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Abstract 

The focus of this paper is on community empowerment for sustainable development. The 

data is based on empirical/primary research carried out during the process of sustainable 

(community) development implemented between 1998 and 2018.  The paper shares the 

experience of one rural village in Narok County of Kenya, which started with relief food, zero 

number of toilets, no roads, no electricity, no school, no clinic and basically pursuing a 

subsistence life style rampant with poverty.  At the same time, the village was rich with 

resources, including land, rivers, forests, cattle, sheep, goats, donkeys and human resources.  

Using the ABCD approach to community empowerment, the village began to change and the 

people transformed their life styles to produce domestic and market foods, to build toilets 

at every home, to demand roads from local authorities and to construct some for 

themselves, to light up their homes with solar and the main power grid, to build a school 

from ECD to class 8 with day and boarding facilities, to construct a community-based health 

care and clinic, and to shift their paradigm of rearing livestock for social prestige to one that 

accommodates social as well as economic market forces.  The ABCD stands for two 

approaches: the first is Assets Based Community Development (originating from 

appreciative inquiry theory) in which the community is empowered to use their own 

resources prudently and to seek outside help sparingly.  The second is Achieving Balanced 

Community Development in which poverty is alleviated, the environment is protected and 

relationships are being reconciled: community people intra and inter relations, and with 

God and the planet.  These two ABCD approaches allow the Olepolos community to achieve 

their selected SDGs and the thematic areas as summarized above, and to continue on their 

transformational journey which began in August 1998.     

Introduction and Background 

In 1904, the Maasai were moved from their Rift Valley floor in the Naivasha-Nakuru area 

with plenty of water, salt, grass and other natural resources. The British colonial 

government pushed them to the Rumuruti-Laikipia area so that investors from Britain, 

South Africa and other countries allied to the UK at the time. The land grabbing appetite of 
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the new settlers was not contained by the Rift Valley floor space. They put pressure on the 

colonial administrators to open up more grasslands for them. So, in 1911 there was another 

push-out for the Maasai from the Rumuruti-Nanyuki-Laikipia areas to Southern Kenya, along 

the border of Kenya and Tanzania. Then a closed reserve was created in Narok and Kajiado 

Districts (now Counties) up until 1970. By 1913, the village of Olepolos (our case study 

location) was populated by the very families that were studied in 1998. During the study 

period, the population of Olepolos was about 500 rural pastoralist people living a 

subsistence lifestyle. That was the state of the village when discussions of community 

development began. We will return to this topic shortly. 

But first, let us give a bit of background of the Maasai and their worldview, before 1904.  It 

is thought that the Maasai's ancestors originated in North Africa, migrating south along the 

Nile Valley and arriving in Northern Kenya in the middle of the 15th century. They continued 

southward, conquering many ethnic groups in their path, extending through the Rift Valley 

and arriving in Tanzania at the end of 19th century. As they migrated, they attacked their 

neighbours and raided cattle. By the end of their journey, the Maasai had taken over almost 

all of the land in the Rift Valley as well as the adjacent land from Mount Marsabit to 

Dodoma, where they settled to graze their cattle. Tragedy struck the Maasai at the turn of 

the century. An epidemic of deadly diseases attacked and killed large numbers of the 

Maasai's animals. This was quickly followed by severe drought that lasted years. Over half of 

the Maasai and their animals perished during this period. Soon after, more than two thirds 

of the Maasai's land in Kenya was taken away by the British and the Kenyan government to 

create both ranches for settlers, and Kenya and Tanzania's wildlife reserves and national 

parks. The Amboseli National Park, Nairobi National Park, Maasai Mara Game Reserve, 

Samburu, Lake Nakuru, and Tsavo National Parks in Kenya and the Manyara, Ngorongoro, 

Tarangire and Serengeti Parks in Tanzania all stand on what was once the territory of the 

Maasai. 

The Maasai are a semi-nomadic people who lived under a communal land management 

system. The movement of livestock is based on seasonal rotation. Contrary to many claims 

made by outsiders, this communal land management system allows the Maasai to utilize 

resources in a sustainable manner. Each section manages its own territory. Under normal 

conditions, reserve pastures are fallowed and guarded by the warriors. However, if the dry 

season becomes especially harsh, sections boundaries are ignored and people graze animals 

throughout the land until the rainy season arrives. According to Maasai traditional land 

agreement, no one should be denied access to natural resources such as water and land. 

This was the situation of the village of Olepolos in 1998.  The community members were 

living in communal land tending their cattle, sheep and goats. They did not grow crops at 

that time. Their social, educational, religious, economic, political and health systems were 

influenced by what JS Mbiti calls the worldview of the African Traditional Religion (ATR). And 

http://www.kenya-information-guide.com/amboseli.html
http://www.kenya-information-guide.com/nairobi-national-park.html
http://www.kenya-information-guide.com/masai-mara.html
http://www.kenya-information-guide.com/samburu.html
http://www.kenya-information-guide.com/lake-nakuru-national-park.html
http://www.kenya-information-guide.com/tsavo-west.html
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within it, the Maasai plain nilotic and pastoralist pursuit determined their beliefs, norms, 

values and attitudes towards change.  

Appreciative Inquiry Approach and the Maasai of Olepolos Village 

Given the above description of the Maasai and Olepolos people, community members and 

their facilitators then wondered what the best sustainable development approach was that 

would bring about appropriate change.  Throughout the history of community development, 

interventions have matured from emptiness-based banking approach (Paulo Freire, 1969) to 

weakness-based problem-solving approach to strength-based appreciative inquiry approach 

(David Cooperrider, 1975). The first approach assumes that communities, such as, the 

Maasai are ‘’empty,’’ lacking capacities, assets, and other resources to develop themselves. 

They need to be mixed with other communities more or less like the WaArusha, an 

agricultural Maasai group that originated from the combination of the Maasai, Chagga, 

Meru and Pare communities in Tanzania. The second approach assumes that the Maasai are 

‘’half-empty,’’ or weak with a myriad of problems, that can be sorted with outside 

development handouts and aid money.  The third approach builds on existing community 

capacities and assets assumed to be present in every space of Maasailand. This asset-based 

approach assumes the glass is half-full, not empty, and not half-empty.  

In 1998, the village of Olepolos chose to use the appreciative inquiry approach to start the 

journey of sustainable community development. The appreciative inquiry (Ai) turned the 

problem-solving approach on its head. It focused on Olepolos community achievements 

rather than its problems, and went beyond community participation to foster inspiration at 

the village level. The best of ‘’what is’’ was identified in order to pursue dreams and 

possibilities of ‘’what could be.’’ Cooperatively, community members and their facilitators 

searched for the strengths, passions and life-giving forces within the Maasai socio-economic 

systems. Through interviews and affirmative questioning good news stories were collected 

and celebrated.  Stories that enhanced cultural identity, spirit and vision were gathered. In 

this discovery stage of appreciative inquiry, stories of what gives life were appreciated and 

recorded.  The core task in the Discovery phase for Olepolos was to appreciate the best of 

‘’what is’’ by focusing on peak moments of community excellence, when villagers 

experienced their community in its most alive and effective state. They identified unique 

conditions that made the high points possible: traditional leadership, communal 

relationships, values, land, livestock, strong culture, and resilience. They deliberately chose 

not to analyse deficits, but rather systematically sought to isolate and learn from even the 

smallest victories. They shared stories of exceptional accomplishments, discussed the core 

life-giving conditions of their community and deliberated upon the aspects of their history 

that they most value and want to enhance in the future. 
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In the Dream phase, Olepolos villagers with their facilitators challenged the status quo by 

envisioning more valued and vital futures. This second phase of the appreciative cycle in 

both practical, in that it is grounded in the community’s history, and generative, in that it 

seeks to expand the community’s potential. Appreciative inquiry is different from other 

planning methods because its images of the future emerge from grounded examples of the 

positive past. They are compelling possibilities precisely because they are based on 

extraordinary moments from a community’s history. For Olepolos, the villagers created 

possibilities which were turned into provocative propositions or realistic dreams.   

In the Design phase, the people of Olepolos created a strategy for 20 years (1998 to 2018) 

to carry out their provocative propositions/realistic dreams. They had 7 propositions related 

to: infrastructure development with community health services, natural resource 

management & environmental protection, educational expansion and capacity building, 

livestock & agricultural development, governance and leadership development, spiritual 

development incorporating the best of Maasai rites of passage, and community life 

protection with intra & inter-relationship building.   

The final phase was the Delivery of new images of the future around the 7 propositions. It 

was a time of continuous learning, adjustment and improvisation in the service of shared 

community ideals. Because of the shared positive images of the future, everyone in 

Olepolos re-aligned their work and co-created the future in the last 20 years. 

Accomplishments of the first two decades of Community Empowerment 

As a result of valuing and appreciating the best of the Maasai of Olepolos past, the villagers 

were happy to face the future knowing they would carry with them some of their better 

health practices, some of their conservation knowledge, some of their indigenous 

education, some of the prowess in livestock management, some of the negotiated 

leadership styles, some of their non-negotiable rites of passage, and some of their 

community life imperatives. They welcomed the changes which complemented the best of 

their existing systems.  

Regarding infrastructure development with community health services, the villagers were 

able to mobilize their resources to have a community-run dispensary, construct murram 

roads everywhere, to bring electricity to the village, to start a school from K-class 8 with day 

and boarding facilities, to initiate a community based organization (KIPOK) to run the affairs 

of the community, to establish a capacity building institute (University Goes to the Village 

Program) to empower all residents irrespective of their literacy levels, to pull water from the 

nearest trading centre (Ololulunga) through pipes to serve the water and sanitation 

aspirations of the people, to build a permanent church (Olepolos Mennonite Community 
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Church) with two paid pastors, and to pave the main highway that connected the village 

with its neighbours North and South.  

On the natural management and environmental protection, the land of Olepolos was 

adjudicated with each family getting about 40 acres, public spaces allocated for recreation 

and public use such as schools, clinics, roads, churches, water points and forests. Each family 

was inspired to protect indigenous trees, plant some more to protect the environment and 

manage banks of rivers to avoid floods and sustain wild animals living in the two rivers 

giving the village its name (Olepolos, meaning between two rivers). The two rivers provide 

sufficient water for irrigation and domestic purposes. The parcels of land near the rivers 

grow food and commercial crops by means of irrigation systems. The rivers also supply 

water to livestock (cattle, sheep, goats and donkeys). 

Regarding education expansion and capacity building, the village has a kindergarten with 30-

40 children each year who are less than 6 years, it has two teachers and two classrooms 

equipped with materials recommended by the Kenya ECD section of the Ministry of 

Education, Science and Technology.  These children learn KiMaasai using books written by 

Maasai scholars. They also learn KiSwahili and English in readiness for primary education. 

The curriculum they follow is the same as one used in all public Kenyan schools, except for 

mother tongue modules. After this 1-2 year period of schooling, the children proceed to 

class 1-8 at Olepolos primary school. There are boys and girls numbering 200 each year in 

the school instructed in English by not less than 10 teachers.  In addition to kindergarten 

and primary education, the school and the church work together to teach life skills at 

various levels of education, right from kindergarten in order to complement the regular 

curriculum with the 3Ls (life skills, literacy and livelihoods). The community members join in 

to have their own classes on the 3Ls, so that they too may benefit from the overall capacity 

building plans that the village developed for boys and girls, men and women of Olepolos.     

On the livestock and agricultural development, so much has been transformed in this sector. 

The traditional Maasai owned zebu cattle, Maasai red sheep, local goats and donkeys. 

Within 20 years of community development, the zebu has been replaced by the Sahiwal and 

Friesian.  The Sahiwal is good for meat and milk while the Friesian is very good for 

commercial milk. The black head sheep has replaced the lighter Maasai red sheep, and the 

local goats have been replaced by the Galla white goats.  Livestock is valued for social and 

economic benefits.  And every family at Olepolos has some local chickens running around 

for domestic use; a small number is sold to get cash to buy home-use items. Unlike in the 

past, the Maasai of Olepolos have reduced livestock numbers due to land size, preference 

for quality over quantity, and with this more milk is being supplied to the 3,000 litres cooler 

that the villagers own through a milk coop, which sells milk to Brookside and other milk 

companies. On the agricultural front, the villagers are mixed farmers with appetite for 

wheat, barley, grass, maize, beans, vegetables, fruits, sorghum, millet, onions, tomatoes, 
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and more. When the transformation of the village started in August 1998, the land under 

crop was less than 1% done by non-Maasai who leased space and plots, now in 2018 over 

80% of the land is covered each year by planted grass and/or food crops for local and 

commercial use.  Agricultural and livestock development has produced 10 millionaires in the 

village within the 20 years of facilitated change. 

Regarding governance and leadership, the Maasai traditionally are acephalous with 

spokespersons not Chiefs or Kings/Queens. There is shared leadership between KIPOK CBO 

and the church Council. There are also national government leaders in the village, for 

example, the Chief of the area is from Olepolos, the two elders of the village (Wazee wa 

Kijiji) support the Chief, the Member of Parliament (MP) of the area is in the neighbourhood 

of the village and so is a former Senator. All the leaders of the village in KIPOK and church 

Council are trained regularly; there are leadership modules in KiMaasai that they go through 

at certificate and diploma levels. The University Goes to the Village Program (UGVP) is 

responsible for organizing and running leadership courses, as well as sending villagers for 

further education out of the village. Some have gone to acquire certificate, diploma, degree, 

Master’s and even PhDs. In 1998 we had only one degree holder in the village, now they are 

over 30, one or more degrees are acquired by villagers every year. 

 On spiritual development incorporating the best of Maasai rites of passage, the Maasai 

believe in God (Enkai) and has rituals from childhood to adulthood which are observed by 

traditional folks. The Christian church, Olepolos Mennonite Church was planted in 1998 and 

has over 300 members out of the 1,000 residents of the village. Some of the best rituals of 

the Maasai, the attire, the beads, the singing, the tone and style is Maasai, contrary to the 

first Maasai missionary advice in 1901, when Maasai culture was condemned across board. 

However, there are things Maasai that the villagers have dropped such as female genital 

mutilation, the removal of the lower teeth, the piercing of ears, the pregnant women 

denying of food, the eating of blood, the raiding of other communities because of the belief 

that ‘’all cattle belong to Maasai’’ and many more that are inconsistent with sustainable 

culture and development. 

Regarding community life protection with intra and inter-relationship building, the villagers 

have a vision, ‘’ Every life in community transformed by God at Olepolos and beyond.’’ This 

vision has helped unite the people of Olepolos and together they reach out to other 

communities. In the 20 years of change, 11 churches have been planted, trained and handed 

over to the locals, 1000 children have been sponsored to attend school in the 

neighbourhood, and 11 communities have been assisted with food by the villagers.  The 

relief assistance is discouraged however except if it is developmental relief or rehabilitation. 

The village itself had received relief in 1998 and they vowed never again to receive any or to 

give anyone relief unless it led to sustainable development. The villagers also have a big 

appetite to build inter-relationships between themselves and others within Africa and 
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elsewhere. And so it has many friends, including the Eastern Mennonite Mission (EMM), 

Compassion International (CI), Free the children (FTC), to give just a few examples. The 

approach of sustainable development used in the village however is an inside-out one, not 

an outside-in one. This has been explained before, but the point here is that the village has 

friends whose support complements the many and big efforts generated within the 

community itself. And those great efforts from within the village are fuelled by intra-

relationships building, which is regular, systematic and robust. 

Lessons Learned by the Villagers of Olepolos in the last 20 years 

Several lessons can be drawn out of the 20 year experience in community-based sustainable 

development. A community meeting this year (2018) generated the following five learnings. 

Community development discovery, dreaming, designing and delivery processes that dare 

to use the best of the past, the good news history of the community and engage the 

beneficiaries to cast their vision of the future are empowering and likely to be more 

sustainable than those orchestrated from outside or those engineered by internal technical- 

consultant ‘’experts.’’ The inside-out (not the outside-in) approaches respect, honour, 

applaud, lift up and energize community people to take more positive actions about any 

issues (social, political, economic, physical, spiritual, educational) within their villages across 

Africa. 

If facilitators use positive questions (based on the deliberate use of appreciative inquiry 

approach) to guide community-based sustainable development, the community will achieve 

more long lasting and effective changes. In many respects, people and communities move in 

the direction of their questions. Hundreds of interviews about empowerment will lead a 

community in a much more positive direction than hundreds of interviews about poor 

participation in projects, about lack of resources, about illiteracy, about poverty and so on. 

This is because the questions that facilitators ask set the stage for what we find, and what 

we discover becomes the stories out of which the future is conceived and constructed. 

The Assets Based Community Development has a tool that it uses called the longest line. 

Participants are asked to create the longest line ever with the resources they have with 

them at that particular time when the session was going on. They were not to go back to 

their rooms or homes to bring resources, strictly they use assets in their pockets, what they 

were wearing, and what they had in their hands. This is similar to the story of Moses and 

God in Exodus 4 when Moses asked God how he was going to deliver the Jews from 

Egyptian slavery. God simply asked him, ‘’ What do you have in your hand?’’  The Israelites 

were delivered using the resources Moses and his team had. Similarly, the participants 

would use very resource they had to construct the longest line using shoes, socks, sweaters, 

watches, belts, handkerchiefs, cash, pieces of paper in their pockets, shirts, blouses, 
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stockings and so on. When this exercise was done in Olepolos village during capacity 

building sessions, the people said Aha, so we have plenty of resources if we put them 

together as a community.  

The complementary role of the community-based organization, KIPOK, and the village 

church is another lesson learned. The church was first mobilized to continue the work of 

Jesus Christ through the Great Commission, and to be the salt and light of the community.  

But instead of focusing on the more obvious spiritual matters and evangelism, there was an 

innovative curriculum used called the Church Community Mobilization Process (CCMP), 

borrowed from Tear Fund. The CCMP first trains members of the church in 4-6 workshops 

on sustainable development issues, including the SDGs. A small critical mass from the 

church becomes the facilitators of the community where the church is located. The CCMP 

uses the appreciative inquiry approach or the ABCD to mobilize its members, who in turn 

use the same learning materials to reach out to the community. The church building and its 

rooms become the classrooms for community learning. The University Goes to the Village 

Program supplies the theory and the printed materials to be used by both church and KIPOK 

community learners. The biblical stories as well as the Maasai stories are incorporated in the 

sessions. And for 20 years, the church and KIPOK walked together to bring about 

transformation that has taken place in the village in a win-win situation. 

Transforming Africa village by village is possible. The University Goes to the Village Program 

introduced John Kotter’s eight steps process for change which proved to be successful in the 

village. Any village in Africa can follow this process to bring about transformation: 

i) Establish a sense of urgency … this was done in August 1998 at Olepolos. 

ii) Create the guiding coalition … KIPOK and Church selected 5 facilitators 

iii) Develop a vision and strategy … A baseline was done, followed by a strategy with 

a community shared vision 

iv) Communicate the change vision … this was done often by the facilitators 

v) Empower broad-based action … whole community was mobilized 

vi) Generate short-term wins … a footbridge was constructed across a flooded 

raging river 

vii) Consolidated gains and produce more change … every five years, the change 

process was renewed 
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viii) Anchor new approaches in the culture … Maasai rites of passage incorporated in 

the ABCD and appreciative inquiry approaches. 
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