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 Participation, Empowerment and Capacity Building:   Exploring young people’s 

perspectives on the services provided to them by a  grassroots NGO in sub-Saharan 

Africa 

 

Abstract 

 

This paper explores young people’s perspectives on the services that were provided to them 

by one NGO in sub-Saharan Africa.   Semi-structured interviews and discussion groups were 

carried out with 71 young people,  aged between 10-18 years old,  who lived  and worked on 

the street.   Volunteer facilitators (n=26) who run the groups and who had either previously 

lived on their street themselves or who lived in the ‘informal slum areas’ also took part in the 

discussions.   A number of challenges and tensions became apparent from discussions 

including issues around capacity building, empowerment, participation and the depoliticised 

nature of social action.   

 

Keywords:   ‘Street children’; informal slums;  sub-Saharan Africa;; children and 

young people’s perspectives; participation; empowerment, capacity building;  

evaluating services 

 

NGOs and International Development  

 

Non-Government Organisations (NGOs), defined as ‘self-governing, not-for-profit 

organizations that are geared to improving the quality of life of disadvantaged people’ (Vakil 

1997:2060), have over the last three decades or so, become powerful players in international 

development.   NGOs are seen to have an important role to play in service delivery, 

advocacy, and capacity building of individuals and communities and are held up as being 

well positioned to offer innovative and flexible services which are grassroots and respond to 

local need (Coates and David 2002; Brown & Korten 1989).  Moreover, as part of civil 

society,  NGOs are thought to have an important part to play in ensuring that the voices of the 

‘poor’ and ‘disadvantaged’ are heard at policy level and that governments are held to account 

for their policies and the provision of ‘pro-poor’ services (Brown & Korten 1989; Chambers 

1997).    

   



However, there are numerous difficulties that arise around the role of NGOs in international 

development.   One source of conflict concerns funding and how donor requirements may 

undermine the ethos and mission of NGOs as well as lead to a reduction in innovation and 

diversity across the NGO landscape.    Furthermore, a lack of funding can result in the work 

of NGOs becoming ‘funding led’ with the value base of the donor organisation often 

dominating the relationship (Wallace & Mordaunt 2007; Chambers 2005).   This is seen as 

potentially problematic as many donors,  based in Northern countries, may have particular 

visions of what needs to be the focus of development initiatives and hence services provided 

in countries in the Global South, for example,  may be influenced more by international 

dictates than  local need.        A power dimension  exists, therefore,  between donors and 

recipients of funding and this can be magnified when the government of the country is the 

donor of funding, for example   through direct budgetary assistance; compromising the ability 

of  NGOs to hold governments to account or be critical of their policies.     

 

Participation, Empowerment and Capacity Building 

 

One of the important roles ascribed to NGOs is that of empowering local communities 

through the use of people centred participatory processes as well as through building the 

capacity of local people.         The participation of stakeholders, including local people, in the 

design and running of projects is seen as important by many in international development 

because client participation is said to result in projects that meet local needs, are more 

sustainable and thus more effective (Johnson and Wilson 2000).  Moreover, grassroots 

participation is held to be about social justice and emancipation bringing about   

empowerment or ‘conscientization’ (Freire 1970).   Thus, participation is viewed by many as  

a political act which supports  the ‘vulnerable’ or ‘poor’ in taking charge of their own 

destinies with the end result being the transformation of society (Chambers 1997;  Fals Borda 

& Rahman 1991; Freire 1970).     However, participation as a concept can be problematic and 

very often the political nature of participation can be down-played.   Cornwall (2002; 2003) 

highlights this by distinguishing between invited and claimed spaces of participation.   

Cornwall argues that the former (invited) are more formal events where development 

agencies create forums for stakeholders to contribute, have their voices heard and reach 

consensus.  However, these invited spaces for participation, which are very popular with 

development agencies, do not necessarily result in political transformation of the way that 

society operates.   Claimed participation, however,  according to Cornwall, is more organic 



and involves the poor taking control of the political processes without necessarily being 

invited in and equates more to Freire’s notion of  participation.   Parfitt (2004) argues 

something similar with the distinction between ‘participation as an end’ (for example 

participation in the way envisaged by Freire and claimed participation as envisaged by 

Cornwall) and ‘participation as a means’ (for example as an apolitical way to improve service 

delivery through listening to the voices of service users).     

 

How participation is thought about, therefore, by NGOs and by development agencies can 

impact on the type of social action that occurs.   For example, a common critique of many 

participatory projects is that they can  maintain the status quo and are used to support 

dominant ideas of development which are influenced by neo-liberalism, citizenship and free 

trade as opposed to responding to local need (Cooke 2004; Laverack and Wallerstein 2001; 

Cooke and Kothari 2000).     Invited participation or ‘participation as a means’, therefore, 

may be used to mask power dynamics which ensure that those with the most power have the 

most say (Mosse 1994).   This can, in turn,  further disempower the most vulnerable by 

giving the impression that their voice is being listened to whilst in reality what is taking place 

is a form of tokenistic  participation which is supportive of the agendas of the more powerful 

(Arnstein 1969).     

   

Empowerment of local people is often held up as one of the goals of many development 

agencies and NGOs, but the term empowerment is, like participation, problematic.  An 

important aspect of the term empowerment is the word power and this is often not reflected 

upon by development agencies.    Rowlands (1995), as well as Mayoux and Johnson (2007), 

outline four types of power relations: power within (relates to self-worth and is according to 

Mayoux and Johnson also about ‘giving voice’), power to (an individual’s ability to act 

including increasing capacity, knowledge and skills), power with (collective action) and 

power over (obedience or force).  Mayoux and Johnson (2007:183) also highlight how 

development agencies can challenge ‘power over’ by focusing on ‘changing attitudes and 

behaviours of the powerful and changing discriminatory and unequal institutional structures 

and policies’.  It is not always clear, however, given the different types of power relations 

which exist, what it means to be empowered and single strategies for empowerment, 

therefore, can be problematic given the complexity of power (Mayoux & Johnson 2007).   

Questions arise, therefore, as to what the role of development agencies are in relation to 

empowerment.   As Mayoux & Johnson (2007) suggest is it about increasing voice and 



capacities (invited participation or participation as a means or power within) or is to confront 

and transform power relations which maintain the status quo and disadvantages some groups; 

or is it a combination of the two?    What form, therefore, should empowerment take and what 

is the aim of empowerment?   Supporting peoples voices being heard without really doing 

something about the status quo which positions people in subordinate roles is highly 

problematic and a common critique of many empowerment projects is how much structural 

change has actually occurred and how far empowerment of groups has any longer term 

impact on how things are done politically and socially (Laverack and Wallerstein 2001).     

 

Moreover, Pettit (2012) shows how power can be both visible and formal (i.e. power relations 

between people or organisations or laws and rules which define what is acceptable) or 

invisible or informal power (norms and beliefs and values which are part of everyday life – 

the discourses that no-one questions).   Empowerment which focuses only on visible forms of 

power and does not tackle invisible forms of power can also be problematic and can lead to 

the position of poor children, who live on the street, not being questioned. Furthermore, 

Rowlands (1995) talks about how ‘power over’ can become internalised by those who are  

oppressed so that they themselves do not question their situation nor do they question how 

they are represented.  

 

However, politically empowering ‘vulnerable’ groups, especially children who may 

challenge norms of what children should be like,    is not without its own tensions and issues 

and may result in these groups being at increased risk of aggressive behaviour from those in 

powerful positions or from authoritarian governments.  Moreover, questioning mainstream 

development approaches and power relations too much can also lead to difficulties for NGOs.  

As Pettit states (2012 p7) ‘a major obstacle to achieving liberating empowerment is that 

institutional drivers will often determine the approaches that are favoured and rewarded’.    

Those NGOs, for example, who question too much or who are too radical may be ostracised 

by losing funding.    

 

Capacity building or capacity development has been defined in a number of ways.   One 

definition is the  

 

‘process whereby individuals, groups, and organisations enhance their abilities to 

mobilize and use resources in order to achieve their objectives on a sustainable basis. 



Efforts to strengthen abilities of individuals, groups, and organisations can comprise a 

combination of (i) human skills development; (ii) changes in organisations and 

networks; and (iii) changes in governance/institutional context’ (ADB 2004 cited in 

DFID 2008). 

 

Capacity building, however, is often understood in relation to human skills development per 

se and the premise that by participating in initiatives or interventions individuals and groups 

will learn new skills, attitudes and knowledge  which will increase their human and social 

capital;  making it more likely they are able to be agentic actors who are able to bring about 

sustainable change in their lives.  This can be, in part, related to Sen’s idea of ‘freedom’ and 

his focus on human development and of strengthening human capabilities (2001).   However, 

Sen’s work on capability (and the definition above) goes further and Sen shows that without 

opportunities, for example jobs, capacity building programmes which focus on new 

knowledge and skills will not be enough to improve well-being.   Instead reflection on the 

opportunities which are available to individuals and groups is needed to uncover structural 

processes and power relations which may disadvantage some groups and stop them realising 

their capabilities.   

 

There are many tensions, therefore around the concepts of  participation, empowerment and 

capacity building and this can result in the rhetoric not always matching  the practice 

(Chambers & Pettit 2004)  with the rhetoric being “little more than fashionable labels 

attached to the same underlying systems” (Chambers & Pettit 2004: 138).   This is a point 

also made by Oxaal & Baden (1997: 24) who state that many “agencies run the risk of merely 

renaming top–down approaches as part of an empowerment policy”.   This can result in a 

depoliticised system where participation, empowerment and capacity building does not bring 

about structural change or social transformation but is rather about enabling the ‘poor’ and 

‘vulnerable’ to have their voices heard in relation to agendas that are set by more powerful 

players (Freire 1970; Fals Borda & Rahman 1991;  Cornwall & Brock 2005).    Moreover, 

this type of system can limit and constrain the ability of NGOs to advocate and be political on 

behalf of the groups that they represent  in case this ‘upsets’ agendas which have already 

been set; this can  result in NGOs having ‘thin agency’ (Klocker 2007).  

 

 



Services for ‘Street Children’ 

 

Children and young people who live and work on the street or ‘street children’, as they are 

commonly known,  are a marginalised, socially excluded, group of children and young people  

who face a range of risk factors including discrimination, violence and abuse (Thomas de 

Benitez 2011).   They are often faced with a lack of access to services and yet are at high risk 

of a number of poor outcomes including sexual and reproductive health issues, poor nutrition, 

substance and alcohol abuse, poor mental health and increased risk of physical injuries 

(World Health Organisation 2000; Ennew 2000).   Services for ‘street children’ can take 

many forms including street outreach programmes;  services which aim to reintegrate the 

young people  back into their families;  initiatives which work with families to improve the 

conditions at home;  preventative programmes within communities at increased risk of 

children coming to the street; education programmes which focus  on risk factors including 

drug use and HIV/Aids; skills training,  schooling and education programmes; drop-in centres 

which provide food and shelter; institutional care;  advocacy work, and the use of activities 

such as sport, theatre and art (Dybicz 2005; Berckmans et al 2012).  Many of these services 

are provided by grassroots NGOs but funded by governments, international NGOs and other 

bi-lateral and multi-lateral funders.   A focus on empowerment, participation and capacity 

building is often at the heart of many services offered by NGOs to ‘street children’. 

 

The provision of services to ‘street children’ may be underpinned by many types of discourse 

which can include some or all of the following (Thomas de Benitez 2003; Rizzini & Lusk 

1995).   First, services can be informed by discourses which view the children and young 

people ‘as risk’. This type of discourse may represent ‘street children’ as out of control drug-

taking delinquents who are sexually active; immoral; criminally inclined; aggressive and 

lacking in respect for the social order (Bleazley 2003; Berckmans et al 2012). Instead of 

behaving like children they are viewed as behaving like adults; and this transgression often 

results in them being dealt with punitively and brutally by some adults including those who 

are meant to protect them (Sondhi-Garg 2004).    Services which are informed by this type of 

discourse may focus more on forcibly changing individual behaviour through institutional 

care and the situation that the child finds themselves in may be seen as a personal failure 

(Berckmans et al 2012).  Second, services may be informed by discourses which position the 

children and young people as ‘at risk’.   The children or young people may be viewed as 

victims who are homeless, exploited and abandoned by parents and thus at risk of a number 
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of poor outcomes.   The street, in this type of discourse, is seen as a dangerous place that is 

not child-friendly and is viewed in opposition to the home where children ‘belong’ (Ennew 

1995).  As a result, these children like a range of other children who are said to be street-

connected or ‘on the move’ are ‘out of place’ and are in need of saving and protection 

(Berckmans et al 2012).  Services which are informed by this type of discourse tend to focus 

on the provision of shelter, food and safety as well as emphasising the importance of 

reintegration into their families and communities.     Third, is a viewpoint that emphases the 

role of structural inequalities in creating the circumstances which lead children and young 

people to live and work on the street.   Services, which are influenced by this type of 

discourse are said to focus on empowerment and education as a way to offer children and 

young people positive mechanisms to deal resourcefully with the very difficult situations and 

hostile environments that they face.    Moreover, these services may aim to bring about some 

form of structural change or social transformation through advocacy work and empowerment 

strategies working with young people to raise awareness and highlight the ‘unfair’ situations 

that they are in.  Prevention strategies using community development to strength families and 

communities with the aim of stopping children from coming to the street in the first place 

may also be evident (Lusk 1989; Carrizosa & Poertner 1992; Rizzini & Lusk 1995; Dybicz 

2005; Berckmans et al 2012).  However, it is interesting to note that  empowering children to 

become active agents can be viewed as problematic by some and Bordonaro (2012:414) 

shows how in Cape Verde street children’s agency was seen as ‘forms of deviance that 

needed to be corrected by an educational programme’.  

 

Although, there are numerous academic articles documenting the impacts, normally negative, 

of living on the street on children and young people as well as a large body of literature 

which explores the difficulties in defining who is or who is not a street child (Panter-Brick, 

2002; Ennew, 1986) there are very few journal articles in which children, who live or work 

on the street, are asked their opinion about the services which they are provided with 

(Bademci & Figen 2013).  The research that does exist points to the importance of the 

following:   first that services are  provided in a loving and caring manner  and include the  

provision of  food, shelter, medicine and washing facilities (Southern & Pralhad 2003); 

second, the importance of services being like  family and offering a secure base (Harris et al., 

2011;  Kaime-Atterhög et al., 2007);  third, that services should focus on the interests of the 

children (Tjahjorini 2005); fourth that services are flexible and provide learning and  training 

as well as work opportunities (Southern & Pralhad 2003 );  lastly that  schooling and 



education is more responsive to the needs of ‘street children’ in terms of when children are 

able to attend (for example, which school shift – morning or afternoon) and financial help in 

terms of paying for materials and uniform (Salo 2009).   Southern & Pralhad (2003) also 

identify how the children in their  research project highlighted that how they were viewed by 

society, for example as deviant and being of less worth,  impacted on their self- esteem and 

their future life chances.  However, it was not discussed whether the NGOs involved 

supported the children in this area and one of the recommendations from the report was that 

organisations should work, with children,  to challenges these stereotypes.  

 

The research discussed in this paper aims to add to this knowledge base by exploring the 

views of  children and young  people about the services provided by one NGO in one country 

in sub-Saharan Africa.  Understanding children’s views is important and underpinned by 

rights based initiatives such as those informed by the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UN 1989) as well as theoretical standpoints which position 

children as active knowledgeable social actors who have much to say about the world they 

live in (James & Prout 1990; James et al 1998; Holloway & Valentine 2000).  By viewing 

children as having important insights into the world  in which  they live because of their 

‘insider’ position (Balen et al 2006; Percy-Smith & Thomas 2010) it is hoped that this will  

lead to richer understandings of children’s worlds, their childhoods, what matters to them and 

their needs (Hardman 1973).  Moreover, understanding how services are experienced by 

beneficiaries is important because the findings can challenge service providers [and 

development agencies] to reflect more critically upon how far they are contributing, through 

their services, to improvements in the lives of ‘vulnerable’ children.  This includes reflection 

upon taken for granted discourses such as participation, capacity building, power and 

empowerment which are, as stated above, often  highlighted as key areas of many NGOs  

work with ‘street children’.   

 

Method 

 

This project was a qualitative study focusing on understanding the perspectives of children 

and young people about the services offered by one NGO in sub-Saharan Africa to children 

and young people who lived or worked on the street (Christensen & James 2008; Boyden & 

Ennew 1997).   The data which is used in this paper was part of a larger evaluation, 

undertaken by the author, at the request of the NGO to identify ways in which they could 



improve the services that they offered and to enable them to reflect upon their practice and 

how far they as an organisation improved outcomes for ‘vulnerable’ children.    Reflection is 

an important tool in development and is defined as ‘critical self-awareness of one’s 

predispositions, relationships and interests in the formation of knowledge’ (Chambers 2005: 

xii).  Reflecting on action and learning from practical experience requires a focus on being 

critical about what you are doing and why you are doing it and whether the ‘best outcomes’ 

that are promoted are in fact the best outcomes for beneficiaries.    

 

Reference will be made throughout this paper to sub-Saharan Africa as opposed to the 

country in which the NGO worked to protect the identity of the NGO as identification of the 

country or area may compromise anonymity.  The NGO was a grassroots organisation, run by 

local people, whose aim was to provide educational messages, share knowledge and empower 

young people who lived and worked on the street.   This was achieved through the use of 

workshops, the use of theatre, sport, dance and art as well as outreach.  Facilitators, who 

themselves had either lived on the street or who lived in the informal settlements, townships 

or compounds run a number of groups and provided the outreach; the facilitators were young 

men and women under the age of 23 years old.   The local informal settlements, which the 

facilitators came from, were areas of entrenched poverty and average life expectancy in these 

settlements was between 32 - 37 years.  Whilst, the facilitators were volunteers and were not 

paid for their role within the NGO, there were a small number of paid part-time staff who run 

the office.   The NGO had a range of funders including a large international NGO and 

bilateral donors but a large percentage of their funding came from donations mainly from 

abroad.   

 

The fieldwork, for this research, took place in 2012 and 2013 and interviews were carried out 

in a number of places including the NGOs offices, the market place, the street, a restaurant, 

drop-in centres for street-children, the offices of funders and by Skype.      Desk-top analysis 

of the NGOs documentation, annual reports and records was also undertaken.   Semi-

structured interviews and small scale discussion groups were undertaken with children and 

young people, aged 10-18,  who lived on the street (n=71) as well as volunteer facilitators  

(n=26) who run the groups.  The children and young people who took part in the discussion 

were primarily male (84%).  A trusted interpreter, who was known to the children, was used 

in the interviews and the children agreed the choice of interpreter before the interviews took 



place.    Funders, other stakeholders and staff from the NGO were also interviewed (n=12) to 

provide background context and to offer their perspectives on the services provided. 

 

Ethical considerations 

 

Ethical approval was sought from the University Ethics Committee in the United Kingdom 

and local child protection policies from the non-government organisation (NGO) were 

followed.  The study was explained to all participants and children were recruited into the 

study in a number of ways.   Children who used the services of the NGO and lived on the 

street were approached by the researcher and the interpreter and the study explained to them.  

Where parents were known and accessible, the study was discussed with the parents and 

consent to approach their child to ask them to take part in the study was gained (Morrow 

2009).   If children, agreed to take part it was explained to the children that we (the researcher 

and interpreter) would be in a particular place at a particular time and they could come along 

to talk.   All young people were informed that they could also contact the outreach workers if 

they wanted to take part and their message would be passed on to us.   Children who attended 

a number of drop in centres were also approached to take part in the research as they also 

used the NGOs services.    It was explained to all children and young people that they did not 

have to take part in the interviews or discussion groups if they did want to and they could 

withdraw their consent to take part at any time throughout the interview.  This right was 

exercised by a few children who removed themselves from the area or went to sleep during 

the discussion.  Interviews and discussions were not tape-recorded because of the general 

noise in the areas where the interviews were carried out and because some children, in the 

discussions, did not want to be tape-recorded.  Extensive notes were taken by the researcher 

and at the end of each session the young people were asked to highlight what they felt were 

the main points that they wanted to raise.    Children and young people were reminded of the 

confidential nature of the discussions and that they could also talk to the researcher privately.  

Some children took up this offer at a later stage.  Facilitators were interviewed in groups or 

on their own dependent upon their choice; again the confidential nature of the discussion was 

stressed.    

 

 

 

 



Findings and Discussion 

 

Thematic data analysis was used to analyse all interviews and discussions and, in all, five key 

areas were identified by the author who read and re-read all interview scripts highlighting 

general themes.  The themes, therefore, emerged inductively from the data as common across 

all interviews (Silverman 2006).   However, as in all research the themes identified can be 

influenced by a range of social influences including the positionality of the researcher; an 

educated, white, western female.  If the children and young people, themselves, had analysed 

the data alternative themes may have been identified as different people have multiple, 

differing perspectives on the same phenomena.  Hence, this paper focuses on the researcher’s 

interpretation of what the children and young people who took part in this research said about 

the services which were offered to them.   

 

Taking part in the activities:  fun, educational and empowering? 

 

Children and young people (hereafter referred to as young people) were positive about the 

activities that were provided by the NGO.   The activities were described as ‘fun’, 

‘entertaining’ and ‘worthwhile’ and the young people spoke enthusiastically about  how they 

had also learnt new practical skills such as acrobatics, acting, dancing, sculpture, singing, 

poetry and drumming which kept them busy and focused:  

 

‘[the activities] keeps me busy….takes my mind of things…..I forget bad things when 

I am with them’. 

 

Young people also spoke about how they took part in ‘workshops’, which disseminated 

information and important public health knowledge and learning about diseases,  STI’s, 

HIV/AIDS, safe sex, needle and sharps safety, pollution and climate change.   This 

information  was in turn, passed on to others by the young people through community drama 

productions:  

 

‘Through learning, we sit, we learn about dance and learn about issues and skills and 

pass them on.   We learn the skills and pass them on…it is very important’. 

 



Many of the young people appeared to take pride in what they were taught and especially 

their role in passing on information to others.  However, there was very little discussion, 

amongst the young people, about the impact that this information and knowledge had on their 

own subsequent behaviour and the impact it had in the communities in which the drama 

productions took place.  Although, young people spoke about the importance of the 

knowledge that they had learnt there seemed to be a disconnection to what they then did in 

practice and many young people continued with the same behaviour.   This is not surprisingly 

as interventions which aim to bring about behaviour change through education are unlikely to 

succeed if they do not also focus upon changing the situations in which people live as multi-

dimensional issues require multi-dimensional responses (Naidoo & Wills 2009).  

 

Young people, however, did speak about how taking part in the NGOs activities had resulted 

in them being listened to by others including those in their community who may not have 

listened to them previously:   

 

‘Think about how I used to live on street, no one used to listen to me, now people 

come very far to listen to me at events….they say listen to what he has said’. 

 

This was also a theme which was taken up by the facilitators who discussed how the activities 

gave: 

‘a platform to the guys on the street…..big stakeholders, important people here are 

watching them….. guys from the street do plays about how they live and people in 

charge get to see’. 

 

Another facilitator discussed how the activities brought about a sense of community and 

friendship, and how it mitigated some of the negative impacts of being on the street by 

instilling a sense of pride in the young people that they had something important to say and 

that what they said was valuable: 

 

‘It gives them a sense of belonging to a community; it allows them to dream again 

because being on the street is not a place to be….. lots of challenges and risk…….you 

feel neglected ….X gives them a sense they are still valuable…….gives them voices’. 

 



Young people spoke about the positive reactions from other people to their performances 

which they said helped to raise their self-esteem and strengthen their sense of self:  

 

‘Feels good when doing it [performing] and people say this boy is great……first time 

I danced people clapped made me feel that I could do anything’. 

 

‘Some children don’t use their talent because no-one to push them.....….they help you 

to discover your talents….helps you to know you are talented…..you are not just a 

street child, you have talent, and you can do it’. 

 

Another young person spoke about how his involvement with the NGO was viewed 

positively by his community, peers and family and how it could lead to improved 

relationships:  

 

‘I have become popular through my performances, people like me now, when you 

leave your home in bad feelings they think you are bad…….they then hear good 

things about you at home, about what you are doing with X,  easy to forgive you then 

when they hear good things’. 

 

However, whilst the young people reported many benefits from taking part in the NGOs 

activities, for example empowerment in relation to self-worth [power within to coin 

Rowlands (1995) and Mayoux and Johnson (2007)], it was not always clear what the impact 

was, for example on their day to day lives, of their collective voices being heard by 

stakeholders.   Little evidence was offered of any significant change to the young people’s 

lives and yet the rhetoric of participation and empowerment was used regularly, by 

everybody, to illustrate the importance of the activities and the importance of the young 

people’s collective voices [power with] being heard.    The concept of empowerment, 

therefore, as conceptualised in this situation did not appear to  challenge the status quo nor 

the situation that the children were in and  empowerment and participation were  often  

limited to ‘performance’ with collective voices being heard and the children then returning to 

the street, ready to perform and be heard again when needed.    This invited participation 

(Cornwall 2002; 2003)  meant  that ‘empowerment’ and ‘participation’ tended to be  non-

political and  maintained  the status quo under a veneer of empowerment and of ‘being heard’ 

(Chambers & Pettit 2004).    



Emphasising the political nature of empowerment and participation can be problematic for 

NGOs and trying to challenge the norms and values of institutions and the status quo can 

mean that they may be seen as ‘trouble makers’ who are not providing ‘quality services to 

street children’ if they are seen to challenge or encourage children to challenge hegemonic 

discourses which stakeholders and donors support.  This was a point taken up by a donor who 

spoke about how ‘they had been concerned that [the NGO] had organised a protest march to a 

conference (about street children) with street children and had put the children at risk because 

they had marched down a busy road’.      Speaking to the NGO about this it was evident that 

this had been raised with them and that they had become more careful about ‘upsetting the 

apple cart’ and it was stated that they ‘were conscious that some of their ways of doing were 

not seen as professional by some of the funders and that this in many ways impacts on what 

we do’.   This tended to constrain some of their activities which were of a more political 

nature and instead the NGO concentrated on ‘making sure the voices of children are heard 

through [collective] performance which always goes down well with funders’.  This is 

problematic in that not being able to directly  challenge the way that ‘street-children’ are 

positioned or treated,  for example informal power or power over,  can mean that change is 

difficult to bring about because values, norms and discourses about the position of street-

children and structural inequality may  not be systematically engaged with.   Whilst 

performances may focus to some degree on some of the issues, reasons for why the children 

were on the street were not followed up and general inequality not highlighted within these 

performances.  However, as stated earlier there is a tension here as political empowerment 

and participation of children and young people, by directly challenging inequality, could put 

them at risk especially in contexts which are not sympathetic towards them or not 

sympathetic to political protest.  This tension may reflect why many development agencies 

focus their attention on ‘giving children a voice’ in relation to service delivery for example 

rather than empowering children politically to challenge the status quo and participate in a 

political dialogue.   All this can, therefore, can result in  ‘thin agency’ (Klocker  2007) and 

both children and NGOs can be constrained by contexts which restrict their agency including 

global discourses about what ‘good’ development looks like and what services will be 

funded. This ‘power over’, (exercised by adults over children;  international development 

agencies and governments over grassroots agencies) therefore, can limit ‘power with’ and 

‘power to’ and an understanding of how existing ‘power relations’ structure how 

empowerment takes place and is realised is needed by all concerned.    

 



Change at an Individual Level and the Psychologising of Social Problems 

 

The idea of ‘change’ was apparent in all of the narratives including the young people and the 

facilitators as well as practitioners and donors.   This change, however, tended to focus upon 

individual behavioural change as well as individual psychological change and the idea of 

becoming ‘responsible citizens’ or ‘becoming perfect’ was raised a number of times by the 

young people.    

 

‘My mind I can change, I can become someone…..X  lived on street and he came here 

….look at him now…….I look up to him and Y as well…...…can be someone like 

them and earn a living……move off the street like them….I can change…..I can 

become perfect’. 

 

‘It helps us change our mind psychologically, become responsible citizens and start to 

do things responsibly’. 

 

This was also a theme taken up by the facilitators and donors:  

 

 ‘X helped me to do something…it helped me to change….. in my compound I was 

doing bad things….I started to do acrobatics and stopped doing bad things….. now 

acting….. doing things to stop myself doing bad things’ (facilitator). 

 

‘One of the key factors is about how much taking part in X’s activities change the 

behaviour of the children….’ (donor).  

 

The idea of personal change was in this context, therefore,  a hegemonic discourse, which 

occurred, almost in all of the interviews individualising the issues which faced the young 

people as being something that they could change if they themselves changed.   Structural 

inequalities and poverty (political concerns)  were barely mentioned as the root cause of why 

the children were on the street although one practitioner did briefly talk about ‘push’ and 

‘pull’ factors  and one young person spoke about ‘how life was unfair’ but these discussions 

then  continued on to discuss how changing individual  behaviour would potentially change 

individual situations.   This type of discourse could be viewed in a number of ways and could 



be understood as a strategy of hope in the face of chronic poverty and an unfair system which 

seemed impossible to change.   Individual transformation and the psychologising of social 

problems as individual problems of behaviour may, therefore, be seen as more amenable to 

change than more radical social change or transformation.  

 

This, however, can result in a depoliticised narrative which emphasises a technical response 

to individual behavioural change and tended, unconsciously, to position the young people as 

somehow being responsible for their situation because of their behaviour (Berckmans et al 

2012; Thomas de Benitez 2011).  Moreover, what was also apparent from the young people’s 

narratives, in this particular context, was that they spoke about themselves in this way too. 

Southern & Pralhad (2003) found something similar in their research in Nepal where some of 

the ‘street children’ characterised themselves as ‘delinquents’ and blamed themselves for the 

situation that they found themselves in.  Thus discourses and regimes of representation which 

position certain children in a particular way may not only have influenced how children who 

lived on the street were viewed and engaged with but also influenced how this group of 

children constructed their identity and experienced their identity in particular contexts (Said 

1978; Freire 1985; Spivak 1988; Morgan & Sengedorj 2015).  Rowland’s (1995) discussion 

of ‘power over’ is relevant here and how those who are oppressed can often internalise how 

they are represented by the more powerful.    An over-emphasis on psychology, psycho-social 

interventions and behaviour change, therefore, can pathologize young people, disempowering 

them in the process, ensuring that they focus on how they are to blame for their situation as 

opposed to how structural inequalities (the political) limit their opportunities and life chances.  

Change is, therefore, directed at the individual (power within) as opposed to society (power 

over); and empowerment becomes about individual transformational as opposed to societal 

transformational.    

 

Facilitators, Young People and Aspirations for the Future:   Capacity Building  

 

The young people who lived on the street expressed concern about some of the facilitators.   

This included facilitators not turning up for the workshops and it was stressed, by the young 

people, that regular sessions as well as enough rehearsal time for performances was needed.  

 

 ‘The facilitators sometimes don’t turn up and you are waiting for them’. 



 

 ‘Some children forgot what they learnt because don’t come often enough…. have to 

remind yourself what you did last time as so long ago’. 

 

Young people also spoke about issues to do with the behaviour of some of the facilitators and 

reported facilitators sometimes getting angry at them and shouting at them: 

 

‘In the workshops you are creating a piece and the facilitators will get upset…. should 

calm down…..it is not nice’. 

 

The behaviour of their peers was also a sense of stress for some of the young people and they 

discussed how: 

 

‘when we perform and make a mistake others will become frustrated and laugh at 

you’.   

 

This was upsetting and was a sense of deep embarrassment for many of the young people 

who felt unsupported by some of the facilitators who, they felt, did not deal with this 

behaviour.  

 

However, facilitators also spoke about the difficulties of their work and this has been echoed 

in other research (Bademci 2012).   Facilitators stated that very often the young people would 

come to sessions ‘straight from the street’,  that they ‘were high’ or ‘drunk’  and sometimes 

‘do not  get what I am saying’ or were ‘doing their own thing, not doing what they were 

supposed to… being lazy’.   Many of the  facilitators   highlighted that they needed more 

training to work with vulnerable young people as well as more support and supervision.   

Some of the facilitators spoke about how it can be difficult to go to a centre: 

 

‘where you have never worked before and there are 20 children there who don’t know 

you and you don’t know them….important that you have full support from the 

centre’.    

 

This support from the centre and from the NGO was seen as important because: 

 



‘the people running the workshops [the facilitators] are sometimes more vulnerable 

than the children’.  

 

This was also echoed by one of the ‘carers’ who worked at one of the drop in centres who 

stated that some of the facilitators were ‘more problematic than the children’.  Whilst a 

worker in another centre stated that: 

 

‘Facilitators should know they are approaching people from different 

backgrounds….not brought up like them…..expect to be treated in a particular way 

but facilitators don’t always do this’. 

Hence the facilitators who lived in the slum areas were often as vulnerable as the children 

who lived on the street and Butler (2009: 16) has suggested that ‘those on the street are 

virtually indistinguishable from other youngsters from the same communities’.   Capacity 

building, therefore, of local people and communities whilst key needs to be underpinned by 

appropriate supervision, training and support.  Expecting vulnerable facilitators to cope 

effectively with challenging behaviour from vulnerable young people without adequate 

support and training was often asking too much. 

 

What was apparent from many of the young people narratives was that being involved with 

the NGO had inspired them to do something with their life and many spoke about becoming 

an artist or a facilitator in the future.  This they felt would enable them to move off the street 

and ‘earn money’ from what they were doing and what they enjoyed doing.   However, this in 

itself was problematic and although the young people spoke about these aspirations there 

were very few examples of young people who had actually moved off the street or who had 

become facilitators. 

 

Moreover, in the discussions with the facilitators talk about ‘earning a living’ came up 

regularly and the voluntary name of the facilitators work was emphasised by all:    

 

‘Although I love X….. rather spend my time here…….what I get out of it does not 

support my life.  Need to employ facilitators properly and ensure enough paid work’. 

 



‘Feel like stopping….. getting pressure from family...….they say nothing I am doing 

here.   I need to make money from activity’. 

 

There was, therefore, an unrealistic relationship between the aspirations of the young people 

and the reality of the facilitators work, and all of the facilitators spoke about the need for the 

NGO to provide more paid work and more opportunities including training opportunities and 

sponsorship for study.   Career progression was mentioned a number of times for both the 

facilitators and for the young people.   Facilitators stated that the latter could become 

facilitators and then the facilitators could become promoted or work within the office.   It was 

felt that not enough was being done here:  

 

‘Feels like I am not doing anything……..they should train people you know to do 

things……not people you don’t know’. 

 

 ‘Use your workforce……create roles for them’. 

 

The idea, therefore, of capacity building of the local community through their involvement 

with the NGO was not realised and opportunities for ‘street children’ to become facilitators or 

for facilitators to become paid workers were slim.   This can be related back  to Sen’s (2001) 

focus on capabilities and opportunities and the idea that capacity building and empowerment 

must go beyond just focusing on developing skills and knowledge to ensure that ‘real’ 

opportunities to reach potentials are available including employment and study opportunities.    

Furthermore, the voluntary nature of the facilitators work often meant that if paid work did 

arise they had to prioritise this over their work with the NGO and this was the reason given 

for not turning up for sessions and the impact this then had, in turn, on the services provided 

to ‘street children’.    

 

Conclusions 

 

There was real affection for the NGO from all of the young people as well as the facilitators 

and it was evident that the NGO were passionate and committed about what they did.  There 

were many positive aspects to their work and this paper, therefore, is not meant as a critique 

of the work of this particular NGO.   Instead, this paper is a more general critique of a 

depoliticised system which often results in concepts like capacity building, empowerment and 



participation being used in an unreflective and narrow way by practitioners, stakeholders and 

donors.  Furthermore, an over-emphasis on the individual  ‘psychologised’ child or young 

person as the unit of change feeds into this depoliticised way of thinking about social action 

and can result in structural barriers to change not being adequately engaged with.    Whilst, it 

may be the case that culturally appropriate psychological interventions may be required for 

children who live and work on the street, an over-emphasis on psychology as the major driver 

for change is problematic and there is a need to balance psychological interventions with 

politicised services for children who live and work on the street so that inequality is tackled at 

structural and institutional levels.   ‘Empowering’ children and young people [power within, 

power to and power with]  without acting upon structural inequalities [power over]  is 

counter-productive and real change can only occur if structural barriers to equality are 

effectively engaged with and empowerment represents something more than just having your 

voice heard.  

 

Reflection, therefore, on the big questions about development is needed by development 

agencies and NGOs (Thomas 1999).  This should include critical reflection on the social and 

political intent of participation initiatives including empowerment strategies as well as how 

far capacity building interventions really bring about freedom and increase capabilities in the 

way that Sen envisaged.   Building people’s skills up when there is little opportunity to 

improve their situation through job prospects seems problematic, in that hopes are raised with 

little chance of realisation.   There is a need, therefore, for development agencies and NGOs 

to reflect upon why their services are needed and how these services will lead to 

emancipatory participation, empowerment and capacity building.    If this is not engaged with 

what can result is an institutional landscape which reflects the dominant values of neo-

liberalism with empowerment and participation meaning choice and voice as opposed to a 

way to bring about liberalising change.    

 

Reflection on how existing ‘power relations’ structure how empowerment takes place and is 

realised is thus needed.    This includes reflection upon the unequal power relationships that 

exist between small scale grassroots NGOs, governments and donors.    The position of   

grassroots NGOs can be problematic especially in relation to funding which can restrict their 

ability to critique government and donor policies leading to NGOs exercising thin agency.  



My anxiety about not identifying the NGO in this paper and my reference to sub-Saharan 

Africa instead of the country or area evidences the unequal power relationships that exists 

between small scale grassroots NGOs and donors.       Reflection by donors and international 

agencies is, thus, needed on how the position of the grassroots NGO can be strengthened to 

enable them to challenge what is occurring on the ground as well as challenge more dominate 

discourses about the position of  ‘street children’ and more effectively advocate on behalf and 

with vulnerable young people  
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