
Discussion session

Building conversations 
for community adaptation

Practitioner, researcher and community perspectives 

on processes that build capacity to respond to uncertain futures

Taryn Pereira (EMG), Nokwanele Mamkeli (Lesseyton), 

Ian Schaffers (Goedverwacht), Georgina Cundill (Rhodes)



• Outline:
– Social learning approach (Georgina and Nokwanele)
– Assets based approach (Taryn and Ian)
– What was common, and what have we learned?
– Open discussion – what does this mean for how we think about the 

purpose and practice of participatory approaches to CC 
adaptation?



• Tested over 3+ years
• 2 communities in the 

Eastern Cape
• Social learning groups 

participated in and helped 
shape the process

• NGOs gave critical feedback



How is a social learning approach different to 
traditional participatory approaches?

1. Implies a broader agenda for social 
change

2. Intention for change in understanding 
to move beyond a core group

● planning for long term, sustained 
relationships, knowledge exchange 
beyond core group

3. All participants co-develop the process, 
therefore premised on reflexivity and 
creating spaces for reflection on process 
and learning

Change in understanding, moves 
beyond individual, social interaction



Why support human agency in addition to 
technological fixes?

• A social learning approach by definition means focusing on people: 
what they think, value and do.

– requires a focus on social contexts that enable or constrain actions

• Equally important to understand what they value doing and being 
(capabilities/aspirations), and how they might want things to 
change (or not)

• Innovations/change/new ideas are only sustained when they are 
congruent with people’s values, histories and ways of seeing the 
world
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Phase 1. 
“Vulnerability”

Understanding 
the context and 
existing 
challenges 

Phase 2. 
“Capabilities”

 Understanding 
what people 
value being and 
doing. Exploring 
existing 
activities.

Phase 3. Expanding these 
activities by introducing 
new knowledge, skills 
and alternative options



Phase 1: Co-developing an understanding of the context

I like living in my community 
because…
My community is a risky place to 
live because…

Weaving stories

What aspects of vulnerability can 
and can’t we do something about?

Share stories widely





Phase 2: Understanding existing activities, 
aspirations and strengths

• My role in my community (invisible actions)

• What groups in my community do to help deal 
with challenges (community based research)

• Share stories widely: “Community Colloquium 
on Vulnerability and Coping Strategies in the 
Eastern Cape”





I Learned…
• “I learned some basic computer skills and that was very exciting.”
• “I learned some fundraising methods from the other community 

group.”
• “I learned that there are different ways to make projects succeed 

and that similar projects can be run differently.”
• “For gardening projects to succeed, I learned that the proximity of the 

members to the actual garden is important in order to safeguard it 
and take better care of it.”

• “I gained confidence in public speaking, something that I was never 
good at.”

• “Meeting up with the other community members taught me that life is 
different for different people and in different places.”

• “I learned about the livestock farming methods of the other 
community and how they take care of their livestock.”



Building on community strengths and breaking 
down barriers to adaptation

• How could we support further learning in the community 
and expand agency, knowledge and aspirations?

• Since the social learning groups were mandated to share 
learning with the broader community, how could we 
support them to do this?



Problem solving course



 Facilitating Social Learning Requires:
Recognising:
• That social learning is inherently a participatory and reflexive process

• That social learning can lead in directions not envisaged

• The on-going seeking of equality between participants in a social learning process

• That social learning should lead to strengthened individual and collective agency 

Being:
• Both responsive and guiding

• Willing to learn and change

• Open and receptive to critique and negotiation

• Honest about own views, understandings, strengths, and limitations

• Accepting of others’ views, understandings, strengths, and limitations

• Imaginative in a way that opens up alternatives for the future

Providing:
• Learning, technical and emotional support

• A coherent framework and supportive context for learning

• Own skills, knowledge and experience

• Opportunities for individual and collective growth



What was common among approaches?

• Recognition of social context, and multiple 
stressors

• A focus on building on EXISTING activities, 
recognising what was valued by participants, 
and therefore possible

• A focus on problem solving skills (for an 
uncertain future)
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