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1.0 Introduction
This handbook describes the CONNECT (Zimbabwe Institute of Systemic Therapy) community
development approach essentials. The focus is equipping and guiding staff to work effectively with
communities and partners towards the well-being of families, especially the low income group of
families. This programming approach is built on good practices from CONNECT’s vast experiences in
relation to mental health concerns, HIV and AIDS, gender based violence and assignments with
specific low income communities, learning from other organisations, development partners and
more importantly from the primary beneficiaries of our services. The handbook has CONNECT’s
background, theory of change, vision, mission, objectives and values, programming approach, and
implementation of the approach. The handbook can be used by programmes with sponsorship and
programmes using donor funding.

2.0. Background
CONNECT is a Zimbabwean welfare organisation founded in 1983 by psychologists and
social workers to provide counselling to low-income clients. This followed the realization
that with the coming of independence in 1980 a huge number of families migrated from rural
areas to begin to settle permanently in urban areas. The extended families the people used to
rely on for support in the rural areas was non-existent in urban settings. Government
counselling service providers could not meet this rising new demand. Psychologists in
private practice could not alleviate the problem either. Out of this background CONNECT
was then born. It was registered with the Department of Social Welfare in 1985 [Welfare
Number 7/85]. The targeted families lacked adequate accommodation and earned wages
below the poverty datum line. The name CONNECT alludes to the fact that all people should
be connected to each other in the fight against social ills. CONNECT started as a counselling
organization, later extending its activities to include training of counsellors, research and
provision of consultancy services using the systemic approach which views problems in
context and utilises the resources of those involved to facilitate solutions which are both
functional and appropriate, being “co-created” with the participants themselves. CONNECT
therefore aims to promote self-help for families, communities and organisations by offering
services to all sectors in Zimbabwe and the region. The organisation is proud that its identity
is informed and shaped by its history and evolvement over the years as it has continually
responded to the dynamics in the external environment. It is a welfare and professional
organization that pioneered and continues to promote systemic therapy/counselling and
training in Zimbabwe. CONNECT’s practice is ethical and value based. As a membership
organisation of professional family therapists and counsellors spread across the country, its
core business is to provide systemic counselling and training through accredited courses with
tertiary institutions and short courses at community level.
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2.1 Vision
CONNECT’s vision is ‘peace and harmony in individuals, families, communities and
society at large’. This vision inspires us through our specific mandate and passion which is
to strengthen, nurture and develop sustainable human relationships at all levels.

2.2. Mission
CONNECT is committed to the development of sustainable human relationships within
families, organisations and communities through training, counseling, consultancy and
research following the systemic approach in a culture and gender sensitive manner.

2.3. Objectives
Four key objectives guide CONNECT: these are:
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Provide counselling and therapeutic services to individuals, families and
communities to overcome a wide variety of social challenges. The intention is to
support them within their context in order that they identify options to get themselves
out of the challenging situations they encounter.



Train a broad range of grass root workers in counselling courses and for those
wishing to specialize in the field provide intensive training in systemic
counselling and family therapy. The training programmes are offered at different
levels from a basic certificate in systemic counselling in the context of HIV and
AIDS, to a diploma in systemic counselling and higher diploma in family therapy.
These courses are accredited by tertiary institutions. Short courses ranging from 3 to 5
days are also offered. At regional level, three courses per year are conducted in line
with CONNECT’s membership to the Regional Aids Training Network (RATN).



Offer consultancy services to communities and organizations in the application
of systems theory to solving social challenges and promoting social change



Develop through research, monitoring and evaluation, indigenous therapeutic
management and training techniques and materials

This is achieved through training programmes, systemic counselling and consultancy services
that are delivered by staff working on a part time or full time basis and by professional and
non-professional community volunteers.
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2.4. CONNECT’s Core Values
CONNECT values reflect the organisation’s commitment to the rights and well-being of
individuals, families, children, women and communities. The responsibilities and the way in
which staff work with others is grounded and draws from the following values1:
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Confidentiality: due to the nature of counselling and family therapy and the ethics of
the profession, we maintain privacy and discretion in our conduct especially with
clients, stakeholders, partners and amongst ourselves.



Equity and respect: we value the rights of everyone hence our organisational
practice is based on promoting human rights through fairness and impartiality even
when dealing with clients as well as in our relationships as staff, professionals and
volunteers. We also practice the same approach with our partners and stakeholders.



Gender sensitivity: we consciously engage in purposeful inclusion of females and
males. In the current strategic period the issue of GBV from women’s perspective as
well as meaningful involvement of men, including the male perspective in counselling
approach and training will be emphasised



Inclusiveness: to complement our human rights approach, we also conduct ourself in
a non-discriminatory manner and thus offers its services to a broad range of
individuals from diverse backgrounds and educational levels to include youths,
children, people living with disability and chronic, while being sensitive to their
unique needs.



Integrity: honesty is a vital necessity in the counselling process hence we will
continue to instil it amongst our staff, professionals and volunteers to enable
CONNECT to remain an honourable organization by all stakeholders



Transparency and accountability: in line with good corporate governance
principles, there are no hidden agendas in CONNECT’s way of being and manner of
execution. As part of governance role, the Executive Committee [Board] ensures that
we remain transparent and accountable for the programmes and financial resources
we get through our stakeholders and strategic partners. We also remain answerable to
the Department of Social Services, Ministry of Education and Ministry of Health and
Child Welfare as our registration status demands. Every effort will be made in
community programming to ensure that community members are fully informed of
what is within our capacity to bring to development of proposals, community
consultations and in planning gatherings.



Wellness: our desired end-result is clients and staff members’ soundness particularly with
regards their emotional being. Our approaches therefore promote and safeguard
individuals we get in contact with.

2.5. Low Income and Vulnerable families

CONNECT is a welfare organisation which was founded on the principles of ensuring that
low income group of clients access quality mental health services. Historically CONNECT
was born out of independence ethos which sought to bring services to people who had been
previously marginalised, victimized and traumatised by deprivations of colonialism. We will
always position ourselves with the suffering and stand against all oppressive or exploitative
discourses and practices. When programming at community level programme staff will need
to ensure that the most vulnerable children, individuals and families in communities are
identified and included. CONNECT’s belief is that level of income is a major indicator of
people’s vulnerability. This category of people usually suffers discrimination and abuse in
many ways. Our definition of low income will cover the following factors:
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Discrimination; social stigma which prevents, which limits the capacity of individuals
and families to access services or opportunities essential to their development. These
services include health, education, and housing.
Abusive and exploitative relationships; relationships which are characterised by
violence, torture, exploitation, inequities such as GBV,child abuse, child marriages
etc

2.6. CONNECT’s Theory of Change
This framework elaborates the basic elements that we will use to enhance our strategic focus
as we strive to deliver on our mandate and give meaning to our identity.
CONNECT’S Vision: Peace and harmony in individuals, families, communities and society
at large.
We believe that people are relational beings. They are best understood within a relational,
systemic context. We exist in families, communities and networks of people. CONNECT
intervenes with systemic counselling, training and consultancy to bring about change.




Counselling: Individuals, families and groups : Challenging limiting core beliefs
about the nature of things constraining people’s view of options, solutions,
choices and possibilities. Help them address their needs for belonging, acceptance,
significance and personal agency.
Training: professional and grassroots level; skilling people to engage individuals
and families and communities to promote stronger emotional connections and
attachments between family members. Help institutions achieve gender equality
and empowerment of women and girls.

3.0. PROGRAMMING APPROACH
The CONNECT programming approach helps staff to effectively work with partners towards
transformation and sustained psychological wellbeing of individuals, families and
communities, especially the low income . This approach is deeply rooted in general systems
philosophy.
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3.1. Systemic Approach
The systemic approach looks at people in their context, assumes that any organization is a
system of inter-relating parts; this includes complementary beliefs and interconnected
relationships. This speaks to the African world-view which does not view the life of an
individual in isolation from other human beings but sees life in communal terms. According
to such a view, only through the mutual interdependence between people, as well as between
an individual and her community, a full and healthy life can be enjoyed. The basic
philosophy, according to Mbiti (1998:145) is; “I am because we are, and since I am therefore
we are.”

3.2. The Value of systemic community development approach
The approach looks at sustained psychological well-being of families and communities,
especially the low income groups (the most vulnerable).

This commitment aims to address care giving capacity of families. This includes
psychological, and gender equity within leading to improved well-being for both male and
female family members.
At community level, this will strengthen
the resilience and capacity of communities
to respond to present and future challenges
to family well-being. When we step into
community initiatives we understand that
we are being assigned a task by these
communities, one with clear terms of
reference, and one with clear limits in
regard to what is appropriate for us to be
undertaking. The community will ensure
that systems and structures and practices
support and protect the well-being of
individuals and families. This will create a
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just community which works towards
accountability when power is abused, and
towards the protection of those suffering
from abuse. CONNECT staff and
community volunteers will be equipped
with skills to deal with psychological
issues that might affect the well-being of
individuals and families. They will address
issues of injustice on behalf of the
marginalised and abused. No one should
be marginalised due to painful experiences
such as abuse, for example, sexual abuse
and
gender
based
violence.

.
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3.3. Community Assignments Pathway

T

he term assignment seems an appropriate description of the position of the
CONNECT team, for it acknowledges the locus of authority that prevails throughout
these initiatives. As for any assignment that is given by those who have the authority
to do so, we understand that, in the performance of all tasks associated with any community
assignment, we will be responsible to those who invited and contracted us to undertake the
assignment-that is, the people of the community. Our engagement with any community will
be time limited and there will be specific stages.

These stages will be;
a). Consultation stage that amongst other things is assessing needs, identifying of information
that will provide a foundation for our work with the community, and for the development of
partnerships with community members;
b). A preparatory stage at which time the information from the community consultations is
compiled and taken up into the development of tentative plan and program for a communitywide gathering;
c). Further consultations over the proposed plan and program in which these are reworked
according to the feedback of community members;
d). A planning stage in which the arrangements for, and structures of, the proposed
community-wide gathering are finalised;
e). The community wide gathering proper (at a location chosen by the community);
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f). The documentation of the assignment;
g)The follow up stage
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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT PATHWAY

MONITORING

Needs
nbbhgfhassess
ment

In-depth awareness
sessions on the
intervention or
project

MONITORING

Feasibility
study and
financial
appraisal

Sensitisation and
mobilisation of key
stakeholders

MONITORING

MONITOR

MONITORING

Project execution –
implementation
phase
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MONITORING

Project closure –
weaning off

MONITORING

3.4. Accountability
The CONNECT version of accountability is bottom- up and not top-down. This type of
accountability is formed in collaboration with the people benefitting from our programming.
Their knowledges and consciousness are privileged. This calls for complete transparency
which invites community members to have access to our notes and reports.

3.5. Assumptions held by CONNECT
Our engagement and participation in community assignment is based on the understanding
that we cannot know, ahead of our engagement in them, what might be the knowledges of life
and skills of living appropriate to achieving the goals of the people of these communities.
This is so whether the goal of the community is, for example to;
a) challenge marginalisation and tokenism in mainstream service delivery;
b) achieve healing in relation to significant losses;
c) address a range of specific social injustices.
However, we do enter these assignments with assumptions about the knowledges of life and
skills of living possessed by community members. We have the assumption that all
communities have a stock of knowledges about life and skills of living that are relevant to
addressing the concerns and predicaments faced by the members of these communities. This
includes knowledges about processes of healing in response to trauma and loss.
We have the assumption that all communities have a stock of knowledges about life and
skills of living that are relevant to addressing the concerns and predicaments faced by the
members of these communities. These knowledges include systems of understanding that
make it possible for people to interpret their own and each others’ actions and that form a
basis for their responses to each other and to the owider community. These knowledges also
include maps that guide people’s journey through life, that contribute to the marking of
transitions in these journeys, that direct efforts on behalf of community members to address
the unexpected, and to resolve situations of difficulty. Included in this are knowledges of
processes of healing in response to trauma and loss. All of these knowledges are associated
with the larger, culturally specific conical narratives of life that provide an account of what
life is all about, and that specify, legitimate and constitute particular ways of being in the
world.
All of these knowledges of life are associated with specific skills of living. These skills
inform specific practises of living- practices of living that shape relationship formation and
practises of living that shape self formation. These skills of living also compromise a
practical know-how for going about life. They shape a wide range of activity including those
actions that make possible the social acknowledgement of peoples transitions in life ( for
example, as in rites of passage), and the negotiation of the unexpected in life. These skills are
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also expressed in people’s problem solving activities and in activities that are guided by
shared maps of what are considered to be due processes in response to the events of people’s
lives, including those that relate to loss and trauma. These skills of living associated
knowledges about life are inseparable- skills of living make it possible for people to act on
their understandings of themselves and each other, and, in turn, these actions are confirming
of the understandings provided by these knowledges of life.
These knowledges of life and skills of living are social, cultural and historical products- they
are manufactured over time within the context of people’s social relations and culture. They
are constantly being negotiated and renegotiated within the context of communities of people.
In communities that have a strong sense of shared culture and heritage ( for instance, an
Indigenous Australian, or other distinct cultural community) many of these knowledges and
skills are ‘erudite’, and often associated with tradition and/or with the aesthetics of
spirituality (although at times this tradition and spirituality may have been very significantly,
disqualified, with aspects of it only thinly known.)
In communities that lack this shared sense of culture and heritage- for example, where
communities of people have relatively loose relationships and relatively recent history
together (for instance, a community of people living with shared experience of mental health
concerns) – these knowledges of life and skills of living are mostly of ‘local’ or ‘popular’
character. These local knowledges and skills are not usually time-honoured or widely
recognised. In this context, the relationship between history and developing culture on the
one hand, and the knowledges of life and skills of living that are being negotiated and
routinely expressed by people of the community on the other hand, can be relatively invisible
and not consciously appreciated by community members.

4. Action learning
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Supports the development process and leads to continuous improvement in practice. It also
enables staff to share their expertise with others on the team. Using action learning in
ongoing monitoring and evaluation, and planning with stakeholders can result in increased
capacity, stronger ownership, higher impact and greater sustainability. Role of programme
staff in action learning Team leaders guide the action learning process for programme team
members. They meet regularly as a group to reflect and learn from their work. They meet
with community based volunteers to reflect and learn from their programming. They facilitate
and document learning from communities They share their learning with sister agencies at
professional conferences for the benefit and growth of the counselling profession and
community work.

5. Working with volunteers

Programme staff engage with communities
and local stakeholders to find out who they
are and what is currently being done to
improve families’ well-being and to
address vulnerability in the area. This
culminates in development of a
community owned vision and priorities for
family well-being. Community volunteers
are selected by the community, and
CONNECT will not impose volunteers in
the community. In this process staff should
ensure that at least 80% of the selected
volunteers are women and that youths are
represented. The volunteers will be
involved in selection of beneficiaries and
in monitoring implementation. This
participatory approach will help ensure
sustainability of the project. The
community volunteers will be skilled to

ensure that they advocate for vulnerable
children, individuals and families to be
cared for in loving, safe, family and
community environment. They also lobby
that children and women are respected
participants in decisions that affect their
lives

.

6. Working with donor partners
Most community projects rely on donor funding. CONNECT shall ensure that they account
for the donor strategies and priorities while implementing community programmes. The
Board will carefully assess which donors to work with, considering the potential impact of
being associated with particular donors. The board and management will work to influence
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donor strategies to support community led programmes focused on family and community
well-being through active and strategic engagement with the donors. The board will produce
flexible programme designs and staffing structures in order to enable programmes to adapt to
rapidly changing social, economic, political and funding contexts.

7. Documentation
CONNECT recognises the requirement to contribute to some documentation that provides a
record of the community initiative. The documentation, first and foremost, prioritises the
stories of community members, provides a record of the contributions made, by community
members, to the community’s resources;
b)details the stock of knowledges of life and skills of living of the community that are
relevant to addressing the concerns and predicaments at issue, and that have become more
visible in the context of the community assignment;
c) records proposals for future action in regard to these concerns and predicaments;
d) includes specific information about outcomes of this initiative.
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8. Project life span and lifecycle
A programme typically goes through a LEAP cycle every three to five years, with evaluation
conducted at the end of each cycle. Decisions to continue with the project will be based on
impact. Is significant progress being made in contributing to well-being of families,
outcomes, targets and objectives of the project. Are there community groups and
organisations collaborating towards the psychological well-being of families and the
community with the capacity to continue the work?

9. Programme Effectiveness Standards
The standards below define the essentials of programme effectiveness. These standards are
the basis for programme self-review and quality assurance.










The programme contributes to the sustained mental health wellbeing of children and
adults, especially the most vulnerable groups.
The programme vision and priorities are developed with and owned by the
community.
The programme reflects CONNECT vision and values.
CONNECT recognizes the importance of working with government and local
authorities to ensure that local efforts align with and leverage government policy.
Programme staff empower communities establishing referral systems, networking and
advocacy with government and other authorities.
Programme staff have the core competencies required to fulfil their roles.
Programme staff have access to the technical resources and support they need to
enhance performance.
The geographic size of the programme is manageable
Adequate resources are available to achieve the programme outcomes and meet
organizational requirements.

10. Monitoring and Evaluation
Continuous monitoring of projects or programmes helps us to self-introspect and learn.
Monitoring ensures that CONNECT programming respond to community needs at every
stage of the programming cycle. The Research, Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning unit
independently leads in monitoring all community programmes at every stage of the cycle.
The unit shall assess among other things adherence to CONNECT principles as a welfare
organisation, ensuring that low income group of clients’ access quality mental health and
training services during programming. It is important to ensure that vulnerable people in our
society including women and children are identified and included in all CONNECT
programmes. Social stigma, abusive and exploitative relationships during CONNECT’s work
should not be tolerated.
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The unit leads all need assessment and community programme planning processes. These
processes engage communities at every level.
Although the Research, Monitoring and Evaluation unit is not directly involved in program
activities, monitoring and evaluation are continuous activities throughout the programming
cycle. Monitoring helps CONNECT learn from past events and improve in future
programming. A participatory process through community engagement is integral part of the
monitoring process so as to ensure sustainability in programming.
We recognise the need for documenting all community programmes. During monitoring and
evaluation, documentation processes including stories of change from both the point of view
of implementers on one hand and community beneficiaries on the other are integral part of
the programming cycle.
Thus, monitoring and evaluation in community programming assesses the extent to which
CONNECT is contributing to the theory of change through among other means, measuring
the standard of service delivery. Learning helps improve efficiency and effectiveness
programming.
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