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FIGURE 1: PRESIDENT OF A WOMEN’S GROUP LEADS DISCUSSION IN A COMMUNITY DIALOGUE WORKSHOP [CREDIT: UNICEF] 

Written by C4D Network, with thanks for the contributions of UNICEF Mali (Ndiaga Seck and Hawa Samake) 

and the support of UNICEF HQ Communication for Development Section. 

This case study looks at how community dialogue methods are used for a broad social mobilization approach. 

Inclusive Community Dialogue workshops are the cornerstone C4D element of UNICEF Mali’s peacebuilding 

interventions. They give local rootedness and community-led direction to UNICEF’s programming which spans 

education, child protection, health, and beyond. The core philosophy of these workshops is that they are led 

and owned by the community, which is represented by participants of all ages, ethnicities, religions and 

occupations. UNICEF’s role is to provide the platform for this challenging, delicate and highly generative 

dialogue to happen. 

Conflict Analysis 

Owing to its history of transient populations and its 

geographical location, Mali is home to multiple ethnicities, 

political factions and religions living side by side. The 

“hierarchical and fragmented nature of societies in Northern 

Mali”1 is characterised by “fictitious classifications” between 

sedentary vs nomadic farmers and between different skin 

colours, which have long been sources of antagonism. These 

divisions culminated in a complex crisis in 2012, in which famine 

was compounded by a coup d’état and the occupation of 

northern Mali by armed groups. Across northern Mali, violent 

attacks regularly took place, rape, armed attacks, kidnapping, 

the use of landmines and the forceful imposition of Sharia law. 

Attacks were launched by a range of local factions (rebel Tuareg 

groups and the Malian army) and foreign groups (jihadists, 

terrorists and separatists).   

Air raids and land operations were also carried out across northern Mail by the French army and the United 

Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission of Mali (MINUSMA) with the aim of ousting 

                                                           
1 UNHCR and IOM, August 2014 
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Figure 2: Map of conflict in Mali [credit: France24] 
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Islamist rebels. This armed conflict threatened Malians’ security, welfare, and access to basic social services, 

and pushed 140,000 refugees into neighbouring countries. Social divisions fuelled the internal displacement 

of a further 100,000 of Malians. 

This conflict has had a dangerous effect throughout the socio-ecological levels of Mali’s society:  

The psychosocial impacts of such conflict has considerably diminished the capacity of individuals, families 

and the community to take care of themselves and of others.2 These individuals, particularly children, are at 

increasing risk of developing mental health problems – such as depression or anxiety unmanageable anger 

and sadness, difficulty with eating or sleeping, aggression, withdrawal, or excessive dependence on 

caregivers.  

These conditions accentuate pre-existing problems of injustice and social inequality in Mali, and accelerate 

the deterioration of civic participation and support for community action. Some commentators see Mali’s 

conflict as a symptom of the “gradual erosion of certain societal rules” – of the cultural practice of “vivre 

ensemble” (living together) by prioritising the needs of the vulnerable, and sharing mutual trust.  

Over these critical years, Mali has also been lacking leadership as figures of power – from local leaders, to 

governments and policy makers – have themselves fled the violence, abandoning their stations. Promoting 

the wellbeing of young and adult victims of collective trauma therefore requires strengthening the 

capabilities of individuals, families, impacted communities and their leaders, in order to build their 

confidence as agents of change. 

“Experience has shown that in the midst of an attentive circle and safe community, most children recover 

and show remarkable resilience." (United Nations, 1996). 

Theory of Change 

UNICEF Mali theory of change maps a transformation of the lack of trust and cooperation that damages 

Mali’s social cohesion, and prevents communities from fully supporting and protecting their members.  

 

FIGURE 3: GRAPHIC THEORY OF CHANGE FOR INCLUSIVE COMMUNITY DIALOGUE [CRED: UNICEF MALI] 

 

C4D Strategies 

Preparation 

                                                           
2 Evaluation by Handicap International, January 2014 
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To select the regions and districts of Mali in which this peacebuilding programme would run, UNICEF Mali 

used the following criteria (respective sources given in parenthesis): 

o Areas most affected by the conflict (situational analyses and reports); 

o Areas with the highest numbers of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and returning refugees 

(UNHCR and IOM data); 

o Areas recording the highest numbers of children recruited into armed groups; 

o Areas that have benefited the least from humanitarian assistance through education, such as the 

accelerated programme for children out of school (UNICEF Education Cluster, MEN); 

o Areas with the most children and school-aged adolescents (MEN, Education Cluster); 

o Schools in areas that have recorded a drop in the conflict; 

o The area’s accessibility, in terms of safety zones. 

Having selected Gao (in northern Mali) as a city fulfilling the most of these criteria, UNICEF staff spent a 

week in the region around Gao in order to more carefully research its context and to prepare logistics for 

the planned interventions. The inclusive community dialogue workshops were then scheduled to take 

place over two consecutive days, happening shortly before the school-year started and schools opened in 

the south. The organisational structure of the workshops was framed in the following way: 

Facilitators: Traditional Leaders 

Funders: UNICEF Mali 

Conveners: Regional Education Directorate (l’Academie d’Enseignement Regionale) – who were 

also in charge of sharing evidence of the impact of conflict: on education, on out-of-school youth, 

on the incidence of violence among children of different ethnic groups, and on levels of fear. 

In total, there were nine inclusive community dialogues at regional and district levels, including 

communities in Gao and Kidal. 

Mode of Inclusive Participation 

    

FIGURE 4: RELIGIOUS LEADERS AND POLITICAL LEADERS SPEAK SIDE BY SIDE IN THE INCLUSIVE COMMUNITY DIALOGUE 

The 100 participants in the workshop were of all ages and from all parts of community: this was an unusual 

mix for the participants, seeing– for example – women talking alongside traditional leaders. Ensuring that a 

‘dialogue’ of such scale remained inclusive, was a notable challenge. Those participants who didn’t speak in 

plenary, spoke in group sessions, to provide an opportunity for everyone to contribute.  Children in 

attendance performed a play to cool the atmosphere at moments of particularly heated debate. By 

dramatizing local conflict, the narrative of the children’s play served as a mirror of their community, 

reflecting tensions and conflicts that were so common. 

Conflict resolution approaches had to be applied throughout the process. A returned Mayor – who had fled 

his community for over two years ago owing to the threat of violence – was held to account by community 
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leaders. “Why did you leave? How can we listen to you?” they demanded; to which the Mayor answered 

that now he was back, he would accept all sanctions upon him and would accept all decisions that were 

made by the community leaders. Though UNICEF had ‘organised’ the workshop, they too respected the 

community leaders’ decision as most important, and allowed these leaders to decide whether UNICEF staff 

would be allowed in the room. The leaders granted this permission, on account of the fact that UNICEF were 

the only organisation who had remained present in the region during the conflict (they had sent staff and 

equipment and helped with sanitation drives).  

Setting an Agenda 

The first step was to collaboratively decide 

the agenda: participants contributed their 

ideas, before a final agenda was proposed 

to the elders for approval. Though the 

elders were initially dismissive of the 

workshop, this act of referring to their 

authority helped to win their trust, and it 

was ultimately elders who stayed on for 

lengthier discussions, even after the end of 

the two-day workshop.  

The aim of this agenda was to structure a 

process for participants to make a 

Community Action Plan for contributing to 

peacebuilding in their communities. The 

only guidance that UNICEF laid down was 

that this plan should be simple, and that 

the community should be able to 

implement it themselves. Once this 

workshop had taken place at a regional 

level, it was then replicated at district level 

– with more local participants – who 

discussed and validated these action plans 

for their own context. 

Collaborative Community Action Plan 

In the last days of each community dialogue workshop, the dialogues and negotiations culminated in the 

construction of a Community Action Plan. Through their local specificity, these plans acted as a participatory 

conflict analysis to which multiple community members contributed their priorities and ideas. 

Within the Action Plans, aiming to bring together different community actors the collaborative activities 

set out, were:  

 Radio stations working with mosques, by interviewing religious leaders and broadcasting their 

speeches;  

 Music and visual artists working with youth organisations and using public marketplaces to perform 

their productions;  

 Accountability systems between listeners and radio stations, calling broadcasters to stop 

exacerbating conflict by prioritizing profit-making over truthful programming; 

Figure 5: Extracat from of an agenda for an inclusive community dialogue 
in Gao, discussing the issue of childrens' return to school 
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 Advocating to decision-makers and religious leaders to articulate commitments to community 

peace; 

 School management and other community actors becoming an informal network of law 

enforcement officers to establish and sustain inclusive social dialogue for the resolution of disputes 

in their circle of influence; 

 Women, and mothers of those involved in Student Associations, playing a greater role in promoting 

peace in communities. 

These interventions aimed to consolidate community efforts and to build a culture of peace, in order to 

address the need for social cohesion among communities and between the ethnic groups that live together.  

Emerging Results & Impact  

Monitoring and Evaluation Methodology 

Community ‘auto-evaluation’ was the main monitoring mechanism put in place for the project. Traditional 

leaders were given responsibility to follow up on and monitor the planned activities in their own 

communities. This somewhat informal mechanism was important for the project – which worked iteratively, 

rather than relying on extensive forward-planning – to grant communities the time they needed to work 

together and to regain confidence. More structured M&E systems are now being developed by UNICEF for 

this programme. 

  

FIGURE 6: PARTICIPANTS IN COMMUNITY DIALOGUES ACROSS MALI 

 Outputs 

 9 community dialogue meetings were held in the project districts.  

 A total of approximately 1,000 participants in community dialogues in total, with approximately 100 

participants in each meeting 

 Approximately 30,000 children were helped to get access to school 

 5 regions hosted community dialogues that were a catalyst to position partners to think about 

strategies for school opening. 

 A total of 24,280 community actors and 2,720 members of school communities (across 340 target 
schools) were strengthened to host inclusive community dialogues and support peacebuilding 
efforts. 

Impact 

 167 out of 454 schools that were closed during the crisis, were reopened. This was made possible 

by communities playing a more active role in inclusive dialogue as a means of resolving their 

differences peacefully 
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 Community leaders committed to strengthening frameworks for resolving conflict locally with both 

traditional and more formal mechanisms,  

 Children played a notable part as agents of change for the adoption of peaceful behaviours. This 

agency has been publicized through readings of their own poems at cultural events, for example, 

and through TV spots with young actors (see Figure 6). 

 

Lessons Learned 

Key Facilitating Factors 

Though it is uncommon in Mali to have children’s 

as powerful actors in the community, results were 

soon seen from the decision to make young 

people the agents of change. Change began when 

adults saw children talking publically and 

confidently about peace matters. The children 

spoke very frankly, and did not shy away from 

calling adults to stabilize their lives. This underlines 

the importance of hearing children’s voices in the 

peacebuilding process, and the valuable openness 

that they can bring. Children also played a major 

role in enforcing norms and reminding behaviours. 

When school was closed and their education put 

in danger, for example, children reminded adults 

that the norms of their day-to-day lives were not 

being respected. Through poem recitals and theatre in cultural events following the community dialogues, 

children kept the importance of education on the agenda, while claiming their imperative to see peace 

restored and maintained. 

The Gao Community Dialogue workshops also confirmed the significant power of women’s voices in the 

region: it was noted that women were always consulted before any decision was taken. Women’s 

involvement in the peacebuilding process was therefore vital in helping to re-open schools, particularly 

through their efforts to take children to classes and to maintain their attendance. 

Key Challenges 

Before community dialogue workshops could begin, a critical security risk in some areas had to be carefully 

considered during the planning phase. Despite careful planning, a number of workshops were nonetheless 

delayed and some were even cancelled entirely. In these cases, alternative C4D strategies – such as door-

to-door family visits – had to be implemented instead. 

At one point during the workshops, one of the traditional leaders was compelled to stop the meeting 

because tensions had risen too high among certain participants in the room. Some of these tensions were 

around young people in attendance, who were well-known for having led the conflict in the towns during 

the armed occupation. Shouting and interrupting of debates was also a challenge, particularly early in the 

workshop proceedings – though this calmed down over the two days. Inter-ethnic tensions continued 

throughout the community’s implementation of the workshop plans. This made it difficult for all members 

of the community to gain confidence equally, and posed a particular challenge to women’s comfort with 

talking publically and with radios’ ability to broadcast freely.  

Figure 7: Young actors appear in a TV spot on the issue of 
children being unable to attend school 
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Throughout the intervention, the absence of a stable government made implementation and coordination 

difficult. The Regional Education Directorate repeatedly had to rely on local organisations and individuals, 

without broader support. 

Conclusions 

The workshops in Gao confirmed the importance of discussing the legitimacy of leadership, and – more 

specifically – of granting this leadership to the community. UNICEF Mali were neutral actors throughout the 

process, consulting the community and building opportunities for them to share. In a presentation at one of 

the workshops, UNICEF portrayed themselves as blind, looking for the right hand (from the community) to 

be led by 
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