A ‘Soft’ approach to ‘environmental conflict resolution’ and other community action research situations: a methodology for many cultural situations?

Dennis Finlayson


The approach attempts to remain in the minimalist mode recommended by the author in presentations to the ISSS Conference in California in 2004 and builds on an earlier paper (Finlayson DE ISSS Toronto 2000) and while it draws on some new ideas it relies primarily on techniques developed by well known practitioners in the field of ‘soft methods’ and particularly the work of John Friend and his coauthors. Friends JK, PUP, 3rd edition 2005).


In particular it begins with participants in two’s or three’s utilizing the ‘Mutual Consulting Approach’ recommended by Heron and Finlayson in the “Learning from Others’ chapter of PUP III above. In that case the participants were small scale entrepreneurs operating in the food sector in Lincolnshire which is a rural county in the East of England. These clients for the so called FAST* programme were also introduced to ideas drawn from the SSM, VSM and Critical Systems traditions which in the Lincoln context are associated with Costas Tsouvalis, Raul Espejo, Gerard de Zeuw and others.


This exercise follows on immediately from an icebreaker such as the ‘nominal group technique’ that also serves to give the workshop its own common vocabulary. Each participant brings their own ‘problem’ or angle to the workshop and then learns from others how they see things when the results of the MCE are shared. (An alternative ice breaker might be ‘Organsational Diagramming’ as first described at the ISSS Conference in Asilomar in 1999 and later applied to faciliatate the initiation of discussion between two communities in conflict over a shared water supply in the illegally settled southern barrios of Bogota.)


The next stage is to engage the stakeholders. Where they are geographically closely related this can take the form of a traditional workshop though with the facilitator adopting and enabler or low intervention role rather than a more proactive role favoured by some practitioners such as Alan Hickling, for example (see Friend and Hickling above). Where the stakeholders are not easily brought together a so called ‘cascade’ approach is substituted for the workshop, following Finlayson, 2000.


The ‘cascaders’, whether they be in two’s or three’s or even larger numbers** (Miller in his Doctoral research at Lincoln had a first stage in his cascade consisting of representative of 9 different faith groups in the U.K.), can utilize the mutual consulting set of questions possibly amended or augmented for the particular context. These questions are: What is your situation? Who is involved? What other issues are related? What are the options for a solution?  What are the pro’s and con’s of the different options? What are the uncertainties related to these?  What steps might be taken to address these? (I also add ‘any other things that you feel are relevant?’ reflecting my social survey field background!?


The final stage is for the ‘group’ of stakeholders to develop a ‘commitment or progress package’ as originally developed in early versions of PUP as well as in the latest edition. The group members or stakeholders commit themselves sometimes individually to certain actions to be undertaken immediately, or research or investigations in a similar time period, or future actions or research and so on. Again I usually elaborate this further by adding immediate and more distant futures e.g. within next 2 years or next 5 years and so on as well as suggesting that the ‘group’ might attempt to explicitly identify topics that they have not been able to cover in their deliberations. This might be especially important in ‘serious conflict’ situations where some stakeholders might feel that their ‘more extreme’ positions have not been fully considered by others!


In some circumstances, such as issues of access, a Participatory Rural Appraisal (Chambers, R.) approach might be another candidate for the ‘engaging stakeholders’ or a workshop stage and the combination of SCA and PRA has indeed been explored by Taket and White with some apparent success. In my own elaboration I recommend participants to present their own ‘rich pictures’ of the situation. However, whereas in SSM (see Checkland) these are part of the early, creative stage of the methodology, I recommend that they be presented to the stakeholders at the final stage along with the commitment package, results of cascading and so on to ‘spice up’ the reporting back to the stakeholders especially if they are members of a rural community, for example.

Sustainability Indicators


There is in addition the question of monitoring and evaluation as to the success or otherwise of a strategy. Consequently it is suggested that a range of indicators should be identified relating to the ‘substance ‘ of the conflict, the process by which its resolution might be approached or stake holders ‘engaged’ as well as the steps decided upon to address the situation and/or conduct further ‘research’ into the issues raised by the different stake holders. Particularly important in such situations is the presentation of indicators and other results as the stakeholders, and particularly perhaps members of local communities, cannot be assumed to have high levels of literacy or numeracy!

Cultural Contexts


Although I feel that the above approach should be potentially suitable for different cultures in Latin America, South East Asia and Africa (South of the Sahara) that I have worked with throughout my career, there could be some differences of emphasis to take account of the different cultural contexts. In Colombia, for example, it is usually the case that participants are very willing to participate from the outset, however if there is serious conflict between communities the ‘ice breaking stage’ of an enabling process may need to be very carefully designed.  

In Africa issues of gender and hierarchy/age within groups may require special attention. In a SADCC Soil and Water Conservation workshop a senior government official was ‘co-opted’ into the facilitation team to prevent him dominating group discussions. On other occasions in Europe and elsewhere, some quiet or excessively vocal members of groups have been moved on to neighbouring groups to report on their original groups earlier discussions. This tactic can also be used to re-invigorate discussions when they seem to be flagging and this also leads to a wider sharing of ideas before the final plenary stage of reporting back in a wider conference format, for example. 

While in an Asian context, deference to authority and an unwillingness to do other than agree with what participants think is required of them could present challenges to the facilitators. Where tactics such as those mentioned are adopted to overcome these obstacles their use should be explained at least after the event, if not before! 

In an East Asian context recently a participant suggested that participatory methods are not relevant to military situations and similar ‘conflict contexts’ when lives may be risked by delay. While recognizing that such situation do probably require that an authority figure would ultimately have to ‘take a decision’ that others would then accept and act upon, it was argued that normally some degree of ‘consultation’ with other senior or well informed colleagues would be appropriate and prior training in the use of participatory methods might result in these being carried out in a more open manner and as such the resulting action would command greater respect!

