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Abstract 

 
This case study draws on the experiences of communities from four regions in Lebanon 
who participated in community-based action that sought to provide opportunities for 
voicing their concerns and experiences with regards to social cohesion in open-dialogue 
context provided in public libraries. The generated themes came from the communities’ 
say rather than upon the communities’ say, utilizing an integrative design that 
encapsulated modern social technology methodologies and frameworks. Following a 
systematic community-based action process, the participants captured their inherent 
assumptions which allowed them to discover personal individual talents, and identify new 
ways of engagement and collaboration. They inquired into each other’s thinking, and 
explored possibilities for a viable future in ways that are meaningful to them. The 
consolidated outcome acknowledged similarities and highlighted differences, while 
bringing new initiatives to light, with particular reference to social cohesion.   
 
The data reported by communities, involved in the study, were clustered thematically and 
then analyzed using concept maps through Inspiration Pro software.  
 
The study concludes with a workable model of community-based initiatives in the en 
route towards promoting social cohesion in a country marred by inherent social divisions.  
 
Keywords: Lebanon, Social Cohesion, Social Technologies, Dialogue, Community-
based Action. 
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I. Introduction 
 There is a burgeoning accumulation of both theoretical and empirical literature on 
social cohesion often revealing a matrix of divergent interpretations regarding its 
conceptual meaning as a construct with corollary multiplicity of areas of investigation, 
making the subject of social cohesion quite ‘untidy’. And Despite Mitchell’s (1979) 
claim that socials cohesion does not have an agreed upon meaning, and the failure of the 
classical work of macro-sociologist (e.g., Durkheim, 1951) to arrive at a connotative 
definition of cohesion, one common core depiction in the extant literature (e.g., Bruhn, 
2009) is the notion of social cohesion as a bond that brings people together. In seeking to 
unpack the notion of social cohesion, Helly et al. (2003) has argued that this notion 
implies the promotion of a sense of communality and responsibility of community 
members towards each other. These can be substantiated through community-based civic 
action and active involvement in networks that tend to act as an adjuvant for social 
cohesion, particularly in fragmented societies and precarious political systems.  
 
Taking Lebanon as an example, the need to bring communities together around civil 
values facilitated through community actions and initiatives represent a focal point for 
consideration given the country’s perennial disputatious political culture and inherent 
social divisions, particularly among its vying confessional communities. Further, the fact 
that Lebanon represents a labyrinth of political and social problems whose analyses go 
beyond the scope of this research, experimenting with a community-based initiative in 
the en routes towards promoting social cohesion is not without merit. In fact, there is no a 
priori reason to suggest that community-based action of a civic and developmental nature 
cannot contribute to the promotion of social cohesion. At the most general level, we 
believe that community-based action does make a contribution to social cohesion while at 
the same time its outcome remains testable. This research represents a testable model of 
community-based action for social cohesion in Lebanon by drawing on the experiences of 
those communities involved in the n-initiative. Particularly, it reports the findings of a 
case-study concerned with community-based civic action in five geographic regions in 
Lebanon as an example of involvement in community development for social cohesion in 
open-dialogue context provided in public spaces.  
 
In addition to this introduction, the study is organized as follows: theoretical framework 
of the study; the n-initiative, methodology and methods of data collection, findings, 
lessons learned, and conclusion.    
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II. The Theoretical Framework 
 The theoretical framework of the current research has foundations in theory and 
research that focus primarily on factors that contribute to social cohesion. Research (e.g., 
Helly et al., 2003) frames these factors as strong participation in public affairs, the labour 
force, communities of life, and building a sense of societal belonging to enhance the 
solidarity and trust between members of a society. These factors provide a conceptual 
framework for this study because they provide a basis for understanding the work of n-
initiative in community-based action and identify the degree to which n-initiative as a 
model responds to the promotion of social cohesion in Lebanon. This model can be tested 
by generating the views participants hold concerning the n-initiative process, particularly 
the extent to which it contributed to their participation in public affairs in their respective 
regions, building a sense of societal belonging, solidarity and trust. Although trust and 
solidarity among anonymous individuals are achieved through a relational ability 
acquired by primary socialization (e.g., Hardin, 1993) among group members, it would 
be interesting also to see how participants in n-initiative developed trust and solidarity 
through developmental socialization, the process of developing skills among group 
members (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socialization), since these participants were 
provided in public spaces (e.g., public libraries1) with tools (e.g. participatory deep 
conversations) to develop their skills in community-based action for social cohesion. If 
the model of community-based action endorsed and implemented by n-initiative 
corresponds to the factors that contribute to social cohesion, then it is predicted that a 
wider application of this model across Lebanon would have its positive impact on 
promoting social cohesion. Otherwise, recommendations provided by participants would 
help community-based initiatives for social cohesion suggest improvements to make the 
model more closely aligned with community needs.    
 
In summary, this research employs the factors that contribute to social cohesion to guide 
the interview process and the interpretation of data generated from the communities 
involved in the n-initiative which will be described in the section that follows.   
 
III. n-Initiative 
 In order to understand the nature of n-initiative, it is helpful to describe its 
background, philosophy, aim and objectives, methodology and scope of its work.   
  
a. Background  
 n is an applied research creativity community (www.nxchange.blogspot.com )that 
works with individuals and communities to transform a disengaged social structure into 
an active and purposeful social ecology. In 2007, a clear vision of the need to move from 
traditional conventional modes of thinking initiated n. With the intention of paving the 
way for a sustainable future, human networks became a driver to reach consistent 
stability and continuous growth. After understanding the complexity of the challenges 
that all, worldwide, are facing and the available opportunities to address them, the 
initiative stepped into a phase of prototyping concrete activities in Lebanon. Since the 

                                                
1 Public libraries do much more than provide access to information and knowledge.  They play an 
important role in local communities as public spaces. Spaces that are open to all, spaces where people can 
meet and socialize, spaces where public discourse is encouraged, etc.  (Assabil, NGO) 
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summer of 2008, n has taken shape with a growing community base, working closely 
with academic organizations, the civil society and local communities in various forms.  
 
 
b. Philosophy 
 The philosophy of n is rooted in a learning environment that provides space for 
collective creativity with lasting outcomes and provides space for people to grow and to 
make change where needed. In this respect, it encourages people to do what they want 
within a responsible guidelines framework in addition to building trust, opening up the 
space for appropriate solutions found in the people themselves.  

c. Aims and Objectives 
 n aims to surface meaningful questions working towards collective sustainable 
action, challenge restrictive mental models, open up a world of possibilities in arts, 
science and technology, provide a context for exploration, exchange and engagement.   
 
d. Methodology of Work 
 n develops its work around a number of core directions, including action-based 
research with practical prototypes in the field, process-focused design with feedback and 
follow-up as core functions. In addition, it develops effective coordination and 
organizational strategies and facilitates enhanced learning, with specialized and 
enrichment activities, and comfortable working places. One of the distinct features of the 
work of n lies in its encouragement of seriousness with fun and the involvement of multi-
disciplinary partnerships (public spaces enablers, social media, theater, education, 
environment, creative arts, photography, business, knowledge-based experts, and field 
specialists).  
 
e. Scope of Work 
 n serves communities and organizations, in the business and social sectors. n 
connects and expands communities, inviting diversity: intergenerational, multi-
stakeholder, geographically dispersed . It offers integrative diverse programs, using new 
social technologies such as open space, world café, and creative arts. It hosts seminars, 
workshops and special events to share tools and methodologies. Moreover, it develops 
community-based networks, building on face-to-face communities of practice and virtual 
social media technologies. Practically, n started its activity with a community creative 
story making project in three public libraries in Beirut with Assabil, Friends of Public 
library. The focus was on the weaving of a common story that flows across the various 
neighbourhoods in Beirut, expressed through different mediums (theatre, music, drawing 
and creative writing). Community building through connection with each other in a 
natural setting integrated the individual presentations into a synthesized production. The 
events strengthened internal working relationships amongst the diverse participants. The 
outcomes provided a comprehensive base for further development into actions. In 
addition, n initiated, designed and implemented in partnership with Assabil 
(www.assabil.com), the project Community Voices, the case study presented in this 
paper. Community Voices, was designed as a program of activities to encourage people 
to use local public libraries across Lebanon as a public space in which to discuss ways 
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they can work together to improve their communities. As per Assabil, Community Voices 
transformed libraries to forums of civic engagement.  

In order to engage international experiences within the framework of n, it hosted 
international practitioners in the areas of planning, effective change methodologies, 
addressing how big groups can make visions reality, and leadership through storytelling. 
Issues of education in Lebanon were at the heart and scope of work of n-Initiative. In this 
respect, n initiated and facilitated an inquiry into the future of Education in Lebanon, in 
partnership with the American Community School in Beirut. The event attended by 
administrators, educators, teachers, student teachers, parents, high school and middle 
school students demonstrated the impact of collective dialogue and work, with sculpted 
group models expressing their envisioning; moving into world education, reaching a web 
of connection, all in favour of sustainability.  

The nature of people targeted (who are they in terms of gender, occupation, educational 
level, interests etc…). n targets all community members, with no limitation or exception. 
So far, n has worked with males and females of various generations – from eight year old 
to teenagers to young adults to adults to elders. The diversity also made its way into the 
various occupations and professions of the enrolled participants. It ranged from students 
at universities to young professionals starting their careers to professionals in specialized 
areas – e.g. education, tourism to business professionals to community workers and 
activists to unemployed citizens to artists to housewives to local community workers – 
e.g. carpenters to environmentalists.  

In Community Voices, everyone from the local community was invited to take part in the 
workshops hosted at the public libraries. More than 150 participants between the ages of 
15 and 60 attended the five workshops.  These men and women were a diverse group: 
lawyers, social workers, housewives, tailors, teachers, students, employees, policemen, 
civil society organization directors, sociology professors.  

IV. Methodology 
 Because this research is concerned with how people from a variety of positions 
and age-groups in five regions in Lebanon reflected on their participation in n-initiative, a 
case study was the best possible methodology for providing trustworthy data for the study 
because it alluded to participants in-depth views regarding the n-initiative. By definition, 
a case study is an intensive, holistic, description and analysis of a single instance, 
phenomenon, or social unit (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Merriam, 1998). The case study 
enables to concentrate more thoroughly on making sense of the various aspects of the 
case. The object of the case study is to understand the meaning that participants made of 
their experiences (Clark, 1985) in our case, the views, feelings and perceptions of 
participants towards the n-initiative in the process of contributing to social cohesion. 
Moreover, since community-based action in the context cohesion in Lebanon has been 
relatively little studied, it is important to provide a thorough analysis of the issue through 
case study which is an appropriate methodology when a holistic, in-depth investigation is 
needed (Guba & Lincoln, 2005; Yin, 2003). 
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V. Method 

The data for this research came from open-ended interviews with participants in 
the n-initiative in five geographic regions in Lebanon.   
 
a. Interviews 
 The interview questions were open-ended. Because of the naturalistic case-study 
methodology of this research, participants were asked to document in an open-dialogue 
context their concerns and views with n-initiative and its contribution to factors of social 
cohesion.  
 
b. Participants 
 People from a variety of positions, professional backgrounds and age-groups were 
involved in the research.  
 
d. Sites  
 The sampling sites were selected because of their involvement in the n-initiative. 
These sites or areas were Beit Miri in Mount Lebanon, Barouka/Baakline in Shouf 
region, Hermil in the Bekaa plain and Srifa in the south. These sites have a confessional 
heterogeneous  representation where Christians inhabit Beit Miri, Druzes in Baakline, 
Shiite in Hermil and Srifa2. It happened that these areas had heterogeneous confessional 
representation and no attempt in the research design sought to select samples based on 
clustered techniques to ensure confessional representation. The nature of the research was 
detached from considering confessional and other demographic variables as the n-
initiative dedicated itself to a comprehensive national view of people and their 
development regardless of their background.  
 
VI. Data Analysis and Presentation 
 Interviews generated from participants were clustered by site and theme, and then 
coded and analyzed by the researchers of this study. Data will be presented by site/region 
and then themes about their perceptions and views of what they gained from the n-
initiative in the context of social cohesion will be presented.  
 
VII. Findings 
 The specific activities of n as presented in the diagram 1 below show the interface 
and direct link with the principles of social cohesion. The case study, Community Voices, 
captured the influence of creating neutral learning and engaging spaces towards social 
cohesion.  n initiatives, in their whole-system based approach, generate outcomes that 
serve towards social cohesion in Lebanon.  
 
Community Voices, highlighted the essence of social cohesion as the cement for life, 
continuity, unity and strength, development, having a network of social betterment, 
building a country through collective work, connection and interaction, linkage, respect, 

                                                
2 Beirut, with its multi-religious representation, was the fifth region covered by Community Voices. It was 
not included in the sampling sites, as the method of interaction was not group-based but more connecting 
individual system constellations.  
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harmonious relationships; while acknowledging that at this stage no proper social 
cohesion exists in Lebanon.  
 
Community Voices contributed to social cohesion by bringing in diversified citizens of 
various affiliations and backgrounds together, all complementing each other working for 
the improvement of their community surroundings, identifying the problems and 
searching for solutions for all – North, South, East and West, learning from each, taking 
personal responsibility, building relationships with each other and developing 
communication channels with local municipalities, cooperating across regions to 
implement similar projects, and strengthening the connections all over the country. 
 
Diagram 1. 
n-Initiative in Relation to Social Cohesion 

 

The products generated from the n-initiative were (1) the participatory needs 
identification of participants in each region for projects that they are passionate about 
realizing by taking personal responsibility. For example, Assi River cleaning and  
preservation, School Dropouts Organization (Hermil), Vocational training center for women and 



 8 

women cooperatives, Healthy Agriculture (Baakline),  Public Garden (Barouk), Environmental 
day/week , Storytelling with Elders (Beit Meri), Support for the Local Dispensary , Health and 
Environment Club (Srifa) (2) the collective action planning and regional connection 
meeting which aimed at bringing all the project initiators together, synergizing individual 
projects towards inter-regional programs, as capacity building skills for project 
development were experientially introduced.  
  
Specific examples of the contribution of community-based action by n-initiative towards 
the promotion of social cohesion were identified. In Hermil, participants registered their 
agility to communicate and learn about each other, particularly between the young 
generation and adults; hence overcoming the gender gap in community based-action. 
Drawing on their fruitful experience of communicating and interacting with each other 
around developmental issues in their respective region, many questioned when they will 
be able to have the same fruitful communication with government officials, attesting to 
the virtual divorce between this community and the government with regards to 
developmental issues in the region facilitated through joint work and close collaboration. 
Also, they emphasized solidarity in their work and their ability to develop warm relations 
among each other. The same views were expressed by participants from the other four 
regions. In Barouk/Baakline, for instance, participants talked about the hope and sense of 
attachment to the land and to their ideas through planting trees as a symbol of 
collaboration in protecting the environment, appreciating nature and planting the seed of 
their work together. It is in this simple activity that these people felt solidarity and 
communality. They also felt that the space created by Community Voices allowed people 
from diverse political affiliations to connect together beyond their individual goals; 
fostering new relationships maintained after the meeting. Many participants expressed the 
relevance of developing common ideas and reaching collective agreements. They also 
reflected on the opening possibility of cooperation between the various regions, 
highlighting that the geographical map of the country is relatively small allowing for 
common projects to be implemented across all. In Beit Meri, participants interviewed 
expressed the need to avoid deflecting responsibility of the lack of community 
development projects and initiatives on the municipality and politicians. Alternatively, 
they voiced their concern about the need to mobilize community efforts for the common 
good of the country. One important finding was that participants in Beit Meri admitted 
that for the first time they learned about the problems of other regions and called for 
collective effort to further understand these problems and redress them. They also 
followed with their curiosity by visiting Hermil with a sense of openness to what they 
will receive. In Srifa, participants talked about their positive experience in meeting with 
people from different religious backgrounds and learning from each other. They enjoyed 
the opportunity of discovering each other and learning about their different backgrounds. 
One participant said that it was the first time that such a mixture of people from different 
confessional communities gathered in the camp where they held their discussions and 
meetings. Based on the interviews generated from participants, a number of lessons were 
learned.      
 
VIII. Lessons Learned 
 The experience with Community Voices demonstrated the possibility of creating a 
malleable environment for developing social cohesion in Lebanon. Citizens, community 
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members, are open to exchange and belong when trust, non-judgment, lack of cynicism 
are available. People are longing to be heard and to act responsibly. They want to work 
on projects that have meaning for them, not coming from the outside. They enjoy sharing, 
part of the generosity present in each Lebanese, having fun, learning and creating.  
 
Despite these positive outcomes, a number of limitations that might deter community-
based action in the process of building social cohesion were observed. For instance, many 
lack the appropriate tools and resources. In addition, there is absence of basic life 
conditions around education, health and daily living which disable creativity and hinders 
consistent improvement. Furthermore, social conditioning still influences personal 
direction and there is a lack of discipline and essential social skills, such as deep listening 
that strongly distracts attention from purpose. The dependent nature rooted in people’s 
behaviors, prevents personal initiative, placing all the effort on the supportive agency. 
Turning to development, commitment and personal responsibility is weak creating a 
challenge for sustainability. These presented some of the limitations that faced n-
initiative.  
 
In order to address these weaknesses, the following is suggested:  
• Introduce, present, and train individuals and groups to the working tools they 
 need; 
• Consistently, work on strengthening the essential social human relational skills   
• Provide opportunities for individuals and groups to experiment with the 
 realization of their ideas; 
• Provide balance between support and independent action of individuals/groups 
• Ensure that people take personal responsibility through tangible contributions to 
 the process, for example: sharing a community lunch, generating project 
 proposals and supporting documentation;. 
• Build up on prior engagements to maintain the initiated energy momentum within 
 the people, until they are ready to manage its continuity by themselves; 
• Connect people with each other for the purposes of materializing their projects 
 and activities.  

 
IX. Social Cohesion: Community-Based Action and Education 
 Lebanon is a fertile land in inherited divisions; the n-initiative provides a 
community-based action prototype of the possibility of cooperation first amongst 
individuals and organizations working towards positive change in the country and second 
towards the mesh-up of a web of interrelated relationships all serving towards the 
improvement of conditions for social cohesion to flourish. It is imperative to say that 
without a complementing educational backbone the influence of community-based action 
is transitory. The capacities, competencies and mindsets required to sustain social 
cohesion have to be integrated into the overall educational system from infancy to life-
long learning environments. The following are recommendations for the education field 
in this area: 
 
• Develop and apply relational skills (listening, generative dialogue, open 
conversations, alternative forms of expression, complex problem solving methodologies, 
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conflict transformation methods, effective decision-making tools ..) that strengthen social 
cohesion in the classrooms and the overall campus environments; 
• Unify the meaning of social cohesion for Lebanon and its people. Open dialogue 
spaces in educational settings amongst all stakeholders (e.g., at schools: students, parents, 
educators) around social cohesion with the purpose of identifying potential actions for 
implementation there; 
• Create social cohesion projects within diverse education settings. Connect the 
processes, participants and outcomes to understand the broader dynamics at the country 
level; 
• Bring education to life by having community-based service and action an integral 
component of the curriculum. This supports the understanding of the purpose of our 
learning, which moves from an individualistic ambition to a more collective connection, 
with clarity of our role coming through experience not downloaded spoon-feeding. 
 
X. Conclusion  
 Given the fundamental role that community-based action has in shaping the 
context and climate for promoting social cohesion within which community members are 
organized to actively engage in initiatives and projects for the development of their 
regions, the n-initiative serves as a good example to emulate in Lebanon. However, 
despite the utility of the n-initiative activities in the context of social cohesion, the 
present study does not claim that such an initiative or similar ones can alone remedy the 
agony of political disintegration and social fragmentation in Lebanon. There remains 
much to be done in this vital area of research by broadening the participation base of 
research centers, educational institutions, labor force, organizations and political 
institutions. The principle task is to properly mobilize communities to create harmony in 
a nation of diversified social, political and confessional constituents.       
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