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Strategies, Part 1   
Ted Ward 

Annotation: Daystar University, Nairobi, Kenya, 1978.  In this lecture, Ted Ward describes the 
limitations of top down development strategies and reinforces the value of bottom up participation 
in community development. He offers a perspective on why popular literacy programs haven’t been 
successful, and suggests key characteristics of an effective program.  
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The lecture today is concerned with participation and in the title for the lecture we suggest 
that participation is the key to development strategies. Participation, of course, sounds good because 
it expresses an idea that is basically human. Everybody seems to want to be in a situation where he 
can participate. Few people like to be present without being a participant in much of anything. In 
fact, some of the weakness that we have within some of our activities and functions as the people of 
God can quite often be tracked to a low level of participation. 

 
Christianity was never intended to be an observer sport. Christianity is a function of 

participation. Now, this is not simply because religion should be participative but because human 
activity, at large, is participative. Again we’re back to the nature of man. God created man so that he 
would not be alone and so that he would not work alone. No matter how individualistic, no matter 
how capitalistic, no matter how competitive a person is he still needs the participation of others. 
Sometimes those participations, however, can be very oppressive because it is quite common among 
human beings that another aspect of the nature of man comes forward and that is the tendency of 
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man to dominate man; person to dominate person. Therefore, quite often, though there is a human 
dynamic toward participation, there is a similar human dynamic toward domination and what you 
have is not a relationship of equals but a relationship of a superior to an inferior.  

 
The nature of the relationship in participation is important in the development project 

activity itself. And one of the ways you understand what is going on in a development activity is to 
look specifically at the nature of that participation relationship. For example, you look at such 
obvious things as whether or not the people who are involved are all making some substantial input. 
In effect, then, when we’re talking about participation, we’re talking about the relationship among 
the people engaged in a project. So that relationship called “participation” is inevitably the key to 
development strategy. And whenever one wants to improve a development project and does not 
think in terms of improving the nature of the participation, he is simply moving the machinery 
around–or as we sometimes say–he is re-arranging the furniture on the deck of a sinking ship. The 
only way to rescue a bad development project is to change the nature of relationships. The only to 
enhance a good development project is to change the nature of the relationships. Now that does not 
suggest that materials of various sorts and other kinds of resources are not important. But it says 
that all the materials that are brought to bear, all the resources that are brought to bear, all the 
commodities, all the expertise must support that relationship of participation.  

 
Participation is not simply a part of the development process; it is the heart of the 

development process. Or putting it in another metaphor, it is the whole body. The whole body is a 
participation and all extra resources enhance that body. Not altogether different from the concepts 
that we use to describe the church, would you say, where the body of Christ is a series of 
interconnected parts in a certain kind of participating relationship. And any other resource that is 
brought to bear to enhance the church must somehow enhance that participation. It’s the same 
concept. In fact, one of the reasons that I believe that Christians have a great potential to understand 
development processes is because so many of the metaphors of the church are also apt metaphors 
of the development experience. And, at the same time, many of the reasons that secular 
development activities come on to hard times is because of the unregenerated human nature that 
causes such things as domination to recur, at least within the church. Though we, from time-to-time, 
do have domination, let’s face it, there still is the power of the Holy Spirit working within us to keep 
us reminded that the image of Christ is the image of servanthood and that the conformity that we 
have is not the conformity to the Lordship of Christ, but the conformity to the servanthood of Jesus 
Christ.  

 
If we are to understand participation, we need to get a few basic concepts in mind. Though 

it is not altogether related, it is valid to talk about “bottom-up” and “top-down” strategies and use 
that as the starting place from which to understand relationship. The subtitle for the talk today is 
“the superiority of bottom-up over top-down strategies.” Now, a bottom-up versus a top-down 
strategy–let’s start there. What is a top-down strategy?  We’re talking here about the flow; the pattern 
of flow of ideas, energy, and resources being from the higher toward the lower within a given socio-
political structure. Now, a given socio-political structure might be a community, it might a church, it 
might be a club, it might be a group of five people. If all the ideas come from the most superior 
person, if all the energy moves down from the top person, if all the resources are accumulated by 
the top person and then handed downward, you clearly have what is known as a top-down strategy 
in the experiences of those people. Or, if you please, participation is a top-down relationship.  
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Let me give you a few illustrations. Perhaps the grandfather of all top-down development 
schemes is school itself, and that is one reason that some of us in the development field are very 
concerned that we re-think education, as a whole, and that we recognize the validity of other than 
schooling approaches. Because if we assume that all human intellectual development takes place, or 
takes place best within a schooling-type environment, we are linking ourselves right at the start to 
the notion of a basically top-down kind of a flow. Let’s face it. Higher education dominates 
secondary education; secondary education dominates primary education. If you don’t believe that 
take a good hard look at anything that goes on in the name of accreditation.  

 
Never mind that most of the people in a secondary school will not go to the university. The 

university nevertheless insists on having its effect on the secondary so that those few who do go to 
the university will be appropriate. It is a form of oppression. It asks that the whole society be tuned 
to the precious few who will move on in that particular possibility.  

 
Schooling not only is a domination from higher to lower in terms of educational levels, but 

in terms of the relationships of participation in the learning situations themselves. They are 
characteristically from the most-learned toward the less-learned; from the professor to the student. 
Now I don’t intend this afternoon to stop and take the school apart again, simply to point out that 
because we tend to think of the school first because of our cultures—and I’m referring both to 
Africans here and to North Americans and Europeans—it is in all of our traditions because it is so 
permeating of the whole world. We tend to think of anything in terms of human improvement with 
those models in mind and they tend to be top-down models. How do you learn anything? You find 
someone else who already knows and you get him to teach. Basically a top-down. And you might, at 
this point, say, well, what else is there? How else could you approach it? Obviously, you don’t want to get 
someone who is ignorant to teach. Exactly, exactly, agreed. But is it always necessary, in every 
development activity, that the issue is that of knowing where there are those who do not know, 
those who do know, and all that needs to be done—the assumption is—is to simply provide from 
the more toward the less and all will be well. Development doesn’t happen to work that way, but 
another example, literacy schemes, in general, are top-down.  

 
Literacy is a very funny phenomenon. Literacy is something that rarely is appreciated by 

those who do not have it. At least, it is rarely appreciated enough to put forward the kind of energy 
that it takes to become literate. Literacy campaigns around the world have a very bad track record. 
Literacy campaigns are among the least successful development activities that go on in the world. 
Now you often hear a good bit about them and quite often you hear great, beautiful, glowing stories 
of what has happened in this place or that. But what you haven’t seen is two factors: first of all, how 
hard you have to look for the good examples, and how many bad examples you have to go past in 
order to find the good ones. And the other thing you haven’t noticed is how often those good 
examples are associated with something else that’s happening in the community other than the 
literacy campaign. The literacy campaign rarely takes hold by itself because it is so inherently top-
down. It makes the assumption that a group of people who do not have a particular skill are 
defective because they lack that skill. Now that is clearly a top-down view of development. Someone 
has, someone else does not have, therefore, the task is to provide down the line. 

 
Now the kind of activity that usually is going on in successful literacy campaigns is the kind 

of activity such as evangelism itself. And it’s been very interesting as studies have been carried out 
with reference to the successes of the so-called “Laubach” method which has been used most 
extensively in situations where the newly Christianized community among illiterate people, wants to 
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get at the Word of God to read it and to share it in reading because they come to value the idea first 
of all of Jesus Christ, then of God’s authority, then of God’s Word and they want to get at it. That 
produces the motivation; literacy rather easily follows whenever there is a strong motivation. 
Therefore, the literacy approach, called “the Laubach method,” for a number of years was thought 
of extremely well because of its being the world’s most effective method. That method, however, 
was then picked up by a number of secular organizations and found to be totally useless, or close to 
it. The Laubach method has not worked very well in communities that have not previously been 
Christianized. In fact, no literacy method works very well in a community that has not previously 
been Christianized, or a community that has not entered into some other aspect of development for 
which reading becomes important. For example, there are situations in Latin America where 
agricultural development has begun and is moving very rapidly and people realize, because of the 
improvements in lifestyle through agricultural development, that they could move that process even 
faster if they were better able to read the bulletins and the pamphlets and the other material about 
how to do this and that in the agricultural sector. So in order to drive themselves into those skills to 
read the bulletins about agriculture, they want the literacy. But when you take literacy first, it almost 
always is a difficult, if not impossible, scheme and it is partly because it is top-down. The outsider 
sees importance in reading; the insider may not. It is quite unlikely that people who have never used 
something would ipso facto want to use it simply because someone outside their community says it’s 
valuable, especially when it’s something so mysterious as a printed page, which seems so utterly 
worthless and can be demonstrated to burn so rapidly.  

 
Some of the thinking that goes on in reference to literacy is almost bizarre. I will give you a 

specific illustration drawn from a particular Central American Republic–not the most backward 
Central American Republic–one in which, about seven years ago, I was involved as a consultant, 
along with a group of other people from several nations, with reference to the possibility of 
developing a regional literacy scheme for a part of the country that had presented a significant 
political problem to the central government. It was that territory called “the East” and that 
somewhat gives it away if you know your Spanish. But I’m not going to get any more specific as 
long as the tape recorders are running. But in this particular country, the eastern section was almost 
totally inaccessible to the central government. It was largely taken over by Marxists and it was being 
held–it was a significant portion, about 55% of the real estate–and the worth of that real estate, 
however, was very low. It was largely jungle with very uninhabitable regions with a string of 
communities along a number of rivers. And the central government was aware of the political threat 
of the Marxists in that area because they were beginning to do various kinds of guerilla actions 
toward the central government, a largely unpopular government, and they were doing such 
interesting things as burning any vehicle from the government with government insignia on it the 
minute that it would get more than about two or three kilometers from the border for that province. 
And government agents simply would not go in there anymore whether from health or agriculture 
or anything else. These people were largely illiterate and their major complaint politically was that 
they had been neglected. Well now, you see, the Marxists quite often play on this. When a group of 
people feel that they’ve been neglected, it is the Marxist cry that the neglect of these people should 
be rectified but, at the same time, they will take political and military action to prevent any kind of 
fulfillment of that request for attention. And that’s exactly what was happening. The government 
couldn’t get in with any services and the people were complaining because they had no services. You 
see the dilemma. 

 
The group of us called together in this particular capital city sat for a number of days and 

listened to a number of proposals of different government agencies about how they would propose 
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to do something significant for these people. And ultimately the government people decided that the 
most important thing that these people needed was literacy. Partly, they needed literacy because they 
otherwise would not be able to read about the good things that the government was doing. Now 
therein lies a bit of what I refer to as bizarre thinking because if we know anything at all about what 
happens when people become newly literate, the Marxists seize upon it and they outdo the 
government 2 to 1. Nevertheless, this was the thought and this was the idea. And as we listened to 
the various schemes, we became more and more aware that the thinking was very top-down and 
very bizarre. I don’t want to belabor this illustration; simply to tell you what the most serious 
proposal was and how we were asked to spend several days, not only considering the proposal, but 
taking it as a given that that proposal would be the one that would be funded and that somehow it 
was our job to find a way to make it work. It involved providing for these people a television 
approach to literacy–something that has never yet been demonstrated to be effective–a television 
approach to literacy for people in communities that had no electricity. This was to be accomplished 
by providing those people, not only television sets, but generators. When we raised the question of 
the delivery of those television sets–because we knew very well what happened to anything the 
government took into that territory. We were told that they would be air-lifted in. When we raised 
the question about the safety of the aircraft, we were informed that the plan was to paradrop them. 
Now, the paradropping, meaning the using of parachutes to let generators down into remote villages 
and television sets, was a serious proposition put forward by a country that’s experience in 
development is largely top-down thinking. And I think of no better illustration to end with than top-
down from the skies to the earth of televisions and generators.  

 
But in passing I can also mention that many so-called health schemes, especially health 

education campaigns, are also incredibly top-down. I have viewed parasite charts on the walls of 
villages that I knew very well to be non-symbolic sorts of people; people who would regard them as 
absolutely funny because they knew very well that their drinking water contains no such creatures 
because they had looked.  

 
Many times the top-down view of what people ought to know in order to be better off in 

their condition takes the form of these beautiful medical charts about these enormous creatures that 
exist in water supply. These are usually rationalized by the artist who has drawn a microscope to 
show that this is a microscopic picture. Now there are relatively few villages with more than a half-a-
dozen microscopes in their experiences. These tend to be regarded as absolutely absurd because they 
are seen simply as evidence that the people outside don’t know what they’re talking about. And if 
that’s the way the water supply is in the city, certainly we’re glad we’re not in the city.  

 
Almost all capital investment schemes tend to be top-down and this is probably the saddest 

truth in the whole thing. Anything that is really large-scale tends to be top-down and the larger any 
organization becomes the more it tends toward top-down schemes. One of the reasons that I hate 
to see too large a campaign–and I mentioned this yesterday in reference to many denominations 
contributing and getting together and doing this or that–is because the more people that get together 
to try to rescue somebody else, the more apt they are to use a top-down approach. Any organization 
that is top-heavy in management tends to use top-down approaches. This may pertain to some of 
you here. 

 
Now let us change our attention to bottom-up. What is a bottom-up strategy? Some would 

argue that it is simply a fantasy because it doesn’t exist very often. But a bottom-up strategy assumes 
that the flow of ideas, energy, and resources is from lower to higher and should be from lower to 
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higher in the political or social structure. But there’s a better way to say it, I believe, and that is that 
the identification and project planning is done with people not for people. That’s a simple notion and 
a very important notion. The identification of problems and the planning of solutions are 
accomplished with people not for people. And if you have appreciation of the contrast between 
those two simple English-language words you see the whole thing all wrapped up in one. It is this 
notion of not doing for or on behalf of but doing something with.  

 
Bottom-up strategy is not something that is done as if mysteriously behind the scenes to get 

people to think of things for themselves, and that is a distortion of the idea of bottom-up. Bottom-
up does not assume that the developer is absolutely placid or that all he does is sit and observe. 
Indeed he exerts himself. Indeed he urges. Indeed he encourages. Indeed he suggests. Indeed, on 
occasion, he provides. But nevertheless the motive and the initiative for action is with people not for 
people.  

 
Some examples, many of the cooperatives that have taken hold in various parts of the world 

are bottom-up schemes. Because when people voluntarily cooperate by pooling their resources, they 
usually do this as a bottom-up kind of an approach to their condition. It’s almost impossible to get 
people to comply with a requirement that they contribute to a common good. In fact, that is 
somewhat told in the Ananias and Sapphira stories: that the voluntary pooling of resources into that 
big Jerusalem co-op did not include by force the resources, at least not all the resources, of Ananias. 
Marketing campaigns, growing campaigns, other sorts of co-ops, especially in the rural sector, are 
some of your better examples of bottom-up strategies, at least in the larger-scale projects.  

 
There is one type, well actually two types of literacy campaigns that I’d like to talk about here 

that also illustrate bottom-up strategies. One of these being what is known as “the Paulo Freire-style 
literacy campaign.” Paulo Freire, who’s been mentioned several times in our lectures, first came to 
international prominence because he was so successful in his approach to literacy in two sections of 
Brazil and subsequently in several other countries. His approach to literacy, though, was very 
different from the classical approaches to literacy, even the Laubach approach. His approach was 
simply to assume that there was a bigger problem that people faced than literacy. And so you really 
don’t start with literacy, you start with the bigger problem and you attach literacy skills to the bigger 
problem so that literacy becomes important in solving the bigger problem.  

 
Now you can see that that could be seen as a secular explanation of what happens when you 

evangelize and then create literacy. Because, you see, literacy is not valuable in and of itself; it is 
valuable because Christianity is valuable. It is valuable because reading the Word of God is valuable. 
Now Paulo Freire worked primarily in Brazil among people whose primary problem was that they 
did not have toothpaste. No, I guess that wasn’t it. I think it was more like the fact that they were 
under severe political oppression. And that tended to be the problem that they wanted to talk about. 
So the Paulo Freire method tends to look like a program in which you incite people to revolution. 
But that is to miss the point. If the dominant problem of people is political oppression, your literacy 
program will focus on political oppression. But if the dominant problem in a group of people is 
hunger, your literacy program will function around hunger and agriculture. If the dominant problem 
is health or infant mortality, your literacy program will focus around health and infant mortality. 
That is the genius of the Paulo Freire approach and it is improper to assume that Paulo Freire is 
simply a Marxist arguing that literacy should be used for the gospel of revolution. And I maintain 
that that is simply a misunderstanding about what Paulo Freire is all about although he is well aware, 
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as a Brazilian, that there is not an awful lot of hope in Brazil apart from a significant reallocation of 
political power. 

 
Another of the literacy project approaches that tends to be bottom-up is the use of 

fotonovelas. The fotonovela, which in most cases has been used in Spanish territories, therefore, it is 
spelled in the Spanish manner, fotonovela, has to do with the creating in a community of something 
to read with reference to that community. The technique used–and I wish I had brought some 
examples with me. It never occurred to me ‘til I was preparing this lecture yesterday I could have 
brought some examples of little pieces of material very simply printed in black-and-white that look 
very much like comic books. You are familiar with the American comic book or the, maybe they 
have them here. Someone help me on that? Is there such a thing as a color print comic book 
somewhat like the newspaper funny papers on Sunday only it’s a self-contained little booklet? Simple 
paper stapled together.  

 
Some people can draw well enough to make a comic book, but almost everyone can 

photograph well enough to make a comic book. And what you do is decide on a story that you want 
to tell in a strip of pictures, and people even in very, very simple villages–I have seen Indians in 
Latin America making fotonovelas and, in some cases the only piece of machinery, other than the 
camera that had every been handled by the Indian, was his obviously transistor radio which 
everybody in the world seems to have. But people had learned to use the camera, relatively simple 
camera, fairly promptly in order to photograph, usually in standard lighting, a series of events that 
they wanted to tell a story about; that would communicate something of the characteristic of their 
community. And then people would laboriously write into these the balloon captions that make 
these pictures talk. And then everybody in the community wants to find out what is inside those 
funny-looking little balloons.  

 
Now the idea of doing this obviously is an external or an outside idea, but the artifact itself is 

a bottom-up artifact. We made it. It’s about our situation, our community. And then the developers 
using this technique will simply take some examples from one village and take them with the 
cameras over to another village and pretty soon their producing some over there. And by using very 
simple photo-offset techniques that are available in so much in the world now, they’ve been able to 
make these things in rural villages, take them to the city, re-produce them relatively cheaply, and 
bring back a half-a-dozen, two dozen copies, if you please, on glorified Xerox approach and put 
them in the village. And by the time they’ve been there for three or four days, they have been worn 
down to a brown smudge.  

 
This particular way of saying let us talk about ourselves and our situation, is one of the more 

interesting of the newer approaches to literacy education. And I ask you, does this give you any ideas 
in terms of what it is that you’re doing in evangelism in your country? Now the trick of it is don’t 
produce it outside. Produce it in the community, or in the church community. And produce it as an 
internal production and never mind the editorial problems, never mind the elegance; just get on with 
the action.  

 
Now this quite often does not work among people who are comparing such products with 

readily available finely produced products. These sorts of things work better among people who do 
not have rapid access to the outside world and the world by which they compare some of these 
things. However, I have seen some suburban communities, or outlying communities, in lower parts 
of Mexico use these rather well even though that they were walking right by excellently produced–by 
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the way, Mexico produces the most and the finest fotonovelas in terms of the commercial market 
and if you ever want to get some good examples, write to a friend in Mexico. They can pick them up 
at any at any commodity store, I forget the name they use in Mexico, anyway, you know, the local 
equivalent of a cigar store, they’re everywhere. Pardon? No, not far off but not that. We have those 
produced here. Is that right? In the detective stories and love stories and all that are hot sellers on the newsstand. All 
right, thank you for telling me. I had not spotted them yet but. Big Ben is one. I read them all the time. 
They are different in in Latin America, at any rate; they are different from comic strips in that they 
use real photographs. That’s what these use, yeah. Otherwise they’re basically they're basically comic 
books. That’s right. But they tell stories about real, you know, adult-level stories as a general rule.  

 
Another of the categories of bottom-up projects we sometimes see are political action 

projects. If I were to ask the Americans of us here to think of a political action project that is clearly 
in the realm of nonformal education, non-governmental, bottom-up that is old in the United States 
and very powerful, could you name it? Political action, old, bottom-up, non-governmental, what 
would you name? No. Political action, old, bottom-up, non-governmental, what would you name? 
No. Not far off, but that’s not it. The League of Women Voters. Something that Americans almost 
take for granted and say, well, I thought everybody had one of those, or I never thought about 
where it came from. Do you realize that the League of Women Voters is a bottom-up affiliation of 
people in communities that originated out of the concern of women to influence the political 
process? And the League of Women Voters still exists as one of the finest examples in the world of 
a legitimate, acceptable, political action, bottom-up kind of an activity and it still has a bottom-up 
characteristic. Though it has central offices, though it has central budgets and payrolls, it still has 
that characteristic of being bottom-up in its concern for political change. Now if it has not occurred 
to you that politics and political action are within the realm of development, you’ve missed 
something along the line. Political action is very much a part of any kind of redistribution of 
resources and redistribution of power. You must understand that. 

 
There’s another example in the United States that is relatively newer. It’s perhaps now about 

15, 18 years old and it has had a tremendous power in a number of States and, to some extent, in in 
central government, and was one of the prime movers behind the removal of our last corrupt 
president. Which organization do I refer to? Common Cause, Common Cause, a bottom-up 
organization for political action. Now in the realm of political action projects I can’t give you too 
many good examples from the Third World partly because political action is not very popular in 
totalitarian governments and one of the sad facts of life is that, with the exception of about seven 
countries, the virtually whole Third World is totalitarian dictatorship. This was not true 20 years ago 
but it is very true today and I am very glad to be standing in a country that is one of those seven. I 
would not even be free to say that in a good bit of the work that I carry on. I’m enjoying my 
freedom here and I hope I’m not offending you in the process because I enjoy being free enough to 
call things the way I feel them and see them as a human being.  

 
Some consumer protection schemes are bottom-up and again we go to the developed world 

to find a number of these bottom-up schemes for development. We find such things as the 
consumer union–I think there’s an equivalent in Britain–concerned with the protection of 
consuming public from products that are faulty and defective. It's particularly concerned with 
technology and the misuses of technology.  

 
There’s another thing, and that is the citizen boycott that, as a matter of fact, is a 

development tool. It is being used right now in the United States with reference to the altering of 
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standards in American television. One of the things that the church can do in the United States, 
seems to be able to do relatively little, but it can do a bit of boycotting from time-to-time. And the 
television media in the United States are very sensitive to any block of the public that turn off 
systematically a certain network or a certain channel, and they will not watch a certain network. And 
right now there’s a good bit of pressure being brought on ABC by church-sponsored boycotts that 
are having some effect in terms of changing the standards in American television. Never mind how 
much or how little, nevertheless the illustration of bottom-up is there.  

 
Yours reminds me of yet another and that is that currently, and you may be aware of this 

one, there is within the American higher education a deep feeling about the Republic of South 
Africa. And many universities in the United States have sold their stock in their in their endowment 
portfolios that deals with South Africa. Any company that has branches and dealings in South 
Africa, the stock has been sold off as a kind of protest deflating the market for South African stocks. 
And it has that effect of deflating the markets to some extent and has put a bit more of an economic 
pinch on the established government of the Republic of South Africa. There’re some moral 
problems in this, however, because in many cases some of the few actions in the direction of 
political improvement are because of some of these international corporations that are using 
different standards. So these are not always open and shut. I don’t want to argue for or against 
boycotts of a particular thing; simply to point out that that consumer boycott and other kinds of 
boycott is legitimately a part of the development process and is one of the tools that quite often can 
be used and is almost always a bottom-up example.  

 
All we’re trying to do now is to compare top-down and bottom-up strategies and now let’s 

do it a little more systematically. Generally speaking, top-down processes are politically controllable, 
or at least are seen as politically controllable. Bottom-up processes are rarely politically controllable; 
therefore, they are regarded as politically “dangerous.” I put a number of things in quotes like 
dangerous because always these things are relative or in the eyes of the beholder.  

 
Comparing on “manageability”, and I use quotes on both sides because top-down processes 

are always referred to as being manageable; bottom-up are always referred to as being unmanageable. 
My own experience in development technology says, there ain’t nothing that’s manageable. 
Generally, top-down processes are “easy” to integrate with other development plans, whereas 
bottom-up processes are usually “hard” to integrate with other plans. And again I use quotes on easy 
and hard because, as a general rule, integrated planning is always hard. But, at least, if you have a 
government agency that is doing something at a big central level on a top-down basis, they can, at 
least, show on paper how this thing relates to 12 other projects.  

 
Top-down plans are usually large-scale; bottom-up plans and processes are usually small-

scale. This does not mean that always a small-scale project is a bottom-up. It simply means that if its 
bottom-up, the probability is that it’s small-scale. In other words, the formula works one direction, 
not both directions.  

 
In general, the top-down project is easy to shedule. You’ll notice that I have learned to speak 

British. I'm working very hard on the other words that rhyme with shedules [schedules] such as 
“shool” and “sheme,” but in time I will learn to say “shedule” and “sheme” like the British do. Hard 
to schedule is the bottom-up project; easy to schedule is the top-down project. And again that’s a 
very relative thing, but it usually is claimed. Top-down projects are prone to financial corruption at 
high levels, and, of course, bottom-up projects are prone to financial corruption at more levels. Hah! 
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Again, we're back to the nature of man and I think financial corruption is a fact of life. And I find 
that it’s especially a fact of life in situations where the extended family system works. And I don’t 
want to appear to be rude about this, but one of the one of the most severe problems we’ve run into 
in development work is the tendency of large-scale projects to be managed by a great big family, and 
no matter from the capital to the district, it seems to be everybody’s brother. And ultimately the 
whole project flows through a single family’s hands. Now that isn’t always the case, but I’ve seen 
some very huge projects that ultimately turned out to be all in the same family. Like the government of 
India, for example. Exactly, this is exactly what happened to the most recent fallen government of 
India.  

 
In general, top-down projects are likely to allow few suggestions from the “target people.” 

Notice I put target people in quote to emphasize it there because in contrast, the bottom-up project 
is generally a project in which the people involved make suggestions in regard to the target problem. 
Notice the difference between the notion of what is the target. Anytime you find the term “target 
people,” you probably are talking about a large-scale project. Anytime you’re talking about a “target 
problem,” you’re talking about a smaller project. In other words, people talk about their problem; 
planners talk about the people. And the target ultimately becomes in one case changing the people, 
and in the other case changing the problem.  

 
Generally, top-down planning and processes are likely to have large short-term effects 

whereas bottom-up processes are likely to have small long-term effects. And there’s a great trade-off 
there and some will argue that it’s better to get a large short-term effect than it is a long-term but 
very small effect. And there is a logic there because sometimes you can trigger it into being. It’s a 
little bit like the additional stone that causes the avalanche. Sometimes that additional small short-
term effect will then trigger off following avalanches of activity. A number of physical property-
building projects are like that: bridges, roads, better railroads, whatever. In general, top-down 
projects are represented by very large capital investments; bottom-up projects are usually small 
capital investments.  

 
These are generalizations and, like the ground rules from our very first day, you can always 

find the exception, but this will at least help us to be aware of some of the relative advantages and 
disadvantages. Clearly it is not an automatic answer that every project ought to be a bottom-up 
project. I do believe that there are some projects that have to be top-down and especially in the area 
of capital improvements, large-scale capital improvements. There’s just no way to talk about them as 
bottom-up projects. Most of us emotionally, however, can much more happily identify with bottom-
up projects because we tend to identify with the little people, and well we should. And, thus, I think 
it is appropriate for us to have that kind of emotional response.  

 
Now, the next thing I’d like to talk about is look at participation itself. We’ve been talking 

about the notion of bottom-up/top-down in terms of strategic thinking and planning. Now let us 
look at the matter of the participation itself. What is the nature of the working together itself? Again, 
I’ll suggest a kind of a development schedule here of participation. We’re going to look at the form 
of the participation. We’re going to look at the goal of the participation, the motivation of the 
participation, and the danger in the participation.  
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The forms of participation that I’d like to call your attention to are five which I’m describing 
here in terms of a sequence of five: giving, helping, teaching, leading, and sharing–down the left 
column. Those of you who have had a chance to read the paper called, “Acts of Giving”1 are aware 
of some of the thinking that goes into this particular part of our lecture. Now, the language is not 
exactly parallel. For the purpose of that article I simplified to three different functions. Here I’m 
talking about five different functions of participation ranging from giving to sharing: giving, helping, 
teaching, leading, sharing which I’m proposing are in that sequence and I’m further proposing that 
human beings tend to learn to participate and to do participation work in development by taking 
that series of steps. And I have seen relatively few people that would claim to have skipped any of 
those steps. I can remember very well when my whole notion of participation could be defined 
simply in terms of giving. Later, it could be defined purely in terms of helping; later, it could be 
defined purely in terms of teaching, then in leading, then in sharing. 

 
Now let’s look at these one at a time. In terms of the form of participation that we call 

“giving.” And, by the way, is giving a participation? Yes, it’s very simple and it tends to have that 
characteristic of being one-way. It’s very simple. But it is a participation. It is a human act. It is a 
cooperative act, or a sharing act, or in some measure a human dynamic that changes both parties. 
So, therefore, it is a participation. The goal of that participation is usually simply to contribute. The 
motivation is quite often compassion. In other words, it’s basically a non-rational, emotional sort of 
a motivation and the danger in it, of course, is that it will allow the discharge of pity without any 
accountability. Now the notion of “discharging pity without accountability” is exactly what we’re 
concerned about when we give a beggar a coin. You see, discharging the pity without the 
accountability. Any time an act of giving is done in such a way that it will continue or deepen the 
dependency or in any other way enhance a value that is negative, then it is potentially a dangerous 
act because it discharges pity without accountability.  

 
Now this does not suggest that giving is bad. Notice I did not say “evil consequence,” I said 

danger. It does not always follow that danger will emerge. And certainly if we are so sophisticated 
that we never want to give anything, then we’ve lost something of the real compassion that must be 
maintained throughout all the rest of the chart. [Chart is unavailable.] Part of the purpose of this 
chart is to show you that each act, each of the forms of giving, takes on more meaning when it’s 
coupled to the next. This is a very peculiar kind of a developmental concept, but it’s not too hard to 
understand if you say, giving all by itself has more dangers than when giving is coupled with helping. 
Giving becomes more meaningful when it is coupled with helping. Each of these processes becomes 
more meaningful and more functional when it’s coupled with the one that follows, and the one that 
follows, and the one that follows. [Indistinct question.] Yes, the giving relationships imply a one-way 
relationship. And, of course, that’s what the paper, “Acts of Giving” is focusing on. The way that 
giving becomes more meaningful when it is a reciprocity.   

 
The second function is helping where usually the goal is “to lift.” Now that’s metaphorical, 

but usually when we talk about helping someone we use that metaphor or that mental image of 
reaching down and helping by lifting, giving a person a help up. Helping usually is a rational concern 
and it it’s motivated by an understanding that usually surpasses the understanding involving giving. 
You can give to missions, but you can’t help missions, you see. You can give to missions without 

                                     
1 This title does not appear in the Archives.  However, see in Documents, “Acts of Kindness: Helping or 
Hurting”(1978)  
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understanding; you can’t help missions without understanding. You can help the beggar only if you 
understand the dynamics of the beggar’s situation, but you can give to the beggar without 
understanding. But if you are giving within a helping framework, then the giving is an enhanced kind 
of giving. That’s the logic of the flow chart and one of the misunderstandings we make is, well, if I 
have moved beyond giving, now I’m helping, therefore, I’m not giving, then we are in danger of 
having sterilized, taken the real life out of the helping act itself. Helping itself should be seen as a 
giving in help. The danger, of course, is that through helping someone you develop a superior stance 
to that person. Anyone that you help you are potentially superior to and this is sometimes what 
makes it very hard for rebellious people to even have someone open the door for them because they 
don’t want anybody to open the door for fear that that person comes away with a feeling of 
superiority. And, by the way, that is the essence of the meaning behind the Women’s Liberation 
Movement argument that women should not have men open the doors for them. And it is a 
basically rebellious act of a person who does not want to continue to feel oppressed by a 
relationship. And, to some extent, “missionary go home,” has to do with that.  So there is something 
in common between the Women’s Liberation Movement in the Western world and the “missionary 
go home” movement in Africa.  

 
Three, the form of participation we call “teaching.” Usually the goal of teaching is to point 

the way. Not to live for another, but to help that person get resources, understanding, to go the right 
way. The motivation is an acceptance that quite often goes beyond the compassion and the concern 
because if you’re really going to teach someone, you have accepted them to the point where you see 
them as worthy and able of learning, worthy and able of growing, worthy and able of sharing 
something that you understand. You see it becomes very patronizing to stop short on helping 
because it does not allow for that acceptance that says, “I don’t have to continue to help.” The 
Chinese proverb (allegedly Chinese, the Indians also claim it I guess) that you give a man a fish and 
he eats today; you teach a man to fish and he eats for a lifetime, is involved here. We can help 
people. We can give things to people. We can do things for people. But if we really accept people we 
help people to do things for themselves.  

 
And at this point we enter the self-help notion in participation. The danger, however–even if 

our logic is self-help–the danger is that we will have resulting hierarchy because, in general, and 
notice it’s because of the schooling-type vision of teaching. Again we tend to use teaching 
relationships that are top-down, and they tend to produce a hierarchy. Generally, people who have 
learned something will look up to the person they’ve learned it from, but then they will seek others 
who can learn it from them so that they will be looked up to, too. So, ultimately it’s this person 
teaches this person, teaches this person, teaches this person and you have a series of waterfalls of 
hierarchy and you look back up and say, “Oh, I see the structure now; the source is up there, then 
here, then here, then here.” And a lot of our hierarchical relationship in church can be traced to just 
exactly this form of participation. And if we limit our participation to teaching, hierarchy is very hard 
to avoid. And now we’re talking a little bit more about the problem in missions, in general, and even 
the problem of church development in many countries. It tends to limit itself to teaching and that’s 
about as far as it goes. If there’s giving involved, there’s helping involved, and there’s teaching 
involved and that’s about the end of it and the result is hierarchy. Not always, but too often. 

 
We can go beyond that and talk about a fourth kind of participation that is a leading 

relationship where leading, in this definition, is beyond teaching. It is the kind of leading that Jesus 
implied when he said, “Follow me.” He did not say simply, “Follow me, I’ve got some lessons you 
ought to learn,” but “Follow me, I’ve got a walk to share with you.” To walk with is the goal of 
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leading in this sense. It is a peculiar meaning of leading because clearly leading can be done the way 
one leads a sheep, or the way one leads a dog on a rope. I’m talking about the kind of leading that is 
involved when we talk about the leading of the Spirit of God. It is a walk with God through which 
we are led by God’s presence. And I believe that this concept of leading is almost impossible for a 
non-Christian to understand. I’ve used this chart in secular frames of reference and I’ve had people 
bogged down time-after-time with this notion of leading because, in the secular frame of reference, 
leading occurs only after the function of giving. And the secular person wants leading to be plugged 
in there, not where it is here. But I maintain, from the Christian point of view, the leading of the 
Spirit of God goes beyond the teaching of the Word of God. The teaching of the Word of God is 
part of it, but the fellowship with God is that through which we are led because of the walk of 
Christ. The principle-ized, not simply the data organized, rule-oriented notion of “Thus saith the 
Lord.” The relationship of experience with God that leads. It is a physical identification. Yes?  

 
May I break in? Surely. Bring a ground rule in? You said that if we had something that we might be able 

to contribute; to break in. Indeed. A while back, I’ve been studying the idea of walking in the Spirit in the book of 
Galatians where it was used twice in chapter 5. The word “walk” in verse 16 is the Greek verb “peripateó” which 
has to do with the action of taking steps, how a person walks. The word “walk” in verse 25 is the word “stoixéó” 
which means to walk in rank with, in step with, march along together with.  And I just wonder if that might help 
here.  Yes, that’s good. Yeah, I think both concepts are embraceable in what I’m driving at here, are 
they not? And that that is a useful help. Thank you. 

 
You see, when we come across to this physical identification, we’re really coming down to 

the very thing he’s talking about “in step with.” It’s it's that physical alliance, that presence with, that 
goes even beyond acceptance. It not only says, “I accept you,” but that “I identify myself. I’m willing 
to be with the same label. I’m willing to wear the same uniform. I’m willing to be in the same step 
with.” So it’s not only the walk, in terms of the process of steps, but be in step with that is involved 
in this physical identification.   

 
The danger, of course, is authoritarianism itself. Because it is quite possible because of 

human nature for us to enter into a leading relationship that degenerates into an authoritarianism. 
And I don’t know, I put that danger down with sadness, but I have to put it there because I think I 
see participations around me that certainly go beyond giving. They go beyond helping. They go 
beyond teaching. They are clearly leading relationships. Clear physical identification that occasionally 
nevertheless degenerate into an authoritarian posture.  

 
The last of these points is sharing: to become one with as the goal, and spiritual 

identification as the motivation. Spiritual identification, interestingly, sometimes even communicates 
to my secular friends who understand spiritual in a somewhat less full form, but they are aware of 
spiritual going beyond physical. Not simply wearing the same uniform with, not simply being in step 
with, but being one with, being embraced within, being inseparable from the other who is walking. 
This kind of participation in sharing, I think exists relatively rarely in the development world. But 
when it exists, you can always see it. Here is the development agent who is completely at one with 
the people, not because he has lost his initiative or not because she is simply following along, but 
because he or she has moved into that oneness with that community that is a fulfillment of giving, 
fulfillment of helping, fulfillment of teaching, and fulfillment of leading in a kind of spiritual 
identification with common problems.  
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And I’m reminded so much of what was said on that road in the Old Testament when Ruth 
and Naomi had the experience of that oneness of identification and entered into a true sharing 
relationship: your people are my people, your God is my God, wither you go, I will go. And it’s that 
kind of sharing relationship that culminates in the developer who is, usually for a long period of 
time, invested deeply in the lives of people and this doesn’t occur very often because most of us, in 
the development world, are far too inclined to come and go. I’ve not indicated any particular danger 
in that because I don’t think there is one.  

 
A couple of notes: The only way to avoid the danger at one level is to be pushing toward the 

next level. In other words, the person who is giving and is pushing toward helping is apt to avoid the 
danger implicit in giving. The person who is pushing toward the next level of participating 
relationship is most apt to avoid the danger implicit in that level. 

 
And another note, apparently it is in human nature not to skip past any one of these steps as 

we learn to participate. I would not argue this from a scientific ground, only from an observational 
ground and from having shared these sorts of thoughts with a number of people who have been 
down this road; most of whom have no trouble at all identifying these steps in their own 
development experience. 


