
NOTE TO USERS

Page(s) not included in the original manuscript are 
unavailable from the author or university. The 

manuscript was microfilmed as received

This reproduction is the best copy available.

UMI





SUSTAINABLE CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT: A CASE STUDY 

ON THE AGENCY VERSUS COMMUNITY-MANAGED MODELS OF 

MICROFINANCE AT WORK IN RURAL LIBERIA, WEST AFRICA

by

JESSY TOGBA-DOYA 

M.Div., McAfee School of Theology, May 2005 

MBA, Eugene W. Stetson School of Business and Economics, May 2005 

BA, A.M.E. Zion University, May 2002

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty 

of the James & Carolyn McAfee School of Theology at Mercer University 

in Partial Fulfillment o f the Requirements for the Degree

DOCTOR OF MINISTRY

Atlanta, GA 

2016



ProQuest Number: 10310000

All rights reserved

INFORMATION TO ALL USERS 
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,

a note will indicate the deletion.

ProQuest 10310000

ProQuestQue

Published by ProQuest LLC(2017). Copyright of the Dissertation is held by the Author.

All rights reserved.
This work is protected against unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

Microform Edition © ProQuest LLC.

ProQuest LLC 
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS.....................................................................................................viii

LIST OF TABLES....................................................................................................................... x

LIST OF FIGURES................................................................................................................... xi

ABSTRACT................................................................................................................................ xii

CHAPTER

1. SUSTAINABLE CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT.......................1

Background...................................................................................................................... 1
Problem Statement..........................................................................................................4
Hypothesis........................................................................................................................ 4
Methodology.................................................................................................................... 5
Purpose and Significance o f the Study........................................................................ 7
Assumptions and Limitations........................................................................................7
Terms and Definitions.....................................................................................................8

2. BIBLICAL, THEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES...............11

Nehemiah: A Biblical Model for Post-Conflict Community Development 12
Nehemiah’s Context and Narrative.................................................................13

Nehemiah’s Narrative......................................................................... 15
Nehemiah’s Reconstruction Challenges........................................................17
Nehemiah’s Model of Christian Community Development.......................21

Mission..................................................................................................21
Vision....................................................................................................21
Strategic P lan.......................................................................................21
Action Plan........................................................................................... 22
Partnership and Empowerment..........................................................22
Leadership Development................................................................... 22

Missions: The Church’s Channel for Christian Community Development 23
Paradigm Shift: From Eternal to Holistic Focus.......................................... 24
Paradigm Shift: Agency to Faith-based Nonprofit......................................26



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued)
vi

CHAPTER
Page

Paradigm Shift: Faith-based Nonprofit to Missional Church Model 28
Paradigm Shift: From Career Missionary to Vocation as Mission............ 33

3. METHODOLOGY AND DESCRIPTION OF MINISTRY CONTEXT..............36

Description of National Context................................................................................. 36
Description Ministry C ontext..................................................................................... 40
Description and Overview of M icrofinance..............................................................44
Description of Research Design and Protocols......................................................... 46
Protocol and Procedure................................................................................................ 47
Data Collection Instruments........................................................................................52
Evaluative Tools........................................................................................................... 54

4. PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA.................................................... 57

Pre-focus Group Data Result ......................................................................................57
Translation and Interpretation Issues.............................................................58
Participants’ Profile.........................................................................................60
Participants’ Age and Gender.........................................................................62
Participants’ Level of Education.................................................................... 63
Participants’ Health and W ellness.................................................................65

Pre-focus Group Data Result.......................................................................................66
Q 1. What are the causes o f poverty for you and your community? 67
Q2. How does poverty affect you and your community?........................... 69
Q3. What resources do you need to get out o f poverty?............................. 70
Q4. What resources are there in your community?...................................... 72
Q5. How can you empower yourself with the resources in your
community?....................................................................................................... 74

Financial Data Result....................................................................................................75
Income Statement............................................................................................. 76
Balance Sheet....................................................................................................77
Statement of Cash Flow.................................................................................. 79

Post-focus Group Data Result......................................................................................79
Best Practices and Lessons Learned..............................................................80
Personal Impact of the Study..........................................................................83
Threats to Business Success............................................................................84
Future Plan for the Businesses....................................................................... 85



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued)
vii

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued)

CHAPTER
Page

Findings of the Study....................................................................................................87
Strengths and Weaknesses of the Methodology....................................................... 89

5. RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION..................................................... 91

Recommendation and New Direction.........................................................................91
Q l. How do we Partner with the Poor in Rural Liberia?............................ 91
Q2.What resources empower the poor in rural Liberia?............................. 97
Q3. What are the measures of sustainability?...............................................99

Impact on Balama Development Alliance M inistry.................................................98
Conclusion.................................................................................................................... 104

BIBLIOGRAPHY..................................................................................................................... 106

APPENDICES...........................................................................................................................108

A. Appendix A: Informed Consent Form ..................................................................... 110

B. Appendix B: Biographical Form...............................................................................114

C. Appendix C: Pre-Focus Group Verbatim and N otes.............................................. 115

D. Appendix D: Financial Statements...........................................................................132

E. Appendix E: Post-Focus Group Verbatim and N otes............................................135



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

The context of this project spanned a decade o f God’s work through the ministries 

of Balama Development Alliance (BDA) in rural Liberia, West Africa. Though founded 

by Jessy and Calandra Togba-Doya, there have been many churches and individuals who 

have helped BDA along the way. Michael Tutterow helped to make the dream of BDA a 

reality. For their leadership, I am immensely grateful to BDA’s Board of Directors 

including Shirley Noles, Linda Flagger, Rodney Milligan, David Smith, Robert Mason, 

Ric Mayfield, Emmanuel McCall, Adam Newton, Allen Mlendough and Willian Ginn.

McAfee School of Theology equipped me for ministry and service. For technical 

guidance and individual encouragement, 1 thank Dr. Robert N. Nash, Jr., Dr. Dean 

Dickens and Dr. Michelle B. Garber. The fingerprints of their inspiration are evident 

throughout this project’s pages.

I am grateful to BDA partner churches for their prayers and financial support. 

Alberta Kennedy Mission Fund at Scott Boulevard Baptist Church funded this project. 

Ultimately, this project soared because the villagers in Balama and Gbansue are 

committed to the fight against poverty and dedicated ten months to growing small 

businesses and participating in focus group discussions.

Lastly, thanks to my soul mate Calandra, and my children Derrick, Jessica, and 

Leela. Their patience with me as I worked on BDA and this project went beyond the call 

to duty. Calandra’s commitment and dedication to the plan amidst the vicissitudes has 

been a magical ingredient to BDA success.

viii



ix

LIST OF TABLES

Table 1: Argument for Hiring Local Leaders.........................................................................31

Table 2: Argument for Hiring Western Missionaries............................................................31

Table 3: Participants Statistics..................................................................................................49



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1: M ethodology..............................................................................................................58

Figure 2: Interpretation and Translation Issues....................................................................... 60

Figure 3: Participants Financial Profile.................................................................................. 61

Figure 4: Participants Age and Gender....................................................................................62

Figure 5: Participants Level o f Education.............................................................................. 64

Figure 6: Participants Health and Wellness............................................................................65

Figure 7: Causes o f Poverty...................................................................................................... 68

Figure 8: Resources Needed to Escape Poverty.................................................................... 71

Figure 9: Resources Available in the Community................................................................. 73

Figure 10: Utilization o f Local Resources.............................................................................74

Figure 11: Income Statement...................................................................................................76

Figure 12: Balance Sheet......................................................................................................... 77

Figure 13: Cash Flow Statement............................................................................................. 78

Figure 14: Helpful Aspects of the Study................................................................................ 80

Figure 15: Best Practices and Lessons Learned.................................................................... 81

Figure 16: Personal Impacts of the Study.............................................................................. 82

Figure 17: Threats to the Business Future.............................................................................83

Figure 18: Future Plan for the Business................................................................................. 85

Figure 19: BDA Sustainability Continuum...........................................................................102

x



ABSTRACT

JESSY TOGBA-DOYA
SUSTAINABLE CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT: A CASE STUDY ON 
THE AGENCY VERSUS COMMUNITY-MANAGED MODELS OF 
MICROFINANCE AT WORK IN RURAL LIBERIA, WEST AFRICA
Under the direction of Robert N. Nash, Jr., Ph.D., Associate Dean of the D.Min. Program 
and Amall-Mann-Thomasson Professor of Missions and World Religions

Empirical evidence shows that poverty is one o f the world’s most prevalent socio

economic problems. However, solutions to this global problem often generate as many 

problems as they resolve. Attempts by churches and nonprofit organizations to alleviate 

poverty through programs and services may be transformational but are often not 

sustainable, which creates a development gap. This study explores the gap between 

transformational and sustainable development and recommends solutions for the 

ministries of Balama Development Alliance and others.

For ten months, the study examined and compared the performances o f forty 

businesses under the Agency and Community-managed models with an aim of 

identifying a model o f microfinance that is sustainable. The study’s hypothesis was that 

greater involvement of the poor in their development planning and delivery under the 

Community-managed Model results in development outcomes that are sustainable and 

that have positive impacts on families and communities. The investigator applied 

transformative mixed method design and used the Grameen Foundation’s ‘Progress out





CHAPTER 1

SUSTAINABLE CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT: AN
INTRODUCTION

Poverty is one of the world’s most prevalent socio-economic problems. However, 

solutions to this global problem often generate as many problems as they resolve. In fact, 

governments, churches, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) bear some 

significant guilt for enabling the cycle o f poverty by throwing money and other resources 

at the issue instead of addressing to its root cause.

In an effort to be relevant, churches and faith-based organizations creatively 

integrate development activities into their evangelism and mission strategies in hopes of 

‘earning the opportunity to be heard,’ but they often miss the mark by either over

compensating or allowing emotions to override their judgment on how the programs and 

services are delivered. As a result, a vicious cycle is created in which the poor become 

increasingly dependent even as the donor keeps giving. This enabling charity hurts both 

the poor and the donor.

Background

The popular quote, “Give a man fish, feed him for a day; teach a man to fish, feed 

him for a lifetime,” suggests partnership and empowerment approaches to community 

development. The traditional approach is to donate money, material resources, and do for 

the poor what they are capable of doing for themselves. This conventional methodology
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fails to recognize that the poor are capable of transforming their own lives and 

communities if given the right opportunities.

Mission, the church’s platform for evangelism and community development, has 

been through a number o f transformations and paradigm shifts from a soul-driven focus 

to a holistic focus. The church’s involvement in mission has ranged from creating and 

funding denominational agencies responsible for evangelism and social ministry to an 

understanding of mission as God’s mission (missio Dei) in which the church is called to 

partner and participate in what God is doing in the world. The missional church approach 

is one of the latest trends of which local leadership empowerment and microfmance are 

major components with capacity building, economic empowerment and sustainability as 

goals.

Microfinance as a poverty reduction strategy emerged in the 1970s out of the 

desire to extend financial services to the poor and to those whom commercial banks 

refused to serve. It empowers the poor by extending micro-credit opportunities in the 

form of small loans with a solidarity group as social collateral. This contemporary 

approach to banking and finance sees the poor as potential entrepreneurs needing “hand 

ups and not handouts.” Microfmance developed out of the concept that the poor, if given 

the right opportunities, are able to empower themselves and their communities.

The Agency and Community-managed models are some of the trending 

approaches currently used by microfmance practitioners. Though both models are 

transformational at some level, the sustainability o f each model by itself is questionable. 

Empirical evidence has shown that microfinance institutions are generally subsidy
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dependent, asking donors for more and more funding to defray their overhead and other 

costs of operation. Micro-businesses are vulnerable to conditions such as the death of the 

proprietor, illness of a family member, unreliable supply chains, and low profitability. 

Additionally, wholesalers of commodities pass on import tariffs, taxes and other costs to 

retailers through high prices. These businesses are survival driven “from hand-to-mouth,” 

and provide very little financial stability and security for the borrowers.

While the concept of entrepreneurship is relatively old and well established, local 

empowerment through entrepreneurship is a new phenomenon. The increased quest for 

empowerment and locally sustained economic development is due to an awakening of 

disenfranchised people’s desire to be self-sufficient coupled with international shifts 

toward developing nations’ rights o f self-determination. Locally driven economic 

empowerment initiatives promote financial independence, cultural preservation, self- 

sufficiency, and accommodate values and environmental concerns that are important to 

the poor and their communities.

This study proposes Nehemiah as a biblical model for Christian community 

development principles and practices among at-risk peoples and communities in post

conflict contexts. The study uses the philosophies and perspectives o f John M. Perkins 

and Bryant Myers on Christian community development as lenses for examining its 

theoretical and historical foundations and as platforms for advancing its perspectives on 

community development. It proposes that holistic Christian community development 

happens through partnership with transformation and sustainability both as a means and 

as an end. A holistic Christ-centered approach gives both the poor and non-poor an
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opportunity to approach community development from the standpoint o f mutual 

brokenness that is only reconciled by God.

Problem Statement

Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert in the book When Helping Hurts, assert that

churches and nonprofit organizations, in their honest attempts to alleviate poverty 
and improve human livelihood, integrate evangelism with development platforms 
that are sometimes irrelevant and culturally insensitive with deliverables that do 
considerable harm to the poor as well as the donor, enabling institutional 
dependency through the implementation of programs that may be 
transformational but not sustainable.1

This statement implies that a gap exists between transformational and sustainable 

development, which the study tries to explore and fill. The study seeks to identify a 

sustainable model of microfmance by examining the Agency versus Community- 

managed Models in answering the research questions: (1) How can we partner with the 

poor in rural Liberia? (2) What resources empower the poor in rural Liberia? and (3)

What are the measures of sustainability in rural Liberia?

Hypothesis

The challenge articulated in the problem statement suggests the need for a 

Christian community development approach that bridges the development gap. The 

hypothesis o f this study is that greater involvement of the poor in their development 

planning and delivery under the Community-managed Model results in development 

outcomes that are sustainable and that have positive impacts on families and 

communities. The hypothesis was tested by examining and comparing the Agency and

1 Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert, When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty 
Without Hurting the Poor and Yourself (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2009), 57.



Community-managed models’ performances to determine the model that is sustainable 

at empowering the poor in rural Liberia.

Methodology

This is a Transformative Mixed Method study. Its design encompasses 

Convergent Mixed Methods, Exploratory Sequential Mixed Methods, and Explanatory 

Sequential Mixed Methods.2 The Convergent Mixed Method design allowed the author 

the opportunity to collect qualitative data of participant’s perspectives, opinions, and 

beliefs on the subject matter being studied and to collect quantitative business data that 

provides measurable outcomes for the businesses examined. Both qualitative and 

quantitative outcomes were cross-analyzed for similarities and differences. In some 

instances, the qualitative data built up to quantitative data (Exploratory) and, in others, 

the quantitative data followed up with qualitative data (Explanatory).

At the conclusion of the study, the author used the Grameen Foundation’s 

Progress Out of Poverty Index® (PPI) as a qualitative tool to measure participants’ 

progress.Additionally, the Going Concern Assumptions of Generally Accepted 

Accounting Principles (GAAP) was used as a quantitative tool to measure the 

sustainability o f each model.4 The cumulative outcome o f both evaluative tools informed

2 John W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 
Approaches, 4th ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2014), 220.

3 Stephen W. Polk and Daniel K. Johnson, “A Quantile Regression Analysis of 
Micro-Lending’s Poverty Impact,” Asian Economic and Financial Review 2, no. 3 
(2012): 493.

4 William F. Messier, Steven M. Glover, and Douglas F. Prawitt, Auditing and 
Assurance Services : A Systematic Approach (New York, NY: McGraw-Hill, 2014), 601.
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the study’s findings, conclusion and recommendation. The investigator has 

communicated the study’s outcomes to participants to establish validity and has 

referenced the results with the findings of other studies on the subject matter.

For the purpose of this study, Balama Development Alliance, a nonprofit 

organization in the state of Georgia in the United States awarded four thousand United 

States dollars ($4000 USD) among forty adult participants in the Balama and Gbansue 

communities of Liberia, West Africa, as microloans to assist the participants to start and 

to grow microbusinesses during a ten-month lending period. The Balama and Gbansue 

communities with approximate populations o f seven thousand and five thousand people 

respectively served as the respective control and experimental groups based upon the 

Agency and Community-Managed Models. The study’s conditions for both groups were 

similar except for the experimental treatment.

On the one hand, the author, who is technically an outsider, selected participants 

and assisted them in making their business decisions under the Agency Model (control 

group). On the other hand, a team of community elders selected participants and allowed 

them the opportunity to make their own business decisions under the Community- 

managed Model (experimental group) while adhering to the same selection criteria as 

established by the study. The purpose of the experimental treatment was to prove or 

disprove the study’s hypothesis that greater involvement of the poor in their development 

planning and delivery under the Community-managed Model results in sustainable 

development outcomes with positive impacts on families and communities.
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Purpose and Significance of the Study 

Balama Development Alliance uses the Agency Model; unfortunately, 

participants in its microfmance program have not been able to bridge the development 

gap between transformation and sustainability. The purpose of this study is to explore 

solution for bridging the development gap. It is intended to assist Balama Development 

Alliance, Inc. (BDA) identify an efficient and effective method for partnering with the 

poor, identify resources needed for empowering the poor, establish a measure for 

sustainability, and document best practices and lessons learned for broader application. 

The study’s outcome is expected to affect the thematic focus of BDA programs and the 

future principles and practices of BDA perspectives on Christian Community 

development in general.

Assumptions and Limitations 

This study is founded on the assumptions that

God is the ultimate source of transformation and sustainability, that God is 
present and at work in and amongst the poor long before the development agency 
arrives, and that poverty is multi-dimensional and not limited to material 
deprivations.5

Scope limitations include the lack of capital and innovation essential for development, 

cultural barriers and discriminatory practices that limit minority groups, and the lack of 

formal education and skills required for the poor to meaningfully participate in their own 

development. While transformation and sustainability are both important concepts for

5 Bryant L. Myers, Walking with the Poor: Principles and Practices o f  
Transformational Development, rev. and updated ed. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
2011), 12- 18.



measuring development outcomes, this study will only measure sustainability— 

transformation will be measured in future studies.

Terms and Definitions 

A number of terms will be used throughout this project and should be defined. 

Poverty as used in this study is described as the lack of access that results from breached 

relationships.6 This means that people are poor due to the malfunction of significant 

relationship in their lives including their relationships with the neighbor, family, faith 

community, the government and others.

Microfmance is a poverty reduction strategy that economically empowers 

communities by extending micro-credit opportunities to the poor in the form of small 

loans with solidarity groups as collateral. Its trending approaches are the Agency and 

Community-Managed Models. The Agency Model fosters development programs owned 

and managed by a development agency for the benefit of the community and its people 

and the Community-Managed Model is a development program owned and managed by 

the community for the community.

Transformation refers to a complete or major change in appearance or state of 

being. Transformation for a villager could mean progress from living on one meal a day 

to eating two or more meals a day or progress from not being able to send children to 

school to being able to afford the costs of tuition and fees. A project may be 

transformational but not sustainable; however, a sustainable project is usually 

transformational.

6 Jeffrey Sachs, The End o f  Poverty: Economic Possibilities fo r  Our Time (New York, 
NY: Penguin Press, 2005), 20.
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Sustainability is the ability to last or endure the test of time. A business or 

development initiative is sustainable when it is locally initiated and managed, 

environmentally friendly, and when it utilizes local resources to empower the community 

and its people. The local people should be able to maintain and continue operation even 

after external support is phased-out. Sustainability as used in this study is delineated on 

three levels including the sustainability o f Balama Development Alliance, the 

sustainability of individual families, and the sustainability of the community at large.

Going Concern is an accounting assumption that a business will continue for one 

or more years beyond the issuance date o f the financial statements.7 This assumption 

takes into consideration all the operational challenges that pose a threat to a business’s 

ability to continue operation in the near future. As an assumption, it serves to caution the 

users of financial statements about the related business’ future.

Partnership is a relationship between two or more parties who have common 

interests and goals. In business and other relationships, the partner’s level o f investment 

is usually proportional to the partner’s rights, power, and decisional authority. Partnership 

as understood in a business environment underscores the notion that “you put your mouth 

where your money is.”

Empowerment is a process of increasing an individual’s or group’s access and 

capacity in order to make choices and to transform those choices into desired actions and 

outcomes. The goal of empowerment is to ensure that people have the opportunities they

7 Messier, Glover, and Prawitt, Auditing and Assurance Services, 603.
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need to excel and thrive. Central to the empowerment process is personal choice on the 

part of the person who is being empowered.

Lack o f  access is the inability or the denial of rights and permission to access, 

enter, get near, and utilize a person or resource. Its use in this study depicts the poor’s 

inability to influence or participate in their country’s national decision-making processes, 

which denies them access to resources necessary for human development. Limited or no 

access denies the poor the opportunity to exercise the rights and privileges of 

citizenships. The poor as voiceless bear the burdens of citizenship and are often denied 

the benefits thereof.

The next chapter establishes a theoretical framework for the project. It provides 

an overview of ideas, theories, and significant literatures reviewed on the subject matter 

o f the study. The author uses these frameworks as a platform to explore and address the 

development gap between transformational and sustainable development and to advance 

the study’s perspectives.



CHAPTER 2

BIBLICAL, HISTORICAL AND THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATION 

This study sets historical, biblical, and theoretical foundations that connect the 

implementation of Christian community development platforms by using Christ-centered 

entrepreneurship microfmance as a model from which development principles and 

practices should emerge. It proposes holistic Christian community development through 

partnership with sustainability as both a means and an end. A holistic approach gives 

both the materially poor and non-poor an opportunity to approach missions, poverty 

alleviation, and development from a standpoint o f mutual brokenness that is only 

reconciled by God.

The study also uses the philosophies and perspectives o f John M. Perkins and 

Bryant Myers on Christian community development as lenses for examining its 

theological and historical foundations and as platforms for advancing its principles and 

practices. Myers, a renowned Christian community development practitioner and 

professor of transformational and sustainable development at Fuller Seminary, defines 

poverty as the malfunction of relationships between God and humanity and the political, 

economic, religious, and social systems that exist in communities.1 Myers believes that 

when relationships are functioning properly, people and specifically those considered

1 Bryant L. Myers, Walking with the Poor: Principles and Practices o f  
Transformational Development, rev. and updated ed. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
2011), 27.
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poor are able to fulfill their life’s calling of glorifying God by working and supporting 

themselves and their families through the fruits of their labors.2

Perkins, founder of the Christian Community Development Association (CCDA) 

defines Christian community development as church-based efforts of people transformed 

by the love of God who respond to God’s call by sharing the gospel with others through 

evangelism, social action, economic development, and social justice.3 He argues that 

“development can be impactful through the three ‘R’ strategies: relocation, reconciliation, 

and redistribution.”4 Perkins asserts, “Christian community development begins with a 

felt need that is responded to in holistic ways based on biblical principles and through the 

development and utilization of local leaders, the encouragement o f relocation, 

reconciliation, and the redistribution of resources between the poor and non-poor.”5 

Nehemiah: A Biblical Model for Post-Conflict Community Development 

This study also uses the prophet Nehemiah as a biblical model for Christian 

community development in post-conflict contexts and as the biblical foundation from 

which the principles and practices o f community restoration and development should 

emerge. The Nehemiah model provides a comprehensive prototype for Christian 

community development in action. Though the language, culture, and ethnic factors of 

Nehemiah’s context are different from the context o f contemporary society and the

2 Ibid., 29.

3 John Perkins, ed., Restoring At-Risk Communities: Doing It Together and Doing It 
Right (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1995), 21.

4 Ibid., 22.

5 Ibid.
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context of this study, the basic principles of Nehemiah’s model still provide an ideal 

example for restoring post-conflict and at-risk communities.

Nehemiah’s Context and Narrative

The book of Nehemiah was written from a first person perspective (1:1 —7:5; 

12:27-43; 13:4-31) drawn from Nehemiah’s personal diaries.6 Jewish and Christian 

traditions suppose that the same author wrote Ezra, Nehemiah, and the Chronicles.7 

Scholars also believe that the books of Ezra and Nehemiah were once a single unit in the 

Hebrew text.8 Nehemiah contains the memoir of a layperson called to serve God at the 

time when the Israelites were emerging from their traumatic years in exile and were a 

shocked and uncertain people who had lost their sense o f identity as God’s chosen nation 

due to the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple which had been the very center o f 

Jewish identity.9

True to God’s promise o f judgment, God raised the Assyrians and Babylonians to 

deliver God’s chastisement upon Judah and Israel for failure to honor their covenant with 

God. The Assyrians conquered and scattered the northern tribes of Israel. Several years 

later, God also used the Babylonians to sack and destroy Judah, burning Jerusalem and its

6 All scripture citations are from the New International Version unless otherwise 
noted.

7 Johanna W. H. Van Wijk-Bos, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, 1st ed., Westminster 
Bible Companion (Louisville, K Y : Westminster John Knox Press, 1998), 14.

8 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Ezra-Nehemiah: A Commentary, 1st ed., The Old Testament 
Library (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press, 1988), 4.

9 Raymond Brown, The Message o f  Nehemiah: G od’s Servant in a Time o f  Change, 
The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester, England/ Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 
1998), 14.
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gates and sending its resourceful inhabitants into exile. The fall of Jerusalem between 

586 and 587 BCE culminated in the destruction of the Temple, the conquest o f Judah’s 

royal court, and the exile of skilled, prosperous, and educated Jews.10 God chastened 

Israel and Judah with seventy years of captivity in Babylon where they lived as strangers; 

only a remnant of the weakest, poorest, and least threatening Jews remained in the land.

While Judah was in captivity, Persia conquered Babylon (2 Chr 36:22-23; Ezra 

1:1-11).11 It was during this era that the Persian King Cyrus decreed the return of God’s 

people to Jerusalem to rebuild the Temple and its gates under the leadership of 

Zerubbabel, Ezra and Nehemiah.12 These three leaders played significant roles in the 

spiritual renewal, reconstruction, and rehabilitation of Israel at different times.

The book of Nehemiah is set in the post-exilic era o f Israel and Judah. The exiles 

while in captivity had been without land and the Temple. Upon their return to the land, 

they desperately wanted a sense of identity and continuity as a people. Zerubbabel 

returned to Jerusalem with the first group of people around 536 BCE and helped rebuild 

the Temple.13 Ezra the scribe returned with the second group o f people around 458 BCE 

and helped rehabilitate and reintegrate the exiles’ religious, political, economic, and

10 Katherine Southwood, “New Perspectives on Ezra-Nehemiah: History and 
Historiography, Text, Literature, and Interpretation,” The Journal o f  Theological Studies 
64, no. 1 (April 2013): 104.

11 Samuel L Terrien, “Israel under Babylon and Persia,” Union Seminary Quarterly 
Review 27, no. 1 (September 1971): 60.

12 Ibid., 61.

13 Andrew E Steinmann, “A Chronological Note: The Return of the Exiles under 
Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel (Ezra 1 -2),” Journal o f  the Evangelical Theological Society 
51, no. 3 (September 2008): 513.
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social life, but the city was in rubble without its gates and was imperiled by the threat 

of foreign evasion.14 Nehemiah followed thirteen years later to rebuild the walls of 

Jerusalem and the city gates to protect its civilian population, protect the Temple, and to 

restore economic viability to the region.

Nehemiah’s Narrative: Chapter one introduces Nehemiah, the son of Hacaliah and 

a native of Judah, who lived in Persia during the Jewish diaspora and Babylonian 

captivity, where he served as cupbearer to the King Artaxerxes I (Neh 1:1). Though 

connected to Jerusalem through family lineage, Nehemiah was bom, educated and well 

assimilated into the ruling class o f Persia. One day, he received a report from his relative 

Hanani who had just returned from Jerusalem in which Hanani testified about the 

destruction of the city and the hardship endured by homeland Jews. Upon hearing about 

the sad state of affairs, Nehemiah was deeply saddened and prayed for God’s 

intervention.

Hanani’s report consumed Nehemiah to the point that he cried out to Yahweh 

from the depth o f his being, pleading for mercy, hope, and restoration for his people.15 

Out o f the darkness of his soul came the persistent and unavoidable tugging that he must 

do something about the condition o f Jerusalem. Nehemiah’s heart was broken for his 

people, and he fasted and prayed for discernment wondering whether the tugging was 

truly Yahweh calling him to return and rebuild the walls.

14 Donna J Laird, “The Temple Building Account in Ezra 1-6: Refracting the Social 
World,” Conversations with the Biblical World 31 (2011): 103.

15 Robert D. Lupton, Renewing the City: Reflections on Community Development and 
Urban Renewal (Downers Grove, IL : InterVarsity Press, 2005), 19.
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Through much prayer, supplication, and God’s prompting, Nehemiah accepted 

that the restoration o f Jerusalem as a divine assignment to which he was called. He 

subsequently planned for the rebuilding and acquired the king’s permission and support 

to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the city and its fortifications. Nehemiah was granted a 

leave of absence to enable him to travel to Jerusalem.

When Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem, he assessed the damage, met with Ezra, 

and called an assembly of leaders, city officials, influential merchants, ranking priests, 

and nobles to cast his vision.16 Standing before the assembly, Nehemiah reminded the 

people of Yahweh’s promises to Israel and declared “You see the trouble we are in: how 

Jerusalem lies in ruins with its gates burned by fire. Come let us rebuild the walls of 

Jerusalem that we may no longer be in disgrace (Neh 2:17).” His vision inspired the 

people and they responded in excitement. “Let us start rebuilding,” they declared. 

Together, they rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem even in the face o f economic hardship, 

religious differences, and political oppositions.

The rebuilding brought together Judeans of all social, religious, and economic 

status, including city workers, priests, merchants, peasants, and others. The work crew 

was divided into teams with everyone assigned to the section o f the wall that was nearest 

to their homes. Skilled professionals were paired with the unskilled and assigned to 

various sections of the wall. The professionals mentored and provided instruction to the 

local workers to ensure the quality of the construction. Mentorship was essential to his 

leadership success.

16 Ibid., 24.
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Though Nehemiah had access to timbers and other resources donated through 

the king’s permission and generosity, he did not rebuild the walls by himself; rather, he 

collaborated with and empowered the local people. In spite of their religious differences, 

Nehemiah inspired the spirit o f commitment and cooperation between the returnees and 

the homeland Jews. He united the people for the common good of the community. 

Nehemiah’s Reconstruction Challenges

There were theological differences between the exiles and those who remained in 

the land. On the one hand, many of the exiled Jews, especially those of the priestly and 

professional class, held on to the sacred writings, cleaved to their belief in Yahweh as the 

only true God, faithfully observed the mosaic law, and kept their culture intact by 

exclusively marrying within the Jewish community.17 On the other hand, the Jews who 

were left behind in the homeland without the Temple or strong priestly leadership 

assimilated into foreign cultures, intermarried with non-Jews, and formed alliances with 

the surrounding cultures.18 As a result, the orthodox followers of Yahweh and the 

Persian-schooled priests who returned with Ezra detested the religious syncretists for the 

style of their worship, claiming that the Jews with mixed philosophical and religious 

beliefs had defiled themselves by “whoring after other gods.”19

The rebuilding also met political opposition. Some local authorities opposed the 

rebuilding for political and selfish reasons, including Sanballat, the governor o f nearby

17 Ibid., 26.

18 Ibid., 28.

19 Ibid.
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Samaria, Tobiah, his sub-governor of the Ammonite lands to the east, and Geshem, an 

Arab tax collector from the south, who clandestinely met and planned to stall the 

rebuilding.20 The three men opposed the rebuilding because they had positioned 

themselves to siphon off proceeds o f cross-border tariffs collected from the lucrative 

trade streams that crisscrossed their jurisdictions. Rebuilding the wall would put an end to 

their corrupt practices and redirect the tariff revenue to the national coffers.

The rebuilding also met socio-economic challenges. Nehemiah was confronted 

with the controversial socio-economic issue of usury, which is defined as lending money 

to the poor at exorbitant interest rates (Neh 5:1-12). The local economy of Judah was in 

crisis due to low crop yields because of drought and other socio-economic factors. Local 

businessmen and investors, many of whom were returnees, exploited the dire situation by 

lending money to the poor at exorbitant interest rates and purchasing real estate to the 

detriment of vulnerable citizens, practices that were welcomed by economically secured 

and disparaged by the poor and vulnerable as loan-sharking and land-grabbing.21 The 

poor indentured their children and lost their vineyards to the rich.

The issue at stake was usury, a contentious and controversial socio-economic 

issue still debated in the church today. For well over a thousand years, Christian 

theologians have debated usury based on certain biblical texts and the works o f Aristotle,

20 Joseph Fleishman, “To Stop Nehemiah from Building the Jerusalem Wall: Jewish
Aristocrats Triggered an Economic Crisis,” in Homeland and Exile: Biblical and Ancient 
Near Eastern Studies in Honor o f  Bustenay Oded (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2009), 
374.

21 Ibid.
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whose writings prohibit lending money at interest.22 However, usury as used in the 

passage under consideration must be analyzed within the economic framework of the 

Hebrew cultural context. Mosaic laws that sought to minimize credit relationships in 

order to achieve stability, provide an adequate standard of living for all, and to attain 

economic justice through the redistribution of wealth governed the society envisioned.23

The terms (neshekh) and n’tnn (tarbit) are two biblical Hebrew nouns whose 

functional meaning is "interest charged on loans" and its prohibition only applied for 

charitable loans made to poor people within the Jewish faith or resident aliens who 

submitted themselves to Mosaic Laws.24 However, it was acceptable to make loans to 

foreigners, strangers, and businesspersons who borrowed money for investment purposes. 

These non-charitable or business loans were collateralized by land or real property and 

were payable by the forty-ninth year before the Jubilee.25

In the Gospels, Jesus makes no direct reference to lending money at interest. The 

New Testament, however, assumes that money was lent for interest in the ancient Roman 

culture, but does not refer to the ethics of interest as such. It is important to note that the 

context o f Jesus' ministry was Roman, where the making o f loans at interest was tolerated

22 Jacob Neusner, “Aristotle’s Economics and the Mishnah’s Economics: The Matter 
of Wealth and Usury,” Journal fo r  the Study o f  Judaism in the Persian, Hellenistic and 
Roman Period 21, no. 1 (June 1990): 45.

23 Paul A Wee, “Biblical Ethics and Lending to the Poor,” The Ecumenical Review 
38, no. 4 (October 1986): 419.

24 Joshua Buch, “Neshekh and Tarbit: Usury from the Bible to Modem Finance,” 
Jewish Bible Quarterly 33, no. 1 (January 2005): 18.

25 Edward E Neufeld, “The Prohibitions against Loans at Interest in Ancient Hebrew 
Laws,” Hebrew Union College Annual 26 (1955): 359.
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but highly regulated.26 Jesus, the fulfillment o f the law, while not directly addressing 

the practice of lending money at interest, shared a similar disdain to the Old Testament 

perspective, especially for those who lent money at exorbitant interest to exploit the poor 

and to achieve personal gain. Jesus appears not to have a problem with lending money in 

general.

However, what Jesus does not accept is the kind of transaction that does not 

include a provision by which the debtor can be released from the inability to repay. This 

is made clear in the parable of the unforgiving servant (Matt 18:23-25) who owed the 

king ten thousand talents and was forgiven, but who then refused to forgive a one 

hundred denarii debt owed to him by a fellow servant. Then, as now, lending money and 

credit relationships were necessities for effective functioning of the economy. Churches 

and businesses alike now finance most of their capital costs through loans that are issued 

at interest.

While the Bible does not expressly forbid lending or borrowing money, it does 

not encourage it either. The Bible teaches in Deut 8:18 that God expects God’s children 

to act righteously when lending money to the poor because our ability to produce wealth 

comes from God. The Bible mandates the church and Christians in general to care for the 

poor and the least o f these. Christians are mandated to advocate for justice, act with 

compassion, and show kind acts of love to the poor, vulnerable, and the least o f these.

26 Gary R Williams, “Contextual Influences in Readings o f Nehemiah 5: A Case 
Study,” Tyndale Bulletin 53, no. 1 (2002): 60.



21
Nehemiah’s Model of Christian Community Development

Nehemiah is regarded as one o f the greatest Old Testament models of Christian 

community development. Many extol him for rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem in the 

face o f many challenges. The attributes that make Nehemiah’s model an attractive 

approach to Christian community development include the fact the he was a man with a 

mission, whose vision inspired others, who prayed and planned for the rebuilding, and 

who collaborated with empowered the locals.

Mission. Nehemiah was a man with a mission to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem. 

He had a strong conviction that God had called him to the task. A call is the Holy Spirit 

working together with God’s Word to find expression in terms of a person’s gifts, 

abilities, relationships and experiences.27 Nehemiah’s call resonated with his 

administrative and leadership abilities and experience.

Vision. Nehemiah was a visionary leader. Vision in Nehemiah’s context is a God 

given perspective about what might happen if God’s grace is infused in a situation.28 

Overwhelmed by the enormous tasks required for the rebuilding, Nehemiah prayed for a 

vision about how to carry on the rebuilding. To make his dream a reality, Nehemiah 

inspired others with his vision, which later translated into a plan.

Strategic Plan. Nehemiah developed a strategic plan for rebuilding the wall. He 

mapped the community’s assets and collaborated with locals and people within his circle 

o f influence, the power brokers and resourceful people with whom he was associated. He

27 Perkins, Restoring at-Risk Communities, 213.

28 Chip Ingram, Holy Ambition: What It Takes to Make a Difference fo r  God 
(Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 2002), 118.
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counted the cost by developing an awareness of the extent of the damage. Then he 

prepared a strategic plan that linked the vision to a plan.29 A strategic plan is a road map 

that drives a project to its desired goals.

Action Plan. Nehemiah developed an action plan that included specific tasks 

required to meet the project’s goals in accordance with the strategic plan. Upon arrival in 

Jerusalem, he used the next three days to assess the damage and define the scope o f the 

problem. He gathered information on the cost of the project by taking note of the number 

of skilled workers and volunteers needed for successful completion of the construction. 

After the assessment, Nehemiah gathered the local officials and presented his plan on 

how the rebuilding would be carried out (Neh 2:17-28).

Partnership and Empowerment. Though Nehemiah had access to resources 

through the king’s generosity, he and the hired hands did not build the wall in isolation; 

rather, he inspired the spirit of partnership, soliciting, and utilizing local resources. 

Nehemiah strategically included the people in the rebuilding. He gave them the 

resources, tools, and supplies needed for the rebuilding. He also gave the locals an 

opportunity to invest in the construction project and to have a stake in it.

Leadership Development. Nehemiah developed the capacity of local leaders 

through mentorship. He recruited skilled workers and local volunteers, and then inspired 

the community’s support and participation. He divided the work crew into groups.

Notable in the division o f labor was Nehemiah's decision to arrange workers according to 

logical units, such as family units working on portions of the wall and gates adjacent to

29 Ibid.
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their homes. He built the capacity of unskilled locals by pairing them with skilled 

craftspeople from Persia. Everyone worked shoulder-to-shoulder and side-by-side. They 

rebuilt the walls in fifty-two days with limited resources from the outside but with lots of 

willing hearts and community spirit.

Missions: The Church’s Channel for Community Development

Mission has been and still is one of the church’s channels for addressing

evangelism and community development agendas. Mission strategy has been developed

with the mindset that the end goal usually justifies the means. The practice of mission

over the years has evolved to include one or more o f these motives. David J. Bosch and

William R. Burrows in Transforming Mission assert:

The traditional connotation of mission has evolved over the years to include 
several different meanings: (a) the sending of missionaries to a designated 
territory; (b) an activity undertaken by missionaries; (c) an agency that dispatches 
missionaries; (d) a geographical region where missionaries serve; (e) the center 
from which missionaries operate; (f) an activity geared towards the conversion of 
heathen to Christianity; (h)care for the poor and disenfranchised; or (i) founding 
of new churches in a mission frontier. Despite its biblical foundation as the 
“Great Commission” recorded in Matthew 28:18-20, mission is sometimes 
undertaken with impure motives : (a) an imperialist motive of turning natives into 
subjects of colonial authorities; (b) a cultural motive of mission as the transfer of 
the missionary’s “superior” culture; (c) the romantic motive and desire of 
traveling to far-away countries to see exotic people and places; and (d) an 
ecclesia-colonial motive and urge o f exporting one’s own confession and 
denomination to other countries. At least four other missionary motives exist for 
Christian people: (a) the motive for conversion which emphasizes personal 
salvation; (b) an eschatological motive which emphasizes the future reign o f God 
that is divorced from the here and now; (c) church planting motive that stresses 
the need for growing the community of believers through church plants; and (d) 
philanthropic motive challenges the church to seek justice in the world by 
improving societies.30

30 David Jacobus Bosch and William R. Burrows, Transforming Mission: Paradigm 
Shifts in Theology o f  Mission, 20th Anniversary ed., American Society of Missiology 
Series (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2011), 1.
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These definitions and other understandings of mission have caused the mission 

continuum to range from an emphasis on an eternal focus like evangelism to an emphasis 

on social ministry. Some practitioners have done a good job of finding a balance between 

the two extremes and others have over emphasized one extreme or the other. A holistic 

and balanced approach brings together soul-focused evangelism that helps people get to 

know God in Christ for themselves and social ministry that works for God’s kingdom on 

earth as it is in heaven. It is a both-and and not an either-or dichotomy. An attempt to 

balance the two has caused the mission paradigm or continuum to shift between the 

eternal focus and the social ministry extremes.

Paradigm Shift: From Eternal Focus to Holistic Focus

The focus o f mission in the nineteenth century, while addressing some social

reform concerns, placed a premium on individual salvation over the transformation of 

communities through social actions. However, mission and the church itself have been 

through a number o f transformations and paradigm shifts “that ranged from the creation 

of denominational agencies responsible for missions to an understanding o f mission as 

God’s mission (missio Dei) in which the church is called to participate.”31 The paradigm 

of mission emphasis has shifted from a concern for personal conversion and salvation 

toward a holistic approach that ministers to the whole person by meeting spiritual, social, 

physical, and other needs.

Robert N. Nash draws from the works of Walter Rauschenbusch when he calls for 

an understanding o f conversion that is “grounded in the spiritual transformation of an

31 Ibid., 389.
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individual realized in the transformation of society itself into the kingdom of God.”32 

When transformed Christians change their communities for Christ, the ripples affect the 

world at large. If transformed community is the desired goal, then mission needs to be 

holistic in its principles and practices with each believer being an agent o f change and 

working to bring God’s kingdom on earth.

Historically, mainline congregations funded mission through corporate agencies 

that sent missionaries to far-away countries. Missionaries and those sent on the “mission 

field” were mostly interested in winning souls to Christ. The number o f professions of 

faith in Christ and the number of churches planted measured ministry success. However, 

as the missionaries served, the physical needs of those with whom they shared the Gospel 

were also a concern. In response, the missionaries provided education for literacy, 

healthcare for the sick, and other material resources to fulfil the lack, but sometimes 

ignored other root causes of poverty including lack of access and social justice issues.33

Theologically, Christian community development “expands the meaning of 

mission from a narrow focus on eternal salvation and provision of material resources to a 

holistic approach that embraces mission as a quest for justice, mission as evangelism, 

mission as contextualization, mission as liberation, mission as acculturation, mission as 

ministry by the whole people of God, mission as witness to the people of other living

32 Robert N. Nash, Jr., “Walter Rauschenbusch, the Pope, and the New Evangelism," 
Perspectives in Religious Studies, 42, no. 2, (Summer 2015): 1.

33 Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert, When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty 
Without Hurting the Poor and Yourself (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2009), 52.
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faiths, mission as hope in action, and mission as transformation.”34 The church as the 

body of Christ collaborates with others in the fight for justice, showing mercy, and loving 

people of other faiths.35 When this happens, the gospel is not just preached; rather, it is 

lived in practical ways, with Jesus being the model for interpreting scripture especially in 

cross-cultural contexts.

Holistic inclusion of all of the above elements makes the gospel an agent of 

transformation. In contrast, the poverty alleviation programs of the Agency approach 

often worsened the spiritual poverty of the economically rich by creating a god complex, 

and it worsened the actual economic poverty of the poor and minority cultures and their 

feelings of inferiority and shame.36 Toxic charity takes the power o f transformation out of 

the hands of the poor, leaving them as objects o f generosity for the non-poor. This kind of 

charity hurts the poor and the donor.

Paradigm Shift: From Agency to Faith-based Nonprofit Organizations

The embrace o f social action with evangelism gave rise to the popularity of 

Christian community development, which has become, and still is, the church’s vehicle 

for delivering holistic ministry through the church’s mission programs executed by the 

church and/or in partnership with other local or international faith-based non

governmental organizations. These institutions and organizations are hybrids o f public

34 Ibid.

35 Robert D. Lupton, Compassion, Justice, and the Christian Life: Rethinking 
Ministry to the Poor (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 2007), 72.

36 Corbett and Fikkert, When Helping Hurts, 62.
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charity and faith-based programs. They enjoy the tax shelter of a public and religious 

entity and sometimes qualify for funding from diverse sources.

Faith-based non-profit organizations sometimes evolve from a project or may be 

started by an individual or group of people who are transformed by the love of God, who 

then respond to God’s call to serve others through community development that provides 

access to the gospel, and provides relief and advocates for social justice issues with 

Christ at the center o f all initiatives.37 Christian community development leverages 

volunteerism through grassroots and church-based efforts of people who see themselves 

as agents of Jesus Christ here on earth and in their own neighborhoods and communities. 

These organizations vary in focus from local homeless shelters and soup kitchens to 

international organizations that do charity developmentally. The best of these 

organizations do it all for the sake of the gospel so that they might share with others in its 

blessings.

The formation of faith-based non-profit organizations begins with the exploration 

o f felt needs and service opportunities, frames responses in holistic ways based on 

biblical principles, develops and utilizes community leaders, encourages the developer to 

live among the people, reconciles people to God and to one another, and encourages 

community members to share their skills, talents, education, and resources to help each 

other.38 These organizations encourage people to combine resources with tax incentives 

in order to achieve common goals under the governance of a board of directors. State and

37 Perkins, Restoring at-Risk Communities, 21.

38 Ibid., 26.
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federal government give tax-exempt privileges to nonprofits in consideration of the 

work they perform.

Faith-based nonprofit organizations are generally funded by churches, grants from 

private and public foundations with some exceptions, and donations from individual 

Christians and other sources. While the general giving trend for public charity is on the 

rise, the decline o f mainline congregations has indirectly affected the funding for most 

faith-based nonprofits. Besides, churches and Christians are rethinking mission in light of 

the new realities facing the church. Instead of funding missions through nonprofit 

agencies, churches themselves want to engage their communities in order to be relevant 

and meet the challenges of contemporary times. This has given voice to the missional 

church movement, which postmodern Christians find to be very attractive.

Paradigm Shift: From Faith-Based Nonprofit Alliances to the Missional Church Model

The paradigm shift mentioned above is forcing churches to rethink and reimagine 

what it means to be the church in the postmodern age. The missional church movement is 

a response to the decline in mainline congregations. Churches are thinking about new 

ways o f being missional in their quest to share the gospel. But what exactly is the 

missional church?

The missional church is a church on a journey in which it invites Christians to re

imagine and re-consider a new way of being the church outside o f itself.39 “It is a three- 

way conversation between church, gospel, and context that challenges the church to

39 Alan J. Roxburgh, M. Scott Boren, and Mark Priddy, Introducing the Missional 
Church: What It Is, Why It Matters, How to Become One, Allelon Missional Series 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2009), 27.
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reconsider its context, rethink its mission, and re-imagine itself in light o f God’s 

mission.”40 The evangelism strategy o f the missional church draws from biblical 

traditions, analysis o f the context, themes in the culture, and the experiences o f other 

local churches.41

In its attempt to be missional and engage parishioners and the world, one o f the 

biggest mistakes o f the church occurs when it applies relief approaches to situations 

where rehabilitation or development is the appropriate intervention. Generally, such a 

response is caused by a lack of understanding of the development and cultural dynamics 

at work.42 Good intent is not good enough. The good intent to help could hurt those who 

are poor as well as those who give to the poor when resources are not properly channeled.

The church must do relief developmentally by ensuring local participation in the 

assessment, design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of programs. It must 

conduct an assessment that provides understanding of the crisis and determine the 

appropriate response and then, respond only when the needs o f affected people are unmet 

by the locals due to their inability or unwillingness to help. It also must prioritize 

assistance based on vulnerability and with equity and impartiality and provide adequate 

training that utilizes local workers who possess the appropriate qualifications, attitude, 

experience, and understanding of the culture.43 This perspective however is not a license

40 Ibid., 68-70.

41 Ibid., 89.

42 Corbett and Fikkert, When Helping Hurts, 101.

43 Ibid., 107.
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for western churches, organizations, and institutions to sit on the sidelines when there 

is genuine need in cross-cultural contexts. All people possess both gifts as well as 

limitations, and the recognition of these realities is important in cross-cultural 

relationships.

The empowerment of local people is the missional church’s attempt to engage in 

mission globally. This approach empowers local leaders who serve as hosts for short

term missionaries who visit and partner with local leadership through service 

opportunities, evangelism, and relationship building. Such empowerment begins with the 

awareness and commitment that there are already leaders in the community because God 

placed them there and the missional church’s role is to build their capacity and empower 

them.

Some western churches have not fully caught onto the paradigm of such local 

empowerment for reasons o f self-preservation. They are concerned that when local 

leaders are empowered, then there will be no place for Western missionaries who also 

feel called to international missions. Missional churches are discussing the relevance of 

Western missionaries when mission funds could be used more wisely to fund local 

leaders. At the same time, there is also a concern that local leaders may not always have 

the knowledge, skills and professional networks needed for the ministry.44 Networking 

and access to resources are very important considerations for ministry success because of 

the conviction in donor and non-profit circles that “people fund people and not projects.”

44 Devon A. Mihesuah and Angela Cavender Wilson, “Indigenous Scholars versus the 
Status Quo," American Indian Quarterly 26, no. 1 (2002): 146.
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On the one hand, the typical cost to fund a seminary educated western 

missionary in an executive position overseas is about $100,000 a year, excluding the 

startup costs, benefits, and other cost o f living adjustments.45 This cost may sound 

exorbitant, but it is not that much higher than the cost to pay salaries and benefits for 

local church staffs in developed countries. There are other key issues to consider for both 

sides of the argument including cost, efficiency, effectiveness, and long-term 

sustainability of the programs and services. It is important to note that there are negatives 

and positives on both sides of the divide as presented in the tables below.

Table 1: Argument for Hiring Local Leaders

Arguments for Hiring Local Leaders
Pros Cons

• Less expensive to hire and support
• Knows the language and culture
• Reasonable relocation cost
• Ability to utilize local resources
• Empowerment of local community
• Increased sense of ownership among 

locals
• Increases the likelihood of projects’ 

sustainability by locals after foreign 
support is phased-out.

• May not have knowledge and skills
• Lacks networks for funding for 

projects
• Jealousy and envy among 

nationals
• Challenges with cross-cultural 

communication with partners
• Discourages mission giving in the 

western local church.

45 “Understanding-Missionary-Support-0812 - Understanding-Missionary- 
Support.pdf,” n.d., accessed April 25, 2016,
https://go.efca.org/sites/default/files/resources/docs/2013/05/understanding-missionary-
support.pdf.

https://go.efca.org/sites/default/files/resources/docs/2013/05/understanding-missionary-
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Table 2: Argument for Hiring Western Missionaries

Arguments for Hiring Western Missionaries
Pros Cons

• Advanced skills and expertise
• Brings new perspectives to the field
• Access to funding and resources
• Increased mission giving in western 

local church
• Train and mentors local leaders
• Honored and appreciated among locals
• Increased network and funding 

sources
• Clears the suspicion of obscured 

accountability structure on the field

• Too expensive to hire and 
support

• Lacks an understanding of 
language and culture

• Difficult and expensive 
relocation cost

• Inability to utilize local resources
• Paternalistic attitude that 

disempower locals
• Minimal local participation at 

strategic levels

While the question of money and operational efficiencies are important 

considerations for stewardship purposes, if Western missionaries are simply doing what 

locals can do, one could argue for funding competent locals rather than Western 

missionaries. This position is in agreement with the perspectives o f Saul Alinsky (the 

father o f community organizing) and Robert Lumpkin, both of whom advocate against 

doing for others what they are capable o f doing for themselves.46 However, the argument 

above fails to take into account another dynamic that is also taking place — where 

Western missionaries are increasingly not the hands-on doers, but serve as mentors, 

trainers, and equippers of local leaders.

While the arguments of both point of views are worth considering, neither one is 

biblical because they create an either-or dichotomy and not one which is both-and. The

46 Mary Nelson, Empowerment: A Key Component o f  Christian Community 
Development (Bloomington, IN: iUniverse, 2010), 64.



33
mission mandate of Christ is met when all believers, those from majority and minority 

worlds join hands to share the gospel. Christian mission can never be effective when 

Western missionaries do not partner with local believers or when Western missionaries 

are disengaged from the process. Mission triumphs when there is partnership between 

Western missionaries and local leaders.

Paradigm Shift: From Career Missionary to Vocation as Mission

Tent making and lay participation has been a part of Christian mission since the

formation of Christianity. But the church has not always utilized the knowledge, skills

and creativity of lay people for mission as it should. Mission agencies and churches have

preferred funding seminary educated individuals as career missionaries rather than

encouraging lay professionals to serve as tent makers. But financial challenges o f today

coupled with the high cost o f funding career field personnel has caused the paradigm to

slowly shift in favor o f lay participation through vocation as mission.47 One form of

vocation as mission is called “business as mission” or BAM, which Phil Lundman

defines as a “Christ-centered for-profit business intentionally devoted to being an

instrument of God’s mission while operating cross-culturally.”48

The apostle Paul modeled this approach as tent maker while propagating the

gospel (Acts 20:33-35). Tent making was not a distraction to Paul’s call, but rather an

enhancement that enabled him to identify with slaves and the ordinary people with whom

he sought to share the gospel, build credibility and model the Christian life, and make

47 Phil Lundman, “Reconciliation of Business Vocations with Church Mission,” 
Transformation 21, no. 4 (October 2004): 220.

48 Ibid.
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disciples while engaging in the normal patterns of everyday life.49 The Pauline model 

is seen not primarily as an avenue for gaining financial stability or legal access, but rather 

as a means of contextualization, portraying in everyday contexts of the culture what it 

means to follow Christ.

Business as mission affirms that business or vocation is a Christian calling, and 

that, if rightly done, kingdom businesses offer economic, social, spiritual, and other 

benefits to employees, customers, and nations.50 BAMers usually target a niche, build a 

competitive business plan, and act by fundraising and/or capitalizing for company 

startups that usually focus on disenfranchised or unreached people groups.51 BAM 

practitioners use business ventures not only to make profit but to act as an avenue for 

propagating the gospel while creating jobs and serving humanity.

Though BAM appears to be a sustainable model for cross-cultural mission, some 

missiologists express concern that the economic incentives, if left unchecked, can cause 

practitioners to lose sight of their ministry goals.52 Indeed, this fear underlies the advice 

often given to missionary-practitioners that they should keep their businesses small and 

continue to draw donor support rather than to fully depend on the business’s income for

49 Kenneth Smith, “Editorial: Tentmaking II—The Practical Dimension,” International 
Journal o f  Frontier Missions 15 (January 1998): 1.

50 David Befus, “Kingdom Business: A New Frontier in Missions,” Evangelical 
Missions Quarterly 38, no. 2 (April 2002): 207.

51 Kenneth Van Wyk and Connie Ratliffe, “Developing and Marketing a Faith-Based 
Practice: Mission and Business,” Journal o f  Psychology and Christianity 26, no. 3 
(September 2007): 249.

52 Christopher R Little, “Business as Mission under Scrutiny,” Evangelical Missions 
Quarterly 50, no. 2 (April 2014): 181.



35
their salaries. As result of this and other concerns, the BAM continuum includes and 

ranges from BAM efforts partially funded by mission support to BAM efforts that 

operate as stand-alone businesses.

A study conducted by Steven L. Rundle examined the business performances and 

mission viability of 119 BAM practitioners and found that donor-supported practitioners 

are no more effective in producing spiritual fruit and maintaining the bottom-line than 

their stand-alone counterparts.53 Rundle in his conclusion advised, “BAM needs to be 

structured, incentivized, and operated much like regular businesses which include (1) an 

independent board of directors and (2) salaries that are based, at least in part, on the 

company's performance.”54 Regardless of the type o f BAM considered, accountability 

structures motivate both spiritual and monetary performance.

As expressed, Christian community development needs to be Christ-centered, 

biblically based, and holistic in its principles and practices. It should foster an atmosphere 

of partnership between the poor and non-poor, and encourage and nurture partnership 

between Christians from the minority and majority world. Mission needs to encourage 

the participation of lay people and embrace vocation as mission in cross-cultural context.

53 Steven L Rundle, “Does Donor Support Help or Hinder Business as Mission 
Practitioners?: An Empirical Assessment,” International Bulletin o f  Missionary Research 
38, no. 1 (January 2014): 23.

54 Ibid., 24.



CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY AND DESCRIPTION OF MINISTRY CONTEXT 

This chapter provides a description of the study’s methodology and contexts 

including its national, local, and ministry context as well as an overview of microfinance. 

The West African country of Liberia was the study’s national context. Balama and 

Gbansue communities were the local context, and participants in the study included adult 

males and females from both villages. This transformative mixed method study examined 

Agency versus Community-managed models and used the people of Balama and 

Gbansue as respective representatives of the Agency and Community-managed Models. 

Detailed herein are the study’s specifics including its subjects, instruments used, and 

evaluative tools used to measure outcomes.

Description of National Context 

The nation, Liberia was founded in 1822 by free black people from the Americas 

(Americo-Liberians) and gained its independence in 1847.' Prior to the free slaves’ 

arrival, tribal groups inhabited the land and governed themselves without formal 

government as determined by Western standards. In the nation’s formative years, Liberia 

prospered economically because of its gold, diamonds, iron ore, rubber, and timber

1 C. Abayomi Cassell, Liberia: History o f  the First African Republic (New York, NY: 
Fountainhead Publishers, 1970), 15.

36
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industries.2 Today, Liberia is among the world’s poorest nations as the result of 

disease, political instability, war, and endemic corruption in government.

Liberia has fifteen political subdivisions or counties that are inhabited by sixteen 

tribes. Although Liberia’s official language is English, most Liberians speak “Pigeon 

English” at home and in the market place. Liberia’s capital is Monrovia, named in honor 

o f James Monroe, the fifth president of the United States, who served between 1817 and 

1825.3 The total land area of Liberia is 43,000 square miles, with a total population of 

4.5 million people, and with over 1.5 million people living in Monrovia alone.4 People 

from other regions of the country have flocked to Monrovia in search of employment, 

education, and better life. The counties have fewer opportunities and have limited access.

World Bank statistics indicate that 63.8% of Liberia’s population lives below the 

poverty index of Sub-Saharan African, earning an average household income of less than 

$50 USD per month and surviving on less than $1.25 USD per day.5 Eighty-five percent 

of Liberians are unemployed, and 40% of the population scrapes for a livelihood through 

petty trade o f some sort. Liberia’s illiteracy rate is 42.9%.6 Life expectancy o f the

2 John Hanson Thomas McPherson, History o f  Liberia (New York, NY: Johnson 
Reprint Corp, 1973), 35.

3 Elwood D. Dunn, Amos J. Beyan, and Carl Patrick Burrowes, Historical Dictionary 
o f  Liberia, 2nd edition. (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2000), 79.

4 “The World Factbook,” accessed April 25, 2016, 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/li.html.

5 Shahidur R. Khandker, Fighting Poverty with Microcredit: Experience in 
Bangladesh (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1998), 112.

6 “The World Factbook.”

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/li.html
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average Liberian is sixty years, with women generally living longer than men do. The 

religious life of the country is approximately 40% evangelical Christian, 20% Muslim, 

and 40% of ethnic religions.

From 1847 to 1980, the minority Americo-Liberian descendants settled along the 

Atlantic coastlines, governed, and prospered economically, while subjugating and 

exercising overwhelming political power over indigenous tribes and peoples.7 The 

country became polarized as tribal Liberians became dissatisfied with the subjugation, 

corrupt practices in government, and other issues that led to a military coup d ’etat in 

1980 and political unrest that culminated in fourteen years of civil war between 1989 and 

2004. The war devastated the entire country and left its infrastructure ruined. Over

300.000 people were killed, more than 700,000 fled the country into exile, and another

500.000 became internally displaced.

The Balama and Gbansue communities were some o f the worst hit communities 

with high death tolls and destruction. Both regions are rural and subsistence farming 

communities whose inhabitants scrape for livelihoods through hunting and gardening. 

Houses in Balama and Gbansue are generally built with sticks and mud as walls and 

thatch or metal sheets as roof. The villagers walk for three to four hours to gain access to 

healthcare, curbside markets, and other services in Gbamga, the administrative 

headquarter of Bong County.

Leadership structures in the villages are patriarchal and very limiting of women 

and other minority groups. A town chief who is appointed by the villagers governs every

7 Dunn, Beyan, and Burrowes, Historical Dictionary o f  Liberia, 109.
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village. The town chief reports to the clan chief who also reports to the paramount 

chief. Clan and town chiefs are nonpaid positions. The paramount chief receives a salary 

from the government and reports to the Minister of Internal Affairs. It is important to 

note that the leadership structures on the village level were weakened by the war because 

gunmen treated the chiefs and the citizens with great disregard and cruelty.

The war had adverse effects on the political, economic, religious and social 

aspects of the country, as militias overran the entire country. Infrastructures such as 

schools, hospitals, airports, seaports, public buildings, businesses, and the sources of 

supply for pipe-borne water and electricity were destroyed. Besides the infrastructural 

destruction, government officials and educated Liberians o f the toppled regime were 

targeted, some killed, and others forced into exile resulting in a national brain drain and 

melt down of the country’s political, economic, healthcare, and education sector. Women 

and girls were raped and boys were forced to bear arms and join the militias. International 

peacekeepers intervened in the crisis, but long after the destruction was over.

Peace returned to Liberia in 2005 with the surprising democratic election of 

President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, the first female head of state o f Liberia and, indeed, of 

all o f Africa. The Johnson-Sirleaf regime championed the outpouring o f generosity 

through foreign aid, but very little of the aid trickled down to rural and marginalized 

communities such as Balama and Gbansue. As in most African democracies, large 

percentages of the proceeds from the goodwill and foreign aid were embezzled or 

misappropriated by corrupt government officials.
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Today Liberia remains without the necessities of modem civilization including 

running water, electricity, and access to adequate education and healthcare. To make 

matters worse, the Ebola vims outbreak plagued the country in 2014 and killed more than 

three thousand people. The devastating effects of Liberia’s fourteen-year civil war 

coupled with the disease outbreak created unique ministry and service opportunities that 

Balama Development Alliance seeks to address.

Description o f Ministry Context

Balama Development Alliance (BDA) is a faith-based nonprofit organization 

[501(c) (3)] incorporated in the state of Georgia. BDA’s mission is to create opportunities 

through education, evangelism, community empowerment, and leadership development. 

Its vision is to enable transformational and sustainable development by investing in the 

dreams of the poor, so that they might be empowered to release themselves from poverty. 

BDA works alongside marginalized peoples and communities as they journey on the path 

to spiritual renewal and sustainability, and leverages volunteerism through partnership 

with communities in identifying the communities’ greatest areas o f needs while working 

alongside those communities to fulfill the identified needs.

The Balama Project, which later became Balama Development Alliance, started 

as a mission movement in 2006, when Jessy and Calandra Togba-Doya embraced God’s 

call to serve as missionaries in Liberia under the auspices of the Cooperative Baptist 

Fellowship. The Togba-Doyas went to Liberia with the primary goal of sharing the 

gospel with unreached people groups. But as they propagated the gospel and led people 

to professions o f faith in Christ, the physical needs of those to whom they witnessed
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presented themselves. In response, the Togba-Doyas opened Balama Elementary 

School to provide Christian education for kids in the villages, assist the communities to 

cultivate gardens for food security, and furnished seed monies as microloans to assist 

families to start and grow self-sustained businesses for income generation.

Financial and other support from partner churches helped the project to increase 

its programs and services. The growth in its Jesus Film Ministry, scholarship, micro-loan, 

and education programs necessitated the formation of nonprofit status to provide 

administrative structure and support and to diversify funding sources. In 2011, the 

Balama project changed its name to Balama Development Alliance (BDA) and was 

incorporated and registered as a [501(c) (3)] organization in the state o f Georgia.

BDA’s work in Liberia is focused in four main areas including Christian 

education, evangelism, community empowerment, and leadership development. The 

BDA Christian education program provides and enhances educational opportunities in 

partnership with marginalized communities. The ministry currently operates two tuition- 

free elementary schools in Balama and Gbansue with 384 and 501 students enrolled 

respectively. Besides defraying teachers’ salary and other operational costs of Balama 

and Gbansue Schools, BDA has built two libraries on both campuses (Jerry Greeby 

Memorial Library at Balama and Mack and Pattie Hannah Library in Gbansue) and 

furnished them with books, furniture, and other supplies.

Through its Community Empowerment Program, BDA partners with 

communities to cultivate gardens for food security and provides microloans as seed 

monies to assist families start and grow small self-sustained businesses for their
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livelihoods. This program has served more than 150 families and enabled them to 

establish businesses such as retail stands, carving and weaving businesses, cook shops, 

vegetable stands and other businesses. These businesses provide food and serve as 

income sources for the families. The goal is to economically empower and to make the 

communities sustainable.

Local leadership is essential for sustainability purposes. The Leadership 

Development program operates a ministry center in Gbamga that provides computer 

literacy training, instruction in gardening, Bible study, and mentorship for more than 

1,500 students at Bong County Technical College and the Gbamga community. BDA has 

also provided scholarships for eleven high school students and eight college students to 

enable them to attend school in preparation for service to their communities. While in 

school, the scholarship students do internships with BDA and help the organization 

control its personnel costs. Several interns have graduated and are serving in their 

respective communities.

Evangelism is the spiritual emphasis of BDA ministry in Liberia. Through its 

Evangelism and Discipleship program, BDA has shared Christ with more than seven 

hundred unreached people using the Jesus Film and Papyruses. The Jesus Film is a 

documentary on the life and teachings of Christ narrated in Kpelle, the heart language of 

the Kpelle tribe. Papyruses are hand-held solar powered devices that provide scripture for 

unreached people.

A distinguishing factor that sets BDA apart from other NGOs is its commitment 

to empower and utilize local leaders who have an understanding of the culture,
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communities, and its people. BDA leverages volunteerism by partnering with 

individuals, churches, and civic organizations to identify target communities’ assets, their 

greatest areas of need, and then to meet the identified needs. As its sustainability strategy, 

BDA mentors and utilizes local leaders who are prepared to take over the project’s 

leadership when outside support is phased-out. This enables the organization to replicate 

its programs and services in as many unreached communities as possible.

Balama Development Alliance uses a team approach to leadership. The 

Executive Director leads the BDA field ministry team, provides oversight o f program 

development, and reports to the organization’s Board of Directors. Members of the 

BDA’s Board of Directors include: William Ginn, Chair and a development consultant 

and fundraiser; Shirley Noles, educator and missions practitioner; David Smith, Treasurer 

and a financial executive in the banking sector; Emmanuel McCall, professor, pastor, and 

writer; Linda Flagger, educator; Robert Mason, realtor and business consultant; and Allen 

Mlendough, accountant and IT specialist. The Board’s role is fundraising and includes 

fiduciary responsibility.

Balama Development Alliance has also faced a number of challenges. Besides the 

financial challenges associated with funding BDA’s operating budget, it has been 

difficult to staff BDA programs as skilled workers in urban communities are less willing 

to accept employment in remote regions of the country. BDA bridges this gap by 

soliciting and hosting short-term volunteers who visit Liberia to conduct Training of 

Trainers (TOT) workshops for local leaders. The trainees later become the trainers of 

others to pass-on the knowledge and skills acquired.
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Cultural barriers are also major setbacks to the work. Balama and Gbansue are 

tribal communities that are highly rooted in the customs and traditions of the Kpelle tribe. 

Poro Society for boys and Sande for girls are very important informal institutions (bush 

schools) that are highly regarded.8 However, the calendar for these informal institutions 

sometimes interrupts school attendance and other formal learning activities, as most 

villagers prioritize Poro and Sande society attendance over formal school and sometimes 

pull their children out of primary school for participation in initiation rites. They prefer to 

spend their meager incomes for Poro and Sande attendance rather than to spend it on 

uniforms and school supplies for their children.

Description and Overview of Microfmance 

Balama Development Alliance uses microfinance to empower families and 

communities economically. Microfmance entered the international spotlight in the 1970s 

through the work of Muhammad Yunus, the founder of the Grameen Bank in 

Bangladesh.9 This concept o f lending emerged as social innovators began to offer 

financial services to the poor, particularly those previously denied credit opportunities 

because o f their lack of collateral or their inability to prepare elaborate business plans that 

qualified for financing. Banks were generally not interested in issuing small loans like 

$100 to $250 to the poor, as interest benefits were not adequate to pay the administrative

8 John Gay, Red Dust on the Green Leaves: A Kpelle Twins ’ Childhood (Thompson, 
CT: InterCulture Associates, 1973), 56.

9 Muhammad Yunus and Alan Jolis, Banker to the Poor: Micro-Lending and the 
Battle against World Poverty, 1st ed. (New York, NY: Public Affairs, 1999), 34.
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costs of the transaction. As a result, loan sharks exploited the poor by lending them 

small amounts o f money at exorbitant interest rates.

Yunus’ analysis of the causes of entrenched poverty focuses on the role of 

moneylenders, whose exorbitant fees impede true economic advancement and continue 

the cycle o f debt for participants in subsistence village economies.10 Microfmance is a 

subsistence level poverty reduction strategy based on the premise that participants, if 

given the right opportunity to borrow small amounts at low interest rates and with no 

collateral, would be able to break the cycle o f debt by using the borrowed funds to invest 

in small businesses and build wealth.11 Microfmance allows the poor to borrow in small 

groups and uses social ties in the groups to encourage repayment.12 As the money 

borrowed is repaid, the funds are put back into the pool, recycled, and loaned to other 

applicants waiting to start new businesses.

The Agency and Community-managed Models are trending approaches currently 

used by practitioners. Institutional bureaucracies that are managed by outsiders or the 

non-poor control the Agency Model, while the community-managed model puts the poor 

in charge o f their own development and lending activities. The Community-managed 

Model fosters the idea o f development for the people and by the people. For the purpose

10 Muhammad Yunus and Karl Weber, Building Social Business: The New Kind o f  
Capitalism That Serves Humanity’s Most Pressing Needs (New York, NY: Public 
Affairs, 2010), vii-ix.

11 Yunus and Jolis, Banker to the Poor, 115.

12 Ibid.
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of this study, BDA ran both models simultaneously with the aim of identifying a 

sustainable model. BDA uses the Agency Model for its microfmance program.

Description o f Research Design and Protocols 

The study utilized a Transformative Mixed Method Design that encompasses the 

Convergent Mixed Methods, Exploratory Sequential Mixed Methods, and Explanatory 

Sequential Mixed Methods designs.13 The investigator used convergent design to collect 

both qualitative and quantitative data on each model, analyzed each model separately, 

and converged and compared the outcomes to inform the study’s findings. The use of 

qualitative data allowed the investigator the opportunity to use personal experience and 

expertise in microfmance to interpret gaps in the quantitative data. Similarly, since 

quantitative data does not always answer the “why” questions, qualitative data was used 

to fill in the gaps. In some cases, qualitative data built up to quantitative data 

(Exploratory Sequential), and in other cases quantitative data followed up with qualitative 

data (Explanatory Sequential).

For the purpose of this study, the investigator, in partnership with Balama 

Development Alliance, awarded a total of $4,000 USD to forty adult participants o f the 

Balama and Gbansue communities of Liberia, West Africa in the form of microloans to 

assist them to start and grow microbusinesses. Each community received $2,000 USD 

loans out of the total award. The loans were issued at a 5% interest rate (flat rate).

Balama represented the Agency Model (control group) while Gbansue represented the 

Community-Managed Model (experimental group).

13 John W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 
Approaches, 4th ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2014), 220.
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The purpose of this treatment was to prove or disprove the study’s hypothesis 

“that greater involvement of the poor in their own development planning and delivery 

results in more sustainable outcomes with positive impacts on families and 

communities.” Besides this treatment, all protocols o f the study were the same for both 

models. The Grameen Foundation’s Progress out of Poverty Index® and the “Going 

Concern” Assumptions o f Generally Accepted Accounting Principles were used as tools 

to measure progress sustainability respectively.

Protocol and Procedure

The study started in mid-March 2015 with called town hall meetings at both 

Balama and Gbansue Elementary Schools. The town crier solicited potential subjects 

through public announcements that invited residents to a called town hall meeting at 

Balama and Gbansue Elementary schools respectively. At the meeting, the investigator 

educated the audience about the study and its protocols, declaring that the study was 

voluntary and had minimum risk— meaning participants could withdraw from the study 

at any time without fear o f retribution. More than four hundred people attended both 

meetings.

The audience at both meetings were informed that the study would consist o f a 

ten-month commitment to start and grow small businesses with personal benefits 

including free lunch served at the training workshop and focus group meeting, business 

skills acquired from study-related training, and participants ’ownership o f the business 

upon completion of the study. They were also told that the outcome of the study would be 

beneficial to their communities, to Balama Development Alliance, and to other
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practitioners o f microfmance. Time was allotted for questions and answers to enable 

people in the audience to voice their concerns, comments, and suggestions about the 

study.

Several in the audience at Balama town hall meeting expressed interest and were 

recruited under the Agency Model. In the absence of formal credit reporting and with the 

applicant’s consent, the study team vouched for each applicant by contacting his or her 

neighbors about the applicant’s credit worthiness. The twenty approved candidates o f the 

Agency Model were advised on their respective business ventures of choice by 

experienced microfmance facilitators from the outside. The participants were counseled 

and led into choosing the venture that made sense given their individual circumstances.

Elders of the Gbansue community under the Community-managed Model 

received the lump sum of $2,000 USD as a loan award and were given the freedom to 

select participants while adhering to subject selection guidelines o f the study. A team of 

elders who worked along with the participants to creatively decide their respective 

business ventures selected the twenty subjects of Gbansue. Individual participants made 

their own investment decisions under the Community-managed Model. The study team 

had very minimum interference with the recruitment process under the Community- 

managed Model except for assistance with secretarial and translation services.

Table 3 below presents characteristics of the forty participants selected under the 

Agency and Community-managed Models. Subject selection was random and 

proportionally representative of both communities in terms of gender, age, socio

economic status, marital status, and level of education. Stratification o f the 20 subjects
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under the Agency model included ten males and ten females; ten married, eight 

singles, and two widows; ten who were illiterate, two with elementary education, eight 

with high school education; eighteen with children and two with no children; six between 

ages eighteen to twenty five, eleven between ages twenty six to thirty five, and two 

between ages thirty six and older.

Table 3: Participants’ Statistics

PARTICIPANTS’ SIfATISTICS
CHARACTERISTICS AGENCY COMMUNITY TOTAL PERCENT

Gender
Male 10 10 20 50.0%
Female 10 10 20 50.0%

ABe:
Ages 18 -25 6 2 8 20.0%
Ages 26-35 11 8 19 47.5%
Ages 36-older 3 10 13 32.5%

Marital Status:
Married 10 11 21 52.5%
Single 8 7 15 37.5%
Widow 2 2 4 10.0%

Education:
No education 10 4 14 35.0%
Elementary education 2 5 7 17.5%
High School education 8 11 19 47.5%

Children:
No children 2 0 2 5.0%
School age children 11 19 30 75.0%
Adult Children 7 1 8 20.0%

T

The forty participants enrolled in both models were asked to sign an Informed 

Consent Form required by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Mercer University for 

participation in the study (Appendix A). They were also asked to complete an application 

form that solicited biographical information and that enabled the investigator to gain a
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full understanding o f the participant’s family background (Appendix B). The study 

team assisted participants who could not speak, read, or write English. They made thumb 

imprints on the documents to demonstrate their knowledge and consent with the process.

Participants in general attended three days of a small business training workshop 

to learn knowledge and skills needed to operate a successful small business. Topics 

taught in the workshop included fundamentals of business planning, fundamentals of 

marketing, business math, and other relevant matters. The workshop curriculum consisted 

o f mixed presentations, including group discussions, case studies, brainstorming, lectures, 

and experience sharing. The training manual for the workshop was divided into three 

modules: (1) contextual and introductory issues; (2) overview of relevant knowledge and 

skills participants needed to explore a business venture given their traditional skills; and 

(3) an overview of small business planning, startup, and operation. These skills were 

taught at very fundamental levels.

The workshops climaxed with one-day pre-focus group meetings that explored the 

causes and effects of poverty, identified resources in the community, and ascertained how 

participants could use local resources for economic empowerment (Appendix C). The 

investigator conducted the focus group and was assisted by the study team who primarily 

took notes and helped with translation and secretarial functions. Participants were able to 

set personal goals that enabled the investigator to establish baselines and benchmarks for 

measuring progress and future performance. At the conclusion of the focus group 

meeting, the participants were placed in solidarity circles as social collateral against 

default and for support purposes.



51
Members of solidarity groups covenanted to morally support and serve as 

guarantor for each other’s loans to guard against default. They shared resources and 

helpful tips for business success. When a member was sick or unable to attend to his/her 

business, the rest of the group managed the person’s business in their stead. They 

supported and policed each other to guard against default and business failure.

Participants in both Agency and Community-managed models received their 

individual loan awards on March 25, 2015, in the presence of village authorities to 

establish legal obligation for returning the funds should a participant decide to withdraw 

from the study. All participants purchased their beginning inventories and started 

operation on or before April 1, 2015. Businesses established during the course o f this 

study included retail stands, produce retail stands, pastry-making businesses, fast food 

stands, weaving businesses and similar kinds of ventures.

Farm-to-market retailing is where a villager purchases local produce (smoked 

meat, palm oil, fruits, and/or vegetables) at wholesale prices in village markets, walks for 

miles or uses public transportation, and resells the same produce at higher margins at 

curbside markets in major towns or city. On the return trip, the retailer then buys other 

commodities at curbside market and retails the same upon return to the village. Farm-to- 

market retailers are traders who connect smallholder farmers to the retailer. Fifty percent 

of the businesses established fall in this category.

Those with skills in arts and crafts and weaving secured the loans to purchase 

tools and supplies needed to start craft making businesses and sold products such as 

nativities, miniature animals, traditional masks, purses, tote bags, baskets, beads and
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other similar products. Besides weaving and carving supplies, most of the materials 

used in this line o f business were local. Participants in this category also sold their 

products at curbside markets. Thirty percent of the businesses established fell into this 

category.

The businesses established under both models operated for a ten-month period 

beginning on April 1, 2015 and ending on January 31, 2016. Monthly principal and 

interest repayments on the loans were collected on the last day o f the month beginning on 

April 30,2015. The investigator and study team visited each business at least twice 

monthly at the middle and end of the month. The purpose of the visit was to collect loan 

repayments, observe the subjects and businesses in operation, and for support purposes. 

The team also made other follow-up visits at a participant’s request.

Participants in both models also attended post-focus group meeting at the end of 

the study to enable them to report on progress, share personal experiences, and report on 

best practices and lessons learned from participating in the study (Appendix E). During 

this time, the investigator shared key findings o f the study and allowed participants the 

opportunity to comment on the study’s outcomes. They were also asked to comment on 

the plans for their businesses as well as likely threats that cast doubts on their businesses’ 

future. At the end, they were given ownership of their businesses.

Data Collection Instruments

The study gathered and utilized both quantitative and qualitative data in digital 

and written forms. Instruments used to collect data included application forms, pre- and 

post- focus group discussions notes, loan repayment schedules, purchases, sales,
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expenditures, inventory, and cash schedules. Qualitative instruments used in the study 

were designed to explore some o f the causes and effects of poverty and to investigate 

how the poor in rural Liberia could use local resources to empower themselves and their 

communities in partnership with others.

Participants were asked to complete a questionnaire that gathered biographical 

information and brief family histories to help the investigator become familiar with the 

makeup of participants’ family systems. The questionnaire asked for participants’ work 

histories to establish an awareness of participants’ knowledge, skills and abilities. For 

those who were unemployed, the questionnaire also gathered information about their 

hobbies and skills to assess and build their capacities for career opportunities.

The study also collected and utilized quantitative data. Each business had a loan 

schedule that detailed principal and interest payment and the loan balance for the period. 

The study team helped the participants to maintain purchases, sales expenses, inventories, 

and savings schedules for the businesses. These data were used to determine individual 

business’ operating results, financial positions, and to determine operating efficiency.

Focus group (pre and post) meetings for both models were conducted in similar 

fashion. The investigator typically opened the meetings with welcoming remarks, shared 

proper etiquette for the focus group, and read the agenda for the group’s hearing. Focus 

group questions were generally open-ended and were read out for the group’s hearing and 

response with the investigator guiding the discussion. To avoid putting timid group 

members in the spotlight, participants took time and responded to the questions as they
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felt led. The facilitator occasionally asked specific individuals for their input when 

necessary.

Individual responses were written on a chalkboard in front of the room. Codes 

were identified from the responses and validated by the respondents to ensure the 

accuracy o f translation. Each participant was then asked to rank the identified code in 

terms of importance assigning weights between zero (disagree) and ten (strongly agree). 

The study team recorded individual responses accordingly. Each focus group question 

was treated in similar fashion.

The data collected was logged according to data sources, transcribed (in the case 

o f audio recordings), coded according to themes, recorded in an Excel spreadsheet, and 

stored on the investigator’s personal computer that is password protected. Identifiable 

data were de-identified and participants’ names were replaced with pseudonyms to honor 

confidentiality. Study-related documents were securely locked away to protect the data 

from unauthorized access.

Evaluative Tools

The study used Grameen Foundation’s Progress Out of Poverty Index® (PPI) as a 

qualitative tool for measuring progress. The Progress out of Poverty index determines the 

poverty level o f a person, household, or community by asking simple questions about the 

household’s characteristics, the answers of which are scored and measured against the 

country’s national poverty index to determine whether not the household lives below or 

above the poverty line and by what margin. Questions on the survey may include the 

following: how many meals the household eats a day, what kind of house or what



55
material the household roof is made out of, and similar questions. These and other 

questions, if  answered honestly, can be scored and the cumulative result compared with 

the national poverty index of the country to determine household standard o f living.

The Grameen Foundation poverty index for Liberia and most countries in Sub- 

Saharan Africa is $1.25 USD—meaning that the average persons in poverty-stricken 

regions with similar household characteristics live on less than $1.25 per day. This index 

was used as a benchmark to measure the household and communities’ standard of living. 

The qualitative bench marks set for measuring success included participant’s sense of 

empowerment, group morale, impact of the study on the participant, best practices and 

lessons learned, and the businesses’ potential for sustained improvement in the 

participant’s standard of living as well as their communities.

The Going Concern of Generally Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP) was 

used as evaluative tools. In August of 2014, the Financial Accounting Standard Board 

(FASB) issued Accounting Standards Update No. 2014-15, “Disclosure o f Uncertainties 

about an Entity’s Ability as Going Concern, which requires management to provide 

related footnote disclosures when certain conditions give rise to substantial doubt about 

the entity’s ability to continue as a going concern within one year from the financial 

statement issuance date.”14 Some conditions that require disclosures include recurring 

operating losses, negative cash flow or the lack of cash flow needed to maintain 

operation, working capital deficiencies, default on loans, denial of supplier credit, and 

noncompliance with capital requirements, disposal of substantial assets, loss o f key

14 Bor-Yi Tsay and Sean Chen, “The Going Concern Assumption: Critical Issues for 
Auditors,” The CPA Journal 85, no. 12 (December 2015): 48.
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customer or supply chain, and uninsured natural disaster.15 The presence o f one or 

more of these conditions requires disclosure.

The related financial statement of each business was evaluated to determine the 

businesses’ performance. Statements examined included income statements, balance 

sheets, and cash flow. Measures for evaluating outcomes included financial indicators 

such as current ratio, debt-to-equity ratio, return on equity, and net profit margin. Cross 

analysis o f both quantitative and qualitative data helped the investigator to determine the 

applicant’s root cause o f poverty, resources needed for empowerment, effective 

partnership models, and the applicant’s desire and potential for making strides towards a 

sustainable livelihood. Data gathered during the study are presented and analyzed in the 

next chapter.

15 Jennifer Edmonds, Ryan Leece, and James Penner, “The Going Concern Gap in 
U.S. GAAP: Filling a Hole in Existing Standards,” The CPA Journal 86, no. 2 (February 
2016): 47.



CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

This chapter analyzes and reports data gathered during the study and interprets the 

study’s outcomes to determine the result of the hypothesis. The data presentation is 

divided into four sections including pre-focus group data results, financial data results, 

post-focus group data results, and overall outcome of the study. The chapter concludes 

with the strengths and weaknesses of the methodology.

Pre-focus Group Data Result 

This chapter presents data from a transformative mixed method study that 

examined and compared the Agency versus Community-managed models o f 

microfmance with an aim of identifying a model that is sustainable at empowering the 

poor in rural Liberia. The investigator awarded one hundred dollars ($100 USD) each as 

microloans to twenty participants in Balama and twenty participants in Gbansue to assist 

them to start and grow small businesses for a ten month period. Balama represented the 

Agency Model (control group) while Gbansue represented the Community-Managed 

Model (experimental group). The purpose o f the experimental treatment was to 

demonstrate the study’s hypothesis “that greater involvement of the poor in their 

development planning and delivery results in more sustainable outcomes with positive 

impacts on families and communities.”

57
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The project collected businesses’ operating and financial data and asked

participants to take part in pre-and-post focus group discussions that solicited their

opinions on the subject matter under review. Raw data and verbatims of participant’s

responses are located in the appendix section. Grameen Foundation’s Progress out of

Poverty index and the Going Concern Assumptions of Generally Accepting Accounting

Principles were used as evaluative tools to interpret focus group verbatims and financial

data respectively. The outcomes of both financial and non-fmancial data were cross

analyzed to inform the study’s conclusions. Figure 1 below presents a pictorial o f the

study’s methodology and information flow.

Figure 1: Methodology

Methodology
This research compared Agency versus Community-managed Models of 
Microfinance with the aim of identifying a model that is sustainable. The basis of 
its findings was formed through the operating results of 40 small businesses 
established by participants; and through pre- and-post focus group discussions 
which results were coded, evaluated, and rated for reporting.

PRE-STUDY 
CODED FOCUS 
GROUP 
DISCUSSION
Questions

KEY INDICATOR
FINANCIAL
METRICS

4 Measures

6 Questions

C au tio n : T h e s e  f in d in g s  a r e  q u a lita tiv e  in  n a tu r e  w ith  a  sm a ll s a m p le  s i te

Translation and Interpretation Issues

Readers, especially those of Western orientation and worldviews, are encouraged 

to consider a number o f translation and interpretation issues. Some translation was
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essential in the data collection and interpretation processes as most participants could 

not understand, speak, read or write Standard English. As such, the investigator used 

translators who were fluent in both English and Kpelle, the native language of 

participants. The translators’ functions were to translate and document respondents’ 

comments and opinions and to validate the accuracy of translation by reflecting back to 

the respondents what they heard.

Depending on the nature of the question, the scores on each question were 

analyzed to determine the model or group’s point of view on the given issue. Then results 

from both models were compared for similarities as well as differences. An eleven-point 

scale was established for rating participants’ response:

• Zero (0) -  completely disagree
• One and Two (1, 2) -  strongly disagree
• Three and Four ( 3 ,4 ) -  somewhat disagree
• Five (5) -  neither agree nor disagree
• Six and Seven (6, 7) -  somewhat agree
• Eight and Nine (8, 9) -  strongly agree
• Ten (10) -  completely agree

There are differences in worldviews and standards of living in rural Liberia as 

compared to the standard of living in urban Liberia and developed countries. For 

example, the currency exchange rate was $89 Liberian dollars to $1 USD, and families in 

Balama and Gbansue live on less than $1 USD a day compared to the World Bank’s 

$1.25 USD daily standard of living index for the poor in urban Liberia. So a business that 

earns a net profit of more than $1 USD a day is considered successful by village 

standards and capable o f supplementing the costs for food and other supplies for a family 

unit.
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For these reasons, minimal progress by western standards may be considered 

significant for a villager in rural Liberia. Figure 2 shows how the data was translated and 

interpreted from the Kpelle vernacular and village worldview of rural Liberia to the 

worldviews of western audiences and readers.

Figure 2: Translation and Interpretation Issues

Translation and Interpretation Issues
The study measured the operating results of 40 micro-businesses and solicited, 
evaluated, and interpreted the views of participants; many of whom were under- 
educated individuals in rural Liberia. West Africa The study explored the causes and 
effects of poverty on participants and their communities a s  well a s  resources needed to 
get out of poverty. ^

Recurring themes 
identified during 
these conversations 
as  well as  the 
operating result of 
each business were 
coded, evaluated, 
and rated by 
participants; and the 
outcomes were 
interpreted by the 
investigator to inform 
the findings of the 
study.
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Western readers of are 
encouraged to use caution when 
interpreting theses results a s  life 
and the standard of living in rural 
Liberia is much different than that 
in the U.S. The average villager 
live on less than US$1 a day 
compared to World Bank index of 
US$1.25 in urban Liberian 4 
communities _
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Participants’ Profile

Figure 3 below compares the financial profiles of the participants in Balama and 

Gbansue. These profiles served as benchmarks for measuring participants’ and their 

communities’ progress out of poverty. As mentioned in chapter three, Balama and 

Gbansue are subsistence agrarian communities whose inhabitants make a livelihood 

through growing fruits and vegetables, and sometimes cash crops and livestock, as stores
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of wealth for emergencies and retirement. Participants in both models said that they 

live on one meal a day— usually a staple o f rice served with vegetable source/soup 

prepared during the evening hours. Home and land ownership are some of the most 

valuable assets one can own by village standards.

Ninety-five percent of participants in the Agency Model and seventy-five percent 

of participants in the Community-managed Model came from families that own no land. 

Sixty and seventy-five percent of participants in the Agency and Community-managed 

models own personal homes and the rest of them share home or living space with their 

parents or relatives, with at least five people sharing one room on the average. Eight 

percent o f participants were indebted to a family member or a neighbor and only ten 

percent had savings equivalent to $100 USD.

Figure 3: Participants’ Financial Profile

Participants Financial Profile 

95% -  100%
Participan ts in each  
g roup  h ad  only o n e  
m eal a day

|  Avg. #  in 
f  household

r Avg. # In 
household

A A
A g e n c y  C o m m u n ity

3 Q  Avj. # In 
•  3 7  school

1.5 Avg. # In 
school

Land Ownership Lend Ownership

8%
Total
partic ipan ts  
n o t in d e b t

10%
With 75% Total
hom* p artic ipan ts
o w n e rs h ip  . . .r  w ith  savings

60% 40% 75% 55%0$> £.
O wn Cash Crops ° w n  Livestock ^

Caution; These findings e re  qualitative in n a tu re  w ith a  small sam ple site.

With 60%
N om a
ownership



62
Participants’ Age and Gender

The study recruited adult males and females across various age groups. As shown 

in Figure 4, fifty-three percent of participants were male and forty seven percent of 

participants were female, and the mean age was 38.4 for the Agency and 36.1 for the 

Community-managed Model respectively. The study identified communication 

differences between the genders in both models. In contrast to the popular assertion that 

women are generally more expressive than men, women in the study were reserved and 

less vocal on community-based issues and spoke out only when prompted by the 

facilitator or by men in the group. The mixed group dynamic may have contributed to 

their lack of engagement until directly engaged by the facilitator. However, they were 

very vocal on domestic issues, especially on issues related to the household and 

immediate family. It was also noteworthy that the same women, when pulled from the 

mixed group setting to an exclusive women’s group setting, became assertive and vocal.

Figure 4: Participants’ Age and Gender

Gender and Age
The av erag e  a g e  ac ro ss  the  total sam ple  w as 37.2 y ears while gen d er w as 
relatively balanced.
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Participants’ Level of Education

Figure 5 below shows the education levels of participants in both models. More 

than half o f the participants had no school-based education or marketable skills for 

employment. There were glaring disparities in the level of education between genders. 

The study identified that village families are less willing to send their daughters to school 

based on a superstitious gender bias that women are inferior learners. Nearly all female 

participants lacked formal education and could not understand, speak, read, or write 

Standard English. Some had very strong opinions about the subject matter o f the study 

but did not have words to articulate their thoughts and feelings. For example, Gorma of 

Balama said in response to a focus group question, “I know what I want to say but I am 

not sure that you will understand exactly what I mean.”

They were however able to communicate their individual perspectives in “pigeon 

English” (Kpelle-English), which is a combination of English and the Kpelle dialect. It 

was somewhat disturbing that women in the group seemed to accept the stereotype that 

women are inferior learners. In the small business training sessions, some women did not 

motivate themselves to learn the basic money arithmetic. Women in the group struggled 

particularly with learning the money math concepts and “did not care about book 

business”—however, they were very interested in learning the practical skills taught 

using manipulatives. Contrary to the stereotype though, several little girls at Balama and 

Gbansue schools have excelled and have out-performed the boys academically.
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Prior to BDA intervention, the villagers placed very little value on formal 

education due to the lack of employment for graduates upon completion o f their studies. 

Those who made the hard sacrifice to complete high school left the village in search of 

employment and better opportunities. They typically moved to Monrovia and other 

urban communities, where they worked and sent money and other gifts back home.

Analysis o f Figure 5 below shows that participants in the Community-managed 

Model possessed slightly higher levels o f school-based education than their counterparts 

in the Agency group. Thirty percent of the participants in the Community group were 

illiterate, twenty-five percent had achieved high school equivalency, twenty percent had 

completed middle school, and thirty percent had attained an elementary education. Fifty 

percent of the Agency group were illiterate, twenty percent had achieved high school 

equivalency, twenty percent had completed middle school, and five percent had attained 

an elementary education. The Community group had a higher level o f overall education 

(50%) as compared to 30% for those in the Agency group.

Figure 5: Participants’ Level of Education
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Participants’ Health and Wellness

The use of traditional/herbal medicine is common in the villages, which is in 

contrast to urban Liberian communities where traditional medicine is an alternative to 

modem medicine. Traditional medicines are health practices that use plants and animals 

as therapy to diagnose, prevent, and treat diseases and conditions. It is worth noting that 

Gbansue has a mini-clinic and Balama does not, while the closest hospital is two hours 

from Gbansue and one hour from Balama. Figure 6 shows that ninety percent in the 

Community group went to the hospital when sick, while only five percent in the Agency 

group went to the hospital when sick. All participants strongly agree that they use herbal 

medicine for their primary healthcare needs.

Financial and other challenges make herbal medicine an affordable and practical 

option for the people of Balama and Gbansue. The World Health Organization (WHO) 

endorsed the use o f herbal medicine but cautioned that proper regulation is essential to 

provide safe and effective health care products and services. Many injuries and deaths 

have occurred as the result o f wrongful administration of dosages. Amidst the mixed 

reviews, herbal medicine is the primary source of health care for many rural dwellers in 

Liberia.
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Pre-focus Group Data Result 

The pre-focus group meeting was an all-day event. Participants in Balama 

(Agency Model) held their meeting at Balama Elementary School and those in Gbansue 

(Community-managed Model) held their meeting at Gbansue Elementary School. The 

settings for both meetings were informal with participants seated in a semi-circle facing 

the moderator/investigator. The investigator provided breakfasts and lunches for all 

participants and facilitators. The first two hours o f the session addressed administrative 

matters.

The investigator then asked participants to introduce themselves and to share a 

little about their families. The investigator told participants that the purpose of the focus 

group was to give them the opportunity to voice their individual opinions and points of
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view on the subject matter being studied. Next, the investigator provided background 

information on poverty as a global socio-economic problem and some of its popular 

causes and effects, including laziness, corruption in government, lack of education, lack 

o f employment, etc. The investigator also provided background information on 

individuals, government, and churches with good intentions have addressed poverty in 

the past but with limited success.

The investigator then read each focus-group question multiple times in English 

and then translated the same into Kpelle. Time was allotted for respondents to ask 

questions for clarity, after which, they all responded to the questions. As participants 

responded, the translators wrote recurring themes on a chalkboard in front o f the room to 

ensure the clarity of translation. Upon compiling themes gathered in response to each 

question, participants were asked to rate each theme using the scale established for the 

study. Please reference Appendix B for a verbatim of participants’ responses to the Pre

focus group questions. The section below contains a summary of the responses, verbatim, 

and rating o f themes identified during the study.

Q1. What are the causes of poverty for you and your community?

A proper diagnosis and understanding of participants and the causes o f poverty 

within their communities is essential for developing a holistic alleviation strategy. This 

question is designed to help participants explore and diagnose their individual and 

community causes of poverty. Participants identified several causes o f their poverty 

(shown in Figure 7 below): large immediate and external family dependence, unfair 

treatment of females as compared to their male counterparts, unfavorable laws that
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denied female heirs the right to inherit property from deceased parents, systemic 

suppression and low cultural expectations of women, climatic conditions with either too 

much or too little rain, war and the carnage and disruption it causes, migration in search 

for a better life, exploitation o f disenfranchised people groups by the authorities, bad 

personal decisions, corruption and bad governance, and the lack of access to resources 

such as roads, hospital, school and other services.

It is worth noting that the Agency group had a sense of entitlement and stronger 

view of external causes o f their poverty, which perhaps is because the Balama region has 

more exposure to modem influence and access to relief and aid in contrast with 

Gbansue’s remote location and disconnection from these services. Participants in the 

Agency Model blamed their causes of poverty on others and were not willing to take 

responsibility for their actions and the consequences thereof. They primarily blamed the 

government and oppressive forces for their causes of poverty.

The causes of poverty acknowledged in Figure 7 indicates that poverty is not 

limited to material lack alone, but has its root causes related to social justice issues, the 

lack of access to resources, cultural barriers that limit women and other minority groups, 

and political instability, among others. Material lack is only a symptom or a 

manifestation of poverty. The Agency Model’s strong view o f the external causes o f their 

poverty left the investigator pondering whether the group’s cause o f poverty is a poverty 

of mind that translates into a poverty o f being— meaning the community is poor because 

they have gladly accepted the label and is doing nothing to change their circumstances. If



69
true, poverty in this case needs more than material solutions and its alleviation strategy 

has to be multifaceted to include other resources.

Figure 7: Causes o f Poverty

Causes of Poverty
Significant differences existed betw een the two groups' claims of the c a u se s  of 
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Q l. What are the causes and effects of poverty on you and your community?

Q2. How does poverty affect you and your community?

Since poverty affects everyone differently and at different levels, its alleviation 

strategy must be tailored to suit each individual and community. This question was 

designed to help the investigator gather information on the effects of poverty on 

participants in order to determine a reduction strategy that was the best fit. Participants 

named several effects of their poverty including the lack-of or inadequacy o f basic 

physiological needs such as food, clothing and shelter. Houses in both communities are 

built with mud and sticks as walls and tin sheets or palm thatch as roof, utilizing 

primitive building methods that date back to the medieval age. Participants wore faded
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and tattered clothes. Ma Gorma of Balama, commenting on the effects o f poverty said, 

“You see my lappa— I have only two pairs that I wash and wear.”

Seventy five percent of participants had no land ownership, cash crops, livestock, 

savings, or other stores of wealth. Eighty five percent of participants admitted to being 

indebted to their neighbors. Those who owned cash crops and livestock said that the 

market is far away and that it is costly to transport and sell their produce. The 

communities have limited or no access to capital, roads, public transportation, education 

and the necessary skills for securing gainful employment.

Participants in the Community-managed Model were found to be poorer than 

those in the Agency group. Though poorer in comparison to those in the Agency group, 

people in the Community group were found to be happier and enthusiastic about the 

study and took ownership of their progress out of poverty. The Community group showed 

a deeper level o f commitment to the study than their Agency counterparts did.

Q3. What resources do you need to get out of poverty?

Resources as used in this study may include tangible and intangible resources that 

could be used in the fight against poverty. This question was designed to solicit 

participants’ views and to prioritize resources that are most needed to help them make 

progress out o f poverty. As shown in Figure 8 below, participants highly rated 

refrigeration and food preservation (mean of 9.0), capital (mean of 8 .6), healthcare (mean 

of 8 .8) and entrepreneur opportunities (mean of 8 .0) and others as important resources 

needed to improve their livelihood. Refrigeration is a luxury in rural Liberia due to the 

lack of electricity. In the absence o f refrigeration, villagers use “smoking” or “drying” as
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alternative techniques for food preservation. This preservation includes hanging the 

fish or poultry products over a fire. The combination of smoke and heat preserves and 

enhances the food’s flavor for an extended period.

Ninety percent of participants in both the Agency and Community-managed 

Models strongly agree that access to canning and refrigeration could help them preserve 

their produce and perishable inventory items. Besides, food preservation ensures food 

security during non-growing seasons and creates a market for locally grown produce. 

From a business perspective, food preservation through packaging and canning could be 

a value added activity and a medium for economic empowerment for the villagers and 

smallholder farmers.

Eighty-eight percent o f participants said that entrepreneurial opportunities could 

help them escape poverty and they identified the lack of capital as a hurdle that stands 

between them and business ownership. Wynsie of Gbansue said that commercial banks 

are usually not willing to extend credit opportunities to those who lack collateral or the 

education needed to prepare business plans in order to qualify for financing. She and 

other participants strongly believe that the availability of capital for small business 

startups is a resource that could help them escape poverty.

Respondents identified gender-based violence (GBV) as a social justice issue that 

affects women in rural Liberia. GBV is any act of violence that results in physical, 

sexual, or psychological harm and suffering to women or other minority groups. It often 

results from unequal power relations connected to social and economic inequality.
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Thelma o f Balama said she needs freedom, rights, and fair treatment to get out of 

poverty. “They treat us just any kind of way because we are women,” she stated.

Figure 8 : Resources Needed to Escape Poverty

Resources Needed to Escape Poverty
Interestingly, both groups rated immediate and practical solutions to poverty 
higher than formal education and employment -  a longer-term solution.
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Q2 . What resources do you need to get out of poverty?
l i

Q4. What resources are there in your community?

This question was designed to help participants map their assets or take an 

inventory o f local resources that could be used to drive economic growth. As shown in 

Figure 9, participants in Gbansue pinpointed local resources of the community to include 

cocoa (mean o f 7.6), forest products (mean of 7.8), labor force (mean of 7.7), and local 

produce (mean of 8.3). Local resources in Balama include cocoa (mean o f 7.8), coffee 

(mean of 7.9), palm tree (mean of 8 .6), rubber (mean o f 7.9) and labor force (mean of

7.7).
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Respondents in Balama identified the palm tree, a native plant of Liberia as a 

local resource that could be used for economic empowerment. According to Moses of 

Balama, there are “wild” and “cultivated” palm groves spread throughout the region. The 

challenges facing those who make a livelihood through palm oil production include 

inefficiencies associated with manual mailing, which leads to the production of low-grade 

oil, and reduced pricing. Moses said, “It’s difficult to manually produce palm oil and we 

really do not get fair pricing for our oil.”

Cocoa and coffee trees were also identified as local resources through which 

participants could economically empower themselves. Cocoa is the principle ingredient 

used in chocolate and comes from the cacao tree. The coffee tree produces the bean used 

by coffee shops and breweries in the industrialized west. The villagers grow cocoa and 

coffee but do not consume them. These cash crops are the primary sources o f income and 

investment channels for villagers. Musa of Gbansue said that cocoa and coffee farmers 

face a number of challenges including severe crop loss due to disease, outdated farming 

techniques, limited organizational support, and lack of markets for their harvest. “The 

dried cocoa beans stay in our hands and rot away because there is nobody to buy it,”

Musa said.

Though the regions o f Balama and Gbansue are endowed with timber and variety 

of herbal plants, the villagers did not necessary see those as assets that could be used to 

drive economic growth. They were not aware that timber and herbal products could be 

cultivated and used to economically empower the community. The asset mapping
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exercises of the study helped participants to develop an awareness o f non-traditional 

local resources and their possibilities.

Figure 9: Resources Available to the Community

Resources Available to Communities
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Q3. W hat resources a ie  in your com munity? *f«ncy Community

Q5. How can you empower yourself with the resources in your community?

The purpose of this question was to help participants brainstorm possibilities and 

the opportunities through which they could channel local resources for economic 

empowerment. The majority o f participants in both models said that they could use local 

resources to empower themselves through entrepreneurship or trade. As shown in figure 

10 below, participants in Balama said that they could use the locally grown palm oil to 

produce and market soap. Those in Gbansue were interested in timber and herbal 

businesses. Both groups named cocoa and coffee as local resource for export.
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Petty trade is the backbone of Liberia’s economy and serves as the primary 

source of income for many people. They sell local produce and other food items 

purchased from smallholder farmers, as well as essential items such as soap, spices and 

clothing. Many are themselves farmers who sell their surpluses after feeding their 

families.

Yet the challenges of petty trade are numerous and include low profitability as 

tariffs on imported commodities are passed from the wholesaler to retailers, proprietor’s 

sole reliance on business income to sustain the entire family, and the vulnerable and risky 

nature of petty ventures due to the effects of inflation and other economic factors. Since 

the civil war, the number of households headed by women who make a livelihood 

through petty trade has sharply increased. “We cannot depend on our husbands. We have 

to help the family with food money and children clothes,” said Thelma of Balama.

Figure 10: Utilization of Local Resources
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Financial Data Results

The financial data presented below represents the operating results of businesses 

established under the Agency versus Community-managed models. The metrics used to 

measure these businesses’ financial performance include income statements, balance 

sheets, and cash flow measures. Please see Appendix D for a comparative financial 

statement of both Agency and Community-managed models. Businesses established 

under both models were evaluated independently and the cumulative results compared to 

inform the study’s findings. Financial highlights o f each model are presented below in 

parallel bar charts under their respective statements.

Income Statement

The income statement presented in Figure 11 measures how the businesses 

incurred revenue and expenses through both operating and non-operating activities as 

well as net profits garnered during the ten month operating period. Participants in the 

Community-managed Model slightly outperformed the Agency in average sales and net 

profits by $189.00 USD and $10.00 USD respectively. However, the Community- 

managed Model’s average Cost of Goods Sold was slightly higher ($156.30 USD) as 

compared to ($148.70 USD) for the Agency Model. The difference in Cost o f Goods Sold 

($7.60 USD) confirmed the Community participants’ report that selling expenses were 

high due to Gbansue’s remote location, high transportation costs and the delays in 

receiving supplies.

Since businesses exist to make a profit, profit margin is an important financial 

measure. Net profit represents the amount of sales dollars remaining after all expenses
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have been deducted from revenue. Net profit margin is calculated by dividing net 

profit by sales. The net profit margins for the Agency and Community-managed Model 

were 14% (915/6208 -  0.14739) and 15% (905/6019 = 0.15036) respectively. This 

means that the Community-managed Model was profitable and had a higher margin of 

safety and lower risks for business failure.

Figure 11: Income Statement
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Balance Sheet

A balance sheet presents the financial position of a business and includes the 

business’ assets, liabilities, and equity (Appendix D). Figure 12 summarizes the financial 

positions of both the Agency and Community-managed Models. Though the Agency 

Model’s current asset position was higher, its participants had their operating cash tied up 

in inventories. The agency model also had more debts, as several participants could not 

defray their monthly loan repayment obligations. Both models did have almost the same 

equity positions.
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The debt-to-equity (D/E) ratio measures a business’s financial leverage by 

comparing its debts and equity. D/E is calculated by dividing the entity’s liabilities by its 

equity. The debt-to-equity ratios for the Agency and Community-managed models were 

11.56% (381/3296 = 0.115595) and 7.89% (249/3154= 0.078947) respectively. The 

lower D/E ratio for the Community-managed Model makes it less risky to creditors and 

investors compared to the Agency Model.

Creditors and investors also use current ratios to examine the liquidity o f an entity 

and its ability to pay short-term liabilities (debt and payables) with its short-term assets 

(cash, inventory, receivables). This ratio is determined by dividing the entity’s current 

assets by current liabilities. The current ratios o f both Agency and Community-managed 

models are 9:1 (3,296 / 381 = 8.650919) and 13:1 (3,154 / 249 = 12.66667) respectively. 

The 13:1 current ratio indicates that businesses in the Community-managed model are in 

the position to pay their short-term liabilities.

Figure 12: Balance Sheet
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Statement of Cash Flow

A cash flow statement provides information on how a business receives money 

and how it spends the money received on operating and investing activities. Figure 13 

summarizes the cash position of each model. The net cash increase or bottom lines of 

both models show that the Community-managed is financially viable and less risky 

($150.15 USD) as compared to the Agency Model which cash position is $117.45 USD. 

The operational efficiencies o f businesses in the Community-managed Model were 

higher than those in the Agency model. The Community-managed Model’s likelihood of 

continuity seems promising as compared to the Agency Model.

Figure 13: Cash Flows
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Post-focus Group Data Result 

Participants in both models took part in a post-focus group discussion at the end 

of the study to enable them to report on individual progress, personal experiences, best 

practices, and lessons learned from participating in the study. Please see Appendix E for
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post focus group verbatims and scores. During this time, the investigator shared key 

findings and solicited participants’ views about the study’s outcome. They were allowed 

time to review, comment, and clarify any position that was misunderstood due to 

translation differences.

Figure 14 below charts the results of these discussions and shows that, for the 

most part, the two villages expressed similar sentiments about their experiences. 

Respondents across the board said that the small business training was very helpful 

(mean of 8 .6). Both the Agency and Community-managed models rated as high (mean of 

8.5) the solidarity groups that were formed for support purposes and to guard against 

default. Individuals in the solidarity group served as guarantors for each other in case of 

default. They also shared helpful tips, best practices and lessons learned with group 

members to ensure the group’s business success.

As stated in the study’s methodology, participants in the Community-managed 

model (experimental group) were given the flexibility to work with elders in their 

communities and to manage their own business processes. The outcome of the 

experimental treatment is noteworthy. As noted in the chart below, participants in 

Gbansue (experimental group) strongly agreed that they enjoyed working with the 

community elders as compared to working with the business advisors from the outside. 

This finding re-enforces the case for local participation at management and strategic 

levels. Nowai of Gbansue pointed out, “The elders are from here and know the problems 

we are faced with daily. They know us better than anyone else.”
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Participants in Gbansue enjoyed the freedom and flexibility given them to be 

creative and to control their business decisions (mean of 8.7). The freedom to be creative 

probably contributed to their increased sense of ownership and satisfaction with their 

businesses. The attitude and financial performance corroborates the study’s hypothesis.

Figure 14: Helpful Aspects of the Study
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Best Practices and Lessons Learned

Figure 15 shows that more than eighty percent o f participants in both models 

shared a number of perspectives: ( 1) that capacity building is essential (mean of 8 .8); (2 ) 

that opportunity changes the situation o f the poor (mean o f 8 .8); (3) that control from the 

outside impedes the poor’s potential (mean of 8.9); (4) that knowledge is strength (mean 

of 8.7); and (5) that the poor can be masters of their own destiny (mean of 8.7) if given 

the right opportunities. They differed slightly in their views on cultural barriers. Gbansue
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expressed stronger views on the existence of cultural barriers (mean of 8 .6) as 

compared to Balama (mean of 6.3).

Respondents across the board said that the training helped them to feel 

“empowered” and “confident” about their ability to be “masters of their own destiny.”

The knowledge learned and their ability to apply it gave them the tools for empowering 

themselves economically. Wynsie of Gbansue, reflecting on her long journey to business 

ownership, said, “My market is a dream come true, and I can now stand on my own two 

feet. 1 thank God for the people who provided the money.”

Males and females in both models differed on their views of what qualifies as 

cultural barriers. Female participants on the one hand shared the view that cultural 

barriers kill dreams (mean of 8 .6). Men on the other hand did not necessarily see gender 

limiting societal norms as barriers; rather, they described them as normal patterns of life 

passed down from one generation to the next.

Figure 15: Best Practices and Lessons Learned
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Personal Impact of the Study

Figure 16 shows that personal impacts of the study included improved self- 

confidence (mean of 7.0), improved nutrition for the family (mean of 6.2), contribution to 

participants’ personal saving (mean of 5.5), earning the respect o f peers (mean o f 6.2), 

and improved/supplemented income (mean o f 4.0). Participants in both models said that 

they progressed from surviving on one meal a day to providing two meals a day with 

snacks in between. The businesses gave them an income for miscellaneous household 

expenses. They concluded that the study’s impacts could have been greater if its duration 

was extended beyond the initial ten month period.

The Agency and Community group shared similar views that the study improved 

their self-confidence (mean o f 6 .8). Respondents’ definitions o f increased self-confidence 

included the ability to travel alone from the village to Monrovia to sell produce and buy 

merchandise, the ability to speak in gatherings as a result of participation in focus groups, 

the ability to deal with police officers and other government authorities in the market 

place, and the ability expressed by women to make household purchases and decisions 

without deferring to the husband. Those in Gbansue score higher (mean of 4.4) than 

Balama while rating their businesses as income sources.



Figure 16: Personal Impacts of the Study
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Threats to Business Success

Threats to a business’s future are important determinants for measuring 

sustainability. Figure 17 charts some threats that participants named as potential 

impediments to the continuity of their businesses including extended family dependence 

(mean of 8.9), farming and Koo schedule(mean of 8.0), threat o f Ebola in neighboring 

Guinea and Sierra Leone(mean of 8 .6), and household and family responsibilities. 

Participants in both Balama and Gbansue strongly agree (mean o f 8.7) and identified 

large immediate and extended family dependence and household responsibilities as 

threats to their businesses survival.

Participants in both models also strongly agree (mean of 8.7) that the Koo 

schedule during the farming season threatens their businesses continuity. Koo is a 

partnership that helps unite rural dwellers to work for each other’s interest on a daily 

basis. “Koo enables us to help each other on farming and construction projects," Gorpue 

of Gbansue said.
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The Ebola virus outbreak of 2014 exacted a heavy toll on human suffering in 

Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone. The fight for survival adversely affected the villagers’ 

ability to trade, farm, or work in Koo groups for fear of infection. Although Liberia has 

been declared Ebola free, eighty-five percent o f participants in both models strongly 

agree that the outbreaks o f Ebola in neighboring Guinea and Sierra Leone pose threats to 

cross border trade and their supply chain.

Figure 17: Threats to the Businesses
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Plans for the Businesses

Figure 18 below charts participants’ plans for their businesses. When asked about 

the plans for their businesses, the majority of participants (85%) in the Agency Model 

said that they would either sell their inventories or change to another venture. Eighty- 

seven percent of participants in the Community-managed Model, the vast majority 

(87%), said that they would continue with the same venture and even expand and
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diversify. Participants in the Community-managed Models were much more satisfied 

with their businesses.

Participants in the Community-managed Model expressed that the flexibility 

afforded them to make and control their business decisions contributed to their level of 

satisfaction. They highly rated and enjoyed working with the community elders, whom in 

their judgment have a better understanding of their community and its people. The 

community’s desire for self-governance and active involvement and participation in their 

development planning and delivery makes the case for local empowerment. The level of 

satisfaction expressed by participants in the Community-managed Model shows that 

community ownership of development initiatives increases the probabilities of 

sustainability.

Figure 18: Plans for Business
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Findings o f the Study 

Cross analysis of the cumulative data shows that the forty businesses established 

under both models positively affected all participants. But respondents in the 

Community-managed Model demonstrated a greater sense of ownership of their 

businesses and expressed greater satisfaction exhibited through their individual desires to 

continue operations (mean of 8.7) and expand their businesses (mean o f 8.2) beyond the 

scope of the study. In contrast, participants in the Agency Model were much more 

interested in changing their ventures (mean o f 8.5) or liquidating their inventories (mean 

of 5.0) upon conclusion of the study.

From a financial perspective, participants in the Community-managed Model 

outperformed those in the Agency Model. Net profit margins for both Agency and 

Community groups were 14% and 15% respectively. This means that businesses in the 

Community-managed Model were profitable, had higher profit margin, and posed lower 

risks for business failure.

The balance sheet measures show that businesses in the Community-managed 

Model were in better financial position compared to those in the Agency Model. The 

debt-to-equity ratios were 11.5% for the Agency and 7.9% for the Community. The lower 

debt-to-equity ratio o f the Community-managed Model indicates that businesses in the 

model are less risky to creditors and investors compared to those in the Agency Model.

Cash flow measures also show that businesses in the Community-managed Model 

outperformed the Agency. From an operation standpoint, businesses in the Community- 

managed Model were much more efficient and had a mean cash flow of $55.15 USD
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compared to $22.45 USD for the Agency.The net cash increase of both models shows 

that the Community-managed model is financially viable ($150.15 USD) as compared to 

the Agency Model ($117.45 USD). Businesses in the Community-managed Model had 

access to free cash flows to finance their growth needs.

While the study’s impact on participants across the board is worth noting, the 

question of continuity and the businesses’ potential as going concern are significant 

considerations for determining sustainability. The study concluded that the Community- 

managed Model is more sustainable, except that threats of Ebola in neighboring Sierra 

Leone and Guinea, coupled with interruptions caused by Koo, pose an uncertainty to the 

businesses’ potential as Going Concern. This finding validates the study’s hypothesis that 

“greater involvement of the poor in their development planning delivery under the 

Community-managed Model results to sustainable outcomes with positive impacts on 

families and communities.” Participants of the Community-managed Model had superior 

financial performance, expressed greater satisfaction, took ownership of their business, 

exhibited the potential and desire to continue operation beyond the scope o f the study, 

and enjoyed working with the community elders.

The study’s findings confirmed empirical evidence that micro-businesses begun 

with starting capital o f $100 USD or less, though sustainable, are survival-driven with 

slow growth rates and limited cash flows to invest in savings and other stores of wealth. 

The risky nature of these businesses makes them vulnerable and susceptible to failures. 

The illness or death o f the proprietor may easily bankrupt the business. Microbusinesses 

of this magnitude are only safety nets for supplementing practitioners’ income and are
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usually too small to stimulate economic growth and create jobs for the community and 

its people.

Empirical evidence and the study’s outcome also claim that economic growth and 

sustainable development happens through the creation of entrepreneurial opportunities 

that utilize local resources for job creation. The perspectives expressed by participants in 

both models showed that they would like to be empowered and included in their own 

development planning and priority setting. The communities believe that with training 

and given the right resources and opportunities, they are capable of economically 

empowering themselves through entrepreneurial opportunities that utilize local resources 

to drive economic growth for sustainable communities.

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Methodology

A major strength of the methodology is the fact that the study corroborates 

participants’ responses with actual business results to inform its findings. The study used 

both qualitative and quantitative data gathered through pre-and-post focus group 

meetings as well as actual operating results of the businesses. The use of diverse data 

narrowed the margin of error. Since quantitative data does not always answer the “why” 

question, business data filled in the gaps. In some cases, qualitative data built up to 

quantitative data (Exploratory Sequential) and, in other cases, quantitative data followed- 

up with qualitative data (Explanatory Sequential).

The methodology also unearthed some interesting gender and cultural dynamics 

that are worth exploring in future studies. As stated above, women in the focus group 

seemed to accept the stereotype that they are inferior learners. Contrary to the stereotype
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though, the girls at Balama and Gbansue schools have excelled and have out

performed the boys academically. It is worth investigating why the two female age 

groups responded to the same situation differently.

A weakness of the methodology is the fact that the study drew its conclusion on a 

small sample size relative to the entire population. The sample size for the study was 

0.00258% and 0.00714% for the Agency and Community-managed models respectively, 

which was relatively insignificant to reflect the opinion and point of views of the entire 

population. Subjects used in this study were solely from the Kpelle tribe and, as such, 

opinions expressed herein do not take into consideration the views of the additional 

fifteen tribes of Liberia.



CHAPTER 5 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

This study compared two models o f microfinance, and based on its findings, 

recommends that greater involvement o f the poor in their development, planning and 

delivery under the community-managed Model is a more sustainable model. It proposes 

that the best way to partner with the poor is through empowered-partnership, a solidarity 

alliance that calls forth the wealthy to partner with the poor and vulnerable through 

increased access to resources, utmost involvement o f the poor in development planning 

and priority setting, and capacity building through education, skills training and 

mentorship. The study’s findings and recommendation expands the thematic focus of 

BDA microfinance program from a concentration on funding microloans that provides 

for the poor’s basic survival needs to the inclusion and creation of entrepreneurial 

opportunities based on the principles and practices of the Community-managed Model.

Recommendation and New Direction 

The study examined and compared both Agency and Community-managed 

models and concluded that the Community-managed Model is more sustainable, except 

that threats o f Ebola in neighboring Sierra Leone and Guinea coupled with interruptions 

caused by Koo schedule, posed an uncertainty to the businesses’ potential for continuing 

into the future. This finding validates the study’s hypothesis that greater involvement of 

the poor in their development planning and delivery under the Community-managed 

Model results in development outcomes that are sustainable and that have positive
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impacts on families and communities. The study found that greater involvement of the 

poor in their development planning and delivery under the Community-managed Model 

promotes the utilization o f local resources, encourages local ownership of the 

development initiatives, and bridges the development gap between transformational and 

sustainable development.

Empirical evidence indicates that microbusiness begun with starting capital of 

US$100 or less under the Community-managed Model, though sustainable, are income 

supplements and do very little to create jobs and drive economic growth. The 

investigator therefore recommends the creation of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) 

based on the principles and practices o f Community-managed Model as viable economic 

option for creating sustainable communities. The communities conveyed that, with 

training and given the right resources and opportunities, they are capable o f economically 

empowering themselves through entrepreneurial opportunities.

However, the limitations to locally driven development include cultural barriers 

and the lack of capital, education, and skills required the poor to meaningfully participate 

in their own development. In response to the challenges expressed, the author has 

explored the research questions based on literature and utilized the study’s outcomes to 

inform the project’s perspectives for future engagement.

Q 1. How do we partner with the poor in Rural Liberia?

Partnership is a business terminology used in a missional context to describe 

various forms of relationships, including interactions that foster dependency, dominance
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and inequality.1 There is much talk about partnership among churches and Christians 

but the actualization of such relationships is often frustrated due to unfulfilled 

expectations. The dissatisfaction results from the fact that churches and Christians 

implement partnership as it is practiced in the business world— where the distribution of 

power and ownership right is determined with the mindset that “Partners are expected to 

put their mouth only where they are monetarily invested.”

From a business perspective, partners do not always have equal distribution of 

power, control and ownership rights, but the opposite should hold true in missional 

partnership regardless o f who pays the costs for programs and services. Rick Warren’s 

“Purpose Driven Life” reminds us that “It’s not about profit or politics— it’s all about 

God.”2 The theological foundation of partnership begins with God, proceeds from the 

gospel, calls us to participate in God’s mission (missio Dei), and occurs in a community 

o f faith.3 Missional partnership is a call to solidarity and challenges Christians who are 

strong to care for the oppressed.4

Whether the collaboration is between churches, individuals, or an organization, 

the goal of partnership is to enhance the partner’s ability to discover and fulfil their God

1 Kai Funkschmidt, “New Models of Mission Relationship and Partnership,” 
International Review o f  Mission 91, no. 363 (October 2002): 558.

2Richard Warren, The Purpose Driven Life: What on Earth Am I  Here For?, (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 2012), 5.

3 Ronald D. Petry, “Partnership Theology,” Brethren Life and Thought 23, no. 2 
(1978): 85-91.

4 Kim Marie Lamberty, “Toward a Spirituality o f Accompaniment in Solidarity 
Partnerships,” Missiology 40, no. 2 (April 2012): 180.
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given purpose. If an ideal missional partnership is the desired goal, how do we then

balance the dynamics o f power, control, and ownership in cross-cultural partnership

between the materially poor and the non-poor? How do we equalize power sharing? How

do we form cross-cultural partnerships that are mutually beneficial to the partners?

Jonathan Rowe, speaking from a Latin American context describes partnership

with churches and agencies from the industrialized west as,

akin to a mouse dancing with an elephant that is too big, too powerful, and too 
clumsy. Though unequal by their physical characteristics, the mouse and elephant 
are expected to dance gracefully with peace and harmony prevailing. But the 
dance relationship goes bad when the elephant inadvertently tramples the mouse 
without noticing. The good intent to be joyful, dance, and impress if not rightfully 
tempered sometimes ruins the relationship. Though unable to stop being elephant, 
how can the elephant dance, enjoy the party and avoid treading on toes? The 
elephant can avoid treading on toes by realizing its size, power, and limitations.”5

The elephant and mouse analogy illustrates the dilemma with brokering cross- 

cultural missional partnership from a position of power and influence. It is a blessing that 

churches in the majority world have stronger influence and access to resources than their 

counterparts in the minority world, but improper use of the resources in missional relating 

could foster dependency, dominance, and inequality. The partnership can have 

significant influence if each one approaches the relationship from the standpoint of 

humility and mutual brokenness that is reconciled by God. Mutuality in this regard 

begins with the awareness that each partner brings his or her individual gifts, talents, and 

resources to the relationship no matter how small.

5 Jonathan Rowe, “Dancing with Elephants: Accountability in Cross-Cultural 
Christian Partnerships,” Missiology 37, no. 2 (April 2009): 150.
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Partnership involves some risk as the lack-of or inadequacy of infrastructures in 

developing countries sometimes obscures accountability structures. The infrastructural 

challenges can be mitigated through an accountability structure that subjects the partners’ 

actions to review and examination based on pre-established guidelines acceptable to the 

parties.6 Accountability used here is all-encompassing and includes mutual responsibility 

for the partner’s actions and distribution of power and not just financial reporting. It is 

helpful for both partners to pre-define what accountability means in their respective 

contexts so that micro-management and the need for control are not disguised as ensuring 

accountability. Mutual accountability promotes interdependence over majority rule.7 

Trust is the key regardless o f how the accountability structure is framed.

The study identified that empowerment is one of the effective ways the non-poor 

can partner with the poor. Participants’ use o f phrases like: “when given the right 

opportunity and resources, standing on my own two feet, dream come true, knowledge is 

strength” and the like, suggest their need for empowerment. They want “handups and not 

handouts.” Empowerment enhances the poor’s capacity to make choices and to transform 

those choices into desired actions and outcomes. It increases the poor’s access to 

resources, encourages local participation in development planning and priority setting,

6 Ibid., 152.

7 Simon James Mainwaring, “Mutuality as a Postcolonial Praxis for Mission,” 
Ecclesiology 10, no. 1 (2014): 20.
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builds individual and institutional capacity, and improves the efficiency and fairness 

with which programs and services are provided.8

The study proposes Empowered-partnership, a solidarity alliance that calls forth 

the non-poor to partner with the poor and vulnerable in cross-cultural contexts. Though 

unequal from a position o f access to money, power, and other resources, empowered- 

partnership brings the materially poor and non-poor together as equals in the costs of 

poverty and the gospel. Under this approach, the non-poor empower the materially poor 

in order for the two to join forces in the fight against poverty and to propagate the gospel. 

Empowered-partnership in this regard gives the non-poor an opportunity to participant in 

what God is doing in the world.

Empowered-partnership begins with the conviction that poor people and their 

communities are endowed with unique gifts, talents, and resources that could be 

channeled for development. The role of the non-poor in the empowerment process is to 

increase the poor’s access to resources, involve the poor in their development planning 

and priority setting at deeper levels, and build the poor’s capacity through education, 

training and mentorship. Empowerment promotes cultural preservation and 

accommodates values and environmental concerns that are important to the poor and their 

communities.

Participants in Agency and Community-managed models strongly agree (mean of

8.8) that capacity building is essential for empowering poor people and their 

communities. Capacity building is the ability to mobilize resources and work in

8 Mery Kolimon, “Empowerment: A New Generative Theme of Christian Mission in 
a Globalized World,” Exchange 40, no. 1, (2011): 37.
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collaboration to solve problems of common interest. This is done through formal 

education, skill training, formation of advocacy groups, and by granting seed resources 

for startups and foundational support.

Q2.What resources empower the poor in rural Liberia?

Participants in both the Agency and Community-managed Models highly rated 

immediate and practical solutions to poverty. However, as the physiological needs are 

met, higher level needs such as the need for safety (including employment, savings etc.), 

love/belonging, esteem, and self-actualization become priorities. Participants in both 

models named capital as a major resource needed to escape poverty (mean of 8.9) and 

these include human, natural, social, financial and other capital needed to drive 

development and economic growth.

Human capital sustains development. Human capital is comprised o f people's 

health, knowledge, skills and motivation that could be used as input for development. 

While naming local resources of the communities, respondents acknowledged labor force 

as a resource with which the community is endowed (mean o f 8.1), but the vast majority 

o f the population lacked formal education and skills needed to find employment. Because 

the communities have an abundance of laborers that are able, willing, and searching for 

work, enhancing their capacity through education and skill training is crucial to the 

development process.

Natural resources empower the poor. Local natural resources identified by 

participants in Figure 9 (resources of the community) included fertile soil, timber, river, 

forest, palm tree and prospects for gold and diamond in the region. However, these
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resources were found to be un-cultivated—hence the reason why the communities and 

its residents are poor. The resources are of no use to the community if they remain 

uncultivated. Participants pointed out that, given the right opportunities, they could use 

local resources to explore entrepreneurial opportunities.

Social capital is also essential to consensus building. Development has impact 

when local leaders and the people are committed and invested at the deepest level. Social 

capital includes human and institutional trust, goodwill and mutual understanding, 

commitment and socially held knowledge that facilitates the coordination of economic 

activity. In the case of Gbansue and Balama, social capital comprises the commitment of 

the elementary schools, families, communities, elders, local government, and volunteer 

organizations that work together to drive development. With trusted and accessible 

systems of governance and rule of law in place, the people in partnership with institutions 

and organizations can collaborate and cultivate local resources for development purposes.

Financial capital funds development. Currency is a capital stock used to finance 

development. Most production processes require input before they can profit from output. 

A small business startup in Balama or Gbansue will require money to purchase vehicles, 

build infrastructure, buy machinery and even pay the initial salaries o f employees during 

the early months of operation. Financial capital is what drives productive activities in 

advance of the returns that flow from them. The combination of human, natural, social, 

and financial capitals serve as the bedrock for development.
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Q3. What are the measures of sustainability?

Sustainability broadly defined is the ability to last or endure the test of time. A 

business or development initiative is sustainable when it is locally initiated and managed, 

environmentally friendly, and utilizes local resources to empower the community and its 

people. The study used the Going Concern Assumptions o f Generally Accepted 

Accounting Principles as an evaluative tool to measure sustainability. It found the 

Community-managed Model to be sustainable, except that threats o f Ebola in 

neighboring Sierra Leone and Guinea coupled with interruptions caused by Koo, pose an 

uncertainty to the businesses’ potential for continuing into the future.

Besides the accounting measures of sustainability applied above, Gbansue’s 

response to the experimental treatment shows that sustainability endures when the local 

community is the originator o f the development concept and has a stake in it. As 

demonstrated by the experimental treatment, participants in the Community-managed 

Model felt empowered when they were allowed to set their own development priorities 

and goals. This gave them an increased sense of ownership.

The likelihood of sustainability depends on the level of local community 

participation and involvement in the developmental effort. Participatory development 

enables the communities to help themselves and to sustain development efforts when 

outside support is phased-out. This enables the communities to not only become 

recipients of development programs, but to also become critical stakeholders who have 

an important role to play in the management of programs and projects in their 

communities.
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Most importantly, the utilization of local resources as development input 

ensures sustainability. This increases the local community’s ability to defray the 

operational costs of programs and services after outside support is phase-out. Failure to 

ensure these and other sustainability measures results in development efforts that may be 

transformational but not sustainable.

Impact on Balama Development Alliance Ministry

In April of 2016, the Balama Development Alliance (BDA) celebrated its tenth 

anniversary of ministry and service in rural Liberia (April 2006-April 2016). For the 

past ten years, BDA has served alongside war affected families and communities as they 

journeyed on the path to sustainability. The thematic focus o f BDA’s microfinance 

program is a hybrid approach of relief and development—with programs and services 

designed to help the community and its people make progress out of poverty.

Though BDA work in rural Liberia has been transformational, the communities of 

Balama and Gbansue have not been able to bridge the poverty and development gap from 

transformation to sustainability. BDA is continuing to fund the operational costs o f the 

communities’ programs and services with donated resources from the outside. While it is 

true that the communities are invested and involved in all levels of the programs and 

services, they have not been able to take on full financial responsibility due to the lack of 

reliable incomes. The incomes garnered through microbusinesses only provide for their 

survival needs and serve as safety nets for emergencies. The situation would be different 

if the villagers’ earning circumstances were improved.
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Empirical evidence and the study’s outcome claim that economic growth and 

sustainable development occur through the creation of local entrepreneurial opportunities 

that utilize local resources for job creation based on the principles and practices o f the 

Community-managed Model. The people of Balama and Gbansue believe that, with 

training and given the right resources and opportunities, they are capable o f economically 

empowering themselves through locally driven entrepreneurial opportunities. Based on 

evidence and the study’s findings, the author is proposing the creation of Small and 

Medium Enterprises (SMEs) that utilize local resources based on the principles and 

practices o f the Community-managed Model as viable options for driving economic 

growth.

Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) through the years have proven to be an 

instrument for job creation and economic growth. They are businesses with $50,000 USD 

to $100,000 USD startup capital, employing eleven to fifty employees, and account for 

60-70% of jobs in most developed countries including China and the United States. A 

vibrant SME sector plays a key role in propelling economic growth through job creation 

and is a sustainable platform for poverty reduction in developing countries.

Based on the study’s outcomes, the Balama Development Alliance will scale up 

the thematic focus o f its microfinance program from concentration on funding microloans 

that provide for basic survival needs to the inclusion and creation of Small and Medium 

Enterprises with employment and sustainability driven goals based on the principles and 

practices of the Community-managed Model. This plan is contingent on the Board of
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Directors approval. The BDA Board will determine the organizational structure and 

operational details of the businesses.

The strategic focus for these businesses will include support for smallholder 

farmers, transportation and marketing of local produce for smallholder farmers, 

preservation for non-growing seasons, and the facilitation of export of local produce such 

as cocoa and coffee. The operational goal will be to add value to the yields and harvest of 

smallholder farmers, facilitate logistics and supply chains, and to market resources and 

produce that are local to Balama, Gbansue and other focused communities.

A broad definition o f value added activity is to add economic value to a product 

by changing its current place or appearance from one set o f characteristics to other 

characteristics that are preferred in the marketplace. For example, a value added activity 

for palm fruit might include processing and canning o f palm butter, processing of grade 

“A” palm oil for cooking, and the use o f lower grades for soap production. Cassava and 

plantains could be processed as fufu, farina, and packaged as snacks. Fruit could be 

canned, dried and packaged for non-growing seasons. Cocoa fruit could be fermented, 

dried, and exported for chocolate production and coffee fruit could be processed and 

packaged for export.

Besides its income generation, job creation and sustainability goals, the SMEs 

will prioritize the discipleship and spiritual formation of employees as well as the 

communities served. There will be emphasis on business growth in terms of its bottom 

line as well as the spiritual growth of employees and the communities where the 

businesses are located. Regardless of the model and financing strategy adopted, there
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will be a commitment to personal character development, spiritual formation, biblical 

foundations, and the commitment to best business practices. Businesses built under this 

program should be sustainable within five years from their start date. Figure 19 presents 

the SME development continuum and the path to sustainability.

Figure 19: BDA Development Continuum

BDA 5 Years Sustainability Continuum

Businesses in each local sector could easily employ twenty five to fifty people 

whose salaries would be an income for their families and which would facilitate the 

exchange in the community at large. A percentage of profits garnered from the businesses 

will be allotted for funding community projects such as water wells and salaries and 

supplies for the public schools and local congregations in the community. On the national 

level, the net impact of these businesses would contribute to economic growth and the 

national gross domestic product.
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Conclusion

This study’s perspectives significantly drew from Nehemiah’s biblical model of 

community development, which emphasized partnership and empowerment through local 

leadership development and capacity building. Nehemiah secured resources, nurtured 

partnership and empowered the locals of Jerusalem to rebuild the wall. The rebuilding 

initiative was development of the people, by the people, and for the people. They rebuilt 

the walls o f Jerusalem in fifty-two days with limited resources from the outside but with 

lots of community spirit, local participation, and local resources.

In a similar way, this project asserts that there is a development gap between 

transformational and sustainable development—hence the reason why most development 

initiatives including those of BDA are transformational but not locally sustainable. The 

study’s hypothesis was that “greater involvement of the poor in their development 

planning and delivery under the Community-managed Model results in development 

outcomes that are sustainable and that have positive impacts on families and 

communities.” The study’s findings validate its hypothesis. Participants in Gbansue under 

the Community-managed Model had superior financial performance, expressed greater 

satisfaction, took ownership o f their business, exhibited the potential and desire to 

continue operation beyond the scope of the study, and enjoyed working with the 

community elders.

Gbansue’s response to the study shows that sustainability occurs when the local 

community is the originator o f the developmental concept and has a stake in its outcome. 

The study also identified empowerment as an effective way to partner with the poor, and
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proposed Empowered partnership, a solidarity alliance calls forth the non-poor to 

partner with the poor and their communities. The role of persons with wealth in the 

empowerment process is to enhance the poor’s capacity through increased access to 

resources, involve the poor in their development planning and priority setting at a deeper 

level, and enhance the poor’s capacity through education, skill training and mentorship.

Empirical evidence and the study’s outcomes claim that economic growth and 

sustainable development occurs through the creation of local entrepreneurial 

opportunities that utilize local resources for job creation based on the principles and 

practices o f the Community-managed Model. Resources needed to drive economic 

development include human and natural resources and social and financial capital. The 

combination of these resources drives economic growth.
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APPENDIX A

Informed Consent

Ja m e s  a n d  C a r o l y n  M c A fee  
Sc h o o l  o f  T h e o l o g y

INFORMED CONSENT

Sustainable Development: A Case Study on Agency Versus Community-Managed 
Models o f Microfinance at work in Rural Liberia

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure that you understand what you are being asked to do.

Investigators
Name: Jessy Togba-Doya,

Investigator 
Affiliation: Doctor of Ministry Student

McAfee School of Theology 
3001 Mercer University Dr.
Atlanta, GA 30341 
(770) 864-6675

Purpose of the Research 
This study is designed to identify a sustainable model of microfinance by examining the 
Agency versus Community-Managed models at work in rural Liberia. For the purpose of 
this study, Balama Development Alliance (BDA), a nonprofit organization in the state o f 
Georgia with programs and services in Liberia, will award and loan $4,000 USD among 
forty participants in the Balama and Gbansue communities of Liberia, West Africa as 
microloans to assist them to start and grow microbusinesses for a ten-month lending 
period.

The Balama and Gbansue communities with approximate populations of seven thousand 
and five thousand people will serve as the respective control and experimental groups 
based upon the Agency and Community-Managed Models. On the one hand, the

Name: Dr. Robert Nash, Faculty
Advisor 

Affiliation: Associate Dean
McAfee School o f Theology 
3001 Mercer University Dr. 
Atlanta, GA 30341 
(678) 547-6474
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researcher, who is technically an outsider, will select participants and assist them 
make their business decisions under the Agency Model (control group). On the other 
hand, a team of community elders will select participants and allow the participants the 
opportunity to make their own business decisions under the Community-Managed Model 
while adhering to the same selection criteria (experimental group).

The purpose of the treatment is to demonstrate that greater involvement of the poor in 
their own development planning and delivery results in more sustainable development 
outcomes. The research will utilize Transformative Mixed Methods design, collect 
quantitative and qualitative data under the Agency and Community-Managed models, 
organize, transcribe, code, and cross-analyzed the data to inform the research findings. 
Documented outcomes, best practices, and lessons learned will contribute to the 
generalized knowledge of microfinance; enhance BDA lending practices in Liberia, and 
enhance the work o f churches and other nonprofit organizations involved in community 
transformation ministries.

Procedures
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to commit ten months of 
your time to starting and growing a small business. You will also be asked to participate 
in a three-day small business training workshop at the beginning o f the study, and 
participate in focus group discussions and interviews at the beginning and at the end of 
the study. Subject selection will be random and proportionally representative o f the 
Balama and Gbansue communities in terms of gender, age, socio-economic status, 
marital status, and level of education.

The researcher will select participants and guard the business decisions for those in the 
Balama community (control) and a team of elders of the Gbansue community will select 
participants and allow them the freedom to exercise creativity and make their own 
investment decisions(experimental treatment). Research assistant will record business 
related data and turn it over to the research for organizing, coding, de-identifying and 
recording. The researcher will moderate focus group discussions, conduct interviews, 
organize, code, record, and interpret data. All conditions of the study are standard 
business environment and practices except that participants in the Gbansue will be 
allowed to make their own business decisions and as opposed to participants in Balama 
whose business decisions will be guarded.

Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no foreseeable risks associated with this study, except for the economic 
discomforts of having someone else guard your investment decisions under the Agency 
Model. There are no potential discomforts. Please note that your participation is 
voluntary and you have the right to discontinue or withdraw from participation either 
temporarily or permanently.

Potential Benefits of the Research
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Benefits of the study to participants will include: free lunches at the three-day training 
workshop, business skills acquired at the workshop, and possible savings o f profit 
garnered from your business venture after making all monthly principal and interest 
payments. The study will contribute to society and the generalized knowledge of 
microfinance by identifying a sustainable model of microfinance and documenting best 
practices and lessons learned for broader application.

Confidentiality and Data Storage
Participants’ information will be kept confidential by de-identifying identifiable and by 
using numeric codes to represent names. The researcher will safeguard audio, focus 
group discussion notes, interview notes, and other data by storing the data on the 
researcher’s personal computer that is password protected, and by locking research 
related documents and materials in a safe locker to protect it from unauthorized access. 
The researcher, research assistant, and faculty advisor are the only people who will have 
access to research data. Research data will be stored for at least three years at Balama 
Development Alliance headquarters in Monrovia, Liberia or at Mercer University in 
Atlanta, Georgia in the United States, if so required by the University. The data will be 
destroyed by fire at least three years after completion o f the study. Electronic copies of 
data on the researcher personal computer will be deleted and the computer recycle beam 
will be emptied.

Participation and Withdrawal
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant, you may refuse to 
participate at any time. To withdraw from the study, please contact Jessy Togba-Doya to 
sign a withdrawal slip. Jessy can be reached at telephone number 011-231 -886-834093.

Questions about the Research
If you have questions about the research, please speak with Jessy Togba-Doya at 011- 
231-886-834093 or Dr. Robert Nash at 678-547-6474.

Incentives to Participate
There is no incentive for participation except for foreseeable personal benefits described 
in the benefit section.

Audio or Video Taping
By signing this consent form, you are authorizing the researcher to use your name and 
audio recordings for research purposes.

Reasons for Exclusion from this Study
Only residents o f Balama and Gbansue Communities who are eighteen years old or older 
can participate in this study.
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This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB. If you 
believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact 
the IRB Chair at 478-301-4101.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to 
your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate 
in this research study.

Signature Date

Participant Name (Please Print) Date

Signature o f Person Obtaining Consent Date



APPENDIX B

Biographical Form

(SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH 
Application Form

1. Applicants Name: First Name____________________Last Name_________________

2. Residence____________________________________________________________

3. Gender(Male/Female)____________ Age Marital Status: Married (Y/N)_____

4. Number of children/dependent : Ages(0 -9) Ages(l 1-18) Ages(19- up)

5. Number of children in school_____ :Grade(l-6) Grade(7-9) Grade(10 -12)____

6. Level of Education: None ( ) Elementary!) Junior High( ) Senior High( ) College! )

7. Do you own a home?(Y/N)_______ Do your parents own a home?(Y/N)________

8. Do you own land? (Y/N)_________Do your parents own land(Y/N)_________

9. Vocation____________Employed(Y/N)_ Self-employed(Y/N)_Unemployed(Y/N)_

10. Monthly Income__________Monthly Expenditure___

11. Property Value : Savings_____ Cash Crops Livestock others
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APPENDIX C

Pre-Focus Group Verbatim and Notes 

Agenda
Session One: Introductory Matters

• Welcome and purpose of meeting
• Informed Consent form
• Biographical data form
• Rules for the meeting/housekeeping matters

o Confidentiality 
o Respect for other members 
o Recognition protocol 
o Respect for speaker on the floor
o Assistance with translation and completion of paper work (informed 

consent and biographical data form).

Session Two: Focus Group Questions
1. What are the causes of poverty for you and your community?
2. How does poverty affect you and your community?
3. What resources do you need to get out o f poverty?
4. What resources are there in your community?
5. How can you empower yourself with the resources in your community

Introductory Matters 

The pre-focus group meeting was an all-day event. Participants in Balama 

(Agency Model) held their meeting at Balama Elementary School and those in Gbansue 

(Community-managed Model) held theirs at Gbansue Elementary School. The settings 

for both meetings were informal with participants seated in a semi-circle facing the 

moderator/investigator. The investigator provided breakfasts and lunches for all

participants and facilitators. The first two hours of the meeting were administrative. The
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investigator welcomed and thanked everyone for attending. He stated that the purpose 

of the study was to investigate the Agency versus Community-managed Models of 

microfmance in order to identify a model that is sustainable at empowering the poor in 

rural Liberia.

The investigator then went on to explain the purpose of informed consent form.

He explained the content of the form and asked participants not to sign unless all of their 

questions were answered or if they were uncomfortable, they could give it some time to 

think through their decisions. Everyone who could read and write signed the form. Those 

who could not read and write were assisted by the study team and consented by making a 

thumb imprint on the document.

Next, the investigator described the parameters for focus group etiquette. This 

included the commitment to keep what is said in the meeting confidential, mutual respect 

for group members and facilitators, commitment to speak one at a time and only after the 

speaker has been recognized by the moderator or facilitator, and respect for the speaker 

on the floor. The group was made aware of the study team whose purpose was to help 

them with translation and paperwork. Time was allotted for participants to ask questions, 

to sign informed consent, and to complete the biographical data form. All participants 

signed the informed consent required for participation.

Discussion Protocols

After the administrative session, the investigator asked each participant to 

introduce himself or herself and share a little about their family. The investigator told 

participants that the purpose of the session was to voice their individual perspectives on
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the subject matter o f the study. Next, the investigator gave background information 

on poverty as a global socio-economic problem and some of its popular causes and 

effects, including laziness, corruption in government, lack of education and employment. 

The investigator also provided background information on how well-meaning 

individuals, government, and churches have attempted addressed poverty in the time past 

but with limited success.

The moderator/investigator read each focus group discussion questions multiple 

times in English and translated same in Kpelle, the native language of participants. Time 

was allotted for participants to ask questions for clarity, after which they all took turns to 

respond to the question. As participants responded, the facilitator wrote recurring themes 

on a chalkboard in front of the class to ensure the clarity o f translation. Upon compiling a 

list o f the themes gathered in response to each question, participants were asked to weigh 

responses on the scale of zero to ten, with zero meaning “not important,” “disagree,” or 

“worse” and ten meaning “very important,” “very strongly agree,” or “best,” depending 

on the nature of the question.

The protocols and procedures o f both pre-focus group and post-focus group 

meetings were similar except for differences in questions. The pre-focus group meeting, 

on the one hand, gathered participants’ opinions and points of view on the subject matter 

of the study and the post-focus group meeting, on the other hand, solicited participants’ 

testimonies on best practices and lessons learned from participating in the study.

Verbatim and notes of participants’ responses are detailed herein.
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Verbatim and Notes

1. What are the causes of poverty for you and your community?

Garmai of Balama related her cause of poverty to large nuclear and external 

family dependence. She has five children and ten external family members in her 

household. Her family survives on one meal a day and shares a home with two sisters and 

their families. Garmai said that her family of fifteen shares one bedroom with the 

children sleeping in the hall.

Samukollie and several participants of Gbansue shared similar views o f the 

crushing effects of large families. Samukollie has three wives and ten children. The 

youngest o f his wives was also pregnant. He shares his home with his oldest daughter and 

her family of eight. Samukollie believes that children are blessing from God.

Kelema o f Balama said that her deceased parents’ estate includes cocoa and 

coffee farms that only benefit her brother and his family. She complained to the elders 

about the situation but was told that her brother is the first-born male child and should 

have all rights to control their estate. The elders further argued that Kelema bears another 

family name (married name) and as such should not take resources from her father’s 

estate to benefit another family. Kelema said, “I have been treated unfairly just because I 

happened to be woman.”

Paai of Gbansue claims that she has exhausted her life’s savings on legal battles 

with her deceased husband’s family. The legal battles are about the ownership rights of 

farmland in her deceased husband’s estate. According to Paai, the family claims that the
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land in question was owned by their relatives before the marriage and as such, the 

land should return to the family after their relative’s death. The court case is still ongoing.

Benetta o f Gbansue claims that she is poor because her family closed doors on her 

opportunity to get out of the village. According to Benetta, a missionary family o f the 

Lutheran Church wanted to adopt, raise, and educate her, but she was denied the 

opportunity because her parents taught that school was only for boys. Benetta hinges her 

hope of an unfulfilled dream of herself acquiring an education on her daughter who is 

now a 12th grade student.

Louis blames his financial challenges on the lack o f market for produce.

According to Louis, exporters who once purchased produce from growers are no longer 

buying because of high export tariffs and other challenges. He said, “The cocoa and 

coffee are decaying and dropping off the trees. We cannot harvest because there is no 

market.”

Rufus of Balama said that vegetable yields have been poor due to either too much 

rain or too much sun. “Inconsistent weather patterns affects vegetables growth and yields; 

and we can only grow enough to feed the family,” he continued. According to Rufus, he 

has not been able to make enough sales to generate income for other family expenses. He 

said, “The weather and its effects on crops are really out of our control.”

John of Gbansue and every participant in the study, including those in Balama, 

agree that the war adversely affected the entire country. All participants agreed that the 

war destroyed education, healthcare, and utilities infrastructures. Most importantly, the
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human casualties and scars of war on ex-child soldiers and victims of rape and other 

atrocities against humanity are noteworthy.

Musa, in agreement with John’s comment above, said that the war caused his 

family to flee for their lives to neighboring Guinea where they lived as refuges.

According to Musa, his family returned to Gbansue with no money or personal 

possessions and found that their homes had been burned down. They had to start their 

lives over from scratch.

Morris of Balama said he and his community is poor because politicians exploit 

them. “They come and solicit our votes during election season, but do nothing for the 

community and its people,” he continued. According to Morris, funds allotted for rural 

development ends up in politicians’ pockets with no redress.

The investigator reflected on the above comments and concluded that 

participants’ causes o f poverty include: large nuclear family and external family 

dependence, unfair treatment of females as compared to their male counterparts, 

unfavorable laws that denied females heirs the right to inherit property from their parents, 

the systemic suppression and low cultural expectation of women, climatic conditions with 

either too much rain or too much sun, war and the disruption it causes, migration for the 

purpose of finding a better life, exploitation by government officials, bad personal 

decisions, corruption and bad governance, and the lack of access to resources to roads, 

hospital, school and other services. These responses were weighed and scored below.
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2. How does poverty affect you and your community?

All participants in both the Agency and Community-managed Models focus 

groups agreed that the inadequacy of basic survival needs including food, clothing, and 

shelter are some of the effects of poverty. All participants said that they and their families 

live on one meal of rice a day. Rice is staple food of Liberia, with Cassava as an 

alternative. Rice dinners are generally prepared at between 7:00pm and 8:00pm daily 

with no breakfasts or lunches.

Juwoe of Balama said his family does not own farmland, one o f the most valuable 

possessions of any Liberian family. He and family are sharecroppers on the neighbor’s 

land and pay duty at the end of every farming season. According to Juwoe, he is 

sometimes left with very little food after paying duty. Besides, he is not allowed to grow 

cash crops such as cocoa, coffee, rubber, or oranges, among others.

Nowai of Gbansue said that she has been sick for several years but does not have 

money to go to Monrovia to see a specialist. She drinks herbs and other local remedies 

recommended by friends and family. According to her, the herbs work for a period of 

time and then her condition worsens. Gorma lives “day by day” and tries to keep a 

positive attitude about her medical condition.

Yatta said that she is heavily indebted to her neighbor for money she borrowed to 

pay for her children’s healthcare. She used her Susu (savings) money to pay off some of 

the debts, but she is “still in a hole” financially. The situation has caused her to lose face 

with the neighbor; in fact, several o f her creditors have already complained to the town 

chief—an action that is considered an informal lawsuit in village settings.
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The effects of poverty on participants were consistent for both models. The 

investigator identified the effects of poverty to include the lack o f or inadequacy of basic 

survival needs such as food, clothing and shelter. Other themes identified include the lack 

of land, cash crops, livestock, savings, and other store of wealth. Several participants also 

mentioned being indebted to their neighbors. Scores and weight for each theme are 

presented below.
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3. What resources do you need to get out o f poverty?

Samuel, Tamue, and several other participants in both Balama and Gbansue said 

that they prefer entrepreneur opportunities and skill training because they do not have the 

money or the time to pursue formal education. Technical skills such as carpentry, 

masonry, agricultural training, and sewing are skills they could readily use to benefit their 

families and communities. They would rather work, build a house, save money, and 

support their children in school to give them a head start and a better future.

Food security, healthcare, and capital for small business startups are very 

important to Nowai, Gorma, Mary, Yatta and other female participants in both Balama 

and Gbansue. The need for schools to educate their children is a need. Female 

participants were concerned about their ability to provide for their families while male 

participants concerned about employment and skill training.

Participants in both Balama and Gbansue wanted improved roads and an access to 

market where they could sell their vegetables and produce. According to Wynsie, fruits 

and vegetables purchased wither before getting to curbside market in Gbamga or 

Monrovia. These and other challenges affect sales and profitability.

Kelema of Balama wants property laws to be reformed to include and protect the 

rights o f women in order for females to inherit their parents’ estate and properties just as 

males. Kelema said, “The laws are not fair and we need someone to advocate for us.” “I 

don’t want little girls to grow up and experience what we are going through,” she 

continued.
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The study identified that the resources needed to escape poverty is unique to 

.each person; it is not a one-size fits-all. Participants’ response identified that the 

resources needed to get out o f poverty include healthcare, employment, skill training, 

food-security, Capital for small business startups, social justice reform, access to market, 

and means of preserving fruits, vegetables and produce. These concerns were shared 

among participants in both Gbansue and Balama. See weighs and scores below.
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4. What resources are there in your community?

Participants in both Balama and Gbansue said that land and labor are some o f the 

most valuable assets and resources available to the community for investment purposes. 

Besides personal properties, the communities have a portion of lands that are not deeded 

to anyone which could be used for development purposes. These lands could be used for 

agribusiness and others ventures that creates jobs. Garmai and her family own more than 

two hundred acres of forestland with trees that could be could cut for timbers.

Ruben mentioned that most families in Gbansue also own farmland and cocoa and 

coffee farms, but have not been able market the harvest due to the lack o f market. He said 

that the Liberian Produce Marketing Corporation, the government agency that once 

purchased cocoa and coffee is no longer functional. “Growers are now constrained to 

transport their produce to neighboring Guinea and Ivory Coast,” he continued.

The study identified that residents of poor communities in rural Liberia were 

either not aware o f the resources in their communities, or they did not have the education, 

skills, or capital to utilize those resources for economic empowerment. Skills taught at 

the workshop helped participants to develop an awareness of resources in their 

communities. They identified some local resources to include land, fertile soil, forest 

products, rivers, labor force, cocoa, and coffee. Resources lacking in the communities are 

access to market, road, infrastructures, as well as others needed to market their produce. 

Many o f them at first did not recognize these as local resources that could be used for 

economic empowerment.
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5. How can you empower yourself with the resources in your community

Moses of Balama and other participants believe that community could use their 

cocoa, coffee, oil palm and other resources to start small businesses. Palm oil is one of 

the main ingredients in soap. Those who have access to palm oil could engage in soap 

making business, utilize local raw materials, and maximize profitability. Besides, cash 

needed as startup costs would be minimal compared to ventures, which rely on raw 

materials from external sources.

Several participants in Gbansue, including Musa, said that they could utilize the 

forest products and its many spices of plant for agribusiness. Participants identified the 

forest as natural resources that could be used for economic empowerment. Paai believes 

that traditional medicine could be a profitable business because the ingredients used in 

the drugs are locally available and could be obtained from the environment. While herbal 

medicine is a viable business option, its marketability depends on value-added activities 

such as packaging and compliance with medical guidelines.
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APPENDIX D

Comparative Financial Statement for Agency & Community 
INCOME STATEMENT 

For the Period April 2015 - January 2016

Agency Community

Sales
Less Cost o f  Goods Sold (COGS):

6,019 6,208

Beginning Merch. Inventory - -

Add Net Purchases 4,049 4,277

COG Available for Sale 4,049 4,277

Less Ending Merch. Inventory 923 1,184

Cost of Goods Sold 3,126 2,974

Gross Profit 2,893 3,234

Less Operating Expense:

Selling 1,122 1,392

Interest 100 100

General & Administrative 697 722

Other Expense 69 105

Total Operating Expense 1,988 2.319

Net Operating Profit/ Income 905 915
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Comparative Financial Statement for Agency & Community 
BALANCE SHEET 

For the Period April 2015 - January 2016

Agency Community

Assets:
Cash 1,443 1,207
Account Receivable 660 726
Inventory 932 1,184
Stationery & Supplies 119 179

Total Current Assets 3,154 3,296

Liabilities:
Account Payable 224 381
Interest payable - -
Loan Payable 25 -
Total Liabilities 249 381

Owner's Equity:
Capital 2,000 2,000
Retained Earnings 905 915
Total Owner's Equity 2,905 2,915

Total Liabilities & Equity 3,154 3,296



Comparative Financial Statement for Agency & Community 
CASH FLOW STATEMENT 

For the Period April 2015 - January 2016

Agency Community
Cash Flows from Operating Activities:

Net Income 905 915

Depreciation

Increase Account Receivable (496) (726)

Increase Inventory 932 202

Increase (decrease)Account Payable 224 381

Net Cash Flow From Operat. Activities 1,565 772

Cash Flows from Investing Activities:

Fixed Asset Purchases

Capital Investment

Cash used by Investing Activities

Cash Flows from Financing Activities:

Add Loans received 2,100 2,100

Less Payment of Interest on Loans (105) (105)

Cash Provided by Financing Activities  1,995  1,995

Net Cash Decrease/Increase 3,560 2,767



APPENDIX E

Post-Focus Group Verbatim Notes 

Agenda
Session One: Introductory Matters

• Welcome and purpose o f meeting
• Investigator thanks participants for their role in the study
• Rules for the meeting/housekeeping matters

o Confidentiality 
o Respect for other members 
o Recognition protocol 
o Respect for speaker on the floor
o Assistance with translation and completion of paperwork.

Session Two: Focus Group Questions
1. What did you learn from participating in this study?
2. How did the study impact you?
3. What could we have done differently, and what would you recommend?
4. Now that the business is yours, what circumstances post a threat to your 

business success?
5. What is your future plan for your business?

Verbatim and Notes

Subjects in both models participated in post-focus group discussion at the end of 

the study to enable them to report about individual progress, personal experiences, best 

practices, and lessons learned from participating in the study. During this time, the 

investigator shared key findings of the study with focus group attendees and solicited 

participants’ views about the outcomes. They were allowed time to comment on the 

findings and to share their individual perspectives on study’s result. The protocols and 

procedures for post-focus group were same as pre-focus group meeting. In fact, the 

meetings were held in the same rooms and conducted in similar fashion as the pre-focus 

group. Participants’ responses are included below.
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Verbatim and Notes

1. What did you learn from participating in this study?

Peter of Balama said that the training workshop was very helpful. He said that the 

training workshop equipped him with skills, information, and knowledge that enabled 

him to start and grow his small business. “The business planning and business math 

sessions were personally helpful,” Peter said. These comments indicate that capacity 

building is important to the development process.

Ruben of Gbansue said that the opportunity to start a business changed his 

situation. Two years ago, he dropped out o f school and was constrained to leave Gbamga 

and move back to the village to help his family with farming chores in preparation for the 

next school year. Ruben said, “The business is helping me raise the money needed to 

return to school in Gbamga.” He believes that opportunity changes a person’s situation.

John o f Gbansue believes that “control impedes potential.” According to him, 

development initiatives started in Gbansue through the years have not proven sustainable 

because the projects’ goals and objectives were set by program staff and did not include 

locals o f the community at the strategic level. He said that the level of flexibility and 

freedom given to participants in Gbansue to control their business decisions and choices 

were unprecedented. The experimental treatment of Gbansue helped participants to 

recognize that control impedes potential.

Kelema of Balama said she learned that cultural barriers limit and hinder 

women’s potential and their ability to meaningfully contribute to the family and 

community. Local laws that are limiting often restrict leadership opportunities for women



based on superstitious cultural beliefs. She said the situation would be different if 

men and women were given equal opportunities. According to Kelema, hearing the 

stories of other women’s struggles helped her realize that her situation is not unique.

Post-focus Group Thames and Weights
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2. How was the study helpful or how was it not helpful?

Garmai of Gbansue said that participation in the study improved her self- 

confidence. Garmai’s definition of increased self-confidence includes her ability to travel 

alone from the village to Monrovia and other urban areas to sell produce and buy 

merchandise. She also learned how to speak in public and to interact with the police and 

government authorities as a result of her participation in the focus group. “I am now very 

self-confident in my ability to make household decisions without deferring to my 

husband,” Garmai said.

All participants in the study said that the businesses improved their nutrition. 

Improved nutrition for a villager means the respondent’s ability to increase the family 

diet from one meal to two meals a day, with snacks in between meals. Wynsie of 

Gbansue said that income generated from her business enabled her to provide food for the 

family and to purchase school clothes and supplies for her children. She was also able to 

save money in Susu (savings club).

Gorpue of Gbansue said that the short duration of the study was not helpful. 

According to her, ten months was not enough time to start and grow a business. Her 

business impact would have been greater if the study’s duration was extended. Most 

participants in the study also shared this view.

Paai of Gbansue said that the solidarity group was helpful. “1 learned lots of 

helpful business tips from my group members,” she said. She added that the group 

members gave her moral support and helpful ideas on best practices and lessons learned
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from their individual business experiences. Popular opinion expressed showed that 

female participants enjoyed the solidarity group more than their male counterparts did.

pre-focus Group Themes and Weight 
Q iastion 1. How did th a  study impact you?
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3. What could we have done differently, and what would you recommend?

As expressed above, all participants wanted the duration of the study to be 

extended. Wynsie o f Gbansue wanted an increase in the loan amount to enable her grow 

and expand her business. According to her, a large operating capital would free her from 

farming and Koo responsibilities, which posed major demands on her time. She could use 

profit garnered from the business to pay daily hires for farming chores. Sufficient 

operating cash would enable her travel to neighboring Guinea or Sierra Leone to buy 

merchandise in bulk at wholesale prices.



foit-focui Group Thamas and Waight 
Quaition 3. What would you hava dona dtlforantly and what would you racommand far tha futura?
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4. Now that the business is yours, what circumstances post a threat to your business 
success?

Rufus of Balama said that although Liberia is Ebola free, neighboring Sierra 

Leone and Guinea still have confirmed cases o f the virus. According to him, small 

business owners in Bong, Nimba and Lofa counties purchase their inventories from 

Guinea and Ivory Coast. “Cross-border trade with these countries poses major health 

threats to our communities,” he continued.

All participants in the study said that Koo puts a demand on their time. Esther 

and other participants in Balama said that they are often constrained to close their 

businesses in order to participate in Koo. “Rainy season is the best time for selling. The 

dry season is usually too busy,” Esther said. Several participants in both groups expressed 

this concern.

Women in both groups said that household or domestic responsibilities put a huge 

demand their time. Mamie of Balama said that women responsibilities include cooking, 

childcare, and tending to the family. According to her, household chores can be a huge 

burden and limiting o f women’s ability to participate in income generating activities.
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f*r*-focu* Group Thpmps and Waight 
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5. What is your future plan for your business?

When asked about the future plans for their businesses, Tamue and several others 

of Balama in the Agency Model expressed that they would either sell their inventories or 

change to other ventures. They did not seem satisfied with their businesses and definitely 

were not interested in continuing operation beyond the scope of the study. According to 

Tamue, Rubber brokerage was not his first choice of business opportunities. The business 

advisors influenced his decision, claiming it was the best option that fit his particular 

family situation.

Contrary to the popular opinion expressed participants in the Agency Model,

Musa and a vast majority of participants in Gbansue said they would continue their 

businesses and even expand if given additional or expansion loans. They were more 

satisfied and enthusiastic about their businesses and enjoyed working with the 

community elders. Wynsie o f Gbansue said her business is a dream-come-true. She and 

other participants in Gbansue promised their commitment to the fight against poverty.
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Themes and Reflection 

Respondents across the board said that the small business training was a very 

helpful. Everyone strongly agreed that the solidarity group and business advisors were 

also very helpful. Participants in Gbansue enjoyed the freedom and flexibility given them 

to be creative and they highly rated working with the community Elders. Nowai of 

Gbansue commented on the Elders’ significance to the study, “The Elders are from here 

and know the problems we are faced with daily. They know us,” she continued.

More than eighty percent of participants expressed that prior to the study, they 

desired to start a small business of their own, but lacked the skills, ability, and the self- 

confidence to do so. Eighty-seven percent o f participants said that seed monies received 

as capital for the small business startups and the additional training changed their 

individual situations. Wynsie of Gbansue reflecting on her long journey to business 

ownership said, “My market is a dream come true, I can now stand on my own two feet. I 

thank God for the people who provided the money.”

When asked about what they would do with the training received through 

participation in the study, Paai of Gbansue responded, “I will teach my daughter, Yama, 

and grandchildren how to sell market. They will learn by watching me, just as I learned 

from my parents.” The conversation with Paai is indicative that indigenous education is a 

lifelong learning process where a person learns by watching and doing as he/she 

progresses and graduates through predetermined stages of life from cradle to grave.

Respondents across the board said that the training helped them to feel 

“empowered” and “confident” about their ability to be “masters of their own destiny.”
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The knowledge learned and application thereof gave them a tool for empowering 

themselves economically. The focus group conversations also unveiled unrelated themes, 

such as cultural barriers as dream killers, and issues on gender equality and relations.

Participants did not respond strongly to identifying key personal impacts due to 

the short duration of the study. Personal impacts o f the study on participants included: 

improved self-confidence, improved nutrition for the family, contribution to participants’ 

personal saving, earned the respect of peers, and businesses improved/supplemented 

participants income. Participants progressed from surviving on one meal a day to 

providing two meals a day, with snacks in between. Respondents claim that the study’s 

impacts could have been greater if  its duration was extended beyond the ten-month 

period.

Respondents’ definition of increased self-confidence included the ability to travel 

alone from the village to Monrovia to sell produce and buy merchandise, the ability to 

speak in a gathering as result o f participation is focus group, the ability to deal with 

police officers and other government authorities in the market place, and the ability to 

make household purchases and decisions without deferring to the husband. Improved 

nutrition was defined as progress from one meal to two or more meals and snacks in 

between. Income generated from business activity enabled participants the ability to 

purchase school clothes and supplies for their children. The businesses provided income 

for participants and their families.

More than eighty-seven percent o f participants identified large immediate and 

extended family dependence as threat to their businesses survival. As matter o f fact,
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microbusinesses are lifelines for families facing unemployment and lack o f health 

insurance; and as such, it is unreasonable for a proprietor to watch a family member die 

while holding on to the business funds. It is worth noting that during the course o f the 

study, participants mixed or comingled both business and personal income, which made 

accounting for the business very challenging. Overreliance on the business’ income for 

household expenses also impedes growth.

More than eight-five percent of respondents said that Koo schedule during the 

farming season threatens their businesses continuity. Koo is a partnership that helps unite 

rural dwellers to work for each other’s interest on daily basis. “Koo enables us to help 

each other on farming and construction projects," Gorpue of Gbansue said.

The Ebola virus disease (EVD) outbreak of 2014 exacted a heavy toll on human 

suffering in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone. The fight for survival adversely affected 

the villagers’ ability to trade, farm, or work in Koo groups for fear of infection. Although 

Liberia is Ebola-free, cross-border trade still poses a threat to the safety of small business 

owners and their businesses continuity. Eighty-five percent o f participants strongly agree 

that Ebola in neighboring Guinea and Sierra Leone pose threats to cross-border trade and 

their supply chain.

When asked about the future plans for their businesses, majority of participants 

(85%) in the Agency Model said that they would either sell their inventories or change to 

another ventures. Contrast with the views o f participants in the Community-managed 

Model, a vast majority (87%) said that they would continue with same venture and even
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expand. Participants in the Community-managed Model were much more satisfied 

with their businesses than those in the Agency Model.


