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Abstract 

This paper examined participatory communication approaches for sustainable development in 

Cross River State. As such, two selected developmental projects in Cross River State were 

acknowledged as case studies. Participatory Communication Theory (PCT) was adopted as the 

theoretical framework to guide this study. A Case Study Analysis was employed to gain insight 

into successful participatory communication approaches for sustainable development initiatives. 

The major findings of the study revealed that actively highlighting the involvement of various 

stakeholders through participatory communication approaches help communities sustain 

development efforts. The study concluded that communication process should be inclusive and 

ultimately empowering communities for developmental goals. It recommended that participatory 

communication should be embraced across every level of development projects for sustainability. 
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1.0 Introduction 

Participatory communication plays 

an essential role in promoting sustainable 

development by empowering communities to 

actively engage in decision-making 

processes and implement solutions tailored to 

their needs. These approaches facilitate the 

exchange of local expertise, insights and 

solutions, fostering ownership and 

accountability within communities, by 

integrating diverse perspectives and 

leveraging collective wisdom. 

Tufte and Mefalopulos (2009) opine 

that "participatory communication is an 

approach based on dialogue, which allows 

the sharing of information, perceptions and 

opinions among the various stakeholders and 

thereby facilitates their empowerment". It 

also addresses issues and improves 

outcomes. It encourages collaboration 
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between the development agents and also, 

and it uses visual tools, group discussions and 

participatory mapping to facilitate dialogue 

and decision making. Many agents have 

failed or experienced shortfalls because the 

agents treated the people's opinions as less 

important or did not engage the people in 

participatory communication hence, leading 

to a failed development. 

To enhance effective participatory 

communication, there is a need for citizen 

journalism and community multimedia 

centres. These enable community members 

to report on local news and events, share their 

perspectives and advocate for social change 

using digital media platforms. Community 

multimedia provide access to multimedia 

resources and training to produce and share 

information relevant to their development 

goals (UNESCO, 2016). 

Sustainable development evolves 

resilience and adaptation to global 

challenges, such as climate change, 

biodiversity loss and inequality (United 

Nations, 2023). It is a strategic process of 

creating balance to improve the standard of 

living in all ramifications. Development is 

sustained there is a balance between today 

and the future needs. It should achieve an 

equal balance where all interests are achieved 

in the economic and social environment. 

Thus, it becomes necessary to understand 

participatory communication approaches for 

sustainable development. 

 

1.1 Statement of the problem 

Despite numerous development 

initiatives in Cross River State, many projects 

fail to achieve long-term impact. Several 

factors such as inadequate stakeholder 

representation, ineffective information 

dissemination, empowerment gaps amongst 

marginalised groups, communication barriers 

and limited awareness of sustainability issues 

tend to hinder sustainable development. 

Participatory communication has been 

identified as a key strategy for achieving and 

sustaining development initiatives. Hence, 

this paper becomes necessary to understand 

participatory communication approaches for 

sustainable development with a focus on 

selected case studies in Cross River State. 

 

1.2 Objectives of the study  

The main objective of this study is to 

ascertain participatory communication 

approaches for sustainable development. 

However, these specific objectives were 

formulated: 

1. To evaluate the effectiveness of 

participatory communication approaches 

in sustainable development initiatives. 

2. To identify the strategies used in 

successful participatory communication 

for sustainable development. 

3. To explore the impact of participatory 

communication approaches in 

sustainable development. 

 

2.0 Literature review 

2.1 Participatory communication 

      Participatory communication involves 

two-way flow of communication. It’s a 

dialogue approach of exchanging 

information. Servaes (2008) refers to 

"Participatory is fundamentally about 

creating a dialogue between all stakeholders, 

allowing them to collectively define and 

address their own development challenges." 

It encourages mutual participation in 

communication which leads to satisfaction. 

Servaes affirms that “it transforms 

communication from a one-way 

dissemination of information into a two-way 
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process of mutual understanding and 

collaboration.” 

Participatory communication requires 

first of all changes in the thinking of 

communicators. It is an approach used in a 

dialogue, which allows the sharing of 

information, perceptions and opinions among 

the various stakeholders and thereby 

facilitates their empowerment, especially for 

those who are most vulnerable and 

marginalised (Servaes and Malikhao, 2005). 

Participatory communication is not just 

exchange of the information and experiences; 

it is also the exploration and the generation of 

knowledge aimed at solving situations that 

need to be improved (Tufte and Mefalopulos, 

2009). It can be used in a variety of situations 

and more meaningful when used for 

assessing the situation and providing 

solutions through dialogue among 

representatives or all parties. 

Participation is an integral part of the 

vocabulary used in project proposals over the 

past two decades since it recognises the 

people rather than technology-oriented 

approaches which are required to find the 

right balance in achieving economic, social 

and environmental sustainability (Van de 

Fliert 2007). The underlying goal of 

participation is in theory, to empower 

communities, groups or individuals to 

determine their direction, objectives and 

options for change, make well-informed 

decisions, take (collective) action to achieve 

their goal and monitor and evaluate if they are 

getting where they want to be. In practice, 

however, many non-participatory 

interventions can be observed (Bassette 

2004). 

       Participatory communication processes 

involve "participants" participation to fast-

track development. The prerequisites and 

desirable for each of these two main roles in 

the participatory communication process are 

participants and facilitators (Van de Fliert, 

2007). According to Stone (1989) in Jooste 

(2014, p.23), "unless people themselves are 

the driving force of their development, no 

amount of investment or provision of 

technology and inputs will bring about any 

lasting improvements in their living 

standards". 

       Effective participatory communication 

should occur among all parties affected, 

ensuring all have similar opportunities to 

influence the outcome of the initiative. 

Optimally, participatory communication 

would be part of the whole project process, 

from beginning to end. Since this approach 

promotes the active involvement of 

stakeholders in investigating options and 

shaping decisions regarding development 

objectives, participatory communication also 

facilitates empowerment. In this way, the 

effects go beyond the project boundaries, 

spilling into the wider social and political 

dimension (Tufts & Mefalopulos, 2009). 

Participatory communication serves as a key 

mechanism for promoting sustainability by 

empowering stakeholders to work together 

towards common development goals. One-

way communication often limits 

development efforts and its sustainability. 

Thus, participatory communication 

approaches are essential in achieving 

sustainable development.  

 

2.2 Approaches to Participatory 

Communication 

Several approaches can be employed 

to address environmental issues and promote 

sustainability. 
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Community Participation: Engaging with 

local communities to understand their 

perspectives, needs, and priorities regarding 

environmental issues. This involves 

participatory methods such as community 

meetings, focus groups, and participatory 

mapping to involve community members in 

decision-making processes. 

Capacity Building: Providing 

training and capacity-building initiatives to 

empower stakeholders with the knowledge, 

skills, and resources necessary to address 

environmental challenges effectively. This 

may include workshops, skill-building 

sessions, and educational programs focused 

on environmental conservation and 

sustainable practices. 

Participatory Media: Utilizing 

various media platforms, including 

community radio, video and social media to 

facilitate dialogue, share information, and 

amplify the voices of communities affected 

by environmental issues. These media 

channels enable stakeholders to 

communicate their experiences, concerns, 

and solutions to a wider audience through 

quality content. 

Science-inclined Citizens: Involving 

citizens in basic scientific research and data 

collection efforts to checkmate 

environmental parameters, monitor changes 

in biodiversity, and identify environmental 

hazards or damages. This initiative 

empowers individuals to contribute valuable 

data and insights to inform decision-making 

and promote environmental protection.  

Partnership Building and Policy 

Advocacy:  The establishment of 

partnerships and collaborations with various 

stakeholders to influence collective expertise, 

resources, ideas and networks for addressing 

environmental challenges. Partnerships 

promotes coordination, collaboration, and the 

sharing of best practices for achieving 

common sustainable goals. As such, there is 

need to engage in advocacy efforts to 

influence policies and regulations related to 

environmental protection and natural 

resource management. Participatory 

communication can be used to mobilise 

public support, raise awareness, educate the 

public and advocate for policies that promote 

sustainable development and environmental 

justice. 

 

2.3 Understanding Development 

Sen and Dreze (2003), describe 

development as "the expansion of people's 

freedoms to live long, healthy, and creative 

lives; to advance other goals they have reason 

to value; and to engage actively in shaping 

development itself". They maintained that 

true development should involve enhancing 

individual’s ability to make choices and 

actively participate in their own lives and 

communities. Pertinently, development 

involves the advancement in technology, 

ideas, social structure and governance with a 

focus on improving the standard of living.  

John & Etika (2019), posits that 

development is about man and man is both 

the subject and recipient of development. 

This means that every developmental efforts 

starts and ends with man. It entails inclusivity 

and decision process.  Anaeto and Anaeto 

(2010) state that "development is the process 

of positive socio-economic change in the 

quality and level of human life. It 

encompasses improvement in economic, 

social, and political dimensions, aiming to 

enhance the well-being and capabilities of 

individuals and communities.” 

 

2.4 Sustainable development 
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Sustainable development is very 

necessary in sustaining development efforts. 

This takes into consideration not just the 

present but the future of development and its 

impact.  European Commission (EC) as cited 

in Owusu (2014) opines that "a project is 

sustainable when it continues to deliver 

benefits to the project beneficiaries and/or 

other constituencies for an extended period 

after the implementers’ financial assistance 

has been terminated". Sustainable 

development involves the deliberate process 

of improving human well-being and 

significantly reducing all factors capable of 

undermining development efforts. Different 

factors such as politics, economics, 

environment and otherwise tends to hinder 

development effort  

Sustainable development is a 

deliberate effort to preserve development 

projects for future use. Individuals, 

government NGOs and other relevant 

stakeholders are usually involved in the 

process of sustainable development. Based 

on this, United Nations World Commission 

on Environment and Development as cited in 

Ineji (2012), maintains that sustainable 

development is the development that meets 

the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs. 

 

2.5 Development Projects in Nigeria 

There are several development 

projects in Nigeria sponsored by individuals, 

NGOs, Government and foreign 

organisations such as United Nations (UN), 

USAID, World Bank, European Commission 

(EU), and UNICEF etc. These has brought 

individual and societal advancement. John 

(2019) maintains that foreign bodies fund 

most community projects such as the 

provision of boreholes, provision of 

lavatories and rejuvenation of dilapidated 

school buildings and many more projects in 

Nigeria and even across other African 

regions and the world at large. 

It is pertinent to mention that several 

process either promotes or hinders 

development in Nigeria; from the planning to 

the implementation state.  Development in 

Nigeria varies based on sectors and 

processes. Etika (2017) maintains that 

development in Nigeria is an ongoing process 

and it is dynamic. It is dynamic because it 

cuts across various strata of human 

endeavour; ranging from education, 

agriculture, business, health, mining, 

transportation, housing etc.  

 

2.6 Empirical review  

    Ali & Sonderling (2017), in their research 

examined factors affecting participatory 

communication for development: the case of 

a local development organisation in Ethiopia.  

The development and aid works experiences 

of an NGO in Amhara National Regional 

State (ANRS) called Organization for 

Rehabilitation and Development in Amhara 

(ORDA) was adopted as a case study.  

The participatory theory was adopted 

as theoretical framework. Data were 

collected through in-depth interview, Focus 

Group Discussion (FGD), and document 

analysis and field observation. The study was 

framed based on the participatory model of 

development and data were analyzed using 

thematic approach. The research revealed 

that several factors affects the practice of 

participatory development communication in 

ORDA. These include the individual, the 

institutional and the environmental factors. 
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The paper recommended the need for 

professionalism for the development 

communication, structural change of the 

organisation and holistic approach of 

development for successful development 

endeavours.   

John and Etika (2019), in a study 

titled, sustainable development through 

participatory communication:  an assessment 

of selected community projects in Cross 

River State, Nigeria investigated the extent of 

participatory communication adoption in 

communication interventions in Nigeria. 

Three selected developmental projects in 

Cross River State were studied and 

respondents were drawn from Ogoja, Boki 

and Odukpani Areas. Both quantitative and 

qualitative research methods were adopted in 

the study and questionnaire was used as the 

main instrument to elicit data. Participatory 

Communication Theory (PCT) was adopted 

as the theoretical work of the study. They 

discovered that participatory communication 

should be adopted across every level of 

development project. 

Prakash Subedi, A, Karki, T (2022), 

in a study on participatory communication 

for development and social change, 

examined the role of participatory 

communication in development 

projects/programs and how it might promote 

social change in society. The goal of the 

article was to emphasize the importance of 

the development and communication models, 

as well as participation in the past and 

present.  

The descriptive style of research was 

used to examine historical and present 

methods for development communication. 

The various steps of the participatory 

communication cycle were described in 

parallel with the project cycle for 

development activities through an exhaustive 

literature review.  

This study revealed that participatory 

communication for development can be 

enhanced through structuration theory used 

to negotiate social change within the existing 

institutional system in which they function. 

However, to achieve the effectiveness of 

participatory communication for 

development activity, existing structural 

powers and influences must be bridged to 

enable contemporary participatory 

communication approaches. 

 

3.0 Theoretical framework 

The study is anchored on 

Participatory Communication Theory, (PCT) 

a communication theory that underscores the 

active involvement of individuals and 

communities in the communication process. 

It holds that the audiences are active receivers 

of information and not passive ones (Servaes, 

2013). Major participatory communication 

theorists include Paulo Freire, Johan Galtung, 

Robert Huesca and Jan Servaes.  

The theory provides a framework for 

studying communication at the local level; 

communication starts at the grassroots level, 

involving individuals and local communities 

in the planning and implementation of 

communication strategies. The theory is 

relevant in understanding communication 

approaches as relating to sustainable 

development because it emphasizes the need 

for active participation at the grassroots level, 

ensuring that communication serves the 

needs and interests of all stakeholders, 

particularly those who are often 

marginalized. Thereby, promoting 

inclusivity, empowerment, collaboration, and 

dialogue. 
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4.0 Methodology 

In this study, a case study analysis 

approach was adopted to gain an 

understanding of successful sustainable 

development initiatives. This methodology is 

useful for understanding the implementation, 

challenges, and outcomes of sustainability 

projects and highlighting best practices. 

According to Yin (2014), case study analysis 

allows for an in-depth examination of 

specific sustainable development initiatives, 

providing detailed insights and contextual 

understanding. 

 

5.0 Case study analysis 

5.1 Case study 1: Launch of clean Cross 

River State: Use the toilet campaign 

Cross River State government aligned 

with natural efforts to achieve the ambitious 

goal of eliminating open defecation in the 

state (Onuoha-Ogwe, 2011).   

5.1.1 Strategic processes 

Partnership: The state government engaged 

in a participatory partnership with UNICEF, 

the Nigerian Government, community 

WASH Committee and NGOs such as United 

Purpose to achieve the project. 

Community Participation: Affected 

communities were involved through a 

participatory collaboration and the need for 

change was recognized.  

 

5.1.2 Implementation processes  

Government policies: The implementation 

of Use the Toilet Campaign executive order 

No. 099 was created in 2009, aimed at 

creating awareness for hygiene practices of 

ending open defecation.   

Construction of Toilet Systems: 12 

newly compartment toilet system were 

created in Hausa Community of Urban 

Calabar. Also, improved toilet systems were 

constructed in rural communities of Obanliku 

Local Government Area of Cross River State 

through the help of partners.  

 

5.1.3 Project Impacts 

The approach yielded positive 

outcomes in Cross River State; through the 

efforts of all the stakeholders, eight LGAs 

were free from open defecation. 

 

5.2 Case Study 2: The Fadama III Project 

in Cross River State  

The Fadama III Project is a notable 

sustainable development project in Nigeria. 

This initiative, funded by the World Bank, 

aims to increase the incomes of rural farmers 

and enhance agricultural productivity 

through community-driven development 

(World Bank, 2008).  

According to National Agricultural 

Investment Plan, (2010), cited in Effiong & 

Asikong (2012), government bought about 

the concept of Fadama III to fight the 

challenges of her economy and curb 

pervasive poverty in rural areas, thereby 

restoring the agricultural sector to its position 

in the economy. Elemi (2011), cited in 

Effiong & Asikong (2012), maintained that 

the project is executed in phases, implying 

that Fadama III in Cross River State, is built 

on the foundation of Fadama I and II, though 

Cross River State only took part in Fadama I 

and did not take part in Fadama II.  

 

5.2.1 Strategic processes  

Advisory service: The Fadama III Project 

utilized advisory service techniques to guide 

farmers at Fadama User Group (FUG) on 

what project to adopt. The beneficiaries were 

allowed to choose the project to execute. This 
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was achieved public discussions and 

trainings. 

Group -based plans: Farmers 

developed their plans towards what project to 

execute, based on their identified needs and 

priorities. This process ensured that the needs 

of the farmers were met. This promoted 

community involvement and participatory 

communication. 

5.2.2 Implementation Processes  

Grouping: Farmers were group into various 

cooperative groups which had 20 members 

(Fadama User Group - FUG) who managed a 

particular enterprise. The later formed 

Fadama Community Association (FCA) with 

15 FUGs. They were asked to identify a 

project to support and their proposals was 

submitted to (Local Fadama Desk Office) in 

the local government for approval. 

Stakeholder Involvement: The project 

involved various stakeholders, including 

local farmers, government officials, to ensure 

an inclusive participation. These allowed 

communication and collaboration among 

stakeholders. 

Monitoring and Evaluation: 

Monitoring and evaluation was done twice. 

This was executed by the Federal Ministry of 

Agriculture and Rural Development 

(FMARD), through the National Fadama 

Coordination Office (NFCO). At the state 

level, Ministry of Agriculture delegates day 

to day operation to the state Fadama 

coordination office (SFCO), while at the L.G. 

level, day to day administration was carried 

out by the desk officer. 

Challenges: Since there were many 

sub-projects, funding became a challenge to 

entertain all request by communities Delay in 

releasing of funds on time by FCAs caused 

the abandonment of some sub-projects in 

some communities.  

 

5.2.3 Project Impact  

Increase in Access to Grant: Grants were 

made available for both productive assets and 

inputs for vulnerable groups. 

Group/Community Ownership: The 

involvement of farmers at FUG to adopt a 

sub-project foster a sense of ownership and 

responsibility. This ownership was crucial 

for the sustainability of the project from 

Fadama I and again in Fadama III. The 

project helped strengthen capacity building 

amongst local government staff. 

 

6.0 Conclusion 

In conclusion, participatory 

communication plays a salient role in 

sustainable development. It emphasizes 

community involvement, diversity and 

empowerment. By focusing on local 

participation, dialogue, and capacity 

building, this approach promotes 

development initiatives that address 

community needs after proper need 

assessment. The study ascertained that 

highlighting the involvement of various 

stakeholders in the communication process 

through participatory communication 

approaches help communities sustain 

development efforts. As such, 

communication process should be inclusive 

and ultimately empowering communities for 

developmental goals at all levels. 

 

7.0 Recommendations 

Having arrived at the findings of this 

study, the following recommendations were 

made: 

1. Participatory communication should be 

embraced across every level of 

development projects to ensure inclusive 

decision-making, foster community 
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empowerment and promote sustainable 

outcomes. 

2. Empower marginalised groups by 

ensuring their voices are heard and 

valued in communication processes by 

incorporating their views into policy-

making processes to improve policy 

effectiveness and relevance. 

3. Open dialogue and collaboration should 

be facilitated among stakeholders to co-

create innovative solutions to 

development challenges and build trust. 
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