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ABSTRACT

Participatory communication is increasingly recognized as an important approach to community
empowerment because it promotes dialogue, inclusive participation, shared decision-making and
local ownership of development processes. However, community-based organizations still face
challenges related to unequal participation, access to information and the digital divide. This study
examined how participatory communication contributes to community empowerment in the
digital age with Chuka Youth Information Centre (CYIC) in Tharaka Nithi County, Kenya, as a
case study. The study explored the participatory communication approaches used at CYIC, their
contribution to community empowerment, the role of digital technologies and the challenges
affecting participation. The study was guided by Participatory Communicatien Theory, Paulo
Freire’s Dialogical Theory and Jan Servaes’ Multiplicity Paradigm. A qualitative case study
design was adopted with 27 participants purposively selected from CYdC-related programmes
and activities. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews andyanalyzed manually
using thematic analysis guided by Braun and Clarke’s six-phase approagh. Findings show that
CYIC facilitates participation through community dialogue,gconstltation, shared decision-
making, collaboration, civic engagement and feedback. Partiéipants linked these practices with
improved access to information, having improved self-confidenee inyexpressing views, local
ownership and collective action. Digital technologiésy, “€Specially WhatsApp and mobile
communication, enhanced face-to-face interaction by,cnabling mformation sharing, mobilization,
follow-up and continued interaction. However, uneguabacceéssito devices, high data costs, limited
digital literacy skills and lack of internet conné€tivity, constrained meaningful participation for
some community members. The study concludesithat hybrid participatory communication, which
integrates face-to-face and digital approachesy, provides a more inclusive basis for community
engagement. It recommends that, infopder tojstrengthen digital inclusion, the capacity of
facilitators and volunteers be built, afid that accessible offline participation methods be developed
to support equitable community €mpowerment.
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CHAPTER ONE

1.1 Introduction

Community empowerment is essential for inclusive and sustainable development, and
for this reason, development outcomes depend not only on the availability of resources and
services but also on people's capacity to participate in decision-making that directly affects
their livelihoods.

Recent development communication research shows a gradual shiftgrom conventional,
top-down approaches that position communities primarily as recipieats‘ofinformation toward
participatory approaches that emphasize dialogue, active community, volvement, shared
decision-making and local ownership of development pro€esses (Setvaes, 2008; Gebeyehu &
Jira, 2023; Fadipe & Molale, 2024; Odoom et al., 2024).

Participatory communication is therefore et only concerned with communicating
information to communities, but also with, enablinlg communication that facilitates open
dialogue, empowerment, knowledge“sharfing and learning together, ensuring that there is
accountability within these communities. However, participation does not necessarily result in
empowerment unless commumities have meaningful opportunities to influence decisions
(Odoom et al., 2024; Fadipe'& Molale, 2024).

The, relationship between communication and empowerment is important in
community-based) development. Communication provides opportunities for people to voice
their opinions, discuss and share knowledge, evaluate existing systems and participate in
collective decision-making. However, participation varies; communities may be involved
without necessarily having influence over decisions, while more meaningful forms of
participation involve collaboration and shared, community-led decision-making. Recent
research on participatory communication in devolved development similarly distinguishes

between information sharing, community engagement and empowerment. This shows that
1
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communication activities alone do not establish meaningful participation (Odoom et al., 2024).
Community empowerment should therefore be understood not simply from the perspective of
the number of people reached, but from whether communication processes facilitate open
communication, empowerment, knowledge sharing, and learning together, ensuring there is
accountability within these communities.

The communication environment within which participation occurs has also evolved
significantly with the digital transformation. Mobile phones, social gnedia, messaging
applications and other digital platforms have created additional opportunities for communities
to access information, communicate with organizations, unite“evetpshared concerns and
maintain connections beyond physical interactions. In Kenya. this trafisformation is profoundly
significant because mobile and internet connéctivity ‘have expanded rapidly. The
Communications Authority of Kenya reportedieentinued growth in mobile subscriptions and
digital connectivity during 2024/2025, whileithe' Kenya Digital Economy Acceleration Project
is explicitly investing in broadbandiinfrésttucture, digital platforms and digital skills.

Digital transformatiofijphowever, should not be equated with universal or equal
participation. The International, Telecommunication Union (ITU, 2024) reports ongoing
inequalities in internetuise, affordability, rural connectivity and digital skills. Globally, internet
access anduse mMy2024 were considerably higher in urban areas than in rural areas, with the
rural-urban gap particularly conspicuous in Africa. The ITU also identifies affordability and
the varying levels of digital literacy as continuing barriers to meaningful connectivity. These
inequalities are important for participatory communication because access to a digital platform
does not necessarily mean that individuals have the required skills, resources, confidence and
opportunities to participate meaningfully.

The gap between access and meaningful participation is therefore central to

understanding community empowerment in the digital age. Digital technologies may widen the
2
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reach of participatory communication, but can also reinforce existing socioeconomic and
geographical inequalities where, for instance, some community members do not have
appropriate devices, cannot afford internet connectivity or lack the required digital skills in
order to access and use digital platforms effectively. Research on rural communities similarly
shows that digital participation depends on more than physical access to technology, with
confidence, digital literacy and patterns of use affecting people's ability to benefit from
digital services (Jongebloed et al., 2024).

These issues are particularly relevant in African develgpment conteéxts where
participatory communication coexists with socioeconomic, infrastrietural and institutional
disparities. Recent African research demonstrates bothghe contmuing importance and the
complexity of participatory communication. Odoom etial. (2024), for instance, highlighted that
participatory communication can support develepment, within community-led governance.
This study also showed the importance of the different levels of engagement and the extent to
which communities influence de€ision-making. In their study of a rural South African
municipality, Fadipe and Malale(2024) show the importance of integrating participatory
communication principleswithindocal contexts instead of just treating communication as a
simple process of sharing information.

TheKenyan centext offers an important framework for examining these issues. The
Constitution of Kenya (2010) establishes participation of the people as a national value and
prioritizes strengthening public participation in decision-making as one of the key elements for
devolution. Article 174 of the Kenya Constitution notably aims to strengthen civic participation
in the exercise of state power and in decisions affecting them, while also recognizing
communities' rights to manage their own affairs and pursue their development. This
constitutional framework creates an important background for examining communication as

part of participatory development within the local context.
3
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At the same time, Kenya's rapid digital transformation has created new opportunities
and new inequalities. The Communications Authority of Kenya's recent sector statistics
indicate continued growth in mobile and internet connectivity, such as the increased adoption
of 4G and 5G technologies. However, national connectivity statistics can overshadow
differences in how people actually use communication technologies.

The availability of network infrastructure or mobile connectivity does not necessarily
indicate that rural community members have equal access to digital technelogies. In Kenya,
disparities in device ownership, affordability, digital skills, educationginceme andrural-urban
location continue to shape who can access and meaningfully use digitalitechnologies and online
platforms (CA & KNBS, 2025; Okello, 2024)

Community-based organizations (CBOs) play-an important role in this context because
they operate within the communities they $@mve.They can provide spaces where local
knowledge is shared, community issues ar¢'discussedy information is shared, and collaborative
initiatives are planned. Their proximity’ tohcommunities also makes them ideal contexts for
examining whether participatory)communication is experienced as meaningful two-way
communication and sharedidecision-making, or primarily as just information sharing.

The Chuka Youth'Information Centre (CYIC) provides a relevant case for examining
these processes mypraetice. The Centre operates within a local community context in Tharaka
Nithi County, andhit provides a background in which communication, community participation
and development activities connect. Its communication practices include face-to-face
interactions and digitally supported communication, providing an opportunity to examine how
traditional and digital forms of communication integrate. The study therefore does not assume
that digital communication has replaced traditional community engagement, but it examines
how different communication modes interact and whether their combination creates more

inclusive opportunities for participation and empowerment.
4
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This study is needed because participatory communication methods can exist without
translating into actual participation and empowerment. Existing research establishes the
importance of two-way communication, participation and community empowerment, while
recent African studies demonstrate the relevance of participatory communication to local
development. However, research needs to examine how these processes are experienced within
a specific grassroots CBO, particularly in a rural Kenyan context where face-to-face
communication, community infrastructure, and digital platforms may opetate'simultaneously.
The study therefore focuses on the Chuka Youth Information (Lentre to examine the
communication channels available, how community members expefieénceyparticipation, how
they perceive empowerment, how digital technologies shape ‘parti€ipation and what social,
institutional and technological barriers affect the protess.

This study examines participatory comfuaication.and community empowerment at the
Chuka Youth Information Centre in Tharaka=Nithi County, Kenya.

1.2 Background of the Study

Development commumication has undergone an important conceptual shift from
predominantly top-down tappteaches towards communication processes that emphasize
dialogue, participationt and), community empowerment. Earlier modernization-oriented
approachesglargely. pesitioned communication as a means of transferring development ideas,
knowledge and practices from experts and institutions to less developed populations. Such
approaches were later challenged for giving insufficient attention to local knowledge, dialogue
and communities' capacity to participate in defining their own development concerns (Freire,
1970, Servaes, 1999, 2008).

Participatory communication emerged partly in response to these limitations. Freire
(1970) emphasized dialogue, critical reflection and collective action as central to

transformative communication. From this perspective, communication is not simply the
5
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transmission of information but a process through which people interpret their social realities,
exchange knowledge and participate in collective action. Participatory communication
therefore places greater emphasis on dialogue, local knowledge, community voice and
ownership of development processes (Servaes, 2008, 2020). However, participation does not
automatically result in empowerment. People may be informed or consulted without
necessarily having meaningful influence over decisions that affect their lives (Arnstein, 1969;
Cornwall, 2008).

Community empowerment is consequently an important dimension of participatory
communication. Empowerment involves more than access to information and may include the
capacity of individuals and groups to express concerns, participatelin discussions, influence
decisions and engage in collective action (Layeracky) 2006; Zimmerman, 2000). The
relationship between participation and eémpowerment therefore depends on how
communication creates meaningful opportunitiesyforypeople to exercise voice and influence.
This distinction provides an importdntbasisifor examining participatory communication within
community-based organizatidms, ‘Where communication practices are closely connected to
everyday community concesns and telationships.

The emergenceyof digital communication has further transformed how communities
and organjzations,communicate. Mobile phones, messaging applications, social media and
other digital’ platforms can facilitate information sharing, feedback, interaction and
mobilization beyond physical meetings. At the same time, digital technologies do not
automatically produce inclusive participation. Differences in access to devices and
connectivity, affordability, digital literacy skills and patterns of use can influence who can
participate and how effectively (van Dijk, 2020). The digital environment may therefore
expand opportunities for participation while also creating or reproducing forms of exclusion.

Global evidence continues to show persistent inequalities in meaningful connectivity, such as
6
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differences related to location, affordability and digital skills (International
Telecommunication Union [ITU], 2024).

Kenya provides a relevant context for examining these dynamics because the country's
constitutional and governance framework recognizes participation. The Constitution of Kenya
(2010) identifies participation of the people among the national values and principles of
governance and provides for public participation within national and county governance.
Kenya has also experienced significant digital transformation, increasing, opportunities for
communication, information access and interaction through mobile”and digital services
(Communications Authority of Kenya [CAK] & Kenya National Buréau ofiStatistics [KNBS],
2025). These developments create a context in which established community communication
practices increasingly interact with digital forms of communication.

Community-based organizations provide, an tmportant setting for examining this
interaction because of their close engagement withilocal communities. Their activities may
include community meetings, interpétsénal communication, information sharing, civic
engagement, mobilization andisupport.for local initiatives. Such organizations can therefore
provide spaces for participatiomithrough both established face-to-face practices and emerging
digital channels. Examining these processes is particularly important where access to digital
technologies, andeppertunities for participation may vary across community members.

CYIC ista community-based organization operating in Tharaka-Nithi County and
engaging community members through youth and community development activities. Its
activities have included information sharing, community meetings, civic and health awareness,
training, community mobilization, home visits and support for vulnerable community
members. Communication within these activities has involved face-to-face meetings, dialogue,
interpersonal communication, volunteers and, increasingly, mobile and digital channels such

as WhatsApp. These activities make CYIC a relevant setting for examining how participatory
7
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communication operates in practice and how established community communication
approaches interact with digital technologies.

The study does not treat CYIC as representative of all community-based organizations
in Kenya. Instead, it uses CYIC as a single case through which the relationship between
participatory communication, digital technologies and community empowerment can be
examined in depth. The central concern is how communication is practiced, who is able to
participate, the extent to which participants exercise influence and how facesto-face and digital
forms of communication operate together within a specific communigy context.

Although participatory communication, community, empowetment and digital
inclusion have received increasing scholarly attention, thefe temainsianeed to understand how
these processes operate together within everyday community-based settings. In particular, it is
important to examine how community membé€ts,cXperience participation, how participation
relates to information access and collective agtionphow digital and face-to-face communication
interact, and what conditions shape ‘Oppottunities for meaningful participation. This study
addresses this through a qualitativéicase study of CYIC.

The background therefore establishes the central concern of the study: participatory
communication may €téate ‘Opportunities for community empowerment, but the nature and
extent of that empowerment depend on how communication is practiced, who can participate,
how much influence participants exercise, how digital and face-to-face communication
interact, and what social, institutional and technological conditions shape participation.

1.3 Statement of the Problem

Participatory communication is recognized as an approach that promotes dialogue,
community participation, localized governance, and empowerment. However, participation
does not necessarily translate into meaningful influence or empowerment. African research

shows that participatory processes can remain constrained by structural frameworks, limited
8
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resources, power dynamics and weak community control (Odoom et al., 2024). This raises an
important question about how participation is experienced and operationalized as
empowerment within grassroots organizations such as CYIC.

Advances in digital technologies have created opportunities for community
participation beyond face-to-face interactions and meetings, enabled by mobile phones, social
media, and messaging platforms. In Kenya, recent findings show very significant urban-rural
differences in mobile-phone ownership and Internet use, with affordabidity,infrastructure,
education and digital literacy shaping access and participation (Communications Authority of
Kenya & Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, 2025). Thereforegsdigital, technologies can
expand communication while also creating new forms of €xclusion:

Although existing research has examingdpatticipatory communication, digital
engagement and community empowerment, cofhparatively limited attention has been given to
how these processes interact within rural Kenyan'community-based organizations. Qualitative
evidence remains limited on how fage-to=faee and digital communication operate together, how
participants move from infofthation access to participation and influence and how social,
technological and institutional‘¢enditions shape experiences of empowerment.

This study addeesses this gap through a qualitative case study of the Chuka Youth
Informationy, Centre ACYIC) in Tharaka-Nithi County. It examines how participatory
communication 18 practiced, how participants experience its contribution to community
empowerment, the role of digital technologies in facilitating or constraining participation and
the challenges affecting meaningful engagement.

1.4 Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study is to examine how participatory communication, enabled by
digital technologies, promotes community empowerment at the Chuka Youth Information

Centre in Tharaka-Nithi County, Kenya.
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1.5 Objectives of the Study
i.  To explore how the Chuka Youth Information Centre uses participatory communication
methods to support community engagement and dialogue.
ii.  To evaluate the extent to which participatory communication methods contribute to
community empowerment.
iii.  To analyze the influence of digital technologies on the facilitation or limitation of
participatory communication at the Chuka Youth Information Centuze,
iv.  To identify the challenges that impact the effectiveness of pagticipatory communication
in promoting community empowerment at the Centre.
1.6 Research Questions
1. What participatory communication approaches, dees the Chuka Youth Information
Center use to engage the community?
2. In what ways do these participatory d)communication approaches contribute to
community empowerment dutcomes?
3. What is the role of digital'technologies in shaping participatory communication at the
Centre?
4. What challenges influence the effectiveness of participatory communication in
fostering'@ommunity empowerment at the Chuka Youth Information Centre?
1.7 Justification of the Study
Participatory communication is important to community empowerment because it gives
communities opportunities to contribute their knowledge, express their priorities and
participate in development processes. However, recent African research shows that
participatory structures do not necessarily lead to meaningful participation or empowerment.

Odoom et al. (2024), for instance, found that participatory communication was inadequately
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applied in local development services in Ghana, with institutional, resource and ownership
challenges constraining participation.

This study is justified by the limited context-specific evidence on how participatory
communication operates within rural Kenyan community-based organizations, particularly
where face-to-face and digital communication are used together. CYIC provides a relevant
setting for examining this issue because it operates at the community level and uses
communication and engagement activities to connect with community members. The study
therefore provides an opportunity to examine not simply whether communieation ¢hannels are
available, but how participants experience information access,, pasti€ipation, influence, and
empowerment within these processes.

The study is also academically relevant because recentiresearch continues to identify
the need to understand how participatory commimicationicontributes to development outcomes
in different African contexts. Dikeocha“(2024) “highlights the importance of effective
stakeholder engagement in developfacntinterventions, while Letsie and Osunkule (2025) show
the value of looking at participatoryscommunication in rural community-development contexts.
By focusing on CYIC in‘Tharaka Nithi County, this study adds localized qualitative evidence
to the broader development ecommunication literature.

Thegfindings ean assist CYIC, community volunteers, development practitioners and
other community-based organizations in strengthening participatory communication by
identifying practices that facilitate meaningful engagement and barriers that limit participation.
Additionally, the study may offer insights into how digital tools can complement, not replace

face-to-face community interaction.
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1.8 Significance of the Study

This study is significant to community-based organizations, development practitioners,
policymakers and researchers because it provides qualitative evidence on how participatory
communication operates at the grassroots level in the digital age.

For CYIC and other community-based organizations, the findings may provide
practical insights into strengthening dialogue, community participation, feedback and the
integration of digital and face-to-face communication. The study may also helpidentify barriers
to inclusive participation, particularly those associated with digital“access,?skills and
socioeconomic circumstances.

For development practitioners and policymakersgthe study provides context-specific
evidence that can inform programmes and policies, aimedfat strengthening community
engagement, digital inclusion, youth participation, and local ownership of development
initiatives, particularly in rural settings.

For academia and futuré), teSearchers, the study contributes to development
communication scholarship byaproviding an in-depth qualitative account of the relationship
between participatory ‘communication and community empowerment within a Kenyan
community-based orgamization. [t also contributes to understanding how traditional and digital
communication practiees can operate together in grassroots development.

Finally, the study may benefit community members and youth-led initiatives by
highlighting communication practices that support information access, participation, collective
action, and greater involvement in decisions affecting their communities. The experience of
CYIC may therefore provide useful lessons for similar grassroots organizations seeking to

strengthen participatory and inclusive development communication.

12



St. Paul’s University Repository

1.9 Assumptions of the Study

The study was based on several assumptions. First, it was assumed that the participants
had adequate experience with CYIC’s activities and communication practices to provide
relevant accounts of their experiences and perceptions. Second, it was assumed that the
participants would provide honest and reflective responses during the interviews based on their
personal experiences and perceptions. Third, based on the preliminary sit-down session with
the CYIC programme coordinator/facilitator, the study assumed that CYIG,uses both face-to-
face and digital communication practices in its community engagement-activities.“Fhe session
provided contextual information on CYIC’s activities. This “prélimmary understanding
informed the researcher’s examination of how gémmunitymmembers experienced
communication and participation within the organizatien- Howéver, the extent to which these
communication practices were inclusive, meaningful and empowering was treated as an
empirical question to be examined through the ‘study. Finally, it was assumed that the
participants’ accounts, together with, the'téscarcher’s field notes and contextual observations,
would provide sufficient information,to examine how participatory communication was
experienced within the CYIC context.

1.10 Scope of the Study

Thegreseatchgscope is intentionally defined. Geographically, the Chuka Youth
Information Centte (CYIC) is located in Tharaka Nithi County, Kenya. This location supports
a detailed contextual analysis of participatory communication practices in a specific
community through a qualitative case study. Beyond geographic boundaries, the study is
limited to a community-based organization focused on youth development and community
empowerment. The participants comprised 27 community members with experience in CYIC’s
activities and communication practices. This focus allowed the researcher to closely examine

grassroots participatory communication practices. Additionally, the study emphasizes themes
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related to participatory communication approaches and the empowerment outcomes
community members experienced.

1.11 Limitations of the Study

The study presents several limitations. First, it focused exclusively on a single case, the
Chuka Youth Information Centre (CYIC), which restricts the transferability of the findings to
other organizations and contexts. This limitation was addressed by deliberately delimiting the
study geographically and by case to CYIC in Tharaka-Nithi County, Kenya.\This approach
enabled the development of an in-depth, context-specific understanding of participatory
communication and community empowerment. The study did netfaimn to make statistical
generalizations or systematically compare CYIC with othér organizatiens or programmes.

Second, the study relied primarily on parti¢ipants’ self-reported experiences, which
may have been influenced by recall or social desirability, bias. Participants varied in both the
duration and depth of their involvement with CYI€. To address this limitation, the study
included only individuals with diréet‘€Xpeérience in CYIC programmes, such as current and
former participants, comm@nityyvolunteers, and community members. Variations in
participants’ experiences wete considered, rather than assuming uniform levels of involvement
or perspectives.

Third, 'mest participants declined audio recording, so the study relied on handwritten
interview and field notes. This approach may have reduced the precision of direct quotations.
To mitigate this limitation, interview notes were reviewed and expanded immediately after
each session to enhance accuracy and preserve the intended meaning of participants’ responses.
The analysis prioritized participants’ expressed experiences and meanings rather than extensive
use of verbatim quotations.

Finally, access to organizational records was limited. However, a contextual discussion

with a CYIC programme coordinator provided background information regarding the
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organization’s previous communication practices and activities. This information was used to
establish context and support interpretation of the interview findings, not to replace the primary
interview data

1.12 Definition of Terms

Participatory-Communication
Participatory communication is a dialogical process through which community members
exchange knowledge, express views, and participate in decisions and collective action (Servaes
& Malikhao, 2005). In this study, it refers to CYIC's use of dialogues consultation; feedback,
and shared participation.

Community-Empowerment
Community empowerment is the process through Wwhichhindividuals and communities gain
greater capacity and influence over decisions affecting their lives (Zimmerman, 20000. In this
study, it includes access to information, partieipation,decision-making, confidence, leadership
and collective action.

Digital-Communication
Digital communication refers to,the exchange of information and interaction through digital
technologies. In this stady, it includes mobile phones, WhatsApp, Facebook, and other digital
platforms used by CYAC.

Digital-Inclusion
Digital inclusion refers to the ability to access and meaningfully use digital technologies, such
as having appropriate devices, connectivity, affordability, and digital skills (van Dijk & van
Deursen, 2014). In this study, it involves participants' ability to engage with CYIC's digital

communication.
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Digital Divide

The digital divide refers to inequalities in access to, skills for using, and meaningful use
of digital technologies (van Dijk, 2020). In this study, it involves differences in devices,
connectivity, data affordability, skills, and digital participation.

Community-Based Organization (CBO)

A community-based organization (CBO) is a locally organized group whose members
come together around shared interests, needs or community concernsgand, participate in
activities intended to benefit the community or its members (World Bank,2005). T this study,
the term specifically refers to the Chuka Y outh Information Centre (€YIC)which is examined
as a community-based organization operating within the lo€al contextiof Tharaka Nithi County.

Hybrid Participatory Communication

Hybrid participatory communication efers) toaycombining face-to-face and digital
communication within participatory processes. Imthisstudy, it describes CYIC's integration of
community meetings, personal interagtiomy, telephone communication and digital platforms
such as WhatsApp and Facebook:

1.13 Summary

Chapter One established the study’s foundation by outlining the background, problem
statement, ebjectives aesearch questions, significance, scope, and methodological boundaries.
The chapter highlighted participatory communication as part of the shift from top-down
approaches to those emphasizing dialogue, inclusion, knowledge sharing, and community
participation, particularly in the digital era. The study was situated within the Kenyan context,
focusing on the Chuka Youth Information Centre (CYIC) in Tharaka-Nithi County. The
chapter reviewed CYIC’s communication history and its gradual adoption of digital
technologies, emphasizing the coexistence of traditional and digital communication practices.

The research gap was identified as the limited understanding of how participatory
16
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communication fosters community empowerment within localized community-based
organizations. Therefore, the study focused on participants’ opportunities for dialogue,
influence, information access, participation and collective action. Four objectives were
introduced, addressing CYIC’s participatory communication practices, community
empowerment, the role of digital technologies and challenges affecting participation. In
summary, Chapter One established the rationale for examining participatory communication

as a contextual, evolving process providing the foundation for the theoreti onceptual and

empirical review in Chapter Two. \«
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

This chapter analyzes relevant academic work on participatory communication and
community empowerment through engagement with community-based organizations in
Kenya, within the context of the global, developing field of Development Communication
(DC). It also outlines key issues, definitions, and research findings that deepen understanding
of how collaborative processes enhance both individual and collective capabilities to shape
their own future. This chapter articulates the theoretical and conceptual ftamewerks used in
this research.

2.2 General Literature Review
Participatory communication marks a shift from predominantlyalinear, expert-driven models of
development communication to approaches that,cmphasize dialogue, inclusion, knowledge
sharing and greater recognition of community) agency. Instead of conceptualizing
communication solely as the trdmsmission of information from experts to recipients,
participatory approaches viéw, cOmmunication as a social process in which individuals
exchange knowledge, identify 1Ssues, negotiate meanings and contribute to decisions that affect
their lives (Freire, 19705 Tufte, & Mefalopulos, 2009). This shift is significant for this study, as
participation,mayieccur through both established interpersonal and community-based channels
and emerging digital platforms.

2.2.1 Participatory Communication in Development

Early development communication was strongly influenced by modernization thinking,
which associated development with the transfer of knowledge, technologies and practices from
more developed societies to those considered less developed. Rogers' (2003) diffusion of
innovations perspective, for instance, explains how innovations spread through social systems.

Although diffusion research contributed to understanding innovation adoption, development
18



St. Paul’s University Repository

communication subsequently faced criticism for approaches that positioned communities
mainly as recipients of externally defined knowledge and solutions.

Participatory approaches emerged partly in response to these limitations. Freire (1970)
challenged the “banking” model of communication and education and emphasized dialogue,
reflection and action. From this perspective, people actively interpret their circumstances and
contribute to processes of change. Communication is therefore connected to voice, knowledge,
agency and power.

Tufte and Mefalopulos (2009) similarly conceptualize participatoryacommunication as
a dialogical process through which stakeholders exchange information, perceptions and
opinions and participate in social and decision-making processes. Pasticipation consequently
involves more than receiving information or attehding aefivities. It concerns whether
communication processes enable people to cOntributeknowledge, articulate concerns, and
influence development processes.

Servaes' (1999) multiplicityiparadigm further emphasizes that development should be
understood within the particular<social, cultural, political and economic circumstances of
communities. Therefore; fie, siigle communication model can be applied uniformly across
contexts. Communication practices need to reflect local experiences, knowledge and priorities.

Participatory ccommunication therefore does not require rejecting mediated or
institutional communication. Instead, it recognizes the value of interpersonal communication,
community forums, local knowledge, media and digital platforms. The critical consideration is
whether the communication process creates opportunities for dialogue, knowledge exchange,
participation and meaningful influence.

For this study, participatory communication refers to processes through which
community members exchange knowledge, discuss issues, express views, provide feedback

and participate in decisions or collective activities affecting their community. This definition
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provides the basis for examining communication practices at the Chuka Youth Information
Centre (CYIC).

2.2.2 Dialogue, Power and Meaningful Participation

Dialogue is central to participatory communication because it distinguishes meaningful
participation from primarily one-way communication. Freire (1970) associates dialogue with
mutual learning, reflection and action. In development communication, dialogue therefore
creates opportunities for people to contribute their experiences and knowledge and to examine
issues collectively.

Participation, however, occurs within power relations,, Individuals, and groups may
differ in authority, knowledge, resources, social position and ac€ess to decision-making.
Arnstein's (1969) ladder of citizen participation illistrates, this distinction by differentiating
between forms of participation that provide limited influence and those involving partnership,
delegated power and citizen control. Although deweloped in the context of citizen participation
in planning, the framework remaihs“uSeful for considering whether participation involves
actual influence or mainly att€hdanee and consultation.

Cornwall (2008)"similathky shows that participation means different things depending
on who participates, whatthey, participate in and whose interests are represented. Participation
may therefore rangeqfrom receiving information and being consulted to collaborating in
decisions and exercising influence.

These perspectives are relevant to community-based organizations. Community
members may be invited to meetings or encouraged to express their views while organizational
actors retain control over agendas, resources and decisions. Participatory communication
therefore requires attention not only to the existence of communication spaces but also to

whether participants can influence processes and outcomes.

20



St. Paul’s University Repository

In this study, meaningful participation is examined through opportunities for dialogue,
expression of views, feedback, influence, decision-making and involvement in collective
activities.

2.2.3 Community Empowerment

Participation and empowerment are related but distinct concepts. Participation is about
involvement in processes, while empowerment is the capacity and opportunity to exercise
influence over matters affecting individuals and communities. Zimmerman (2000)
conceptualizes empowerment as a process through which individuals;jorganizations and
communities develop greater control and influence over decisions-afféetingtheir lives.

Narayan (2002) identifies access to information§ participatien in decision-making,
accountability and local organizational capacity as@mpottantidimensions of empowerment.
Access to information can therefore supportéparficipation, but information alone does not
constitute empowerment unless individualyandycommunities can use that knowledge and
exercise influence.

Empowerment may oéeurat,both individual and collective levels. Individually, it may
involve confidence, knowledge, skills and self-efficacy. Collectively, it may involve
organizational capacitys collaboration and the ability to influence decisions and conditions
affecting the community (Zimmerman, 2000).

Participatory communication can create conditions for empowerment by enabling
people to share and exchange information, express concerns, build shared understanding and
organize collective responses. However, participation does not automatically result in
empowerment. Where decision-making remains concentrated among organizational or
institutional actors, individuals may participate without acquiring greater influence.

In this study, community empowerment refers to the development and exercise of

knowledge, confidence, self-efficacy, collective capacity and influence over matters affecting
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the community. The study therefore considers empowerment through information access,
participation in decision-making, confidence, collaboration, collective action and perceived
influence.

2.2.4 Digital Technologies and Participatory Communication

Digital technologies have expanded the communication environments within which
participation occurs. Mobile phones, the Internet, social networking platforms and messaging
applications allow people to communicate beyond the physical spaces and times associated
with conventional community meetings. These technologies can facilitate iiformation sharing,
interaction, networking and the circulation of user-generated content((Castells, 2009; Couldry,
2012).

However, the significance of digital technologies, forfparticipatory communication
depends on how people use them and the conditions under which they access them. Digital
platforms may facilitate interaction and“gelf-e€xptession, but they do not automatically
redistribute power or create méaningfill participation. Access, digital literacy skills,
affordability and control over‘information can influence who participates and how effectively
(Couldry, 2012; van Dijk; 2020).

Digital communication can also complement and not replace established
communication “practices. Face-to-face meetings, community forums and interpersonal
communication may continue to provide important spaces for dialogue while digital platforms
can extend information sharing and interaction before or after physical activities. Participatory
communication can therefore operate across both online and offline spaces.

In this study, digital technologies are understood as tools and platforms that may extend
participatory communication through information sharing, interaction, feedback, networking
and knowledge exchange. This study examines digital communication alongside established

face-to-face practices rather than treating it as a substitute for traditional participation.
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2.2.5 Digital Inclusion and the Digital Divide

The expansion of digital technologies has also highlighted inequalities in access and
use. The digital divide extends beyond physical access to devices and Internet connectivity to
include affordability, quality of access, digital skills, patterns of use and the benefits derived
from technology (van Dijk, 2020; van Dijk & van Deursen, 2014).

This distinction matters for participatory communication because owning a mobile
phone or accessing a digital platform does not necessarily mean an individual can participate
effectively. Data costs, device availability, network reliability, electrieity, digital literacy skills
and the ability to produce and evaluate information may influence digital participation.

Digital inclusion should therefore be understood as‘the abilityimot only to access digital
technologies but also to use them meaningfully and benefit from them. For community-based
organizations, this requires attention to affofdability; infrastructure, digital skills and the
relevance of digital communication to community,members' circumstances.

These concerns are particularlyfimportant in rural settings, where connectivity and
resources may be uneven. Relymg on digital communication can unintentionally exclude
people who lack devicesy, commectivity, affordability or digital literacy skills. Digital
communication shoulditherefore be considered alongside other communication channels. This
perspectiveds relévansto CYIC because the study examines the coexistence of face-to-face and
digital communication.

2.2.6 Participatory Communication in the Kenyan Context

Participatory communication in Kenya occurs within a context that is shaped by
devolved governance, community development, established interpersonal communication
practices and increasing digitalization. The Constitution of Kenya (2010) provides an
institutional foundation for participation. Article 10 identifies participation of the people

among the national values and principles of governance, while Article 174 identifies enhancing
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people's participation in the exercise of state power as an objective of devolution. Article 196
further provides for public participation in county assembly processes.

Formal recognition of participation, however, does not necessarily guarantee
meaningful influence. The difference between participation as a procedural requirement and
participation as meaningful influence is therefore important in the Kenyan context.
Communication channels may exist without ensuring that community members can express
their views, receive feedback or influence decisions.

Kenya's communication environment also combines establishedyinterpersonal and
community-based forms with digital communication. Community meétingsypublic forums and
other face-to-face activities continue to provide spaces for'enigagement, while mobile phones,
social media and messaging applications providepadditional communication channels.
Participation may therefore occur across both physical and digital spaces.

The Kenyan context provides an“appropriate setting for examining participatory
communication as a social and€eontéxtual process. The issue is not simply whether
communication channels exiStpbut,how they are used, who can participate, which forms of
knowledge are recognizedyand whether participation creates opportunities for influence and
empowerment.

2.3 EmpiricalLiterature Review

Empirical studies show that participatory communication can create opportunities for
engagement, knowledge sharing and empowerment but they also show that power relations,
institutional practices, digital inequalities and context shape participation. The literature
therefore does not suggest that participation automatically results in empowerment.

2.3.1 Participatory Communication and Community Engagement

Kenyan evidence shows the importance of participation quality and timing. Kamau and

Khsiebi (2022), examining participatory communication in the Lamu Port project, found that
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project-affected communities' concerns could not be understood simply by counting
consultation opportunities. Their study highlighted the importance of meaningful opportunities
for affected communities to express their interests and concerns.

Muli et al. (2024), examining communication planning for the diffusion of improved
maize varieties in semi-arid Lower Eastern Kenya, also found that effective participatory
communication requires stakeholder involvement in assessing communication needs and
developing communication strategies. Participation may therefore bg, weakened when
important communication decisions are made without adequate stakeholdeninvolvement.

In Ghana, Odoom et al. (2024) examined participatory, comfiiunic¢ation in delivering
development services within a decentralized government System. Eheir findings show the
continued importance of participatory communication, whilejalso identifying challenges in
translating institutional participation into meaningfuhengagement.

These studies show that participatiomdependsyon how much stakeholders are involved
in communication processes. Howewver,the studies focus primarily on infrastructure,
agricultural communication and decentralized development services. Less attention has been
given to smaller community-based organizations where communication may occur
continuously through'interpersonal, community and digital channels. This provides a basis for
examining L YTCyas an organizational setting in which participation is part of everyday
community engagement.

2.3.2 Dialogue, Power and Meaningful Participation

Empirical studies continue to challenge the assumption that participation is
automatically empowering. Kamau and Khsiebi (2022) argue that communities that are
involved in participatory processes may not have equivalent power to influence decisions.
Their findings emphasize the importance of community members' ability to express concerns

and influence outcomes.
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Research from South Africa provides a related perspective. Molale and Fourie's (2023)
study of municipal participation found that institutionalized participation could become passive
where communities were primarily informed about decisions without being actively involved
in determining them. These findings suggest that institutional arrangements can shape the
quality of participation across different development contexts.

Power may nevertheless differ between government projects and community-based
organizations. In large infrastructure or government settings, formaly mstitutions may
concentrate decision-making authority. Within community-based organizations, pewer may be
more relational and may involve programme coordinators, organizational leaders, community
representatives, donors or digitally active members.

Muli and Oloo (2025), looking at communicdtion i coufity budget-making in Makueni
County, found that community engagement was,associated with effective budget outcomes
while overreliance on existing participation methods was negatively associated with
effectiveness. Their findings also i#adieatedycontinued reliance on public barazas, limited use
of digital platforms and a needto strengthen feedback mechanisms.

These studies demenstrate that the existence of participatory structures does not
establish meaningfuljparticipation. However, much of the existing research examines
participation, from_gevernment, institutional or project perspectives. The present study
therefore gives particular attention to community members' experiences of participation at
CYIC, including whether they can express views, receive feedback and perceive their
contributions as influencing community activities or decisions.

2.3.3 Participatory Communication and Community Empowerment

Empirical studies suggest that communication can contribute to empowerment where
communities participate actively in knowledge production, problem-solving and collective

action. Anyolitho et al. (2024), for instance, examining a schistosomiasis communication
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campaign in Uganda using citizen science and participatory action research, show how
community involvement in identifying problems, producing knowledge and developing
responses can strengthen community agency.

Jaya and Sarwoprasodjo (2024), examining a participatory development
communication model among farmer groups in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, also link participatory
communication to empowerment through processes that involve community members in
identifying needs and developing solutions.

Kenyan research also demonstrates the relationship betweenjyparticipation and
empowerment. Fidler et al. (2024), examining community-based eofiServation in Kenya and
Tanzania, found relationships between individual apd commuhity empowerment and
perceptions of conservation effectiveness. Gichuki efyal.((2024), studying community-based
participatory approaches to improve access to tfachoma treatment in a pastoral conflict area of
Kenya, highlight the value of communityjinvolvement in responding to local social and
geographical conditions.

Kehinde and Alabi (2026),looking at participation in community-based organizations
and poverty eradication‘amengural households in Osun State, Nigeria, further demonstrate
the relevance of organizational and socio-economic conditions to community participation.

These studies show that participation can contribute to empowerment, but they do not
support an assumption that empowerment is automatic. The present CYIC case study therefore
examines empowerment through participants' experiences of information access, confidence,
skills, collaboration, collective action and influence without treating participation itself as

evidence of empowerment.
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2.3.4 Digital Technologies, Participatory Communication and Hybrid
Participation

Empirical research increasingly shows that digital technologies can complement
established communication channels. Githaiga and Wildermuth (2022), studying young
women in Mathare, Nairobi, found that radio and mobile communication supported
information access, conversations and livelihood opportunities, while socio-economic and
cultural conditions constrained the empowering potential of ICTs.

Maina and Simiyu (2024), examining Mathare FM in Nairobi, ‘alse,showthow digital
transformation can extend community media and social inclusion: Fh€ir findings are relevant
because they highlight the possibility of integrating digital commuhication with established
community communication practices instead of“treating digitalization as a complete
replacement.

Katunga et al. (2024), examining social media use by development actors in South
Africa, found that social mediagand®ifistant messaging applications created additional
opportunities to reach and engage €itizens. The study nevertheless emphasizes the importance
of integrating digital platfommsWithin broader communication strategies.

Kimotho (2025); looking at a Kenyan agricultural WhatsApp group, found that the
platform supported information and resource sharing as well as discussion and collaboration
among members; This highlights how everyday digital platforms can support community-based
knowledge exchange.

These studies suggest that digital technologies can extend participatory communication
beyond physical meetings. However, social and institutional conditions still shape digital
participation. This creates a need to examine how digital and face-to-face communication

function together and whether digital platforms extend participation or reproduce existing
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inequalities. This study addresses this issue through the concept of hybrid participatory
communication at CYIC.

2.3.5 Digital Inclusion, Participation and the Limits of Technological Access

Existing literature also shows that access to technology is uneven. Examining digital
divides among informal enterprises across sub-Saharan Africa, Girollet (2024) found that
substantial differences in digital technology use were linked to socio-economic and
organizational characteristics. The study is important because it shows that\physical access
alone does not eliminate inequalities in digital use. Gender remaing, a key aspeet of digital
inequality. Shiferaw (2024), using municipal-level data in South, Africapfound that men tended
to use the internet more frequently than women, even théugh natiohal differences in mobile
phone ownership had decreased. The findings show‘that ‘diffeténces in digital use can persist
even where basic access becomes more widespteadpAstuti and Ayinde (2025) also show that
digital technology adoption across sub-Saharan Afriea is uneven, demonstrating differences
between countries and populations€Lheif findings reinforce the need to consider the conditions
that shape technology adoptiomandnot,assume digital expansion is uniform across the region.
The Communications Autherityhef Kenya and the Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (2025)
reported that mobile phone ‘@wnership among people aged three years and older was 53.7%
nationwidegcompared with 64.6% in urban areas and 48.6% in rural areas. Internet use was
also significantly higher in urban than in rural areas. These differences highlight the ongoing
relevance of geographic inequalities when digital communication is considered a means of
participation. Research on rural South Africa also identifies infrastructural and socio-economic
barriers to digital participation (Mwansa et al., 2025). These studies show that digital inclusion
is more than just providing access to a platform. Affordability, infrastructure, digital literacy
skills, patterns of use, and the capacity to benefit from digital communication also shape

participation. These findings are particularly pertinent to the present study, as CYIC operates
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within a community context where participants may possess varying levels of access to devices,
connectivity and digital literacy skills. Therefore, the study examines digital communication
not only in terms of platform availability, but also in relation to how participants access and
utilize these platforms, the opportunities they afford and the barriers that may constrain
participation.

2.4 Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored in Participatory Communication Theory and ‘draws on Paulo
Freire's dialogical approach and Jan Servaes' multiplicity paradigm<as complementary
theoretical perspectives.

Participatory Communication Theory is appropfiate ‘becanise the study examines
communication as a process through which communitysmembets exchange knowledge, express
concerns, participate in decisions and potentiallyystrengthen their capacity to influence issues
affecting them. The theory therefore providesitheybroad framework for examining both
communication processes and their{potential contribution to community empowerment.

Freire's (1970) dialogical approach provides the principal relational perspective. Freire
challenges the “banking™medelyin which experts transfer knowledge to passive recipients, and
instead emphasizes dialogue,,reciprocity, reflection and action. In this study, the approach
provides a_basisfer examining whether CYIC's communication practices enable community
members to express their views, contribute their knowledge, participate in discussions and
develop confidence and agency. It also highlights power by asking whether opportunities to
speak are accompanied by recognition of community knowledge and meaningful influence.

Servaes' (1999, 2008, 2020) multiplicity perspective complements Freire by
emphasizing the social, cultural, political and economic contexts in which communication and
development occur. The perspective rejects the assumption that a single development model

can be applied uniformly and instead emphasizes locally relevant development processes. For
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this study, it provides a basis for examining CYIC's communication practices in relation to
local experiences, community relationships, available technologies and established
communication practices in Tharaka Nithi County.

The two perspectives therefore serve complementary purposes. Freire emphasizes the
relational dimensions of participation, particularly dialogue, reciprocity, voice and agency,
while Servaes emphasizes the contextual dimensions of participation. Together, they provide a
framework for examining participatory communication across both facesto-face and digital
spaces.

The framework also guides interpretation of the four_studysobjectives. For the first
objective, Freire's perspective highlights dialogue, reciptocity, veiee and mutual learning,
while Servaes' perspective focuses on whether comniunication practices reflect local needs and
circumstances. For the second objective, thépframework considers whether meaningful
participation contributes to knowledge, confidence) skills, collective action and perceived
influence. For the third objective, itprovides,a basis for examining whether digital technologies
facilitate participation while“@lsojeonsidering accessibility, contextual suitability and their
relationship with establisheéd communication practices. For the fourth objective, it highlights
relational and contextual comstraints, including unequal participation, institutional power,
limited digital*skills, zgesource constraints and unequal access.

The framework has limitations. Freire's ideas emerged within a particular historical and
educational context and therefore require contextual interpretation when applied to
contemporary digital communication. Similarly, participatory communication does not
automatically eliminate power inequalities or produce empowerment. Participants may engage
in dialogue while continuing to experience unequal access to resources, institutional authority
or digital technologies. The study therefore uses Participatory Communication Theory as an

interpretive framework instead of assuming that participation necessarily results in
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empowerment. Instead, it examines whether and how CYIC's communication practices create
opportunities for dialogue, participation and empowerment and the conditions that enable or
constrain these processes.

2.5 Conceptual Framework

Participatory Communication Intervening
(Independent Variable) variables
- Dialogue 4 Digital platforms
- Inclusion - Access
- Voice . Skills
- Knowledge exchange \ - Affordability
- Feedback
- Decision-making
- Participation
Community Empowerment
Figure I Cong work (Dependent Variable)
- Knowledge
‘ - Confidence

- Digital literacy skills
- Self-efficacy

- Communal- efficacy
- Decision-making

- Collective action
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The conceptual framework identifies participatory communication as the independent
variable, community empowerment as the dependent variable and digital technologies and
contextual conditions as intervening variables. Participatory communication refers to dialogue,
inclusion, voice, knowledge exchange, feedback and involvement in decision-making. This
aligns with objective one, which investigates the participatory communication approaches
implemented by CYIC. Community empowerment encompasses access to knowledge, skills,
confidence, self-efficacy, influence, decision-making and collective actions corresponding to
objective two, which evaluates the contribution of participatory communieation to:community
empowerment. Digital technologies such as digital platformsfinténet connectivity,
affordability and digital skills can facilitate informationfsharmg “afd interaction. However,
limited access and skills may constrain participation, This 18,addfessed in objective three, which
examines the role of digital technologies €im, Sipporting or constraining participatory
communication. Contextual factors, suchihas“socie-economic, cultural and institutional
conditions, available resources an@, CYIC2s responsiveness, may further enable or restrict
participation and empowermenty, Objective Four identifies the challenges affecting
participatory communication and' community empowerment. The framework suggests that
participatory communigation can foster community empowerment, while digital technologies
and contextual conditions may either enhance or limit this relationship.

2.6 Research Gap Analysis

The reviewed literature demonstrates that participatory communication can create
opportunities for dialogue, inclusion, knowledge sharing, participation and community
empowerment. However, the literature also shows that participation does not automatically
result in meaningful influence or empowerment. The extent to which communication becomes
participatory depends on the opportunities available for people to express their views, influence

decisions, access information, receive feedback and take part in collective action. These
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observations point to four related gaps that this study addresses: a contextual gap concerning
rural community-based organizations in Kenya; an empirical gap concerning the relationship
between communication participation and empowerment; a technological gap concerning the
interaction between digital and face-to-face communication; and a methodological gap
concerning the need for in-depth qualitative accounts of participants' experiences.

2.6.1 Contextual Gap

The literature reviewed shows considerable interest in participateey €ommunication
within development programmes and specific sectors such as infrastructuse, agrieulture and
community-based initiatives. For instance, studies in Kenya haveréxamined participatory
communication in the Lamu Port project and stakeholdertinvélyement in agricultural
communication processes (Kamau & Khsiebi, 20225Muli etfal.; 2024). Research has also
looked at communication within community-ba@sed organizations, including the use of digital
platforms to communicate development, inittatives (Muninzwa, 2023). However,
comparatively less attention has bBecn@given to how participatory communication operates
within community-based orgamizations,as part of everyday community development practice.
This is particularly relevant mprural contexts where communication may combine formal
meetings with interpersonal and locally established practices.

The, Kenyang literature therefore provides useful evidence on participation,
communication and development, but much of the research focuses on particular sectors,
projects or programmes rather than the everyday communication practices of grassroots
community organizations. Research on CBOs also demonstrates that community voice and
participation are shaped by relationships between communities and development actors,
including how community perspectives are heard and acted upon (Woensdregt, 2023). This
suggests the importance of examining participation within the organizational and local contexts

in which communication takes place.
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The contextual gap is therefore not simply the absence of research in Kenya or Tharaka-
Nithi County. Instead, there is limited context-specific evidence on participatory
communication within rural Kenyan community-based organizations and how these practices
relate to community empowerment. The Chuka Youth Information Centre provides an
opportunity to examine this issue within specific grassroots setting. By focusing on CYIC, the
study contributes evidence on how participatory communication is organized and experienced
within a rural CBO and how local communication practices relate to community participation
and empowerment.

2.6.2 Empirical Gap

The literature establishes a broad connection betwéen participation and empowerment
but leaves the process linking the two insufficientlypexplaméd. Participation may involve
receiving information, attending meetings, exptessing opinions or contributing to discussions.
These activities, however, do not necessapily“mecan that participants influence decisions,
develop greater confidence or contributeé'torcollective action. Cornwall (2008) emphasizes that
the meaning and quality of participation depend on who participates, what they participate in
and the extent to which thei patticipation has influence. Similarly, empowerment is more than
participation itself. It involves,developing the capacity and opportunities to exercise influence
and control.evermatters affecting individuals and communities (Zimmerman, 2000).

This “distinction reveals an important empirical gap. Existing research shows that
participatory approaches can support development outcomes, but less is known about how
participants experience the shift from communication and participation to empowerment. In
particular, we need to understand whether access to information leads to greater confidence,
whether opportunities to express views lead to decision-making influence, and whether

dialogue contributes to collective action and community ownership.
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The gap is consequently not whether participation is beneficial in principle. Rather, it
concerns the conditions and communication processes through which participation may
become meaningful empowerment. This study addresses that gap by examining participants'
experiences at CYIC without assuming that participatory communication automatically
produces empowerment. It considers empowerment in relation to information access,
participation in decision-making, civic engagement, confidence to express views, collective
action and community ownership. This allows the study to distinguish between participation
as presence or communication and participation as meaningful influence.

2.6.3 Technological Gap

The literature also indicates that digital technologiés have expanded the spaces through
which communities can communicate and participate.iMobile‘phones, messaging applications
and social media can facilitate the circulation @fiinformation, maintain relationships between
physical meetings, support discussion and, creéatepadditional opportunities for feedback.
However, digital communication decsifiotinecessarily replace established face-to-face forms
of participation. Participatoryieommunication is shaped by the social, cultural and material
context in which technologies ‘ate ised (Servaes, 1999; Tufte & Mefalopulos, 2009).

A further issuefis that technological access does not automatically translate into
meaningful digital participation. Differences in connectivity, affordability, ownership, and
digital literacy, sKills can determine who is able to use digital platforms and how effectively
they can use them. Recent Kenyan ICT evidence also demonstrates continuing differences
between rural and urban access and internet use, reinforcing the importance of examining
digital participation in relation to wider conditions of access and inclusion (Communications
Authority of Kenya & Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, 2025).

Despite growing attention to digital participation, empirical understanding remains

limited on how digital communication interacts with existing face-to-face communication
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practices within rural community-based organizations. In particular, less is known about
whether digital platforms complement traditional participation, extend communication beyond
physical meetings, create new opportunities for engagement or introduce additional forms of
exclusion.

This study addresses this gap by examining communication across both digital and
face-to-face spaces at CYIC. Instead of treating technology as inherently empowering, the
study considers how participants experience its use alongside established community
communication practices. It therefore examines digital communication ag,part of a broader
participatory communication environment and considers both,itsiefidbling, and constraining
effects.

2.6.4 Methodological Gap

The methodological review indicates, ‘that yparticipatory communication and
empowerment have been examined through “quantitative, mixed-method and qualitative
approaches. Quantitative approach@s €an identify patterns of participation and access while
mixed-method studies can previde evidence of relationships between participation and
development outcomes.\ However, such measures may not fully capture how individuals
understand participation, cXperience inclusion or exclusion, interpret empowerment or
perceive changesiin their ability to influence community affairs.

A qualitative approach is particularly relevant where the concepts under investigation
are experiential and context-dependent. Empowerment may be expressed through increased
confidence, improved knowledge, greater willingness to speak, stronger relationships,
involvement in community decisions or the ability to mobilize others. Similarly, meaningful
participation may involve experiences of being heard, receiving feedback or seeing community
views reflected in action. These aspects are difficult to understand through participation rates

or access indicators alone.
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This creates a methodological gap in in-depth qualitative examination of participatory
communication and empowerment within rural Kenyan community-based organizations,
especially where communication occurs across both offline and digital spaces. Addressing this
gap requires attention to participants' own accounts and to the context in which communication
occurs.

This study addresses this methodological gap through a qualitative case study of CYIC.
The approach enables the study to examine participants' experiences andgpeteeptions within
their specific organizational and community context. Through semi-structuted interviews and
thematic analysis, the study identifies patterns in how participantsgdescribe communication
practices, participation, digital engagement, challengesand perceived empowerment. This
provides contextual evidence that complements existing,research based on surveys, programme
assessments and institutional perspectives.

2.6.5 Alignment of the Research Gaps withithe Study Objectives

The four identified gaps arédit€ctly, addressed by the four research objectives of the

study.

Table 1 Alignmentiof the Research Gaps with the Study Objectives

Research gap What Study Contribution of
remains objective the CYIC study
insufficiently addressing  the
understood gap

Contextual gap Limited Objectivel Provides
evidence on | : Explore | locally grounded
participatory participatory account

communication communication communication

within rural Kenyan | practices at CYIC | practices within a rural
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CBOs Kenyan CBO
Empirical gap Limited Objective2 Examines
evidence explaining Assess  how | perceived changes in
how participation | participatory knowledge, confidence,
translates into | communication agency, decision-making
meaningful contributes to | and collective action
empowerment community
empowerment
Technological Limited Examines
gap research  examining whether digital
the interaction communication
between digital in | complements, extends or
face-to-face icipatory constrains existing
particip communication community participation
and empowerment
Methodologi ited  in- Objectives Provides
gap depth qualitative | 1-4:  Investigate | participant-centred,

‘ evidence  capturing | practices, context-sensitive
participants' outcomes, digital | evidence through an in-
experiences and | participation and | depth qualitative case
meanings of | challenges through | study
participation and | qualitative inquiry
empowerment

Cross-cutting Limited Objective Identifies
gap understanding of the | 4: Identify | institutional,

39




St. Paul’s University Repository

conditions that enable | challenges technological, socio-

or constrain | affecting economic and

meaningful participatory communication barriers

participation communication affecting participation
and empowerment

Each one of the research objectives addresses a specific gap in thegexisting literature.
The first objective documents participatory communication within® €XIC. The second
investigates the relationship between participatory communicationfand ‘€mpowerment. The
third examines both digital and face-to-face communication modalities. The fourth identifies
the conditions and experiences that influence participation. This study seeks to provide
empirical evidence on participatory commufiieation 1h, a rural Kenyan community-based
organization (CBO), participants' experiences, theiinteraction between digital technologies and
communication practices and the€extént te which participation contributes to community
empowerment.

2.7 Summary

This chapter reviewed general and empirical literature on participatory communication,
communitygempowerment and digital communication. The general literature established that
participatory communication emphasizes dialogue, inclusion, knowledge exchange, voice and
community agency, while empowerment involves the capacity to exercise influence and
collective action. The literature also showed that participation does not automatically lead to
empowerment and that digital technologies can both extend participation and reproduce
inequalities.

The empirical literature shows that power relations, institutional practices,

technological access and local context shape participation quality. Kenyan and African studies
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have provided evidence from infrastructure, agriculture, governance, community development
and digital communication settings, but they have paid less attention to everyday participatory
communication within rural community-based organizations.

Four gaps were therefore identified: contextual, empirical, technological and
methodological. These gaps provide the basis for examining participatory communication,
community empowerment and the interaction between digital and face-to-face communication

through a qualitative case study of the Chuka Youth Information Cent Tharaka Nithi

County. \

»

CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodology for examining participatory communication and
community empowerment at the Chuka Youth Information Centre (CYIC) in Tharaka Nithi

County, Kenya. The study adopted a qualitative case study approach to understand participants’
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experiences and perspectives within the specific context of a community-based organization
(Creswell & Poth, 2023; Yin, 2018).

The primary data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 27
purposively selected participants who had relevant experience with CYIC’s programmes and
communication activities. The researcher also held a sit-down discussion with a CYIC
programme coordinator to obtain contextual information about the organization’s
communication history and evolution. The interview data were recorded, through detailed
handwritten notes and field notes... The data were then analyzed manually using thematic
analysis, involving familiarization with the data, coding, identifying#pattetns and developing
themes in relation to the research questions. Thematic analysis provides a systematic approach
to identifying and interpreting patterns within qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2021).

3.2 Research Design

The study used a qualitative case study designito examine participatory communication
and community empowerment at @Y I€I Anqualitative approach was appropriate because the
study focused on participants“expesiences, meanings and perspectives. The case study design
enabled an in-depth examination of these processes within their specific organizational and
community context (Cteswell& Poth, 2023; Yin, 2018).

Theprimary data was obtained through semi-structured interviews with 27 participants
who had direct experience with CYIC programmes and communication activities. The design
enabled the study to examine community dialogue, participation, empowerment, digital
communication and challenges affecting participation.

3.3 Population

The study population comprised individuals with direct experience of the Chuka Youth
Information Centre (CYIC) and its community programmes in Tharaka Nithi County, Kenya.

This included current and former programme participants, community members and volunteers
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who had interacted with CYIC’s community engagement and communication activities. The
study also obtained contextual information from one CYIC programme coordinator who knew
the Centre’s communication practices and their development.

3.4 Target Population

The target population comprised current and former CYIC programme participants,
community members and volunteers who had direct experience of the Centre’s participatory
communication activities. Eligible individuals had participated in aetivities involving
community dialogue, consultation, information sharing, feedback, cellaboration or decision-
making, including both traditional face-to-face and emerging digital€@mmunication practices.
From this target population, 27 participants (PO1-P27) were purposively selected to provide
the study’s primary empirical data. The CYIC, ‘pregrammeé coordinator was consulted
separately for contextual information and @was mothincluded among the 27 interview
participants.

3.5 Sampling Technique

The study used purp@siveysampling to select participants with direct and relevant
experience of CYIC’s programmes and participatory communication activities. Purposive
sampling is appropriatelin qualitative research because it enables researchers to deliberately
select infozmationsrich participants whose experiences are relevant to the research questions
and objectives (Creswell & Poth, 2023; Campbell et al., 2020). The CYIC programme
coordinator assisted the researcher by identifying and introducing potential participants.
However, participation remained voluntary, and the researcher applied the study’s inclusion
criteria. Participants were selected from current and former CYIC programme participants,
community members and volunteers who had engaged in activities involving dialogue,
consultation, information sharing, feedback, collaboration or decision-making. The approach

prioritized the relevance and depth of participants’ experiences (Yin, 2018).
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3.6 Sample Size

The study included 27 participants (PO1-P27) purposively selected from the target
population. These participants provided the primary empirical data on participatory
communication, community empowerment, digital communication and challenges affecting
participation. In addition, one CYIC programme coordinator provided separate contextual
information about the development of the Centre’s communication practices. The separate
discussion with the CYIC programme coordinator was not included in the sample size because
it was conducted solely to obtain contextual information.

The sample of 27 participants was considered appropriate fowthe qualitative case study
because the study prioritized depth and relevance of information (Créswell & Poth, 2018; Yin,
2018). The principle of information power was also“€ensidered, whereby a focused research
question, specific study population and inform@tien=sichyparticipants can support an adequate
sample size in qualitative interview rescateh ‘(Malterud et al., 2016). The 27 interviews
provided sufficient material to identifyipatterns, differences and variations relevant to the four
study objectives.

3.7 Data Collection Instcument

The primary data-collection instrument was a semi-structured interview guide which
was designed to, explore participants’ experiences and perceptions of participatory
communication Jand community empowerment at the Chuka Youth Information Centre
(CYIC). This guide included open-ended questions that aligned with the study objectives,
addressing participatory communication practices, community empowerment, digital
communication and the challenges to participation. This semi-structured format ensured there
was consistency across interviews. Kallio et al. (2016) emphasize that systematically
developing semi-structured interview guides strengthens the rigor and trustworthiness of

qualitative data collection.
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During the interviews, the researcher took detailed handwritten notes because
participants did not consent to audio recording. The notes captured participants' responses and
key explanations as closely as possible and were reviewed and expanded immediately
afterwards, while the discussions remained fresh. The resulting interview notes constituted the
primary qualitative dataset and were later subjected to a manual thematic analysis. Therefore,
quotations presented in Chapter Four are identified as excerpts from the interview notes.
Because the interviews were not audio-recorded, the researchers handled pasti¢ipant quotations
cautiously. Where the notes did not preserve participants’ exact werding, the participants’
accounts were paraphrased.

A separate contextual discussion was held with ofie’C YIC pregramme coordinator to
obtain background information about the development, ofithe Centre’s communication
practices. The information obtained was usedfonlyto‘provide organizational context and to
support understanding of how CYIC’s communication practices had evolved; it was not treated
as participant interview data or included'inithe primary dataset.

3.8 Piloting of the study

Prior to collecting the main data, the researcher conducted a pilot study to test the semi-
structured interview guide in erder to refine data collection procedures. The researcher piloted
the semi-steuctured interview guide with two individuals who met the study’s inclusion criteria
but were not ineluded in the final sample. The pilot assessed the clarity, relevance and
sequencing of the questions and identified areas requiring refinement. It also initially tested a
small-group interview format. The pilot showed that some participants contributed more
extensively than others, which could limit the opportunity for individual perspectives to
emerge. Hence, the main study used individual semi-structured interviews to allow each
participant to provide detailed accounts of their experiences. The pilot also identified questions

that were too broad or needed clearer wording, leading to refinement. The interview guide was
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therefore refined before the main data collection. This helped researchers identify weaknesses
in research instruments (Saunders et al., 2023).

The researcher also held a separate contextual discussion with one CYIC programme
coordinator to develop background understanding of the Centre’s communication history. This
discussion was not part of the pilot, was not one of the 27 participant interviews and was not
included in the primary qualitative dataset. It provided contextual background for interpreting
participants’ accounts of the development of CYIC’s communication practiees.

3.9 Trustworthiness

In this qualitative study, trustworthiness was consideredsifntetms of credibility,
dependability, confirmability and transferability (Lincolfi & ‘Guba,1985). First, the semi-
structured interview guide was piloted with two pattieipants:who met the study criteria but
were excluded from the final sample. The pilet helped identify unclear questions, refine
wording and improve the sequencing of ‘questionsjybefore the main interviews. Individual
interviews were subsequently usedébecatiséithe pilot indicated that a group format could limit
participants' opportunities to éxpress their individual experiences.

Second, a separate discussion with a CYIC programme coordinator provided contextual
information about the'@€entre's communication history and practices, including its earlier use
of barazasgcommunity meetings, drama and skits and its more recent adoption of digital
platforms. This idiscussion provided context, helping the researcher interpret participants'
accounts within the broader development of CYIC's communication practices.

Third, participants were purposively selected because of their direct experience with
CYIC's programmes and communication activities. During the interviews, the researcher used
the same semi-structured guide and allowed follow-up questions when clarification or further
detail was needed. Since participants did not consent to audio recording, the researcher used

detailed handwritten interview notes and field notes to document their responses.
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Finally, the researcher conducted a systematic manual thematic analysis. The researcher
reviewed interview notes repeatedly, coded them, compared them, grouped them into
categories and developed themes in relation to the research questions. The researcher also
retained notes on the development of codes and themes to maintain an audit trail and support
dependability and confirmability. These procedures strengthened the credibility of the findings
while maintaining transparency about how the data were collected and interpreted (Braun &
Clarke, 2021).

3.10 Reliability

In qualitative research, reliability refers to the consistencyséand ttansparency of the
research process. In this study, the researcher strengthened dependability through systematic
data collection, documentation of methodological de€isions and consistent thematic analysis.

The researcher used a semi-structure@pinterview guide aligned with the research
objectives and questions. The guide was refined afterthe pilot study, which identified questions
that needed clearer framing, and this supposted the decision to conduct individual interviews.
The researcher used the safme, core gquestions across the 27 interviews, while follow-up
questions allowed participants to,clarify or elaborate on their experiences.

Because partieipants did not consent to audio recording, the researcher maintained
detailed handwritteny, interview and field notes. The researcher also documented
methodological decisions, including revisions from the pilot and the procedures used for data
organization, coding, categorization and theme development. This documentation provided an
audit trail showing how the study progressed from data collection to the final findings.

For analysis, the researcher systematically and manually reviewed all interview notes.
The researcher followed the stages of thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2021),
including familiarization with the data, coding, development and review of themes and

interpretation.
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These procedures strengthened the consistency and transparency of the research process
and supported the reliability of the findings

3.11 Data Collection Procedures

The researcher first obtained ethical clearance from the Institutional Scientific and
Ethics Review Committee (ISERC) of St. Paul’s University (see Appendix C), approval from
the University’s Postgraduate Department (see Appendix B) and a research permit from the
National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTL)(see Appendix D).
The researcher then sought permission from CYIC management to cenduetthe study. During
the initial visit, the researcher explained the purpose, scopegacademic nature and
confidentiality arrangements of the study.

The CYIC programme coordinator served as,thekey organizational contact person, and
they helped in identifying and introducing potefitial participants who met the study’s inclusion
criteria. The researcher then adopted purposivessampling to select participants with direct
experience of CYIC’s communicatipn‘and €emmunity engagement activities. Participation was
voluntary. Before each interview, the researcher explained the purpose of the study, the nature
of the participant’s involvement, confidentiality arrangements and the right to decline
participation or withdraw without consequence. Participants were given an opportunity to ask
questions and'seek clarification before deciding whether to participate. The researcher then
obtained written ) informed consent from each participant before the interview began.
Participants were also asked whether they were comfortable with audio recording. Most
participants did not consent to audio recording, and the researcher respected their preference
by taking detailed handwritten notes and field notes instead.

The researcher collected data through 27 individual semi-structured interviews
conducted at convenient and appropriate locations within or near CYIC. The researcher used

the same interview guide across interviews, asking follow-up questions when clarification or
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further detail was needed. Because participants did not consent to audio recording, the
researcher took detailed handwritten interview notes and additional field notes during each
interview.

Immediately after each interview, the researcher reviewed and expanded the notes
while the discussion was still fresh to ensure important responses and contextual observations
were captured. The researcher assigned each interview a participant code from P01 to P27 and
stored the records securely to protect participants’ confidentiality. The intesviéw notes became
the primary qualitative data source for the study and were later analyzed manmally using
thematic analysis.

The researcher held a contextual discussion withda CYIC ptegramme coordinator in
order to understand the Centre’s communication histoty,and theftransition from predominantly
face-to-face approaches to the increasing usefof, digitalyplatforms. The discussion provided
background information on earlier commumication practices, including barazas, community
meetings, drama and skits, church-based awareness activities and community mobilization, as
well as more recent use of WhatsApp,and other digital channels. This information was not
treated as an additional ‘pagticipant interview or included in the 27-participant dataset, but it

was used to contextualize and,support interpretation of the primary interview findings.

3.12 Data Analysis

The study analyzed the 27 semi-structured interview records using manual reflexive
thematic analysis, informed by Braun and Clarke's (2021) approach. This method was
appropriate because it provides a systematic yet flexible way to identify and interpret patterns
of meaning across qualitative data. It also allows the researcher to remain engaged with the
data and consider how themes relate to each research question and the study's wider context

(Braun & Clarke, 2021; Byrne, 2022). The primary data source was handwritten interview
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notes from PO1-P27 and accompanying field notes. The interview notes were reviewed and
expanded immediately after interviews while the discussions were still fresh. This process
helped organize participants' accounts before the full analysis. The separate discussion with the
CYIC programme coordinator and the available contextual information about earlier
communication practices were treated as contextual information.

The analysis was conducted in phases. The first phase was the researchers'
familiarization with the data. Analysis began during fieldwork by reviewing handwritten
interview notes after each interview. The researcher revisited the netes, ‘clarified’incomplete
sections where possible and recorded relevant contextual obseryationSiA ftex completing all 27
interviews, the researcher repeatedly read the full set of uiterview réeerds to become familiar
with the dataset and identify recurring ideas, differehées ‘and ‘pétentially significant accounts.
This enabled the researcher to engage closely Wath the'data before developing themes (Braun
& Clarke, 2021).

The second phase involved)gefierating initial codes. The researcher then manually
coded the 27 interview recordsy The researcher identified statements relevant to the research
questions and assigned ‘déscriptive codes. They included community dialogue, community
meetings, feedback, ‘¢onsultation, shared decision-making, youth participation, access to
informations, community ownership, collective action, WhatsApp communication, digital
exclusion and digital literacy challenges

The third phase was developing categories and candidate themes. Related codes were
compared and grouped to identify broader patterns of meaning. For instance, codes relating to
dialogue, consultation, meetings and feedback were considered together in examining
participatory communication practices. Codes relating to information sharing, WhatsApp and
digital engagement were examined in relation to digital participation. Codes relating to

confidence, decision-making, ownership, collaboration and collective action were considered
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in relation to community empowerment. This analysis was guided by the four research
objectives. The researcher then compared codes across the data sources to determine which
patterns were meaningful and supported by participant accounts to represent themes. This
distinction is important in reflexive thematic analysis where themes represent patterns of shared
meaning developed through engagement with the dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Byrne, 2022).

The fourth phase reviewed and refined the themes. The researcher reviewed initial
themes against the coded extracts and the complete interview data sougree.\The researcher
checked whether each theme had sufficient supporting evidence and“whether 1 accurately
represented the range of participant experiences. The researchetyedmbined similar themes
where appropriate. For instance, where participants descrbed similamexperiences, these were
noted as patterns. Contradictory or minority accopmts, were fetained where they provided
important insight into differences in participatien,adigital access, age, occupation or other
contextual factors.

The fifth phase defined and nameéd themes. The refined themes were then clearly
defined in relation to the studyiebjectives and research questions. The analysis resulted in four
dominant areas of findings; participatory communication approaches at CYIC; community
empowerment outcomes; the xole of digital technologies in participatory communication; and
challenges affecting participation and empowerment.

Within, these findings, we identified more specific subthemes from participants’
accounts. These included the use of dialogue and community meetings, consultation and
feedback, shared decision-making, access to information, confidence and collective action,
digital communication, digital exclusion and the continued importance of face-to-face
communication.

The contextual information obtained from the CYIC programme coordinator was used

alongside this analysis to help explain the historical development of CYIC's communication
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practices. Information regarding earlier reliance on barazas, drama and skits, church-based
awareness activities and community mobilization helped place participants' accounts within
the Centre's transition from predominantly traditional communication practices towards a
combination of traditional and digital channels. This contributed to the emergence of hybrid
participatory communication as an important context-specific finding.

The sixth and final phase of the analysis was developing the findings. The final themes
organized Chapter Four around the four research objectives. Participant accounts were
identified as PO1-P27 to maintain confidentiality.

Since the interview data were handwritten notes, participanthevidence is presented
carefully, with wording reported only to the extent supported by the notes. This approach
maintains transparency about the data source.

The final analysis therefore moved bey@nd Simply. summarizing what participants said.
It examined what their accounts suggested abouthowyparticipatory communication operated at
CYIC, including the relationship between dialogue, participation, influence and empowerment;
the interaction between digitdllandyface-to-face communication; and the socio-economic and
institutional conditions thatienabled or constrained participation.

3.13 Ethical Considerations

This,studypadhered to ethical requirements for research involving human participants.
Ethical approvaljwas obtained from the Institutional Scientific and Ethics Review Committee
(ISERC) of St. Paul’s University; see Appendix C. The researchers obtained a research permit
from the National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI); see
Appendix D. Permission to conduct the study was also obtained from the management of the
Chuka Youth Information Centre (CYIC).

Participation was voluntary, and participants were informed about the purpose of the

study, their right to decline participation or withdraw, and how the information provided would
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be used. Informed consent was obtained before each interview. Participants' identities were
protected through codes PO1 - P27. The researcher securely stored interview notes, field notes
and consent forms and used them solely for academic purposes.

Most participants did not consent to audio recording. The researcher therefore respected
their preference and relied on detailed handwritten interview notes and field notes as the
primary account of the interviews. The researcher reviewed and expanded the notes
immediately after each interview to preserve the accuracy and context‘of participants'
responses.

Two participants took part in the pilot study and were excludedifrom the main sample.
Information obtained during the pilot was treated confidentially andwwas used only to refine
the interview guide and data-collection procedures,

3.14 Summary

This chapter presented the methodology usedito examine participatory communication
and community empowerment at the'Chuka Youth Information Centre (CYIC) in Tharaka
Nithi County, Kenya. It déseritbed the qualitative case study design, study and target
populations, purposive sampling,and the selection of 27 participants with direct experience of
CYIC activities. The chapteralso outlined the use of semi-structured individual interviews, the
pilot study.and refinement of the interview guide and the use of a discussion with a CYIC
programme coordinator to strengthen contextual understanding of the organization’s
communication practices.

The chapter further explained the data collection procedures, including the use of
handwritten interview notes and field notes as most participants did not consent to audio
recording. The chapter also described a separate contextual discussion with a CYIC programme
coordinator, which provided background information on the Centre’s earlier and current

communication practices such as barazas, community meetings, skits, church-based awareness
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activities and its gradual adoption of WhatsApp and other digital platforms. This contextual
information was not treated as a substitute for the primary interview data. The chapter described
the measures used to enhance credibility and dependability, the manual thematic analysis of
the interview data and the ethical procedures followed throughout the study. These
methodological choices provided a systematic basis for presenting and interpreting the study

findings in Chapter Four.
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND
INTERPRETATION
4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents and analyzes the findings from the 27 participants through semi-
structured interviews conducted with participants who had direct experience with the Chuka
Youth Information Centre (CYIC) and its community activities in Tharaka-Nithi County,
Kenya. The interview data was analyzed manually using thematic analysis, by, reviewing the
handwritten interview notes and field notes, identifying recurring ideas, deweloping codes and
grouping related codes into themes. Similarities, differences and contfasting experiences were
retained to reflect the range of participant perspectives.

The findings are presented under four themes‘that'emerged from the data. Theme One:
Participatory Communication Practices; Them@@lwo: Community Empowerment Outcomes;
Theme Three: Digital Technologies and “Participatory Communication; and Theme Four:
Challenges Affecting Participatorgy Communication. Participant accounts are used as the
primary evidence, with relevant differences and contrasting experiences presented to provide
a balanced interpretation ofithe findings.

4.2 Participant Characteristics

Thegstudyninvelved 27 participants with different levels of engagement with CYIC.
Participants thcluded community beneficiaries, youth, members of community and savings
groups, volunteers and other community members who had participated in CYIC activities.
Their involvement varied, with some participants reporting relatively long-term engagement
while others participated more occasionally. This variation provided different perspectives on
CYIC's participatory communication practices and their perceived contribution to community

empowerment.
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4.2.1 Gender Distribution

The study included 27 participants: 14 females and 13 males. This relatively balanced
representation provided perspectives from both women and men on CYIC's communication
practices, community participation and empowerment outcomes. The participant accounts did
not suggest that participatory communication was restricted to one gender. Instead, both female
and male participants described participation through community dialogue, meetings,
interpersonal communication and, for some, digital platforms such as WhatsApp.

4.2.2 Occupational Characteristics

The 27 participants represented diverse livelihood backgroundsisuch as farming, small
businesses, trading, tailoring, carpentry, motorcycle tran§port, community volunteering and
other local economic activities. This occupational diversity ptovided varied perspectives on
participation in CYIC activities and highlightedshow, everyday livelihood responsibilities can
shape opportunities for community engagement:

Participants who were invélvediimpfarming as their livelihood said that agricultural
activities could sometimes make, it difficult to attend scheduled meetings, especially when these
activities coincided with the busy farming seasons. Traders and small-business owners also
noted that work obligations sometimes affected their availability for physical meetings. These
experiencesghighlightthe importance of timely and flexible communication in order to sustain
participation and eommunity engagement.

Community volunteers and mobilizers occupied a different position because their roles
involved sharing information, mobilizing participants and linking CYIC with community
members. Their experiences also provided insight into how communication moved between
the organization and the wider community.

The findings suggest that participation was influenced not only by willingness but also

by the practical circumstances of participants' everyday lives. Work, farming, family
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responsibilities, mobility and the timing of activities could affect attendance and engagement.
CYIC's combination of traditional approaches such as meetings and community outreach, with
emerging digital communication, particularly WhatsApp, therefore provides alternative ways
of maintaining contact with community members who may not always be able to attend
physical activities.

This finding also helps explain why CYIC's gradual transition toward digital
communication should be understood as a complementary method to its gstablished face-to-
face communication practices.

4.2.3 Length of Association with CYIC

Participants had different lengths of associationgvith €YICptanging from relatively
recent involvement to longer-term engagement. Thisyvatiatiod was useful in understanding
how the Centre's communication practices havéideveloped over time.

Participants with longer associationgyrecalled a period when CYIC relied mainly on
face-to-face and community-basedfeommunication, including barazas, community meetings,
interpersonal mobilization, drama‘and skits, and awareness activities conducted in community
spaces and churches. Theséappreaches were used to reach community members on issues such
as HIV/AIDS awareness and\stigma reduction, support for vulnerable children and women,
education and othergcommunity development initiatives. Participants with more recent
involvement deseribed a communication environment in which these approaches continue to
be used alongside WhatsApp and other emerging digital platforms.

The historical information obtained from the CYIC programme coordinator showed
that the Centre's earlier community outreach involved collaboration with development and
donor partners such as USAID, Grace Africa, and Uwezo Fund; more recently, USAWA, in
implementing community-oriented initiatives. These activities show that CYIC's participatory

communication continues to evolve alongside its development programmes.
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The findings therefore point to a gradual transition from traditional to digital
communication. Face-to-face approaches remain important for community mobilization,
dialogue and relationship-building, while digital platforms, particularly WhatsApp,
increasingly support information sharing, coordination and continued engagement between
physical activities. This hybrid communication environment is important for understanding the
findings on participatory communication and community empowerment at CYIC.

4.3 Data Analysis and Development of Themes

The interview data were analyzed manually using thematic”analysis.VAfter each
interview day, the researcher reviewed and expanded the handwuittensf€sponses and field notes
while the interview details were still fresh. The researchet then repeatedly read the PO1-P27
interview records to become familiar with the dataset and ideéntify meaningful sections of
participants' accounts. Initial codes included dialogue, eonsultation, small-group discussion,
community influence, feedback, informatiomyaceess, eonfidence, leadership, collective action,
WhatsApp communication, digitalface€ssiicommunity volunteers and participation barriers.
Related codes were grouped ‘thto broader categories and compared across participants. The
categories were thereaftefyorganized into four themes aligned with the study objectives:
Participatory Communi€ation\Practices Used by CYIC; Community Empowerment Outcomes
of Participatory Cemmunication; Role of Digital Technologies in Supporting or Constraining
Participatory Communication; and Challenges Affecting Participatory Communication. The
analysis highlighted similarities and differences among participants. In particular, P26 showed
stronger digital engagement, while P27 provided a contrasting account characterized by more
limited use of digital platforms and greater reliance on face-to-face communication, neighbors
and community volunteers. The themes therefore emerged from recurring patterns across the
27 interviews. The analytical process followed the sequence of participant evidence, coding,

category development, theme development and findings.
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4.3.1 Theme One: Participatory Communication Practices Used by CYIC

The first theme concerned the participatory communication approaches CYIC used to
engage community members in dialogue and activities. Across the interviews, participants
described communication as involving more than the transmission of information. They
referred to community dialogue meetings, consultation, small-group discussions, community
meetings, community mobilization, interpersonal communication, community volunteers,
feedback and, increasingly, digital communication. The participant accounts,therefore indicate
that CYIC's communication practices generally provided oppogtunities for “eommunity
members to express concerns, discuss priorities and contribute to aetiVitics:

A recurring pattern was using dialogue and consultation before planning activities.
Participants described CYIC as starting discussions Byrasking'€dmmunity members to identify
issues affecting them instead of simply presenting predeétermined solutions. PO1 captured this
approach by stating that they appreciatethat \CYIC usually begins by listening to the
community instead of arriving withixéady-made solutions. PO1 went on to further explain that
dialogue meetings gave community members opportunities to discuss issues while small
discussion groups allowed parti€ipants to identify concerns before presenting them to the wider
group. Similar experiences were reported by P02, P03, P06, P10, P11, P13, P16, P17, P18,
P19, P20, P21,"P224 P23, P24, P25 and P27. These accounts show that dialogue and
consultation werewrecurring patterns. The findings identify dialogue, consultation, small-group
discussions and listening as recurring codes under the category of dialogue, consultation and
inclusive engagement.

Smaller discussion groups also supported participation. Participants explained that
small groups created opportunities for people who might be less comfortable speaking in larger
meetings to express their views. P02 described using small groups during community dialogue,

while P09, P10, P16, P17, P18 and others similarly referred to smaller discussion spaces. These
59



St. Paul’s University Repository

accounts show that participation was facilitated not only by inviting community members to
meetings but also by using communication methods that encouraged broader participation.

Some participants further described situations in which community input influenced
practical aspects of programme implementation. This included changes in meeting times,
venues, communication methods, meeting structure and follow-up arrangements. POI
described a situation in which participants indicated that a planned youth awareness activity
coincided with market and work commitments after which the activitywas, spread across
several days and some sessions were held at more convenient times. PO2"als@,described changes
to meeting schedules after participants shared that farming periodsymade ‘attendance difficult.
P03 stated that women raised concerns about having to for travel‘long distances to meeting
venues after which activities were organized closgf‘to, the different villages. PO8 described
venue changes to improve accessibility while@Pl.7 teported meeting times being adjusted to
accommodate young people who worked dusingthe'day.

These perspectives show thdt patticipants influenced the process. This also showed that
community influence extend@d, beyond scheduling and venues. P04 stated that participants
requested more practical demonstrations during entrepreneurship training after which local
entrepreneurs were mvolved, in follow-up sessions. P19 similarly described participants
requesting gnorejintesactive activities leading to the introduction of group exercises and
practical demonstrations. P25 described participants requesting greater follow-up on
recommendations after which progress updates were incorporated into subsequent meetings.
These instances showed that participants' input influenced to some extent how activities were
delivered.

Community volunteers and interpersonal communication also played an important role
in CYIC's participatory approach. Participants described volunteers making community visits,

sharing information, reminding members about activities and following up with people who
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were unable to attend meetings. P06, P13, and P21 particularly described volunteers' role in
reaching households and supporting communication between CYIC and community members.
This was important where some participants did not regularly use digital platforms. P21, for
instance explained that volunteers could visit people who could not attend meetings and collect
their views. This showed that interpersonal outreach functioned alongside community meetings
and digital communication without replacing them.

The interviews also showed that CYIC's participatory communicationshas developed
over time. Some participants recalled earlier reliance on face-to-fage ‘andycommunity-based
communication such as village meetings, barazas, church announcements,yhome visits, word
of mouth, markets, storytelling, drama, role plays and songs. P18 deseribed earlier reliance on
barazas, church announcements, village meetings andWword ofmouth. P19 recalled drama, role
plays and songs while P22 discussed storytellifigsgandytraditional songs. P23 described markets
and trading centers as important spaces for ex¢hanging community information. P25 also
referred to barazas, church anneuncements, women's group meetings, home visits and
conversations among neighbors:These accounts indicate that the digital era has added
communication channelsiy, tofyan existing community communication environment.
Feedback was anotherrecurting component of CYIC's communication practices. Participants
described facilitaters asking what had been useful, what should be improved and what should
happen after activities.

Several participants gave examples where suggestions led to changes in subsequent
activities. PO1 reported that a suggestion for more practical group activities was reflected in
follow-up sessions. P03 described recommending greater involvement of women as facilitators
and later observing increased participation by women. P11 suggested allowing more time for
questions, while P18 recommended reviewing previous meeting actions at the beginning of

meetings. P20 stated that the programme facilitators introduced progress reviews after
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participants suggested them on earlier occasions. P26 also reported that meeting summaries
were shared more consistently after participants recommended that. The findings identify
feedback, programme improvement, progress reviews and responsiveness as a recurring
pattern. However, the analyses also showed that participation was not equally sustained. P05
noted that some people attended initial activities but did not continue participating, while P09
and P10 similarly indicated declining participation over time. P24 noted that first-time
participants required additional encouragement before contributing. Thesedifferent variations
are important because they show that participatory communicatign®opportunities do not
automatically guarantee continuous participation by every community'member involved.

Theme One shows that CYIC's participatoyf commumiication practices were
characterized by dialogue, consultation, small-grefippdiscussion, community mobilization,
interpersonal outreach, feedback and opportufiiticsyforypractical community influence. The
approaches combined established community ‘communication practices with newer digital
channels. The evidence also indicates‘that participation varied in intensity and continuity, and
that community influence wagymest clearly demonstrated through practical adjustments to
activities, communication asrangements and follow-up processes.

4.3.2 Theme Two: Community Empowerment Outcomes of Participatory
Communication

The second theme examined how participants perceived participatory communication
to contribute to community empowerment. The interviews indicated that empowerment was
experienced in several interconnected ways such as improved access to information, greater
confidence to express opinions, communication and leadership skills, increased participation,
cooperation, collective action and a stronger sense of community responsibility.

Improved access to information was one of the most frequently reported outcomes.

Participants explained that communication through community meetings, announcements,
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volunteers, WhatsApp and other channels enabled them to receive information earlier and
prepare to participate. PO2 stated that information previously reached some community
members after meetings had already taken place but that community announcements and
WhatsApp enabled earlier access. PO3 also shared that women previously depended on
neighbors for information but increasingly received information through WhatsApp, volunteers
and community gatherings. P04 reported accessing information about entrepreneurship
opportunities, training and community initiatives through CYIC activitiess Stmilar accounts
were provided by P06, P07, P08, P10, P11, P12 and P13. The findingsyidentify access to
information as a primary element of empowerment.

Access to information was linked to greater willingness topparticipate. Participants
frequently described moving from primarily receivinginformation to becoming more active in
community discussions. PO1 described increasé@eonfidence among young people and said that
younger people ask questions and contributeiideasy, PO3 also reported becoming more confident
speaking during community meetin@s ‘and discussions, while P08 also identified increased self-
confidence. P11 and P12 describedibecoming more comfortable contributing during meetings.
P27, who relied more heavily ‘onface-to-face communication, stated that they became more
willing to express opmions because facilitators listened respectfully. These accounts suggest
that empowerment, was not just about receiving information but also about opportunities to use
it through participation and through dialogue.

Confidence and voice were particularly prominent in the participants' accounts. PO1
reported that the young people felt more confident when asking questions and contributing
ideas. P02 stated that participation increased his confidence in speaking and contributing during
community discussions. P03 reported moving from mainly listening to expressing her views
more openly. PO4 described becoming more comfortable sharing ideas in public, while P08

identified confidence as one of the most important changes associated with participation that
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they have experienced. The recurrence of confidence across different participant groups
indicates that voice and self-expression were important aspects of the observed empowerment
process. Participants also associated participatory communication with developing
communication, leadership, and facilitation skills.

POl referred to learning communication skills, teamwork and facilitation. P04
described developing leadership skills and mentoring younger participants. PO6 associated
volunteering with improved communication and leadership skills. P09 desetibed learning that
leadership involves listening, while P10 explained that participationhad mproved her ability
to facilitate discussions and encourage quieter members to contributedThese, experiences show
that participation was perceived not only as an opportunity'to expressivicws but also as a space
for learning interpersonal and leadership skills.

Another aspect of empowerment involved teamwork and collective action. Several
participants provided examples in which issues‘diseussed during dialogue were followed by
community-initiated activities. PO2ddesefibed a self-help group organizing a community clean-
up after a dialogue session. P06,alse described environmental clean-up activities arising from
community discussions:, PO9<seported joint environmental activities involving different
community groups. P15 deseribed teamwork among churches, women's groups and youth
groups to supportivulaerable families. P16 reported community members organizing a shared
footpath rehabilitation activity, while P20 described community members organizing repairs
to a damaged footbridge. These accounts indicate the connection participants perceived
between dialogue and collective action.

Importantly, this suggests that community ownership was stronger when participants
perceived the action as emerging from their own discussions. P06 clearly differentiated
community-led action from activities directed by CYIC, while P16 also stated that CYIC

facilitated discussion, but community members organized and carried out these activities. P17
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reported that young people volunteered for an activity because they felt the decision belonged
to the community. P25 described the value of involving community members from planning
through implementation. These accounts show that empowerment was directly linked to
responsibility and ownership and not simply participating in an organization-led activity.

The findings, however, show that empowerment doesn't look the same for everyone
and it is never truly finished. Some participants participated only occasionally, and some
reported that attendance declined after initial activities. PO5 noted that enthusiasm decreased
when there was limited follow-up. P10 and P25 also highlighted the importance of'continuous
communication to maintain involvement. Although participants,desefibed positive changes in
information access, confidence, teamwork and collectivedction, these,outcomes depended on
the continuity and accessibility of participation.

Theme Two shows that participants €@ssociated, participatory communication with
multidimensional empowerment. The outcomes extended from improved access to information
and confidence to communication§kills; leadership, cooperation, community ownership and
collective action.

4.3.3 Theme Three: Roleof Digital Technologies in Supporting or Constraining
Participatory Communication

Thegthird theme concerned the role of digital technologies in CYIC's participatory
communication. Participants commonly identified WhatsApp and mobile phones as useful for
sharing information, sending reminders, continuing discussions, sharing summaries and
coordinating activities. At the same time, participants repeatedly emphasized that digital
communication did not reach everyone equally. The evidence therefore points to digital
technology as an extension of participation, not a replacement for face-to-face communication.

Participants who used digital platforms regularly described faster, more continuous

communication. POl stated that WhatsApp reminders reduced the likelithood of missing
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meetings and allowed discussions to continue even after physical meetings. P04 described
WhatsApp as useful for receiving meeting reminders, training materials and follow-up
discussions. P10 also reported that WhatsApp enabled immediate sharing of reminders and
meeting summaries. P19 and P20 described faster circulation and sharing of announcements
and updates, while P26, who was the most digitally engaged participant, reported using
WhatsApp regularly to stay informed and continue discussions between meetings. P26 stated
that digital communication extends participation without replacing it entirely.‘This indicates a
broader pattern from the interviews: digital platforms increased the gpeed/itimelimess and the
continuity of communication while face-to-face dialogue remainedgfiportant for meaningful
discussion and decision-making.

Digital communication also supported cootrdination dnd follow-up. PO1 said that
discussions continued through WhatsApp aftefiphysicalimectings. P18 stated that WhatsApp
and phone calls enabled information to reach participants more quickly. P23 shared that
participants informally discussed fiformation received online at the market before attending
meetings. P26 highlighted WhatsApp .as useful for coordinating an environmental clean-up
after the initial face-tosfacepdialogue. These different examples show that digital
communication extended the communication process beyond the physical meeting.

However, ) this. indicated significant differences in digital engagement. Some
participants reported limited smartphone use, lack of internet bundles, unreliable network
access or lower confidence in digital communication. PO2 noted that some older community
members did not use smartphones and that some participants could not afford internet bundles.
P03 also reported that some women did not own smartphones or shared phones with family
members. PO8 mentioned internet costs and limited digital skills while P17 identified bundle

costs as a challenge for some young people. P20 and P22 also reported network and access
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difficulties. These accounts show that affordability, device access, connectivity, digital literacy
skills and communication preferences affected digital participation.

The contrast between P26 and P27 is particularly useful in understanding this variation.
P26 described strong engagement with WhatsApp and viewed digital platforms as an important
way to maintain communication between meetings. P27, in contrast, shared knowing about
WhatsApp but did not use it regularly. He relied more on community meetings, neighbors and
community volunteers in order to receive information. At the same timegP27 did not reject
digital communication. Instead, he recognized its usefulness fom, faster communication,
especially among younger participants, while emphasizing that digitalleommunication should
support and not replace community meetings.

The interviews also revealed that digital communieatiof could create communication
difficulties. P09 noted that written messagesiieould sometimes be misunderstood because
participants could not immediately ask questiens: R '0yand P12 referred to information overload
when participants belonged to sevefal WhatsApp groups. P26 noted that some participants read
messages but did not respondyThese experiences indicate that digital access alone does not
guarantee meaningful partieipation. The quality of interaction, interpretation of information
and willingness to engage alse matter.

Theparticipants therefore consistently favored combining digital communication with
face-to-face and interpersonal approaches. PO1 stated that both methods complement each
other. P02 recommended integrating WhatsApp with face-to-face meetings and community
visits. P06 described using WhatsApp alongside home visits, phone calls and community
gatherings. P18, P20, P21, P24, P25 and P26 also characterized digital communication as a
means for supporting community dialogue and not replacing it. P27's account provided the
clearest contrasting case because their participation depended mainly on non-digital channels

while still acknowledging the benefits of digital communication.
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The findings further show that the digital era has not eliminated earlier established
community communication practices. Participants referred to barazas, church announcements,
village gatherings, home visits, markets, storytelling, drama, songs, word of mouth and
interpersonal communication. Instead of treating these approaches as obsolete, participants
described them as continuing to perform important functions, especially where digital access
was limited or where issues required detailed discussion and direct interaction. The resulting
pattern is therefore one of communication continuity and adaptation.

Theme Three shows that digital technologies have expanded“the,speed, reach and
continuity of CYIC's communication, particularly throughyWhatsApp and phone
communication. However, unequal access, affordability,£onneectivity, digital confidence and
communication preferences constrain their inclusiyéness.\Thefevidence therefore supports a
hybrid communication pattern, in which digitaliteols, extend participation while face-to-face,
interpersonal and community-based communicationyremain important spaces for dialogue,
explanation and collective decisiontmaking:

4.3.4 Theme Four: Challenges Affecting Participatory Communication

The fourth themeyaddressed the challenges that affected participation and the
effectiveness of C¥IC's" communication practices. Participants identified several
interconnected basriess, including unequal digital access, internet and data costs, unreliable
connectivity, work and livelihood responsibilities, family responsibilities, travel and meeting
schedules, reluctance to speak, declining participation, expectations of material support and
gaps in follow-up. The findings therefore show that barriers to participatory communication
were not technological alone but were also social, economic and contextual.

Digital inequality was a recurring pattern. Some participants reported differences in
smartphone ownership, internet access, affordability and digital confidence. PO1 shared that

some participants could not afford internet bundles regularly or did not own smartphones. P03
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also reported difficulties among some of the women in her savings group. P08 mentioned
internet costs and having limited digital literacy skills as a key challenge. P17 noted that
internet bundles were expensive for young people, while P22 reported unreliable network
coverage. P27 provided the strongest contrasting case, stating that they sometimes missed
digital messages because they did not regularly use their phone or have internet bundles. These
accounts show that digital communication can increase access for some participants while
creating or reinforcing exclusion for others.

Everyday livelihood responsibilities were another major constraint that was identified.
Some participants mentioned farming, business, employment, family#@sponsibilities and travel
as factors affecting their attendance. PO1 especially stateddhat othersimembers were busy with
farming or running businesses, making it difficultyto” parti€ipate consistently. P02 also
described farming seasons as a major factor(thatlafféeted meeting attendance, while P03
discussed the difficulty of balancing participation with family and business responsibilities.
P11 shared that market days conflieted®Wwith some of the planned community activities. P17
stated that young people who‘depend on daily income may find it difficult to attend meetings.
P20 and P21 also identifiedywork.and other family responsibilities as participation constraints,
while P27 noted that'farming and family responsibilities sometimes prevented or hindered
attendancelhese,aceounts show that participation takes place within competing livelihood
demands.

Meeting schedules as well as accessibility were closely connected to participation.
Participants shared how some community members sometimes requested changes in meeting
times, venues and even formats to accommodate their different circumstances. P02 reported
that meetings were adjusted to late afternoons and more convenient days. P03 shared that
activities were held closer to villages after women raised concerns about traveling for long

distances to attend and participate in meetings. P08 mentioned meeting-venue accessibility.
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These instances indicate that accessibility can determine if an opportunity for participation is
functional.

The data also revealed barriers related to confidence and unequal voice. Some
participants described quieter members, first-time participants or people who feared criticism
as being less likely to contribute. P03 reported that some participants hesitated to express their
views because they feared criticism. P04 referred to shy participants. PO6 noted that some
people still believed their opinions were less important than others'. PO8‘also mentioned
concerns about being judged or misunderstood. P09 reported that some participants hesitated
to disagree because they did not want to offend others. P24 noted\that{irst-time participants
might require encouragement. These accounts show that cr€ating a patticipatory space does not
automatically ensure equal voice.

Another challenge was on how to sustaifyparticipation over time. POS shared that some
people attended initial meetings but did not, continue participating. P09, P10 and P25 also
identified declining engagement ofjthefneed for continued follow-up. P26 shared that some
participants remained less active after initial project excitement. These experiences show that
participation requires ongoing eommunication, follow-up and visible responsiveness, not a
single meeting invitation.

Participant expectations also affected sustained participation. PO1 and P02 shared that
some people expected immediate material or financial assistance from participation in
programmes. When such expectations were not met continued involvement became difficult.
This finding is important because it shows that participation is influenced not only by
communication methods but also by participants' understanding of what an organization can
provide. Clear communication about programme purposes and expected outcomes may

therefore be important for maintaining realistic expectations.
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Feedback gaps were another challenge. Although participants generally reported
opportunities to provide feedback, some stated that they did not always receive sufficient
information about what happened to their recommendations. PO3 noted that motivation
declined when participants did not receive updates. POS5 shared that suggestions were
sometimes acknowledged without follow-up information. P10 and P25 emphasized the
importance of showing how community suggestions were used. This is important: collecting
feedback is not the same as demonstrating responsiveness.

The findings therefore show that participants identified practical'ways of*addressing
these challenges. They repeatedly recommended multiple “eofimunication channels,
community visits, village-based meetings, small-groupddiscussions;, regular feedback and
continued use of digital platforms alongside face-tg*face‘communication. P13 acknowledged
the role of community volunteers in reachinggmany households. P15 also recommended
working through already existing community)groups. P21 highlighted home visits and
community volunteers. P25 encoutaged ifitegrating established community approaches with
digital technology. P26 suggested imaintaining digital, face-to-face and interpersonal
communication. P27 highlighted' the importance of community volunteers and multiple
communication methods. These recommendations emerged from participants' experiences of
what enabled or €enstrained participation.

Theme, Bour shows that participatory communication at CYIC is affected by a
combination of technological, economic, livelihood, social and organizational factors. Unequal
digital access is significant, but it is only one part of the participation challenge. Work and
farming schedules, family responsibilities, travel, confidence, expectations, sustained
engagement and feedback gaps also influence participation. The findings therefore demonstrate
the importance of flexible, inclusive and multi-faceted communication instead of relying on

one communication method.
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4.4 Summary

The chapter presented findings from interviews with 27 CYIC participants and
identified four themes: participatory communication practices, community empowerment
outcomes, the role of digital technologies and challenges affecting participatory
communication. Participants described CYIC as using dialogue, consultation, small-group

discussions, community meetings, volunteers, feedback and digital communication to engage

community members. Participants associated these practices with 1 ed access to

information, confidence, communication and leadership skills, tion, “eommunity

ownership and collective action. Digital technologies, particul were viewed as
useful for timely information, mobilization and follo ual access, costs and
connectivity limited their inclusiveness. Everyday onsibilities, unequal voice,
sustained participation and feedback gaps al gagement. The findings show that
CYIC operates within an evolving hyb ication environment in which digital

communication extends instead

dialogue. @\

N

ing face-to-face and interpersonal community
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses the study's findings in relation to the four research objectives,
research questions, theoretical framework, conceptual framework and relevant literature
reviewed in Chapter Two. The discussion focuses on the participatory communication
approaches used by the Chuka Youth Information Centre (CYIC), their\eontribution to
community empowerment, the role of digital technologies and the challenges affecting
participation. The chapter distinguishes between access to informatiefijiparticipation, influence
and empowerment because the findings show that these do notmeeessarily occur at the same
level. The chapter concludes with the study's conclusiens,recommendations and suggestions
for further research.
5.2 Discussion of Key Findings
The discussion is organizedfaceotding to the four research objectives. Each objective is
examined in relation to the ewidence presented in Chapter Four and interpreted using the
theoretical and conceptual perspectives established in Chapter Two.
5.2.1 To‘examine the participatory communication approaches used by
CYIC to promote community empowerment
The firstiobjective examined the participatory communication approaches CYIC uses
to support community engagement and dialogue. The findings showed that CYIC uses
community meetings, dialogue sessions, small-group discussions, consultation, feedback,
community mobilization through volunteers, interpersonal communication, and follow-up
communication. Participants described communication as extending beyond receiving
information to include expressing views, exchanging ideas, raising concerns and, in some

cases, influencing programme arrangements. For instance, participants reported that
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community members were able to suggest changes to meeting times, venues and programme
activities when existing arrangements did not suit their circumstances. These findings
demonstrate that participation occurred at different levels, ranging from information sharing
and consultation to dialogue and situational influence.

The findings are consistent with Freire's (1970) dialogical approach, which views
communication as a process of dialogue through which people reflect on their experiences and
participate in addressing issues affecting their lives. They also suppoit Servaes' (2020)
multiplicity perspective, which emphasizes context, local knowledge ‘ahd communication
processes that respond to the social and cultural realities of partietllar, communities. In the
CYIC case, local relationships, community networks, volunteers andiface-to-face engagement
shaped participation. This is also consistent with Gébeyehu and Jira (2023), who found that
participatory communication can facilitate comfiaunity mvolvement in rural development when
communication processes are adapted to local citcumstances. Fadipe and Molale (2024) also
show the importance of dialogacy@ndy public participation within community-based
development communication

However, the findings shew that participatory communication should not automatically
be equated with empewerment or complete decision-making power. Participants influenced
specific pregramme garrangements but this did not establish that community members
controlled all'organizational decisions. This aligns with Odoom et al. (2024) who found that
participation can occur at different levels and that communication opportunities do not
necessarily mean that communities exercise full decision-making power. The CYIC findings
therefore indicate that the quality and depth of participation are more important than just the
existence of meetings or communication channels.

The first objective demonstrates that CYIC's participatory communication is diverse,

context-sensitive and evolving. Its effectiveness was reflected not simply in the number of
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communication methods used but also in the opportunities created for dialogue, consultation,
feedback and participation in selected programme decisions. This finding supports the study's
conceptualization of participatory communication as a process involving interaction, voice,
knowledge exchange, feedback and influence, not one-way information transmission.

5.2.2 To assess how participatory communication contributes to
community empowerment

The second objective examined how participatory communication \contributes to
community empowerment. The findings showed that participants linked their invelvement to
improved access to information, increased confidence in, CXpréssing, views, stronger
communication and leadership skills, participation in decision-making, collaboration and
collective action. Participants described becoming meose Wwilling to speak during community
meetings, contribute ideas, encourage others tofaiticipate,and work collectively on community
concerns. These findings suggest that empowerment was experienced through several
interconnected aspects not a singledoutcome.

The findings support Fretre's (1970) view that dialogue can contribute to awareness,
voice and collective action, ‘Fhey also align with Rappaport's (1987) understanding of
empowerment as greatef capacity to influence matters affecting one's life and with Laverack's
(2006) emphasisien participation, leadership, organizational capacity and collective action.
Servaes (2020) further emphasizes that development processes should recognize local
knowledge and enable communities to participate in ways that fit their social and cultural
contexts. At CYIC, empowerment was characterized in participants' increased confidence,
willingness to contribute, collaboration with others and involvement in community activities.

The findings, however, show that access to information, participation, influence and
empowerment are related but distinct. Receiving information can create an opportunity to

participate, but it does not necessarily provide decision-making power. Also, being consulted
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does not guarantee that others will act on one's views. This aligns with Vander Kelen et al.
(2023), who found that community participation can contribute to empowerment, but the extent
of empowerment depends on the depth and nature of participation and existing power relations.
This also supports Odoom et al. (2024), who explain that participatory communication does
not automatically result in empowerment. At CYIC, the strongest indicator of influence
occurred when participants reported that their feedback resulted in changes to programme
arrangements or encouraged collective community action.

The findings also show that empowerment was relational and eollective.“Participants
described working with volunteers, neighbors, community groupstandjother residents to
address shared concerns. This suggests that empowernient, was fiet limited to individual
confidence or knowledge but also involved the ability. to, wofk with others. Therefore, the
second objective supports the conceptual relationship between participatory communication
and community empowerment while showing that,cmpowerment at CYIC was contextual and
uneven. Participatory communicati@n‘¢r€ated conditions that supported empowerment, but the
extent of empowerment depefided en meaningful participation, organizational responsiveness
and opportunities for colleetive action.

5.2.3 To examine the role of digital technologies in supporting or constraining
participatory'’communication at CYIC

The third)objective examined how digital technologies supported or constrained
participatory communication. The findings showed that WhatsApp, mobile communication
and, to a lesser extent, social media platforms supported rapid information sharing, meeting
reminders, mobilization, follow-up and communication between physical meetings.
Participants valued digital platforms because they enabled information to reach them more
quickly and allowed communication to continue after face-to-face activities. However, digital

communication did not replace face-to-face interaction. Instead, the findings showed that
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digital and face-to-face communication operated alongside one another establishing an
evolving hybrid communication pattern.

This finding aligns with Githaiga and Wildermuth (2022) whose Kenyan study shows
that mobile communication can support information access and empowerment while
socioeconomic circumstances continue to shape participation. This also aligns with Ooko
(2023) who shows that WhatsApp can create spaces for participation while raising questions
about inclusion and the conditions under which digital spaces become meaningful participatory
environments. Nyagaya and Mwau (2024) also found that unequal aceess €an constrain digital
participation in marginalized communities and argued for integratinggphysical and digital forms
of engagement instead of treating digital participation a§ a replacément for other forms of
communication.

The CYIC findings further show that@eecss, topa digital platform did not guarantee
equal participation. Some participants were active, WhatsApp users, while others relied more
heavily on face-to-face meetingsfyneighbers, volunteers or other interpersonal channels.
Participants identified smartphone@wnership, internet costs, connectivity, digital literacy skills
and usage patterns as factors affecting their ability to participate digitally. This supports the
digital divide perspective which recognizes that digital inequality involves not only physical
access to teehnology but also affordability, skills and meaningful use.

The findings therefore challenge the assumption that digitalization automatically
produces participation or empowerment. In relation to Freire's (1970) dialogical perspective, a
digital platform may provide an opportunity for interaction, but its existence does not guarantee
equal voice, dialogue or influence. Servaes' (2020) emphasis on context is relevant because
CYIC's digital practices developed within an already established community communication
environment. The findings therefore show that digital technologies function most effectively

at CYIC when they complement established face-to-face and interpersonal communication.
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The resulting hybrid approach extends the reach and continuity of participation while
maintaining alternative channels for community members who are less digitally engaged.

5.2.4 Objective Four: To identify the challenges affecting participatory
communication at CYIC

The fourth objective examined the challenges affecting participatory communication.
The findings identified several barriers, including unequal access to smartphones and internet
connectivity, the cost of mobile data, differences in digital skills and usage, Work and family
responsibilities, declining participation over time and differences ingexpeetations.concerning
development programmes. These challenges show that participationgiShinfluenced not only by
communication practices but also by community members' social, economic and technological
circumstances.

Participants' accounts also showed digitalyinequality. Some participants reported
relying on face-to-face communication, neighbots, of)community volunteers because they did
not consistently use digital platformis erf€ould not always afford internet bundles. This finding
is consistent with Nyagaya and “Mwau (2024) who identified unequal digital access as a
constraint on participationgin marginalized communities. It also aligns with Githaiga and
Wildermuth (2022) who state that the benefits of mobile communication are shaped by broader
socioeconomi¢ conditions. The findings therefore emphasize the importance of maintaining
multiple communication channels without assuming that digital communication independently
can reach all community members equally.

Livelihood responsibilities also affected participation. Participants who were farmers,
traders or parents explained difficulties attending activities because of farming, market days,
work and other family responsibilities. In some instances, participants' concerns about timing
and accessibility resulted in adjustments to programme arrangements. This finding is consistent

with Muli et al. (2024) whose Kenyan study highlights the importance of stakeholder
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involvement and context-sensitive communication planning. It shows that effective
participation requires communication strategies that account for people's everyday
circumstances.

Another challenge was sustaining participation and maintaining feedback. Some of the
participants shared that people attended initial meetings but became less involved when follow-
up was limited or when they were unsure how their contributions were used. This highlights
the importance of feedback and organizational responsiveness in participateey €ommunication.
Odoom et al. (2024) also show that institutional and resource-related conditions’ can affect
participation. The findings therefore suggest that participatoryg€ommunication requires
continued engagement.

The fourth objective shows that the  Challenges¢ affecting participation are
interconnected. Digital exclusion, affordabilityiplivelihded responsibilities, limited sustained
engagement and differing expectations can restrict participation even where communication
opportunities exist. The findings dg,netiindicate that CYIC's communication approaches are
ineffective. They show why participation needs to remain flexible and inclusive. Integrating
digital platforms with facesto-face meetings, interpersonal communication and community
volunteers provides “alternative routes through which community members can remain
connected to, development activities.

5.3 Conclusion

This study examined participatory communication and community empowerment at the
Chuka Youth Information Centre (CYIC) in Tharaka Nithi County, Kenya. Guided by four
objectives, it examined participatory communication practices, community empowerment, the
role of digital technologies and challenges affecting participation.

The study concludes that participatory communication at CYIC extends beyond one-

way information sharing. Community dialogue, consultations, small-group discussions,
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feedback, community mobilization and follow-up provided opportunities for community
members to express views and participate in programme activities. The participant accounts,
together with contextual information from the CYIC programme coordinator, also indicate that
CYIC has long relied on face-to-face approaches such as barazas, community meetings, skits
and community awareness activities, particularly in campaigns addressing HIV/AIDS, stigma
reduction, education and support for vulnerable community members. These practices continue
to provide an important foundation as CYIC gradually incorporates digitaleommunication.

The findings additionally show that participatory communication Was associated with
different aspects of community empowerment such as access toinformation,, confidence, skills
development, participation in decision-making, collaboration and callective action. However,
participation did not always translate into decision-making power. Participants were able to
influence some programme arrangements, $liehas activity timing and communication
practices, but this did not indicate control over alllerganizational decisions. Empowerment was
therefore multifaceted, relational afd unéven, depending on the depth of participation and the
responsiveness of the organization.

Digital technologies, yparticularly WhatsApp and mobile communication,
complemented CYIC's¢ established communication practices by supporting information
sharing, remindets, mobilization and follow-up. However, digital communication has not
replaced face-fo-face interaction. Instead, the findings show a hybrid communication context
in which digital, interpersonal and face-to-face approaches serve complementary functions.
This approach is important because participants differed in access to devices, internet
affordability, digital skills, usage patterns and communication preferences.

The study also concludes that factors beyond communication channels influence
effective participation. Livelihood responsibilities, internet costs, unequal digital access,

varying digital engagement and difficulties sustaining participation can limit involvement.
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CYIC's continued use of multiple communication channels therefore offers important
opportunities to maintain inclusion, particularly for community members who are less digitally
engaged.

The study concludes that participatory communication can contribute to community
empowerment when communication provides opportunities not only to receive information but
also to express views, influence appropriate programme decisions and participate in collective
action. The CYIC case demonstrates that this process is contextual and uneven, and it is not
automatic. The study therefore contributes a context-specific undetstanding of participatory
communication as a hybrid, locally grounded and evolving_proeessy, i which traditional
community participation remains important while digital t¢ehnologiesienhance communication
and participation.

5.4 Recommendations

5.4.1 Recommendations for CYIC Management

CYIC should strengthen participatoty communication throughout the programme cycle
by involving community mefmbersyin identifying needs, planning, implementation, feedback
and review. The organizationyshould also make feedback mechanisms more visible by
communicating how patticipants' suggestions have been considered and, where appropriate,
incorporated, mtopprogramme decisions. CYIC should maintain its hybrid communication
approach by combining community meetings, interpersonal communication, community
volunteers, mobile communication and digital platforms such as WhatsApp. Digital
communication should complement, not replace, face-to-face engagement, especially for
participants with limited digital access or use. The organization should also assess from time
to time who is being reached and who may be excluded to adjust communication methods,

meeting schedules and engagement strategies accordingly.
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5.4.2 Recommendations for Community Volunteers

Community volunteers should continue serving as communication links between CYIC
and community members, especially those with limited or inconsistent digital access. They can
support mobilization, share information about activities, clarify messages and identify barriers
affecting participation. Volunteers should also share community feedback with CYIC so
meeting schedules, information flow and engagement strategies can be adjusted as needed.
However, volunteers should facilitate and not replace direct community participation. Their
role should be to connect community members to CYIC and create @pportunitiesfor them to
express their own views.

5.4.3 Recommendations for Government Agengies

National and county government agencies should suppért the conditions required for
meaningful digital and face-to-face communityipartieipation. This is by improving affordable
and reliable internet connectivity in marginalized“eommunities and supporting accessible
digital skills programmes. Governmientidgencies should also recognize the role of community-
based organizations and community, volunteers in reaching groups that may not be consistently
connected to digital platforms.‘Support for community-level digital inclusion should therefore
complement, without replacing existing face-to-face communication structures.

5.4.4 Recommendations for Development Partners

Development partners supporting CYIC and similar community-based organizations
should provide resources that support sustained community participation alongside programme
implementation. This may include community meetings, volunteer engagement,
communication materials, digital communication and appropriate digital skills development.
Monitoring frameworks should assess participation beyond attendance numbers by considering

whose voices were heard, whether participants influenced decisions, whether feedback was
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acted upon and whether less digitally connected groups were reached. This would provide a
more meaningful assessment of participation and empowerment.

5.4.5 Recommendations for Communication Practitioners

Communication practitioners working with community-based organizations should
avoid treating digitalization as a replacement for participatory communication. Communication
strategies should reflect communities' actual technological, social and economic circumstances
and integrate digital platforms with face-to-face dialogue, interpersonal gemmunication and
community networks. Practitioners should also distinguish between teach, engagement,
influence and empowerment because receiving information docsymétynecessarily constitute
participation and digital interaction does not automatically. demenstrate empowerment.
Monitoring should therefore consider indicators such-as, voice,jinclusion, feedback, influence,
ownership and collective action.

5.5 Suggestions for Further Studies

Future research should €xamiinéy participatory communication across different
community-based organizatiohs ‘and counties in Kenya to evaluate whether the hybrid
communication pattern ‘identified at CYIC exists in other rural and semi-urban contexts.
Comparative and mixed=-methods studies could further look at the relationship between digital
participation,.and meaningful influence on decision-making. Studying changes over time could
assess whether empowerment outcomes are sustained. Further studies should also pay greater
attention to less digitally engaged community members and examine how digital transitions
may create or reduce exclusion. Research could additionally explore how community-based
organizations are adapting established communication practices as digital technologies become
more prominent, including the emerging role of artificial intelligence (Al), digital literacy,
accessibility, trust, representation, data governance and community control in participatory

communication.
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5.6 Chapter Summary

This chapter discussed the findings in relation to the four research objectives,
theoretical perspectives, conceptual framework and relevant literature. The study found that
CYIC wuses dialogue, consultation, small-group discussions, feedback, community
mobilization, interpersonal communication and digital platforms to facilitate participation.

These practices were associated with improved access to information, confidence,

participation, influence and collective action. However, participation di automatically
result in empowerment or full decision-making power. Digital ogies,” especially
WhatsApp and mobile communication improved the speed/ti continuity of

information sharing but did not replace face-to-face nstead, the findings

demonstrate an evolving hybrid communication pa digital access, affordability,
digital literacy skills, livelihood responsibiliti \b ity to sustain participation. The

study therefore concludes that meaningful pasti communication depends not simply on

the availability of communicatio\ but on opportunities for dialogue, inclusion,

responsiveness, influence am%tiv action within the local context.
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE

Introduction
My name is Gift Akinyi Rugendo, a final-year student at St Paul’s University pursuing a
Master of Arts in Communication, and as part of my studies, I am conducting research on
Participatory Communication and Community Empowerment in the Digital Age: A Case Study
of Chuka Youth Information Centre, Tharaka Nithi County.

All information you provide will be used solely for academiefpurposes and will remain
confidential. Thank you for taking the time to participate in this mteryiew. This study aims to
understand how participatory communication approaches used by €huka Youth Information
Centre contribute to community empowermentyYour mformation will be used solely for

academic purposes and will be kept confidential.

Section A: BackgroundiInformation
Can you briefly tell me aboutyyouninvolvement with CYIC and how you first became

associated with the @EZARIZAMONY. .............coceevuieiiiriiieiicet ettt

SectiomB: Participatory Communication Approaches
Can you describe how CYIC communicates and engages community members during the
planning, implementation and evaluation of its programs? Please share examples from
activities you have participated IN...........oooiiuiiiiiii e
Can you tell me about a time when community members influenced decisions made by
CYIC? What happened, who participated, and what changes

TESUILEA?. .o
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Section C: Community Empowerment Outcomes
How have CYIC's communication activities influenced community participation, access to
information, confidence, decision-making or collective action? Please give
examples............

What changes have you experienced because of participating in CYIC

ACEIVIEIES 2. oottt e e et e e e e e et e e e e e e e e e e et eaeeeeee e e e aaaeeeeeraaaaa—_ B,

Section D: Digital Technology in Participatory Co

N

participation easier or more difficult?..............§ N PRSPPI

How have digital technologies such as WhatsApp or Fac or limited

community participation? Can you think of a situati | communication made

Section E: Recommendati essons Learned

How does CYIC gather and rom community members after activities? Can you
share an example?.........} QI ceneenereenee e et e et e e s et e e r e e s e e e e e s ser e neesrae e neeenes

What challenges affe ctiveness of participatory communication in empowering the

What recom tions would you make to strengthen participatory communication and
community empowerment within

CYTC? e s

Thank the participant for their time and insights.
Signature of the participant...............ooooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinen.

Signature of the Researcher.....................o,
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ST. PAUL’'S UNIVERSITY

Private Bag 00217 LIMURU, KENYA Tel Office: +254 (0) 20-2020505/10
Email:office@spu.ac.ke mobile:+254(0) 728 - 669000

e TR o BOARD OF POSTGRADUATE STUDIES (0) 736 - 424440

20" July, 2026

National'Commission for Science and Technology,
P.0. BOX 30623-00100,

Nairobi.

Dear Sir/Madam,

RE: RECOMMENDATION FOR GIFT AKINYI RUGENDO - MACSNRB368121 TO CONDUCT -
RESEARCH 3

This letter confirms the above-named person is a student in the Master of Arts in Communication Studies
(MACS) Program at St. Paul's University.

After completion of the course work, the student is engaged in major research work leading to a
Thesis/Dissertation writing. The student's selected topic is:

“Participatory communication and community empowerment in the digital age: A case study of
Chuka Youth Information Centre, Tharaka Nthi County, Kenya.”

The SPU-Institutional Scientific Ethics Review Committee has reviewed the above-named research
proposal and granted the ERB approval number 842, for the period between 20t July, 2026 — 20t July,
2027 (1 Year). .

-
Kindly granf this student the required permit. For further information, please contact the undersigned

through postgraduatestudies@spu.ac.ke

Yours Fajthfully, gﬁ' ki

/DrJotm :
/ Directord’i;zs graduaté Studies
( postgraddatestudies@spu.ac.ke

-

7 ) ‘
ﬂ n @ m | SPUKenya 4(=))) SPU IS 1SO 9001:2015 CERTIFIED
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Private Bag 00217 Limuru,

Kenya

Email: office(@spu.ac.ke

Website: www.spu.ac.ke ettt
REF: SPU/832/2026 Date: 20™ July 2026
TO: Gift Akinyi Rugendo
St. Paul’s University
Dear Gift,

ST. PAUL’S UNIVERSITY

Tel Office: +254 (0) 20-
2020505/10

REF: Participatory Communication and Community Empowerment in the
Digital Age: A Case Study of Chuka Youth Information Centre, Tharaka Nithi
County, Kenya

Greetings,

This is to inform you that SPU- Institutional Scientific Ethics Review Committee
has reviewed the above-named research proposal. Your ERB approval
number is 842, for the period between 20t July 2026 - 20t July 2027 (1

year).

This approval is subject to compliance with the following requirements;

Only approved documents including (informed consents, study
instruments) will be used.

All changes including (amendments, deviations, and violations) are
submitted for review and approval by SPU- Institutional Scientific
Ethics Review Committee.

Death and life-threatening problems and serious adverse events or
unexpected adverse events whether related or unrelated to the
study must be reported to SPU- Institutional Scientific Fthics Review
Committee within 72 hours of nofification.

Any changes, anticipated or otherwise that may increase the risks or
affected safety or welfare of study participants and others or affect
the integrity of the research must be reported to SPU- Institutional
Scientific Ethics Review Committee within 72 hours.

Clearance for export of biclogical specimens must be obtained from
relevant institutions.

@.nm'»sﬂmln amas,

-5
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vi.

wii.

viil.

University

Submission of a request for renewal of approval at least 40 days prior
to expiry of the approval period. Attach a comprehensive progress
report to support the renewal.

Submission of an executive summary report within 90 days upon
completion of the study to SPU-Institutional Scientific Ethics Review
Committee.

Should there be any publications from your research, note that you
are supposed to anonymize the particulars of the respondents, the
identifiers and the name of institution (s) where you collected data.
Please note that it is within the ISERC’s mandate to monitor your
research and to do random visits to the site. All research is subject to
post approval monitoring. Kindly provide a closure report after the
research.

Prior to commencing your study, you will be expected to obtain a research
license from National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation
[NACOSTI) if you are collecting data in the country - https://research-

portal.nacosti.go.ke or_obtain other clearances needed in the country

where you will collect your data from.
Yours sincerely,

PRy

Dr. Daniel Nzengya, PhD
Chairperson
SPU- Institutional Scientific & Ethics Review Commitiee

(ISERC)
APPROVAL WITH
CONTIGENCIES

RESEARCH
DIRECTORAT
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