
TAMING THE TIGER 

Experiments in Facilitation for Sustainable Social Change 

 

1.0 Introduction 

 

Development and social change has become synonymous  with feeding the 

marginalized populations  with various forms of subsidies and grants 

almost akin to feeding of a tiger in a zoo, but not enabling it to become 

independent and self reliant . The tiger loses its vitality and gets 

accustomed to feeding. Any attempt to create awareness of its inherent  

strength meets with inertia and mistrust and therefore simply gets snarls in 

response. 

Facilitation is a process of overcoming such an inertia. It needs a well 

trained facilitator ready to face the snarls of the ignorance with  effective 

communication, building of trust and development of institutions that enable 

linkages of marginalized groups with the external world in a sustainable 

manner. The challenges of facilitation are formidable but for real and 

sustainable change, there is no alternative. 

Manavodaya has experimented with such a process successfully on a 

limited scale and has observed the social and economic freedom gained by 

the marginalized populations as a result.  However, scaling up is fraught 

with multiple risks. These are being analyzed in this presentation in the 

context of issues and challenges faced in training and guiding local 

facilitators in twenty villages in Uttar Pradesh, India. Such an analysis has 

been made possible by support for field activities from local project based 

funds, while overall institutional involvement for channelizing local funds, 



engagement in analysis and innovation was made possible through untied 

funds. 

The first part of this note deals with the basic issue of communication of the 

right message to people. The process of sustainable change can make a 

useful beginning only when the basic message has been communicated 

well. We find that the flaw starts right here. In the second part of the paper 

the discussion is on the real challenges faced by facilitators in practical 

work situations based on the ongoing project experiences. The last part 

describes the overall learning and action implications for scaling up the 

work.  

 

2.0 Effective Communication With People 

We present here a brief analysis of experiences in the project relating to 

methods of communication with people and strategies for their 

effectiveness. 

 

2.1 Selection of venue 

The experience  of working with new facilitators showed that the choice of 

venue can make all the difference in communication.  Private houses or 

compounds are to be completely avoided especially if they belong to an 

influential person. It is best to organize the discussion at a community 

owned place like a school building, village panchayat (committee) building 

or a big shady tree.  We realized that this is not always practiced by 

facilitators and requires conscious planning. I would like to highlight this 

factor by a grim experience in one village Jasmadi. 

 



The facilitator from this village,  known to be a progressive farmer, chose to 

set up a meeting in his private compound that was conveniently located on 

the main road of the village. After we reached the village, more than 100 

kms from Lucknow,  nobody had assembled at the site of meeting though 

according to him everyone had been invited. A small group assembled after 

sometime and a discussion was initiated, but all along it remained very dry 

and formal. We were a little surprised as this was a big village and the 

farmer was an influential person. He had also invited a representative of 

the local sugar mill and a local government  official who came on time. 

After concluding the discussion, I requested the facilitator  to accompany 

me to another part of the village where the poor lived. He excused himself 

on the pretext of some engagements,  so I went on my own. The mill 

representative and the government official  came along with me.  

 

As soon as we reached the poorer part of the village identified by mud 

houses, a huge crowd assembled in no time. In fact, they celebrated our 

presence by distributing Gutka (a stimulant) and said that a meeting was 

being held in that part of the village for the first time in recent history. Soon 

there was a detailed discussion on the problems faced by the small farmer . 

The officials accompanying me preferred to disappear at this stage. 

 

Looking back on the experience,   I find  that the sugar mill in the area and 

the government had made links with the village community through the so-

called progressive farmer.  He was no doubt  good at adopting new 

techniques in farming, but did not communicate with people. He had been 

holding all meetings at his favourite compound where the poor community 

did not come. Clearly, the formal institutions involved in social change i.e. 



the mill CSR initiative and the government extension system had not been 

communicating with majority of the population of the village. Change of 

venue itself made a huge difference in communication. 

 

 

Meeting in a temple verandah, village Kisanpur 

 

2.2 Sitting Arrangement 

It is normal to have meetings with sitting arrangement on the floor with Dari 

(local carpet) spread out for the purpose. Sometimes cots are arranged as 

they are more easily available in every household. Chairs and tables have 

now been introduced  in formal meetings where there are visitors from 

outside, especially extension staff of various agencies including the 

government . In such an arrangement, the sitting space usually becomes a 

display of status or hierarchy where no one makes a grudge, but the 



arrangement  acts as a barrier to communication. The local elites usually 

take the chair or the wooden cot, the lower castes sit on the Dari or more 

usually on the mud floor itself. 

 

 

Paliya meeting was attended by the lead bank officer of the district 

 

Although during orientation of the facilitators, we had emphasized on 

maintaining a floor sitting arrangement , chairs and tables were brought in 

many cases as a matter of habit or perhaps for meeting the expectations of 

a class of people.  While one can argue that the manner of sitting is a 

matter of convenience,  I have observed that the poor are more 

comfortable in speaking when the sitting arrangement  is equitably 



organised. The difference in level of sitting acts as a definite 

communication barrier.  

 

The Gokan meeting after shifting from chairs to the floor  

In  several village meetings, I had to make a lone effort to shift back the 

tables and the chairs and join the people on the floor. With all tables and 

chairs well arranged, it takes a special effort to dislodge the formal 

arrangement especially with the local elites around, but it is worth the effort. 

Sitting on a higher platform while speaking is another matter and is , in fact, 

essential  to maintain eye contact  with distant participants.  

The photographs taken from different meetings in this programme illustrate 

the phenomenon well. 



 

Lakhimpur meeting :Use of chairs is fine if everyone gets to sit on them 

 

Use of Power point 

Power point presentation on laptop or projector is definitely a powerful tool 

for communication, but like any technology its effectiveness lies in the 

intention and the skill of the user. In some villages, we brought in a 

resource person who had used photographs of agriculture operations on 

power point to explain the methods. Initially I  felt a sense of satisfaction in 

bringing modern communication tools at the grassroots level,  but soon I 

discovered  that the technology was being used as a method to 



demonstrate one’s technical sophistication rather than for  helping people 

to arrive at satisfactory solutions to their problems.  

 

Village Dhongwa meeting was attended by the local bank manager 

For example, it is not difficult to understand that  a query from a poor 

farmer relates usually not just to problem of methods but to the whole 

circumstances of his living. To seek  a technical solution  without 

discussion on a range of factors affecting his decision making is to over 

simplify the issue.  The farmer will not  dare to speak up again in an open 

meeting for fear of displaying ignorance. I realized from this experience that 

“Effective communication” is essentially an extension of humility on part of 

the facilitator to welcome all questions including seemingly silly questions 

that are more often having greater depth than others.  A power point is 



effective only to the extent that the presenter can empathize with the 

audience and relate to their experience. If not, it is better to communicate 

directly as a sensitive human being  without use of tools. In fact such a 

method turns out to be usually more effective in communication with the 

poor. 

 

3.0 The Real Challenge 

 

The above factors of communication notwithstanding, we noticed that the 

real challenge before most facilitators  was  to tackle the attitude of 

dependence of people on the system , yet being severely critical of  it as it  

often failed to deliver its promises. The discussion is contagious. As one 

person starts to criticize, others join in and soon it is all about the 

hopelessness of  the situation for which there is no remedy. Any discussion 

on real issues is therefore seen as a pastime where the facilitator and the 

audience are both feeling helpless or the facilitator  is clever enough to 

entertain the people with non issues. 

 

Turning  the tide of the discussion towards a deep analysis of factors 

affecting change at local level requires immense inner strength, clarity of 

vision and ability of forceful articulation on part of the facilitator. This is the 

essence of true facilitation and is clearly a  difficult initial step to undertake. 

We noticed that practically none of the facilitators had the preparedness to 

take on the real issues, despite show of enthusiasm during training at 

Manavodaya. Some of the issues raised during interaction with people in 

such meetings are presented here for illustration. It may be noted that this 



programme was being held at a place where sugarcane was the main crop 

of most farmers. 

 

3.1 Sugarcane purchase by mills :  

 

A common complaint of small farmers pertained to non availability of 

tokens  for delivery of sugarcane to the mills. The sugar mills usually issued 

tokens (parchis) to different farmers for purchase of sugarcane from them 

at the time of harvest. The amount of sugarcane to be purchased from 

each farmer was decided on the basis of a survey conducted by the mill 

surveyors. During the meetings, it was found that while the large farmers 

were satisfied with such an arrangement, the small farmers had a number 

of grievances with the system. In some villages, the farmers complained 

that they had not been issued parchis according to their produce and they 

had to sell the cane to the crushers at a much reduced price.  

We learnt that there were three varieties of seeds : the early variety, the 

normal variety and the late variety. The mills promoted  the early variety as 

it gave better sugar yield due to the high juice content in the cane. However 

the farmers mentioned several difficulties in cultivating the juicy variety.  

The field of many poor farmers being distant from the village, it was not 

possible to keep a vigilance on the produce and the juicy variety was prone 

to attack by the wild cows (Neelgaya) and the human chewers of cane for 

free. They simply could not afford to cultivate the early variety in distant 

fields. In such a case, the farmers suggested that  the mills should 

apportion a fixed percentage to buying of the late hardy variety of 

sugarcane too. 



In one village, the small farmers complained that the price given to them 

was reduced to the equivalent of  normal (Saamanya) variety while the 

cane given by them to the mills was early variety.  

 

Clearly  there was a lack of incentive on part of the small farmers to plant 

improved varieties of cane. This was not a simple issue of ignorance of 

new sugarcane varieties as made out by experts, but a larger livelihood 

issue for the poor that needed coordinated dialogue, reflection and action . 

 

It is significant to note an early achievement in the facilitation  process.  In 

Kisanpur, several farmers showed mill parchis (tokens) where it was 

printed on the rear of the slip  that an early  variety of sugarcane has been 

rejected by the mill  and should not be sown by the sugarcane growers.  

The facilitator  of the village  mentioned that in the Manavodaya workshop 

at Lucknow, the Indian Institute of Sugarcane research (IISR) scientists had 

conveyed to them that this was an improved variety and should not be 

rejected by the mills on technical grounds. Many farmers in the region were 

sowing this variety and were anxious to seek a clarification. During the 

camp, it was decided to send a petition to the mill mentioning the opinion of 

the IISR scientists. A few days later it was learnt that the mill had agreed to 

remove this variety from the reject list of sugarcane varieties. The facilitator 

concerned learnt the need for coordinated action as a result. 



3.2 Availability of Credit 

 

The issue of inadequate access to credit emerged in meetings in almost all 

the villages. Farmers had been planting  traditional varieties as they could 

not arrange credit to buy the new seed varieties. This was not a problem 

with the large farmers but emerged  in discussions with the small farmers. 

Some farmers complained of malpractices by the banks . 

 

A sincere effort shall be needed in each village on the  formation of Self 

Help Groups (SHGs) to enable access to credit. A system of credit shall 

also be needed for acquisition of new machines for sugarcane cultivation. 

This is an area where some innovation shall be required. 

 

3.3 Pit  method  of cultivation 

 No farmer in the region  used  the pit method, but  they all understood the 

importance of the method to save on fertiliser and water consumption. The 

increased labour use for digging the pits was cited as the biggest problem 

with the method.  While the IISR suggests use of pit digging machines 

attached to tractors, the famer is unsure about use of such a machine given 

its high cost ;  whether  such a machine shall be borne by the farmers clubs 

or the individual farmer.  From the initial discussion, it appeared that 

farmers need special arrangements to access the technology like a credit 



scheme for the farmers club or entrepreneurial  ability by a group or 

individual to buy such a machine and rent it to the other farmers. 

 

The above three examples indicate the wide variation in issues affecting 

the participation of the small farmer in the development process : from 

access  to technology to lack of credit and marketing arrangements. To 

build the capacity of facilitators to handle such issues is clearly a 

challenging  task. 

 

4.0 Overall observations and implications for scaling up 

 

This note is based on a review of an ongoing programme of  training of 

facilitators selected from among the farmers to understand the issues 

involved in scaling up participatory processes. Although this is a preliminary  

assessment of the challenges faced by the facilitators, the implications are 

fairly general in nature.  

 

The role of mentors 

 

In the current programme, Manavodaya is directly involved in guidance of 

facilitators at the grassroots  level to understand  the emerging challenges 

and issues faced by them. Such an involvement will not be possible when 

the process is scaled up further.  The facilitators would then need the 

guidance and support of  local mentors trained for the purpose.   



This will be a new area for exploration and experience as mentors would be 

professionals occupied with their own work. Manavodaya has already 

trained a large number of professionals from the banks, government 

extension agencies and NGOs. Mentors can be drawn from such a pool 

and oriented to act as mentors or a new set of persons can be identified for 

the purpose. Given the need for a vast pool of facilitators at local level, the 

identification  and training of mentors will be an equally important task.  

 

The pitfalls and challenges of facilitation highlighted in the cases above 

indicate a need for an inspired role of mentors in the process. The 

guidance and networking required for mentoring the mentors will need 

much experimentation and attention to larger goals and relationships. 

 

Institutionalizing the process of education of facilitators 

 

Scaling up requires a systematic effort of building up educational facilities 

for budding facilitators of change in different parts of the developing world.  

The present exercise provides useful learning inputs for such an 

educational programme. The challenge is to mix theory with practice and 

create a will to work in a fairly hostile environment. The inner growth of the 

facilitator and the mentors will be  as important as the physical tools or 

skills for effective communication.  

Manavodaya has already started work in this direction and would welcome 

collaboration with those interested in education for sustainable 

development. 


