Pacific Disability Forum, Conference, April 2009

A development approach for Pacific DPOs
I would like to thank the hosts and organizers of this important and enjoyable Conference in Port Vila.

I am here representing Australia Pacific Islands Disability Support (APIDS).  I have been working in the Pacific as a development worker for the past 24 years.  My contribution today, is as a friend and partner of Pacific DPOs.  I am pleased that Teewata from Te Toa Matoa in Kiribati is joining me for this presentation.
The reason I was asked to make this presentation was not really to talk about the role of Pacific DPOs in development, but rather to talk about an approach to development that may be useful for DPOs.  This approach, called the strength based approach, is increasingly being used in development practice.  It has been borrowed from other disciplines such as community development and organisational development.  
Strengths based approaches (SBAs) concentrate on the inherent strengths of individuals, organisations, communities or groups.  This focus can be used both for analysing situations or organisations and for developing plans to achieve development or change.  Interestingly, it can also be used in everyday life!  Yesterday the women’s groups of DPOs developed action plans based on analysis of their specific situations.  While I didn’t attend this session, I hope that my session today will complement this work.  

It is worth mentioning that SBAs include both a philosophy/way of thinking about how to engage constructively with people in relation to bringing about change and development, as well as a set of tools for practical application.

The history of SBAs is relatively straightforward – they are a response to (a reaction against) the approach that has been used in organisations and in development work for many decades, which focuses on problems or weaknesses.  For example, many organisational or project plans begin with a detailed discussion of the problems and try to find ways to solve problems.  Around the world, the problem-based approach has been identified as disempowering and de-motivating.
Most development work involves some kind of partnerships between organisations.  In successful partnerships, obviously it is preferable if both partners have a sense of trust and equality between them.  In an aid relationship, it is hard to imagine that a good partnership is possible if right from the beginning, one side is seen as having the problem and the other side is seen as having the solution.  There is automatically an uneven spread of power, even if people try to describe it differently.  Using a strengths based approach generates a much more positive basis for a partnership, which is more likely to therefore build trust and mutual respect.  Once there is trust, understanding and mutual respect, then it is possible to address a wide range of issues.
In the world of aid and development, people and countries perceived as “poor” or “developing” have often been described in negative terms (e.g. “disadvantaged”, “lacking capacity” or “weak”) or as problems which need to be overcome so that “development” can be achieved.   If an SBA is used, such language and labels are seen stigmatizing, leading to a sense of hopelessness or helplessness which is fundamentally disempowering.  One author said: “Asking people to say what their problems are…is tantamount to asking them to say how useless, weak, empty, powerless, and worthless they are in order for them to qualify to be helped”
.   I am sure many of you will recognize this kind of thinking from your experience in the disability sector. 
My belief is that a strength-based approach is very consistent with the principles of DPOs in many ways.  I will mention just a few:

· First, it focuses on strengths and not weaknesses, which is consistent with the idea of focusing on abilities rather than disabilities

· Second, it aims to achieve empowerment and shared commitment to achieving objectives which have been agreed within groups or partnerships

· Third, it recognizes that there is already a great deal of existing capacity in every context, and this existing capacity should be the basis for building more capacity, (rather than a long list of weaknesses or gaps)
· Fourth, it is consistent with the concept of a rights based approach which focuses on empowerment and achievement of rights

· Fifth, it avoids the allocation of blame on groups in terms of their inabilities, weaknesses or lack of certain resources or elements of capacity

· And finally, it avoids the usually false assumption that external people, those with money and power, have the “right” answers to solve local problems.  

The philosophy included in SBAs is that if people, groups and organisations better understand their context constructively and what has worked well in the past, they will have a more positive focus and direction for the future.   The approaches work from the premise that people move in the direction in which they focus, e.g. “focus on the positive and you will move in a positive direction”.   
SBAs can be used for all kinds of work with groups, especially when it comes to planning for the future.  My experience in the Pacific and with DPOs makes me believe that this approach is culturally appropriate, readily accessible for anyone to use and will help you all to achieve your objectives.  The language of SBAs can be easily translated into local languages.
There are several tools that can be used and today I am just going to focus on one of these tools now, to give you some practice.  This tool is called Appreciative Inquiry.
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a particular way of asking questions and setting a vision for the future.  Primarily it fosters positive relationships and builds on a desire for positive change in a person, a situation, or an organization.  The tool is based on the belief that every context has inherent, existing strengths.  It aims to build organizations around what works, rather than emphasizing the idea that they need to try to fix what does not work.  It is the opposite of problem solving.   Appreciative Inquiry focuses on how to create and apply more of what is already working. 

Let us practice a little of the tool today, and see what happens.
Appreciative Inquiry includes 4 basic questions for planning purposes:

1. What has worked well in X situation (this could be an organisation, a topic, a place, a way of doing things, a community or anything else) and why?

2. What resources are available to us?

3. What are we aiming to achieve?

4. What steps do we need to take to get there?
Today, given we only have half an hour, we will just focus on the first question.

At this point Teewata from Te Toa Matoa in Kiribati, provided an answer to the first question:


What has worked well in Te Toa Matoa in terms of managing your DPO and why?  

Followed by a 10 minute discussion in small groups of the question for each persons DPO

Do you often have a discussion about what works well?  Usually, in our planning, we talk about what doesn’t work well, and that can make us feel very daunted or overwhelmed by the list of problems.
When you plan using this method, you will still end up with some objectives and action plans for your organisation or your project, which are essential to your work.  But the main thing is that you will find that the people involved will be motivated and enthusiastic.  Even more importantly, they are more likely to feel more empowered to work towards their own goal, than if someone from outside comes in and asks what their problem is.  Motivation, empowerment, enthusiasm and ownership of objectives and plans are absolutely critical to any development process and to any development results.

I hope therefore that you might find SBAs useful in DPOs in your important work of contributing to Pacific development.  
Here are some internet references if you would like more information about SBAs

http://www.strengthsbasedpractice.com.au/
http://www.buildmotivation.com/
http://web.uvic.ca/iicrd/proj_hiv.html
http://cecp.air.org/interact/expertonline/strength/sba.asp
http://www.icvet.tafensw.edu.au/resources/strengths_based.htm
http://bluejeansocialwork.wordpress.com/2008/03/18/what-it-means-to-be-strengths-based/
Specific material on Appreciative Inquiry can be found at:

http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/  and  http://www.appreciative-inquiry.org/
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