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PREFACE 
 

American Bar Association Rule of Law Initiative  

 

The mission of the American Bar Association Rule of Law Initiative (ABA ROLI) is to promote the rule of 

law by working with in-country partners to build sustainable institutions and societies that deliver justice, 

foster economic opportunity and ensure respect for human dignity. 

 

For nearly 25 years, and through our work in 99 countries, we have remained committed to this mission. 

ABA ROLI and our partners seek to strengthen legal institutions, to support legal professionals, to foster 

respect for human rights and to advance public understanding of the law and of citizens’ rights. Each of 

these efforts contributes toward a more hospitable environment for rule of law in our host countries and, 

ultimately, worldwide. 

 

Today, ABA ROLI implements programs in more than 50 countries across Africa, Asia and the Pacific, 

Europe and Eurasia, Latin America and the Caribbean, and the Middle East and North Africa. ABA ROLI 

has roughly 700 professional staff working in the United States and abroad, including a cadre of short- and 

long-term volunteers and legal specialists, who in fiscal year 2013 alone contributed $3.9 million in pro 

bono legal technical assistance.  

 

ABA ROLI’s work in the field is supported by the Research and Assessments (R&A) Office, which is 

composed of a team of lawyers based in ABA ROLI’s headquarters in Washington, D.C. The R&A Office 

develops and implements a series of highly regarded assessment tools, provides in-depth assessments of 

draft legislation at the request of host-country partners, conducts legal research, and produces a variety 

of papers and resource guides on rule of law issues. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This manual aims to assist civil society organizations (CSOs) to use participatory research to promote 

community participation in transitional justice. Transitional justice describes a range of strategies that are 

designed to respond to a period of systematic or widespread human rights violations, and which intend 

to promote accountability, reconciliation and, ultimately, peace. Typical transitional justice strategies 

include criminal prosecutions of perpetrators of human rights violations; truth commissions that 

investigate past abuses and provide recommendations to address them; reparations to compensate 

material and moral damage suffered; memorials that preserve public memory of human rights violations 

and their victims;1 and institutional reforms designed to address the root causes of abuses.2 Transitional 

justice is not, however, limited to these approaches and, at its broadest, “involves anything that a society 

devises to deal with a legacy of conflict and/or widespread human rights violations, from changes in criminal 

codes to those in high school textbooks, from creation of memorials, museums and days of mourning, to 

police and court reform, to tackling the distributional inequities that underlie conflict.”3 

 

This manual defines a community as a group of people that live within a defined geographic area and who 

may also have common demographic, social or cultural characteristics. In referring to “community 

participation” in transitional justice, however, this manual refers to an effort to involve people who have 

experienced periods of conflict and/or human rights violations,4 and who are supposed to be the principal 

beneficiaries of transitional justice strategies, in the design and implementation of those strategies. 

“Community participation in transitional justice” can therefore be equated with a “local”5 or “bottom-

up”6 approach, and can be contrasted with state-driven, “top-down”7 or “legalistic”8 approaches. 

 

What are the benefits of community participation in transitional justice?  

 

Community participation in transitional justice has three significant benefits. First, involving communities 

in the design of transitional justice strategies makes it more likely the strategies respond to the unique 

needs and challenges of each community,9 whose experiences of the past (and their present circumstances) 

are likely to vary widely.10 Transitional justice has at times been seen as a “toolbox” of measures that can 

be “brought to any situation[…]and ensure a better process of peace building and democratic nation-

building.”11 Even when the importance of adapting to local circumstances is recognized, policymakers have 

had a tendency to revert to the same strategies they utilized—often with limited success—elsewhere.12 

Transitional justice processes have also tended to treat countries as an “undifferentiated whole” and have 

adopted inflexible national-level strategies that do not always capture the meaning of conflict for specific 

communities.13 Amplifying the voice of communities in the design of transitional justice strategies makes 

it more likely the strategies will be responsive to local priorities.14  

 

Second, participation creates the support necessary for change. Policymakers frequently refer to the need 

for transitional justice initiatives to be perceived as “legitimate” by the public, because it is they who are 

asked to participate in transitional justice institutions, and who ultimately must accept their decisions.15 

Communities are, however, more likely to support initiatives that they themselves help to develop and 

implement. Margaret Wheatley and Deborah Frieze, in a compelling analysis of how sustainable change 

occurs in communities, note that “[p]eople don’t support things that are forced on them. We don’t act 

responsibly on behalf of plans and programs created without us. We resist being changed, not change 

itself.”16 Transitional justice processes are therefore lent legitimacy where they create opportunities for 

communities to participate in their design and implementation. 

 

Third, participation addresses the marginalization and disempowerment that are the root causes of human 

rights violations. By enabling communities to be heard in decisions about transitional justice, participation 

addresses the loss of self-esteem and confidence that can result from victimization.17 This in turn increases 
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communities’ ability to engage more with political and legal processes, and to “compel the public and 

government actors to see them as human beings with dignity, agency and a drive to be treated on the 

basis of equal opportunity.”18 The act of participation also requires communities to organize in order to 

articulate their needs and priorities, and leaves behind structures, and skills, that enable communities to 

continue to play an active role in public life.19  

 

How can participatory research promote community participation?  

 

Policymakers have accepted the importance of community participation in transitional justice.20 They 

recognize, for example, the need to consult with conflict-affected communities when designing transitional 

justice strategies,21 for example by seeking their input into a national transitional justice policy or the 

design of a specific strategy, such as a truth commission mandate22 or reparations policy.23 Transitional 

justice institutions also increasingly try to provide opportunities for communities to be active participants 

in their operations, and are moving beyond simply viewing victims as only witnesses and beneficiaries.24 

Local-level transitional justice mechanisms are also being discussed as a legitimate and effective transitional 

justice strategy.25  

 

Given this trend, there are likely to be increasing opportunities for communities to participate in the 

design and implementation of transitional justice strategies. It is not, however, always easy for communities 

to take advantage of these opportunities. Effective participation requires communities to articulate their 

needs and priorities, and to be able to understand, and critique, proposed policies. Communities also need 

to know how to use mobilization and advocacy strategies to make their voice heard among the many 

actors that inevitably attempt to influence policymaking.26 Finally, communities need to develop the 

expertise, and resources, necessary to be active participants in transitional justice institutions, or to design 

and implement their own local-level mechanisms. 

 

This manual offers participatory research as a catalyst for community participation in transitional justice. 

Participatory research refers to efforts by communities to collect and analyze information about their 

community and, in so doing, to initiate and sustain a dialogue about finding more “effective ways to respond 

to the economic, political and social challenges in their lives.”27 The results of participatory research 

describe what the community has decided are its greatest needs and priorities, and set out an action plan 

to address them.  

 

Participatory research has long been used to involve local populations in the creation and conduct of 

policies designed to change their lives. It has, for example, helped small-scale miners in Kenya organize 

themselves to protect their land and livelihoods from large-scale mining companies and other private 

development projects.28 It has enabled war-affected young mothers in Liberia, Sierra Leone and Northern 

Uganda to design their own approaches to reintegrating themselves and their children into society, and 

helped build support for the reintegration process within the broader community.29 In a transitional justice 

context, participatory research offers a way for community members to investigate their experiences of 

past human rights violations, to scrutinize current efforts to address them and to discuss how the 

community could itself try to influence or complement those efforts. Participatory research can therefore 

nurture community-driven responses to human rights violations, which might include mobilization 

strategies that increase the community’s ability to take collective action, advocacy designed to influence 

policymaking or local-level transitional justice mechanisms that fill the gaps in national or international 

efforts. The box below provides an example of participatory research conducted in Saramoussaya, Guinea. 
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What is the purpose and structure of this manual? 

 

The example from Saramoussaya demonstrates how participatory research can catalyze community 

participation in transitional justice by assisting communities to articulate how national-level interventions 

should address their needs and what action the community itself can take to respond to human rights 

violations. However, communities like Saramoussaya will often need training and support to conduct 

participatory research. National- and provincial-level CSOs, such as MDT, are perhaps best placed to 

provide this support. Their independence from government or international institutions can give them 

credibility with, and access to, communities, while their national profile and connections can assist the 

community to access national- and even international-level policymakers. CSOs also generally recognize 

the importance of amplifying the voices of grassroots actors in transitional justice policymaking, even if 

this can be difficult to achieve in practice.30 

 

Participatory Research in Saramoussaya, Guinea 

 

In 2012 the American Bar Association Rule of Law Initiative (ABA ROLI), an international development 

organization, and Les Mêmes Droits Pour Tous (MDT), a Guinean human rights group, assisted 

Saramoussaya, a rural community in Middle Guinea, to conduct participatory research. The research 

aimed to help Saramoussaya to consider how to respond to human rights violations committed by the 

succession of dictators who ruled Guinea since its independence in 1958.  

 

ABA ROLI and MDT helped Saramoussaya to appoint a representative committee of community 

members to lead the research. The committee organized a series of discussions to examine the 

community’s experience of human rights violations, the impacts of those violations and efforts that the 

Guinean government and international actors are making to address them. One discussion, for example, 

brought people together to plot a timeline of the most significant events in Saramoussaya’s history; 

another examined specific types of human rights violations, such as arbitrary arrests by security forces, 

and asked participants to draw a tree with branches representing the causes and consequences of the 

violation; another invited community members to share their views on Guinea’s Interim Commission 

for National Reconciliation, a government institution tasked with formulating a transitional justice 

policy. With ABA ROLI and MDT’s assistance, the research committee recorded the information shared 

during the discussions, and later analyzed it to uncover key insights and formulate conclusions. The 

research suggested, for example, that there was an exodus of prominent families from Saramoussaya in 

the 1970s, following the execution without trial of the families’ patriarchs by Sékou Touré, Guinea’s 

ruler from independence until 1984. For many community members, it was this exodus that led to the 

community’s subsequent economic stagnation, illustrated by the dilapidated state of the road linking 

Saramoussaya to a national highway (in many communities in Guinea, a prominent or well-resourced 

community member will pay for key roads in the community to be paved). The community’s research 

therefore documented the impact of human rights violations on an individual level―the community 

introduced ABA ROLI and MDT to relatives of victims of the Touré regime―but also described the 

impact of violations on the community’s overall economic well-being. It therefore suggested that, if the 

Guinean government is committed to a comprehensive transitional justice strategy, it should consider 

finding ways to link formal recognition of past human rights violations, and the individual suffering of 

victims, with attempts to support the economic development of communities most affected by human 

rights violations. The research also identified a number of possible local transitional justice interventions 

for Saramoussaya, such as the construction of a paved road linking the community to the nearby 

highway, which would be inaugurated as a memorial to victims of past regimes. 

 



 

 

4 TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE AND PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

This manual is a resource for CSOs that wish to use participatory research to inspire community 

participation in transitional justice. Part I introduces participatory research, explaining it as both a process 

that CSOs and communities follow together, but also as a commitment to a set of principles that should 

guide all aspects of CSOs’ work. The focus of this manual is on qualitative participatory research; that is, 

research that does not result in generalizable findings that might apply to other communities, but which 

assists the community to obtain a deep, nuanced understanding of local issues.  

 

Part II of this manual provides practical guidance to CSOs on how to assist communities to conduct 

participatory research that respects the core principles described in Part I. Chapter 1 discusses how a 

CSO will lay the foundations for a successful project by formulating the project’s objectives and choosing 

suitable partner communities. Chapter 2 provides guidance on how to install Community Research 

Committees to manage the research process. Chapters 3 and 4 focus on data collection and analysis, the 

two key elements of participatory research. Finally, Chapter 5 discusses a number of possible strategies 

that communities might include in the action plan that is ideally the culmination of the research process. 

Throughout Part II, key concepts are illustrated using examples taken from the manual’s principal case 

study―that of Guinea presented above―as well as by reference to participatory research projects 

implemented elsewhere. By presenting context-specific examples, the manual tries to avoid prescribing a 

singular approach, but encourages CSOs to learn from what has worked (and what has not) before. Part 

III draws together Parts I and II by providing a “Quick Guide” that contains the core guidance from the 

manual. 

 

As a final note, participatory research is undoubtedly a time- and resource-intensive process, primarily 

because it seeks to building lasting capacity, and to create sustainable change, within communities. 

However, no participatory research process will follow all of the guidance contained in this manual 

(certainly ABA ROLI and MDT’s work in Saramoussaya did not), and it will be for CSOs to adapt this 

manual to their purposes and resources while trying to stay true to the core principles of participatory 

research. 
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PART I: INTRODUCING 

PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

1. PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH AS A PROCESS 

A simple way to understand participatory research is to view it as 

research conducted by the community that will benefit from it. 

Research, participatory or otherwise, can be understood as a series 

of cycles, each of which has two basic components: data collection 

and analysis. A cycle begins with an effort to collect and record 

information—called “data”— about the subject being investigated. 

Data is then analyzed and the researchers reflect on how the 

information collected sheds light on the research topics. In most 

cases, the data provides only a partial answer, but gives ideas for new 

research topics and methods of inquiry. A new cycle therefore 

begins, and a new set of data is collected and analyzed. As additional 

cycles are completed, the researchers gain an increasingly thorough 

understanding of the subject they are investigating.  

 

Participatory research follows the same cycle of data collection and analysis, but the research is led by a 

committee of community members, which this manual calls a Community Research Committee (CRC). A 

CRC acts as the intermediary between the community and the CSO that facilitates participatory research, 

and a CSO’s role is to help the community to appoint the CRC and then to provide the CRC with training 

and support. 

 

Participatory Data Collection 

 

A CRC begins each research cycle by collecting data. Participatory research emphasizes data collection 

techniques that create opportunities for groups of community members to share information about their 

experiences of human rights violations, as well as thoughts on how to respond to the impact of those 

violations. A CRC might, for example, invite community members to share stories about their past, or to 

create a timeline showing the history of the community. Later in the process, a CRC might ask community 

members to map out the organizations that are currently assisting them to respond to human rights 

violations, and to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each organization’s work. With the assistance 

of the CSO, the CRC records the information that community members provide, and also observes how 

they behave during each activity, gaining insights into participants’ attitudes towards the topics discussed. 

  

Participatory Analysis 

 

The CSO also assists the CRC to analyze the data that it 

collects. Analysis will generally follow three stages. The CRC 

will first review the information and then sort it according to 

emerging themes or categories. Sorting the data gives the CRC 

an understanding of the research findings—what the key issues 

were, and for whom—and enables the CRC to interpret the 

Review Sort Interpret

Analysis

Revised 
research 
topics

Data 
collection
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data, uncovering the insight the data provides on the research topics. The CRC also evaluates which data 

collection methods were most effective, and uses this information to improve subsequent research cycles. 

Once its initial analysis is complete, the CRC organizes feedback workshops to give other community 

members an opportunity to comment on its findings. The CRC will then formulate its conclusions and 

identify new topics for investigation. 

 

The Complete Process 

 

Transitional justice participatory research projects will generally involve at least four stages, each its own 

cycle of data collection and analysis. 

 

 In the first stage, which this manual calls Appreciating Context, the CRC documents its community’s 

demographic, social and cultural characteristics to allow it to understand the community’s 

transitional justice priorities in the context of its economic and social challenges, and to identify 

obstacles to broad community participation in the project, particularly for marginalized groups.  

 

 At the second stage, which this manual calls Remembering the Past, a CRC addresses transitional 

justice more directly, exploring community members’ experience of human rights violations, and 

the impact of violations on the community.  

 

 During the third stage, Assessing Responses and Resources, a CRC evaluates efforts by international, 

national and local actors to respond to the impact of human rights violations, and identifies 

resources that the community could mobilize to respond to residual needs. 

 

 During the final stage, Planning for Action, the CRC considers how the community should respond 

to the impact of human rights violations. The research culminates in an action plan that the CRC 

hopes will be supported by other community members, and by key external stakeholders, and 

that can therefore form the basis for collective action. 

 

The table on the following page describes how these four stages combine to create the complete 

participatory research process.  
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Stage Purpose 
 

Sample Research Topic Sample Insights 

 

 

 

Appreciating 

Context 

Document demographic, social 

and cultural characteristics of 

the community. 

Key demographic characteristics of 

Saramoussaya (e.g. ethnicity; age; 

gender; occupations). 

Pressing development challenges, such as the dilapidated state 

of Saramoussaya’s roads, explain why community members 

prioritize immediate economic needs over issues of justice 

and accountability. 

Obstacles that could prevent 

marginalized groups, particularly 

women, from participating in the 

project. 

Activities that seek to involve women in data collection or 

analysis will need to overcome social and cultural norms that 

prevent women from participating in public life. 

 

 

 

Remembering 

the Past 

Document community 

members’ experience of 

human rights violations, and 

their impacts on the 

community. 

Nature of human rights violations 

committed in Saramoussaya. 

Community members were victims—sometimes directly—of 

abuses committed in Conakry and elsewhere. The patriarchs 

of two prominent local families were executed by Sékou 

Touré in 1976. 

Impact of human rights violations on 

Saramoussaya. 

Fear of human rights violations caused many people to leave 

the village, creating an “involuntary exile” that community 

members blame for ongoing economic stagnation. 

 

 
 

Assessing 

Responses 

and 

Resources 

Evaluate efforts by 

international, national and local 

actors to respond to the 

impact of human rights 

violations, and identify 

resources that the community 

could mobilize to respond to 

residual needs. 

Saramoussaya’s recommendations for 

the Interim Commission for National 

Reconciliation. 

The government should formally recognize that residents of 

the community executed for their participation in alleged 

coup attempts were innocent of wrongdoing. 

Saramoussaya’s current contact with the 

Commission. 

The community has had no contact, direct or indirect, with 

the Commission and seeks assistance to develop an advocacy 

strategy to communicate its priorities to the Commission. 

Planning for 

Action 

Determine the actions the 

community should take to 

respond to the impact of 

human rights violations. 

Steps Saramoussaya should take to 

communicate priorities to the Interim 

Commission for National Reconciliation. 

The community, with the assistance of MDT, will draft a 

memorandum that describes its key needs and priorities, and 

a representative of the community will travel to Conakry to 

present this memorandum to the Commission.  

Possible local-level transitional justice 

mechanisms (e.g. memorials).  

The community will seek to obtain funding to construct a 

paved road linking Saramoussaya to a nearby highway. The 

road will be inaugurated as a memorial to victims of past 

regimes. 
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2. CORE PRINCIPLES OF PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

Participatory research can nurture and support community-level efforts to deal with the consequences of 

human rights violations. If poorly managed, however, it can entrench unequal local power dynamics, 

provide a justification for bad decision-making or expose participants to harm. This section discusses a 

number of core principles to guide, and maximize the positive impact of, participatory research. 

 

Participation 

 

It seems trite to say that community participation is a core principle of participatory research. Participation 

can, however, be difficult to achieve in practice, and it is vital that CSOs keep the need for community 

ownership at the forefront of their minds. Participatory research has in the past been criticized as a way 

for organizations to legitimize their own priorities by co-opting local actors.31 The ladder of participation 

presented below defines a number of possible relationships between CSOs and communities. The extent 

of a community’s control over the research increases with the rungs of the ladder, and this manual is a 

resource for CSOs operating at the second- and third-highest rungs. CSOs should be clear with 

communities from the outset of a project about how much control they will exert over the research 

process.32 

 

Ladder of Participation for Participatory Research33 

 

   

  
Independent community action: Communities conduct research and design 

an action plan to respond to human rights violations. 

   

  
Community-led, CSO supported: CSOs assist communities to conduct 

research and to design an action plan to respond human rights violations. 

   

  
Deciding Together: CSOs partner with communities to conduct research 

and jointly design an action plan to respond to human rights violations. 

   

  
Consultation: CSOs solicit input from communities on how to respond to 

human rights violations. 

   

  
Outreach: CSOs inform communities about how they and other actors 

are responding to human rights violations.  
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Equality 

 

Communities are complex structures composed of groups (and individuals) whose experience of the past, 

and present circumstances, will depend on factors such as gender, age, ethnicity, religion, socio-economic 

status or political affiliation.34 Communities may also be ordered hierarchically, with power distributed 

unequally, and decision-making practices may marginalize certain social groups. In emphasizing community-

led approaches, there is therefore a risk that participatory research is dominated by traditional power 

holders, and so results in an action plan that reflects only the interests of the most powerful.35 This is 

likely to be a particular risk in communities that have lived through human rights abuses, as marginalized 

groups will often have experienced a disproportionate share of violations, and will therefore be at 

increased risk of exclusion.36 Marginalized groups are also not homogenous and will include further 

subgroups that face their own obstacles to participation (e.g. women, disabled women, minority women, 

and so on).37   

 

It is therefore vital that CSOs ensure that all community members have an equal opportunity to participate 

in the research process. This does not mean that anyone that wishes to participate has the right to do so. 

Participatory research takes place within communities defined by geographic and/or demographic, social 

or cultural characteristics, and participation is limited to individuals who are members of that community. 

Within the chosen community, however, community members should have equal opportunities to 

participate, regardless of gender, age, ethnicity, religion, disability, literacy, socio-economic status, political 

affiliation or their experience of conflict. In facilitating participatory research, CSOs will need to work 

with CRCs to encourage them to develop a critical sensibility about who their community might 

marginalize, and CSOs should specifically consider the obstacles to participation faced by women, children, 

indigenous groups, disabled persons, displaced populations and refugees.38 CSOs should then ensure CRCs 

take active steps to provide marginalized groups with the opportunity to participate in the research 

process. 

  

A more difficult question is the extent to which alleged perpetrators of past human rights violations should 

be invited to participate in participatory research projects. Post-conflict societies are usually highly 

politicized environments in which there remains significant hostility and distrust, and the involvement of 

perceived perpetrators might affect the willingness of other community members to participate. However, 

labels such as “victims” and “perpetrators” rarely capture the complexity of communities, which are often 

characterized by “messy conflicts and cycles of violence and counter violence”, and where “today’s 

perpetrators may have multiple claims to past victimhood” (and where victims might once have been 

perpetrators).39 A community’s capacity to respond to human rights violations will also partly depend on 

the willingness of alleged perpetrators to participate in transitional justice processes. CSOs should 

therefore balance community members’ concerns over the participation of perceived perpetrators with 

an awareness of the fluidity of victim and perpetrator identities and a recognition that the participation of 

all parties is probably necessary for a community to respond to human rights violations. 

 

Action 

 

Participatory research is explicitly action oriented, in that it seeks to mobilize community members to take 

action to respond to the impacts of human rights violations.40 CSOs should keep constantly in mind that 

the participatory research process aims to enable communities to formulate an achievable action plan. If, 

for example, communities are proposing actions that will require financial or other resources, CSOs 

should challenge community members to develop a realistic plan to obtain them. Where a proposed 

course of action requires the support or consent of outside actors, such as a national transitional justice 

institution, CSOs should encourage community members to approach that institution to see whether 

support will be forthcoming. Finally, if community members are seeking assistance from CSOs with the 
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implementation of their action plan, it is vital that the CSO is frank about the support, financial or 

otherwise, that it can provide. 

 

Learning 

 

Participatory research builds on the resources and resilience of communities to create opportunities for 

community action. It is unrealistic to presume, however, that communities affected by human rights 

violations possess all of the knowledge or skills necessary to design and implement an effective action plan. 

Participatory research approaches have in the past been criticized for deferring too much to local 

knowledge and for failing to ensure that community-driven strategies incorporate perspectives and 

expertise held outside the community.41 A key aim of participatory research is therefore to assist 

community members to develop the skills and knowledge necessary to take effective action.  

 

Rigor 

 

An important premise of this manual is that conducting research to determine a community’s needs and 

priorities is the starting point for any successful community-driven strategy. Research, however, is not 

always well implemented, and if done poorly can lead to mistaken conclusions and questionable strategies. 

Poor quality research is also easily contested, offering an easy way out for those who do not wish to 

implement recommendations. Although this manual advocates a participatory approach to research, it is 

important that participation does not compromise rigor.42  

 

Do No Harm 

 

Although participatory research can benefit communities, it can also expose community members to risk 

of mental or physical harm. A number of actors may be threatened by community efforts to respond to 

past human rights violations, and might seek to undermine the process in a way that could harm the 

community or individual participants. The discussion of past human rights violations may also trigger 

retribution against perceived perpetrators, or could spark conflict between social groups. By asking victims 

to recall past suffering, participatory research can also result in re-traumatization.43 Finally, participatory 

research can heighten communities’ existing frustrations by creating expectations that cannot be met.44 

Throughout the research process, CSOs should therefore take active steps to ensure that participants 

benefit from, and are not harmed by, participatory research,45 something that underpins much of the 

advice in this manual. 
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PART II: PARTICIPATORY 

RESEARCH IN PRACTICE 

1. BEGINNING  

Participatory research is a partnership between a community and a CSO, and the ultimate impact of the 

research project depends on both the CSO’s and the community’s efforts. The foundation for success is 

however, laid by CSOs, who establish the initial project objectives and identify partner communities. These 

two tasks will usually be accomplished concurrently, with a project’s objectives becoming increasingly 

concrete as a CSO narrows down its choice of communities. 

 

1.1 Formulating objectives  

 

Consider how the project will further community participation in transitional justice. The 

introduction to this manual discussed the different ways in which participatory research can catalyze 

community participation in transitional justice. In Saramoussaya, for example, ABA ROLI and MDT sought 

to assist the community to develop a set of recommendations for Guinea’s Interim Commission for 

National Reconciliation, as well as to consider local-level transitional justice strategies that the community 

itself could implement. Other projects might assist communities to provide input on a specific transitional 

justice strategy, such as a reparations policy, or to develop a community submission to a court or truth 

commission. 

 

Obtain input from key stakeholders. CSOs should seek input into a project’s objectives from 

stakeholders whose support will be necessary for the project’s success. If, for example, a CSO seeks to 

assist a community to influence policymaking, the CSO can gauge the willingness of policymakers to listen 

to and engage with the community, and should also consider how the project can complement the 

advocacy efforts of other organizations.46 Similarly, if the CSO aims to assist the community to obtain 

funding from international donors, it would be prudent to discuss with donors the possibility of such 

funding before beginning the project.47 

 

Involve partner communities in the formulation of objectives. Providing partner communities with 

opportunities to participate in the formulation of objectives makes it more likely the project will resonate 

with community members. Even if specific partner communities have not yet been identified, CSOs can 

include representatives of potential partners in the development of objectives. 
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1.2 Identifying partner communities  

 

CSOs will likely want to implement participatory research projects in communities in which their project 

will have the greatest impact. This manual defines a community as a group of people that live within a 

defined geographic area and who may also have common demographic, social or cultural characteristics. 

Some CSOs will delimit communities by reference only to units of social and political organization, as was 

the case for ABA ROLI and MDT’s work in Saramoussaya;48 others will further limit scope by working 

only with certain social groups (for example, young mothers in selected towns in Liberia, Sierra Leone 

and Northern Uganda49). In searching for partner communities in which there is the potential for significant 

impact, CSOs may wish to evaluate potential partners’ commitment to the project’s objectives and its 

core principles; the CSO’s own capacity to work with potential partners; and the risk of harm to 

community members. 

 

Evaluate communities’ commitment to objectives and core principles. CSOs should create 

opportunities for communities to articulate their interest in the project, and should evaluate each 

community according to its stated objectives and values. One approach, for example, is to visit a number 

of communities, explain the broad outlines of the project, and then return a few days later to hear 

community members’ perspectives. While CSOs’ primarily interlocutors at this stage will likely be local 

leaders, CSOs need to be careful to give marginalized groups the opportunity to share their views on the 

project.50 The list below presents criteria that can be used to assess a community’s commitment to a 

project and the core principles of participatory research. 

 

 Compatibility of objectives: The extent that community members have an independent, self-

motivated desire to participate in transitional justice in the way foreseen by the project. 

 Commitment to equal participation: The degree to which the community is committed to providing 

all social groups an equal opportunity to participate in the project. 

 Readiness for dialogue: The degree to which community members, including both victims and ex-

combatants, can openly discuss past human rights violations and how to respond to them. 

 Desire for learning: The extent of community members’ willingness to learn new concepts and skills, 

particularly as they relate to participatory research and transitional justice. 

 Capacity for action: The extent to which the community is likely to be motivated and able to 

implement the action plan designed during the process. 

 

Involving Stakeholders and Partner Communities in Setting Objectives in Guinea 

ABA ROLI and MDT developed their project’s objectives during a two-day strategic planning meeting 

in Guinea’s capital, Conakry.  Although they did not have sufficient funds to invite representatives from 

their likely partner community, Saramoussaya, to travel to attend, the two organizations did invite a 

number of ex-residents that are now living in Conakry. Because of the strong links that Guineans 

maintain to their hometowns and regions, these participants were able to comment on the 

opportunities and obstacles that any project in Saramoussaya would encounter. ABA ROLI and MDT 

did not, however, invite representatives of Guinea’s Interim Commission for National Reconciliation, 

primarily because of the difficultly MDT had previously faced in convincing the Commission’s leaders to 

participate in civil society-organized activities. This was unfortunate: ABA ROLI and MDT knew that a 

key project goal was to formulate recommendations to present to the Commission, and the absence 

of the Commission meant that there was no indication as to whether or not it would be willing to listen 

to, and take any action upon, the recommendations. 
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Consider CSO’s capacity to work with potential partners.51 There are a number of factors that will 

affect a CSO’s capacity to facilitate participatory research within potential partner communities, 

including:  

 

 Access to the community: CSOs should assess whether they have the support of the government 

actors, traditional leaders and other groups (e.g. military or paramilitary forces) that control 

access to the community.52 CSOs may also wish to identify individuals and groups within the 

community who are likely to oppose their work, and address the effect that their opposition will 

have on the process.53  

 

 Level of trust: CSOs should consider whether they have the trust of community members necessary 

to implement the project. In Northern Ireland, for example, where a “deep-seated distrust” of 

outsiders developed following years of conflict and surveillance, a project in which a predominantly 

Catholic community documented conflict-related deaths succeeded partly because it was 

implemented by “‘insiders” who had the local background, family and friendship links and specific 

political history necessary to gain the trust of the community.54 By contrast, in other communities, 

particularly those with significant internal tensions, people might be more willing to open up to 

and collaborate with outsiders not implicated in the conflict.55 

 

 Capacity to engage marginalized groups: CSOs should consider whether they have the staff and skills 

(for example, language competencies) to ensure that marginalized community members have an 

equal opportunity to participate in the project. CSOs should generally include representatives of 

marginalized groups among their staff, both to ensure that a CSO’s own practices epitomize a 

commitment to equal participation56 and to enable the CSO to build strong relationships with 

marginalized groups.57 

 

Assess the risk of harm to community members.58 CSOs should assess the likelihood of triggering 

conflict within partner communities. In Saramoussaya, for example, there was an ongoing and at times 

violent conflict between two villages over ownership of a paddy field, and ABA ROLI and MDT worried 

that convening community meetings would create opportunities for conflict between youths from the two 

villages. The two organizations therefore met with local elders, including those who had tried to mediate 

the conflict, and only proceeded upon being satisfied that, although meetings between groups of young 

men were not advisable, mixed gatherings would not create a significant risk of conflict. CSOs should also 

consider the risk that revisiting human rights violations causes re-traumatization, and may wish to seek 

input from professional mental health experts at this stage. If satisfied that the project will benefit, and will 

not harm, partner communities, the CSO can proceed to the next stage: developing community research 

committees. 
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2. COMMUNITY RESEARCH COMMITTEES 

2.1 Introduction 

 

Participatory research is designed and implemented by community members, with support from, or in 

partnership with, CSOs. Participatory research can be led by an informal grouping of interested community 

members or by a more structured mechanism. This chapter primarily focuses on the latter, and presents 

a series of questions that CSOs and communities can work through to establish a Community Research 

Committee to oversee the research process. It is, however, hoped that CSOs interested in more informal 

structures will find these questions, and the guidance that follows them, useful. The questions discussed 

in this chapter are: 

 Will a community have one or more CRCs? 

 How will CRCs relate to existing decision-making structures? 

 What attributes are desirable for CRC members? 

 How will CRC members be appointed? 

 What training will CSOs provide to CRC members? 

 How will CSOs transfer leadership of the research to CRCs? 

 

 

2.2 Will a community have one or more CRCs? 

 

All of a community’s social groups should have an equal role in leading participatory research. Many 

communities will, like Saramoussaya, establish a single CRC that is representative of all social groups. 

Participatory research may be a way for a community’s different social groups to build trust and resolve 

conflicts by working together.59 In other communities, however, it can be difficult to create a single 

structure in which all groups are willing to participate. Some communities therefore establish multiple 

CRCs, each representing a different group of community members. Each CRC focuses on the experiences 

of the people it represents, and develops an action plan specific to its constituency’s needs. If a community-

wide action plan is developed, it is not done so collaboratively, but rather is the result of negotiation 

among the different CRCs, with each CRC seeking actions that will benefit its constituency. The box 

below explains how establishing multiple CRCs might have led to a more equal research process in 

Saramoussaya.   

  

Community Research Committees 

 

A Community Research Committee (CRC) is a representative group of community members that 

meets regularly to plan and implement research. It is usually composed of between 7 and 25 people, 

and should neither be so big that it is cumbersome, nor so small that it excludes representatives of key 

social groups. Saramoussaya’s CRC, for example, was staffed by 23 community members and met 

regularly in a classroom at the local elementary school. To reflect the democratic nature of 

participatory research, the CRC tried to operate via consensus but in case of disagreement voted 

through a simple majority. It oversaw all aspects of the research process, working to identify the 

questions to be answered, and leading the collection and analysis of data. Committee members were 

also the primary interlocutors for ABA ROLI and MDT, and the two organizations helped to install the 

CRC and conducted regular trainings for its members. 
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2.3 How will CRCs relate to existing decision-making structures? 

 

A CSO should also discuss with the community how CRCs will relate to existing community decision-

making structures, such as local government and traditional institutions, a practical requirement as 

permission to begin the project will inevitably have to be negotiated with local leaders. CSOs should 

therefore consider whether an existing local or traditional institution, such as a community council or a 

committee of elders, could act as the CRC, or could at least take responsibility for leading it. This locates 

the project within a permanent structure that is well placed to take action to build on the research. Local 

leaders can also use their authority to encourage community members to participate in the project. CSOs 

will need to be sensitive, however, to the ways that conflict can affect local institutions. Government 

institutions might have been complicit in past human rights violations, or might be dominated by one 

political faction and exclude others. The legitimacy of traditional leadership might also have been 

compromised, particularly if leaders took sides in the conflict60 or if displacement weakened the communal 

values on which traditional authorities rely.61 CSOs may also wish to assess the risk that governmental or 

traditional structures exclude marginalized groups, such as women and youth. While a CSO can encourage 

local and traditional institutions to adopt more equitable decision-making practices, it would first need to 

be clear about their willingness to accept proposed changes. As an alternative, CRCs can operate in parallel 

to existing local and traditional governance institutions. Where that is the case, however, a CSO should 

keep in mind the difficulty of creating and sustaining an entirely new structure, and may wish to consider 

whether a community-level CSO, such as a local agricultural or religious group, can take responsibility for 

leading (and housing) the CRC. 

 

2.4 What attributes are desirable for CRC members? 

 

Unless a CRC’s membership is already fixed (for example, if a local government or traditional institution 

acts as the CRC), CSOs can assist communities to make a list of the characteristics they would like 

individuals on the CRC to possess.62 Key characteristics include: 

 Legitimacy within social group: Committee members need sufficient legitimacy within their social 

group for the group to feel represented and to be willing to participate in project activities. 

The Need for Multiple CRCs in Saramoussaya 

 

Saramoussaya’s CRC was, on its face, a relatively representative body; it included delegates from each 

of the community’s 11 districts, and more than one-third of its members were women. These 

arrangements, however, failed to ensure that marginalized groups, particularly women, played an equal 

role in leading Saramoussaya’s research. Although women were physically present during Committee 

meetings, they were extremely reluctant to speak in front of male community members and, when 

encouraged to do so, often simply repeated what their male counterparts had already said or looked 

to men sitting next to them for prompts. Women interviewed during the project evaluation expressed 

a desire to be more active participants in the process and underscored the importance of addressing 

gender-specific human rights violations. The women stated, however, that this would require a CSO 

to work with women and men separately, so as to give women a safe and comfortable space to express 

themselves. In retrospect, it would therefore have been prudent for ABA ROLI and MDT to assist 

Saramoussaya to establish multiple CRCs, with a committee working separately to articulate women’s 

experiences of conflict, and to create an action plan focused on the needs of women. 
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 Acceptance within broader community: CRC members should ideally be capable of transcending intra-

community divisions and working together to create an action plan that has broad community 

support.  

 Relevant skills: Although specific skills are not a prerequisite for membership of the CRC, it is 

committee members that will lead the collection and analysis of data and the greater their 

communication, facilitation and analysis skills, the easier the research process will be. 

 Knowledge of the community’s culture and history: Committee members’ local knowledge will be vital 

in assisting the CRC to design and implement a research process that reflects the community’s 

culture and values.     

 Commitment to project goals and core principles: It is vital the CRC’s members are committed to the 

project’s goals and core principles, including the equal participation of community members from 

marginalized groups.  

 Availability: Membership of the CRC is a significant time commitment. CSOs should assist 

communities to reflect on, and address, potential obstacles to participation. In Saramoussaya, for 

example, the lack of reliable roads made it very difficult for community members from remote 

districts to attend CRC meetings. It may be necessary for the community or CSO to make small 

stipends available to committee members to facilitate participation.  

 

2.5 How will CRC members be appointed? 

 

Having determined the desirable characteristics of CRC members, CSOs will assist communities to 

develop a process for appointing committee members. If a community only has a single CRC, all 

community members, including representatives of marginalized groups, should have an equal say in the 

appointment of committee members. If there are multiple CRCs, and each represents a particular social 

group, all members of that group should have an equal voice. A CRC’s members can be appointed in a 

number of ways: 

 Some projects will choose to elect the CRC, with each community member able to vote for the 

delegate of their choice. This approach, however, while reflecting the democratic underpinnings 

of participatory research, does not guarantee that the CRC will include representatives of key 

social groups (there might be no women elected, for example, or no representatives of a key 

ethnic minority).  

 As an alternative, each social group (women, youth, ex-combatants etc.) can be asked to nominate, 

or even better elect, its own delegate. Saramoussaya’s appointment process used this method, 

and is described in the box below. This approach has the advantage of ensuring that the interests 

of key social groups are represented on the committee, but can also result in a divided committee 

in which each delegate focuses on the interests of his or her constituency, and not on the best 

interests of the entire community. 

 Another option is to organize a selection committee, composed of representatives from all the 

community’s key social groups, which then selects the members of a CRC. The advantage of this 

approach, which is inspired by the process used to appoint commissioners for a community-driven 

truth and reconciliation commission,63 is that the community’s different social groups are forced 

to work together to select the CRC’s members and therefore opt for people, “who would be fair 

to all―and would be acceptable to a pretty wide swath of the community.”64 

CSOs may also wish to keep in mind that, no matter what appointment process is adopted, there is a risk 

that community elites try to subvert the process to take control of the CRC.65 CSOs can therefore play 

a vital role in both assisting the community to determine the appropriate process and in ensuring that, 

once adopted, the process is largely respected. 
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Appointing Members of Saramoussaya’s CRC 

 

Saramoussaya’s CRC was formed during a town hall meeting in a classroom at the community’s 

elementary school. ABA ROLI and MDT asked the community’s sous-préfet (central government 

representative) to invite delegates from each of the area’s 11 districts and from key social groups (e.g. 

women, youth, religious groups) to attend. Participants were either invited by letter (for those that 

were literate) or by local children, who travelled to each district to deliver news of the meeting. On 

the day of the meeting, the school was filled with more than 30 people; although not everyone had 

accepted the invitation, others had noticed the gathering in the school hall and had wandered in out of 

curiosity. The meeting began with Saramoussaya’s local government leaders presenting the project’s 

purpose and goals. MDT then briefly explained the participatory research process that ABA ROLI and 

MDT were inviting community members to join, and described how the process would be led by a 

committee of volunteers, which would include representatives from all of the community’s key social 

groups. ABA ROLI and MDT then invited the community members present to decide how to form the 

committee. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Community members were quick to take the initiative. They decided to form a structure based on the 

community’s existing Local Planning Cell (Cellule de Planification Locale), which had been used to develop 

Saramoussaya’s Local Development Plan. The sous-préfet asked for suggestions from those present for 

key social groups that should have representatives on the committee. A young participant wrote, 

“Interim Commission for National Reconciliation―Local Planning Committee” (Commission Provisoire 

de Réconciliation―Comité de Planification Locale) on a piece of paper on the school blackboard, and noted 

the suggestions as they were put forward. Although there was some debate about what groups should 

or should not have representatives, the list quickly reached 23 delegates, including representatives from 

each of the community’s 11 districts, as well as from women’s associations, youth groups, trade 

associations and the local mosque. Community members also decided that the sous-préfet should be 

represented on the CRC, but should not lead it. Because ABA ROLI and MDT had asked that the 

community ensure that at least 30% (7) of the committee members were women, the community noted 

with an “F” (for femmes) the community groups whose delegates would likely be women. However, 

the community decided against immediately nominating delegates, and decided that each social group 

should have a few days to determine its representative. ABA ROLI and MDT asked that nominated 

delegates reconvene a few days’ later for the committee’s first meeting. 

 

Community members arrive for the town hall meeting; a community member notes down the 

social groups that will be represented on the CRC; the final list of social groups. 
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2.6 What training will CSOs provide to CRC members? 

 

Although CSOs will accompany CRCs throughout the participatory research process, committee 

members will need a robust understanding of the participatory research process they will design and 

implement, as well as of core transitional justice concepts.  

 

Training on transitional justice. There a range of resources that discuss how to introduce communities 

to transitional justice using participatory training techniques.66 It is for each CSO to determine the most 

appropriate focus of the CRC’s training, which might concentrate on general concepts (for example if, as 

in Guinea, the community will provide input into a comprehensive transitional justice policy) or a specific 

transitional justice strategy (for example, if the community will formulate recommendations on a national 

reparations policy). CSOs may also wish to consider adapting the training they provide to a CRC to the 

different stages of the research process. During the Remembering the Past phase, for example, it might be 

important to provide some human rights education, to ensure that the CRC has an understanding of how 

to classify the human rights violations the community has suffered. In contrast, during the Assessing 

Responses and Resources phase, a training on the successes and failures of transitional justice institutions in 

other contexts might help the CRC to identify the pitfalls of current efforts. 

  

Finally, when designing training materials, CSOs should keep in mind the risk of imposing, even if not 

deliberately, an external agenda on the community. In defining transitional justice by reference to 

frequently-used strategies such as prosecutions, truth commissions or reparations, there is a risk that 

CSOs direct community members’ thinking towards these approaches, and make it less likely that 

community members create local, creative and innovative strategies that reflect their own culture and 

priorities.67 CSOs should therefore balance communicating key concepts and sharing ideas with the need 

to avoid prescribing or recommending particular approaches. In Guinea, where much of the country’s 

transitional justice policy was still undefined, ABA ROLI and MDT used a very loose definition of 

transitional justice, referring to it as an effort to respond to the impact of past human rights violations on 

our present. ABA ROLI and MDT avoided reference to frequently-used strategies and indeed, in 

translating the term “transitional justice” into local languages, eschewed the term “justice,” as MDT felt 

this would direct communities toward courts and prosecution. Other organizations may balance 

communicating key concepts and ideas and favoring community-driven approaches differently, but CSOs 

should at least give specific attention to these issues. 

 

Training on participatory research. The goal of this manual is to provide CSOs with sufficient 

understanding of participatory research to be able to explain its core elements to communities. There are 

also a number of existing resources that discuss how to introduce participatory research to communities.68 

While these tools are not specific to transitional justice, CSOs can use them to explain the cycle of data 

collection and analysis that the CRC will follow during each stage of the research process.  

 

2.7 How will CSOs transfer leadership of the research to CRCs? 

 

Articulate mission statement. Having provided an initial training to CRCs, CSOs can invite CRCs to 

articulate their own mission statement, albeit one consistent with the parameters of the project. One 

approach, for example, is to invite committee members to form a circle and then ask each person in the 

circle to offer their own articulation of what the project’s goals should be. As the conversation progresses 

around the circle (and multiple circuits might be necessary) the committee’s articulation of its mission will 

become increasingly sophisticated, and disagreements between committee members as to the project’s 

goals will be brought to light. CSOs can then assist the CRC to resolve any key differences (through voting 

if necessary) until the CRC is ready to adopt a final mission statement. 
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Construct core principles. CSOs may also wish to work with CRCs to construct some core principles, 

similar to those presented at the beginning of this manual, to guide their work.69 The CRC’s mission and 

core principles can be captured in a written statement or, in less literate communities, the CRC can be 

encouraged to draw and adopt a set of symbols that describe its mission and core principles.70 Throughout 

the research process, CSOs can encourage CRCs to return to these documents and discuss their success 

in fulfilling their mission and respecting core principles. 



 

 

20 TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE AND PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

3. DATA COLLECTION 

Each stage of participatory research begins with an effort to collect information or “data” about the subject 

being investigated. Because this manual discusses qualitative research, there is no requirement that CRCs 

collect data from a representative sample of community members.71 CRCs should instead collect data 

from anyone who can provide information relevant to their research topics,72 particularly where someone 

might have a perspective or view not already accounted for. CSOs should also keep in mind that obtaining 

data from multiple sources increases the likelihood that conclusions are accurate.73 During the 

Remembering the Past phase, for example, CRCs should invite all of the community’s social groups to share 

their experiences of human rights violations so as to ensure that the CRC’s findings reflect the experiences 

of the entire community. Similarly, when Assessing Responses and Resources, CRCs should evaluate existing 

institutions by soliciting input both from community members and from the staff of those institutions.74 

Throughout the research process, CRCs should also make a particular effort to elicit information from 

marginalized groups who, because they are excluded from the community’s decision-making processes, 

might offer a previously unaccounted for perspective.  

 

To collect data, CRCs will organize activities that create opportunities for participants to provide 

information relevant to their research topics (this manual calls these “data collection activities”). An 

example of a data collection activity used in Saramoussaya is contained in the box below.  

  

A Community Timeline for Saramoussaya 

 

During the Remembering the Past phase, Saramoussaya’s CRC organized a number of activities in order 

to collect information about the community’s experience of past human rights violations. One activity 

brought together community members from diverse social groups to plot a timeline of the most 

significant events in Saramoussaya’s history. A member of the CRC placed two large sheets of paper 

on the wall and offered to note down those events that the group agreed should go on the timeline. 

A lively debate quickly ensued, and ABA ROLI and MDT were careful to take notes of the exchanges 

between community members. While participants could agree on some landmark events, such as the 

construction of a road that linked Saramoussaya to nearby Mamou and Dabola or the inauguration of 

the town’s weekly market, other events, particularly those that related to past human rights violations, 

were more controversial. One group, for example, could not decide whether the public execution 

without trial of a group of alleged criminals in a nearby stadium during the regime of Sékou Touré was 

sufficiently important to be listed on the timeline. On the one hand, the execution was a jarring event 

that demonstrated the unchecked power of the former government over its citizens; on the other 

hand, some participants thought that those executed deserved their punishment. Where such 

disagreements occurred, ABA ROLI and MDT noted them, and the CRC encouraged the group to 

continue to discuss other events. Community members eventually succeeded in creating a timeline 

that described in detail the history of Saramoussaya.  

 

The creation of the community timeline gave Saramoussaya’s CRC a large amount of information 

relevant to its research topics. The timeline itself was a graphic representation of the events that have 

most marked the community. The exchanges between community members provided insight into the 

different narratives that exist among social groups as to the nature and causes of human rights 

violations. Finally, observations of participants supplied clues about their attitudes towards the 

questions asked and the relationships among participants. Many women, for example, were silent 

during group discussions and were reluctant to raise their eyes from the floor, indicating a hesitance 

to express themselves openly in the presence of men. 
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This chapter discusses how CSOs can assist CRCs to conduct data collection activities, like Saramoussaya’s 

community timeline, and presents and discusses a series of questions that CRCs will need to work through 

when planning data collection, including: 

 What data collection activities are appropriate? 

 How will CRCs ensure that community members are willing and able to participate in data 

collection activities? 

 How will CRCs ensure that participants in data collection activities are not harmed? 

 How can CRCs prepare to facilitate data collection activities? 

 How will data be recorded and stored?   

 

3.1 What data collection activities are appropriate? 

 

A CRC’s data collection activities will be based around participatory methods that, like the creation of a 

community timeline, elicit information relevant to the CRC’s research topics. Because of the strengths 

and weaknesses of each method, CRCs should use a range of methods during each stage of the research.75 

During the Remembering the Past phase in Saramoussaya, for example, community timelines were combined 

with semi-structured interviews with community leaders and focus group discussions with a range of social 

groups. There are many resources that discuss participatory data collection methods,76 including those 

focused on specific sectors (e.g. conflict analysis77 or violence against women78). An appendix to this 

manual also provides a number of suggested data collection activities for use in each stage of the research 

process, from Appreciating Context to Planning for Action. The different methods referenced in this and other 

manuals are, however, only a starting point and a CSO’s role will generally be to introduce a CRC to 

possible methods, and then to assist the CRC to adapt them to its own needs. CRCs should keep in mind 

three issues when designing data collection activities: the importance of reflecting the community’s 

“culture of participation”; the necessity to give specific consideration to the needs of marginalized groups; 

and whether data collection activities will include an effort to convey information to participants.      

 

Reflect the community’s “culture of participation.” Participatory methods aim to make it easy (or at 

least possible) for individuals or groups to discuss sensitive and complex topics. CRCs should therefore 

try to identify methods that reflect their community’s “culture of participation”―the circumstances in 

which people are most comfortable discussing challenging topics―so that data collection occurs in an 

open, safe and even enjoyable environment.79 This will include consideration of whether participants will 

be more comfortable in an individual setting or in groups. While tackling sensitive topics in groups can 

create a supportive environment in which participants rely on each other for comfort,80 participants 

sometimes feel like they are being judged by their peers, or worry that someone will relay confidential 

information to other community members. CRCs should also consider the rituals that community 

members use in their social, cultural and spiritual life, and should consider incorporating these into data 

collection methods. In South Africa, the Khulumani (Western Cape) Support Group incorporated 

elements of its community’s culture of participation into meetings designed to provide a safe environment 

for victims of apartheid to share stories.81 Participants, who typically numbered between 60 and 70, sat in 

a circle, and a facilitator placed a large candle in the middle of the group and asked who would like to light 

it.82 The candle, which was used after a suggestion from a community member, was similar to those that 

would be lit at meetings during the struggle against apartheid or that were used to commemorate those 

who had died, and created a kind of “sacred space” in which victims could recount their stories.83 
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Design data collection activities specific to the 

needs of marginalized groups. CRCs should obtain 

input from marginalized groups (who in any case should 

be represented on the CRC) into the design of data 

collection activities. CRCs should, for example, discuss 

with marginalized groups whether they will be willing to 

participate in data collection activities in the presence of 

other social groups (e.g. women and men together; 

victims and ex-combatants together), or whether 

specific activities should be designed for marginalized 

groups. Saramoussaya’s CRC, knowing that women 

were reluctant to discuss past human rights violations in 

the presence of men, organized women-only data 

collection activities. CRCs should also give specific 

consideration to the culture of participation of 

marginalized groups. For example, a researcher who 

conducted interviews with child soldiers, who had low 

levels of education, avoided using methods that involved 

analytical or technical exercises, and instead opted for 

narrative and open-ended storytelling that made it easy 

for the participants to describe their experiences.84 

Another organization asked victims of conflict in East 

Timor and Aceh to draw “Rivers of Life” (see inset 

photo) to depict their life story. Experiences were 

represented on the river through colors, symbols or by 

gluing on small objects, allowing participants to share 

feelings and memories even though they speak different 

languages.85    

 

Consider whether data collection activities will include an effort to convey information to 

participants. In the preceding chapter, this manual discussed how to train CRCs so that they have the 

understanding of transitional justice necessary to lead the research process. CSOs’ efforts to build capacity 

should not, however, be limited to CRCs, as participatory research aims to give a broad swath of the 

community the opportunity to develop new knowledge and skills. When planning data collection activities, 

CSOs should therefore discuss with CRCs whether community members’ understanding of the research 

topics would be improved if an activity was preceded by, or combined with, a training or knowledge-

building exercise. As when training the CRC, different training topics will be appropriate for different 

phases of the research process. During the Assessing Responses and Resources phase in Saramoussaya, for 

example, a town hall meeting was organized to collect data about community members’ expectations of 

Guinea’s Interim Commission for National Reconciliation. Some community members, however, were not 

familiar with the mandate of the Commission and therefore ABA ROLI and MDT gave a short presentation 

to explain it. Later in the process, when the community is Planning for Action, it might be useful to provide 

examples of how other communities have pursued justice and reconciliation, so as to trigger discussion 

as to how the community’s process should reflect, or differ from, others. 

 

In considering whether and how to disseminate information to participants in data collection activities, 

CSOs may wish to consider the following guidance: 

 It will often be prudent for CRCs to conduct, or at least lead, trainings or presentations. This 

approach is consistent with the CRC’s leadership of the research process, and also enables 

committee members to develop expertise in transitional justice and public speaking skills. CSOs 

A “River of Life” drawn by victims of conflict 

from East Timor and Aceh (used with 

permission from Asia Justice and Rights). 
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can also encourage the CRC to invite outside speakers or trainers to speak to community 

members.  

 In communicating information about existing transitional justice institutions, CSOs might make 

use of outreach materials established by those institutions.86 Many of the resources referred to 

in the preceding chapter, and which discuss how to introduce transitional justice concepts to 

communities, may also be useful. 

 As in the preceding chapter, CSOs should keep in mind the risk that trainings impose an external 

agenda on community members and therefore limit the space for communities to create local, 

creative and innovative strategies. CSOs must therefore again balance a desire to communicate 

key concepts and share ideas with the need to avoid prescribing or recommending particular 

approaches. 

 

3.2 How will CRCs ensure that community members are willing and able to participate in 

data collection activities? 

 

It can be difficult to convince community members to participate in data collection activities, whether 

because they have other more pressing priorities, including basic survival needs, or because they are 

hesitant to discuss a subject as emotionally demanding as human rights violations. When organizing data 

collection, CRCs should therefore address any issue that will influence whether community members are 

willing and able to participate, including how participants will be invited, the location and timing of data 

collection activities, and whether participants will receive payment or other forms or remuneration.   

 

Invitations. CRCs will usually have sufficient connections within the community to be able to invite 

people to participate in data collection activities. If, however, a CRC lacks the necessary contacts, 

particularly with marginalized groups, it can identify “gatekeepers” to act as intermediaries between the 

CRC and participants. A research project that sought to interview child soldiers in Liberia, for example, 

accessed participants through an international organization that was implementing a program to train ex-

combatants and therefore, “had gained the trust of the beneficiaries over an eight-month period of daily 

interaction.”87 If a CRC wishes to invite someone from outside of the community (e.g. a policymaker) to 

participate in an activity, the CSO may be able to facilitate that person’s participation. Before asking 

community members to attend a specific activity, it might be necessary for CRCs to conduct a more 

general awareness-raising campaign to inform the community about the nature and goals of the project 

and nurture the support necessary for broad participation.88 However, in communicating with community 

members, CRCs should be sensitive to the nature of post-conflict environments, and to the risk of being 

perceived to be aligned with one political or ethnic group over another.89 CRCs will therefore need to be 

extremely careful to maintain control over the way in which the project is presented,90 including in written 

materials, and to consistently emphasize their neutrality. 

 

Location. To facilitate participants’ travel arrangements, CRCs will generally conduct data collection 

within or close to community members’ homes or workplaces. CRCs should be aware, however, that 

some people will be uncomfortable discussing human rights violations in close proximity to their families 

or peers, particularly where disclosure carries a risk of stigmatization.91 If, for this reason, CRCs decide 

to organize data collection activities outside of the community, they will have to consider whether they 

need to assist participants to travel to attend.92 CRCs should also keep in mind that certain locations or 

institutions will be associated with past human rights abuses or will be perceived as the domain of one or 

more parties to the conflict.93 CRCs will also need to consider whether a location has the level of privacy 

required to protect participants.94 Finally, CRCs should consider the likelihood that community members 

turn up uninvited to activities, and should decide whether these participants will be permitted to take part 

or, if not, how to politely turn them away.  
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Timing. CRCs should take into account the work and domestic obligations of community members as 

well as key cultural and religious events. In Saramoussaya, ABA ROLI and MDT delayed the Remembering 

the Past phase to avoid a conflict with Ramadan, when community members were fasting and were in 

intense periods of prayer. They also delayed the project to avoid the majority of Guinea’s rainy season, 

when villagers spent much of their time tending their fields.  

 

Payment or other remuneration. Small payments to people who attend data collection activities can 

be an effective way to facilitate participation, particularly where people must travel to attend or where 

they are being asked to take several hours out of their working day.95 However, payment also undermines 

the notion that the project belongs to the community and implies that people need an incentive to 

participate other than a desire to better their community. It can also compromise the voluntary nature of 

informed consent,96 and can attract participants who are not acting in good faith. An alternative is to 

provide a form of indirect payment to participants, for example by providing meals during data collection 

activities or distributing symbolic tokens of appreciation, such as school supplies. 

 

In addressing the above issues, CRCs should pay particular attention to the obstacles that marginalized 

groups must overcome to participate in data collection activities. Women, for example, often have to 

balance work and domestic obligations, such as childcare, and frequently also have to overcome social 

norms that discourage them from participating in public life.97 As the example in the box below shows, 

CSOs need to encourage CRCs to take active steps to facilitate the participation of marginalized groups. 
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3.3 How will CRCs ensure that participants in data collection activities are not harmed? 

 

Informed consent 

 

CRCs should obtain informed consent from each participant in data collection activities. Informed consent 

protects an individual’s right to choose whether or not to participate in a research project and is 

considered an essential element of ethical research.98 Informed consent has three basic aspects: 

 

Taking Steps to Facilitate the Participation of Women in Saramoussaya 

 

A number of obstacles made it difficult for women to participate in data collection activities organized 

by Saramoussaya’s CRC. Social norms discourage women from participating in public life: one male 

leader half-joked that, were a woman to take a few hours away from her family, she would be 

questioned by her husband as to where she had been that day; if she did this on numerous occasions, 

another villager might tease her husband as to why his wife was becoming so independent-minded. 

Women also have little free time: they must look after the children, prepare food for the family and 

even conduct the majority of Saramoussaya’s agricultural work. ABA ROLI and MDT encouraged 

Saramoussaya’s CRC to use a number of techniques to overcome these obstacles to the more equal 

participation of women. They arranged women-only data collection activities, thereby allowing women 

to express their views without fear of being stigmatized by local men. Activities were not organized in 

advance, but rather were convened on an ad hoc basis, taking advantage of existing women-only 

gatherings, such as groups of vendors taking a break during Saramoussaya’s weekly market. Finally, 

ABA ROLI and MDT’s staff made an effort to change the attitudes of male leaders towards the 

participation of women in public life and repeatedly emphasized that, given the central role that women 

play in domestic and economic activities, sustainable community-level initiatives will only succeed with 

the participation of women. These efforts went some way towards ensuring equal participation: 52 

women eventually participated in data collection activities, compared to 75 men.  

 

 
 

 

 
Saramoussaya’s weekly market, and a gathering of women near the market. The market was used 

by Saramoussaya’s CRC as a site to conduct informal discussions about the past with women from 

the community.   
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 Informed: The participant is fully informed about the purpose, methods and intended possible 

uses of the research, what their participation in the research entails and what risks, if any, are 

involved.99 

 Voluntary: The participant takes part voluntarily, free from any coercion.  

 Competent: The participant is capable—has the maturity and mental stability—to make a free 

and considered choice.100 Where a participant is not sufficiently competent to consent (for 

example, a child lacking sufficient maturity) consent can be obtained from a proxy (for 

example, from the child’s parent), but the researcher should also consider whether it is in the 

best interests of the participant for him or her to participate in the project.101 

 

CRCs should obtain informed consent by asking each participant to sign a form or give verbal consent to 

confirm that he or she understands the nature and purpose of the research, and how the information that 

he or she supplies will be used. When planning data collection, CSOs should therefore assist CRCs to 

develop consent forms or a standardized protocol for obtaining verbal consent; CSOs can be guided in 

this regard by sample consent forms and protocols.102 CRCs should also be aware, however, that 

participants have the right to withdraw their consent to participate at any time, and they should not force 

or coerce a participant to provide information. 

 

Confidentiality and anonymity 

 

Research is confidential when the researchers do not provide access to their records to outside parties, 

meaning in this case anyone other than the CRC and the CSO.103 While a CRC might choose to release 

portions of its data, such as short quotes to illustrate key points, confidentiality requires that the CRC’s 

detailed records and notes remain private. Anonymity means that the identities of participants in the 

research are concealed.104 CSOs should discuss with CRCs to what extent they intend to respect 

anonymity and confidentiality. They should determine, for example, whether the CRC voluntarily wishes 

to share data with outside actors (for example, a truth commission) and if so in what form. CSOs also 

may wish to investigate whether the CRC will be obliged to share the information it collects with outside 

actors (for example, as a result of subpoena powers from a court or tribunal) and, if so, the extent to 

which anonymity will be respected.105 CRCs should also consider the risk of unintended disclosures as a 

result of theft or loss. Community members should be made aware of any likely limits to confidentiality 

and anonymity, intended or unintended, when giving their consent to participate in the project. 

 

Re-traumatization and risk of conflict 

 

CSOs should discuss with CRCs how to avoid re-traumatizing victims when discussing past human rights 

violations. If resources allow, a mental health expert should accompany the CSO and CRC throughout 

the research process. If that is not possible, CSOs may wish to provide CRCs with basic training on how 

to monitor and support the mental health of victims during data collection activities.106 If a CSO lacks the 

capacity to conduct this training, an expert might be found to do so. CSOs should also provide training to 

CRCs on how to handle the disagreements between community members that arise during data collection 

activities, and which can result in heated and even violent confrontations.107 

 

3.4 How can CRCs prepare to facilitate data collection activities? 

 

Consistent with the community-driven nature of participatory research, it will generally be a member of 

the CRC who facilitates data collection activities, and CRCs will need to identify who among their 

members is best placed to do so. Facilitators should make participants feel comfortable enough to express 

themselves frankly. Women, for example, will often feel most at ease talking to other women. A female 

researcher in Liberia, for example, was able to ask female child soldiers questions about sexual violence 
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because her gender made the participants “comfortable in sharing issues about their sexual experiences, 

regrets and hopes.”108 Participants will also often be more comfortable with someone who they feel shares 

their experience of conflict. In Ardoyne, Northern Ireland, where a community used participatory 

research to document conflict-related deaths, the fact that both interviewer and interviewee had a “shared 

knowledge and first-hand experience of traumatic, conflict-related events” meant participants could speak 

freely, “with the understanding that ‘one of their own’ would be unlikely to use the information to their 

detriment.”109 

 

Once facilitators have been identified, CSOs may wish to assist CRCs to develop a data collection protocol 

that guides the facilitators in how each data collection activity should be conducted.110 A protocol will 

usually contain guidance on: 

 How facilitators should conduct themselves (e.g. avoid judging participants; use active 

listening);111 

 How the project and the purpose of the activity will be introduced to participants; 

 What other information will be communicated to community members; 

 How informed consent, confidentiality and anonymity will be addressed;  

 How to detect and avoid re-traumatization; 

 How to avoid conflicts between participants; 

 Any ground rules that participants will be asked to abide by, such as a requirement to treat 

each other in a respectful manner; 

 How the facilitator should guide the participants through the questions to be discussed; 

 How the data collected should be recorded and stored. 

 

In developing protocols, and in training facilitators, specific consideration should be given to how 

facilitators will assist marginalized groups to participate. Where, for example, there is concern that male 

participants will dominate a group, the protocol can include guidelines to ensure female participation, such 

as a list of questions that will be directed specifically at female participants. Representatives from 

marginalized groups can also be invited to provide guidance to CRCs on how facilitators should interact 

with their group.112 CSOs and CRCs can also be guided by existing resources that discuss how to consult 

with marginalized groups,113 including those that discuss specific groups, such as women114 and children.115 

 

Once a data collection protocol has been developed, it is often advisable for the CRC to test it by 

conducting a practice run of the activity. This allows the CRC and CSO to verify that the facilitators are 

able to follow the protocol correctly and to check that the activity will elicit information relevant to the 

research topics.116 A practice run can be conducted by asking members of the CRC to pose as participants 

or by assembling a group of community members to participate (although community members would 

need to be informed about the purpose of the exercise). CRCs should also incorporate time for feedback 

from participants following all data collection activities, to ensure that they can integrate “lessons learned” 

into future activities. CSOs may also encourage a CRC’s facilitators to practice specific facilitation skills, 

such as active listening, for which reference can be made to existing training manuals on facilitation in 

participatory research.117 Some data collection techniques will also demand specific skills: one organization 

trained victims of conflict in Aceh and East Timor to take photos to illustrate stories of human rights 

violations, and the victims then returned home to document their communities’ experiences through 

photography.118 
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3.5 How will data be recorded and stored? 

 

Recording data 
 

There are three types of data produced during data collection activities that might shed light on the 

research questions: graphics, documents or other products created by the community (e.g. timelines or 

maps); the verbal exchanges that occur among participants (or between the participant and facilitator); 

and observations of the participants’ behavior. 

 

Community-created graphics, documents or other products. CRCs might be able to photograph or 

replicate the graphic or document created by the community, although it can be difficult to replicate 

diagrams accurately. When this is not possible, CRCs might decide simply to take possession of the original 

product created by the participants, although CRCs will then need to explain to participants—who may 

be very proud of what they have created—how the product will be used and who it will be returned to 

(e.g. an individual participant, community leaders or a community organization.)  

 

Verbal exchanges. Although some projects use audio or even video recordings,119 this manual presumes 

that the vast majority of projects will rely on handwritten notes. CSOs will need to discuss with CRCs 

whether their members have the capacity to take detailed notes and, if not, CSOs might make available 

one or more of their staff to do so. The designated note-taker should not also be responsible for 

facilitating, as it is difficult to facilitate while also taking notes (and vice versa). CSOs may wish to provide 

detailed guidance to note-takers as to the type of information that it is most important to record, and 

one approach is to create a standardized form that lists under each research topic the information the 

CRC is seeking to gather. The note-taker can then record or summarize exchanges under the most 

relevant heading. CSOs may also wish to discuss with CRCs whether statements should be attributed to 

particular participants. Codes can be developed so that a note-taker can annotate a statement to indicate 

the key characteristics of the individual respondent (e.g., M = male; F = female), without revealing the 

participant’s identity. Finally, CSOs may wish to discuss with note-takers the risk that their own opinions, 

bias and preconceptions affect the way that they record exchanges, and should encourage note-takers to 

summarize the statements and opinions of participants as accurately as possible.  

 

Observations of participants. Observations of participants’ behavior can be recorded by the note-taker 

or another CRC or CSO member, whose focus is not only on what was said, but also what can be sensed 

or implied from comments and behavior (the “subtext” or “hidden transcript”). CSOs may, however, wish 

to discuss with observers the role that their own beliefs and feelings play in determining how they interpret 

participants’ behavior, and should encourage the observer to maintain a critical sensibility as to how their 

thoughts and feelings are affecting their work (for example, by including observations on their own 

behavior in their notes). 
 

Storing data 
 

CSOs may also wish to work with CRCs to develop a system for storing data securely. If research is to 

be confidential, only members of the CSO or CRC should have access to it. CRCs should work with local 

leaders to identify a secure space for the storage of research materials. CSOs will also need to assist CRCs 

to develop a system for organizing and indexing the data they have collected. Materials will need to be 

labeled to indicate the data collection activity during which they were collected (e.g. purpose and type of 

activity, location date, number of participants) as well as the identity of the note-taker or observer. CRCs 

should, however, try to respect anonymity by refraining from marking documents with the names of 

participants. If it is necessary to keep track of the people that participated in a data collection activity, this 

can be done through a simple coding system. Each participant can be given a number (and the list of 
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participants kept in a separate, secure location) and a transcript or summary marked with the numbers of 

the people that participated. The list of participants should be destroyed upon completion of the research, 

or after an agreed upon period of time.120 
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4. ANALYSIS 

This chapter discusses how communities analyze data in order to obtain insight on their research topics 

and the effectiveness of their data collection activities. The bulk of analysis will be conducted by CRCs, as 

analysis is a time-consuming and labor-intensive process and is therefore best conducted by a small group 

of community members. Feedback workshops can then be organized to give other community members 

the opportunity to offer insights that might have otherwise been missed, and to strengthen the 

community’s sense of ownership of the research findings.121 By involving as many people as possible in the 

interpretation of the data, participatory research avoids the risk that the conclusions drawn reflect the 

biases and prejudices of a small number of researchers.122 Because analysis is also a highly technical task, 

this is a stage of the research process where CSOs may choose to play a particularly active role. CSOs 

should, however, balance a desire for high-quality analysis, and time efficiency, with the need to maintain 

a high level of community participation. 

 

This chapter discusses how CSOs can accompany CRCs through each stage of the analysis process, from 

reviewing the information collected, sorting it according to emerging themes or categories, and then 

displaying the sorted data in order to interpret it—identifying how the experiences, opinions, ideas and 

patterns within the data shed light on the research topics. The chapter concludes by discussing feedback 

workshops that give a broad cross section of the community the opportunity to comment on the initial 

analysis. 

 

4.1 How will CRCs review data? 

 

CRCs should begin analysis by familiarizing themselves with the information they have collected. They 

should take out from storage all of the research materials produced during the current phase of the 

research (e.g. community-created graphics or other products, as well as the notes and observations 

recorded by the CRC or CSO) and then develop a process for reviewing these materials. In Saramoussaya, 

ABA ROLI and MDT used sticky tape to fix research materials onto the wall of the school hall, where the 

CRC held many of its meetings. CRC members then wandered around the room and examined the 

materials to get a sense of what each contained. An alternative method is to distribute the research 

materials among the CRC and ask each person to read quietly or examine their portion of the materials. 

Each person can then be asked to summarize to the group the key themes contained within the materials 

that he or she reviewed.  

 

The review phase can also be used to discard irrelevant data and so focus the analysis on the information 

most relevant to the research topics. CSOs can work with CRCs to develop a set of criteria that describes 

what among the information collected is relevant and what can be discarded. The research materials can 

then be distributed amongst the CRC’s members, with two members of the CRC reviewing each portion 

of the data. Only materials (or parts of them) that the reviewers both agree are irrelevant are discarded.123 

CSOs and CRCs should keep in mind, however, that it can be difficult to distinguish between relevant and 

irrelevant data at such an early stage of analysis, and data that is not directly relevant to the research 

topics can still provide useful context and background. CRCs will therefore need to balance a desire to 

focus their analysis on the most pertinent data with the recognition that the real relevance of data only 

becomes clear as analysis progresses.  
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4.2 How will the data be sorted? 

 

Sorting data means grouping similar pieces of information together to reveal the themes and patterns 

contained within the data. Qualitative data can be sorted in a number different ways, from quite 

sophisticated computer-based methods to more user-friendly techniques. This manual introduces a basic 

approach that low resource projects can replicate and adapt. CSOs wishing to use more sophisticated 

methods can build upon the ideas introduced here by reference to other materials.124 A basic approach 

for achieving this is described below. 

 

 First, the CRC divides its research materials into smaller excerpts of data. Notes of verbal 

exchanges between participants are broken down into individual quotes (verbatim or otherwise) 

that each describe a key point made by a participant, with each quote written on an individual 

piece of card. Observations of participants made by the CRC or CSO are similarly divided up, 

with each key observation written on a piece of card. The key points captured in community-

created graphics or other products (e.g. timelines or maps) are also placed on individual pieces of 

card.  

 

 Second, the CRC creates an initial list of the themes or categories that are contained in the data. 

During the Remembering the Past phase, for example, the CRC’s categories might detail the types 

of human rights violations contained within community members’ accounts of the past (e.g. 

unlawful killings, disappearances, loss of property, rape and other forms of sexual violence etc.). 

During the Assessing Responses and Resources phase, the categories might describe the institutions 

community members identified as working to respond to human rights violations (e.g. national 

courts, truth commission, humanitarian organizations etc.)  

 

 Third, the CRC takes individual excerpts of data and organizes them according to the themes and 

categories it has created. For example, when Remembering the Past, the CRC might create a series 

of boxes, each labeled with a single category of human rights violations.125 Individual excerpts of 

data (now written on cards) would then be placed in the boxes of the themes to which they are 

relevant (cards can be replicated if relevant to multiple themes). A community member’s 

description of the killing of her husband by security forces would, for example, be placed in the 

box labeled, “Unlawful killings.” An alternative method is to give each category a color, and attach 

stickers to each card to identify the categories to which it is relevant. 

 

 As the CRC organizes its excerpts of data, it may begin to realize that its original themes or 

categories do not capture the complexity of the data it has collected, and so it will design new 

themes or categories, cluster existing categories into larger groups126 or create sub-divisions 

within categories.127 When Remembering the Past, for example, a CRC might decide that 

community members’ accounts of people killed during the conflict, which were originally grouped 

in a single category, should be divided up into smaller categories that capture the party responsible 

(e.g. unlawful killings by state, by rebel groups, by peacekeeping forces etc.) or the characteristics 

of the victim (e.g. killings of children, of women, of young men etc.). Alternatively, when Assessing 

Responses and Resources, a CRC might determine that the categories that contain community 

members’ views on existing transitional justice institutions (e.g. courts, truth commission, 

humanitarian organizations etc.) should be grouped into clusters of international, national and 

local interventions. The process of sorting the data is finished when the CRC is confident that it 

has created sufficient themes or categories to capture the complexity of the information it has 

collected. 
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While sorting qualitative data requires that some members of the CRC are fully literate, there is no reason 

that less literate members cannot participate. Community members can be organized into pairs, with a 

literate community member working with someone less literate. The literate community member can 

then read out each except of data and ask his or her less literate team member to contribute to discussions 

about the themes to which the data relates. It can also be useful to have multiple teams of community 

members working independently to sort data, as this better allows for comparisons among the themes 

and categories the groups create, and is a way to check the rigor of each group’s sorting.128  

 

4.3 How will the sorted data be displayed and interpreted? 

 

Once data has been sorted, CSOs will assist CRCs to display the different categories developed, as well 

as key pieces of data that illustrate each category. During the Remembering the Past phase in Saramoussaya, 

ABA ROLI and MDT helped the CRC to create a table that described the categories of human rights 

violations that had been contained in community members’ accounts of the past (e.g. arbitrary arrests; 

incarcerations at Camp Boiro) and, under each category, included quotes from community members to 

illustrate their experiences of that type of violation, or their perspectives on its causes and consequences. 

Other, more imaginative techniques are certainly possible:129 a CRC that placed excerpts of data in boxes, 

each representing a different category, might attach illustrative quotes onto the side of each box, organize 

the boxes into groups to reflect cross-cutting themes, and use pieces of string that run from one box to 

another to indicate links between categories.  

 

Having determined a way to display the sorted data, CRCs should discuss what the categories or themes 

tell them about their research topics. CRCs should record any emerging conclusions or topics that should 

be investigated during later stages of the research. During the Remembering the Past phase in Saramoussaya, 

the CRC’s display of community members’ accounts of the past, organized into different categories of 

human rights violations, led it to conclude that an effort to prevent arbitrary arrests should be a central 

part of Guinea’s transitional justice strategy; arbitrary arrests had been practiced by all of Guinea’s regimes 

and were the underlying cause of many other human rights violations. The data grouped within the 

arbitrary arrests category also showed that community members believed that arbitrary arrests were 

caused by a poorly functioning justice system and lax recruitment practices in the security services. 

Saramoussaya’s CRC recorded these conclusions, and noted that a key topic for the Assessing Responses 

and Resources stage was to assess the adequacy of current efforts to reform the justice system and the 

security services. 

 

4.4 How will other community members give feedback on the CRC’s initial analysis? 

 

At the end of each research stage, and having conducted their initial analysis, CRCs may wish to organize 

feedback workshops to give other community members the opportunity to comment on their analysis. 

Planning a feedback workshop requires CRCs to work through the same questions that were relevant to 

planning other data collection activities, and that were discussed in the preceding chapter. However, CSOs 

will also need to assist CRCs to develop a method through which to communicate the results of the initial 

analysis to community members, for example through an oral presentation or a visual display. The box 

below provides an example of a feedback workshop conducted in Saramoussaya.  



 33 

 

At the end of a feedback workshop, CRCs will adjust 

their initial analysis to reflect the comments of other 

community members, modifying both their 

conclusions and the research topics to be 

investigated during the next stage of the research. 

Unless they are at the Planning for Action stage, they 

will then begin a new research cycle and return to 

data collection. At the Planning for Action stage, 

however, the feedback workshop will mark the end 

of the research process, and it will then be for the 

CRC to finalize an action plan that describes how the 

community will respond to the impact of human 

rights violations. 

  

A Feedback Workshop for Saramoussaya 

 

At the end of the Remembering the Past phase, Saramoussaya’s CRC invited community members to 

provide input on their initial analysis at a feedback workshop held at a forestry school about two hours’ 

drive from the community. The school was chosen as the venue because it was close to Mamou, the 

regional capital, and therefore made it possible for local government leaders who had participated in 

the research to take part. Fifteen community members were invited to attend, including 

representatives from a range of different social groups. ABA ROLI and MDT paid for taxis to pick up 

community members and transport them to the forestry school, and attendees were also given a small 

allowance to compensate for the time spent away from their work. 

 

The feedback meeting began with welcome remarks from local government leaders, who congratulated 

Saramoussaya, ABA ROLI and MDT on the work they had undertaken so far. MDT then gave a 

presentation to outline the initial results of the CRC’s analysis. The presentation included a number of 

graphics that illustrated the themes contained in the data, including a table that described the different 

categories of human rights violations that had been contained in community members’ accounts of the 

past. The CRC then asked community members to comment on all aspects of the analysis: whether 

the human rights violations identified reflected the community’s own recollection of the violations 

discussed during data collection activities; whether the quotes from community members grouped 

under each category illustrated the violations and their consequences; and whether the correct 

conclusions had been drawn from the data. The comments offered by community members were 

written down and later used to make changes to the initial analysis and conclusions. 

 

 

A community member from Saramoussaya 

comments on the CRC’s initial findings during 

a feedback workshop.  
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5. PLANNING FOR ACTION 

During the final stage of participatory research, Planning for Action, the CRC’s research topics consider 

how the community should respond to the impact of human rights violations. The CRC’s aim is to create 

an action plan that will be supported by other community members, and by key external stakeholders, 

and that can therefore form the basis for community action. This chapter discusses strategies that a CRC 

might integrate into its action plan. It is by no means an exhaustive list, but provides communities with 

ideas of how to become active participants in a transitional justice process and take greater control of 

policies intended to benefit them.130 The chapter also discusses the role that CSOs can play in helping 

CRCs, many of whom have limited exposure to political and civic activism, to successfully design and 

implement their strategies.131  

 

The strategies discussed in this chapter can be divided into three categories: mobilization, advocacy and 

local-level transitional justice mechanisms. Mobilization strategies are those designed to increase the 

community’s capacity to take collective action, while advocacy strategies focus on how to influence 

policymakers. Local-level transitional justice mechanisms are community-implemented strategies that fill 

the gaps in the response to human rights violations by national and international transitional justice 

institutions. A CRC’s action plan might well incorporate strategies falling within multiple categories: 

mobilization, for example, will often be a precondition for a successful advocacy campaign, or will be 

necessary to begin a local-level transitional justice process. 

 

It is worth stating that many of the core principles of participatory research will be equally important 

during the design and implementation of the community’s action plan. All community members, for 

example, should have an equal opportunity to contribute to the design and implementation of the plan, 

and CSOs should encourage communities to facilitate the participation of marginalized groups. Many of 

the strategies discussed below might also expose community members to risk of mental or physical harm, 

and it is vital that CSOs ensure that CRCs analyze the potential risks of a particular strategy before 

including it in their action plan.  

 

5.1 Mobilization  

 

Mobilization strategies are those designed to increase the community’s capacity to take collective action. 

By creating groups of people with a common interest, mobilization amplifies individual voices, and creates 

a constituency that policymakers are more likely to listen and respond to. Mobilization can also create 

structures that can serve as intermediaries between communities and national-level institutions, or that 

can drive the implementation of local-level transitional justice mechanisms.  

 

Strategy 1: Local Support Groups 

 

A local support group is a group of community members that serves as the focal point for community 

action to respond to the impacts of human violations. Support groups can be as informal as a periodic 

gathering of interested community members, or as formal as a legally constituted organization with its 

own constitution and regulations. The Western Cape branch of South Africa’s Khulumani Support Group 

began in 1998 as an informal meeting of victims of apartheid at Cape Town’s Trauma Centre for Survivors 

of Violence and Torture. At the group’s second meeting, participants decided that a committee should be 

elected to conduct advocacy on their behalf.132 Fifteen years later, the group is part of a national-level 

victims’ association, discussed in more detail below, that conducts a wide range of activities to assist 

victims.133 Support groups can serve a number of different functions. First and foremost, they serve as a 

source of support and solidarity for victims. Families of the disappeared in Nepal have formed district-
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level associations that provide emotional and psychological support services to families by bringing people 

with similar experiences together.134 Support groups can also advocate for better responses to the impact 

of human rights violations by local government, and can form links with national-level CSOs, or with 

victims’ networks, to conduct advocacy at a national level. A support group formed in Nepal’s Bardiya 

district in 2006 by a local schoolteacher, for example, has organized protests in support of victims’ rights 

and has engaged with civil society in Kathmandu.135 Finally, support groups can form links with local 

development organizations, such as livelihood or microcredit groups, to link them to community members 

in need of support, and can also assist people to overcome the legal and administrative issues that can 

prevent them from claiming entitlements or accessing vital services. Nepal’s family associations, for 

example, are planning to assist families of the disappeared to address the inheritance and property 

ownership issues that result from ambiguity over the fate of their loved ones.136 

 

Creating a support group is a logical way to build on participatory research, as it creates a structure that 

can carry out the community’s action plan. CSOs can assist the CRC to propose a governance structure 

for the group, and the guidance provided above concerning the creation of CRCs will be relevant to 

determine how a group’s members should be appointed. Indeed, in some cases, a CRC might propose 

that the CRC itself take on the responsibilities of a support group, although such a decision will only be 

appropriate if supported by other community members. CSOs can also provide training and mentoring to 

community members to assist them to develop the leadership capacities necessary to lead the group.137 

CSOs should pay particularly close attention to the need to ensure that marginalized community members 

are represented in a support group’s governance structure and have the opportunity to participate in the 

group’s activities. Obstacles to participation will often be similar to those that marginalized groups faced 

during the participatory research process: the most obvious practical constraint on participation in Nepal’s 

family associations, for example, particularly for women who head households, is “simple poverty,” which 

makes it difficult for victims to devote time to the associations’ activities.138  

 

Strategy 2: Networks 

 

A network is a grouping of communities that conducts activities at a national and international level to 

respond to the impacts of human rights violations. Networks provide a platform for communities to take 

coordinated action to influence policymaking. South Africa’s Khulumani Support Group, a national 

network of victim support groups, has spearheaded an advocacy campaign to convince policymakers to 

provide comprehensive reparations to victims of apartheid.139 Nepal’s National Network of Families of 

the Disappeared and Missing (NEFAD) acts as a secretariat for the district-level family associations 

discussed above, and aims to conduct advocacy on behalf of associations who individually lack the capacity 

to influence policymakers in the capital, Katmandu.140 National-level networks can also act as 

intermediaries between local support groups and national-level transitional justice institutions.141 The 

Khulumani Support Group, for example, assisted victims to participate in South Africa’s Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission by helping them to obtain and fill out application forms.142 It also assisted 

victims to appeal negative decisions concerning reparations, and provided individual and group counseling 

for victims as they delivered their testimonies.143 

 

In many countries, a national advocacy network focused on transitional justice issues (or human rights 

issues more generally) will already exist, and will often be coordinated by a national-level CSO. If a 

community is interested in joining an existing network, CSOs should encourage the CRC to verify that 

the network will actually support the community’s interests, as opposed to its own political or strategic 

priorities,144 and that there is frequent communication between the network’s leadership and the 

communities that comprise it.145 Some national networks elect their leaders from among the communities 

they represent, providing a level of accountability to community members.146 Where there is no suitable 

existing network, a CRC might propose that a community form its own network by developing links with 
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other communities that have mobilized to respond to human rights violations.147 Even a network of only 

a few communities will still amplify each community’s voice.148  With the assistance of CSOs, CRCs can 

also plan to take actions to expand their network by assisting other communities to mobilize. In the early 

stages of the Khulumani Support Group, for example, a group of survivors collaborated with the Centre 

for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation (an NGO) to organize educational workshops that 

encouraged other survivors to form their own localized self-help groups.149 Many of the groups that 

resulted from these efforts are now part of the national Khulumani network.150 

 

In deciding the role that advocacy networks should play in their action plan, CRCs may also wish to keep 

in mind the challenges associated with them. From a purely logistical perspective, it can be difficult to 

coordinate actions between community groups operating in areas with poor communication 

infrastructure.151 Even if its members share broadly similar goals, networks can also be blocked or even 

derailed by internal political, social or ethnic divisions.152 Finally, the success of a network’s advocacy 

strategy may ultimately depend on the willingness of policymakers to listen to the constituencies 

represented by the network, who are often among the most marginalized in society.153  

 

CSOs can play a key role in assisting CRCs to formulate actions relating to nationals networks. CSOs can 

facilitate contacts between the CRC and the leaders of existing networks or, if the community is beginning 

a new network, can help them to make contact with other communities, think through possible network 

governance structures and encourage the CRC to learn from successful networks from other countries 

or contexts. Finally, as discussed above, CSOs can partner with CRCs to conduct education activities to 

encourage other communities to mobilize and join a network.       

 

Strategy 3: Fundraising 

 

A key part of mobilization is obtaining the resources necessary to sustain a support group or network, to 

conduct advocacy or to implement local-level transitional justice mechanisms. CRCs might recommend 

that the community mobilize resources through participatory and/or institutional fundraising.154 

Participatory fundraising aims to mobilize resources from within the community. It is not limited to 

financial assistance, but encompasses in-kind contributions from community members, such as labor, 

services, meeting spaces, travel, technology and media coverage. Even in the poorest communities, people 

may be willing to contribute their time or services for a cause that is meaningful to them,155 especially 

where they are motivated to act on the results of a participatory research process. Communities may also 

be able to look to local organizations, such as religious institutions or trade associations, or to diaspora 

groups for assistance.156 

 

Institutional fundraising seeks resources from organizations outside of the community. The CRC might 

recommend that the community solicit funding from government institutions, from international 

organizations – some of which give small grants directly to community organizations157 – or from 

foundations. CSOs can assist the CRC to draft funding proposals, or provide training on how to do so.158 

CSOs should, however, encourage a CRC to investigate whether potential funding comes with any 

conditions that might affect the CRC’s (or a subsequent local structure’s) autonomy and to consider 

whether a community organization’s association with a funding institution, particularly a government or 

international agency, will affect its credibility with community members. Finally, CSOs should warn CRCs 

that it can be difficult for community organizations to obtain funding directly from institutional sources, as 

donors often require a demonstrated level of organizational and financial management.159 CSOs will 

therefore need to encourage CRCs to reflect on how funds would be managed (e.g. by a support group 

or other local structure). If necessary, CSOs can act as an intermediary, applying for and administering a 

grant and then transferring funds to community structures or even paying directly for particular activities. 

The International Criminal Court’s Trust Fund for Victims, whose role includes providing general 
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assistance to victims in areas where the Court is active, often relies on CSOs to be intermediaries between 

the Trust Fund and the communities it is intending to serve, as do many international donors.160 If offering 

to act as an intermediary, however, CSOs should be transparent as to the proportion of the grant that 

the CSO will take to cover its administration costs.  

 

5.2 Advocacy  

 

Advocacy is a strategic process conducted to influence policies and practices.161 Participatory research 

often enables CRCs to identify transitional justice policies that they would like to change or improve. 

Including advocacy strategies as part of an action plan provides a way for CRCs to try to persuade 

policymakers to act on their recommendations. A wealth of resources discuss how to plan and implement 

advocacy strategies,162 including in the context of transitional justice.163 This manual provides two 

examples that demonstrate how communities can use advocacy strategies and the role that CSOs can play 

in assisting them to do this effectively. 

 

Strategy 4: Lobbying/Face-to-Face Meetings 

 

Lobbying describes meetings with targeted decision-makers164 to influence policymaking. Lobbying 

provides a way for CRCs to persuade policymakers to act on their recommendations or to convince 

actors with economic and political power, such as international donors or agencies, to pressure 

policymakers to effect change.165 For example, the Asociacion Reflexion de Inocentes Liberados 

(“Reflection Association of Liberated Innocents,” or ARIL), a Peruvian self-help group for people 

wrongfully imprisoned during the country’s conflict, successfully lobbied Peru’s Ministry of Health to 

integrate mental health care into its public insurance policy, thereby enabling the group’s members to 

obtain help with debilitating mental health problems.166 

 

CSOs can play a vital role in assisting CRCs to conduct successful lobbying. CSOs can help the community 

to obtain access to key figures within government, to identify the policies and programs for which they 

are responsible, and identify potential operational and institutional constraints that might restrain their 

action.167 They can also assist CRCs to correctly understand the political environment and identify 

opportune moments to intervene.168 CSOs can also provide training for CRCs on how to interact with 

policymakers, and on presentation techniques.169 Finally, in some cases, it might be effective for a CSO 

and the community to meet officials together: while community members’ testimony will likely have 

greater credibility and carry greater emotional weight, CSOs may understand how to communicate 

effectively in policy discussions, and can often exploit their existing relationships with policymakers.  

 

When meeting policymakers, CSOs should encourage CRCs to explain the participatory research process 

they have conducted, to demonstrate that their advocacy objectives are the result of a rigorous and 

deliberate inquiry. It can, for example, be useful for CSOs to assist CRCs to develop a short policy brief 

that summarizes the research process, its key findings and recommendations, and the actions the 

community is seeking from policymakers.170 

 

Strategy 5: Media Coverage 

 

Media coverage is a way for communities to publicize the results of their research and the action they are 

seeking from policymakers. By affecting public opinion, media coverage can apply pressure to policymakers, 

and can also convince other influential actors, such as international donors, of the need for action. In 

Afghanistan, a network of CSOs called the Transitional Justice Coordination Group blended concepts of 

mobilization and media advocacy to assist victims to advocate for a comprehensive transitional justice 

strategy. The CSOs facilitated a “Victims’ Jirga” that brought together over 100 victims from all regions 



 

 

38 TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE AND PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

of Afghanistan to discuss transitional justice issues.171 Media strategies were a key part of the event, and 

the organizers created opportunities for victims to meet one-on-one with news agencies to share their 

stories.172 The media was also invited to attend a memorial service at a mass grave site near Kabul,173 

during which representatives of victims laid a large floral wreath on the ground and gave speeches about 

the need for justice.174 

 

CSOs can play a vital role in enabling communities to use media strategies. They can assist the CRC to 

formulate a media strategy,175 which would include a discussion of the message they wish to communicate, 

analysis of their target audience and the medium most able to reach their audience.176 CSOs can also 

facilitate contact with media outlets, and can advise communities on which organizations are likely to give 

fair, reliable and credible coverage.177 Finally, CSOs can provide basic training to community members on 

how to use media strategies.178 CSOs should also ensure that communities consider the risks of using the 

media, which range from the possibility of unfavorable coverage179 to reprisals against community 

members.180 For further guidance on how to protect community members while using media strategies, 

CSOs can refer to existing guidelines concerning reporting involving marginalized groups.181 

 

5.3 Local-level transitional justice mechanisms  

 

This manual defines a local-level transitional justice mechanism as a process or activity that responds to 

systematic or widespread human rights violations, but which is designed and implemented by communities. 

Local-level mechanisms can therefore be distinguished from those that are primarily implemented by the 

state or international actors.182 While CSOs may play a role in nurturing and supporting local-level 

mechanisms, it is communities that will primarily be responsible for their design and implementation. 

Local-level transitional justice mechanisms often resemble conventional strategies, such as prosecutions,183 

truth commissions,184 reparations,185 or memorials,186 but might also combine elements of each.187  

 

Local-level mechanisms provide a way for communities to partly fill the vacuum left by national or 

international institutions.188 This reflects the reality that, while communities can use advocacy and 

mobilization to try to persuade international and national actors to respect their obligations to victims of 

human rights violations,189 they will not always succeed in doing so. Local-level mechanisms can also be 

used as a stepping stone to community participation in international- or national-level processes, for 

example where community truth-seeking projects result in reports or recommendations that are 

submitted to a national truth commission.190 This is not to say that there are not potential disadvantages 

associated with local-level mechanisms. If local-level initiatives are not coordinated with national or 

international processes, there is a risk that they will duplicate (or even undermine) existing efforts or miss 

the opportunity to be part of a broader, societal-wide movement to respond to the impact of human 

rights violations.191 Local-level processes will also not be able to mobilize the level of resources of national 

or international mechanisms and have been criticized for lacking the rigor of national or international 

processes.192 This section discusses two examples of local-level transitional justice mechanisms: 

community reparations and memorials. 
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Strategy 6: Community Reparations Programs 

 

Reparations for victims of human rights violations seek to recognize, and atone for, the wrongs the victim 

has suffered.193 They can be distinguished from efforts to reconstruct communities after conflict, or from 

the efforts of humanitarian or development organizations to provide assistance to victims, because they 

are provided in a way that acknowledges the violations and demonstrates respect for the survivors, giving 

them a moral and political force beyond the simple fulfillment of needs.194 Reparations can be individual, 

recognizing the specific harm endured by an individual, or collective, addressing the harm suffered by a 

group or community, and a balanced program will include both.195 Reparations can take the form of 

restitution (e.g. return of property), compensation (e.g. financial payments for quantifiable loss), 

rehabilitation (e.g. medical and psychological care), satisfaction (e.g. public apologies or commemorations), 

and guarantees of non-repetition.196 

 

It is the obligation of the state to provide 

reparations for gross human rights violations 

that were a result of its own acts or omissions,197 

and communities can use mobilization and 

advocacy strategies to call for state-funded 

reparations. If, however, the community believes 

the state is unlikely to fulfill these obligations, or 

if victims need reparations more immediately, 

CRCs may also consider recommending that the 

community develop its own reparations 

program. Community reparations programs 

might provide assistance to individual community 

members and families or try to address the 

collective suffering of the community; many 

programs will combine both. Nepal’s National 

Network of Families of the Disappeared and 

Missing (NEFAD), for example, is planning to 

assist family associations to provide individual 

assistance for families of the disappeared to 

participate in livelihood and micro-credit 

projects,198 while the Khulumani Support Group 

has implemented community reparations 

programs by securing community investment 

grants for sustainable livelihood activities.199 In 

Saramoussaya, a collective reparations program could focus on the construction of a paved road to link 

the community to a nearby highway. Community members see the lack of a paved road as an indication 

of the community’s economic isolation and stagnation, which many people attribute to the emigration of 

some of the community’s most prominent and economically-active leaders following human rights abuses 

targeting their families during the regime of Sékou Touré. Were the community able to mobilize funds to 

construct a new road, it could be dedicated to the people the community has lost, providing an 

acknowledgement to victims and going some way to repairing the economic damage caused to the 

community as a whole.200 

 

As with all strategies, community reparations programs carry their own risks. If individual reparations are 

perceived to be unfairly distributed, they may create tensions between social groups, while if reparations 

benefit powerful actors at the expenses of the most marginalized they might entrench existing unfair 

power structures. CSOs can therefore play a vital role in assisting CRCs to develop the expertise 

An accident on the road from Saramoussaya to the 

national highway. Community members link the 

dilapidated state of the road to the execution of the 

patriarchs of prominent families in the 1970s. It 

many communities in Guinea, prominent or well-

resourced community members will pay for key 

local roads to be paved. 
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necessary to manage and implement a reparations program,201 or can refer CRCs to experts who can 

provide training and technical support. CSOs can also introduce CRCs to actors, such as microcredit 

organizations, who might have funds to dedicate to community reparations projects.  

 

Strategy 7: Local Memorials 

 

Memorials honor and remember the victims of human rights violations.202 They may be a physical 

acknowledgement of past suffering, such as a painting or statue, or an event or activity, such as a day of 

remembrance. Many memorials can be designed and implemented in a cost-effective manner, and CRCs 

may therefore wish to consider whether to include local-level memorials as part of their action plan. 

Memorials can serve a number of purposes. They can provide recognition to victims and demonstrate the 

community’s commitment to reintegrating victims (or perpetrators) into communal life.203 Family 

associations in Nepal, for example, organize events on August 30, the International Day of the 

Disappeared, to commemorate missing family members.204 Memorials also can contribute to long-term 

healing by providing spaces and opportunities for reflection and mourning.205 When combined with 

advocacy strategies, memorials can also serve to remind officials, the media and the public about the 

community’s needs and priorities. In one district in Nepal, a family association raised awareness of the 

plight of families of the disappeared by marching through the district’s administrative center carrying a 

30m banner covered with more than 200 photos of missing family members.206 Memorials can also provide 

a way for communities to share the knowledge and experiences recorded during the participatory 

research process, inviting other communities to engage in dialogue about the nature, consequences and 

causes of human rights violations.207 Members of the Khulumani Support Group, for example, use theater 

to educate people about apartheid and other human rights violations, and to call for action to address 

their priorities.208 

 

As with reparations, memorials can have negative as well as positive impacts. There are often a number 

of narratives within communities as to the nature and causes of human rights violations, and memorials 

can fuel tensions between social groups if seen to favor one narrative over another. Memorials can also 

re-traumatize community members by asking them to revisit unwelcome memories. CSOs can assist CRCs 

to investigate how to design a memorial strategy that avoids these pitfalls, and encourage CRCs to draw 

inspiration from, and learn from, local-level memorials implemented in other contexts.209 
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PART III: A QUICK GUIDE 

1. The Benefits of Community Participation in Transitional Justice 
 Transitional justice describes a range of strategies that are designed to respond to a period of 

systematic or widespread human rights violations, and which include prosecutions, truth 

commissions, reparations, memorials and institutional reform. 

 Community participation refers to an effort to involve people who have experienced human rights 

violations  in the design and implementation of transitional justice strategies. 

 Community participation in transitional justice has three significant benefits: 

o Involving communities in the design of transitional justice strategies makes it more likely 

the strategies respond to the unique needs of each community; 

o Participation builds support for transitional justice strategies within the communities 

whose support is necessary for their success; 

o By giving communities a voice in decisions that affect them, participation addresses the 

marginalization and disempowerment that are the root causes of human rights violations. 

 

2. How Participatory Research Can Catalyze Community Participation  

 There are increasing opportunities for communities to participate in transitional justice, whether 

by contributing to national consultations on transitional justice policies, playing an active role in 

existing transitional justice institutions or designing and implementing local-level transitional justice 

mechanisms. 

 CSOs can use participatory research to help communities take advantage of these opportunities. 

Participatory research offers a way for communities to investigate their experience of past human 

rights violations, to scrutinize current efforts to address them and then to formulate an action 

plan that describes how the community will become active participants in the transitional justice 

process. 

 

3. Participatory Research as a Process 

 Participatory research is led by a committee of community members, which this manual calls a 

Community Research Committee (CRC). CSOs help communities to appoint CRCs and then 

provide them with the training and support they need to conduct the research. 

 There are four stages to participatory research:  

o Appreciating Context: The CRC documents the demographic, social and cultural 

characteristics of the community; 

o Remembering the Past: The CRC investigates community members’ experience of human 

rights violations, and the impact of violations on the community; 

o Assessing Responses and Resources: The CRC evaluates efforts by international, national and 

local actors to respond to the impact of human rights violations, and identifies resources 

that the community could mobilize to respond to residual needs; 

o Planning for Action: The CRC considers how the community should respond to the impact 

of human rights violations, and creates an action plan that is the basis for community 

action. 

 During each of these stages, CRCs collect information – or “data” – about the topics they are 

investigating, and then analyze the data to uncover useful insights. As CRCs move from one stage 

to the next, they therefore gain an increasingly sophisticated understanding of the actions their 

communities should take to respond to the impacts of human rights violations 

 

4. Core Principles of Participatory Research 
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 Participation: Participatory research is either led by the community, with the CSO supporting the 

community’s work, or is conducted jointly by the CSO and the community. 

 Equality: All community members should have an equal opportunity to participate in participatory 

research, regardless of gender, age, ethnicity, religion, disability, literacy, socio-economic status, 

political affiliation or experience of the conflict. 

 Action: Participatory research is action oriented, and seeks to assist communities to design and 

implement actions to respond to human rights violations. 

 Learning: Participatory research assists communities to develop the skills and knowledge necessary 

to design an effective action plan to respond to human rights violations. 

 Rigor: Participatory research is rigorous, and assists communities to formulate actions based on 

reliable evidence. 

 Do No Harm: Participatory research benefits, and does not harm, communities. 

 

5. Beginning Participatory Research Projects 

 The foundations for success of participatory research projects are laid by CSOs, who establish 

the initial project objectives and identify partner communities. These two tasks are accomplished 

concurrently, with a project’s objectives becoming increasingly concrete as a CSO narrows down 

its choice of communities. 

 In formulating objectives, CSOs should: 

o Consider how the project will further community participation in transitional justice; 

o Seek input into objectives from stakeholders whose support will be necessary for the 

project’s success; 

o Provide actual or potential partner communities with opportunities to participate in the 

formulation of objectives. 

 CSOs can define partner communities according to existing units of social and political 

organization as well as by reference to common demographic, social or cultural characteristics. In 

identifying partners, CSOs should: 

o Evaluate a community’s commitment to the project’s objectives and core principles; 

o Consider the CSO’s own capacity to work within the community; 

o Assess the risk of harm to community members.  

 

6. Establishing Community Research Committees 

 A Community Research Committee (CRC) is a group of community members that meets regularly 

to plan and implement research. Before assisting communities to establish CRCs, CSOs should: 

o Consider whether the community should establish one CRC, representative of all the 

community’s social groups, or multiple CRCs, each focusing on the needs and priorities 

of a particular social group; 

o Discuss with local leaders, and with representatives of marginalized groups, how CRCs 

will relate to the community’s existing decision-making structures. 

 When assisting communities to appoint CRC members, CSOs should: 

o Encourage communities to develop a list of desirable characteristics for CRC members; 

o Ensure that the appointment process provides all community members, including 

marginalized groups, with an equal say in the selection of committee members. 

 Once CRCs have been appointed, CSOs should:  

o Provide an initial training to CRCs on relevant transitional justice concepts and on 

participatory research, while leaving space for CRCs to develop local, creative and 

innovative approaches; 

o Assist CRCs to articulate a mission statement and core principles to guide its work. 

 

7. Data Collection 
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 Each stage of participatory research, from Appreciating Context to Planning for Action, begins with 

an effort to collect data about the topics being investigated. CRCs should collect data from anyone 

who can provide information relevant to their research topics, and should keep in mind that 

obtaining data from multiple sources increases the likelihood that conclusions are accurate. 

 CRCs’ data collection activities will be based around participatory methods that elicit information 

relevant to the research topics.  In designing data collection activities, CRCs should: 

o Plan to use a range of participatory methods during each stage of the research; 

o Choose participatory methods that reflect their community’s “culture of 

participation”―the circumstances in which people are most comfortable discussing 

challenging topics―so that data collection occurs in an open, safe and even enjoyable 

environment; 

o Obtain input from marginalized groups in order to design data collection activities specific 

to their needs and concerns; 

o Consider whether data collection activities will include an effort to convey information to 

participants and increase community members’ knowledge and understanding of key 

concepts. 

 When organizing data collection activities, CRCs should address any issue that might affect 

community members’ willingness to participate, including: how participants will be invited to 

attend; where and when data collection activities take place; and whether participants will receive 

payment or other remuneration. CRCs should also take active steps to facilitate the participation 

of marginalized groups. 

 To minimize the risk that participants in data collections activities are harmed, CRCs should: 

o Obtain informed consent from each participant; 

o Determine to what extent the research will be confidential and anonymous, and ensure 

that community members are aware of any likely limits to confidentiality and anonymity 

when giving their consent to participate; 

o Discuss how to avoid re-traumatization and prevent heated and/or violent confrontations. 

 CSOs should assist CRCs to develop a data collection protocol that provides guidance on how 

to conduct each data collection activity. CRCs should test protocols by conducting practice runs 

of data collection activities, and should also incorporate time for feedback from participants 

following each activity. 

 CSOs should assist CRCs to record three types of data during data collection activities: graphics, 

documents or other products created by participants; verbal exchanges among participants (or 

between the participant and the facilitator); and observations of the participants’ behavior. They 

should also assist CRCs to develop a system for storing data securely. 

 

8. Analysis 

 CRCs will begin their analysis by reviewing the information they have collected, and may at this 

time choose to discard irrelevant data. CRCs should keep in mind, however, that the real 

relevance of data only becomes clear as analysis progresses. 

 CRCs will then sort their data, grouping similar pieces of information together to reveal the 

themes and patterns contained within the data. CSOs should assist CRCs to design a process for 

sorting the data, with the following key stages: 

o CRC divides its research materials into smaller excerpts of data; 

o CRC creates an initial list of the themes or categories that are contained in the data; 

o CRC takes individual excerpts of data and organizes them according to the themes and 

categories it has created; 

o CRC creates new themes or categories, clusters existing categories into larger groups or 

creates sub-divisions within categories to reflect the complexity of the data. 
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 The process used to sort data should provide opportunities to all the CRC’s members to 

participate, including the less literate. 

 Once data has been sorted, CSOs will assist CRCs to display the different categories developed, 

as well as key pieces of data that illustrate each category. CRCs should then discuss what the 

categories tell them about their research topics, and should record any emerging conclusions or 

topics that should be investigated during later stages of the research. 

 Having conducted an initial analysis, CRCs should organize feedback workshops to give other 

community members the opportunity to comment on their findings. CRCs will then adjust their 

initial analysis to reflect the feedback given, modifying both their conclusions and the topics to be 

investigated during the next stage of the research. Unless they are at the Planning for Action stage, 

CRCs will then begin a new research cycle and recommence data collection.  

 

9. Planning for Action 

 During final stage of participatory research, Planning for Action, a CRC’s research topics consider 

how the community should respond to the impact of human rights violations. The CRC uses this 

information to formulate an action plan that describes how the community will become an active 

participant in transitional justice. The action plan could include mobilization, advocacy or local-

level transitional justice strategies. 

 Mobilization strategies increase the community’s capacity to take collective action, and include:  

o Local Support Groups: The community appoints a group of community members that serves 

as the focal point for community action to respond to the impacts of human violations.  

o Networks: The community joins or creates a grouping of communities that conducts 

activities at a national and international level to respond to the impacts of human rights 

violations.  

o Fundraising: The community mobilizes resources through participatory or institutional 

fundraising to sustain a support group or network, to conduct advocacy or to implement 

local-level transitional justice mechanisms.  

 Advocacy strategies increase the community’s influence on policymakers, and include: 

o Lobbying/Face-to-Face Meetings: Communities lobby policymakers to persuade them to act 

on their recommendations or to convince actors with economic and political power, such 

as international donors or agencies, to pressure others to effect change.  

o Media Coverage: Communities use the media to publicize the results of their research and 

the action they are seeking from policymakers. 

 Local-level transitional justice strategies fill gaps in the response to human rights violations by 

national and international transitional justice institutions, and include: 

o Community Reparations Programs: Communities provide assistance to individual community 

members or try to address the collective suffering of the community, and do so in a way 

that recognizes, and seeks to atone for, the wrongs victims have suffered.  

o Local Memorials: Communities create a physical acknowledgement, such as a painting or 

statue, or organize an event or activity in order to honor and remember the victims of 

human rights violations.  
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1. SAMPLE DATA COLLECTION ACTIVITIES
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APPRECIATING CONTEXT: DOCUMENTING DEMOGRAPHIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS 

 

Method Description Example of Use Further Reading 

Semi-structured 

Interviews 

Interviews that appear informal and conversational but 

are in fact well defined and systematic, with a set of 

clearly defined goals and guidelines. The CRC and 

CSO interview key community leaders, including 

representatives of marginalized groups, in order to 

gain an understanding of the community’s 

demographic, social and cultural characteristics and to 

identify potential obstacles to community participation 

in later research cycles.  

Saramoussaya, Guinea: Interviews with local 

government and traditional leaders, as well as 

representatives from potentially marginalized 

groups (e.g. women), were used to gain insight 

into the community’s principal development 

challenges (e.g. poor transportation links, conflicts 

over land) and potential obstacles to the 

participation of marginalized groups.  

PEACE CORPS, PARTICIPATORY 

ANALYSIS FOR COMMUNITY ACTION 

(PACA) at 70 

 

JULES N. PRETTY ET AL., 

PARTICIPATORY LEARNING AND 

ACTION, A TRAINER’S GUIDE at 73 

(International Institute for 

Environment and Development 

1995) 

Transect Walks 

CSOs and CRCs walk through the community with 

other community members (e.g. local leaders or 

representatives of marginalized groups) and create a 

diagram that maps out the route that was taken and 

points out sites that were discussed (a transect 

diagram). The CRC illustrates the diagram with 

information about the community’s key demographic, 

social and cultural characteristics. 

Thon Tien Village, Vietnam: A group of 

villagers went for a walk with a research team 

arriving to work in the village for the first time. 

Upon completing the walk, the villagers drew a 

cross section of the village starting from the 

seashore to the extensive sand dune cover at the 

back of the village. Underneath the cross section, 

villagers attached annotations describing the 

historical profile of the village, and described 

changes in living standards, demographics and the 

local environment.210  

NEELA MUKHERJEE, PARTICIPATORY 

LEARNING AND ACTION: WITH 100 

FIELD METHODS at 142 (Concept 

Publishing Company 2002) 

 

NORA DUDWICK ET AL., WORLD 

BANK INSTITUTE, ANALYZING SOCIAL 

CAPITAL IN CONTEXT at 14 (2006) 

Community 

Mapping 

Community members create a map of their 

community and represent on the map the 

community’s demographic characteristics, local 

resources, economic activities, religious and cultural 

landmarks and development challenges.  

Multiple sites, Rwanda: Research on how 

reintegration of former combatants can foster 

reconciliation began by asking community 

members to construct a physical map of the 

community, including farming plots, water 

provision, schools and other relevant features. 

This method allowed the researcher to “observe 

the ways in which community members interacted 

with each other during the mapping process, 

which was useful for understanding community 

dynamics.”211  

J. KEITH RENNIE AND NARESH C. 

SINGH, PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH FOR 

SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS, 

INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT at 59 

(1996) 

 

NEELA MUKHERJEE, PARTICIPATORY 

LEARNING AND ACTION: WITH 100 

FIELD METHODS at 150 (Concept 

Publishing Company 2002) 

 

 

  



 47 

 

REMEMBERING THE PAST: DOCUMENTING HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS AND THEIR IMPACTS ON THE COMMUNITY  

 

Method Description Example of Use Further Reading 

Storytelling 

Participants share stories of how they or their 

community experienced human rights violations. The 

facilitators follow each story by asking the storyteller 

to elaborate upon particular points of interest and 

then ask the storyteller, and other participants, to 

share their thoughts on the story. Facilitators might, 

for example, ask participants whether the experiences 

contained in the story were common within the 

community or might ask participants to explain why 

the events described came about. 

Western Cape, South Africa: Khulumani 

(Western Cape) Support Group, a victim support 

group, held a monthly meeting in which victims of 

apartheid told stories of suffering to people in 

similar circumstances. Participants formed a circle 

and then individuals sat in the center of the circle 

to share a story from their past. A facilitator 

would then typically ask a few questions about 

details of the story or about what the present 

condition is of the speaker or his or her family.212 

MARY ELLSBERG AND LORI HEISE, 

RESEARCHING VIOLENCE AGAINST 

WOMEN: A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR 

RESEARCHERS AND ACTIVISTS, WORLD 

HEALTH ORGANIZATION AND 

PROGRAM FOR APPROPRIATE 

TECHNOLOGY IN HEALTH (PATH) at 

144 (2005)  

Rivers of Life 

Each participant draws a “river of life,” a meandering 

river that describes each person’s life story, including 

their experiences of human rights violations. Feelings 

and experiences are represented on the river through 

colors, symbols or small objects that are taped or 

glued onto the drawing.   

Aceh, Indonesia and East Timor: Victims of 

conflict in Aceh and East Timor were asked to 

draw a river of life as part of a participatory 

research project that aimed to increase the 

capacity of victims to identify their needs and to 

develop and execute an advocacy strategy.213  

While drawing the river, participants were asked 

to reflect on questions such as, “What has been 

the impact of the past on your life?” or “Does 

your past experience still effect your life now?”214 

Each participant was then asked to briefly present 

the story illustrated by the river. 

MARIE KILROE, KHULUMANI SUPPORT 

GROUP, PSYCHOSOCIAL WORKSHOP 

MANUAL, FACILITATOR’S GUIDE at 9 

(undated)  

Mapping Human 

Rights Violations 

Community members create a map of their 

community (or use the map created during the 

Appreciating Context phase) and mark locations of 

human rights violations. Facilitators can then ask 

community members about the map that they have 

created, and can explore any disagreements as to what 

should be placed on the map, asking community 

members to explain why certain events were included 

and others were not. 

Multiple Locations, East Timor: East Timor’s 

Commission for Reception, Truth, and 

Reconciliation used sketch maps when conducting 

profiles of communities affected by conflict. 

Community members or the Commission’s local 

staff drew a basic map of the community, and 

community members were invited to show on the 

map where human rights violations occurred.215 

GIZ, CONFLICT ANALYSIS FOR 

PROJECT PLANNING AND 

MANAGEMENT at 58 (2001)  
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ASSESSING RESPONSES AND RESOURCES: EVALUATING EXISTING EFFORTS TO RESPOND TO HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS 

 

Method Description Example of Use Further Reading 

Institution 

Mapping 

Communities produce a graphic representation of the 

institutions involved in the response to human rights 

violations at a local (or national) level. Institutions are 

represented by circles, with the size of the circle 

reflecting the influence or impact of the institution. 

Arrows are used to represent the relationships among 

institutions as well as their relationship to the 

community. The map can be used as the basis for a 

discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of current 

transitional justice strategies.  

Saramoussaya, Guinea: ABA ROLI used 

Institution Mapping to identify the ways in which 

participatory research could contribute to the 

country’s nascent transitional justice process. By 

“mapping” Guinea’s transitional justice 

institutions, as well as current efforts to involve 

communities in policymaking, ABA ROLI was able 

to identify the role that participatory research 

could play in assisting communities to provide 

recommendations to Guinea’s Interim 

Commission for National Reconciliation. 

SIMON FISHER, WORKING WITH 

CONFLICT: SKILLS AND STRATEGIES 

FOR ACTION at 25, 63 (Zed Books 

2000) 

Responses Grid 

Community members list the organizations that are 

working at a local or national level in the left-hand 

column of a grid. They list activities they believe should 

be carried out to respond to human rights violations 

along the top of the grid. They then fill in the boxes in 

the grid to indicate which organizations are 

conducting each activity, and at the same time discuss 

the strengths and weaknesses of that organization’s 

work. This activity is an excellent way to identify gaps 

in the response to human rights violations, as well as 

to identify potential partners for future activities. 

Phnom Penh, Cambodia: A local-level 

working group used a variation of the Responses 

Grid to evaluate peacebuilding efforts in their 

community. Along the top of the grid they listed 

desirable peacebuilding measures, such as peace 

education and conflict analysis. In the left-hand 

column they listed the institutions that might be 

the targets of this work, such as the police or 

military. They then filled in the boxes in the grid 

to indicate whether or not the activity had already 

been conducted with the target institution, and so 

identified gaps in current peacebuilding efforts.216 

Institution Analysis and Conflict 

Grid, GIZ, CONFLICT ANALYSIS FOR 

PROJECT PLANNING AND 

MANAGEMENT at 76 (2001) 

Resources and 

Obstacles 

A facilitator places two pieces of paper on the wall. 

On one sheet of paper the community is asked to list 

things that had helped them to cope with human rights 

violations (for example, friends, community leaders, 

organizations or activities); on the other, they list 

things that have not helped and why. This exercise 

helps communities to identify the different types of 

resources available to them, as well as obstacles to 

enacting positive responses to human rights violations. 

South Africa: This activity was part of a manual 

developed by the Khulumani Support Group for 

use in workshops with victims of apartheid. 

Having identified the resources available to them, 

participants create a plan to address challenges 

affecting their families and communities. 

MARIE KILROE, KHULUMANI SUPPORT 

GROUP, PSYCHOSOCIAL WORKSHOP 

MANUAL, FACILITATOR’S GUIDE at 20 

(undated)  
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PLANNING FOR ACTION: PROPOSING AND EVALUATING ACTIONS 

 

Method Description Example of Use Further Reading 

Solution Tree 

Similar to a Problem Tree217 but used to help 

community members brainstorm possible solutions, 

and map out their consequences. Community 

members write their core goal or vision on the trunk 

of the tree. They then add roots to the tree to 

represent solutions that could help the community 

achieve that vision. The branches are used to 

represent the more specific outcomes that would 

result from proposed solutions, both positive and 

negative.   

Global: The Solution Tree is included in a toolkit 

used to assist community organizations and 

NGOs to design an advocacy strategy that builds 

on participatory analysis of the causes and 

consequences of conflict.218    

SAFERWORLD AND CONCILIATION 

RESOURCES, ADVOCACY CAPACITY 

BUILDING: A TRAINING TOOLKIT at 9 

(2011) 

Ranking Solutions 

or Priorities 

Community members create a list of criteria for 

ranking possible solutions, such as “potential impact” 

or “prospects for success.” Working individually or as 

a group, they then score the solutions against these 

criteria, and add up the scores to determine the most 

effective solution. Ranking can similarly be used to 

evaluate a list of possible priorities. 

Saramoussaya, Guinea: Community members 

used ranking to determine priorities for 

community action and advocacy. Community 

members listed the problems affecting the 

community, and discussed the extent to which 

each problem reflected certain criteria, such as, 

“chance of resolution,” “local capacity to resolve,” 

and “breadth of impact of community members.” 

They then ranked the problems to determine 

which one should be the priority of the 

community. 

JULES N. PRETTY ET AL., 

PARTICIPATORY LEARNING AND 

ACTION, A TRAINER’S GUIDE at 83 

(International Institute for 

Environment and Development 

1995) 

 

SAFERWORLD AND CONCILIATION 

RESOURCES, ADVOCACY CAPACITY 

BUILDING: A TRAINING TOOLKIT at 9 

(2011)  
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