deeper understanding comes when underlying causes are linked to 
several problems. One action that can solve several problems is especially cost-effective. Participants post 
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Causal analysis helps Outside-in and Top-down partners understand their 


individual parts in making policy changes, and it helps people share ownership in 


implementing policies. Without a structured process that includes local people, utilizes 


data, and focuses on behavior change, dialogue will be random and will not consistently 


lead to plans that move the community forward. If the process does not include all the 


people, old disputes will reemerge.5  


Functional analysis helps communities identify better ways of getting a job done. 


In its simplest form it looks at the essential functions needed to achieve the objectives 


and then tests alternative options. By regularizing corrective action, improving an aspect 


each time, it changes the common unproductive practice of letting past practices continue 


when they are partly still working. The intent is to catch issues before they are broken 


through agreeing on actions that make processes more effective. Through functional 


analysis, more effective, more efficient ideas emerge. For example, if babies are dying, 


the usual response has been to improve the clinic, to get a better doctor, or to find money 


for medicines. But a functional analysis casts the search wider seeking deeper solutions—


for example, whether the deaths can be prevented by behavior change among families or 


whether there is a way mothers can care for their babies at home. That is, functional 


analysis steps back from an immediate problem to seek the underlying dynamics and 


                                                                                                                                                 
and tabulate their explanations. Discussion continues. Only two or three priorities should be finally selected 
to be acted on in any given workplan.  
 
5  A method helpful in circumstances characterized by embedded disputes is termed Searching. It 
brings together twenty to thirty community members, gathering the most divergent representation possible, 
to create inside the meeting situations as similar as possible to those outside. With the full group broken 
into subgroups of six, each struggles for an hour and a half to seek agreement on tasks to be done. That is 
followed by another hour and half seeking a Group Objective for steps to make progress toward the tasks. 
Then subgroup membership is shuffled (each new subgroup has one from each prior subgroup) for an hour 
and a half so that people share their different conclusions. The process becomes more effective after it is 
done several times 
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whether functions can be done more efficiently with less waste. It seeks links between 


cause and corrective action. Functional analysis starts with the goal and then looks at all 


options to get to that goal.6  


Getting people to change behaviors is difficult. Not only is it hard for community 


people; it may be especially hard for professionals, who realize that if the proposed 


change occurs they may lose recognition or income. For example, doctors make the most 


money when patients think expensive care is the best care. Thus there is an incentive for 


doctors not to teach simple treatments and certainly not how to prevent illnesses. 


Functional analysis minimizes this by promoting ongoing role reallocation, making 


changes in incremental action, to reduce self-serving behavior early. 


Role reallocation identifies new ways to achieve a task or behavior change by 


focusing on who can best and most reliably perform the required functions. It seeks to 


avoid traumatic change through promoting regular incremental change. Causal analysis 


starts by identifying the causative factors, and then functional analysis finds ways to 


adapt those, and finally role reallocation can assign to each partner more effective 


behaviors.7 


                                                 
6  One method of doing a functional analysis asks people to list (in discussion groups) interventions 
that can correct specific problems. How many people will be needed for each task from inside and outside 
the community? Can actions be simplified or brought closer to the home? Can solutions be combined so 
that simple problems are dealt with locally and complex problems referred to the outside? Functional 
analysis keeps the focus on the desired results and seeks alternatives. It classifies activities according to the 
technical and human resources required to figure out how to address the causes of the problem.  
7  A classic example is the deaths from dehydration with childhood 
diarrhea—for centuries the world’s number-one cause of death. First hospitals installed wards to give IVs, 
but they were not able to lower death rates in the communities outside their hospitals (although hospitals 
were making a lot of money). Then oral rehydration salts (ORS) made by drug companies moved treatment 
to mothers, and diarrhea mortality dropped. But millions of babies still died. Continuing research evolved a 
more effective and more economical alternative: cereal-based oral rehydration therapy, which mothers 
could make at home for negligible cost. But international agencies and WHO continued to promote ORS 
because they had massive investments in producing the ORS packets. It is striking that even when the cure 
for the commonest cause of death in poor communities can be given to mothers, the UN sanctioned medical 
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With evidence gathered, options identified, community priorities agreed to, causal 


and functional analyses completed, and role reallocation done, it is then possible for 


communities to implement management systems and take on sophisticated objectives. To 


do so, monitoring the workplan is as crucial as financial bookkeeping. It provides a paper 


trail of evidence. Workplans monitor community energy the way a budget assigns money 


or an audit assesses whether a budget was followed.  


Keep past workplans for evidence of progress—they become the community’s 


self-portrait of how it has changed. While the plans should certainly be kept in a file, the 


yearly achievements the plans have produced should be publicly shared. Each plan is like 


a dot on a graph, and collectively they chart the curve of change the community has 


undertaken. This growing evidence is a persuasive base from which to gain greater 


participation from within the community, and it is a base of advocacy to government and 


outside agencies as they join in partnership and bring outside resources because capacity 


has been proven. 


 


Sixth Task: Take Action According to Workplan 


In implementing the workplan, as many people as possible should be involved. By 


choosing what priorities they take on, how they engage workers, and what priorities to 


undertake next, the local committee demonstrates whether it is a coordinating committee 


or a controlling committee. The distinction is central. Coordination readjusts tasks as 


complications and momentum build, engaging people rather than directing them. Some 


workers will have too many tasks; others will promise much but accomplish little. In 


                                                                                                                                                 
system and drug companies continue to work against such solutions. Partnerships are threatening to those 
with power. 
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either case community energy will not grow. Empowerment—the objective that is more 


important than any planned target—expands only when members together learn how to 


complete their duties. 


To start, only a few tasks should be agreed on—these must be achievable. 


Emphasis is on getting the cycle completed so that for the next set of tasks energy is 


greater. Plans must not exhaust energy but build it. While getting tasks accomplished is 


important, it is more important to help the community feel it is working as a community 


and that opportunities are expanding to all. This brings in more energy and many more 


community resources. 


As energy increases, attention needs to be paid to the role of professionals. 


Professionals are usually the most articulate, technically expert, and accepted 


representatives of the Top-down and Outside-in. Over the years in our efforts, the most 


common obstacle to community work has usually been some group of professionals who 


decide to use what was shaped for the community to their personal interests. To counter 


this, coordinating committees must lead. And to support that leadership, the workplan is 


one good way to organize public pressure. 


Politicians talk about partnership during election cycles, but they seldom support 


actions between elections. Similarly, nearly every donor and NGO now requires 


community participation, but, despite this language, seldom does participatory action 


become real. The solution is to create muscular community committees bringing pressure 


on corporations and government to keep their promises. Moving officials, change agents, 


and corporate interests into participation will often feel like trying to get butterflies to 
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land on preassigned flowers without ruffling their wings. Usually one butterfly can be 


tempted; then if they are not scared away, others come, one by one. 


 


Seventh Task: Make Midcourse Corrections to Strengthen the Four Principles 


As action gains momentum, more obstacles will emerge than any plan can prepare for. 


Midcourse corrections redirect momentum. Effectiveness in Seed-Scale is the degree to 


which action strengthens the four principles, not the degree to which workplan objectives 


are met. The usual tendency is to focus on whether objectives are met. 


Seed-Scale is less results-based than a process whose purpose is to grow energy 


from seeds to larger holistic success. Focusing on objectives tends to cause people to 


blame one another, strains the partnership and weakens the momentum that is the real 


objective. Momentum grows out of the four principles.  


Midcourse corrections are learning experiences. The mindset of seeking constant 


improvement creates cohesion and creativity. That mindset differs from just following 


orders. Continuing improvement is not constantly starting over. It develops the next step 


for the emerging time and place. Doing so discourages the tendency in which managers 


seek to hide mistakes. Robert Chambers creatively uses the phrase of “embracing error” 


to reflect the needed open attitude. 


When people know midcourse corrections are part of the process, planning does 


not need to carry through with detailed documents. Start. Define the framework for 


corrections to be made, then really make the corrections. The workplan is organic not 


fixed from the beginning like an engineering blueprint. Each change must be recorded so 


 166







that the workplan ensures accountability. (This has many of the attributes of the widely 


accepted methods of total quality management in business.)  


   


The Tasks of Community Change as a Cycle 


The process of moving gives stability, much like a bicycle, that gains stability as it 


gathers momentum, wobbly at first, but hope rises with movement, confidence increases, 


and as speed picks up true stability is gained. Balance holds direction. If the bicycle hits a 


hole in the road and falls over, progress calls for getting the bicycle moving again, not in 


sitting by the road talking about the problem or deciding to buy a new bicycle. Strong 


momentum combined with looking ahead and avoiding obvious potholes comes with 


practice. It can carry a bicycle over rugged terrain.  


Mahmood’s older brother, Ahmad, took the momentum that had been started by 


the clusters of women in their mosques and engaged their husbands. The cycle of seven 


tasks and free-flowing ideas fed community workplans. A number of initiatives grew 


once the momentum had been started in the mosques. In one place rammed-earth 


brickmaking started. Greenhouses were experimented with in another. Check dams were 


put across low places in the ground to hold back the flow of water to seep into the ground 


so that fruit trees started to give fruit again. Classes were started to teach canning and 


fruit preservation. A room in town and a line of sewing machines were opened; in the 


room next door a parallel training course began in computer skills using discarded 


computers from the American military. To extend the lessons to people throughout the 


valleys a community radio station opened. 


PHOTOGRAPH INSIDE THE RADIO STATION 
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The cycle of the seven tasks is effective for two reasons. First, it avoids 


impractical levels of perfection and is flexible as each step is completed and repeated and 


results improve. Success comes not from getting the process right but from making things 


better. The second reason is that each cycle is defined by function and process, not by 


outcomes. Then it can be used in almost any social situation to evolve locally specific 


solutions. A general process achieves answers that fit time, place, and culture. The seven 


tasks systematize the diverse w’s of social change into an understandable and manageable 


way of moving forward. 
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Chapter 4. Staying on Course: Evidence-Based Decisionmaking 
 


We’ve come to Talle for six weeks to set up a network of eighteen motion-sensing 
cameras on jungle trails. The battery-powered cameras run unattended for days at 
a time, providing an effective way to document animal life in remote, difficult 
areas. Our survey is part of a larger initiative facilitated by Future Generations to 
encourage local people in Arunachal Pradesh and across the border in Tibet to 
improve health care and education in their communities and to manage their 
forests, wildlife, and other resources in a sustainable manner. 


Nani Sha and I are also engaged in a personal quest: to capture on film the 
elusive Neofelis nebulosa, the clouded leopard. This magnificent cat takes its 
name from the cloud forest it inhabits and the hazy markings that allow it to blend 
with the shifting shadows of the jungle canopy. 


—Jesse Oak Taylor-Ide, National Geographic Magazine, September 2000    
 


Using precise tools of assessment we constantly process evidence: sights, sounds, smell, 


taste, senses of touch, even forces pressing on us such as gravitation. Input is 


instantaneous. A feature of sentient life is constantly monitoring, and doing so precisely. 


Our lives depend on this flow of information. 


It is striking is that as communities we do not yet have equivalent way of 


monitoring. We tend to work from anecdote, “Did you hear... I saw so and so.…”  We 


lack a way to scale up what is precise and instantaneous at the individual level. 


Anecdotes are usually true—but they may be totally unrepresentative of relationships to 


society’s larger norms—indeed often it is because events are abnormal that we select 


them for comment. But anecdotes are what people usually bring to community planning 


as evidence. Alternatively, sophisticated town meetings produce reams of papers with 


data—but the availability of such papers is sporadic, and what can communities do when 


they do lack such, when they lack people trained to gather it, or when they cannot wait to 


collect it. Filling the gaps at the community level of acquiring evidence is the concern of 
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this chapter. Moreover, if simpler systems can be evolved they may also help the more 


sophisticated communities. 


In tThis chapter, as the illustrative case for discussion, we use describes a specific 


experience of engaging people of the Apatani tribe in Arunachal Pradesh, India to assess 


their environmental condition. The Arunachal jungles are among the most pristine 


subtropical jungles left on Earth. (The quote cited above is from work with its Apatani 


tribe; the story of Palin in Chapter 3 is from the state’s Nishi tribe.) As mentioned, wWe 


were invited into the state during a period when there was rampant timber-cutting. 


Additionally, the ancient patterns of shifting cultivation (pejoratively called ‘slash and 


burn’) had shortened the shifting cycles so there was serious soil erosion. It was 


important to know the overall environmental impact? There were lots of stories. To 


nurture protection of the jungles we proposed a conservation strategy was proposed that 


would engage local people. Rather than conservation action being perceived to 


removinge forest resources from use in order to protect them, the objective would be to 


change how people used the resources. To achieve that on an ongoing basis, the jungle 


had to be monitored. Evidence was needed, not more grand stories about the splendid 


past, not more news reports from someone who made one trip through the valleys. What 


was needed was a reliable, accurate monitoring system (such as people have with 


carefully nurtured senses that allow them to monitor their way through the hazards of 


insane traffic, cooking with hot skillets, and balancing their way down a steep staircase.) 


Involving local people as partners in conservation is not customary. Typically, the 


protection of nature is planned hundreds of miles from the actual site, perhaps even on a 


different continent. People in the area usually are viewed as the problem who must be 
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stopped from using the resource. The data that is gathered is done by scientists who get 


the facts right and avoid anecdotes. At best the people are tangentially consulted—and 


what they give back into the system is considered opinions not facts (so local 


consultations are diminished in value and use by the professionals). Change is coming, 


however, as awareness grows of the value of peoples participation.  


Local people do not understanding sampling, scientific classification of flora and 


fauna, proper use of instrumentation. In traditional science, at best local people are field 


staff if they are involved at all. The situation has evolved so that the definition and use of 


scientific evidence is beyond the purview not just of villagers in places like the Apatani 


jungles but even places like New York City where highly skilled professionals are 


engaged to do simple data collection. However, there are effective survey approaches that 


can be adapted to local skill levels.1  


To create a simplified framework Seed-Scale advancuses the concept of Key 


Indicators, which assess one variable that itself represents several other variables. This 


approach avoids having to comprehensively gather the numbers on a multitude of 


variables. It also simplifies the process of sorting out the interrelationships among 


multitude data sets. The basic idea of a Key Indicator is that one variable integrates 


several variables. For example, for an animal simply using their eyesight brings a wide 


                                                 
1  An important literature exists on valid alternative research methodologies. Much of this grows 
from the seminal, recently republished Eugene J. Webb, Donald T. Campbell, Richard D. Schwartz, and 
Lee Sechrest, Unobtrusive Measures, rev. ed. (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 2000). 
 A useful one-volume collection of these approaches that have evolved is presented in Norman K. 
Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, 3d ed. (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: 
Sage, 2005). Another useful volume is H. S. Becker, Tricks of the Trade: How to Think about Your 
Research While You’re Doing It (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). Another is S. J. Taylor and 
R. Bogdan, Introduction to Qualitative Research Methods: A Guidebook and Resource, 3d ed. (New York: 
John Wiley, 1998). A further excellent source is Deepa Narayan, Participatory Evaluation: Tools for 
Managing Change in Water and Sanitation, World Bank Paper 207 (Washington DC: World Bank 
Publications, 1993). 
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range of land features to create a constantly adapting map as the animal shifts position. 


Smell is constantly assessing aromas to determine both food quality and relationships 


with other animals. One variable is integrating the interrelationships among multitudes of 


data sets. 


In environmental science, a common application of the Key Indicator concept is 


the use of umbrella species. In any ecosystem certain species live at the top of the food 


chain; if this species is plentiful and healthy, then the systems that support other plants 


and animals must be intact. The presence of one species reflects the status of many 


species. A biologist expert in the natural history of Arunachal Pradesh suggested that the 


presence of clouded leopards would indicate good ecosystem health for the Apatani 


jungle habitat.2 Several ways were available to determine Wwhether or not clouded 


leopards were presentcould be determined in a number of ways, but. After reviewing 


options we decided to use motion-sensing camera-traps were the instruments employed 


asbecause they would give exceptionally reliable information and the information could 


be used in a number of ways. By using the camera traps, clouded leopards were 


photographed twice (the first photographs ever taken of this extremely rare animal in the 


wild and the first oin mainland Asia). With this series of pictures we had incontrovertible 


proof of an ecosystem that had a full balance among animal species. It also provided a 


dramatic symbol around which to build local and international publicity. Most 


                                                 
2  Worldwide, three animals are called leopards: the spotted leopard (found in Asia and Africa), the 
snow leopard (found in the Himalaya and mountains of Central Asia), and the clouded leopard (found in 
cloud forests from the Eastern Himalaya to Indonesia), although the jaguar of South America, mountain 
lion of North America, and cheetah of Africa might also be included in this group. Among theseis group 
the clouded leopard is certainly the least known and rarest. Recent study has revealed that the clouded 
leopard found in Indonesian jungles is actually a separate subspecies from the one found on mainland Asia. 
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importantlyly, it created a foundation on which community, government, and change 


agents could work together to protect the forests.  


PHOTOGRAPH, CLOUDED LEOPARD 


 Research must be framed based on clear understanding of the important research 


questions. AdditionallyResearch on what is the problem is, where it is located, why and 


when it came to be , are important on larger scientific levels, but seldom are these 


important to how a given community should go forward. To differentiate research into 


that which addresses the large questions of science versus research that informs local 


action, we decided to use two complementary types: term Self-Evaluation (sometimes 


grouped under formative or other action research) and Experimentation. The term Self-


Evaluation emphasizes anddiscuss in this chapter. The reason we apply the label Self-


Evaluation rather than joining one of these externally-led schools of research is because 


we believeour belief that it is important as much as possible to have communities monitor 


themselves. In Self-Evaluation the objective is similar to formative or action research, the 


difference is that it is being led by communities(like assessing jungle status by training 


villagers to look for the clouded leopard using camera traps). The term is 


Experimentation is traditionally done by people with more expertise and and is discussed 


in Chapter 6 as a function of SCALE Squared Centers. 


In Self-Evaluation, the task is to helps communities create a feedback loop to 


guide action. through successive periods of collecting data.One data point is taken now; 


another will be taken after some timeMeanwhile life goes forward so in fact the situation 


being evaluated is changing in ways that are not being monitored. But as another data 


point is taken by the community, information comes in and adjustments are made by the 
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community based on that information. In such evaluations there are typically not 


scientific controls (and unfortunately often there are not good baseline data sets). From 


the longitudinal tracking being done, though, understanding grows. What is being 


gathered is data, customary The questions being asked aredata reveal whether 


circumstances are changing in positive waysgetting better and prompt further questions 


about what can be done to make that bechange more effective. Improvement is viewed in 


relation to the community itself, not against some external reference point.3 Such 


feedback then will guide action on an ongoing basismonitoring. Experimentation is 


evaluation against an external reference point, testing for ultimate truths. 


It needs to be stressed that a common tenet of scientific research requires that 


subjects not evaluate themselves. The reason is that it is assumed that when subjects are 


personally involved, they will more likely to bias the research even when they are trying 


to be objective. We will through this chapter make comments on this central research 


principle. The reality of subjective bias has been well-documented, but we believe that 


the distinction between Self Evaluation and Experimental Research is important. 


Removing the subjective from Experimental research is valid. But in the much-needed 


projects for Self-Evaluation the whole point is to perfect subjective assessment tools to 


control the potential for error from this self-interest in the evidence. The parallel, again, is 


to the capacity of individuals—the assessment of sights, sounds, and smells an individual 


is gathering through their senses is totally valid for that individual but it should not be 


assumed to be a universal description. Error in a person’s eyesight, where they see what 


                                                 
3  Self-Evaluation is an adaptation for social change of a larger research methodology known as 
operations research, a methodology well established in manufacturing, business, and the military. Classical 
operations research has four steps (plan, do, study, act) that create a feedback loop between research and 
operations. These four steps are contained in the Seven Tasks, discussed in the Chapter 5.  
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they want to see, can cause them to fall down; but our eyes have given us supremely 


accurate ways of seeing what is truly real for us. 


Communities, like ecosystems, are constantly changing—clouded leopards may 


be poached, trees of the jungle may be being cut—change is entersing the systeming. 


Small deviations can quickly grow beyondout of control. The question is how the 


monitoring can be done by those doing the damage precisely and quickly? with Self-


Evaluation provides a way to monitorthis ongoing change is being monitored with 


increasing precision the more it is done (just as a person learns to use their senses with 


increasing skill)errors can be caught. The sooner and more accurately monitoring occurs, 


the less correction will be needed. 


Experimentation, on the other handsecond type of research, determines if a new 


idea, a new technology, or new allocation of roles offers a better way to get a job done. 


Experimental research tests something. Sophisticated protocols define how experiments 


should be conducted; they prove hypotheses, correlate variables, or seek universal 


answers. The reason for the research is different from Self-Evaluation since there is a 


prioritiesy areon objectivity, sufficient sample size to control variance, and typicallythe 


use of control populations to measure deviation from norms.  


In Experimentation, assesses whether an outcomethere is a “right” orand a 


“wrong”; Self-Evaluation assesses whether conditions arecontrasted with a “is it better” 


or “worse.” that operates in Self-Evaluation. Self-Evaluation gathers information to 


improve a process; Experimentation gathers information to test facts. 


ExperimentationThe findings from Experimentation allow community responses to 


improve in response to the feedback from Self-Evaluation. And working the other way, 
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Self-Evaluation points out where Experimentation is needed. Fitting different purposes, 


the two types of research require different skills. Broadly speaking, experimentation 


concentrates in the realm of Science and Academia; self-evaluation guides daily life 


toward greater efficiency and effectiveness and concentrates on the community. 


Self-evaluation asks three questions: a) Is life improving according to how we 


define improving life? b) Is our changing life able to continue, or are we running out of 


resources? c) Is a wider partnership of people benefiting joining the process? An example 


is how Amy Chua examined the dynamic of expanding or restricting social momentum in 


the sweep of civilizations. Her conclusion is that inclusiveness and tolerance create the 


social climate that spawns societal expansion.4  


As noted, potential for bias is a concern in Self-Evaluation. However, oOne 


aspect thatfeature of Self-Evaluation that reduces bias is toinvolvement of three partners. 


Instead of just one partner evaluatinging a topic, a partner who has self-interest, using 


three partners permits one to crosscheck the others. A second feature is that assessments 


make approximations, not precise measurements, but while only approximations are 


being madeaccuracy comesis enhanced by approximating from multiple perspectives. 


(SEED usually tries to do five approximations). And finally, while athe danger of bias is 


introduced by subjectivity, it is partially controlled by having the assessment occur in 


greatest proximity to the subject, bringing the advantages of local and site-specific 


knowledge. Utilizing local knowledge can greatly improve accuracy.5 


                                                 
4  Amy Chua, Day of Empire (New York: Doubleday, 2007). 
5  For more on the background of the Self-Evaluation methodology, see Daniel Taylor-Ide and Carl 
E. Taylor, Just and Lasting Change: When Communities Own Their Futures  (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2002), pp. 261-263. 
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Self-Evaluation can start minimally and still be useful. As skill levels increase 


with each application, the method can expand to utilize the expandingrising capacity. The 


process can grow to be as sophisticated as members desire and challenges require. By 


contrast, other field-based research approaches that also start simply (for example, PRA 


methods) are not as flexible in evolving as capacity increases.6 And approaches that begin with 


sophistication (conventional social science) have skill demands generally not possessed by people with community-level skills. 


 


Key Indicators 


Most evaluation seeks primary data;. Tthen statistical tools tabulate and compare with 


other data sets. Such skills are beyond the abilities, time, and budget of most 


communities. But uKey Indicators introduce an approach that overcomes these technical, 


temporal, and financial restraints. Instead of measuring variables and then assessing 


relationships, Key Indicators assess relationships that have already been connected. In a 


Key Indicator the analysis function is done by the indicator; all the investigator must do 


is count indicators. 


An example is the clouded leopard: identifying that these leopards lived in one 


river drainage meant that the whole Talle Valley ecosystem was healthy. These top-of-


the-food-chain carnivores were analyzing the habitat twenty-four hours a day, every day 


                                                 
6  The literature on PRAs is vast; —there is now not even unanimity about what the acronym 
represents (Participatory Rural Appraisals, Participatory Research Appraisals, or Participatory Rapid 
Appraisals). The enthusiastic reception these approaches have received and the creativity in their utilization 
confirms the felt need by communities for ways inby which they can better understand their circumstances. 
This hunger calls for ways to make the processit more rigorously accurate yet not take it beyond abilities of 
communities to do. The literature on PRAs, however, has nNumerous very helpful references. A few of 
these are:include 
 Lyra Srinivasan, Tools for Community Participation: A Manual for Training Trainers in 
Participatory Techniques (New York: UNDP/Prowess, 1990); Robert Chambers, Rural Development: 
Putting the Last First (Essex: Addison-Wesley Longman, 1983); and idem, Whose Reality Counts? Putting 
the First Last (London: Intermediate Technology Publications, 1997). 
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of the year, climbing the trees and looking out over a complex ecology—monitoring a 


food chain of animals which themselves require complex food chains that include grasses 


and insects and also a dense jungle in which to hide from poachers, a habitat constantly 


being affected by weather and interlinked patterns of human use such as deforestation 


and encroaching shifting cultivation. If the clouded leopard was present, the ecosystem 


would be healthy. Analysis of the whole and complex system could be madedone by this 


one indicator using a partnership of a group of villagers and a 17seventeen-year-old 


American boy. All the investigators needed to do was count pictures tabulated on infrared 


triggered cameras. 


The challenge of course is to select the right Key Indicator then find an efficient 


way to count instances of themthese indicators. For the clouded leopard, photographs 


were particularly good for they allowed the team to determine whether multiple 


individuals were present, as each animal would have distinct patterns in the cloudlike 


spots on its coat. (Identifying individual animals would have been more difficult if only 


animal scat or pugmarks were used for identification.) Photographing two individuals in 


one locale (as this project did) suggested that there must be a substantial population 


scattered throughout the ecosystem; otherwise two individuals of a species known to be 


solitary would not be likely to inhabit the same locale. Moreover, beyond the scientific 


information captured, the photographs of this rarest of all leopards provided a rallying 


point for action, strengthening the partnership working for general conservation and also 


bringing money to the project on a scale that a scientific report alone would never have 


achieved.  


PHOTOGRAPH, SETTING UP CAMERA TRAPS 
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Some species, such as the clouded leopard, are effective indicators because they 


are at the top of a food chain and depend on a whole ecosystem in balance. Even though 


powerful as individuals the animals have a precarious life in the jungle; they depend on 


so much. Other indicator species, such as certain birds or butterflies, can also be used as 


Key Indicators because they depend on niches in the ecosystem, and in these instances 


the particularly vulnerable niches can be determined for monitoring. To determine the 


right Key Indicator a choice is either for one that brings everything together or indicators 


that identify niches of vulnerability. 


Selection must be done by an expert who picks indicators appropriate to locale 


and need. Thus the methodology is reliable only when there is a partnership that includes 


an expert able identify whatwhich Key Indicator should be used. Frequently it will help 


to integrate the Key Indicator with associated evidence, using mapping and basic 


demography. Doing so provides a comprehensive community portrait. Complex 


community contexts result, but in a manner that is so straightforward that the assessment 


is being done by community members—as the women of Palin did with the maps of their 


water pipes;, as the people of Kabul did in naming their streets, numbering their houses, 


and counting residents;, and as the village hunters and a 17seventeen-year-old American 


boy did with the cameras in the jungle. The people are neither professionals nor 


objective, but they gathered incontrovertible facts as the foundation for decisionmaking. 


In earlier applications in Nepal, But when wwe field tested the Key Indicator 


concept in otherwise equal comparisons by groups of surveyors, local people and 


professional researchers., Our question was whether it was more accurate to use local 


people or trained outside surveyors. tThe greater lLocal participation, which creates 
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higher enthusiasm and results in lower costs, achieved nearly one hundred percent 


coverage, while thewhereas the professional teams were satisfied with ninety percent and 


sometimes as little as seventy percent. Locals knew where to find the outlier respondents 


whom the professionals miss; these respondents are frequently the most critical to know 


about.7 Moreover, the enthusiasm engendered in the community producedcreates rapid 


responses, and thesewhich provides vital current information about the current situation 


rather than receiving theoutdated findings a year or more after when the situation has 


predictably moved onchanged. Our conclusion is that using local people as surveyors can 


be very reliable, indeed more so, than using the objective outsider—but the questions 


being asked need to be structured to reduce interviewer bias. 


Using Key Indicators can start very simply (counting several types of birds, for 


instance, mapping a village by using an image from Google Earth). Then, as the 


partnership learns how to conduct a survey, the indicators can be more complex, 


requiring greater care in interviewing and instrument handling. There is often an internal 


drive to improve. 


Each criterion needs to be defined relevant to the community not by external 


standards., Anfor example is the criterion of equity. In some communities, equity requires 


that men and women be treated equally. In Self-Evaluation what is usually desired is not 


measurement against an absolute standard but measurement against progress toward the 


community’s objectives at stated in their workplan—the condition today compared to 


where they have come fromyesterday. Expounding to the Palin women on gender 


                                                 
7  We first noticed this greater accuracy in 1993 when we field tested Key Indicators in Nepal. A 
similar response difference is shown in the Palin experience in Chapter 3 between the official numbers for 
the cholera epidemic and the numbers collected by the community, and has been repeated every time we 
have run well-trained local data collectors against supposedly objective outsider professionals. 
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equality would not have started movement toward an enhanced role for women. Another 


example is the clouded leopard survey. Normal practice for wildlife surveys distributes 


cameras in a grid based on coordinates from a map. This generates equal coverage of the 


study area that is confirmed by statistical reliability. But in the Talle Valley a grid-based 


distribution was not as useful as placing the cameras in spots selected by tribal 


knowledge theorizingabout where the leopards were most likely to be. The results speak 


for themselves:; the first photographs of a wild clouded leopard oin mainland Asia, and 


using only eighteen18 camera-traps, no high-paid expert staff, and in a period of just half 


a year.  


 


Key Indicators for Five Criteria 


To provide an assessment approach that is valid SEED (Self-Evaluation for Effective 


Decisionmaking) uses Key Indicators to assess from five perspectives. Five different 


perspectives on community phenomena give both balance and accuracy,.8 Comparison 


tomuch like the five human senses. None is a scientific measurement, yet each is 


verifiable. Each provides a “perspective” on reality—like sight or any of the senses. 


 A critical difference exists betweenand pIn pPerspective the assessesment is of 


objects in relation to one each another; and in measurement (which is using an objective 


standard for measurement) the assessesment objectsis in relation to the objective 


standard. Perspective and measurement eEach approach brings itstheir advantages. 


Perspective is also highly variable. First, it is specific to each observer. Second, it is like a  


<  where the observer is at the point and the farther away the assessment is from the 


                                                 
8  The number of five perspectives is arbitrary; in earlier writing we proposed six perspectives. See 
Taylor-Ide and Taylor, Just and Lasting Change, pp. 249-260. 
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observer, the more information is within the boundaries. Near the middle of this is the 


community perspective. When five perspectives are overlaid on top of eachone another, 


each from a different vantageperspective, what results is a five-pointerspective star.       


The space created by the intersections is open; it does not precisely describe the 


community, but there is a clear idea of that particular shape.  


The perspectives proposed by SEED are:: equity, sustainability, interdependence, 


holism, and iteration. Conventional metrics for these five would be complex. However, 


the useing of Key Indicators, enables each tocan be assessed as simply just as the human 


five senses a persons with their eyess with their earsor senses with which are occurring 


with a glance, sound, taste, or sniff can be simply and accurately captured as with 


indicators such a photograph, recording, recipe, or perfume. A recipe is a reliable, 


replicable way to measure taste; equally, a perfume’s formula is a way to measure smell. 


Equally, a photograph of a clouded leopard was a precise way to determine the ecosystem 


health of the Talle Valley.  


To illustrate the scope of this approach, the following examples of Key Indicators 


are offered. Descriptions using Key Indicators deriving from these criteria may not 


publishable in academic journals, but they will be an accurate reflection offor each 


community’s perspective. By being relevant to the community, they will build 


community dialogue, be published in local newspapers, and cited in reports among 


partners. This is the level at which decisionmaking occurs and is more understandable 


than scientific data. We have found people reacting to Key Indicators, arguing whether 


they are right or wrong, pointing out mistakes in method—just like scientists do when 


debating each others’ methods. In the ensuing debate, community members can be taught 
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how to be more precise. Another effect of such debateOne feature, we have noticed, is 


greater probability to bring opposing community factions together. 


Equity. The criterion of equity assesses the extent to which a community opens 


access to all its members. Objectivity on this is difficult. Equity is the criterion that 


partners usually have the hardest time honestly assessing. But when equity is perceived to 


be narrowing, communities come together with extraordinary collective energy. Thus, 


equity needs to be assessed in progress against local norms and not to assess it by using 


imposed international norms.  


Equity is more than a value. It is a force. If some boats are not rising with the tide 


of social change, the tide will tear these from their moorings, making them sink or float 


away as the others continue to rise. When it comes to people, saying “let them sink” is 


neither a moral nor a viable option. In Chapter Seven we present the case of Nepal, where 


over a half century we gathered evidence to show that life improved for eighty percent of 


the people and deteriorated for the other twenty percent. The closed-mindedness of the 


monarchy and others to this rising inequity was a central factor in nurturing the country’s 


terrorist movement. Or, to understand equity in the words of John Donne, “no man is an 


island, entire of itself.”  


Measured against progress, equity is a prediction about future relationships. 


Equity has the ability to motivate people to act for what their communities can become. 


When people perceive disparities to be lessening, they come together instead than 


splitting. As shown in the Nepal example, when the perception grew that those in power 


would always hold others down, people started leaving the country to get better lives; 


inequity literally pulled the community apart. By contrast, when perception shifted to 
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participatory democracy being possible, the terrorists could feel that energy shift so they 


shifted their tactics.  


Key Indicators that assess equity can be glaringly simple, such as comparing the 


proportion of girls in the first year of school and in the final year. A similar indicator 


could be creating a fraction wherecomparing the proportion of an ethnic or caste group 


that has in a poor neighborhood is placed againstwith the proportion of the same group in 


a wealthy neighborhood. A indicator that is often valid in poor communities is child 


nutrition, which can be assessed in extremely impoverished populations by simply 


measuring the circumference of the upper arm.9  


Once equity is assessed, the partnership has to decide how to narrow the gap 


between those with power, property, or privilege and those without. Strategies are more 


effective when they accelerate the advancement of the disenfranchised. Outside-in or 


Top-down partners, in particular, must often be the actors influencing this change, since 


patterns of discrimination are commonly justified in ancient habitstraditional practices. 


Individuals on the beneficial side of inequity are unlikely to change spontaneously. A 


process of “surveillance for equity” makes transparent information available to the whole 


community as to gets what. Assistance can then be targeted to those farthest behind.10  


Sustainability. This criterion has three aspects: environmental, cultural, and 


financial sustainability. Unless people are living in a sustainable manner in all three, they 


will ultimately use up their resources. A green environment is a community’s physical 


                                                 
9  Regardless of genetics, this measurement remains roughly the same in children between the age 
of one and three because at those ages growth is primarily longitudinal and not in muscle mass, so 
measuring upper-arm circumference provides relatively accurate evidence of community nutrition. 
10  For more on this concept see Carl E. Taylor, “Surveillance for Equity in Primary Health Care: 
Policy Implications from International Experience,” International Journal of Epidemiology, 21 (1992), 
1045-49.  
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foundation, water, soil, energy, genetic diversity. These are not only parts of a global 


resource but they are also what bonds a community to where it is located the way a 


building’s foundation connects it to its site. Culture, the shared values and traditions, can 


be viewed as the walls within which a community lives. Financial sustainability is the 


roof, the overarching framework that allows life inside to continue.  


Environmental loss is most noticed when resources are gone. In the Arunachal 


jungles the people realized they were losing tens of thousands of trees to outsider cutting. 


They could see their crops were not as productive on soils where they shortened the 


shifting cultivation cycle from seventeen years to eight. Cut trees and less fertile soil are 


one type of indicator; each is direct and clear as to what it is showing. The Key Indicator 


of the clouded leopard was more complex, showing status of a whole ecosystem.  


Cultural loss is often commented on as people remember “the good old 


days.”usually not A year passes, maybe several, thenand suddenly there is a start as a 


societal treasure is now gone. People notice change, but they lack indicators withon 


which to make true assessments. In tSuch voids, the loss create a sense of aimlessness 


and, when severe, situations ideal for promoting the rise of fundamentalisms that preach a 


return to the idealized past. To sSustaining culture that adapts to change and supports in a 


humanistic way the context for the modern world. Doing so, culture then can survive 


withoutstay alive not clinging to ossified cultural aspects that hinder people’s liveskept.  


Assessing financial sustainability is crucial.( The objective is not “sustainable 


development.” Sustainable development is a chimera. Community change cannot morph 


into perpetual motion with a negligible consumption of resources. Social change, like all 


energy processes, requires consumption of resources consumption. Technology and 
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training can make change more efficient, but they cannot make it totally efficient. be 


ingWays must be found to the ultimate answer which is reducing demand to sustainable 


levels. The helpful way to view this is the As a phrase that gives a goal: sustainable 


development is unhelpful. What isnotion of “more sustainable change,” a process that 


seeks constant improvements in resource use. 


As change goes forward, a community needs to ask, “Are the gains worth the 


costs?” For specific Key Indicators for environmental sustainability one oris the distance 


a community has to transport its energy base, building materials, and food supply 


compared with the distance transported in previous generations. Increasing distance 


points often points to unsustainable practices. For financial sustainability, one indicator is 


whether savings are rising (or inverting the measure, debt loads). For cultural 


sustainability, a possible indicator is the balance between tradition and modernity in 


community festivals, or the change in music trends from traditional to global pop; another 


would be dothe proportion of young people who speak the traditional language. 


Interdependence. Communities are connected with other communities. But each 


needs to ask whether the way it connects strengthens or weakens it, making it more 


interdependent, or, worrisomely, more dependent. In a world of increasing connections, 


independence is impossible.  


To understand interdependence it is helpful to look at its opposite, dependence. In 


dependency, instead of having options expand what is occurring is risingDependence 


results from restricting options. (Sen’s concepts of expanding capabilities and 
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development as freedom)11 Dependent In dependency ppeople doare not owning their 


futures; they are being owned by others. Communities that are moving toward 


dependency find their linkages with other communities y and otherare diminishinging. 


Interdependence must be grown and nurtured, while dependence can be bought. 


However, while interdependence is more beneficial for communities, donors seeking fast 


results, politicians seeking reelection, corporations seeking footholds—these groups often 


entice communities into dependent relationships. With the enticements offered, 


relationships that communities have taken years to evolve can quickly crumble. 


A savvy community can use offers from outside when they come to create 


interdependency, but doing so takes intentionality. Interdependency is a process of give 


and take, whereas dependency is one of taking. As interdependency rises, a community 


becomes increasingly able to survive a particular loss. (Just as a jungle with a diversity of 


interdependent species is more resilient to survive environmental change.) This isThe 


modern global reach of trade, communications, and migration hasve produced both 


possibilitiesinterdependence and dependence, a good illustration of how the force of 


globalization can be beneficial or it can theybe destructive depending on where a 


community sits on the dependence—interdependence continuum.  


One Key Indicator of interdependence is the relationship between imports and 


exports. Exploitation occurs when exports consist of natural resources and imports of 


manufactured goods. A second indicator, which can be relatively easily monitored, is the 


                                                 
11  The Nobel Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen presents expanding capabilities and 
development as aspects of freedom. SeeAmartya Sen, Resources, Values, and Development (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1984); idem, Development as Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 
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movement of people (where financial or legal controls permit). Is the flow of people only 


one-way, if so dependency is rising. 


Holism. Holism reflects the diversity of sectors advancing in a community. Is 


change leading to a balance among economic progress, improving health, advancing 


education, making life more stimulating, including  marginalized groups, and protecting 


the environment? Or is change only focused on one area such as a particular disease, or 


endangered species, or perhaps making money? If the change is meeting multiple needs, 


people are engaged. The sense of rising whole prosperity draws communities together. 


Chapter One described how comprehensive holistic change grew in Palin. Success in one 


area opened opportunity toward another; energy grew. 


Talk about holism has increased in recent years as recognition grows that people 


seek to be viewed as whole communities of people rather than as patients, students, or 


consumers. However, holistic action has been scant. As a result, while developmental 


programs often grew in their respective sectors the energies in communities caused them 


to sit back to be served by these programs rather than causing the communities to gather 


together and promote further initiatives. Specialization grew instead. Health became 


AIDS, education became classes for girls, income generation became microcredit, and 


agriculture became plant genetics. So while talk about holism was strong, programs, 


because they were being administered by outsiders seeking pivotal interventions 


overlooked the whole balance of community. 


A practical way for communities to achieve holistic programs is to build from 


workplans, a simple process described in the previous chapter. That matrix sets forward 


objectives, specifies the resources required, and allocates responsibility. Supporting 
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papers give the specific schedules to each. To assess whether holism is occurring, the 


community can compare this year’s plan to those from prior years. Are actions crossing 


into an increasing number of sectors, education, health, agriculture, and cultural heritage? 


In Palin, teaching mothers to stop the spread of cholera led to repairing the town water 


supply, and that in turn led to kitchen gardens, which led to selling vegetables, and that 


led to bamboo and medicinal plant plantations. With the clouded leopard camera-


trapping, success in finding the leopard led to publicity. The article in the September 


2000 National Geographic magazine helped launch a nascent ecotourism industry.  


Iterative Action.  Usually communities experience a mix of success and failure. 


Failure should not be viewed as a problem, for it teaches a lesson and gives the 


opportunity with an iterative mindset on the next try to understand how to get better. 


Iteration, as distinguished from repetition, is change that incrementally improves each 


time. One cycle refines and builds upon the one before. An iterative process is constantly 


adjusting both assessment and action to solutions that are more appropriate. It adapts to 


meet evolving needs.  


Fully formed solutions seldom burst forth. Rather, iterative sequential learning, 


growing out of actions in whichwhere people pay attention to what happened and what 


can be improved, evolves solutions that grow to address complex needs. This concept is 


analogous to the iterative processing of solutions in chaos and complexity theory. 


Relatively simple calculations are repeated over and over, each feeding into the next to 


reveal complex answers. Iteration introduces the idea of making promises that will be 


delivered, but not immediately—what is being delivered each time is a step closer with 


the understanding that while this is happening quality of life is rising. 
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The world has a diversity in variables that is beyond understanding. It is 


extraordinary to think, as Soviet central planners did, that planning can fathom what is 


going on. Why struggle to do the impossible? A better answer, certainly when 


communities have few funds and fewer really skilled people, is to Rrespond by iteration. 


Experimentation and reexperimentation, balances and adjusts. Each time, with iteration, 


congruence between design and action can come closer. Then every so often, remarkably, 


all pieces come together. Iterations that are always tinkering often precipitate paradigm 


shifts. It is astonishing at those times, like being part of an explosion. 


Iteration runs counter to the common demand in development projects to promise 


then measure deliverables. If outcomes are being demanded by a donor or a government, 


while specific measurables could be promised, what will be more effective is to promise 


a constantly reforming, self-correcting process, one that learns from each cycle, adjusts 


according to criteria that make the process stronger not that mandate expected outputs. 


Having said this, we are not unaware that projects must meet outputs. Accountability 


must follow to donors, government, and change agents. This is not an either/or situation. 


What works is nesting priorities in whichwhere mobilization of local energy is the 


objective and external results secondary. A contract can be established between the 


parties wherewhere one side agrees to do one action and the other side agrees to attend to 


its objectives. Iteration allows this to evolve in stages, each time both parties seeing 


whether objectives are being met better than the time before. 


The concept of iteration is natural in farming communitieso. Farming is a process, 


responding with growth to the determinants of the season. It is not the leap of production 


as performed by a machine where known inputs create known outputs—and if they don’t 
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the answer is to fix the broken machine. Social change cannot be contained and as a 


machine. There is a chasm between technology and society; metaphors may be possible 


one to the other, but not operating systems. Communities, though, know that progress 


moves in cycles, a momentum that began before any of their membersnumber was born 


and will continue after they are gone.  


One indicator to track is a record of the iterations the community has made. Keep 


a file of past workplans. They show evidence of the path the community has taken. 


Bringing forward this evidence consolidates and validates, proof of iterative momentum. 


With such proof the community can request resources from outside. When communities 


can show evidence of progress then it is more likely that they will get outside resources; 


resources are seldom given to communities that wait in stagnating need. 


 


Using the Criteria as a Matrix for Self-Evaluation 


Picture the cloud forest where the camera-traps were set. Plants and small animals are 


everywhere, each seeking to optimize their lives within their niches. What makes the 


jungle prosper is that each vine, each beetle, each bird is constantly assessing a myriad of 


variables and adjusting its actions accordingly. A feedback loop keeps each living 


organism circling between assessment and adaptive behavior. From the most small-


minded worm to the clouded leopard, these assessments take but moments and provide 


immediate answers. Answers are simple: where to get more sun, how to avoid being 


eaten. But each answer, though simple, is of utmost importance. With each answer, life is 


advanced. 
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So it is with the assessments communities make, keeping responses simple and 


practical in their system of real-world pressures. Communities need answers that are 


actionable. What is needed is to the answer approximately, nibble on a leaf and taste, then 


get some more if that is the right leaf. Unless a cataclysmic event looms, in which case 


monitoring must shift to a single focus, evidence must be monitoring many variables, 


guiding action, and moving on to monitor in a new balance. Accuracy is usually 


determined not just from answering one issue but the multitude of assessments. This must 


be done by each organism in its uniquely specific way, even if another of the same 


organism is chewing on the leaf immediately beside. No other organism does this for a 


beetle…or a clouded leopard.  


How does a community do this? It would overwhelm most communities to start 


the whole five criteria process at one time. A better course will be to build capacity. The 


first phase might outline major successes in the community; make explicit what exactly is 


the goals ahead, seeking to involve as wide a representation of people as possible. Create 


a map of the community and list the successes. That will show actions that can be 


augmented. The second phase might add demographic detail to the map and could start 


trying out the Key Indicator process. For each criterion all that is needed is one indicator. 


The third phase might focus on the Effective Decisionmaking, beginning the components 


of Causal Analysis, Functional Analysis, and Role Reallocation discussed in the prior 


chapter. Such a progression might require several years. While longer than many would 


desire, it is a progression that produces results from the beginning. And most importantly, 


it produces results that keep improving. 
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There are measurable indicators against which to assess progress. (Without 


measurable indicators, decisions will return to coming from opinions or power.) The 


process is analogous to an animal in the jungle that uses its five senses, lifts its head, 


listening, smelling, looking, always repeating a simple and practical assessment, then, on 


the basis of that measured feedback goes on assessing health, food supply, climate, and 


threats. With the information needed, the animal seeks protection or its afternoon nap. 


These are not foggy subjective perceptions. Judgment capacity increases with each 


application. Perceptions are measurable, coming in through the senses.  


What makes residents of the jungle survive is the dynamics of interaction. Let us 


return to the camera-trap. The camera itself is sophisticated, utilizing complex 


megapixels and computerized software and an infrared trigger, but the use of this 


technology was simplified and taught so that its application became manageable by local 


people who could not read or write. For the camera to be effective it took partnership—


the expert in selecting an appropriate Key Indicator, an instructor to teach how to use the 


technology, and the community in knowing where to use the tool. From this came an 


understanding of the whole, an understanding that a highly complex ecosystem was in 


tact, one that involved a host of species being acted on by massive macro forces. 


Understanding the extraordinarily complex was made possible, an understanding backed 


up with truly solid scientific data. 


One of the most important features for effective evaluation is proximity. Almost 


every potential for error is reduced as analysis is moved closer to the site of action. The 


shorter the distance between the group that makes the decision as to what should be done 


and the group that actually does the action, the higher the likelihood that action will both 
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get done and be on target. Centralized planning, while sometimes very sophisticated, fails 


most often because of the spatial and temporal distance between information, decision, 


and action. Robert Chambers describes this close-to-community approach as “appropriate 


imprecision.” The imprecision becomes appropriate because the implementation lag 


between assessment and action is so short. Self-Evaluation is accurate chiefly because the 


evaluator really knows his or her situation, and knowledge is more determinative than 


impartiality. 


The approach of Self-Evaluation that is brought to communities in SEED melds 


four strands of research: participatory, operations, multidisciplinary, and information 


technologies. It opens the option for all the people in community change to participate; 


they are able to look at operations as they are occurring and to make adjustments. Its 


perspective is sufficiently broad that it includes the diversity of community life. It is so 


simple that what used to require complex mathematics can now often be done with a 


click of a computer mouse or by counting the species of birds in a community. 


Equity, sustainability, holism, interdependence, and iteration; collectively they 


look at the five great challenges of whether change is: bringing the society together, 


allowing momentum of change to be on-going, engaging all the community’s needs, 


iteratively creating a mutually supportive web of relationships, and setting in place where 


whatever happens today, tomorrow will be another step better. They assess from a 


vantage point.  








Chapter 5. Going to Scale: The Interaction of Three Dynamics 
 
Tibet has achieved major conservation success over the last two decades. Starting from a 
situation of very little nature protection and environmental decline, today in Tibet: 


 40 percent of the land area is protected under conservation management. 
 Wild animal population numbers are increasing for endangered species, including 


the snow leopard, Tibetan antelope, red ghoral, and argali sheep. 
 Deforestation rates have decreased by over 80 percent, and large-scale tree 


plantations are being started in fragile river drainages. 
 The use of environmentally friendly solar, geothermal, and hydroelectric 


generated energy is expanding across Tibet. 
 A new conservation-management approach is being developed in which local 


people work in cooperation with government and scientists to create an effective 
conservation partnership.—Robert L Fleming Jr, et al.1 


 


When a project, initiative, or intervention grows beyond its initial parameters and spreads 


its impact across society, it is said to have “gone to scale.” This expansion is the elusive 


goal for most social change efforts; or some would even say it is when a “development 


project” actually becomes “social change.” This process cannot be done to people; their 


participation is essential. Going to scale is most commonly viewed in numerical 


expansion, extension across a region or population, but equally important (and frequently 


neglected) is a qualitative shift, an expansion into the lives of people. It is the 


internalization of change that creates the energy to expand. 


 This chapter uses nature conservation to illustrate the process of taking intentional 


change initiatives to scale. Today, approximately ten percent of Earth’s land area is 


protected in nature preserves, but the reality is that conservation is not having the level of 


impact needed as many species are moving toward extinction, as water, soil, and energy 


reserves are being depleted, and as land, oceans, and air continue to be polluted. Nature 


                                                 
1  Robert L. Fleming Jr., Liu Wulin, and Dorje Tsering, Across the Tibetan Plateau: Ecosystems, 
Wildlife, and Conservation (New York: W.W. Norton, 2007), p. 6. 
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conservation must change its reach and go to planetary scale. The imperative is no longer 


just protecting the wild places; now it is protecting all systems that nurture Life.  


  Until now, the prevalent model of land conservation was to exclude people. The 


oldest formal reserves protected forests for the royal hunt (from Stewart England to 


Mogul India). The modern still follows that paradigm in parks like Yellowstone and 


Yosemite: keep people out so the wildness can flourish “untouched” by humans. That 


model works to save pockets of land, but it cannot be extended to the entire planet. 


Human population growth will add half again as many people as the planet has today 


before it stabilizes at above nine billion. With demand for natural resources certainly 


rising as more people seek evermore, it will be hard with the traditional model even to 


hold on to the ten percent now protected. How then to go to the scale global conservation 


requires? The quality of life on Earth depends on our success with this answer. The 


answer is to involve people as participants.  


For such planetary change, the only resource with both the availability and the 


capacity is human energy and aspirations. This mobilization is much more than big 


numbers. Because of the complexities that quickly develop, the process itself must be 


constantly adjusting, indeed getting better. What will be needed is a great deal of control 


but not from the Top-down through authority, not from the Outside-in through science, 


nor even from the Bottom-up and the participation of people. This chapter illustrates such 


a people-engaged, going to scale approach with two examples: one from one of the most 


human altered environments on Earth, New York City, and the other from one of the 


most pristine environments, the Tibet Autonomous Region of China.  
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Environmental Expansion in New York City 


For an American psyche that views Yellowstone and Yosemite National Parks as the 


model of conservation, New York City is not the place that a more effective approach to 


environmental action would be expected. The example is of interest not only because it 


demonstrates people’s participation, but also because conservation in large urban areas 


will be vital for a human population that by soon after mid-century might have two-thirds 


of its numbers in urban settings.  


Creating protected green space in New York City began as a Top-down concern. 


It began in 1850 as New York City’s leaders woke up to the “swarmingness of 


population” (Walt Whitman’s phrase), seeing the maze of people packed streets. Central 


Park set aside eight hundred fifty-three acres for people to use. That launched dozens of 


other parks. Bryant and Prospect Parks took graveyards for people with unknown 


identities and turned them into public spaces. Silver Lake Park set aside ponds that had 


been used to harvest ice in winter for summer use. Like the commons of New England, 


the parks were not for pristine wilderness but were places where people could feel closer 


to Nature. By 1900, New York was the second largest city in the world with three and a 


half million people, and had in fifty years so “commercialized,” yet in that time had also 


expanded from less than fifty acres of parkland to seven thousand, a one hundred forty 


fold growth. Park expansion did not slow by the continuing bursting economic growth. 


From 1930 to the 1960s, under the forceful leadership of Robert Moses (with plenty of 


controversy from his Top-down style) the parkland of the five boroughs then doubled in 


acreage. Again a premium was on creating outdoor places for people to use, whether 


amusement parks such as Coney Island, expansive public beaches, or “parkways” with 
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green spaces along highway edges. As New York intensified its economic growth, it also 


became distinctive with its high proportion of protected land adjacent to skyscrapers. 


PHOTOGRAPH, NYC CONSERVATION 


The approach of coupling economic growth to environmental protection went 


beyond the city. In the early1800s it was clear that the economic position of New York 


depended on using the Hudson River to reach the cropland of the Midwest; hence the 


Erie Canal. For that the business leaders in the city needed a protected and large water 


source. The Adirondack plateau, the last remnant of largely uncut timber, became the 


canal’s water source, and the Adirondack State Park (the largest protected area in the 


forty-eight states) was created in 1885. Once protected, the Adirondack State Park 


quickly added other ways of including people in its use: a health promotion role for 


tuberculosis sanitoria, then America’s second most prevalent malady, soul-rejuvinating 


wilderness trips, vacation get-aways, and by 1932 and 1980 even the intensive impact of 


the winter Olympic Games.  


Human use was not damaging Nature. A park design had been created that was 


allowing the park to be used at the same time its natural resources were being protected. 


Central in this understanding was always protecting as big an area as possible. The 


Adirondack Park did this by including people who owned half the land, setting 


management strictures on that private land, and then connecting these private tracts with 


more strictly controlled state protected land. From the outset the idea was balance, not 


domination. Today, after ever-increasing diversity of use, (mines, hydroelectric dams, 


constructing ten prisons inside the park, even controlled timber cutting on half the land) 


the wilderness is thriving as once gone wild animals return (including beaver, moose, and 
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maybe even wolves and cougars).2 At the same time the park is a center of economic 


growth for otherwise struggling northern New York State.  


A counterintuitive progression is at work; conservation has been more effective 


the more that people are included. Forty years ago environmental threats had begun, 


rampant tourism, second homes, and commercial utilization. Conservationists wanted to 


lock the park with tighter regulations. Governor Nelson Rockefeller appointed two 


commissions that created fora for people, governments, and commercial interests to battle 


out compromises. A structure resulted without a Top-down superintendent, where two 


state agencies, one hundred and five townships, numerous nonprofit groups, and 


hundreds of businesses had to come together and compromise. The result has been often 


rancorous, but with all interests included, over time a balance resulted among them. The 


Adirondack Park has expanded, not only its boundaries, but also in its impact on the state 


and region. The more people are included, the more effective has been the conservation.3 


Similar progression toward partnership with people is also shown in New York 


City itself. The Top-down approach to conservation that had set aside ten percent of the 


city confronted a huge challenge by 1970. It was no longer able to effectively administer 


all that land with the resources being allocated. Central Park (which is a police precinct 


unto itself) had become the second most dangerous place in the city. People demanded 


more police and improving of the infrastructure, but there was no money. New York City 


in the late 1970s had entered a financial crisis threatening the city with bankruptcy. The 


city’s park budget had plummeted. The crisis prompted a rebirth of the parks. The very 


wealthy residents who lived around Central Park created the Central Park Conservancy, 


                                                 
2  Bill McKibben, Hope, Human and Wild: True Stories of Living Lightly on the Earth (Canada: 
Milkweed Editions, 2007) 
3  Ibid. 
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which they funded themselves, and this was joined by thousands of friends who 


contributed their energies. The Central Park model immediately spread through the five 


boroughs. Park-by-park citizens became groups, raised money and started caring for the 


land, picking up litter, repairing broken facilities. A parallel partnership was engaged 


with businesses. Services that had been performed by government were concessioned off. 


For example, the golf courses, and what in 1978 had been a two million dollar cost 


became a nine million profit in 2007. Today, eighty-five percent of Central Park’s budget 


comes from the community, and that is combined with 33,000/annual hours of volunteer 


labor. 


Not only is a three-way partnership being utilized but also using evidence to 


inform their action people changed their behaviors. In 1984, formal monitoring began. By 


2007 five thousand independent assessments annually were being conducted citywide 


using sixteen criteria. Parkland maintenance rose as a result and replaced policing as the 


number one priority. A Partnership for Parks program across the five boroughs has two 


hundred fifty Friends of the Parks groups, each with its specific park. Citizens are paying 


for benches, greening the streets with flower beds and digging up unused pavement to 


plant trees, as well as starting youth activity programs. One-Stop-Shop (the tree-planting 


program) planted 100,000 trees from 1998-2007, and in 2008 burgeoned to planting 


20,000 trees on April 12, 2008 alone, and has a target to plant a million trees.4  


New York City, home of Wall Street, obviously has a towering preoccupation 


with economic growth, and the island of Manhattan is perhaps the world’s epitome of a 


human-manufactured environment. But the mercantile momentum has realized an 


                                                 
4  All data used in this summary come from official statistics of the New York City Parks 
Department. 
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important lesson. Conservation is part of a rising quality of life. By 2008, total protected 


public lands encompass nearly thirty thousand acres in the five boroughs. There are more 


than one thousand seven hundred official parks, some as small as a few square yards up 


in size to Pelham Bay Park at two thousand seven hundred acres. A movement grows to 


plant grass and shrubbery on the roofs. This city that is one of the most intensely settled 


places on Earth has nearly fifteen percent of its land protected, and the percentage is 


rising. The most densely populated part of the United States has become a migration 


center for birds as they move up and down the crowded East Coast. 


A first lesson from New York City is that if nature conservation is viewed as a 


service provided by government, it is in a very vulnerable position: it flourishes in times 


of prosperity and it will be precarious in times of financial hardship. As money becomes 


scarce parkland, public health services, schools for children, streets free of violence all 


weaken. It is not just a matter of no longer going to scale, the challenge becomes how to 


avoid scaling down. Basing services in budgets makes them hostage to the availability of 


money.  


A lesson is the answer to the first, that wherever scaling up is desired, a people-


based approach maximizes efficiency and effectiveness, and the lesson is not just in 


conservation. If health care is to go to scale it will not be as effective if by professionals 


through providing more health services but by engaging people to adopt new health 


practice in their lives. To break embedded poverty requires opening options for people, 


not more services for the poor. To reach scale in whatever field and wherever it is desired 


requires changing from a mentality of service delivery to people’s participation.  
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Taking Conservation to Scale in Tibet 


The growth of conservation in Tibet (summarized in the epigraph at the top of this 


chapter) may sound extraordinary: forty percent of land area protected, eighty percent of 


deforestation decreased, endangered species such as snow leopard increasing. Nature 


conservation expanded even under the improbable situations of communist party 


controlled Tibet that seemed at first not immediately conducive to participatory action. 


Participatory approaches do not need to be confrontational. The key feature of taking 


conservation to success in Tibet was that it built on initial successes, learned from them, 


and in growing positive levels of trust grew more effective action. When contrasted with 


the confrontational, tedious, money-intensive manner in which conservation commonly 


expands, the extension that occurred in the Tibet Autonomous Region of China in twenty 


years across a region the size of Western Europe seems hard to understand. Especially 


unusual is that it was done at the cost of only approximately three million dollars a year, a 


sum that includes investments by both national and international sources, demonstrating 


how significant impact can scale up at very reasonable cost. What was key was the Seed-


Scale process, growing because of engagement with people and was working within local 


administrative systems. 


 PHOTOGRAPH, NATIONAL PARK AND MT EVEREST 


By the mid-1980s, an environmental crisis was evident across Tibet. 


Mountainsides of forests were being clear-cut. Wildlife was being wantonly killed, at 


times with automatic weapons and grenades, and many species were so threatened that 


international campaigns were underway to protect snow leopard, musk deer, Tibetan 


antelope, Asiatic bear, wild yak, and blacked-neck crane. Proposals were officially being 
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considered to drain lakes, cut more trees, start high-pressure sluice mining for gold—all 


of which would permanently destroy the fragile high-altitude environment. Driving this 


destruction was the pell-mell pace of economic growth in China, as a billion modernizing 


people demanded natural resources. Consequences extended beyond Tibet: one-fifth of 


humanity lives downstream in nine countries along the Yangtze, Mekong, Salween, 


Brahmaputra, Ganges, and Indus Rivers, depending on river flow from the Roof of the 


World for agriculture, energy generation, and transportation. 


The juggernaut of Chinese growth is a microcosm of the global. Bottom-up 


momentum in Tibet appeared to be a pipedream. To make the challenge more difficult, 


centuries of earlier feudal and theocratic rule had left the Tibetan people impoverished, 


illiterate, in poor health, and ill equipped to engage in community mobilization. Roads to 


reach the people were few and often barely motorable by four-wheel-drive. Almost all 


societies have exploited their environments; and ancient Tibet was no exception. 


Achieving Tibet-wide scale in conservation was not a realistic objective. Had the task 


been started with large sums of money using standard methods, the expansion would 


have stopped at much lower impact. But coming to the task with a process that built from 


successes, with partnership, evidence, and behavior change did work.  


In the early 1980s the government had created five tiny nature preserves. That 


gave an opening. In 1985, Daniel proposed to the governments in Lhasa and Beijing a 


massive new preserve surrounding Qomolangma, “Goddess Mother of the Wind” (Mount 


Everest). The valleys to be protected, he suggested, would include an area the size of 


Taiwan (or Denmark for a European comparison). The approach would be to not remove 


people from the area but to include them in the conservation effort. This could occur by 
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including conservation with all aspects of governance, from tiny villages, to counties, to 


the regional Lhasa level. His calculations showed this model would be less expensive and 


more effective. In 1987, a preserve was designated, the Qomolangma Nature Preserve 


(QNP). When its effectiveness was recognized, in 1994 the QNP was elevated to a 


Chinese national treasure, the Qomolangma National Nature Preserve (QNNP). Using 


this model over the next decade, across Tibet a dozen more preserves were created, 


including Changtang, Mankham, the Great Gorge, and the Lhalu Wetlands.  


(A MAP CAN BE INCLUDED HERE)  


While the preserves were being established, an early action at the policy level 


banned sale of wild animal skins and body parts across the Tibet Autonomous Region. 


Local people were still allowed to kill endangered animals—they were just not allowed to 


sell the skins or body parts. It was determined that the major threats to the animals were 


coming from outside markets: snow leopard pelts for fur coats, musk deer pods for 


perfume, the world’s softest underfur from the Tibetan antelope into scarves. To gain the 


partnership, harvesting for people’s personal needs was permitted but for selling was 


prosecuted. 


The focus on success diminished a sense by the parties of feeling threatened or 


coerced. Three-way partnerships engaged all actors. Evidence-based decisions started a 


pattern that prompted further trust in the process as one decision mounted upon other 


successes. Behavior changes aggregated. Government agencies became more 


cooperative. People became allies rather than adversaries. Environmental action went to 


scale. 
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In 1989, when the QNP was established, forests around Qomolangma were being 


cut by uncontrolled, inefficient harvesting; commonly ninety percent of a tree was left on 


the ground. The high slopes were littered with garbage from climbing expeditions, 


abandoned equipment, empty oxygen bottles, even the bodies of dead climbers. Sixty-


five thousand people lived in the preserve, at elevations from 7,000 to 17,000 feet, the 


highest permanent human settlements in the world. Literacy was two percent, and local 


records indicate that more than half of all pregnancies did not survive into adulthood. 


Population growth was forcing people to move onto ever more ecologically fragile land. 


Until the QNP around the world, the principal way conservation projects had attempted to 


respond to community needs was to provide them with services, building schools, clinics, 


and the like. But in such an isolated and amenity poor land as Tibet engaging people in 


this way was impossible as professionals would not work there and financial resources to 


pay them did not exist (a nearly uniform reason why the professional delivery of services 


approach never reaches populations in ways that take change to true scale). 


 The management model that developed pointed people to develop themselves. 


Rather than giving services, the approach was for the community to select a worker (the 


people coined a name Pendeba, which means “a person who benefits the village”). The 


Pendebas would lead the community through changes that they could learn to do while 


teaching them how to access services that communities could not carry out on their own. 


(A more detailed description of this program is given below.) Within this mindset then, 


the people began to see options, how to have healthier lives, how to grow trees around 


their homes, how to make money from tourists who were coming into their area. 
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The second distinguishing feature was to manage all activities through existing 


Tibetan governance systems. Unlike almost every other major protected area in the world 


at that time, the QNP had no separate administration or warden force. Instead, 


conservation management was integrated within the governments of the four counties 


that were designated to be the preserve. This allowed conservation to use that existing 


bureaucracy without having to spend money to set up separate structures. For this to 


work, behaviors of both administrators and villagers had to change. This was achieved 


through a special management bureau that educated county officials and village headmen, 


as well as the Pendebas. 


 The third distinguishing feature was planning at a landscape level covering a large 


area. Before the creation of the QNP, conservation in the Himalaya had protected pockets 


of precious biology. This seemed simpler but was in fact more complicated because each 


pocket needed its own personnel and programs. The QNP was at that time the largest area 


in Asia committed to nature protection. A four-zone mosaic of land-use strategies was 


built. Eight core areas were demarcated for strict protection. Buffer zones allowed use of 


the land as long as natural balances were not disrupted. A third zone was designated for 


sustainable agriculture. Towns constituted a fourth zone for intensive human use where 


disruptive activities could occur, each having environmental management. It was exciting 


to sit among village groups on the Tibetan Plateau and unroll large satellite images of 


their valleys and talk about how to protect the land that they knew so well and were even 


more concerned about than were we. Working across a landscape level gave the planning 


process room for greater flexibility. If one area needed special protection, proposals could 


be made to open up use options in another not-so-special ecologically area. 
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ANOTHER MAP OF THE QNNP/EVEREST REGION COULD BE INSERTED HERE 


 


 When the QNP started it contained one bank; by the time the preserve was 


elevated to national status and became the QNNP, there were five; and by 2007 there 


were seven. Initially none of the three hundred twenty villages had protected water 


supplies; by 2007, sixty-four villages did. The number of schools had risen from five to 


fifty-eight. Human population swelled to eighty-five thousand, partly because of in-


migration to several towns, but also because of dramatic improvement in child survival. 


Family planning use—essential if the land is to be protected in the longer term—had 


increased significantly, as people felt confident that their children would survive. Surveys 


show that today wildlife populations for every species have increased, and in many cases 


doubled, since 1988. The snow leopard population increased fourfold. Timber-cutting, 


the most pressing problem when the preserve was created, was reduced by more than 


three-quarters with most of this cutting licensed under contracts where families and 


villages show local need.  


Stories that pass community-to-community go a long way toward building 


momentum. For example, the garbage left by climbers on Qomolangma was a problem. 


Local people were given jobs by which they took turns going high on the mountain and 


bringing down the litter. To pay the people, the climbers were charged a trash disposal 


fee as they entered the preserve. The licensing agencies for these expeditions (the China 


and Tibetan Mountaineering Associations) at first refused to pay. A guard gate was 


installed. One day an expedition showed up, refused to pay, and attempted to drive 
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though the gate. The villagers knew the source of their garbage clean-up money was at 


stake, and muscular action by villagers surrounded the mountaineering association guide 


and then lectured the bewildered foreign mountaineers about how the association was not 


paying the clean-up fees. The message got through, and the people become even more 


empowered.  


Tibet does not demonstrate full Seed-Scale. It is very weak on Seed, the social 


empowerment aspect, as political conditions make this difficult. Rather, the experience in 


the Tibet Autonomous Region illustrates how the Scale process was used. First, there was 


a focus on success. This nurtured belief that the new approach was feasible; it also 


allowed trust in the partnership to grow. At each opportunity, especially when doubts and 


questions spread, care was taken to find successes even when just one village had 


achieved them. People were congratulated, officials recognized. The United Nations put 


forward the QNNP in 1998 as one of the fifty most outstanding examples of sustainable 


development. Successes were publicized in the other countries so the people received 


“face”.5 Educational travel seemed an expensive incentive but it proved especially cost-


effective, because it introduced people to new insights, and, equally importantly, it gave 


time for Future Generations staff to spend hours talking in a relaxed atmosphere with 


individuals who previously had not understood key concepts. 


Second, regarding the three-way partnership, the Top-down and Outside-in had 


initiated the action. Their objective was to engage the Bottom-up. Achieving that required 


                                                 
5  The environmental movement worldwide has a tendency to publicize problems. Unfortunately, 
while this approach may help fundraising and legal action, it creates the sense of a battle to defend the 
planet from people—and that, naturally, alienates the people who most need to be convinced. What the 
movement did in Tibet, at the beginning when the situation was dire, was to create a positive outlook, to 
engage people as partners using positive publicity, showing what was possible not what was being 
threatened. 
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many years of careful effort, much of it conducted by dusty Land Cruiser drives through 


remote areas, (including years of persistent pushing by a American-Chinese expert Chun-


Wuei Su Chien who cajoled all parties into participation). Villagers had centuries of 


oppression behind them; they had learned to stay far away from antagonistic partnerships. 


Bottom-up mobilization happens incrementally, learning nonconfrontational, yet 


effective ways to challenge each other and at the same time work together. 


Third, proposals were argued based on local evidence rather than expert opinion 


or powerful people bringing in distant agendas. Directives from on-high could have 


gotten the projects implemented on paper and perhaps even in some places. But a lot of 


effort went into taking officials out to have them see what was happening. Officials 


usually started out very suspicious; the ideas seemed strange of conservation and 


development coupled together. The ideas of having people do the work also required 


proof. Officials had built their careers by learning to anticipate and voice “correct 


opinions.” With time, though, the Top-down increasingly saw its role as an enabler, a 


view constantly reinforced by external praise, which gives face.  


 PHOTOGRAPH, NEGOTIATING SESSIONS WITH TIBETAN LEADERS 


 


The Concept of Going to Scale 


In Seed-Scale, going to scale means improving life patterns so social momentum, or as 


W. W. Rostow puts it, “takes off.” Such a self-assembling, self-transforming use of the 


term going to scale differs from the now common use where going to scale means just 


getting larger in size. In Seed-Scale, going to scale becomes its own driving force, 
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expanding, but also adapting to grow more effective. Going to scale is expansion both in 


size and in refinement of the process itself as it improves quality.  


Today more and more people expect an ever-rising quality of life and are willing 


to work to achieve it. As they experience improvement, they aspire higher. Whether 


termed the “dialectic of desire” by philosophers or the “revolution of rising expectations” 


by development professionals, the concept is much the same—each satisfied desire leads 


to another, ultimate satisfaction is impossible. Some might argue that this is depressing, a 


never-ending and futile quest that drives up consumption (and rising consumption is the 


root of many problems), but this desire for a steadily-rising quality of life can be turned 


into a positive dynamic. Recognizing the success of the few brings others to join. Rising 


aspirations can create a feedback loop becoming the seed that encourages further action. 


This synergistic process drives going to scale.  


This revolution of rising expectations is not something a community can be told 


to do; nor is it something that can be given, bought, or coerced. It rises precisely because 


control has been relinquished to the partnership—and it is important to recognize that it is 


the partnership, not the community alone, not led by government direction. As the growth 


occurs the partnership becomes part of a larger global community, it loses some control 


as part of the larger dynamics. This larger participation is the aspect of globalization that 


is constructive. The lesson here is the degree to which the shift lies in learning to utilize 


present conditions.  


 


The Structure of SCALE 
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SCALE as an acronym means Systems for Communities to Adapt Learning and Expand. 


Systems are being proposed, communities are changing in the dual aspects of adaptive 


learning (qualitative change) and expansion (quantitative growth). In this are three 


dynamics: SCALE One, SCALE Squared, and SCALE Cubed. Each of these is also an 


acronym. SCALE One is the expansion in numbers across a region. SCALE Squared is 


growth in quality of life as one change prompts adaptation and adoption of further 


changes. And SCALE Cubed is the support by wider policies, financing, and information 


that enable SCALE One and Squared to grow. Using similar acronyms is intentional 


(albeit admittedly confusing)—emphasizing that going to scale means different things 


depending on what is being emphasized and all are valid. But more importantly these 


three dynamics are simultaneous but different views within a single process. Societal 


change is complicated, possibly the most complicated process people engage in, and until 


now there has been a tendency to view our multifaceted change as simple “growth.” To 


manage it, that growth must be taken apart, and SCALE does so in functional terms. 


These are not stages through which projects move6; rather, they are functions, 


they are dynamics that describe interrelated aspects of social and economic development. 


Social change looks different depending on where it is viewed from. (If an observer is 


inside a process going forward it looks very different than if he is outside the process 


going past, or if she is watching the process come straight toward her. In all instances the 


process may be moving at the same speed and direction. Hence the appropriateness of 


one name with three meanings.) 


 


                                                 
6  In earlier writing we suggested that the three dynamics of Scale are stages but now we realize 
these to be simultaneous dynamics. Daniel Taylor-Ide and Carl E. Taylor, Community-based Sustainable 
Human Development—Going to Scale with Self-Reliant Social Development (New York: UNICEF, 1995). 
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SCALE One (Stimulating Community Awareness, Learning, and Energy): 


Change in Communities Occurs as People Participate 


SCALE One expansion is in numbers of people.7 An intervention is introduced in one or 


more places, and more people adopt it. The more enabling are policies, financing, and 


access to information, the greater is the number of communities or people who become 


involved. Expansion can either occur additively, community to community (1, 2, 3…12, 


13, 14…), or it can explode exponentially (2, 4, 8…64, 128, 256…). What is growing is 


numbers of participants. Seed-Scale advocates such growth through community 


empowerment, but for Scale One growth this need not be the case; expanding numbers of 


participants can also result from coercion or co-opting participation through incentives.  


In Tibet, to stimulate change at the village level a new type of worker was 


created, Pendeba. When we began to train Pendebas in 1994, a class of two dozen faced 


Carl, who was leading their training, individuals selected by their villages because of a 


vague promise that they would learn about how to help their village. Several of the 


Pendebas were still in their teens and most had never been away from their villages. A 


few were in their forties, former “barefoot doctors” from the commune days who had for 


decades been diligently providing medical care in their townships. Because there were far 


fewer literate women then in Tibet, only about a quarter of that first group were women. 


Some students were so timid that when Carl spoke to them, they literally crouched behind 


their desks.  


                                                 
7  In earlier writing the acronym used for SCALE One was Selecting Communities As Learning 
Examples. This acronym, which emphasized the learning that was occurring in community extension, 
caused some confusion, as it suggested that SCALE One is a process of “each community teaches another 
community.” The SCALE One dimension does involve community-based extension, but the acronym is 
more descriptive if it emphasizes the expansion of awareness, learning, and energy in this extension. 
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The Pendebas first needed to feel confident that they could make an impact when 


they returned home. They needed specific skills to start delivering real change in their 


villages. With that, the feedback loop of empowerment could engage the Seed-Scale 


process. Primary health care provides a point of entry that delivers such quick results 


with small amounts of money.  


Carl asked the former barefoot doctors to tell about illnesses they had cared for. 


He then talked about alternative ways of caring for these problems. Then findings were 


presented from the first health survey that had been done in rural Tibet that he had led 


two years earlier.8 After ten days, the twenty-five students went to Tsakor Township 


where the earlier health survey had been done. That survey had taken two weeks to cover 


three villages using international professionals. The Pendeba trainees surveyed the three 


villages in one day and completed nine villages in three days. Back in the classroom 


working groups totaled the numbers and found for themselves that the problems were the 


diarrhea, pneumonia, and malnutrition, confirming the data identified earlier by the 


international team. The class enthusiastically turned to learning what they could do to 


prevent the problems.  


The home-based oral rehydration solution that they learned was measuring two 


matchboxes of roasted barley flour and half a beer-bottle cap of salt into one beer bottle 


of boiled water. Lacking watches, they learned how to determine whether a young child 


had pneumonia that required antibiotic treatment by making a string pendulum with a 


rock weighted on its end (length of the string, which determines speed at which it swings, 


varies with age of child) to assess if the child was breathing rapidly enough to suggest 


                                                 
8  Carl E. Taylor, et al., “Health Survey of Tibetan Villages North of Mount Everest,” National 
Geographic Research and Exploration 8, (1992): 372-77. 
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pneumonia. Two years later in the annual repeat training Carl went around the room to 


learn if conditions in their villages had changed. He discovered that the number of babies 


who had died from diarrhea now averaged only two per village rather than the five or six 


that had been based on the earlier rates. They also reported fewer deaths from pneumonia. 


(Because of political limitations systematic, adequate sample size measurements were 


impossible.) The Pendebas, though, had their village level numbers and were able to 


point out the deaths before and after the home-based treatments had begun. This caused 


trust in the Pendebas to grow, so their advice on other subjects, such as conservation, also 


gained credibility. 


In 1998, a different problem arose during the annual training. High officials from 


the four counties came into the training workshop saying there was a problem. Carl 


assumed he was about to be invited to leave Tibet. However, it turned out that the eighty-


seven Pendebas who had by then been trained were the problem. Spreading reports of 


their effectiveness had created expectations across the whole QNNP. More than two 


hundred villages wanted a Pendeba immediately. The officials had calculated that at the 


rate expansion was going with training and supervision reaching two hundred Pendebas 


would take six years. The officials insisted the program expand to all villages that 


summer. An abrupt revision of training was designed with the best of the trained 


Pendebas becoming trainers working in each of the four counties. Two years later two 


hundred villages in the QNNP had a Pendeba. However, as often happens with this aspect 


of going to scale, expansion had outstripped quality control.  


This spurt in numbers of Pendebas is an example of SCALE One growth. An idea 


was introduced. Word spread. Villagers voiced demand to their officials, and the officials 
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took action. It was grassroots mobilization Tibet-style. But with that growth quality went 


down in distressing ways prompting debate about how health standards could be balanced 


by the political realities of China. In addition, the people wanted more than better health. 


Pendebas were supposed to “benefit the village,” and the definition of “benefit” was 


rapidly changing. It was time to introduce the SCALE Squared dynamic. 


 


SCALE Squared (Self-help Centers for Action Learning and Experimentation): 


Quality of Life Changes through Outside-in Learning and Experimentation 


SCALE Squared is the part of the process that focuses on learning and experimentation to 


raise the quality of life. SCALE Squared provides methods for sequencing the way in 


which the community adapts and incorporates ideas to fit their circumstances. Measuring 


this is not as simple as counting numbers as with SCALE One.  


SCALE Squared looks for change in the quality of life. In the QNNP, when the 


rising quality of services stalled because of the forced expansion in numbers, people’s 


aspirations caused them to look for other options: planting trees, solar cookers, marketing 


medicinal plants, promoting health of sheep and yaks, installing window glass in homes, 


plastic pipes for water systems. Expanded Pendeba training was important here. They did 


not know specifics about these new subjects, but they viewed themselves as workers 


whose purpose was to benefit the village. Pendebas started to make connections since 


they were working for, hence accountable to, their villages rather than the health or 


agriculture or other government service. Such allegiance caused community participation 


to grow, which would not have happened if they had been working in a formal program. 


Loyalty was to their people.  
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SCALE One expansion occurred community to community as each village 


wanted its Pendeba. But with SCALE Squared, expansion was more complicated since 


the information needed to adapt to local conditions then transfer through learning (action 


learning and experimentation).  


A center is usually not a building but a cluster of communities that representatives 


from other communities can visit. Maybe it will have classrooms and organizes its 


experiments so lessons are easily understood, but the centers need not have physical 


structure or organized curriculum. It is important to have people who can explain what is 


going on in their communities, ideally community members who know how to teach. It is 


best if the Top-down partner formalizes and finances these centers. Communities 


themselves cannot be expected to support from local resources a learning center for 


others. For the QNNP, a large SCALE Squared center was constructed with outside 


funding. After it was opened, the team realized that while the building had traditional 


Tibetan design with updated modern comforts (and was hence appealing to the outsiders), 


it was uncomfortable for the villagers. Teaching villagers required a village setting. So, 


despite the half million dollars which had been invested, a simpler facility was built. The 


first facility was converted into offices and a hotel. 


Over time, a particular SCALE Squared Center may decline in effectiveness since 


they are communities that originally moved out in front and were leading change. They 


lead only so long as their members want to, and, as is typical with any leadership and 


innovation, the front always moves on. Other communities may become more suited to 


lead in the larger society. 
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As with most aspects of the Seed-Scale process, there are nested features, raising 


the possibility of SCALE Squared Centers within SCALE Squared Centers. For example, 


Tibet as a whole could be viewed as a demonstration for the world of synergistic nature 


conservation and development. In the QNNP the training center in the town of Shegar 


serves this function. At the micro level, in each village the Pendeba is where villagers 


look for new ideas.  


 


SCALE Cubed (Synthesis of Collaboration, Adaptive Learning, and Extension): 


Policies, Financing, Values: Supporting Community Action 


SCALE Cubed creates the enabling environment in which SCALE One (numerical 


expansion) and SCALE Squared (change in the quality of life) happen. 9 The more 


enabling the SCALE Cubed environment, the more synergistic the interaction between 


SCALE One and Squared. A colleague, Traci Hickson, offers a simple contrasting 


framework that distinguishes the foci of each, though these being social phenomena, 


there is considerable overlap among them.  


SCALE One  SCALE Squared 
  Quantity  Quality of life 
  Size   Substance 
  Extension of an Idea Local Adaptation 
  Outward Growth Internal Transformation 
 


Change radiates out from places that have become innovators. People seldom 


copy an innovation directly; instead, they reshape the new idea to fit local circumstances. 


In nature also when species adapt to ecological niches thereby becoming better able to 


                                                 
9  In earlier writing the SCALE Cubed acronym stood for Systems for Collaboration, Adaptive 
Learning, and Extension, suggesting that these were separate actions. SCALE Cubed should more 
accurately suggest the synthesis of these functions.  
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expand in that niche. This is the way innovation proceeds in the arts. But this differs 


greatly from engineering assembly methods in which people take a blueprint and 


replicate it. This also differs from the command/control approach. 


SCALE Cubed is where development professionals usually find their role. They 


pass laws, allocate budgets, implement services in health, education, infrastructure 


creation, and influence financing mechanisms, governments, religious systems, big 


business, multinational nonprofits, academia, United Nations agencies, and international 


“think tanks.” These organizations shape social capital, and, in the broadest use of the 


term, governance. At one end of this spectrum people are controlled, and at the other end, 


when the systems of collaboration, adaptive learning, and extension become enabling, the 


partners (and particularly the people) become empowered.  


Empowerment is not essential to go to scale, as SCALE Cubed makes clear. 


People who are controlled (as in a dictatorship) can make large-scale change, as has been 


done in modern China. People who are offered monetary or service incentives can also be 


co-opted into the social change process. Whether empowered or controlled, people 


always work in modern societies within Top-down frameworks of financing, regulations, 


information and accessing government services—and it is essential to work within these 


if scale-level impact is desired. 


SCALE Cubed synthesizes three functions: collaboration, adaptive learning, and 


extension. This synthesis is managed by adjusting policies, financing, knowledge, and 


values. 


The role of collaboration. In keeping with the Second Law of Thermodynamics 


(energy spontaneously flows from being concentrated to being diffuse), the scattering 
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energies in a community need a framework to compensate for the tendency of people to 


focus on personal interests. Factions need to be bridged, not only between community 


interest groups but also between NGOs and government services. Particularly difficult is 


persuading officials and change agents to balance notions of personal professionalism. 


People who have extensive training and expertise in a particular area may have difficulty 


stepping outside the dictates of their own particular field. (Recognizing this barrier from 


leadership already in-place, we sometimes ascribe the SCALE Cubed acronym as 


Stimulating Change of Attitudes in Leaders and Experts, or at other times, Strengthening 


Capacity Among Leaders and Experts.)  


Incentives coupled to disincentives. The Gama Valley of the QNNP was declared 


“the most beautiful valley in the world,” a designation given in 1921 by the first British 


expedition to visit Mt. Everest. The Gama is spectacular: three of the world’s five highest 


mountains circle the valley, and on the valley floor are lush forests and above them alpine 


meadows with herds of wild blue sheep. The valley was set aside for strict protection, but 


with the tempting forests to cut, in 1990 as the QNP was taking shape Daniel found that 


the people were sneaking in and taking the timbers despite the logging ban. An incentive 


was offered. The villagers wanted electricity, and in return for that they promised they 


would not cut the trees. The bargain stipulated that if cutting started again, electricity 


power to all homes would be cut off. Three years later, trees were again being cut. But 


after a month of dark nights, the villagers brought the few lumberjacks into line. 


Like the electricity that went to all the homes, incentives should benefit everyone. 


When they do, the whole community can be called upon to take on the task of regulation. 


Often, though, incentives are restricted to the leaders or to the entrepreneurial. This splits 
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a community. Loan programs, for example, are more effective in building community 


participation if enough funding provides options for most of the people. Every 


community has its pioneers, entrepreneurs, and social deviants. These people are 


important, but generally they do not need special encouragement. (In this, Seed-Scale 


disagrees with a school of social change that says the social entrepreneurs need to be 


singled out for special support.) To go to scale in a manner that lifts the whole 


community, support should be provided for followers rather than the pathmakers. Pilot 


projects become pilots only when others follow.10  


Donor prescriptions (so much for the poor, so much for gender parity) are another 


option to promote collaboration or reduce discrimination. Doing so requires delicate 


balance. Prescriptions may achieve short-term priorities, but they become 


counterproductive when they depress community energy. As was true in providing 


electricity to the village in return for protecting the forests, prescriptions are most 


effective when no false effort is made to camouflage the outside priority. Such a deal can 


be stated in a clear, contractual form. Be explicit, and then it is easier to act when the 


disincentives are being applied.  


Collaboration can be fostered by festivals, sports competitions, concerts, and 


workshops. Events repeated annually strengthen community cohesion. They can be 


platforms for education where the people learn new options. (Politicians and officials like 


                                                 
10  Much can be learned from examining the experience of Bangladesh. While the microcredit 
programs of Grameen Bank and BRAC are large and well known, other, smaller adaptations of these 
models are also evolving. Particularly interesting are the evaluations of the impacts. The findings seem to 
agree that microcredit most successfully transforms poverty when linked to promoting collective behavior 
changes not when focusing on advancing the entrepreneurial individuals who use the help to leave the 
community. 
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to attend such events giving a side benefit beyond collaboration as these leaders may then 


reciprocate for the public exposure by announcing an expansion of government services).  


The role of adaptive learning. Adaptive learning occurs when communities bring 


in outside information to make decisions, growing from the two components of SEED 


(Self-Evaluation and Effective Decisionmaking) that combine community needs and 


resources with agreed-upon and achievable action. It makes the enabling context relevant 


by giving communities a chance to copy options that were successful in circumstances 


similar to their own. While adaptive learning is usually done by Outside-in change agents 


and works better when it occurs within Top-down support of policies and financing. 


Fostering collaboration in Tibet was comparatively easy since the government had 


power and could issue decrees. Adaptive learning, however, was difficult. Tibet had 


lower-than-normal education, health, transportation, and economic bases on which to 


build. Added to this was its isolation, first for centuries under the Dalai Lama and then 


the Communist regime. In addition were environmental barriers from the mountains, 


extreme cold, one-third less oxygen than sea-level, and a largely desert environment. The 


QNNP led the process, and within the QNNP Dingri County assumed a prominent role. 


Partly because Qomolangma, (Everest) is in Dingri County, two training centers were 


constructed there.  


PHOTO, ACTION LEARNING IN QNNP 


This adaptive learning process had a natural diffusion of ideas: people were taken 


to new places, shown ideas that worked, and assisted to adapt the ideas back home. The 


same process was happening to tourists who were coming by the tens of thousands each 


year “to see the highest mountain in the world.” They took home stories of wonderful 
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lives, clean villages (not the squalor that existed in 1985). If sick, the tourists sometimes 


went to the local Pendeba and were stunned to find the quality of care they received. 


Most tourists were not aware that they were seeing a transformed Tibet where the homes 


now had healthy children, schools in the villages, and that the wild animals and the trees 


on the slopes were the result of changes recently made.  


The role of extension. The extension of nature conservation in Tibet is 


extraordinary, from less than one percent to over forty percent of the land area in twenty 


years, with momentum likely to take protection even further. Populations of wildlife 


species have increased, including endangered species such as snow leopard, Tibetan 


antelope, and wild yak. Controls are on deforestation, and over a million hectares of new 


trees have been planted. But these achievements represent only numerical extension.  


To extend conservation into the lives of the people, the concept of managing 


through county administration was modified as each preserve was started: NamTso, 


Mankham, Changtang, Four Great Rivers, Lhalu Wetlands, the Tsangpo Crane Preserve, 


thirteen protected areas in all. The regional government provided the basic structure; then 


local governments adjusted the design. Adaptive extension might seem surprising in a 


place ruled by a single-party government with little voice from the people. More 


probable, would be that the Tibet Forestry Department would administer the parks with 


wardens. But adaptation of ideas was underway, and as Tibetans traveled to other 


countries they compared strengths and weaknesses, keeping in mind their environment 


and financial resources. Hu Jintao, then Party Secretary of Tibet (and twenty years later 


President of China) advised and facilitated this process. As one project followed another 


the model of getting people to change their behavior, but not policing them, evolved. 
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Establishing the two largest protected areas illustrates how the adaptation 


occurred. Each of these two is more than ten times the size of the QNNP. In northern 


Tibet, the Changtang National Nature Preserve is seventy-four million acres (the size of 


Italy), a land of rolling high savanna and mountain tundra ranging in altitude from fifteen 


thousand to twenty thousand feet, with half the oxygen found at sea level. In terms of life 


support systems, this land is halfway to outer space. Each step at that altitude is labored, 


sucking on empty air. But the lack of air makes the scenery sparkle and colors vivid. The 


land seems to come alive with this color, even the sands, and the scenes of great herds of 


animals are hard to believe. Wild yak, an animal once on the verge of extinction, are now 


in substantial herds, as well as other animals whose very existence only a few years ago 


was in question, Tibetan antelope, blue bear, blue sheep, snow leopard, argali sheep, 


wolf, Tibetan gazelle, wild ass. Originally, leadership for the Changtang Preserve came 


from a partnership between a Tibetan official, A’Bu; a Chinese zoologist, Liu Wulin; and 


an American zoologist, George Schaller. But now it is the nomadic people who are 


watching the steppe each day.  


The second mammoth initiative was Four Great Rivers in southeastern Tibet, with 


forty-six million acres, an area larger than England and Wales. The four rivers are the 


upper Yangtze, Mekong, Salween, and Tsangpo/Brahmaputra. Their deep gorges 


constitute the most rumpled geography on the planet. With an altitude difference of 


25,000 feet from top to bottom, the Tsangpo/Brahmaputra gorge is four times deeper than 


the United States’ Grand Canyon. The valleys contain one-seventh of the timber of 


China, and their forests provide a wealth of unique species, including clouded leopard, 


high-altitude tiger, takin, both red and gray ghorals, serow, snub-nosed monkey, and red 
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panda. The megabiodiversity results from the altitude span of the gorges: valley bottoms 


are tropics or subtropics, and as slopes ascend, biology moves through temperate, alpine, 


and arctic habitats. While conducting fieldwork here, one day Daniel tripped on a vine, 


tumbled onto the jungle floor only to scare out of the bush a green mountain pit viper. 


Later that day, after a strenuous climb, the subtropical jungles were far below, and he was 


studying the Tibetan blue poppy that lives in the high tundra slopes above tree line. The 


valleys provide in one locale much of the ecological diversity of Asia.  


Creating the Changtang preserve was easier than creating Four Great Rivers. The 


Changtang, because of its high altitude, contains only two thousand people scattered in 


family encampments, whereas Four Great Rivers contains eight hundred thousand people 


jammed in towns and fields along the deep gorges. As always, managing people is the 


challenging aspect in conservation, far harder than endangered species. In the Changtang, 


the need was to get people to stop killing the animals; in Four Great Rivers, it was to get 


them to stop clear-cutting forests. Both preserves utilized the model from the QNNP of 


engaging the people. Four Great Rivers trained Pendebas in sanitation and infectious 


disease; in the Changtang, people wanted Pendebas to have veterinary skills to protect 


their herds of sheep and goats.  


 


Utilizing the Dimensions of SCALE to Monitor Change 


Going to scale often experiences moments when the momentum seems to shift radically. 


Until those moments of shifting, action felt like an uphill struggle, but suddenly it tips 


and feels like a downhill race as more people join one after another. 
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A first tipping point in conservation toward people occurred in 1982 at the World 


National Parks Congress in Bali Indonesia. A surge of experiments followed, of which 


the QNNP was the first to show that partnership with people could be implemented at 


very large scale using existing administrative systems. Other demonstrations have further 


advanced this understanding worldwide.11 Now a second tipping point seems to be 


underway. Awareness gathers that a global environmental crisis threatens the planet and 


that macro action is needed. Conservation is no longer a concern only of conservationists; 


it is now imperative for all people, from the concrete heart of New York City to the 


nomads’ tents on the Tibetan plateau. 


SCALE shows how the distinctive views from the Bottom-up, Outside-in, or Top-


down are each speaking from a different but equally valid perspective. With a shared 


language it is possible to create shared action. The broken water pipes in Palin were 


another example of how communities view things differently from officials. To the 


government they were a budgetary problem. Health workers saw them as the cause of 


cholera. The people viewed them as a free-for-all water supply, having learned to cut into 


them and make do with the leaks. Then, with outside help, the people understood the 


reality and their perspective changed: they saw the pipes from the perspective as a danger 


for their children, and that motivated them to shift the government’s perspective to the 


same view. 


But SCALE does more than bring together different views. SCALE makes it 


possible to assess community change at one point in time, to “measure” these dynamics 


and compare them. When it is possible to measure a wide diversity of variables and at 


different points of time, then it is possible to measure social change. Until now, the 
                                                 
11  One constantly updated site on these examples is www.localconservation.com 
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measurement of social change has been sector by sector; for example, economic growth, 


education levels, or health status. Social change was not being measured but rather its 


pieces. A beginning is being made to connect change in underlying indicators and to 


connect these to changes in government policy and to follow aggregated indicators over 


time.  


This is done by using SCALE One, Squared, and Cubed as dimensions on a 


graph. For example, SCALE One as the y axis, the number (or perhaps the percentage) of 


people participating at a particular moment in the change. SCALE Squared can be the x 


axis, the quality of life that the community has at that particular moment (how to measure 


this is defined below). SCALE Cubed is the z axis, the social environment (defined also 


below). Assigning a value to each of these specifies how many people in a community 


have what quality of life within the enabling conditions provided by the society at any 


point in time. At a later moment, calculating three new values will show how the 


community has evolved. Used in this way, SCALE One, Squared, and Cubed can create a 


map of a community’s journey toward the change it seeks.  


Over the last century a number of proposals have been advanced to measure 


social progress, Gross National Product, Gross Domestic Product, the Human 


Development Index, Genuine Progress Indicator, and the like. Each of these collapses 


very different perspectives into proxy assessments of qualitative change. In addition they 


omit including an assessment of the societal enabling environment. Moreover, while 


perhaps useful at the macro level, these same indicators are not useful at the community 


level. (In this discussion we prefer the word assessment for this monitoring rather than 
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measurement because the phenomena are still a long way from being able to be 


measured.)  


 


INSERT SAMPLE GRAPH 


 


SCALE One, the y axis, measures quantity of people involved, and can either be 


the numbers of people in one Local Coordinating Committee or the population of 


multiple Local Coordinating Committees. In Seed-Scale projects typically a household 


survey is conducted (part of Task Four of the Seven Tasks), and the population from 


households interviewed would be the number that could be used. Another option is from 


municipal records, or it could be some other survey that is regularly repeated that shows 


how many are participating in the change process.  


SCALE Squared is the x axis, the dimension that measures what is being counted, 


in this case the quality of life. Assessing quality of life presents challenges as to what 


should be included and how to measure these, and there has been great debate over this, 


with the most common indicator (Gross Domestic Product) being criticized because it 


looks at only economic activity. Increasingly, the Human Development Index (HDI) is 


being used at national level. It combines three variables giving them equal weight: life 


expectancy, ability to utilize information, and standard of living as measured by 


economic status. Seed-Scale modifies the HDI for community use and this is outlined in 


the footnote.12  


                                                 
12  Life expectancy can crudely at the community level be approximated by a question on the 
household survey where ages are obtained for each person in the sampling unit. The ages are summed then 
divided by the number of people in the survey. Ability to utilize information in the HDI is calculated by 
giving a two-thirds weight to literacy and a one-third weight to school enrollment. For community level 
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SCALE Cubed is the z axis, the policies, financing, and information systems that 


create the enabling environment. Unlike SCALE One and Squared that need to be 


calculated for each locale, SCALE Cubed is determined by regional, national, and state 


systems. To assess this, the Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) of the World Bank 


provide a set of indicators that combine six critical variables for effective social change 


(voice and accountability, political stability and lack of violence, government 


effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of law, and control of corruption).13 A tool to 


assess financing availability at the community level is not yet evolved, although w


underway with the World Bank’s Household Financial Access .


ork is 


                                                                                                                                                


14 In the interim, an 


interesting proxy is to use the Gini Index that calculates financial disparities between rich 


and poor.15 A tool to assess information systems has many challenges. However, with the 


advent of the Information Age, one variable of growing validity is to focus on Internet 


access as the Internet has the greatest potential of a modern information tool to open 


 
utilization the literacy rate can be approximated by implementing UNESCO’s definition of literacy 
“literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret using printed materials” simplified to a question on 
the household survey as to the number in the household who can read, understand, and take action on 
material in a local newspaper. School enrollment can be calculated by adding up the numbers of children 
enrolled in primary and secondary school and dividing that number by the total number of school age 
children. Standard of living in the HDI is a logarithm of the Gross Domestic Product and the Purchasing 
Power Parity. Getting information to calculate that at the community level is impossibly difficult and no 
accessible set of data appears to exist that can be adapted. Until such evolves, we are using the national 
average GDP index used in calculating the national HDI. Aside from the regrettable use of a national 
average being applied to the community level, the GDP also is not measuring key variables such as 
volunteerism, environmental damage, or prevalence of leisure time amid social change. This is the weakest 
part of this assessment procedure at this time, and we are following experiments now underway to find 
accurate assessments of community level economic activity. Still, despite this weakness, a numerical way 
of assessing the quality of life is possible, and this gives significant advantage over current practice of 
either telling stories or giving sector-by-sector measures. 
13  To find the WGI for a particular country, consult 
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi2007/sc_country.asp 
14  See http://go.worldbank.org/ARGZ333710 
15  In using this index the assumption being made here is that countries low in their Gini Index 
probably have restricted access to financial opportunities for their non-wealthy members. 
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options for people.16 Lending themselves nicely to be aggregated, each of the above 


indices is measured on a zero to one scale. To find an aggregate for the z axis scale we 


propose the WGI be weighted at one half, and the Gini Index at one-quarter, and the DOI 


at one quarter. This aggregated number then is applied to the z axis to define the scope of 


the enabling environment.  


Collectively, these give coordinates that define in a manner more comprehensive 


than presently any other option the socio-economic sphere of for a community at a point 


of time. Using the term socio-economic sphere here opens a useful analog. It creates a 


parallel to that of latitude, longitude, and altitude that measure physical location on the 


planet. Any place from the center of the Earth outward can be located using the numbers 


of latitude, longitude, and altitude. If an object moves to another place, three different 


numbers locate the new position. In a similar manner, a community can use its numerical, 


quality of life, and larger enabling environment changes to track its movement through 


the socio-economic sphere. 


The movement of our changing lives is not linear—people do not aspire to life 


goals along one single line. In the world of life, as we achieve one goal usually our next 


goal not only moves farther ahead along that line but also turns in a new direction to 


adopt new goals, for example from monetary gain to desiring physical pleasure, then 


tiring of that to power, then perhaps to art. Until now, defining this movement has been 


possible only through language and artistic expression. Perhaps using the SCALE 


framework the human socioeconomic sphere can be numerically represented so 


                                                 
16 To assess that, UNESCO’s Digital Opportunity Index (DOI) balances information 
utilization/usage & quality, infrastructure/network & device, and opportunity/affordability & accessibility, 
for the one hundred eighty major global economies. 
(http://www.itu.int/osg/spu/publications/worldinformationsociety/2006/) 
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communities can see their progress and progress of one can be positioned vis a vis one 


another. And while these crude numbers lack the nuanced depth of poetry, perhaps they 


give a way to begin to measure the richness of our lives.  


Against this background of SCALE it is useful to return to Seed—the idea of 


mobilizing community energy. Social change is never actually started—the process is 


always under way. SCALE helps direct that perpetual change. Seed-Scale as a dyad 


separates the always-developing process into the initial activity when energy begins to 


grow, Seed. SCALE describes the process by which that energy expands, growing both in 


size and in qualitative change—and as these two occur, the two prompt further growth to 


scale.  


 


Lessons from the Roof of the World 


Conservation is perhaps the most needed of all sectors that must go to scale globally. It 


must expand in quantity—protecting the whole planet not just certain pockets—and we 


must discover more effective ways to improve the quality of our conservation for that 


will then drive the expansion so urgently needed if the planet is to survive the 


consumptive hunger that until now was the mistaken premise of quality of life.  


PHOTO, WILD YAK HERD SHOWING REGENERATION OF YOUNG 


For this grand task, our ability to take action will grow through the utilization of 


human energy. For, in the wholeness of life is not merely a reservoir of “natural 


resources” but also the spiritual resources that propel us to press forward. Tibet offers a 


distinctive vantage on this. In protection of the great places of Tibet can be found the 


special beauty we three authors have shared, such as watching a sunrise pink on the 
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shoulders of Qomolangma or watching through our binoculars magnificent wild yaks 


graze, beasts one ton in weight with majestic wooly capes romping over the steppe. But 


equally, the Roof of the World is a metaphor—for under what encompasses all of the 


planet must be now found a planetary solution. Saving ten percent may protect the rarest 


of species, but it will not guarantee the future that we all seek. 


To preserve the planet is not to stop modernization’s growth—economics is 


correct that policies must promote constant growth—but the redirection has to change 


heading while still going forward. Quantitative growth must continue opening 


opportunities for more as qualitative redirection absolutely shifts the way we are going. 


The key is linking these two dynamics. Doing this will be an iterative process. We do not 


yet know the new direction that will result. What we know is the direction in which we 


need to shift. It will be toward greater equity, will engage holistic transformation, and it 


will strengthen our interdependencies globally. And by doing so we will move toward 


sustainability though we will never completely get there. 


This is the task we must now bring into our lives, whether New York City that is 


at the center of the world’s commerce or Tibet that is at its fringes. We are one socio-


economic sphere that must integrate with the natural that was given to us three million 


years when we came to be wise humans, Homo sapiens. While it is possible still to draw 


boundaries for national parks and then position shopping malls and mineral mines on one 


side and the protection of nature on another, such separation is not possible for the planet. 


On an Earth that soon will have nine billion people environmental protection must go to 


scale. To do that will happen with a conservation paradigm that includes people. New 
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York City, like China’s Tibet, points to the new way. Both places, whatever we might 


think of their politics, are ahead of most of the rest of us.  








Chapter 6. Seed-Scale as a Social Movement, How to Have Transformative Impact  


“The Chinese Red Army’s Long March in 1934 is legendary. Soldiers marched over 
10,000 kilometers and stepped onto a new chapter of China’s history. Today, a “Green 
Long March” campaign is underway across China…. University students march across 


the country in summer holidays to document conservation efforts at the grass-roots 
level...the largest youth conservation movement in China. Last year, 2,000 students from 


43 universities formed relay teams and traveled by train and foot along ten routes.” 
China Daily, 23 June 2008 


 


Seed-Scale has worked everywhere it has been tried, in poor communities and wealthy, in 


western cultures as well as eastern. Solutions seem to self-assemble. They do so because 


the process takes the change already occurring in every community and helps to redirect 


it to fit the priorities of each community that grow from the economy, ecology, and 


values of these communities. This is a bold claim. 


We had an unusual chance to test this claim in China where Seed-Scale enabled 


us to guide the growth of a nationwide movement: the Green Long March, national 


program that was being designed as this book was being written. On the surface the 


Green Long March did not appear to have been created by a standardized. That is one of 


the distinctive features of Seed-Scale as it creates site-specific solutions, solutions that 


grow from the economy, ecology, and values of a community. 


The idea for the Green Long March was incubated in October 2006 when Daniel 


and Frances Fremont-Smith, Executive Director of Future Generations/China, decided 


that Chinawide environmental action by the Chinese people was possible. As summarized 


in the previous chapter, Future Generations had been instrumental in initiating 


environmental protection for the Tibetan Autonomous Region through a series of large 


nature preserves. How to extend this Chinawide as a further example of scaling up. Using 


the Seed-Scale model, Daniel and Frances designed the Green Long March. Six months 
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later in the spring of 2007, the first March began forty-three universities from across 


China participating. Eleven thousand wildly enthusiastic students attended the opening 


that year, an event that had received sanction from such critical government agencies as 


the China Youth Federation, State Ministry of Forests, Ministry of Higher Education, 


All-China Conference of Mayors, and in addition had the wife of a former president of 


China presiding. Then during the summer, two thousand students from many of these 


universities crossed China following ten different routes, making contact with more than 


two million people. In making their ten marches, each of which lasted two to three weeks, 


the students conducted the first-ever national survey of community-based conservation 


successes in China. The success of the 2007 March resulted in a commitment by the 


government to continue the March for the next five years and to make it a year-round 


event.  


College student, Zhang Xiao, described her experience. “Twenty-two days, 


walking out the Grand Canal inch by inch. It was a miracle in my eyes. More 


importantly, we managed to spread the seeds of green ideas along the route, raising 


awareness among so many young people along the Grand Canal, demonstrating the need 


for conservation and building up the campaign…. Perhaps some people were confused by 


our messages, perhaps we did not have enough people for a widespread impact, yet the 


people we influenced, we could see we had influenced deeply, and to me, that meant we 


achieved what we had set out to do.”1 


In 2008, the March expanded to have fifty-three universities participating. In 


addition to marching along the ten routes, it added a component of setting up model Eco-


                                                 
1  Zhang Xiao’s diary, “The Grand Canal Route, 2007” (excerpts from this diary can be found on 
www.futuregenerations.org.cn 
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Communities (in this book’s terminology they are Scale Squared Centers). These 


communities are being lifted up for the country as examples of how other communities in 


China can take environmental action. The survey for the 2008 March expanded from the 


prior year, which had looked only at communities, adding a second survey that looked at 


businesses in each community to see whether they were engaging in environmentally 


friendly practices. The 2009 March and subsequent years plan to continue this growth 


with more universities participating, more sophisticated surveys, promoting the model 


Eco-Communities as national demonstrations. An Eco-Scholars component builds more 


substantive campus-based environmental leadership within China’s universities. 


PHOTOGRAPH, ALONG THE GRAND CANAL ROUTE 


The opportunity to help grow a people’s based movement in China is interesting 


since the country is often thought of as seeming to be closed to international, externally 


stimulated action. But Seed-Scale allowed a way to begin from outside but immediately 


integrate the external action to a partnership. Moreover, the design of the March also 


reveals how a topic that could have been considered too sensitive (the environmental 


dilemmas associated with China’s surging economic growth) could be addressed in 


manner that was non-confrontational and highly effective. The result is people-based 


action among the largest population in the world.  


Even though it has its own jargon of principles, tasks, and criteria, Seed-Scale is 


not rigid or formulaic. The process is not a one, two, three and telling a community what 


to do. To use Seed-Scale requires flexibility and creativity. The process takes an idea, the 


optimal seed of success in a community, then helps that grow to a larger scale both in size 
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and project sophistication. But to do this requires knowledge of the ecology, economy, 


and culture—and sensitivity to community ownership.  


The environmental challenges before China are among the greatest for any 


country: air pollution, water depletion, loss of flora and fauna, energy consumption, 


massively expanding CO2 emissions, and more. These challenges threaten not only 


China’s future, but also the world’s. Articles and speeches, advice to China by other 


governments and agencies, do not appear to be motivating action. Indeed, it is likely this 


external pressure has caused a pushback by China making it clear that this now rising 


world power does not want to be pressured. Yet from the planetary perspective as well as 


China’s, changing the direction of China’s economic growth is in the interest of all.  


 A juggernaut of single-minded economic growth has depleted China’s water, air, 


and biodiversity. It unleashed burgeoning levels of greenhouse gas production through 


the addition of now two new coal-fired powerplants every week and by promoting a pace 


of private car ownership so that China now has the world’s second largest number of 


automobiles. These and other related factors collectively are causing China today to be 


the world’s greatest polluter of global air. However, this modernization has brought 


prosperity to a billion of what very recently were one-fifth of Earth poorest people. But 


this surge will raise China’s prosperity for only a short while unless changes occur.2 


Many organizations have been, and are, working to make those changes, China’s 


government leading the way. But it is clear the government must move cautiously even 


though it recognizes the urgency of action since political stability requires that the 


economic juggernaut not be disrupted. To assist the change of direction, it would help if 


                                                 
2  A summary of China’s environmental problems are many; one easy-to-access study is The 
Worldwatch Institute State of the World 2006: Special Focus: China and India (New York: W. W. Norton, 
2006); also China Watch http://www.worldwatch.org/taxonomy/term/53. 
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people can start pointing the direction from within. This is true even within the Chinese 


culture that has long conditioned its people to conformity, even though the firm hand of 


communist party governance might have made it seem as though the Top-down control 


was working well. There is a lesson here. If a participatory approach is effective for 


China, then it will be all the more likely to work well in other countries. 


The key feature of Seed-Scale that helped in this planning was to build from 


success. Doing this caused the people to be proud and the government to be comfortable. 


It showed that China’s communities were already taking environmental action. A great 


leap forward was already being made—now what was needed was to build that into 


larger, sustained national direction, joining with the larger global discourse.  


The Future Generations team had specific experience in China developing large 


social movements. In the early 1980s Carl had participated in launching a nationwide 


reform of health care in China.3 At that time the Barefoot Doctor program, that had raised 


China’s health status during the commune era to near modern standards, suddenly 


collapsed. By the 1980s, as China entered its present economic boom, without the 


Barefoot Doctors, the national health system was in a confused situation particularly in 


the poorest parts of China. The program that Carl helped evolve in five years spread 


maternal and child health to four hundred five of the poorest counties in China, greatly 


improving the health of one hundred sixty million people. The way it spread, growing 


from experience in model counties that experimented with and taught in a hands-on 


manner (Scale Squared Centers) was an important step in our understanding of the going 


to scale process outlined in the preceding chapter. Having participated in that nationwide 


                                                 
3  See “China’s Model Counties” in Daniel Taylor-Ide and Carl E. Taylor, Just and Lasting Change: 
When Communities Own Their Futures (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002) pp 224-235. 
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going to scale in China, and with twenty years of learning from the global task forces that 


had evolved the Seed-Scale approach, we believed setting up a nationwide environmental 


action program was possible.  


Modern China has an extraordinary history of channeling human energy toward 


societal challenges. Some projects were great successes; two examples were the Barefoot 


Doctors transforming national health status and Mass Literacy Movement, moving over 


ninety percent of the once illiterate nation to literacy. But mobilization of human energy 


in China also had failures; two examples were the Cultural Revolution and when an 


estimated thirty million people died in the Great Leap Forward. These four movements 


were all initiated by Top-down action. Was it possible to build a partnership-based 


movement by mobilizing the Bottom-up? 


Seed-Scale makes clear that Outside-in action, if it seeks to mobilize Bottom-up 


energy, must do so within enabling features of the Top-down framework. The first step, 


therefore, is vitally important: figuring out how to not be in opposition to but include the 


Top-down. Taking the time to find the seed that can grow in that political and cultural 


climate. This requires locale specific knowledge. Before choosing the Green Long March 


approach, Daniel and Frances explored many ideas, for example using the upcoming 


Olympic Games that had branded themselves as “green,” or replicating the Pendeba 


approach Future Generations had evolved in the Tibetan region of China that built leaders 


in each community. But it was decided that grounding environmental action in the 


defining event of modern China. the Long March, was the way to go. 


The original Long March was the event when China went “red.” In October 1934 


the Chinese Communists were nearly annihilated in a crushing defeat by the Kuomintang 
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army as the two forces were struggling for supremacy. The Kuomintang army surrounded 


the Communists in Jiangxi Province in southern China. The Communists courageously 


broke out; badly wounded and lacking reserves and equipment to counterattack, so they 


fled. With no safe haven, the Long March started, the Communists running, the 


Kuomintang chasing: leaving the fields of southern China, escaping into the rugged 


mountains of western Sichuan, and finally in October 1936 to the mountains and caves of 


the northwest in Shangxi Province. During the Long March, Mao perfected his 


understanding of guerrilla warfare, which he had been working out in contradistinction to 


the traditional military engagement advocated by his Russian and German Marxist 


advisors. Most important was his focus on the centrality of cooperation with the 


peasantry, a concept he had pioneered since 1919. A basic idea in winning the 


cooperation of the people was to take wealth from the warlords and exploitive 


landowners and distribute it to the common people. Beleaguered and hungry, Mao’s 


armies turned to a posture of partnership with the people, helping plant, tend, and harvest 


peasant fields. By the time the Communists were in the Yenan caves, the ravaging 


Kuomintang believed their enemy was beaten. But what really happened was that across 


China the energy of the Chinese peasant had started to mobilize as they learned of the 


behavior of Mao’s troops.4 


Within the communists a new social awareness grew. Now from the Yenan caves 


Mao kept moving his understanding toward peasants and away from the Marxist thought 


his German and Soviet advisors who had been pressing the belief from their own history 


that the people who would rise for a new China were factory workers. After Mao 


consolidated control in the 1950s, he pushed his agenda based on peasants. He adopted 
                                                 
4  Harrison Salisbury, The Long March: The Untold Story (New York: Harper & Row, 1985). 
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lessons from a small band of radical foreigners (Alley, Bethune, Hatem, etc.) who were 


with him in the Yenan caves and also the Ding Xian Experiment which had pioneered the 


health model of the Barefoot Doctors and peasant scholars.5 Some other of his peasant-


based ideas were not grounded in scholarship, for example peasant industrialization 


through the Great Leap Forward, and these ended up being disasters. The Bottom-up 


mobilization of the people, over the next three decades, China turned from being so poor 


that as the Long March had gone through some villages in the 1930s they found people 


lacking even basic clothing.6 China in the 1930s had illnesses rates so high that in some 


counties each person carried fifteen pounds of worms in their gut.7 The foundation of 


community-based health and education that swept through the country over these three 


decades gave the platform for the economic growth that took off in the 1980s.  


The Green Long March was designed to continue that momentum which led to 


prosperity with a new understanding of protecting the environment. As Daniel said in his 


speech to the eleven thousand students at that ceremony in Beijing on April 1, 2007, “the 


transformation of China initiated through turning red now needed to add to its momentum 


the color green.” Then on July 7, 2007, as their summer vacation began, many of these 


students started out on ten routes across the country spanning the breadth of China: the 


Gold Coast, Inner Mongolian Grasslands, National Treasures Route, Northwestern 


Deserts, Rainforest Exploration, Snowlands and the Tibetan Plateau, the Yangtze River, 


the Yellow River. Each group traversed a different ecological zone: grasslands and 


forests in the north, tropical jungles in the south, natural treasures along the eastern coast, 


                                                 
5  Daniel Taylor-Ide and Carl E. Taylor, Just and Lasting Change: When Communities Own Their 
Futures (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002) pp 93-101. 
6  Harrison Salisbury,  
7  Gerald F. Winfield, China—The Land and the People (New York: W. Sloane Associates, 1948) p. 
437. 
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the river gorges and the highest mountains in the west. “We march in ten directions 


toward the same objective,” they said as they went community-to-community. The 


survey they conducted identified five-hundred five examples of communities which were 


independently taking environmental action.  


MAP OF CHINA AND THE TEN ROUTES 


Along the Grand Canal (the commerce corridor on which Chinese civilization had 


grown for a thousand years) the whole way was marched on foot stopping to work in 


eighty villages. The students recorded how each community with an average population 


each of three and a half thousand people was spread out across an average 1.8 kilometers, 


with thirteen subcommunities. The successes they identified through their surveys were 


featured in national and local media, in hundreds of newspaper, TV, and radio stories. 


Along the Northeastern Forest route the students engaged with forty-nine communities 


which were much more spread out covering five kilometers on the average and having 


typically only five village subcommittees.  


Seven ministries and government organizations had put their official red stamp of 


support onto the papers. As a result, the 2007 Green Long March evolved into a national 


movement with a five-year, year-round, five-part program. Seed-Scale had been 


redefined into the Chinese language and culture (by a colleague, L.J. Jia, adapting one of 


Mao’s phrases) as xing hou liao yuan, “sparks that set the land on fire.” 


 


Applying The Four Principles 


Thousands of students in 2007 and 2008, following ten different routes under very 


different conditions, did essentially the same thing. With four simple rules they had 
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mobilized a nationwide movement whether marching on foot, riding on trains, going by 


ferry down rivers, or traveling on buses.  


Principle One: build from success. Focusing on success immediately 


distinguished the March from other environmental action that focused on problems. In 


every community the March passed through it probed for what was working. The top 


items identified are worth noting. Crews that went out on road repair also planted trees 


beside the roads. Other greening activities included fencing off hillsides to allow natural 


regeneration, planting trees on marginal agricultural lands to create a source of income, 


designing “green great walls” around towns to protect from sand storms, flowers and 


bushes in community open areas, identifying rare species and protecting them. There was 


often an expanding focus on irrigation to conserve water and also a focus on reusing 


waste in garbage disposal. Across the country there was increasing local energy 


generation using solar, wind, and geothermal, plus dung to generate methane gas for 


cooking. Factories were expanding the generating of electricity from surplus heat. 


Perhaps most important was encouraging people to change individual behaviors to save 


energy. Sixty-six percent of the three hundred thirty-three communities surveyed said that 


because of these successes their communities were better off in 2007 than they had been 


before. Collectively, those three hundred thirty-three communities had identified two 


thousand five hundred seventy eight successes. These were all activities that were 


underway all over China—the country needed to learn about what it was already doing. 


Principle Two: three-way partnership. At first it might have seemed the 


government would insist on control. Indeed it did, but it was limited to political control. 


What is different is that Seed-Scale by addressing everything functionally (the functions 
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of success were being looked for, the functions of leadership were being figured out) 


ducked much of the political control and opened operational flexibility around functions. 


Government authority was never challenged, either by bringing forward negative 


possibilities or by seeking control of the agenda. Therefore the government did not need 


to assert its control. Communities focused on what they wanted to achieve.  


Bringing the three partners together is always a challenge. What is the best bottom 


up? Seldom does it involve just “the community;” usually it is subcommunities. In the 


case of the March the subcommunity of special interest was China’s university students, 


those who would inherit the future, a group that had already earned a reputation for 


action. But how to connect to China’s university students in a non-threatening way to the 


government? A staff member of Future Generations China, Yazhen Gong, knew the 


Chinese university system. (Once again, to implement Seed-Scale it is essential to have 


experts grounded in local realities.) She knew that one university in China had been 


designated to lead in matters of environment, Beijing Forestry University. The Green 


Long March was presented to them. The March was assigned to a special office (its name 


was The Green Bridge) and a cooperative budget and workplan quickly followed with 


support from Future Generations.  


The Green Bridge office soon had one hundred fifty student volunteers, some 


from neighboring universities, working night and day, outlining the routes to be followed 


and the logistics of each day. To that planning Future Generations contributed global 


experience and financial supporters (corporations like Goldman Sachs, Suntech, the 


Swire Group, Yahoo!, Starbucks, Clear World Energy, Adrian Fu & Co; nongovernment 
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groups such as Rockefeller Brothers Fund, Cinereach, Inner Trip Reyukai International, 


and the Zeshan Foundation.)  


Principle 3: Evidence-based decisionmaking. The survey kept the focus on 


successes and quickly the March became grounded in experience. A tendency of social 


movements is to assemble people to build awareness about an issue but then to be 


shallow in substance as they pursue broad coverage. With the March, however, national 


awareness building was coupled with local experience that provided increasing depth to 


the movement. Five hundred five communities were visited in the 2007, and in three 


hundred thirty-three the community survey was conducted. An average of eight people 


from each of those communities were involved in providing evidence of their successful 


experiences, representing a spectrum of involvement with twenty-eight percent being 


elderly, forty-five percent middle-aged, and twenty-seven percent being from among the 


youth. 


A great deal was learned; the most important lesson was that the survey itself 


collected data in too obscure a manner to permit results to be easily used. For, example 


on the numbers just quoted, at first the team was very proud to have all the survey data, 


but then upon trying to process it crass realizations became apparent. What benefit is it to 


know that twenty-eight percent were elderly, forty-five middle aged, and on and on? The 


numbers suggest participation—but do they give direction for how to build on the 


successes and grow sustainable social change? As was discussed in Chapter Four, 


surveys easily gather information about inputs and outputs but have a harder time 


gathering really useful process information. Describing change may not be all that helpful 


for directing it. So, as planning for the 2008 March started, the survey was redesigned to 
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gather photographs and stories; those results were then posted in an interactive format on 


the Internet so communities across China could learn from them.8 The new design was 


deceptively simple and a lot more useful, showing what had been done in each location in 


soil conservation, water saving, protecting endangered animals, developing alternative 


energy sources, or other initiatives.  


In 2008, this type of community survey was joined by a second survey where 


community businesses were interviewed for how they were adjusting to environmental 


issues (waste disposal, experiments to use less energy, materials being recycled, more 


efficient technology being used). Business growth was being accused of causing 


environmental problems. This survey put together what businesses had started to do to 


solve these challenges.  


Any survey process has problems. The two surveys will be very hard to get 


designed perfectly, not only the first or second time, but for sustainability. Chinese 


students will always be inexperienced and the need for experience is great in a 


nationwide survey that tries to cover the country. Furthermore there is already enormous 


content about environmental action in China which can now begin to be acknowledged. It 


is important that an evidence base of growing maturity is now being assembled and that 


environmental awareness is grounded in evidence. Second, the momentum is 


participatory with punch in results on laptop computers that sends data back for critique 


and national aggregation. Third, the information is public in a society not used to 


gathering public survey information—transparency expectations are growing around the 


                                                 
8  See www.greenlongmarch.org.cn  This website has an abbreviated English section, the reports 
from the community surveys are in Chinese. 
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environment. The process has the assurance that every year the survey will provide 


evidence that was considered useful and the next year’s survey would do the job better.9  


PHOTOGRAPH, STUDENTS DOING SURVEY IN COMMUNITIES 


Principle Four: behavior change. The name Xing hou liao yuan, “sparks that set 


the land on fire” makes clear this is a program about behavior change, new practices: 


recycling, using energy-efficient transport and appliances, expanding green space in 


communities, using less water, discouraging a long history of fascination for eating 


endangered species. One way to have attempted these behaviors would be directives from 


Beijing. But the March represented a new way of trying to change behaviors: a non-


confrontational mobilization of public opinion, led by the youth. In many countries youth 


movements are common, but they are known for usually challenging authority. In this 


case the call to march was different. Let’s do better with the best of what we are already 


doing was nonconfrontational, and it is Chinawide. It was as though ten large mirrors 


were moving across the country. China could see itself changing in a positive way. 


Setting this is motion started a self-reinforcing feedback loop whose long-term impact 


remains to be known.  


In communities, a simple demonstration the students conducted helped get the 


behavior change message across to both people and officials: Hop on one leg, the student 


would hop across the room. Hopping on one leg, the student explained was like doing 


economic development alone—those watching could see that hopping was unstable and 


the person quickly ran out of energy—economic advancement alone is similarly 


precarious and depletes resources. Hop on the other leg, the student starts off on the other 


leg, and almost falls over, tiring even more quickly because he or she was using their 
                                                 
9  For a report of specific findings see www.greenlongmarch.org;  


 14



http://www.greenlongmarch.org/





weaker leg—that is like doing nature conservation alone. Then the student starts walking 


with both legs cooperating, marching strongly across the room. Combining economic 


development and conservation allows society to march a very long way.  


The message of bringing together environmental action and economic action 


needed examples, not just clever illustrations. So forty Model Eco-communities were 


selected in 2008. In 2009, forty more model communities were to be added, and each 


year thereafter.  


 


Applying The Seven Tasks 


Change is often viewed as unsettling. On one level people know they must change, but on 


another level turning in new directions is frightening, especially for those with power or 


privilege or for those who cannot afford to risk what little they have. How to present 


change so it is not threatening? 


The answer is incentives, change is positive. Emphasis on success has been 


frequently mentioned in this book, and we have learned implementing this idea often only 


requires turning around how something is viewed. An example was the cholera deaths in 


Palin; yes, there were deaths then but perspectives changed when women counted the 


many surviving children as successes. Showing people what they have done both shows 


them progress and that this was achieved by their effort. They then realize they can do 


better. In such ways experience is re-cast as incentives. Planners often so focus on 


financing or personnel as the basis for a program that they miss the more foundation role 


of working with what is already moving forward, helping people recognize successes.  
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The seven tasks give a way to do this. In teaching this in China we learned a 


useful adage: a broken chain cannot pull but even a weak chain can pull at least a little. 


This is a different way of viewing the seven tasks. Make sure that all the tasks are 


connected together: leadership, identifying resources, learning, orientation within reality, 


strategy creation, action, and placing the action back in larger context. Do all seven. To 


pull a community forward it is better to do all poorly than it is to do part of them well. 


 Leadership: The leadership of the March was the one hundred-fifty person 


secretariat in the Green Bridge office of Beijing Forestry University. This 


partnered with the Top-down forces from government, and the Outside-in 


resources of ideas, money, and publicity from Future Generations. The 


leadership used the control it could claim as part of the Communist Party, 


and to get the 2007 March functioning that control was useful. But as the 


2008 March started others wanted to participate and the secretariat was 


pushed to sharing leadership. Learning to share leadership is difficult. 


 Resource Identification: To promote environmentally responsible action 


from wet tropical forests to high arctic deserts, the March learned that the 


environmental actions students proposed had to be specific to the natural 


resources of each community. Locally based action is easy to overlook 


when driving for national scale results . 


 Learning: The surveys the first March conducted set up a library from 


which China could learn. They found what worked in some places. But the 


information was in a form that was hard to share. Communities are not 


likely to take risks when ideas are presented abstractly in numbers and 
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charts. The Model Eco-Communities were helpful (Self-help Centers of 


Action Learning and Experimentation) as ways to give tangible learning 


opportunities—and to introduce another way to make practical options 


available in 2008 the survey changed to emphasize photographs and 


stories, presenting communities as real places not just numbers.  


 Orientation within Reality: One of the great challenges in social change is 


to give truly useful advice. The generalities useful, but what specifically 


are people supposed to do. The students came into communities; like good 


Chinese students they presented the propaganda: use less, reuse materials, 


take discarded materials and change how they are used. Attend to waste 


disposal. Plant more trees. When in doubt, plant more trees. But beyond 


that, what could students teach? To make really useful suggestions, as 


future Marches build up evidence, it will be essential to describe and show 


what other communities had done, develop more substantive content.  


 Strategy Creation: One challenge for environmental action worldwide is to 


connect as seriously contributing to economic growth, going beyond 


focusing only on the rare and endangered and becoming relevant to the 


mainstream. China is a land of a billion people with pressing obligations 


to care for families and are very proud of how far they have come. The 


strength of the March was that it found a solution for this challenge by 


promoting ideas already underway that were waiting for a chance to grow.  


 Action: Community level action to go to scale must use synergies. The 


March became more than a march by integrating with events that were 
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already underway: Earth Day, World Environment Day, Tree Planting 


Day, the entry of marchers into every community. To address national 


scale scope, what are all the connections that can possibly be made? 


Companies that gave financial support used their publicity arms: Goldman 


Sachs, Suntech, Yahoo!,  Starbucks, the Swire Group Li & Fung. Just as 


physically the March moved across China to connect communities, so too 


its actions connected to in-place publicity arms and established events. 


 Placing Action into Larger Context: Going forward contains opportunities 


for learning. If the objective is sustained change, then the process is to 


consider all the successes as also being failures—how could each be made 


better when it was tried again.  


 


The momentum of the March grew by adopting and adapting what worked. 


Community capacity also became increasingly effective. Had the government run the 


March, even with China’s past expertise in using human energy, there would have been a 


set design; the emphasis would have been on control. But in adopting a fluid process that 


built from local successes, citizens became very animated, men, women, and children, 


old as well as young. Norms for who should speak slipped away and suggestions tumbled 


out. The idea that they were contributing to the national evidence base stimulated pride. 


The Green Long March that they had heard about described on radio and TV had come to 


their community, and while sometimes marchers stayed only for a few hours, what was 


left in communities was a sense that they were part of a growing national movement.  
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Applying the Five Criteria 


How to measure change from something like the Green Long March? The five criteria of 


provide balanced multiple perspectives: 


 Sustainability – In seeking both community and business successes the March 


implicitly raised questions about the sustainability of the country’s economic 


growth. The March focused on the green aspect of the sustainability of 


China’s change. Through it questions were implied, but in a positive manner, 


as to China’s development, of course the environmental but also the cultural, 


and whether the country’s “red” organization can be sustained for as yet there 


are few examples of any control-oriented systems in modern times that have 


been able to retain that control along with persistent rapid economic growth. 


 Equity – The phenomenal growth of economic prosperity in China over the 


last fifty years improved the quality of life for many—but benefits have been 


mostly for those who are urban and entrepreneurial. The resulting disparities 


leave the population growingly divided. The March did not look at the social 


implications of China’s economic momentum but perhaps this Seed-Scale 


criterion can reveal issues the March is not yet addressing. 


 Holism – Because a holistic perspective was used, evidence was gathered 


about environmental progress across more sectors than had been previously 


been looked at: agriculture, community open space, waste disposal, water 


supply, energy production and conservation, soil protection, and the like. The 


perspective broadened dramatically beyond China’s always ubiquitous tree 


planting, opening many options for mobilizing environmental change. 
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 Interdependence – China, one of the world’s most enduring civilizations, as a 


result of recent successes in economic growth, is realizing its linkages to both 


so many other communities across China and the world. Carrying out an 


environmental march not only connects the towns on routes, but also it creates 


a web sense of wholeness. People become aware of the interdependence of 


communities, broadening understanding of the potential role of communities 


to expand their linkages. The commonly shared environment, non-political 


binding force, reveals to communities how they are mutually interdependent. 


Just as a biological system is more resilient with a diversity of species, so a 


community with many connections will be more robustly positioned to 


withstand a deteriorating environment. 


 Iteration – A journey of one thousand leagues begins with a single step, the 


Chinese have always said. The concept of the whole journey, making just the 


next stage improve, is at the core of China’s environmental answer. The whole 


journey cannot be taken at one time. As capacity increases with each step, 


communities turn more failures to successes. The first year was just marching 


and surveying, the next lifting up the best community models and finding 


local businesses with positive environmental successes. The year after, they 


starting to build capacity among students on campuses 


 


Finding the Right Balances 


Mao built his ambitious change programs on discrete models, whether of individuals, 


groups, and counties. The process is emblematic of a seed growing. The March went 
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national in 2007, its first year. But that year it was more like scattering seeds across the 


land. As many as possible of these then had to be grown into models, whether that was 


the individuals involved starting to lead environmental awareness and action or the 


communities each year stepping forward with increased environmental leadership for 


their regions. The impact of the March expands both quantitatively and qualitatively. 


Interest and awareness feed one year’s experience into a redesign for the next.  


Seeds grow within their own soil and climate. Even though the seed has DNA 


telling it how to grow, its scale of growth comes from interaction with its environment, 


energy from the sun and sustenance from moist earth. Within a population of one and a 


third billion people the March reaches two million in its first year and more each year 


afterwards by responding to those communities. This is very different mode of growth 


from the usual process with an advertising campaign from Beijing with messages 


centrally decided, carefully written, and proclamations on billboards and the news media.  


We have made this point many times, but the most common error in seeking to 


empower people is not letting go of control. Openness to partnership is essential. The 


March secretariat had difficulty making this adjustment (they were after all reporting 


back into the Party where there was realistic concern the March could slip into a political 


movement as has happened before). But, as the March held its focus, incrementally the 


central secretariat released some control to each participating university and from these to 


the traveling students. This would not have happened on its own, it had to be suggested 


gently. 


Diversified ownership is important in order to achieve positive Bottom-up 


pressure that is non-threatening, promoting a tug and pull among partners, and doing so 
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expands the voices in guiding the process. The Outside-in partnership from Future 


Generations exercised influence by economic support. The student voice came through 


the work they did in the field and the voices they had in March secretariat. But what was 


so vital was that throughout government also had a voice; having a full voice and role 


reduced the need for the other partners to press against government. True partnership 


resulted.  


Seed-Scale differs fundamentally from traditional “development.” It does not seek 


to replace established services, but rather to complement them. A wide range of societal 


services always needs to be delivered, more so as the society becomes more complex, and 


they all need to find their appropriate roles. Through this book in advocating for the 


empowerment based approach, we are not suggesting that the service based approach 


should be abandoned. The challenge is how to empower communities to learn how to 


balance them proactively with community energies. This can be viewed as action going 


in two directions, both traditional development and what is done by communities. 


Empowerment-based social change brings community energy into relationship with 


regular services, shaping them both as they evolve. Neither approach is “right;” both 


must be in balance. Our colleague, Jason Calder, helpfully contrasts some differences as 


follows: 


 
   Seed-Scale   Traditional Development 
 


Key resource  Human Energy  Financing  
Planning mindset  Evolutionary Growth  Construction Engineering  
Planning process   Workplan=>Budget  Budget=>Workplan 
Who does the work Three-way partnership Professionals 
Implementation Structure Local institutions  Consultants/Project Units 
Ultimate Accountability Community   Donor  
Approach    Build on Successes  Fix Problems/Answer Needs 
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Criteria for Decisions Evidence   Power, Opinions, Habit 
Major Desired Outcome Behavior Change  Measurable Results 
Criteria for Evaluation Strengthening 4 Principles Budget Compliance 
Learning Mode  Iterative, Experimental Get it right the first time 
Management mode Mentoring   Control 
Commitment Horizon Depends on Utility of   Depends on Donor’s  
    Partnership to Community Budget Cycle 


 


Differences exist between the above approaches. Who is in control, a partnership 


or a lead organization? What drives the process, a workplan or budget accountability? 


Such differences are complementary not contradictory. Traditional development takes 


assistance to people in need, which ultimately they pay for through their taxes (or gifts 


from others). Empowerment based development is when people mobilize capacity among 


themselves, which they pay for through shared work. The challenge is to get the two of 


these to be mutually reinforcing so society’s direction is augmented with services going 


to the people and the people reshaping society and redirecting services. This book argues 


strongly for the empowerment based approach—because we see this dynamic to be 


acutely and increasingly lacking. The two have great potential for synergistic balance. 


 


PHOTOGRAPH, DOWN ON 11,000 STUDENTS AT MARCH OPENING 


 


China’s Green Long March was a deliberate effort to gather the energies of a 


people and help turn national direction. The objective differs from traditional 


conservation such as preservation of one (or many) species or parcels of land. We 


propose that the Information Age now so fully part of our modern experience can help 


blend traditional, service-based development and the empowerment of people. Services 


can be delivered more effectively through managed information which simultaneously 
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enables people to be empowered. Financing systems must support mobilization not 


control it. The imperative of financial controls helps empower people not loosening of 


financial controls. One of the striking features about this approach is its counterintuitive 


aspect: to develop it is often helpful to have less money that might be at first thought 


necessary. People then move into investing their energies, and because they believe in the 


cause that promotes sustainability.  


Is Wolfgang Sach’s correct when he says on the cover of his The Development 


Dictionary that “The idea of Development stands today like a ruin in the intellectual 


landscape. Its shadow obscures our vision.”10 From a variety of directions a critique is 


mounting whether development as a whole, and economic development within it, has 


succeeded. Michael Clemens, Steven Radelet, and Rikhil Bhavnani mobilized data to 


show economic development works in the short term.11 Craig Burnside and David Dollar 


rebut.12 Jeffrey Sachs, Joseph Stiglitz, Bill Easterly, and Thomas Dichter offer 


counterproposals.13 These perspectives view social change in a more limited way than it 


in reality functions. Certainly funding will shape the process, but what is more vital is the 


process. Understand that, then optimize its effectiveness.  


The overlooked (and absolutely essential) part of this process is communities. 


Indeed communities are the heart of the process, what they do is what shapes inputs into 
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The Short-term Effect of Aid on Growth” International Finance, #0407010, 2004. 
12  Craig Burnside and David Dollar, “Aid, Policies, and Growth,” American Economic Review, 90 
(September 2000), 847—868;  
13  Jeffrey D. Sachs, The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time (New York: Penguin, 
2005);  
 Joseph Stiglitz, Making Globalization Work (New York: WW Norton, 2006). 
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 Thomas Dichter, Despite Good Intentions: Why Development Assistance to the Third World Has 
Failed (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003). 
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outcomes. This is what the Green Long March is doing with student-filled energy. Into 


the meta-level actions of government and economic growth there is now engagement of 


people for environmental protection. The potential of scale is significant as it has access 


into about three hundred million homes in the country, places where each can 


qualitatively change what it does so that collectively the nation of China is helped to 


change by the growing national force. 





