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Abstract: 
This report is the result of a field study conducted in the southern part of Zambia, funded by the Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA). The aim of this qualitative study was to explore 
how self-help facilitation provided by the organisation Response Network can contribute to the 
empowerment of people living with disabilities in the context of rural Zambia. We interviewed four 
people working for the organisation as well as the principal responsible of youth with disabilities in a 
rural high school. We also conducted two focus group interviews with two disability support groups in a 
rural village. The results of this study were analysed using empowerment theory and systems theory. Our 
findings showed that self-determination, education and participation were contributing to the 
empowerment of people with disabilities. Level of attitudes, understanding and motivation were shown to 
be important factors which impact the empowerment of people with disabilities. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
1.1. Introduction 
Disability may be a concept that is foreign to understand if one never had to face or 

understand what it means to a human being. But disability is part of the human 

condition, as anybody who grows older will have to face difficulties in functioning. The 

World Health Organization’s (WHO) world report on disability mentions that there are 

over a billion disabled people, which correspond to 15% of the world’s population 

living with a disability. Disability is not a single medical state but complex and 

multidimensional, meaning that the interventions to overcome challenges associated 

with disability must vary according to the context (WHO, 2011).  

Poverty is both a cause and a consequence of disability and the links between them are 

well established. It is noted that disabled people are typically among the very poorest 

where estimations by the World Bank (WB) indicates that 20% of the worlds poorest 

are disabled. Disabled people experience poverty more intensely due to high medical 

and rehabilitation costs and have fewer opportunities to escape poverty due to lack of 

access in education, proper housing and are generally excluded from development work 

(Thomas, 2005, pp.5-9). Poverty is an issue that has been targeted in United Nation’s 

(UN) Millennium Development Goals (MDG) but fails to include people with 

disabilities. Eradication of poverty, reaching equality between genders, reducing child 

mortality, improving maternal health, combating HIV/AIDS are all targets of MDG 

which only can be reached if the most vulnerable groups, including people with 

disabilities, are included in poverty reduction strategies according to Eide and Loeb 

(2005, p.21). Eradicating the link between disability and poverty is a prerequisite for 

reaching the MDG. It is argued that international development strategies of poverty 

eradication would seem like a positive approach for reaching the MDG targets. 

However there is a risk that the strategies only focus on groups that are easier to take 

out of poverty in order for the target to be met and show positive statistics, rather than 

focusing on those suffering from chronic poverty, among which people with disabilities 

are overly represented. Strategies have to not only focus on economic growth and trade 

as these processes will not benefit those that are continuously discriminated and 

excluded from the labour market either way (Yeo, 2001). People with disabilities could 

be considered a target group that are of high cost to lift out of poverty and will show 
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low efficiency within statistics and target goals. Response Network is an organisation 

based in Livingstone, Zambia that uses a method of self-help facilitation in their work 

with rural communities. This method is said to offer low cost but high efficiency 

programs (Response Network 2014a). With this in mind, we thought it would be 

interesting to focus on the organisations work with people living with disabilities in 

rural Zambia with particular interest in how their strategies works in supporting the 

empowerment of this group, and what self-help facilitation entails in this context.  

1.2. Aim and research questions 
The aim of this study is to explore how self-help facilitation provided by the 

organisation Response Network can contribute to the empowerment of people living 

with disabilities in the context of rural Zambia. We will use the following research 

questions to fulfil our aim: 

  

• Which methods and strategies are used by the organisation to empower people 

living with disabilities in rural Zambia? 

• What are the most important factors that impact empowerment of people living 

with disabilities in rural Zambia? 

 

1.3. Motivation 
During the International Social Work day of 2013 at University of Gävle we watched a 

documentary called “Stealing Africa” by Christoffer Guldbrandsen, regarding multi-

national corporations operating in Zambia. After watching this documentary the idea 

was born to do a study in Zambia. Through personal connections we established contact 

with Response Network in Livingstone. After careful consideration of a target group for 

our study, based on Response Network’s online self-help manuals, we found the 

disability support groups interesting. Together with our supervisor we then decided on 

the present aim; to explore how self-help facilitation provided by the organisation 

Response Network can contribute to the empowerment of people living with disabilities 

in the context of rural Zambia. 
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1.4. Disposition 
In this essay we will first of all introduce the background to our research problem and 

present our aim and research questions. We will discuss important concepts and give a 

background presentation, followed by the most relevant earlier research that regards the 

relation between disability and poverty, stigma, empowerment and the situation in 

Zambia. We will give an account of studies made in other developing countries on 

disability as a compliment to the limited findings made specifically in Zambia. We will 

also give an account of the theoretical framework which is empowerment theory and 

systems theory. These theories were chosen to analyse levels of empowerment and in 

what systems the impacting factors were found. Next section covers all aspects of our 

methodology. Informal conversational interviews were used with an inductive approach. 

We will then present our results together with an integrated analysis and finally 

critically discuss our findings in relation to the aim and research questions, to earlier 

research, theories and choice of methodology. We will conclude with suggestions on 

further research. Since this thesis has two authors it is important to note that the work 

has been divided equally between the authors. 

 

1.5. Central concepts 
Community: Community is both subjectively and objectively defined. It signifies place 

and is both locality specific and nonplace specific. The idea of community has both 

spatial and spiritual dimensions. A neighbourhood is a component of a larger 

community that potentially provides people with life-sustaining social support and an 

action base. Communities, like people, can experience power deficits and can empower 

themselves (Lee, 2001, pp.353-355). 

Disability: Definitions of disability is a Western construction according to Grech (2009, 

p.772) therefor it is difficult to use those same definitions across cultures. She further 

argues that depending on social and cultural context the meaning of disability changes, 

making the definition even more complex. Even though the concept is difficult to define 

we will use WHO’s (2014) definition of disability which concerns impairments, activity 

limitations and restrictions in participation. Impairment is a body disfunction whilst an 

activity limitation regards difficulties in performing an action and participation 

restriction concerns difficulties of involvement in life situations. Disabilities also reflect 

the interaction between a person’s body and enviromental and social barriers. 
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Developing country: A developing country is one in which the majority lives on far 

less money—with far fewer basic public services—than the population in highly 

industrialised countries. Incomes are usually under $2 per day and a significant portion 

of the population lives in extreme poverty (under $1.25 per day) (World Bank, 2012). 

This definition has been criticised since the term itself implies that a developing country 

can be seen as inferior to a developed country. It has also been argued that the name 

developing country implies that a country should develop according to the Western 

economic model (White et.al, 2011, p.2). However, we will use the World Bank 

definition since it is a generally accepted definition. 

Poverty: The World Bank (WB) (2011) define poverty as whether households or 

individuals have enough resources or abilities today to meet their needs. Hulme and 

Sheppard (2003) is though of the opinion that conceptualising poor people as one large 

group whom do not have sufficient monetory assests is a rather simplicit definition 

which also will encourage simple solutions to poverty reduction. Hulme and Sheppard 

further argues that poverty is multidimensional and therefore very difficult to define. 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (2014) introduced in 2010 the 

Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) which recognize the multidimensionality of 

poverty. MPI identifies three indicators, namely deprivation in health, education and 

standard of living, of which deprivations have to reach 33% for one to suffer from 

multidimensional poverty. 

Stigma: According to Goffman (2006) a person who possesses attributes different from 

other people in the same context stand a risk of being reduced as a person in the mind of 

other people, this Goffman states, is stigma. Goffman argues that there exist three 

different types of stigma, the first being physical abnormalities, second type of stigma 

derives from the individual character for example if a person have a mental disorder, 

addiction or is homosexual. The third way of stigmatization is what Goffman refers to 

as tribal stigma which concerns race, nation and religion. Tribal stigma can be 

transferred to all members of a family or group (pp.131-132). 
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2. Background 
 
2.1. Zambia 
This study is conducted in the context of Zambia, a landlocked country in Southern 

Africa, bordering to Angola, Democratic Republic of Congo, Malawi, Mozambique, 

Namibia, Tanzania and Zimbabwe. The total population of Zambia is estimated to reach 

just over 14.6 million people in 2014 and consist of several different ethnic groups with 

over 70 local languages though English is the official language (Central Intelligence 

Agency, 2014). According to the 2013 report by UNDP on Zambia’s development, 

34,8% of the total population are living in severe poverty and 68,5% are living below 

the income poverty line ($1.25/day) positioning Zambia at place 163 out of the 187 

countries and territories on the Human Development Index in 2012 (UNDP, 2013). 

About 2 million people, representing about 15% of the population live with a disability 

in Zambia according to the WHO’s 2011 world report on disability and WB’s estimates 

on Zambia’s population in 2012. A large per cent of them live in rural areas with limited 

access to basic services and the employment rate was 45,5% in 2005, compared to 58% 

among people without disabilities (International Labour Organization, 2013).  

 

In order to promote participation of persons with disabilities in the civil, political, 

economic, social and cultural sphere, the Zambian government introduced a revised 

version of the Persons with Disabilities Act in 2012, which included that the education 

system should be inclusive at all levels (Persons with Disabilities Act, 2012). Due to the 

large resources of copper, rising market prices and foreign investments, the mining 

industry has created increased economic development in Zambia with a decrease in the 

number of urban poor. However the issue of rapid urbanisation has created 

unemployment and growing slum areas while the vast majority of the population have 

not benefited from the economic growth from the mining industry. More development 

work has started to focus on the potential that agriculture inhabits thanks to the 

relatively untouched areas of land, suitable climate and fertile soil. Zambia is a rich 

country with poor people and has a history of high dependency and fragile institutions. 

This has now changed as the development of Zambia lies in the Zambian people’s 

hands and even though severe poverty still exists, the negative trends have started to 

change (SIDA, 2014). 
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2.2. Response Network 
Response Network is a non-governmental organisation (NGO) based in Livingstone, 

Zambia. The organisation began their work in 2005 when they received the first funding 

from Norwegian Church Aid, since then Response Network have worked together with 

many different funding partners (Response Network, 2014a), for example Norwegian 

Agency for Development Cooperation, (Norad) and Academic Work (Response 

Network, 2014b). The focus of the organisation is on facilitating self-help programs for 

poor communities in the rural areas of Zambia with the mission statement ‘to inspire 

vulnerable communities to attain their human rights through self-help activities’ 

(Response Network, 2007). They do not work with traditional developing aid since they 

learned early on that communities themselves can be in charge of their own 

development rather than being dependent on various donors.  

 

The work of the organisation is based upon the local culture and the communities’ way 

of life (Response Network, 2014a). The organisation provides communities with self-

help manuals as a base to how they can start and run their own support groups in for 

example support clubs for disabled people, women’s rights groups, illiteracy support 

groups and HIV/AIDS support group among many others (Response Network, 2014c). 

These manuals carefully guide the people of concern how to govern their own group, 

with the resources and commitment they possess as a starting point (Response Network, 

2009). The manuals and programs are designed to address the MDG’s (Response 

Network, 2007) and have now developed into 15 different self-help programs. The 

organisation have facilitated in more than 600 villages between the years of 2005 and 

2012, the villages have in turn started up around 3000 self-help groups and have around 

60.000 members (Response Network, 2014a).  

 

2.3. Self-help 
Self-help can be traced back to the British mid–Victorian philanthropy and it is a 

successor to the tradition of voluntary work and amateurism according to Adams (2008, 

p.9). From this point of view self-help can be a subject of criticism since it reflects the 

old morals of overcoming poverty through hard work (Smiles, 1875, as quoted in 

Adams 2008, p.9). Self-help in this sense can be seen as a substitute to welfare instead 

of a complement to it. Today self-help and support groups are part of a mainstream 

culture and available to an increasing number of people around the world (Kurtz, 2004, 
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p. 139). Bhattacharyya (2004, p.22) describe self-help as ‘self-help is the opposite to 

helpless dependency’, whereas Payne (2005, pp. 300-301) describes self-help as groups 

consisting of people sharing the same problems supported by professionals. These 

groups will then create their own services or collectively advocate for agencies to 

provide services for them. This approach, when functioning, enables people to 

participate in decisions and actions of which will affect them. This kind of participation 

is a reflection of democratic values that social work should be based on (ibid). Azaiza 

and Ben-Ari (as described in Kurtz, 2004, p.147) is of the opinion that in a community 

or family based society self-help will function very well since the community can be 

used for collective strategies to find resources within that same community. 
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3. Earlier Research 
 
3.1. Disability and poverty 
Trani & Loeb (2012) compares two quantitative studies aiming at discovering the 

potential link between multidimensional poverty and disability by comparing household 

surveys distributed in Zambia and Afghanistan. This study is of relevance to us since it 

is using a quantitative research method which can allow for a clearer picture in terms of 

statistics for us regarding the situation of people with disabilities living in Zambia. The 

results show that disability is partially significantly correlated to poverty in Zambia. 

This was shown as one of the cluster groups that consisted of disabled people (with high 

scores on severe activity limitations) were also in majority living in deprivation due to 

poor asset levels, no access to education, the labour market or the health care system. 

The authors argue that it is not only access to education, employment and health care 

that should be researched but the level of social participation and concepts such as self-

respect should be valued. The better we can understand the role of education, 

employment and social well-being the better the society can provide equal access to 

services and lift the disabled and their families out of the disability-poverty 

interdependency. 

 

Fritz, et al (2009) also mean that people with disabilities are excluded from education 

systems, employment opportunities and poverty reduction strategies (PRS) and they 

argue that in order for the MDG of reducing poverty by 50% to be reached, people with 

disabilities need to be included in poverty reduction strategies. Their study examines the 

inclusiveness as well as the success and challenges of three different PRS implemented 

in Cambodia, Tanzania and Vietnam. Their findings showed that the projects succeeded 

to change the attitudes of disability on several different levels where disabled-persons 

organisation (DPO) were empowered to continue to advocate for their rights and 

authorities started to acknowledge the rights of disabled. People with disabilities also 

gained in self-confidence and a positive self-image. All three projects offered 

workshops that enabled official stakeholders, people from DPO’s and self-help groups 

to change their perception of disability, mainly through using peer counselling. The 

participants felt empowered, confident and competent and started to interact with local 

authorities on their views of disability. The conclusions drawn are that the success of 

the three projects shows the importance of creating sustainable structures of 



 

9 
 

empowerment where disabled people are involved in poverty reduction strategies. 

Projects on community level can change the perception of disability on the local level 

and make a real impact in the daily lives for those living with disabilities, however more 

large-scale and long-term projects need to be supported and funded for a real impact. 

This study is of relevance for us since it investigates the need to include people with 

disabilities in PRS and also show the positive effects on community levels when doing 

so. In our case we see self-help facilitation by Response Network as a form of PRS in 

Zambia, based upon education, raising consciousness and motivation which are all 

described strategies with relevance in this study. 

 

3.2. Disability and stigma 
In a qualitative study using participatory research methods by Yousafzai, et al (2011), 

the researchers explored what influence children with disabilities had in the daily lives 

of their mothers in the context of a low-income community in Pakistan. The authors 

mean that it is widely recognised that the support from family members gives quality in 

life for children and adults with disabilities. It is also emphasised that empowerment of 

mothers of children with disabilities are of importance not only for the mother but also 

for the child’s health. The findings show that mothers of children with disabilities 

experience negative challenges in their daily lives as they are faced with social stigma 

from the communities negative attitudes, lack of support from the rest of the family and 

a constant worry for the child’s health. The conclusion is that before the movement and 

advocacy of the rights of the disabled can develop further, the important role of the 

mother, her emotional well-being and empowerment needs to be understood. This show 

the importance to involve families, especially mothers in the development work for 

young people with disabilities. It will be of relevance for us to explore how Response 

Network ensures participation of mothers and family members. 

 

A qualitative study conducted in India by Singal (2010) focuses on the challenges, 

opportunities and dilemmas that occur when doing disability research in a Southern 

context but also when taking the perspective from the disabled persons themselves as 

this is rarely the focus in disability research. The results showed that one of the largest 

challenges in conducting research on disability in a Southern context was to identify the 

people with disabilities for interviewing as they are often hidden by their family 

members, especially in family oriented communities, where the entire family is at risk 
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of being excluded from the community due to stigma surrounding disability. In order to 

try and find the interviewees without exposing the families the researcher deconstructed 

the discourse of disability by not using the term disability in conversation but rather ask 

if the families knew of any person with difficulties or that were restricted to participate 

in activities in any ways, shifting the focus from physical impairments to the outcomes 

and impact an impairment may have. By using a different discourse the community as a 

whole were able to themselves interpret who was restricted from participation, without 

being at risk of stigmatisation through using the word disability. This study is of 

relevance for us as we are doing research in a Southern context on disability and even 

though we were not interviewing people with disabilities directly, we find it important 

to be aware of how discourses and use of language can create stigma. 

 

3.3. Disability in Zambia 
An article written by Banda-Chalwe, et al (2012) explores the accessibility situation for 

disabled persons in Zambia with a focus on how the environment plays a role in 

achieving the rights for disabled people. The article reveals that laws, policies and 

regulations are not available to protect the rights of disabled in Zambia. Further the laws 

are not promoting participation of disabled, as they are not allowing for accessibly built 

environments to be established. The authors mean that inaccessible built environment 

has restricted the participation of people with disabilities in education, employment, 

leisure, religious, political and economic life. The article presents a study conducted on 

the living conditions for people with disabilities in Zambia that shows that 57.2 % of the 

1960 participants had never been employed and 27% of the participants had terminated 

their employment due to inaccessible building environments, lack of appropriate 

transportation and discrimination from society including the government. These 

findings are important for us in order to understand the situation for people with 

disabilities in the context where we are doing our study. The authors also emphasise the 

importance of using a human rights approach in understanding disability. 

 

The qualitative study carried out by Kapungwe et.al (2010) using 50 semi-structures 

interviews, shows that mentally disabled people in Zambia are discriminated and 

stigmatised on all levels in society. People with disabilities are stigmatised by for 

example civil servants such as police officers, health care professionals, teachers as well 

as traditional healers. The study also found that parents of children with mental 
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disability would not count that child as their child, keep them hidden or even at times 

discard them from the home. The stigmatisation and discrimination could also transfer 

to the family as a whole, meaning that the entire family could at times be excluded from 

the community. The study also investigated the possible reasons to why mentally 

disabled people are stigmatised to such an extent and some of the findings were that 

there exists a wide belief in society that the causes of mental diseases are due to the 

belief that a mentally disabled person is possessed by the devil or that the person or the 

family of the person have done something immoral. Fear is also a factor that contributes 

to stigmatisation, since mentally disabled people were seen as either dangerous or 

contagious. This result in people in the community wanting to keep a distance between 

themselves and the disabled person, hence a form of othering takes place. Since much 

of the stigmatisation is due to superstition and unawareness the authors argue that the 

processes behind this discrimination is emotional which would mean that by providing 

information and education much of the negative thinking regarding mental disability 

could be reduced. We find that this study is of relevance for us to be able to pay closer 

attention to the issue of superstition and disability, which is somehow foreign for us. 

 

Ndhllovu (2008) conducted a study using both qualitative and quantitative research 

methods through focus groups and questionnaires with the aim of determining how 

many children were excluded from schooling in a number of districts in Zambia, as well 

as determining the view of the teachers on whether inclusive education was effective 

and finally determining the challenges faced by children with disabilities that were part 

of schools using the inclusive education policy. The author states that the policy of 

inclusive education has been under a lot of debate due to misunderstandings and the 

way it has been implemented in Zambia, where children with disabilities has been 

placed in mainstream classes but without teachers that are trained in for example sign 

language or with sufficient resources to properly teach children with special education 

needs. The policy of inclusive education is not just about placing children with 

disabilities in mainstream classes but also removing barriers that hinder them from 

learning at the same level as others, aiming at creating an inclusive environment with 

supportive attitudes from not only teachers but the other pupils as well. The findings 

determined that inadequate resources, long distances to schools, unfriendly 

infrastructure, inappropriate teaching methods and lack of communication skills, for 

example in sign language created challenges for children with disabilities to attend 
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school that used an inclusive education policy in certain districts of Zambia. The author 

suggests that if parents of children with disabilities could be empowered they could 

lobby for a practical change of the implementation of the policy. As education is a basic 

human right and also important for empowerment we find that this study is of relevance 

for us in order to learn more about the situation for people with disabilities in the 

specific districts that we will study. 

 

3.4. Disability and empowerment 
A qualitative study made by Lo (2010) in the context of China explores whether parents 

of disabled children experience any benefits from participating in a parental support-

group or not. The participants of the study were 15 parents in 2 different support groups. 

The findings revealed that the parents gained a sense of belonging as they developed 

networks and relationships to other parents in similar situations where their individual 

problems now became shared problems. The children of the parents also developed new 

friendships. Furthermore, the parents experienced that the participation in the group had 

enabled them with a sense of competence and self-efficacy as they re-evaluated their 

parental skills, leaving them empowered and confident.  

 

Keyes and Brandon (2011) describe the model of Mutual Support through participatory 

research as part of their Ph.D. dissertation. The research is based on students with 

learning disabilities own narratives and experiences. Mutual Support is based on the 

principle of empowerment through participation and interaction where children with 

learning disabilities support each other but also where children without learning 

disabilities are highly involved in the support. Findings show that it is highly significant 

how and in what way the children without learning disabilities give support since this 

affect empowerment in terms of self-determination, choice and autonomy. The positive 

effects that the model can bring is empowerment from self-advocacy as mutual support 

can allow for full participation, fulfilling of ambitions, give a sense of dignity that may 

have been lacking previously and breaking potential barriers between those with and 

without disabilities. These studies are important for us in order to understand how self-

help groups, support-groups and other forms of support in a collective can be used in 

empowerment processes, and even though they are conducted in other contexts we may 

be able to apply the findings to the context of Zambia. 
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4. Theoretical Framework 
 
 
In order for us to analyse how self-help groups can contribute to the empowerment of 

people living with disability in rural Zambia our main theory will be empowerment 

theory, particulary Lee’s (2001) empowerment approach. As a complementary theory 

for analysis we will use systems theory. Our understanding of the two theories are that 

they can work together and compliment each other well. Empowerment theory is 

suitable for us to use since it explains empowerment on several different levels and 

forms, whereas systems theory can be used to reveal the layers and systems that affect 

an individual persons development. Systems theory is not necesseraly trying to analyse 

how change can or should occur within the systems, but rather explain how they 

interrelate and interact with each other (Payne, 2005, p.158). This makes empowerment 

theory suitable for us to use in our analysis as it is concerned with change and critical 

thinking, not only on the individual level but in our case for people living with disability 

as a collective group (ibid, pp.159).  

 

4.1. Empowerment theory 
Empowerment theory represents ‘a strengths-based, non-expert driven approach that 

emphasises the ability of people facing difficult life circumstances or community 

conditions to define and actively engage in solutions to the problems confronting them' 

(Peterson, 2014, p.96). Adams (2008) notes that there is no absolute definition of 

empowerment as it is a multi-faceted idea, meaning different things to different people 

(p.4). According to Peterson (2014), this could pose a problem for future research as 

studies using the same theoretical framework, but approaching the concept of 

empowerment in different ways, may create a body of knowledge that present 

contradictions and inaccuracies (p.97). The Dictionary of Social Work conceptualise 

empowerment as ‘theory concerned with how people may gain collective control over 

their lives, so as to achieve their interests as a group, and a method by which social 

workers seek to enhance the power of people who lack it’ (Adams, 2008, p.17), however 

we are more interested in taking a postmodern view of empowerment which we will 

discuss further in the next section. 
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4.1.1. The concept of power  

As empowerment literally means becoming powerful (Adams, 2008, p.17), being given 

power may not necessarily be experienced as empowering but can in fact create 

disempowerment (Fook, 2012, Pease, 2002). When professionals use the concept 

empowerment without having a holistic approach, labelling or relating to a person or a 

group as “disempowered” as if that was all they were, it could create a patronizing and 

demotivating process. It is of great importance to be aware of that when we are defining 

who are disadvantaged in the process of empowering, we create disadvantage and 

disempowerment (Fook, 2012, p.59). In this study we will argue that the concept of 

power is something that every person can exercise and create which is expressed in 

Fook (2012) where it is also noted that ‘…this may vary depending on each context, and 

change of context. The key to understanding power in any one context is therefore to 

appreciate how it is expressed, experienced and created by different people at different 

levels’ (p.61). In our study we will use the postmodern approach of empowerment 

which is described in Peas (2002) where it is emphasised that professionals need to 

become critically aware of dominant discourses and partner in ways to allow for 

marginalised clients interpretation of events to become the focus, meaning that 

professional need to be aware of how their own knowledge can be part of 

disempowering processes (p.142).  

 

4.1.2. Paulo Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed 

It is argued that the roots of empowerment theory can be traced back to the Brazilian 

humanitarian and educator Paulo Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed (Askheim, 2003, 

p.231, Hur, 2006, p.523).  Two fundamental concepts in empowerment theory are 

consciousness raising and partnership which both are deriving from Freire’s pedagogy 

of the oppressed. In the process of consciousness raising through education, oppressed 

people can gain power by becoming aware of social structures and power dynamics that 

hinder them in their daily lives, and by partnering with professionals that can inspire 

and motivate empowerment, free from domination and based on self-determination 

(Freire, 1972, Payne, 2002, Peas, 2002, Askheim, 2003, Adams, 2008).  
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4.1.3. Lee’s empowerment approach  

Lee (2001) identifies three different levels of empowerment, which we will use in our 

analysis to try to understand the different layers and forms of empowerment that occur 

when using the methods and strategies of self-help groups: 

 

• Individual – whereby a person understand his or her own oppression, 

powerlessness, exploitation, acculturation and stereotyping and can come 

together with others in order to enhance self-esteem, self-direction and 

competence.  

• Interpersonal – whereby a community, family or group comes together jointly 

to reach their own set goals of change. 

• Politically – whereby empowered groups of people can come together as 

communities to tackle oppression, which often lies on a political level (p.51-52). 

 

4.2. Systems theory 
Systems theory is an approach that requires a holistic perspective, and entails that a 

system consist of several parts that depend on each other and can not be separated 

(Patton, 2002, p.120). Gharajedaghi & Ackoff (1985) argues that the parts of a system 

are interdependent and the ways the different parts behave affect the others. They mean 

that instead of separating parts of a system and analyse them individually a synthetic 

thinking approach is required. When taking a synthetic thinking approach the function 

or role of each part in the system is revealed in order to see why a system operates the 

way it does, rather than how it operates (pp. 23-24). Patton (2002), mean that both 

analysis of how a system operates and a synthetic thinking to see why it operates the 

way it does is required in order to understand a system fully, and one cannot replace the 

other (p.120). One of the more influential contributors to the development of systems 

theory is the German sociologist Niklas Luhmann (2006), who developed a systems 

theory where he argues that a social system appears when communication develops 

from communication. Communication in turn takes place when information which has 

been articulated is understood or for that matter misunderstood, as long as the 

communication is received and comprehended to the extent that it can continue. He 

further argues that an action, as oppose to communication, can be conducted in solitary, 

hence can be an individual operation which has no relation to society as a whole (pp. 

47-48).  
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Another prominent contributor to the development of ecological systems theory is the 

American psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner and his development of the ecological 

model, which is the model that we will use in our analysis. 

4.2.1. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model 

The ecological model was developed during the 1970’s and derived from 

Bronfenbrenner’s and other scientists from diverse disciplines research on human 

development. The model has developed in stages both by Bronfenbrenner himself and 

in conjunction with others (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, pp.37-38). Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

explains how lifelong development is dependent on the person’s ecological 

environment. The ecological environment is described as ‘a set of nested structures, 

each inside the other like a set of Russian dolls’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p39). The 

ecological environment is divided into five different systems that all interrelate to each 

other and subsequently affect each other. In our study we will use 4 of the 5 different 

systems outlined to analyse our results: 

 

Micro systems - In the micro systems an individual’s direct, interpersonal and face-to-face 

interactions affect development. This system could include immediate family, friends, school or 

workplace. It is in the micro system that the sustainable development of a person operates to the 

fullest, however this highly depends on the content and power of the system to do so. 

 

Meso systems - A meso system is a system of micro systems as the meso system is built up on 

linkages and relations between the individual’s different micro systems, for example the 

relationship between parents and teachers and how these relationship affect development of the 

individual. 

 

Exo systems - Exo systems also contains the relationships between the individual but in relation 

to external factors that does not involve the individual but still affect the person. This could be 

the parents’ workplace/salary or the community context.  

 

Macro systems - The macro systems comprises of the overarching factors of society and the 

other systems that affect an individual such as politics, culture, bodies of knowledge, resources, 

belief systems, customs, hazards and opportunity structures (ibid, pp.39-40). 
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5. Methodology 
 
5.1. Preliminary understanding 
Self-help and empowerment are concepts that have been mentioned many times during 

the course of the International Social Work program at University of Gävle, self-help 

facilitation was though a new concept to both authors in the beginning of this study. 

Before leaving for Zambia to conduct the interviews, we studied Response Networks 

self-help manuals (Response Network, 2013b) and read the general information that can 

be found on the homepage of Response Network (Response Network, 2013a). We were 

also provided with some information by the organisation’s director and founder 

regarding the disability clubs. Upon on arrival we realised that we had misunderstood 

some of the functions that the organisation had, especially regarding the representation 

of Response Network in the communities concerned. Before arrival we studied previous 

research made regarding disability in the Southern parts of Africa but due to the limited 

research found at this time we had no in-depth knowledge as to what disability in a rural 

Zambian context would entail, we also had no pre-experience of Zambia. 

 

5.2. Philisophy of science 
In this study the aim was to explore how, in the context of rural Zambia, self-help 

facilitation can empower people with disabilities. As the study was conducted in an 

unfamiliar setting, both in terms of culture and traditions but above all in terms of 

language, a hermeneutic approach has been adopted since the responses from the 

interviewees need to be understood and interpreted in relation to their context as well as 

in relation to the chosen theories of this study. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009, p.92) 

states the meaning of this philosophical position is interpretation of text and to fully 

understand a text one need to know in what time, in which context, by whom as well as 

why something was written. They further argue that knowledge is something that has 

been constructed therefore in order to do a correct interpretation of a text, there is a need 

to have an understanding of the situation in which something has been created. Patton 

(2002) also mentions that hermeneutic philosophy takes the position that ‘nothing can 

be interpreted free of some perspective’ (p.129) which makes it of special importance 

for this study to illuminate the context of which the interviewees are coming from when 

interpreting their responses, but also to be aware of that we come from a different 

context which might affect the interpretations. This is also brought up in Kvale and 
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Brinkmann (2009) where they argue that if the researcher fully explain the 

circumstances and properly argue to why a particular interpretation has been made, the 

readers can themselves verify if the interpretation is valid (pp. 211-213).  

 

5.3. Research design 
The aim of this study was to see how self-help facilitation can empower people with 

disabilities in the context of rural Zambia. We had little pre-knowledge of the concept 

of self-help facilitation and no pre-experience of the context of rural Zambia in which 

the self-help facilitation takes place. Because of limited pre-knowledge we had 

difficulties in determining themes in advance, therefore a qualitative method with 

informal conversational interviews or unstructured interviews were chosen. This 

interview-method was suitable in our situation as it	  provides ‘…an ability to challenge 

the preconceptions that the researcher may bring to the interaction, but also to enable 

the interviewee to answer questions within their own frame of reference’ (May, 2011, 

p.136). We decided it would be better if the participants of this study told us what they 

considered to be of importance rather than us having an interview guide with pre-

decided themes, risking to lead the answers. We had our research questions as a frame 

and starting point for the discussion, without having a specific set of pre-decided 

interview questions. Since we did not know exactly who would be present at the time of 

the interviews or what the context of the interview occasions would be, it was decided 

to keep the interviews as open and flexible as possible. We also believed it to be 

important to keep an open mind and see what information the interviewees thought 

would be of importance regarding Response Network and their work with disability, 

rather than deciding beforehand the issues which should be discussed (Patton 2002, pp. 

342-343). This is why we always started the interview with asking the interviewee to 

tell us about how their work with Response Network started and what their work tasks 

were. In order for us to also be able to answer our research question regarding the 

factors that impact empowerment we always asked if they could think of anything that 

influence their work, positively or negatively. We followed up with probing questions 

such as “can you give us an example?” or “why is that?” and ended the interviews by 

asking the interviewee if there was anything they would like to add. The interviewees 

lived in a remote area which meant that in order for us to reach the interviewees we had 

to stay in the village where the support groups were situated at two occasions for a total 

time span of seven days. This gave us an opportunity to do direct observations of a rural 
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community in which people with disabilities lives. The direct observations helped us in 

gaining a deeper understanding of the life situation and context of people with 

disabilities in rural Zambia (Patton 2002, pp. 261-264). 

 

5.4. Mode of procedure 

5.4.1. Sampling 
Deviant case sampling was used in order to find the appropriate interviewees, which 

possessed sufficient knowledge regarding the disability work of Response Network. 

Hence the sample size and selection is not chosen to be generalizable but rather to give 

in-depth knowledge concerning the methods and strategies used by the organisation. 

Since this study is limited in both time and resources we argue that we can learn more 

from a sample that is based upon their ability to provide rich information rather than 

quantifiable data, therefor cases of special interest for this study were chosen (Patton 

2002, p.46, pp.230-233). Sampling was made in cooperation with the host organisation 

Response Network whereby 5 interviewees were identified as well as 2 focus groups.  

 

Before arriving in Livingstone where the organisation is based, we had contact with 

Response Network regarding the interview sample. We had expressed wishes to 

interview people both on an organisational level as well as out in the communities 

where the work for people with disabilities is done more practically. Upon arrival we 

had a meeting with both the director of the organisation as well as the disability support 

group’s coordinator at their office in Livingstone. In this meeting it was decided that we 

could interview the two of them since they are the ones in the main office that have in-

depth knowledge of the work concerning people with disabilities. The disability support 

group’s coordinator also suggested that we could interview the neighbouring 

organisation’s director since the two organisations has a cooperation regarding work for 

people with disabilities in the rural communities, therefore he would possess sufficient 

knowledge concerning the methods and strategies of Response Network.  

 

Concerning the interviews to be conducted out in the communities it turned out to be 

slightly more complicated than we first had anticipated. Response Network operates in 

several hundred different villages in rural south Zambia and these communities are 

remote and difficult to access. We had no mean of contacting these communities to see 

if they would like to take part of this study and we would also need someone to take us 
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there to introduce us first to the chief of the village, for him to decide if we were to be 

able to conduct this study within that village. Secondly we would also need someone to 

introduce us to the support groups themselves. Because of these circumstances 

Response Network gave their support consisting of arrangements for us staying in a 

village which was fairly easy to access. In this village they had two support groups and 

the woman with whom we were staying also worked for the organisation as a supervisor 

of the support groups in this area. The initial plan was to interview the area supervisor 

as well as the two chairpersons of the disability groups. We realised though that in this 

kind of family oriented community it would not be good to interview only the 

chairpersons of the two groups without the other members present. Therefore it was 

decided to do two focus group interviews instead where all the members of the group 

would be welcome to contribute their opinions. At the first occasion we stayed in the 

village we had an opportunity to meet with the principal of the local High School, 

whom also had a function of representing children with disability in this school. We 

realised that he would be able to contribute with information regarding children with 

disability and the everyday challenges that they face, hence providing background 

information of the issue that we were interested in. We asked if we would be able to 

interview him to which he agreed. 

5.4.2. Conducting interviews 

The interviews in this study were conducted in Livingstone as well as in a community in 

rural south Zambia. The locations of the interviews varied depending on who was 

interviewed and they were around 30 minutes long. Before each interview began we 

presented an invitation letter (appendix A) in which we explained the purpose of the 

study as well as our main ethical guidelines. We also always asked if the interviewees 

agreed to being recorded and explained that this would later be erased.  

 

The first interview conducted was with interviewee 1, the program coordinator, at the 

premises of Response Network. It was a deliberate decision to begin with this interview 

since we would like to gain a basic understanding of how the organisation operates in 

practice before going out in the village. Before conducting any interviews in the village 

we had to meet the village chief to attain his approval in order for us to continue with 

the study. After gaining his approval we were introduced to the community by the area 

supervisor, with whom we also stayed. At the first occasion staying over in the village, 
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we conducted two interviews with interviewee 2, the area supervisor as well as with 

interviewee 3, the high school principal. The interview with the area supervisor was 

conducted under a tree in her home. We waited until the last day since we wanted her to 

get to know us and feel comfortable in our presence, we also chose a time of the day 

when we knew she would not have many visitors, which she had most of the time. The 

interview with the principal was conducted in his office at the high school.  

 

At the second occasion we stayed in the village we conducted our two focus group 

interviews. At this point we had realised that it would not be possible to interview the 

chairpersons only and therefore would conduct the focus group interviews instead. 

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, pp.150-151) describe a focus group interview as a method 

to uncover new points of view rather than agreeing on an issue. They also mean that 

interviews done in groups is a good way to uncover rich information within an area of 

which not much is known, which was the case for us, therefore the focus group 

interview functioned well for us. Since we had stayed in the village at an earlier 

occasion people recognised us and this may have contributed to them being more 

relaxed around us. We also stayed in the village after the interviews were concluded 

which gave the two groups an opportunity to further discuss the interviews with us if 

they would have liked to. These two focus groups interviews were partly translated by 

the area supervisor. Both interviews of interviewee 4 and 5 were conducted in their 

respective offices in Livingstone after we returned back to the city. 

 

We began each interview by asking the interviewees to tell us something about 

themselves as well as something about their work for Response Network. Our intention 

was to influence the interviewees as little as possible, allowing for them to tell us what 

they felt was of importance concerning the work of Response Network. Although we 

allowed the conversation to take any direction, it was never needed to steer back the 

conversation to the framework of Response Network. At times we would ask someone 

to elaborate on something, but other from that we did not have to interfere with what the 

interviewee was telling us. At the end of each interview all participants were asked if 

they would like to add something that they felt was important but had not been 

mentioned. Before we conducted our interviews we also received information provided 

by Response Network regarding the cultural context in which we were operating, which 

was very helpful. At all times whilst present in the village we were also accompanied by 
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the area supervisor who helped us with our code of conduct in order to prevent any 

unnecessary misunderstandings due to the difference in cultures. She also interpreted 

for us during the entire stay and explained things that were going on around us.  

5.4.3. Direct observations 

We lived together with a Zambian family for a total of 7 days at two different occasions 

whilst conducting our interviews in a rural community, this gave us the opportunity to 

do field observations as a complement to the interviews. In addition to this we also 

stayed in Livingstone for a period of 7 weeks in which time we also had many 

opportunities to talk to and socialise with the local community and also to observe every 

day life of the people in this context. Direct observation  has several benefits whereby 

one can better comprehend the social and cultural surroundings which may be of 

importance when doing the analysis of the collected data (Patton 2002, pp..261-263). 

One thing we realised was that the definition of disability was much broader in the 

Zambian context than we would have thought, for example was short sightedness seen 

as a disbility whereas in Sweden it would not be seen as a disability in that sense. We 

aslo noticed that when people spoke of disability they most often spoke of physical 

disabilities rather than mental disabilites. Living in the communtiy we also had the 

opportunity to see the physical barriers existing in the enviroment around people with 

disabilitis. Going around to different villages within the community could be difficult 

for us at times so if one have a physical impairment it must be close to impossible. 

However we also saw a nice example to how this can be overcome by the community 

themselves, where two boys took a man with difficulties to walk on their bike and drove 

him around. All our relevant observations were documented in form of field notes. 

5.4.4. Secondary data 

Secondary data have been used in this study to gain deeper knowledge of the context in 

which the study is conducted as well as a more holistic understanding regarding 

disability issues (Frankfurt-Nachmias & Nachmias, 2008, p.305). Course litterature 

from the International Social Work programme have been used in various parts of this 

study, mainly in supporting or findings as well as in the methods section. Articles and 

earlier research regarding disability, empowerment and poverty have been found 

through the databases which University of Gävle’s library provides, such as Discovery, 

Google Scholar, Web of Science, e-brary, Dawsonera, Academic Search Elite and 
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DiVa. Sometimes we had to modify our search words in order to retreive more hits, for 

example changing self-help to self-directed or rephrase ending of words for example 

from disability to disab* to allow for more hits. 

5.4.5. Data transcription 

The interviewes were recorded using two different audio recorders, in addition to this 

notes were taken during the interviewes. Since we were two interviewers one could 

focus on the interview itself and the other could take notes during this time. The 

interviewes were transcibed word by word as soon as possible after the interview was 

conducted. During the transcription one of us would listen and read whereas the other 

one parallel would listen and write, this helped us in detecting any misshearings or 

misswritings, this helped to ensure the reliability of the transcripts (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009, p.184). Patton (2002) suggests that when doing separate coding later 

to compare them new insights might emerge, hence a type of analytical triangulation 

can be made (p.464). We re-named our interviewees according to the number in which 

the interview had taken place in order to protect their confidentiality.  

5.4.6 Data analysis process 

When analysing our data we started with reading through all the transcripts, whereafter 

we discussed possible themes. Patton (2002, p.453) describes this as inductive data 

analysis where one allow the themes develop from the data collected rather than having 

themes decided upon before one collects the data, which he decribes as deductive 

analysis. By interacting with the data Patton further explains themes will emerge, this 

can also be called open coding. The first themes we decided on was regarding the 

methods of the organisation, which turned out to be more of an organisational 

description of Response Network. So after further discussion we decided on three 

different themes, self-determination, education and participation that were interpreted to 

be the organisations main strategies. According to our interpretation our chosen themes 

derrived from the strategies that the participants emphasised. What we mean by this is 

for example instead of using the sensitisation meeting as a theme, which is one of the 

organisations practical methods, we looked upon what strategy the organisation uses 

when implementing these meetings, which in this case we interpreted to be self-

determination. We also found that the three main themes were affected by different 

factors on different levels in society, therefore we decided on three sub-themes which 
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we at this point called micro, meso and macro. We provided the themes with six 

different colours. We sat down separatly to colour code the seven different transcripts 

according to the chosen themes after which we compared the individual coding. Parts 

we had not coded similarly we discussed and argued for why they should belong to a 

certain theme. This specific part of the analyzing process is deductive according to 

Patton (2002, p.454), since the data now had to be tested and affirmed according to our 

interpretations and theories, especially regarding the data that did not obviously belong 

to a theme. Since our interviewees all had diverse backgrounds they also used a 

language that was different from each other, therefore it was necessary for us at times to 

interpret what had been said in order to place it under the different themes.  

 

When we summarised our findings and started writing down our results section we 

realised though that the factors that were placed under micro, meso and macro level 

were all factors which affected all of our three main themes. We also identified these 

factors to be level of attitude, understanding and motivation. Therefor it made more 

sense writing about the factors in relation to the three main themes, which is also why 

we disregarded the themes micro, meso macro and used them as a tool for analysis 

instead. Our three main themes were first scrutinzed as parts, later to be related back to 

the wider context thereafter they were looked upon separately again, Alvesson and 

Sköldberg (2009) describe this as the hermeneutic circle ‘the meaning of a part can only 

be understood if it is related to the whole’ (p.92). The interview material was then 

interpreted and analysed by using empowerment theory and systems theory to give a 

deeper understanding of the different themes. 

 

5.5. Essay credibility 

5.5.1. Reliability 
The reliability of a study refers to if the findings are considered to be consistent as well 

as trustworthy, hence if the study made can be replicable using the same method at 

another point in time by someone else (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p.245). The method 

of interviewing used was informal conversational interviewing which is not 

recommended to be used by inexperienced researchers (Patton, 2002, pp.342-343). We 

both are beginners in the art of interviewing and therefore at points did ask leading 

questions, which could affect the reliability of the findings in this study. The reliability 

of the transcripts can be reached by having two persons independently type, later to 
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verify that the typing is the same, according to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, pp.183-

184). Although we did not type the transcripts separately in order to compare later, we 

did listen to the interviews together, where one would listen and type and the other 

would listen and read, therefore the reliability of the transcripts can be argued to be 

high. Patton (2002) argues that one can increase the reliability of a study by using 

participant observation, since the researcher does not have to imagine the social context 

in which the data is collected (p.53). Since we spent time in the social context of our 

interviewees it can be argued that this strengthens the reliability of this study.  

Participant observation has helped us to do some triangulation of the data sources since 

we have been able to compare observations with interviews, been able to compare the 

views of people at different levels both inside and outside the program as well as heard 

what has been said in public and what at a later time has been said in private (Patton 

2002, p.559), which is a benefit to the reliability of the study. We are though, as 

mentioned earlier, less experienced in the art of qualitative research, which may affect 

the overall reliability of this study. On the other hand, Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p. 

245) argue that if one places too much focus on the reliability during a study there is a 

risk that variations and creativeness can be counteracted, as opposed to when the 

researcher improvise during the course of the interview. 

5.5.2. Validity 

Validity within research refers to the truth and accuracy of accounts, Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009) mean that within qualitative research one should think of validity as 

‘the extent to which our observations indeed reflect the phenomena or variables of 

interest to us’ (p.246). They also argue that validation of a study should infiltrate the 

whole process of the research practice, not only bits and parts (ibid, p.248).  The coding 

of the transcripts as well as the analyzing of the results was done separately, later we 

compared and discussed in order to maintain as high validity of the interpretation as 

possible. We also used two different theories for analyzing and interpretation, Patton 

(2002) suggest that using more than one theoretical perspective when analyzing might 

change the interpretation or meaning of the retrieved data, hence theory triangulation 

can strengthen the validity of the study (p.562). All interviews were conducted in a 

language that was neither the participants’ native language nor ours, this could have an 

effect on the validity of this study. We encouraged the participants to speak freely 
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without asking too many leading questions that also helps to improve validity (Patton, 

2002). 

5.5.3. Generalization 

Generalization in research is concerned with if findings made in one study can be 

applied in other situations as well (Robson, 2012, p.176). This study seeks to understand 

the methods and strategies of a specific organisation using a small sample size, 

therefore it may become difficult to make generalizations from the findings but by using 

two different theories as well as earlier research made in similar areas we aim to 

reinforce and strengthen the findings of this study (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, pp.260-

265).  

 

5.6. Ethical considerations 
Ethical guidelines concerning social research should be considered through the entire 

research process, where confidentiality and informed consent are vital parts (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). Since confidentiality and informed consent are very important we 

introduced an invitation letter (see appendix A) to the participants before each interview 

where we stated the aim and purpose of this study. We also informed them in this letter 

that everything they would tell us was confidential, they could withdraw at any moment 

and that the participation is voluntary. We also asked if we could record each interview 

as well as asked if we could use quotes from the participants in the results. We also 

explained that the retrieved data and the interview transcripts would only be shared with 

our supervisor. The organisation had expressed their wishes to have their name written 

out in this study, this confronted us with a problem of confidentiality since two of our 

interviewees thereby possibly could be identified from the web page of the organisation. 

The two interviewees that could be identified have a higher position within the 

organisation. After consulting with the director of Response Network we came to the 

conclusion that the two persons which was concerned would be thoroughly informed of 

what this could entail as well as be presented with a letter of consent (see appendix B) 

which needed to be signed for us to use the name of the organisation in our study.  

 

In the beginning of this study we had an intention to use youths living with disabilities 

as part of our sample. After careful consideration we reached the conclusion not to use 

youth with disabilities and instead concentrate only on those involved in the 
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organisation Response Network. Since we were coming from a different cultural 

context and also are inexperienced concerning interviewing we believed that there could 

be a risk of us doing more harm than good hence the decision not to use this group in 

the sample. The cultural context in which we were operating needed to be extensively 

considered before we could begin with our study. Since we knew little of the 

community in which we would conduct our study we received information from 

Response Network regarding for example dress code, which recommended us to wear a 

chitenge, a traditional clothing item worn by women, when present in the village. 

Whilst staying in the village we were also at all times accompanied by the area 

supervisor who introduced us to the inhabitants of the village and who also explained 

and translated everything that was happening around us (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, 

pp.144-145). 

 

5.7. Limitations 
The two focus groups held were partly translated from the local language ChiTonga to 

English by a non-professional local. This could affect our responses, meaning her 

interpretation of the responses could reflect her own understanding rather then what the 

interviewee actually said. We are of the opinion that her level of understanding of both 

languages is sufficient in order to make justice to the responses given from the focus 

groups (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p.144). As explained in the chapter “method of 

procedure” we had no possibility to ourselves chose the sample, this was done by the 

organisation Response Network. This of course could mean that the community in 

which we conducted our interviews was chosen because they make a good 

representation of Response Network’s work. We are of the opinion though that the 

community was chosen only due to its beneficent location, but this should still be 

mentioned so that the reader is aware of all circumstances. 
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6. Results & Analysis 
 
 
Deriving from our transcripts we developed three themes concerning the methods and 

strategies used by Response Network in order to empower persons living with 

disabilities. The three themes were chosen after having discussed and interpreted what 

the interviewees emphasised as most relevant methods, strategies, supportive factors or 

important outcomes of the self-help facilitation. We decided to name the themes based 

on the main strategies that were emphasised namely self-determination, education and 

participation. Within each theme we will also present the practical methods that 

Response Network uses. We also found that the empowerment process of people with 

disabilities in rural Zambia was affected by several factors on different levels which we 

have chosen to discuss under each theme due to how they interrelate to each other and 

the themes. The most emphasised factors were level of attitudes, understanding and 

motivation. As discussed in the theoretical framework, we will analyse our results 

according to empowerment theory and systems theory. Before continuing on with the 

presentation of the results, we will introduce the profile of our interviewees as follows: 

 

Interviewee 1 Project coordinator for the support groups for people with 

disabilities in the organisation. 

Interviewee 2 Area supervisor of the organisations support-groups in a local 

village. 

Interviewee 3 Principal of the local village high school. 

Interviewee 4 The manager of Response Network. 

Interviewee 5 The manager of a sister organisation for community based 

rehabilitation for people with disabilities 

Group 1 Newly started support-group for people with disabilities in a rural 

village. 

Group 2 Newly started support-group for people with disabilities in another 

rural village. 
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6.1. Self-determination 
Self-determination has been interpreted to be one key strategy in the work of Response 

Network in regards to several aspects. The results show that self-determination is 

applied in the formation of a support-group and throughout the decision making in 

regards to what strategies to use within the support-group in order to empower the 

people living with disabilities in the villages. 

 

The culture in Africa and Zambia is very different from the Western culture which is 

one of the reasons to why traditional hand-outs, poverty programs and aid money have 

not made a major difference in the lives of people living in poverty as the Director 

(Interviewee 4) explains that “we come in…and somehow create new institutions. It 

becomes different reality for them”. After being involved in developmental work in 

Zambia for some years he started to realise that in order for development work to be 

efficient one has to build on the existing culture and that is how the idea of self-help 

facilitation began to form: 

 

“…This idea to start just travelling around, from village to village, giving motivation, 

information, encouragement. We believe that’s the way to work. In that way we give that 

encouragement but we are not deciding anything, it’s up to people if they want to start 

something and they will have to do it without the money”  

 

The macro systems consist of culture, traditions, beliefs and costums that interrelate to 

all systems of an individual’s life which means that according to the ecological model 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p.39), culture and traditions would influence an individual’s life 

in more then one aspect. As Response Network identifies the socal and psychological 

features of the Zambian local culture and works with the prevalent culture as oppose to 

against it, the organisation can easier identify how the individuals with disabilities are 

affected by local culture and traditions which in turn enables for empowering methods 

and strategies to be implemented by the organisation where the community themselves 

can shape the methods to suit their culture and belief system better. 

 

One of the program coordinators, Interviewee 1, describes what self-help facilitation 

entails. He explains that all work in the villages begins with a sensitisation workshop 

together with the chiefs in the area of future operation. It is important that they, the 
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chiefs, understand the work that the organisation do and that they are supportive of this 

work. The Director (Interviewee 4) also emphasise the role of the local leaders, 

headmen or chiefs as key in the empowerment process of persons with disabilities and 

argues that their approval is vital to the work to be succesful: 

 

“It can be enough that we ignore them, ignore some of the local leader or by accident we are 

not friendly, not respecting. Local leaders have, they can create negative attitudes with the 

people. So we find it important that we know of them, that we respect them.” 

 

This indicate that the local leaders and Response Network are part of a disabled persons 

exo system, meaning that the level of attitude and understanding of the local leaders, but 

also of the organisation, is a factor that impact empowerment of people living with 

disabilities (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p.40). It can also be interpreted as that the local 

leaders and representatives of Response Network are part of a disabled persons meso 

system as the relation and communication between the local leader and the organisation 

seem to affect persons with disabilities. However this would entail that both the local 

leader and the organisation are part of a persons micro system, which may not always 

be the case. 

 

After this first initial step the 14-15 different programs (Response Network, 2014c) will 

be introduced to the village in what the organisation call sensitisation meeting. During 

this meeting the village themselves decide whether or not they are interested in starting 

a program, meaning that motivation becomes a crucial factor that impact the initial step 

of empowerment. Sensitisation meeting could be said to be connected to the term 

consientization introduced by Paulo Freire (1972) where opressed people get help to 

critically become aware of the social structures, including cultural hegeomny that may 

be part of their opression (Payne, 2005, p.236). The program coordinator (Interviewee 

1) states that it is very important that the people in the village themselves chooses which 

programs they would like to implement: 

 

“We don’t want to impose a program on the people. The program must be chosen by the people 

themselves…because in the end for them to have, to say: this is our program. Not for them to 

say, this is the program from Response Network” 
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Self-determination is argued to be a vital component of individual empowerment (Hur, 

2006, p. 531) and can be described as when a person is free to determine what they do 

or what happens to them because there are no external constrains (Sheppard, 2006, 

p.104). In this case, the external constrain that has been removed can be interpreted as 

the foreign donors or program implementors that previously would come in and impose 

a program that may be foreign to the local village.  

 

The progam coordinator (Interviewee 1) further explains that since the community 

better know where there is a need they also know which program that will fit them the 

best. The communities are also the ones that will run the program. Response Network is 

there to help with the facilitation only and that is what self-help entails. When the 

communities themselves run the programs, empowerment occur on an interpersonal 

level in terms of self-management, where members influence each other to govern the 

group in the direction they want (Lee, 2001). 

 

The Director (Interviewee 4) explains that during the sensitisation meetings people 

often starts to express frustration over the fact that despite of the development aid given 

to Zambia they are still not better off. So they start to realise that there are things that 

they can do themselves using their own resources, both human and material: 

 

“…And they (the community) realise that this is because if there was going to be development, 

they have to create the foundation themselves…” 

 

It is clear that level of understanding is a vital factor for empowerment since when the 

community in a village becomes aware of how political decisions and foreign aid has 

affected their lives and come together in collective action for self-sustainability, 

political empowerment is taking place. Lee (2001) argues that ‘achieving a heightened 

level of political awareness, motivation, and ability completes the empowerment 

process’ (p.52). Furthermore, people can only be self-determining if they are aware of 

their situation and the choices they can make and empowerment involves helping 

people to reach that understanding and enable for self-determination (Sheppard, 2006, 

p.116). One could argue that the sensitisation meeting is opening up for new 

understandings and active choices, where the community then have a choice of 

participation through encouragement and information. 
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When the community have chosen which programs to implement, support groups are 

formed. The members then look at ways to generate income for the group and Response 

Network in turn supports them with information according to the program coordinator 

(Interviewee 1). Group 2 describe that when they manage to raise some income they 

decide together on which other projects they can start and invest in with the money 

raised, which means that when a person with disability need support they will be able to 

help them: 

  

“…So we do help them with the little ways we get, then we give them. It is their money, it is not 

our money. We just give voluntary in our free time.” 

 

Raising income is not the only way the support group can help people with disability 

though, they also donate their time. The program coordinator (Interviewee 1) describe 

that the members of the group for example can look after a child with disabilities whilst 

the parents go to church or do grocery shopping, and they can help in accompanying a 

child with disability to school if the parents are not able to do so. Group 2 emphasise 

that “we need to spend good time, you need to give yourself completely with all your 

heart”. This entails that the support groups’ level of motivation is a factor that will 

affect the people with disabilities and the support they will receive. 

 

When members of a group or a community come together in collective action, 

empowerment on an interpersonal level can take place. However, motivation, 

knowledge and connectedness as well as power structures all plays a vital part in the 

success of collective empowerment (Lee, 2001, p.51, Hur, 2006, p.533). Members of 

the support groups achieve power on an interpersonal level by influencing eachother to 

try and reach the goals they have set up for themselves. It is vital for the empowerment 

that the people with disabilities are involved in the support-groups themselves to enable 

their voices to be heard in decisions that regards them and their needs.  

 

The support groups are also used to identify people with disabilities according to 

Interviewee 1. Since there is an issue of stigma surrounding disability, the families of 

those living with a disability often hide them if someone from the “outside” come and 

tries to identify those affected. He describes that the children sometimes are held by 

their family as a means of protection, especially if the child has a mental disability as 
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the families belive they cannot fight for their own rights. The Director of the sister-

organisation (Interviewee 5) and the program coordinator (Interviewee 1) both describes 

the issue of keeping the children born with a disability locked away and restricting them 

from full participation in the community due to the negative attitudes and lack of 

understanding from the community members, something that brings shame on the 

family: 

 

 “…So because of that, life becomes very boring. They are locked up inside every day, inside 

every day, inside every day because your mother and father are ignorant. They don’t 

understand about disability, the communities don’t understand about disability” 

(Interviewee 1) 

 

If the community itself gets a choice of taking action, they are more inclined to identify 

the people in need of special support and of especial importance is that the parents has 

been given an option. Interviewee 5 mean that “the mobilization has been based on that 

these parents have been giving an option of a service”. Lee (2001) identifies family as 

one of the most important influences over an individual’s development and 

empowerment, as a strong family group can mediate personal damage that has been 

caused by oppression (p.51). Self-determination becomes more complicated if the child 

has a mental disability as internal constrains may limit the ability for self-determination. 

Sheppard (2006) argue that the parents of a child with a mental disability are best suited 

to make decisions regarding the best interest of that child, as they would have a strong 

identification that what is best for the child is also best for themselves (p.109). One 

could interpret that the family’s limited understanding of disability and the child’s needs 

is a factor that could potentially create negative influence and severally hinder a 

disabled child’s empowerment on a personal level. However, if family members can be 

sensitised and also supported in the issues of disability themselves it creates a stronger 

foundation for empowerment than if care is coming externally. This is also of vital 

importance for the development of the child with disability as the family, which is part 

of the micro system, is argued to be the strongest system to create a sustainable 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p.39). It is important to note that even though 

family members may seem to be the most obvious source in the micro system to 

promote development and empowerment, other parts like a school setting may serve as 

an important factor.  



 

34 
 

The Director (Interviewee 4) discusses how self-determination and motivation are 

factors that play a vital part in the success of self-help methods: 

 

“Of course not all clubs that get started will last…we don’t force communities to do it, they 

have to do it because they, they have the desire inside, they have to do it and if they have that 

desire, if it is strong enough I have seen that they will succeed.” 

 

When interviewing the focus-groups we found that the level of self-determination 

differed between not only the two separate groups but within the groups. This could be 

interpreted as that the level of understanding is a factor that varies between the groups 

and its members. Clearly the concept of self-help was diffuse within the group as one 

member in Group 1 states that “the help from Response Network, she needs to see how 

much they can help.” When talking to Group 2 it was clear that they described their 

work and what self-help implies for them differently. They describe how they need to 

be self-sufficient and that Response Network has taught them how to use their own 

resources in order to be so. One member states that: 

 

 “…It is not good for you to be given a fish but it is good for you to be taught how to get that 

fish so with Response that is how I understand it, and that’s the way we understand it in our 

group.” 

 

The expectation on Response Network to intervene contradicts the definition of self-

help and one could argue that Group 1 has not yet been empowered through self-help 

facilitation. It is clear that the two groups have defined self-help differently and use the 

concept different to each other in practice. Fook (2012) discusses how disadvantaged 

groups can be given an empowered choice of action but despite this chooses a pathway 

that clearly goes against their own best interest. In this case it could be due to that the 

choice of self-help does not seem meaningful to Group 1 or the concept of self-help is 

foreign and belongs to someone else’s discourse. It could also be because of that the 

methods and strategies that Response Network has introduced in order to empower the 

disabled in the community are unclear to the group in terms of how empowerment 

should be achieved if using them (pp. 58-59). 

 

After sensitisation and the formation of the support groups, Response Network also do 

follow-ups, namely through Goal Oriented Project Planning, whereby the groups can 
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describe problems they are facing. The Director (Interviewee 4) explain that the method 

they use to confront these problems is to transform them into solutions instead. When 

this is done the group, under guidance, have to find a way to reach these solutions and 

figure out what activites they have to undertake in order to do so. When the groups are 

given the power to express their concerns that regards them and also are given the 

power to find the solutions independently, self-advocacy is taking place. Trevithick 

(2012) describes self-advocacy as ‘people finding ways to speak for themselves to 

protect their rights and to advance their own interests’ (p.268). It is argued that all 

aspects of advocacy can be considered to be empowering while self-advocacy is 

considered to be even further empowering (Adams, 2008, p.14). 

 

6.2. Education 
Another strategy that Response Network uses in the self-help facilitation is education. 

The results show that education and information on disability has improved the 

communities’ level of understanding and attitudes towards the people living with 

disabilities, which are important factors for empowerment. Education has also 

developed the communities’ ability for self-sustainability by using their own natural 

local resources.  

 

Dependency is created and initiative is taken away from people by giving gifts and 

grants to communities according to the Director (Interviewee 4). Therefore he argues 

that it is important to educate the communities in how they can start development 

themselves without financial means by using the resources that exists around them. 

Response Network is working with very marginalised and poor communities, but the 

people there are not only vulnerable, they are also viable according to the Director of 

the sister organisation (Interviewee 5). He argues that the methods that Response 

Network use make people viable since they look for the potential in each person to learn 

skills in order to be able to help themselves oppose to the old culture of hand outs. 

Education and encouragement of people in the community is where Interviewee 2, the 

area supervisor, has placed her focus. She explains that she encourages people in how 

they can look after themselves by using their natural resources. Group 2 states:  
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“They told us that the even with little resources which you have you can start. Even the biggest 

journeys start in small steps... So the Response have given us the technical advice how to run 

administratively as well as financially.”  

 

A feeling of competence is something that can be used to resist oppression and is 

essential to promote throughout a life course to achieve personal empowerment (Lee, 

2001, Hur, 2006). The capacity to feel competent is however dependent on the 

ecosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1994), which is why Response Networks approach of 

viewing people with disabilities and their communities living in poverty as capable and 

viable can be said to be empowering. The Director (Interviewee 4) mean that Response 

Network has learned to use a methodology that people can respond to with increased 

motivation, so that they see opportunities instead of problems. He also explains that the 

staff employed by Response Network has been trained to become experts in their areas 

in order to make sure that they possesses sufficient knowledge to educate the support 

groups in the communities. Group 2 argues though that despite the fact that Response 

Network has done a good job with providing workshops and seminars, more of the same 

is needed. They continue on arguing that it takes time for people to understand, 

especially for people that is lacking in their basic education: 

 

“…We need more workshops so that the people can come and learn in open so that we can 

move our community to the next better level.”  

(member in Group 2) 

 

The factor of understanding is of importance so that people can understand the concept 

of self-help therefor more workshops is needed. As the villages that Response Network 

operate in are suffering from poverty, and to a certain extent powerlessness from 

illiteracy, the quality and quantity of the sensitisation meetings are of great importance 

in order to reach conscientisation (Freire, 1972). This means helping the communities to 

reach a critical understanding of their situation in order to reach a level where they have 

the freedom to act and react by own choice. This is done by engaging in both activism 

(only taking action without reflecting), and verbalism (only talking about what to do 

without doing it) together with the community but never giving any solutions but rather 

ask questions of how, why and assist in the analysis and discussions (ibid). One could 

interpret the opinion of Group 2’s need for more workshops as that there is a need from 

Response Network’s side to engage more in either activism or verbalism in order for the 
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community to gain a better understanding regarding the concept of self-help and how 

this can support their empowerment. 

  

There is much superstition surrounding disability and the reason to why disability exists 

according to the program coordinator (Interviewee 1), therefore much of the facilitation 

is in the form of education and providing information regarding disability to the 

communities where Response Network operates. The Director (Interviewee 4) describes 

how the beliefs of witchcraft and superstition can affect persons living with disabilities 

and their families negatively: 

 

“…Some can be quite negative for the families who keep disabled, they are not accepted or 

respected by older people, by neighbours.” 

 

Disability in the Zambian context is viewed as a consequence of religious misfortune 

directed to the family where the person with a disability is considered to be unclean. 

This leads to exclusion and withdrawal from the community and is also suggested to be 

a reason why the Zambian government and society are distancing themselves from the 

disability paradigm which in turn leads to non-responsive behaviour and solutions on 

the issue (Banda-Chalwe et al, 2012). 

 

The program coordinator (Interviewee 1) argues that Response Network need to have a 

replacement for the old ways of looking at disability in the villages, since without a 

substitute it is difficult to remove a belief system. Askheim (2003) argues that 

professionals working with disability and empowerment need to understand how 

disability is constructed as a social phenomenon in the context where they are working, 

being aware of how structural mechanisms interrelate with the daily lives of persons 

with disabilities and what the consequences are on an individual level (p.235). This 

means that in order for Response Network to use an empowerment perspective, they 

also need to use a holistic systems perspective. 

 

The area supervisor (Interviewee 2) means that it is difficult to change the mind-set of 

people, “one has to take it slow, step by step”, she argues. She has been able to see a 

change though and people where she operates have started to understand the 

information given and have begun to appreciate that disability does not exist because of 
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for example black magic. The Director of the sister organisation (Interviewee 5) is also 

of the opinion that the promotion of disability work has come quite far, this due to the 

masses of sensitisation work that has been done in the villages and in the communities 

on the issue of disability. The Director (Interviewee 4) is of a similar opinion: 

 

“…Because of our approach it is so simple, we are able to reach very many with very little 

money because we don’t need to spend a lot of money, we only believe in this thing motivation 

because through those many things they learn realise that disabled, they are actually one of us, 

they are normal people.” 

 

The issue of superstition and traditional beliefs are part of the macro system, which also 

entails that negative beliefs will affect an individual on all levels in his or her life 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p.40). Since traditional beliefs do not change over a night, 

changes towards a view of disabled persons as not being bewitched or a cause of 

witchcraft may be a long process. For Response Networks methods of sensitisation 

meetings to be effective in replacing the old belief of witchcrafts to a more scientific 

basis, the organisation need to work in an anti-oppressive way. Dominelli (2002) mean 

that representatives of an organisation should be members who work to change the 

discourse of disability among influential leaders, but also together with people with 

disabilities in order to work for a positive self-definition and affirmation. Through using 

self-affirming action on a collective basis, where the group members turn the 

characteristics of their identity that previously was used in a negative way by powerful 

elites into something positive, they can change the discourse and reverse the power 

dynamics that may have seen as permanent before. She also emphasise the use of self-

directed groups and positive role models as an important strategy for building 

confidence of the oppressed group, which Response Network are doing through their 

self-help groups and involving the local leaders (p.112).  

 

Response Network also uses a right-based approach according to the program 

coordinator (Interviewee 1). The village is taught the rights of the disabled, they inform 

that they have a right to go to school, the right to be employed, to get married, right to 

life among other things. He gives an example of teachers telling parents of children with 

disabilities that they are wasting the family’s resources by allowing the child go to 

school. Therefore, he argues, it is very important that they are aware of their rights: 
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“…Suppose you die today, who will take care of that child? But at least if he knows how to read 

and write that will be good, if he is given a skill that will be good. So now, you can say that 

there is light in the end of the tunnel. Our communities are now able to understand” 

 

As mentioned earlier, conscientisation entails becoming critically aware and Lee (2001) 

means that knowing your rights and taking collective action to fulfill them is political 

empowerment (Lee, 2001, p.51, Freire, 1972). One could argue that when Response 

Network are using a rights-based approach in order to educate disadvantaged groups or 

communities about their rights and the disadvantaged group starts taking collective 

action, that is empowerment. Something that should be highlighted is that teachers and 

even the Zambian education system affect the disabled persons empowerment. Teachers 

are part of the meso system and the interactions with teachers and parents may affect 

whether the parents still have the confidence to advocate the rights of their disabled 

child to go to school if the teacher possess a position of power in the community 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p.40). The Zambian education system is part of the macro 

system, which also means that despite parents gained critical awareness and confidence, 

they still have to have perseverance in the struggle to change the educational system to 

increase the inclusion of children with disabilities (ibid). 

 

6.3. Participation 
The final strategy we will present is participation. Areas of participation of persons with 

disabilities that have been found of importance in our results are participation in the 

school system, various community activities, social life and in decision-making. We 

also noted that participation of parents, community and local leaders were emphasised. 

 

The Director of the sister organsiation (Interviewee 5) is of the opinion that Response 

Network have been very good in mobilising a participatory approach including not only 

local people but also involving parents, teachers, health workers and most important the 

traditional chiefs. The program coordinator (Interviewee 1) explains that having a 

person with a disability in the family could be seen as a disgrace but after the 

community could take part in information regarding disability the attitudes have 

changed. He believes that this is due to the fact that the information and the 

mobilisation is not being imposed. Group 1 explains that some time ago people with 
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disabilities were not integrated into the community but that after the people from 

Response Network introduced the disability program they have seen that people with 

disabilities are now more active and involved in the community: 

 

“… Now we (the disabled) can say that even in Zambia we are counted as people. Now 

recognise that we are living things also.” 

 

People with disabilities have been encouraged to come out in the open Interviewee 1 

explains. Even if it only is to see a soccer game, the person is free to be a part of the 

community. He also gives an example of community participation: 

 

“…Even if there is a meeting they can give an opportunity for the disabled to also stand up and 

ask questions…whether the question is very sensible or not but they (the community) will be 

able to understand that, that on he or she’s level they are not able to understand and it’s ok, it’s 

also for try to take an part in the activity in the village.” 

 

It is important that persons with disabilites are taught some skills so that they are able to 

better participte, since many times in the villages the community do not want to give 

people with disabilites work, Interviewee 1 explains. He further argues that if they are 

given work, participate and are active, rehabilitaion can be initiated. This means that 

they become useful to society and thereby can improve their own lives. Group 2 also 

talks about this: 

 

“…Things have changed, because at least we are able to understand. Development means each 

and every person, despite if they are lame or disabled they can do something in order to develop 

our country, our community” 

 

Not only the participation of persons with disability is important but also the 

participation of the whole community the Director (Interviewee 4) argues. If 

communities themselves start up projects the foundation of their work will be stronger 

than if they were dependent on Response Network from the first moment. By explaining 

this concept to the local chief it made it easier to get the support for the work they 

believe in: 
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“We explained this concept to the chiefs and the headmen’s’ to get their support, then we seeked 

up some local volunteers in the area…we told them that…they will be trained, but apart from 

that these are your volunteers, they are not ours” 

 

Ensuring participation of clients should be one of the key strategies for any organisation 

that are working towards tackling social exclusion. Pierson (2010) argue that user-led 

groups provide distinct provision of support and are also powerful examples of 

flexibility, choice and involvement. Furthermore, information and citizen power are 

considered to be two of the key factors in ensuring participation of the community 

which interviewees continually stresses are the strategies that Response Network have 

provided and which in turn have enabled disabled people in the villages to start coming 

out and exercise their rights (pp.63-65). The rural context of the village itself could 

however create social exclusion of the community as a whole since rural settings are 

more inclined to lack in transportation, shops, schools or general practitioners according 

to Pierson (2010, p.154). It is acknowledged that a different way from traditional 

community development methods in rural settings is required to tackle exclusion, as 

patterns of disadvantage and exclusion usually are harder to identify in a rural 

community. This is due to that poverty and affluence is not as obvious to detect and not 

separated from each other spatially as it would be in an urban setting (ibid, pp.155-156). 

Self-help groups created out of sensitisation, self-determination and education may 

serve as a viable alternative method for rural communities as they are the ones 

identifying individuals or groups that may be excluded or in need of support out of their 

own knowledge of the context. Interestingly, the length of residency of either individual 

or family is regarded as a predictor to the sense of belonging to a community, also 

meaning that long-established families will be more inclined to take part in community 

activities and in social networks (Taket et al, 2009, p.19). This can also be connected to 

that a person or a group’s empowerment depends on the ecological environment as 

family networks, traditions, relation to local leaders and interactions between eachother 

are all part of the ecological environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, pp.39-40) which seem 

to affect the factor of motivation for collective community action. The rural 

communities that Response Network operates in are often family-based, consisting of a 

network of parents, siblings, cousins and distant relatives that share the grounds 

together, indicating that the success of Response Network’s strategies and methods of 

self-help could depend on the length and level of establishment of the specific village.  
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Lastly, it was found that the policy of inclusive education was a factor that our 

interviewees held different opinions about, whether or not this policy were restricting or 

enabling children with disabilities participation in the education system. The high-

school principal (Interviewee 3) describes that inclusive education entails keeping the 

children with special educational needs in the mainstream classes without a special 

teacher. He means that inclusive education gives children with special educational needs 

a sense of belonging as “they feel that they are just as equal and able to learn as the 

rest of the children” when being put in the same class as other children. 

 

Group 1 disagrees with the inclusive education policy and argues that special teachers 

need to be in place and also mentions how those with special educational needs are not 

performing as well since their special teachers left the village and states “these teachers 

that you have are not trained to teach people with disability…some [the children] they 

have good skills, now they are failing”. It is evident that despite that the inclusive 

education policy is being adopted on a policy level in Zambia, the practice in schools 

looks different then what the inclusive education policy intend to achieve. The Director 

of the sister organisation (Interviewee 5) states: 

 

“So there is not yet a policy shift as inclusive education in practice. Policy yes, there is a 

mention of inclusive education.” 

 

As found in earlier research by Ndhlovu (2008), the concept of inclusive education has 

been misunderstood and implemented in a way that rather exclude than include children 

with special education needs in the village. When children with special needs are placed 

in a class where no support or understanding exists a disempowering process occur 

(Fook, 2012, Lee, 2001). As mentioned earlier, the feeling of competence is of vital 

importance for personal empowerment (Adams, 2008, Lee, 2001) and one could argue 

that the person’s environment in this case is creating a negative development. The 

inclusive education policy is found in the macro systems, which then in turns affect all 

other systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p.40). In this case the political structures in the 

macro system creates a negative development when the policy is misunderstood and 

implemented in an exclusive way, leading teachers, peers and eventually family that are 

all part of exo, meso and micro systems to create a disempowering process. If the 

parents of the children with disabilities could gain a critical consciousness of the 
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excluding structures that the inclusive education policy creates the way it is 

implemented today, they could reach political empowerment and join in collective 

action for change (Freire, 1972, Lee, 2001). 

 

It is clear that stigma and discrimination hinder persons with disabilities participation in 

both the education system and job market and as long as disability is viewed as a 

religious misfortune, the Zambian government will not be aware of the negative affects 

this has on persons with disabilities participation in education, socially and 

environmentally (Banda-Chalwe et al, pp.922-924). One could further discuss what the 

Western view of witch craft and black magic looks like, where we analyse it to be of a 

negative nature and also places stereotypes on tribal communities that we may not 

actually have any first hand experiences or knowledge about. By doing this we are part 

of a disempowering process (Fook, 2012). Before we, coming from a Western context 

can determine if the traditional belief is simply negative and oppressing we argue that 

we need more knowledge about what the traditions and rituals entails. However from 

our results we can argue that in regards to persons with disabilities the traditional beliefs 

are oppressive and excluding. We can therefor see that it is of utter importance that 

sensitisation meetings continue on as a method in order to educate and increase the 

understanding of disability, educate on the rights of the disabled and continue to 

encourage motivation and positive attitudes among communities to involve disabled 

persons in the activities.  
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7. Discussion 
  
7.1.Summary of results in relation to aim 
The aim of this study was to explore how self-help facilitation provided by the 

organisation Response Network can contribute to the empowerment of people living 

with disabilities in the context of rural Zambia. Our research questions focused on the 

methods and strategies which Response Network uses for empowerment of people with 

disabilities as well as looking at factors which could affect the empowerment of people 

with disabilities. Our theoretical starting point has been empowerment theory and 

systems theory in order to analyse empowerment and the factors that impact the 

empowerment process. As we read through the transcripts it became rather obvious to 

us that all the participants of this study were talking about strategies related to three 

main concepts, although not all concepts were mentioned by the name we chose to give 

it, we interpreted them to be the three main strategies for empowerment. These concepts 

were self-determination, education and participation. We also found three main factors 

that impact the empowerment process, namely level of attitude, understanding and 

motivation and that they were interrelating with each other and the main themes. We 

will now summarize our findings regarding the strategies and factors influencing the 

empowerment process of people with disabilities in the context of rural Zambia.  

 

The strategy of self-determination can be traced back to the motivation why Response 

Network came to exist. The founder of the organisation found that in his previous 

development work it did not function the way it should, mainly because the people that 

should be supported by this work were never able to say or determine what kind of 

support they were actually in need of. This is how the idea of self-help came to be. Self-

determination one could argue is the foundation of all the strategies and methods which 

Response Network uses. It starts at a level where the village chief decides if they would 

like to have the assistance of the organisation to begin with. The village then decides 

together what programs that they would like to adopt, hence the community which will 

be affected by the work will also decide in what areas they need support. The work 

itself is also carried out by the community themselves in the forms of support groups 

where they decide how this work will look like and what they would like to focus on. 

Response Network is there to provide information on how they can work as well as 

giving motivation and encouragement. Motivation was found to be an important factor 
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that influenced empowerment since a low level of motivation influence the work and 

success of the support group negatively. One can argue that self-determination is a form 

of empowerment since people will chose and carry out the work for themselves with 

support from the network. If the decision to start something has not been made on all 

levels in the ecological system that is theirs, this method will be insufficient. In this 

sense the empowerment of the people depends on if all the parts of the ecological 

system function together. This was evident when we analysed the factor concerning 

level of understanding as one of the support groups perception of self-help had been 

misunderstood hence empowerment through self-help facilitation may not have been 

reached for this particular group. 

 

To enable self-determination education is needed, which we interpreted to be one of the 

three most important strategies of the organisation. Communities are taught how to use 

their resources which surround them in order to be self-sufficient. This counteracts 

dependency and by that it supports their self-determination. By not viewing people as 

helpless and victims but as viable and able handed people, Response Network has taken 

a stance in which they give people the freedom to act within their situation. For the 

group of disabled people we have seen it is education that has brought on the major 

change on a personal level. Being disabled in the Zambian society is still for many very 

stigmatising since superstition exists regarding the issue. Many believe that disability is 

the cause of black magic, hence a person with disabilities or the family of that person 

might have done something immoral in order to deserve his/hers situation. This attitude 

is a factor that we have found could have a negative impact on empowerment. When 

communities are educated and gain a critical consciousness on the real causes of 

disability the attitudes can also change. Sensitisation of communities can move even 

further in the empowerment of people with disabilities when the traditional belief 

system has been removed. When communities begin to change the negative attitudes 

regarding disabilities into something positive, work and empowerment on a higher level 

in society can be initiated. With a better understanding, communities will learn to 

advocate for themselves and the people with disabilities living within these 

communities. The rights based approach used by Response Network can enable the 

community to take collective action creating political empowerment. It is also clear that 

the level of understanding from the local leaders, the motivation from the support 

groups and the attitudes of the community played a vital part for the work to be 
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successful, showing how the different ecological systems impact the empowerment 

process at all levels. 

 

The last major strategy found was participation. Response Network mobilise people in 

the community to be involved in the different programs, not only people living in the 

villages but community leaders, health workers and teachers. This mobilisation has had 

the effect that also people with disabilities can participate in the social life of the 

community, where they prior to it often could be hidden or not allowed to be part of it. 

When people in the communities also realises that people with disabilities are able to 

work, they most often also can take part in the working life of the communities. It was 

also clear that not only macro systems regarding inclusive education policy but also the 

micro and meso systems of attitudes and understanding from teachers and peers had an 

impact on participation of children with special education needs as the policy seemed to 

have been implemented in an exclusive way. Social exclusion of people with disabilities 

decreases naturally when other members of the community are able to view them as 

able handed and productive members of their community. This indicates once again the 

importance for communities to gain a critical consciousness and change negative 

attitudes and beliefs towards people with disabilities in order to allow for their 

participation, emancipation and empowerment. 

 

7.2. Coupling to earlier research 
When comparing our results to earlier research it is clear that the theme of stigma and 

social exclusion of families with disabled persons are reflected in previous research and 

particularly the studies conducted in Zambia. Traditional beliefs of witchcraft and 

religious misfortune as mentioned in Kapungwe, et al (2010) and Banda-Chalwe, et al 

(2012) is a negative influence on a disabled person’s empowerment which is a clear 

theme in our results. Earlier research also emphasised the importance of education, 

human rights based and inclusive strategies to replace the old belief systems and enable 

for disabled persons participation in society, which our respondents seem to agree on 

that Response Network has managed to incorporate in their self-help facilitation. It is 

also clear that the positive effects of being part of a self-help group is in accordance to 

the findings in Lo (2010) where the common experiences and shared burdens created a 

sense of self-determination, competence and confidence which leads to empowerment 

for those involved with family members with disabilities. As we found that the level of 
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motivation, understanding and self-determination affects the success and independence 

of the support groups it would have been interesting to compare this to previous 

research in a similar context as of Zambia. However this could not be traced during our 

research process, which indicates that self-help groups for people with disabilities are 

still not as prevalent in developing countries as it is in Western countries. We hope that 

our study have somehow contributed in this field of research as we have found some 

indicators on how self-help facilitation can empower people with disabilities in a 

developing country, namely by promoting self-determination, education and 

participation. 

 

7.3. Discussion of theories 
Empowerment theory served as our main theory while systems theory became more of a 

complementary tool for analysis. This created some issues in the analysis process as we 

found that empowerment theory is a rather blurry concept with many interpretations and 

concepts within the theory such as advocacy, participation and self-determination which 

all were themes in our results to a certain point. This made it sometimes difficult to 

apply an analysis of exactly how empowerment took place as some authors and 

researchers would argue that for example participation and self-determination itself is 

empowerment, leaving us to simply draw a conclusion that all themes found were 

empowering according to that authors view of empowerment theory. This left us with 

little room for critical analysis, forcing us to retrieve new sources for further reference. 

Some may say that empowerment theory is not a theory but a method in social work, 

however we argue that from taking several different authors and researchers 

perspectives in mind during our research process we find empowerment theory of 

importance for disability studies as it is concerned with factors that are rather lacking in 

prevalent disability research, namely economic, social and political empowerment. 

 

Systems theory has been criticised for not being a suitable theory for empirical research 

and focusing on too much factors that are hard to analyse at once. It has also been 

criticised for reinforcing oppressive structures in society when not being critical and 

trying to change the systems but rather explaining them. We found that systems theory 

was a rather wide theory with some difficulties in the application to our study. However 

we did find it suitable to be able to better understand the factors that were mentioned to 

impact empowerment while we tried to stand critical to how the systems operated. 
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After using both theories in our analysis we can argue that empowerment theory and 

ecological systems theory have a connection in the sense that empowerment can be 

argued to depend on the ecological environment and how it operates around the 

individual or group. The different systems way of operation can impact negatively or 

positively to the empowerment process. An example is of how an oppressed group can 

gain a critical consciousness and reach political empowerment but may still be hindered 

to take collective action due to the macro systems of excluding power structures in the 

forms of for example policy, regulations or even culture or traditional beliefs. 

 

7.4. Discussion of method 
Our choice of sample became more limited than we had anticipated since we had no 

possibility to choose our own sample. This could affect the credibility of this study 

since we cannot ensure that the participants are not biased or even are the best sample 

for this study. We could have improved the credibility of the sample if the sample size 

would have been larger but due to limited time we were not able to do that. Regarding 

the office staff though the sample would have been limited either way since there are 

not many employees based there; most of the people that work with Response Network 

are volunteers. We are also of the opinion that we would have collected similar data also 

if we had visited different villages. It has been very difficult to be critical of the 

organisations methods since everything which we have heard and seen has been very 

positive. If we could have evaluated the methods and strategies of Response Network 

more in-depth we should have gone to a village where the organisation still have yet to 

operate, maybe also to a village where Response Network use to operate but are not 

anymore and have compared that to the result that we found in the village where we 

were. In that case we might have found a result which was more critical towards their 

methods and strategies, this is pure speculation though.  

 

To improve the credibility of this study we also should have spent more time in the 

village before finalizing our choice of method. The choice of how we should have 

conducted the interviews was made before we had sufficient information and experience 

of the context in which we were in. At the time we believed that an unstructured 

interview would be to our advantage since because we had little knowledge of the 

context and also did not want to ask any leading questions but rather allow the 

participants to tell us of what is important to know. We are though inexperienced and 
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would have needed more experience in interviewing before doing unstructured 

interviews. If we would have talked more to people involved in Response Network 

before conducting interviews we might have gained the knowledge needed to do semi-

structured interviews instead, hence also improved the quality of the knowledge gained 

from our participants. It is important to further emphasise that we have been in a context 

different from our own where cultural barriers, language barriers and also our own in-

experience might have an influence on the results. 

 

7.5. Suggestion for further research 
Our first suggestion on further research would be to make an evaluation of the inclusive 

education policy which the Zambian government implemented into the Persons with 

Disabilities Act in 2012 (Persons with Disabilities Act, 2012). During our time in 

Zambia we have heard many contradicting statements regarding this policy. Some 

believe that the policy is very good in the sense that people with disabilities now are 

included in the mainstream educational system. People whom are positive towards 

inclusive education are of the opinion that through this policy stigma against people 

with disability will decrease. They also argue that pupils who before the implementation 

of this policy had to be in special classes now are feeling more included and therefore 

also have overall a better self-confidence. People who are of the opinion that inclusive 

education is not working argues that children with disabilities are in need of special 

teachers who have the knowledge needed to teach them. Some have even stated that this 

policy was put in place for the government to save money. A thoroughly made 

evaluation to see if the policy is functioning the way it was intended might help policy 

makers in Zambia to either argue for the policy or make improvements of it in order to 

make sure children with disabilities receive the education that they are entitled to. 

 

The second suggestion for further research is to conduct more studies regarding self-

help in developing countries. It has been difficult finding previous research made on the 

subject and people we have spoken to in Zambia have also expressed frustration over 

the limited amount of studies made. If more research could be made regarding self-help 

it could probably gain a greater acceptance as a method within developmental work, 

hence the programs and organisation using self-help might also easier find funding for 

their work. After spending time with both the organisation and the people which the 

organisation work together with we are of the opinion that self-help is a very good 
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method and that it works, hence it has also been very hard to be critical towards it. 

There is no argument though that with good quality evaluations of programs that use 

self-help and more research on the subject in general would help develop the method 

and further improve it. This could be a very good option to the high expense, low 

impact programs which exist in many developing countries today.  
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Appendices 
  
 
Appendix A: Invitation letter for interviewees 
 
This letter is an invitation to consider participating in a study we are conducting 
as part of our bachelor thesis within the Study Programme in International Social 
Work at the University of Gävle, Sweden, funded by Swedish International 
Development Agency (SIDA). We would like to provide you with some 
information about the study and what your involvement would entail if you 
decided to participate. 

The aim of our study is to learn more about out how self-help facilitation 
provided by Response Network can empower people with disabilities and what 
external factors may influence the work. We would like to hear about your 
experiences surrounding this topic. 

Participation in this study is voluntary and will involve an interview held in a 
mutually agreed location and will be approximately 45 minutes in length. During 
the interview you may decline to answer any of the questions if you wish to do 
so. You are also free to withdraw from this study at any time without 
consequence by advising the interviewers. With your permission, the interview 
will be recorded using an audio device in order to make analysis of your 
responses easier to carry out at a later time. 

All of the information you provide during the interview is considered completely 
confidential. Your name or any details provided which can be traced back to you 
will not appear in the research paper, though with your permission anonymous 
quotes from the interview will be used. The responses collected from the 
interview will only be made available to our research group and our course 
supervisor, and once analysis is complete the recording of the interview will be 
destroyed. 

If you have any questions regarding the study or you feel that you would like 
additional information about it in order to make a decision of whether to 
participate, please contact our supervisor Stefan Sjöberg at 
stefan.sjoberg@hig.se. 

We look forward to speaking with you and thank you in advance for your 
participation in this study.  

Matilda Söderström & Sofia Groth  
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1. After understanding the information presented in this 
letter, I agree to participate in this study of my own free will.  

□ Yes □ No 

 

2. I agree to have my interview recorded on an audio device.  

□ Yes □ No 

 

3. I agree to the use of anonymous quotations from my 
interview to be used in the writing of this research project. 

 □ Yes □ No 

 

Participant name: ____________________  

Participant signature: ____________________  

Witness name: ____________________  

Witness signature:____________________  

 

Date: ___ /___ /2014 
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Appendix B: Letter of consent for Response Network 
 
We are two students conducting our bachelor thesis as part of our studies within the 
Study Programme in International Social Work at the University of Gävle, Sweden, 
funded by Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA). The aim of our study is 
to learn more about the methods and strategies that are used in self-help facilitation 
provided by Response Network and how they can empower people with disabilities in 
rural Zambia. We are also interested in what factors may influence the person’s with 
disabilities and their empowerment.  
 
Matilda and Sofia can be reached at matilda.soderstrom@gmail.com or through our 
supervisor Stefan Sjöberg at: stnsjg@hig.se for further information if required.  
 
This is a letter to kindly request for permission to use the name of Response Network in 
our study. It will then appear throughout the essay. By using the formal name of the 
organisation we will of course do all we can to fulfil the demands of confidentiality. We 
are striving as much as possible for anonymity but there is a possibility that certain 
interview persons representing Response Network may be identified since the 
completed study will be public and due to the information posted on the official website 
of Response Network. This entail that complete confidentiality cannot be guaranteed.  
 
 
I have read and understood the consequences of using the formal organisational name in 
the study: 
 
□ Yes □ No 
 
I approve of the name being used:  
 
□ Yes □ No 

Date: ____________________ 

Participant name: ____________________  

Participant signature: ____________________  

Witness name: ____________________  

Witness signature:_________________  


