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Participatory communication for
development in practice: the case of
community media1

Vı́ctor Manuel Marı́ Sáez

Since it emerged, the field of communication for development has undergone a constant process of

redefinition. Since the 1990s, the importance of participation in social and communicative pro-

cesses has been stressed, and studies carried out during those years focused on participation as

an important component to be considered. The so-called community media are privileged forces

driving the participatory communication for development approach. Since their emergence and

up to the recent studies, community media have been characterised by the centrality of citizenship

participation in the creation of widespread messages, and in the processes of social change that

they promote.

Communication participative pour le développement dans la pratique : le cas des médias
communautaires
Depuis son apparition, le domaine de la communication pour le développement a traversé un pro-

cessus constant de redéfinition. Depuis les années 1990, l’importance de la participation aux pro-

cessus sociaux et de communication a été soulignée, et des études effectuées durant cette période-

là se sont concentrées sur la participation comme élément important à prendre en compte. Ces

« médias communautaires » sont des forces privilégiées qui impulsent l’approche participative

pour la communication pour le développement. Depuis leur naissance et jusqu’aux récentes

études effectuées, les médias communautaires se sont caractérisés par la position centrale de la

participation citoyenne à la création de messages généralisés, et aux processus de changement

social qu’ils promeuvent.

Comunicación participativa para el desarrollo en la práctica: el caso de los medios comunitarios
Desde que inició, el ámbito de la comunicación para el desarrollo ha experimentado un proceso

constante de redefinición. A partir de los años noventa, ha comenzado a insistirse en la importan-

cia de participar en los procesos sociales y comunicacionales. Los estudios realizados durante esa

década, se centraron en la participación como componente primordial que debı́a ser tenido en

cuenta. Los llamados medios comunitarios constituyen fuerzas privilegiadas que impulsan el

enfoque de la comunicación participativa para el desarrollo. Desde que iniciaron sus actividades

y hasta las últimas investigaciones realizadas al respecto, los medios comunitarios se caracteri-

zaron por la significación otorgada a la participación ciudadana en la creación de mensajes de

amplia difusión y en el proceso de cambio social promovido por dichos mensajes.

# 2013 Taylor & Francis 549

Development in Practice, 2013

Vol. 23, No. 4, 549–561, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2013.790941

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

19
0.

24
8.

39
.4

0]
 a

t 1
1:

54
 1

7 
Ju

ly
 2

01
3 



Comunicação participativa para o desenvolvimento na prática: o caso da mı́dia comunitária
Desde que surgiu, a área de comunicação para o desenvolvimento tem passado por um processo

constante de redefinição. Desde a década de 1990, a importância da participação em processos

sociais e comunicativos tem sido ressaltada e estudos têm sido realizados durante estes anos

tendo como foco a participação como componente importante a ser considerado. A chamada

mı́dia comunitária constitui-se em forças privilegiadas que dirigem a comunicação participativa

para a abordagem de desenvolvimento. Desde o seu surgimento até estudos recentes, a mı́dia

comunitária tem se caracterizado pela ênfase na participação dos cidadãos na criação de mensa-

gens disseminadas e nos processos de mudança social que elas promovem.

KEY WORDS: Civil society – Participation; Technology – ICT; Aid – Capacity development

The controversial and polysemic concept of development: an overview

Wolfgang Sachs suggests that, like a majestic lighthouse leading seamen to the shore,

the idea of development guided emerging countries following World War II. Sachs proposes

that,

“No matter whether democracies or dictatorships, the countries of the South

proclaimed development as their primary aspiration, after they had been freed from

colonial subordination. Four decades later, governments and citizens alike still have

their eyes fixed on this light flashing just as far away as ever: every effort and every

sacrifice is justified in reaching the goal, but the light keeps on receding into the

dark” (1992, 1)

From a more analytical perspective, Alfonso Dubois (2007) notes that there is no single, settled

definition of the concept of development, which has been debated uninterruptedly from differ-

ent and often diverging approaches. Because of its contested nature, when studying develop-

ment it is important to follow its conceptual construction; to study its genealogy in order to

analyse the ways in which the successive stages of the capitalist world-system have crystallised

as layers of meaning. Dubois (2007, 74) raises two issues for consideration when studying the

concept of development which we share:

† It is a historical concept, and therefore it is necessary to take into account the evolution of

its subsequent definitions in the context of the rationalities and values prevailing in each

period.

† It is also a future-bound category, since when development priorities are decided a vision of a

desired future is being articulated.

Some researchers (Escobar 1998; Berzosa and Sampedro 1996; Sen 1998) have formulated a

critical genealogy of the term development as constructed through Western interests, paying

special attention to the period after World War II. For Escobar, development’s historical

roots are to be found in the political rearrangements of that period. The notions of underdeve-

lopment and Third World appear then as part of a process through which the West sought to

redefine itself and its relationship with the rest of the world, particularly the Eastern powers.

The invention of development within the frame of the Truman Doctrine was linked to the

expansionist project of the USA, and more broadly of the West, in their attempt to halt the

potential advance of the Eastern powers. Moreover, in its initial formulations development

was coupled with economic growth. In addition, the project’s instrumental rationality
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granted a salvaging role to the transfer of technology to the Third World, presenting it as a pre-

sumably aseptic and neutral way for social engineers to design the future of underdeveloped

nations. Such discourse denotes some of the distinct traits characteristic of the modernising

approach that we analyse in what follows.

Having noted these preliminary issues, we will now focus on two main elements. On the one

hand, we will consider the central role of participation within Communication for Development,

particularly when in the early 1990s the term became part of the new conceptualisations that

were arising by then, i.e. Participatory Communication for Development. On the other hand,

we will analyse how such participatory dimension is played out in the communicational

praxis of community media.

Development and communication for development models

It is possible to establish links between the successive stages and views of development in the

past 60 years and the ideas of communication intrinsic to them. Servaes (2003) proposes three

phases in the modern history of development and discusses the corresponding views of com-

munication and its practice.

1. Modernisation (from 1945 to 1965)

The modernisation paradigm presupposes that poverty is caused by the Third World countries’

isolation from the values and social well-being which are characteristic of advanced societies.

Modernisation is predicated on the transfer of technology and of a socio-political culture from

developed societies to traditional societies. Servaes and Malikhao (2005) consider such a view

of development to be economic-oriented. Development is seen as a unilinear and evolutionary

process, which can be observed and measured in quantitative terms as imbalances between

poor/traditional and rich/modern societies.

This economic-oriented view of development, understood as a modernisation process that

follows successive stages, is theoretically grounded in the work of Walt Whitman Rostow, par-

ticularly The Stages of Economic Growth (1961). The five stages that Rostow proposes are:

1. The traditional society. Built around a subsistence economy, with scarce commercial and

financial activity, and structured around traditional production methods.

2. The preconditions for take-off. Such preconditions are, among others, the specialisation of

work, the generation of surplus, an increase in commerce, and an incipient transport infra-

structure.

3. The take-off. The levels of industrialisation increase, leading to the displacement of workers

from the primary sector. The political and social institutions that promote industrialisation

are strengthened.

4. The drive to maturity. Technological innovation allows for a higher diversification of the

economy and the goods and services available.

5. The age of high-mass consumption. Industries producing durable consumer goods prolifer-

ate, with an important growth of the service industries.

From such perspective, development is equated with growth, and analogous to an organic,

immanent, directional, cumulative, and irreversible trajectory. Economic growth, in turn, is

seen as connected with the advancement of societies. The implementation of scientific-technical

innovations applied to productive activities is understood to lead to the modernisation of social

institutions and ways of life of a given population.
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From the perspective of the modernising approach, mass media and information technologies

are a means towards the diffusion of innovations, which help disseminate the messages devel-

oped in the North among an audience that must be persuaded to adopt set development strat-

egies. As noted by Manuel Chaparro (2002, 57), within such a perspective, Everett Rogers’

book The Diffusion of Innovations (1962), alongside the writings of Schramm, act as a “New

Testament” of development policies, which promote the incorporation of new ideas into tra-

ditional social systems as a strategy to improve living standards.

Rogers (1962) studies attitudes towards innovation based on the assumption that the perception

of an idea or technology in terms of its newness, or degree of novelty, will determine the reaction

to it. The diffusion of innovations is the process by which an idea is communicated through

certain channels, over a specific period of time, among members of a given social system. On

the basis of people’s inclination to change, Rogers establishes the following categories: innova-

tors, early adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards. According to Rogers, when these

profiles are plotted over time, the graphic representation is an S-shaped curve.

At first adoption of innovation is slow and takes place within a minority (2–5%), but once

such a minority starts harnessing communication channels in order to influence the beliefs of

the overall population and generate positive attitudes towards change, the amount of people

in favour of technological change increases, and the rhythm of diffusion of innovations

within the social fabric speeds up. The role granted to opinion leaders by both Rogers and

Schramm is crucial, in agreement with the functionalist and behaviourist principles of mass

communication research.

Critiques of this model and its proponents came from, amongst others, Luis Ramiro Beltrán

(1985), who noted in all of them an exaggerated belief in the qualities of the mass media as

agent of social change, derived from the fact that they envisioned their profession as a form of

social engineering, with an almost magical power to persuade the masses to adopt modernisation.

It can be said that the historical experience following the introduction of the difussionist

model in the so-called Third World was a failed one, in that it did not serve the purpose of redu-

cing inequalities. The clearly exogenous approach cast a development model conceived of in

the North on social, historical, economic, and cultural contexts that were different. Rostow’s

“Non-Communist Manifesto” failed primarily because development is not a train that invari-

ably passes the same stations.

2. The dependency approach (from 1965 until the mid-1980s)

The countries of the so-called Third World, situated in the periphery of the dominant world

system, identified the contradictions characteristic of a set of modernisation processes that

built development at the centre at the expense of exporting underdevelopment to the periphery.

Dependency theory unveiled the deceit implied in Rostow’s proposition that underdevelopment

was a stage, and challenged the grounds of the modernisation model. The theory of dependency

laid the foundation for a structural model of analysis of underdevelopment from the vantage

point of the periphery. This new structuralist outlook on international economic relationships

involving centre and periphery was Latin America’s answer to North American functionalism

and the modernisation approach.

As regards communication, the 1970s signalled the failure of the development policies pro-

moted until then, as well as the confrontation between two distinct models of communication

for development at odds with each other: modernisation and dependency. Latin America was

at the centre of the struggle. The modernisation model that had been imposed on the region

was undemocratic, and Latin American researchers were the first to challenge it and promote

a change, with Luis Ramiro Beltrán as a leading figure of this critical move (Chaparro 2002, 58).
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In the 1970s, starting with the initial critique of Venezuelan communicator Antonio Pasquali

(1963), and through the work of Juan Dı́az Bordenave, Joao Bosco Pinto, and Francisco Gutiér-

rez, inspired by Paulo Freire’s ideas, a new critical understanding of communication was articu-

lated in Latin America. Its main characteristics were:

1. Overall change in the social structure is the basic prerequisite to achieve a truly democratic

human development.

2. Technological advancements in agriculture and other productive sectors do not lead to devel-

opment per se, and might even hinder it if they further strengthen conservative dominant

elites.

3. Communication does not naturally engender national development, and often goes against it,

in favour of the minorities which control government.

4. Communication is subject to the organisational arrangements predominant within society to

such an extent that it can hardly be expected to act independently in favour of deep and wide

social transformation (Beltrán 1985, 79–80).

During this period, a proposal for a “New International Economic Order” was put forward,

out of which grew the idea of a “New World Information and Communication Order”. In the

context of a critical view of development, communication was thought about as part of a

wider social transformation project. Against the functionalist view of the mass communication

research approach, which fragmented and isolated the components of the communicative

process following Laswell’s model, a contextualised and encompassing perspective was

reinstated. In 1976, both the UNESCO meeting in Costa Rica and the Non-Aligned Symposium

on Information in Tunis were crucial for the consolidation of the communicational alternative

advocated by the non-aligned countries. The goal was to place communication strategies at the

service of development from a nationalist approach to politics aimed at achieving social eman-

cipation.

In 1975, the Dag Hammarskjöld Report on Development and International Cooperation

gained centre stage in the debate of theoretical approaches to development. Entitled “What

Now: Another Development”, the report proposed a new conceptual framework for analysing

development, understood from an integrating perspective as an ecological, cultural, social,

economic, institutional, and political process. As noted by Quarry and Ramı́rez (2009), the

report underscored the importance of dialogue and of conceptualising development as the

release of the creative energy of people within countries or regions.

Servaes (2003) values several elements of dependency theory. First, he notes its global

approach to development, which makes it possible to go beyond the limited and fragmented

analyses posed by modernisation. Moreover, he highlights the role of external factors and

centre-periphery relationships in the advancement of development policies for disadvantaged

regions. The periphery’s underdevelopment cannot be understood nor solved if the inter-

relationship between periphery and centre, and the type of development pushed forward by

the centre, are not taken into account. On the other hand, McAnany, among other authors,

notes that dependency theory is weak in that, while its diagnosis of the problem is accurate,

the solutions it proposes are inadequate. Critical revisions of dependency theory would give

way to the multiplicity approach.

3. The multiplicity approach (from the 1980s to date)

This new conceptualisation of development emphasises cultural identity and multi-dimensionality.

The emerging world context is affected by multiple crises – economic, financial, social, political,

moral, ecologic – as noted by Ulrich Beck (1992) in Risk Society: Towards A New Modernity.
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According to this theoretical framework, centre and periphery must be studied both separately and

in their multiple relationships, in multiple levels: global, national, and local. Put briefly, develop-

ment must lead to structural change, and for that to be possible, transformations are required on

several levels.

In the 1980s, new takes on development proliferated, adding adjectives to the noun in an

attempt to compensate for its history of limitations and ambiguities. References to “sustainable

development” began with the so-called Brundtland Report, “Our Common Future”, released in

1987. The report prepared the ground for the United Nations Conference on Environment and

Development, held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP), in turn, coined the term “human development” to refer to the process that allows

the expansion and amplification of people’s capabilities and life choices. Reductionist

approaches to the concept of development which stress its economic dimensions are criticised,

while the importance of human capital is highlighted. This definition resonates with the work of

Amartya Sen (1998), who understands development as a process that must lead to the expansion

of people’s freedoms.

It is important to note that the relevance assigned to cultural matters in the multiplicity

approach as proposed by Servaes makes it possible to rediscover participation as a central

element both in communicative and socio-political terms. However, it is important to note

that an excessive emphasis on culture, if isolated, might lead to escapist positions that

neglect the political and structural dimensions of communication. The return to culture

during the 1980s could be read as a search for shelter from the politicisation of prior

decades, as noted by Neveu and Mattelart (2003).

During the post-McBride period the New World Information and Communication Order was

forgotten. The newly elected president of the United States, Ronald Reagan, soon adopted a

series of measures to counteract UNESCO’s approach to communication during the 1970s.

In 1983 the USA announced its withdrawal from UNESCO, to be seconded by the UK

shortly after. Both governments argued that the UN agency was supposedly attacking the

freedom of the press as their reason to withdraw from UNESCO.

The backlash characteristic of the 1980s continued into the 1990s with the new world order

imposed by global capitalism. Still in progress, this period started in 1991 with the Clinton

administration and its project to build an ‘information superhighway’. The new development

directives were in line with the expansionist turn of the USA in the early 1990s, as evidenced

in the Gulf War and the Washington Consensus. Neoliberal policies imply a series of prescrip-

tive measures: public expenditure reduction, the liberalisation of interest rates and international

commerce, privatisation, deregulation, and tax reform, among others. As regards telecommuni-

cations, such prescriptive measures led to the privatisation, deregulation, and concentration of

media, progressively intensified over time.

Given this context, and to highlight the structural transformations that have taken place

worldwide, the approaches identified by Servaes can be complemented with the periodisation

proposed by Francisco Sierra (2004, 94–5), which pays particular attention to systemic and pol-

itical changes in the communication terrain. For Sierra, the following stages of dominant

models of the world information system can be identified.

1. The diplomatic era (1945–73). Media were understood as strategically supportive of North

American foreign policy, and also as components of the national security doctrine aimed at

defending North American interests and way of life.

2. The crisis of the dependency world system, also known as the Third World turn (1973–80).

Southern countries challenged the communication world order and its imbalances in light of

the need for local development in disadvantaged countries.
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3. A restructuring of North American hegemony (1980–91) led by the conservative movement

launched in the UK and the USA by Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. The doctrine of

the free flow of information was enforced.

4. The “new world order” imposed by global capitalism (from 1991 to date). A new infor-

mation infrastructure was promoted by Al Gore and adopted by the Group of Seven (G7)

as the doctrine framework for the construction of a worldwide telecommunication network.

Having looked into two periodisations of development models and related communicative

practices, we will now consider the specific characteristics of the Participatory Communication

for Development approach.

Participatory development and participatory communication in the 1990s

During the 1990s, the need to qualify the term development endured as an effort to overcome

the limitations and errors of previous periods. Human development, the notion promoted by

UNDP, highlighted the fact that development processes should be participatory. According

to Hamelink (2000), the characteristics of human development are:

1. Equitable access to resources.

2. Sustainable resources and institutions.

3. The procurement and dissemination of knowledge aimed at rendering human beings

responsible.

4. Participation.

As suggested by Juan Carlos Miguel de Bustos (2007), the fourth component of this new

approach is participation, understood both as a fundamental element of the human development

paradigm and as a means towards an end. From the perspective of communication research, this

period is devoted to reviewing and assessing the frameworks used in academic work concerning

communication for development.

One of the most extensive and systematic revisions was undertaken by Jo Ellen Fair (1989).

In her doctoral work, Fair analysed 224 studies of communication and development published

between 1958 and 1986, a period of optimism and great interest in communication’s potential to

promote development policies under the influence of Lerner’s diffusion and modernisation

theses. Proponents of communication for development are confident that the introduction of

media in underdeveloped societies will lead to individual and social transformations that will

allow the passage from traditional societies to modern societies.

In ensuing work undertaken with Hemant Shah (Fair and Shah 1998), Fair incorporated into

her historical revision the period from 1987 to 1996, in which Lerner’s approach is no longer the

predominant paradigm. Instead, participatory development is the framework more frequently

used, and there is greater diversity among the theoretical models employed.

In subsequent years, research which revises the communication for development models

implicit in a series of theoretical frameworks and implemented projects was undertaken by

Nancy Morris (2003). Morris analysed 23 articles and fieldwork reports based on the diffusion

model and 13 articles and fieldwork reports based on the participation model.

A third revision which summarises and systematises the models of communication for devel-

opment found both in historical and recent research was undertaken by Chilean researcher

Carlos del Valle (2007), who focused on the research produced by the most important Latin

American authors in the field of participatory communication.

Del Valle revised a theoretical collection including work by 14 core authors: Rosa Marı́a Alfaro,

Sally Burch, Manuel Calvelo, Antoni Castells, Andrés Geerts, Alfonso Gumucio-Dagron, Gabriel
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Kaplún, Claudia Magallanes, Jesús Martı́n Barbero, Armand Mattelart, José Ignacio Porras, José

Manuel Ramos, and Clemencia Rodrı́guez. He frames considerations of participatory communi-

cation in the context of development and notes two problematic issues:

† Power, inasmuch as participatory democracy displaces power and relocates decision-making.

† Identification, in that, in order to exercise their right to participation, communities need to

regain their capability to self-organise and their cultural dynamics.

In this context, referring to participatory communication implies a series of shifts, from:

† a vertical to a horizontal logic.

† products to processes.

† short term to long term proposals.

† individual to collective dynamics.

† the conditions imposed by donors to the communities’ needs.

† access to participation.

† diffusion and instruction to communication and education (del Valle 2007, 19).

Del Valle, according to researchers Gumucio-Dagron and Tufte (2006), summarised his

research by way of a conceptual map that makes it possible to discern the multi-dimensional

relationships between participatory communication and the transformations required in terms

of power structures, the discourses and practices of social organisations, the processes intrinsic

to participatory democracies and social mobilisations – to name but the most important.

Which reformulations took place within the field of communication for development during

the 1990s? It is a period characterised by crossroads, during which the theoretical and practical

approaches from previous decades are scrutinised. Hemer and Tufte (2005) note that it is a time

when technologies evolve, societies undergo intense processes of transformation, and the

effects of globalisation have an impact on multiple levels. Such circumstances also influence

communication for development as a tool and as a subfield of communication studies which

focuses on social change processes.

More recently, evaluation reports of communication for development projects and

programmes, such as that coordinated by Lennie and Tacchi (2011), identified a series of

main components that need to be redirected if development objectives are to be accomplished

effectively. Lennie and Tacchi establish the benefits of alternative approaches, but also

acknowledge the need to be realistic about the feasibility of fully implementing such

approaches within a hierarchical structure and organisational culture usually hostile to their

transformational potential.

Having looked into the impetus gained by the participatory approach from the 1990s, in what

follows we present a definition of communication for development which incorporates both the

more classical claims and the new contributions of the critical approach to this communica-

tional perspective aimed at social change. For Francisco Sierra (2006, 27)

“Communication for development is the applied research aimed at studying, analysing and

planning policies and models for communication for social change through the integration

of the public information and communication systems, as well as the technological

resources and popular culture, towards local community action and management, thus

socializing the resources for group and collective expression and identity among social

networks”.

From this perspective, the theoretical-methodological knowledge and practical evaluation of

this scientific field comprises:
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1. Communicational policies and their impact upon processes of integration and socio-cultural

development.

2. The solidary and balanced forms of support for local culture through the media and informa-

tional mediation.

3. Participation and cultural democracy in the creation of citizenship.

4. The planning of social and participatory communication networks for endogenous

development.

5. Alternative communication and the organisation of community media towards mobilisation

and the collective appropriation of the social habitat.

6. Popular communication and education.

7. The appropriation of the conventional technologies and media by social movements.

8. The strategic planning of communication for social change.

This conceptualisation of communication for social change overcomes both the modernis-

ation and cultural approaches, and situates techno-communicative practices within a horizon

of local and global transformations which encompasses the critical networks formed by admin-

istrations and the so-called third sector. Communication is understood as closely connected to

the practice of democracy and the reformulation of models of democracy consistent with socio-

political and technological transformations.

In the following section we discuss how participatory communication for development as a

new approach materialises in practice in the specific case of community media.

Community media as drivers of participatory communication for
development

Communication for development in general, and community media in particular, constitute a

paradigmatic reference to praxis, as defined by Paulo Freire (1970). For Freire, praxis

implies reflection upon and action on the world in order to transform it, and presupposes the

integration of reflection and action in the context of transformative educational and communi-

cative action. This double move – practical and theoretical – can be applied to participatory

communication for development, which arises as a communication practice which will in

turn be theorised.

A pioneering experience within this field took place in the 1940s with parallel radio initiat-

ives in Colombia and Bolivia. Radio Sutatenza (1947), in Colombia, was the first community

radio, created by the Catholic priest José Joaquı́n Salcedo as a popular education initiative. In

turn, the miners’ radio promoted by the Union Federation of Bolivian Mine Workers (Fed-

eración Sindical de Trabajadores Mineros de Bolivia, FSTMB) was created in Bolivia in

1949. The Bolivian experience was studied in the 1970s as a model for democratic and par-

ticipatory communication. For Gumucio-Dagron (2003), the Bolivian case is paradigmatic,

because the type of alternative communication proposed by the project rested upon the

appropriation of available communicative tools for the benefit of marginalised sectors of

society.

The concept of community media goes beyond the instrumental and technological connota-

tions of the term. Community media are not merely a matter of instruments. Appropriation

implies reclaiming the centrality of citizenship in the communicational process, particularly

as regards content production and media management.

In Europe, a report prepared by Peter Lewis (2008) for the European Council endorses the

role of community media in promoting social cohesion, particularly in the context of intensified

migratory processes which is characteristic of global capitalism.
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What seems to generate a strong consensus among researchers is the specific and differentiat-

ing logic of community media. In the face of the mercantilistic logic characteristic of the com-

mercial media and of state intervention through the governmental-public media, community

media operates from the logic of social appropriation, as noted by Michel Sénecal:

“This logic, predicated upon social change, is embodied by social and cultural movements

through resistance and protest. Such minorities fight for the right to information and com-

munication, but also for every other fundamental democratic right – health, work, access

to housing, the situation of women, urban struggles, environmental concerns, anti-nuclear

efforts, pacifist concerns, the situation of homosexuals, etc.) . . . Rather than gaining access

to the media and making their voices heard among the choir of the powerful and of those

assigned the task of ‘speaking for’ others, they seek to bring in new ways of communicat-

ing, and at times simply to build a web of attachments through producing a newspaper or a

videogram.” (Sénecal 1986, 62)

In Sénecal’s analysis it is possible once again to read an analogical relationship with the three

sectors identified by Nerfin. A characteristic of the ‘communicational’ third sector is that it pro-

motes proposals driven by the logic of social appropriation. Such an approach implies connect-

ing communicational work with those social processes that lead to conquering wider spaces and

achieving better democratic quality. This is a logic that emphasises processes (Mario Kaplún

1998) and the ties and networks built, rather than the intrinsic quality of the communicational

products. In his concluding remarks, Sénecal (1986, 150) hits a raw nerve in drawing attention

to the risks and limitations that have become apparent within community media, namely the

infatuation triggered by technological instruments and the sidelining of the communicative

and political project of democratising communication:

“It is high time that alternative communication stops being defined exclusively by the

instruments utilized, as done with the expression ‘alternative media’ opposed to mass

media. Beyond the instruments or resources, a definition of alternative communication

should rather correspond to a larger project, aimed at democratizing public expression,

at fulfilling the right to produce our own information, at making possible an alternative

praxis in the field of communication and media.”

Unfortunately, the history of community media does not suggest a full coherence between the

label ‘alternative media’ and a commitment to forwarding processes that will democratise com-

munication. Too many times alternative media initiatives have monopolised expression and

practiced one or another ‘banking’ form of communication. Aware of this problem, Rafael

Roncagliolo (1999, cited in Chaparro 2002) prefers to talk about alterative media instead, in

that their main goals are to alter the existing social order and concern themselves with alterity

or otherness. Roncagliolo’s is a lucid, critical approach, which centres upon the social impact of

community media on citizens, highlighting its ability to democratise communication and revi-

talise participation – especially through communicative mediations which are in turn social

mediations towards the integration of excluded sectors and collectives.

In a more explicit way, Nicolas Jankowski (2002, 7) lists the specific traits that can be used to

characterise community media:

1. Their goals, aimed at offering relevant information as required, in order to address the need

of the members of their communities and empowering the weakest sectors.

2. Their ownership and control, oftentimes shared by neighbours, the local government, and

grassroots organizations.

3. Their contents, locally produced and geared towards local needs.
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4. Their form of production, undertaken by non-professional voluntary workers.

5. Their audiences, predominantly local, small-scale, and geographically circumscribed to a

specific area – except for electronic networks of community media, which are more dis-

persed and have a wider reach.

6. Their financing, which usually implies a certain amount of support via public funding as well

as a certain extent of advertising, although the financing model is not for profit.

Jankowski’s list allows us to see that it is not enough to change the type of content in order to

set up a form of alternative community media. Changes must also be made to the ownership

structure, which should be surrendered to social movements for self-management. Moreover,

financial sources and production processes must be distinctively different from the commercial

and governmental media models.

Peter Lewis (1993) goes one step further in outlining those elements that characterise alterna-

tive media, and raises an important question: ‘alternative to what other possibilities?’ The

common answer is that community media propose an alternative model against the dominant

media. From that perspective, their alternativeness should be made evident by a series of factors.

1. The reason for starting them up is far from commercial motivations and responds instead to

humanitarian, cultural, or educational goals.

2. The organisational structure, which must be different.

3. The professional practices, which allow the involvement of volunteers and ordinary people,

and which are ruled by criteria for the selection on themes and approaches different from

commercial forms.

4. The relationship with their audiences is different from the types of interaction proposed by

commercial and governmental media. The aims of alternative media are defined by their

very audiences. Moreover, their audiences are different too in terms of their socio-demo-

graphic profile, e.g. youth, women, rural populations, etc.

5. The research methodology used to study them.

At present, the so-called new technologies – particularly smartphones, social media, and web 2.0

– have reopened the can of worms of myths and utopias concocted throughout the history of the field

of communication for development. In order to reflect critically about the ways of thinking about

communication, development, and new technologies within a predominantly neoliberal perspec-

tive, it is essential to take into consideration the work of Gumucio-Dagron and Tufte (2006),

which systematises and problematises the most significant historical and contemporary readings

in the field. In turn, recent scholarship by Downing (2009) on community media and by Carpentier

(2011) on media and participation open thought-provoking theoretical pathways to restate the pos-

sibilities that community media offer in order to mobilise processes of social change.

Conclusions

This paper traces a path for analysing the construction of the theoretical field of communication

for development and explores its materialisation in the case of community media. One of the

purposes has been to highlight the strategic relevance of participation, both in the past and at

present, and in terms of theory-building and practice. From a conceptualisation of communi-

cation that draws on the work of Paulo Freire, it is possible that the gap between theory and

practice can be bridged once we understand praxis both as a reflexive form of practice and a

form of reflecting that must necessarily lead to practice. Such an approach would make it poss-

ible to overcome, on the one hand, those reductionist approaches that confine theoretical work

to a sterile academicism void of social impact, and on the other hand those forms of activism
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lacking a reflexive distance from their practice that would allow them to systematise the com-

municational realities in which they are embedded.

Participatory communication for development gained momentum in the 1990s, but cannot be

fully understood without linking it back to the so-called Freirean connection (Richards, Thomas,

and Nain 2001), which by the late 1960s questioned the unidirectional orientation of the devel-

opment and communication models imposed by Northern powers on the Latin American

context. This paper contends that a historiographic approach to the communication for develop-

ment field, intent on identifying continuities and discontinuities, is crucial to respond to the hege-

monic postmodern approaches that tend to focus on the present and delink it from past

emancipatory traditions and future transformative horizons. Constantly reinventing the present

and ignoring the value of past contributions for tackling current contradictions and challenges

makes it difficult, or even impossible, to promote long term processes of change.

Ultimately, situating participation at the centre of new conceptualisations of communication

for development and new practices implies committing ourselves to dialogic models as the most

coherent and relevant for promoting social emancipation. But that is not enough. As a central

category, participation must also find its way into the management and organisation of the new

citizen or community media, and into the methodologies used for designing and assessing com-

municative practice. All things considered, participation must go beyond the boundaries of the

communicational and technological field and imbue the entirety of transformative social prac-

tices connected to communicational initiatives.

Note

1. Article translated to English from the original Spanish version by Florencia Enghel (PhD candidate in

Media and Communication, Karlstad University, Sweden).
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