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Introduction
 Participation is an evidence of sharing, inclusivity, 
and heightened attention to every stakeholder in a com-
munity. The appreciation for the use, significance, and 
relevance of participatory approaches, in general, may 
be easy to understand and grasp. People would normally 
want to be involved and partake in activities with a fore-
seen positive outcome, especially, if they themselves are 
affected by issues, such as those concerned with shelter 
provisions. While encouraging the end-users to express 
their wants and desires is somehow an easy task and 
could be easily achieved, extracting vital insights and 
processing the idea contributions is an interesting and 
challenging aspect in the study of participation in rela-
tion to a successfully designed and built environment. 
 Design and planning experts are trained to create 

beautiful and functional environments, community 
organizers and developers know the process of building 
communities by heart, financial experts know a great 
deal on how to manage money matters, investment, and 
savings, historians can trace the roots and development 
of a community, and many other fields that contribute 
significant roles to the formation and evolution of a soci-
ety. But there is also a need to recognize a segment of 
the society and communities who do not have the exper-
tise, training, and the know-how, and yet are important 
stakeholders of communities. Building the capacities of 
this segment of the population could significantly 
increase the overall quality of life in societies. 

Background 
 The shelter component has always been a core 
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element of communities and overtime has become a 
challenging issue, among governments and development 
experts, given the manifold growth in population across 
different parts of the world. According to statistics, the 
majority of the developing world’s population will live in 
urban areas by 2020, increasing the number of urban res-
idents by 2.5 billion. The development of communities 
and human settlements involves multiple disciplines or 
expertise, including architecture, planning, urban design, 
community development, and community organizing, 
among others. The experts from these different fields are 
expected to work cohesively in a concerted effort to pro-
vide for an adequate and suitable environment for vari-
ous functions and sectors of the society. 
 The ideal traditional or conventional Housing deliv-
ery model usually involves planning and design engage-
ment between the technical practitioners and the client/
end-user. The process appears to produce higher effec-
tiveness and efficiency when there is clear and direct 
communication between the technical practitioner and 
end-user, such as when a paying client commissions an 
architect to deliver architectural services. Ideally, the 
end-user preferences are solicited and identified at the 
onset of the project. Design decisions emerge to be suc-
cessfully carried out when the physical house or build-
ing is constructed with continuous consultations 
between end-user, architect, and constructor. 
 However, the traditional or conventional Housing 
delivery model could only be afforded by end-users who 
have financial capabilities in the form of savings or have 
access to Housing loan facilities like the Government 
Service Insurance System, Social Security System, and 
PAG-IBIG. The different lending institutions, whether 
government-controlled or the private lenders, can only 
be accessed by wage earners in the formal labor market, 
while families in the low income group and earners in 
the informal labor market usually make up the number 
of households in informal settlement areas. The need for 
job opportunities and inadequate financial capabilities 
of people have been cited as major reasons for informal 
settler proliferation in the urban setting, and thus result-
ing to uncontrolled growth of slum areas. 
 The magnitude of informal settler families (ISFs) in 

the Philippines have been estimated with a growth rate 
of 7.2% annually between 1991 and 2012 (Ballesteros, 
Ramos, Magtibay, 2017). This figure does not yet 
account the number of families displaced by calamities, 
those living in danger zones and with cases of land evic-
tion, and the homeless. The continuously increasing 
population contributes to the immense Housing need 
which was projected by the National Economic 
Development Authority (NEDA) to reach 6.8 million 
units for the 2017-2022 period while the compounding 
Housing backlog has been estimated by the Housing and 
Urban Development Coordinating Council (HUDCC) 
to reach 12.50 Million units by 2030. Also, according to 
the 2018 Philippine Statistics Authority figures, the pro-
portion of informal settlers in urban areas have already 
reached 7.53% in 2016. The numbers raise an alarm that 
more demand would be created in the next fifteen years 
or so if collective actions from both the government and 
private sector will still not suffice. The figures are tar-
geted by the Philippine government to be balanced out 
by 2030 in a means to achieve SDG Goal 11 target 1, 
which is to ensure access to adequate, safe and afford-
able housing and basic services and upgrade slums. 
Corresponding questions arise as to what has already 
been achieved in addressing the housing problem as 
well as an inquiry about what else could be done and 
how to correct errors, if any, in the housing delivery 
processes which are already in place. These set of ques-
tions, simply put, requires the need for an assessment or 
evaluation in order to identify the good practices as well 
as the gaps and challenges. 
 The housing dilemma is a continuous problem which 
must be addressed using adequate and innovative mea-
sures. To cope with the phenomenal Housing backlog as 
reported in government statistics, technical experts in 
government agencies are tasked to profile the informal 
settler families as well as create appropriate design and 
planning solutions like the provision of Housing reset-
tlement areas. The efforts of the government in terms of 
community organization as well as for Housing design, 
planning, and implementation processes in various 
resettlement sites have been critiqued over time due to 
reports that beneficiaries have tendencies of abandoning 
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Housing units given to them. It is theorized that the 
application of the ideal traditional or conventional 
Housing delivery model is narrowed when applied in the 
delivery for mass shelter intended for the marginalized 
sector of the society or informal settler families (ISFs) 
and the low income group, and thus, creating a gap in 
the ideal planning and design process. 
 The supposition is that a negligible amount of consul-
tation between designer and end-user is one of the signif-
icant factors in the resulting attitude of end-user/
beneficiaries towards the provided Housing. Most com-
monly observed outcome is that the end-user/beneficia-
ries return to their former informal settlement areas, 
mainly due to economic and practical reasons, which are 
inferred as having been overlooked during the planning 
and design stages. Further results are barren communi-
ties and poorly maintained Housing that the government 
had spent to design and build. Because of the apparent 
detachment of end-user/beneficiaries from the Housing 
provided by the government that participatory or bot-
tom-up approaches are viewed as an alternative and inno-
vative means for Housing delivery that can forge housing 
beneficiaries to build a strong connection with their new 
community, and develop an understanding and concern 
for the housing unit they may acquire. This approach has 
been championed by individuals and organizations push-
ing for a recognition to mainstream and integrate the pro-
cess in the government-provided Housing. The bottom-up 
approach or also known as community-led or citizen-led 
organizing results to a people’s plan. 
 Given the recognizable compounding problems in 
the country, efforts are made by ordinary citizens, 
non-government organizations (NGOs), and civil soci-
ety organizations (CSOs) to make contributions to the 
government initiated Housing programs. With the dif-
ferent initiatives from the government and non-govern-
ment organizations from different parts of the world to 
address the existing problems related to community 
development and Housing delivery, there is an optimis-
tic view that these problems can be alleviated when 
there is adequate involvement from the grassroots. 
Various NGOs or CSOs devise programs and initiatives 
in assisting and empowering citizens, especially the 

marginalized sector, in asserting their right to a decent 
Housing that they can call their home, in making dia-
logues with the concerned local government unit and 
various government agencies, in dealing with technical 
consultants and material suppliers, as well as the pro-
cess that the end-users could adapt in order to eventu-
ally manage their community on their own. 
 Every human being has the right to a decent living 
environment. Housing was recognized as part of the 
right to an adequate standard of living in the 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in the 1966 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (United Nations, 2009), and in 
September 2015, the United Nations also updated the 
Millenium Development Goals or MDGs (Agenda 21) 
and introduced the Sustainable Development Goals 
(Agenda 2030) to cope with current and future chal-
lenges aimed in addressing urbanization issues that 
include hunger, poverty, education, health, sustainable 
communities and inclusive human settlements, and cli-
mate change adaptations. Goal 11 specifically states: 
“Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 
resilient, and sustainable.” 
 In its simplest terms, a participatory approach is one 
in which everyone who has a stake in the intervention 
has a voice, either in person or by representation. The 
staff of the organization that will run it, members of the 
target population, community officials, interested citi-
zens, and people from involved agencies, schools, and 
other institutions. Everyone’s participation should be 
welcomed and respected, and the process should not be 
dominated by any individual or group, or by a single 
point of view (Participatory Approaches to Planning 
Community Interventions). UN-Habitat defines partici-
pation as the process in which affected stakeholders of 
an urban plan take part in its development. Through a 
participatory process they can be actively involved in 
the process of informing the planning process and influ-
encing the decision-making, the plan, and its execution. 
This process can range from months to years, in which 
stakeholders periodically come together in a moderated 
setting with a clear objective to provide input for a proj-
ect (UN-Habitat, 2016). 
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 One of the generally viewed concern with the use of 
participatory approaches is the tedious challenge of 
having to involve all stakeholders in, ideally, rounds 
after rounds of discussions and workshops before arriv-
ing with a consensus and decisions being made. This 
general understanding of the participatory process has 
been one of the setbacks why participation is shortened 
in the planning and design process. The numerous posi-
tive views on the use of participatory process as a means 
in making successful communities and improved 
Housing delivery deem it necessary to present adequate 
empirical evidence. Concrete proof of the positive out-
come in the use of participation could further its inte-
gration in the planning and design processes that can 
serve as a basis in creating refined participatory plan-
ning and design models. 

Rationale 
 Proponents of participation primarily argue that it 
produces superior results, that is, in terms of built envi-
ronment upgrading, participation improves the respon-
siveness, the ‘fit’, between the resulting environment 
and the needs and wants of the people it is supposed to 
serve (Frediani, et. al., 2011). In the Philippine setting, 
there are positive impressions, among development cir-
cles and the Housing end-users, about how participatory 
approaches tends to increase efficiency and success in 
Housing delivery concerning both the physical environ-
ment and improved social cohesion among community 
members. Given the indications that participatory 
approaches gain positive results and advantages, there 
seems to be a weak link in terms of documentation sub-
stantiation in terms of the actual proceedings of partici-
patory activities happening on the ground. The observed 
gap suggests an opportunity to find and present empiri-
cal evidence to concretely capture the details on how 
participatory approaches are contextualized and carried 
out by civil society organizations (CSOs) in the 
Philippine locale. A clearer understanding of the CSOs 
role in paving the initiatives to mainstream participa-
tory approaches across the different community devel-
opment stages can inform the development of future 
participatory planning and design models. 

Statement of the Problem 
 The study intends to look into the participatory plan-
ning and design approaches employed by selected civil 
society organizations (CSOs) and infer on the role they 
played in the performance of Housing delivery 
interventions. 
 The following are the sub problems: 
 • Determine the nature and extent of stakeholders’ 

participation in the design and planning approaches 
applied by the CSOs in their Housing delivery 
programs. 

 • Identify/document good practices, similarities, dif-
ferences, constraints, and gaps in the way participa-
tory planning and design approaches are applied by 
CSOs 

 • Look into the assessment or evaluation of the perfor-
mance of the Housing delivery interventions and 
how it reflects on the participatory planning and 
design approaches applied by the selected 
organizations. 

Key Research Questions 
1. What are the participatory planning and design 

approaches employed by selected civil society orga-
nizations (CSOs) in their Housing delivery 
programs? 

2. What is the nature and extent of stakeholders’ par-
ticipation in the civil society Housing delivery 
interventions?

3. What are the good practices, similarities, differ-
ences, constraints, and gaps in the way CSOs apply 
participatory planning and design approaches in 
their Housing delivery programs? 

4. What are the currently used international criteria 
and procedures for the assessment of participatory 
planning and design approaches for Housing deliv-
ery that can apply in the context of the selected 
CSOs? 

5. How can the Housing delivery system of the subject 
CSOs be characterized in terms of performance 
related to the participatory process used, and how do 
these reflect in the designed and built Housing? 
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Goal of the Study 
 To contribute a clearer understanding of participa-
tory approaches in planning and design towards an 
improved application in Housing delivery and commu-
nity development. 

Significance of the Study 
 Probing how the participatory approaches are uti-
lized by the selected CSOs in rendering assistance for 
Housing delivery, a critical component in the develop-
ment of communities, is an attempt to contribute insights 
in the continuous efforts of both the government and 
non-government organizations in identifying gaps and 
deficiencies, which processes and practices works, and 
what alternatives could be generated to create further 
mechanisms for an efficient Housing delivery system. 

Scope and Limitations 
 The scope of the study delves on the role of civil soci-
ety organizations (CSOs) in Housing delivery focusing 
on evidences in processes which used participation 
modes, and specifically, focused on the design and plan-
ning stages and how participatory approaches were inte-
grated and utilized in creating design outputs. 
 The study addressed the cases of six (6) CSOs with 
operations in Luzon, Visayas, and Mindanao. The CSOs 
were initially determined through referral and is a sort 
of convenience sampling method in terms of selection, 
with the benefit of access to data and information. The 
Housing projects of the selected CSOs featured in this 
study focused only on particular samples with inte-
grated participatory approaches and not all projects han-
dled by the CSOs. 
 The data and information concerning the stakehold-
ers were gathered from CSO officials such as executive 
directors, community organizers, technical team mem-
bers, Housing beneficiaries from ISFs including those 
affected by typhoons/calamities and from identified 
danger zones, key Philippine shelter agencies’ informa-
tion bulletin and key official publications, websites and 
social media pages. 

Methodology 

Fig. 1. Methodology of the study

 The study used qualitative methods in gathering 
data, analytical operations, and in producing inferences. 
Data gathering strategies used in the conduct of the 
study include desk research, documents review, obser-
vations, key informant interviews (KII), mapping, 
survey, photo/voice/video documentation, immersion, 
focus group discussions (FGD), charrette, and case 
studies. 

Table 1. Case Studies

Fig. 2. Charette workshop
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Conceptual Framework

Fig. 3. Conceptual Framework

 Arnstein’s ladder of participation serves as the theo-
retical base for the study. The Sustainable Development 
Goals are viewed to be successfully achieved when the 
quality of life and well-being of people is enhanced by 
means of access to adequate, safe, and decent Housing. 
The initiatives and measures can dramatically improve 
the designed and built environment concerned with 
shelter provision when people or end-users work together 
with CSOs that facilitate improvement of their capaci-
ties in order to assert their access and rights to Housing 
and a community that supports development for the dif-
ferent stages of family life. 

Results 

Fig. 4. Observed Stakeholders

 The delivery of a Housing project and the organiza-
tion of the community entails efforts from different 
roles that must work in harmony. The physical setting 
and the social cohesion of the observed communities 
takes years to organize and requires various expertise in 
order to address particular issues and concerns at each 
stage of the project development. Putting together 
people from different backgrounds to form a commu-
nity is a challenge. Understanding individual rights, 
preferences, values, beliefs, and way of life usually 
affects the degree of community cohesion. 
 Using all the findings and results of the data gathered 
from all methodologies used in the study such as desk 
research, documents review, mapping, observation, 
photo and video documentation, key informant inter-
views, survey, focus group discussion, immersion, and 
charrette, there seems to be a prevailing inclination or 
trend showing that participatory process is popular and 
frequently applied among CSOs, but particularly in 
organizations with faith-based foundation. 
 Looking at the details of the process, there is evi-
dence that participation can be found in different stages 
of the housing delivery system. However, it is more fre-
quent in the design stage where members of the commu-
nity are involved in brainstorming, discussions, 
arguments, workshops, and charrettes. Participation is 
also shown in planning, procurement, and construction, 
but not as frequent in design. 
 As shown in the analytic diagram of the participatory 
process, the resultant Housing is a product of the inputs 
from community members during their participation in 
community workshops followed by the work of the 
members of the technical team in formalizing the plans. 
The expertise of the technical team is still required to 
check compliance with building codes and regulations 
as well as technical documentation. After the technical 
team preparations of the technical drawings, another 
round of workshop-consultation is conducted to validate 
the outputs with the community members. This process 
of validation is a key stage in the success of the partici-
patory process. 
 Based on the various data collected and particularly 
as taken from observations made, the participatory 
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Table 2. Featured civil society organizations

Source: Desk review of CSO background and interviews of CSO officials; © Godesil Lejarde
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process applied by the selected CSOs has to some extent 
achieved satisfactory performance and success. This 
inference does not however rule out the presence of defi-
ciencies encountered. In fact, CSOs in particular, are 
likely known in the monitoring and assessment/evalua-
tion field as those with more advanced practices and 
techniques in determining what works and what doesn’t 
in terms of their process, as well being the leading advo-
cates of the principle of participation. 

Conclusion and Learnings 
 Participatory processes are evident in various stages 
of involvement by the CSOs. The role of the CSOs can 
be enhanced to further strengthen their contributions in 
developing communities and assisting the marginalized 
sector of the society to attain their goals of owning their 
house. 
 Looking into participation is like looking at a mix of 
ingredients which may work if taken individually, but 
might have more compounding constructive results 

when taken all together. Given that this study is only an 
initial attempt (1% of the tip of the iceberg) in under-
standing the use of the participatory approaches in the 
Philippine context, it will contribute to the larger global 
setting by emphasizing the importance of participation 
and eventually support the integration of the concept of 
livability across different cultures. 
 The study provides clearer understanding on how the 
engagement of end-users in the development process 
results to the building of capacities especially in 
informed decision-making on the housing development 
across project stakeholders. This understanding also 
highlights the vital role of civil society organizations for 
the efficient development of communities towards hous-
ing delivery and that a successful housing project is a 
collaboration and cooperation of all stakeholders-- the 
community, civil society, funding agencies, private and 
government institutions. They all together contribute to 
the development of a better built environment and cohe-
sive society. 

Fig. 5. Beneficiaries’ Aspirations and Resultant Housing
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Fig. 6. Summary Analytic Diagram
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 An important realization put forth as a result of the 
study is that there is no single template in the develop-
ment of communities and in the delivery of housing 
projects. The varied culture that end-users bring with 
them to their new community has an effect even in the 
immediate and mundane steps of the development pro-
cess. It follows that there is no one size, fits all method 
or strategy to address the issues and challenges of com-
munities for housing delivery. 
 Why participation should be encouraged and further 
enhanced or integrated in the development process has 
been accepted by development practitioners for many 
decades now as also proven by this study. This has been 
widely acknowledged especially in the enhancement 
and streamlining of monitoring and evaluation pro-
cesses. Altogether, it is realized from the study that par-
ticipatory planning and design models need to be further 
developed using more empirical evidence by improving 
documentation strategies and activities. 
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