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Learning Alliances Briefing Note
10: An Introduction to Social
Inclusion (Draft)

Prepared by Valerie Nelson, Adrienne Martin (Natural
Resources Institute, University of Greenwich, UK)
amd Deirdre Casella (IRC International Water and
Sanitation Centre, Delft, Netherlands)

What is social inclusion?

Social inclusion describes the state of being included
in a community and society as a whole; a condition in
which individuals and groups can access the range
of available opportunities, services and resources
and contribute to planning and decision making. It
also refers to the actions and processes needed to
transform the situation of those who are socially
excluded, by influencing institutions and changing the
perceptions that create and sustain exclusion (Beall,
2002).

Social inclusion in both these senses is something
that the SWITCH project aims to achieve. It has been
prioritized within SWITCH to ensure that efforts to
improve governance of water in the cities are
sustainable and equitable in nature.

Social exclusion is a widely used term, which
sometimes has different interpretations. In SWITCH
we are using the following definition:

Social exclusion is a ‘process by which certain groups
are systematically disadvantaged because they are
discriminated against on the basis of their ethnicity,
race, religion, sexual orientation, caste, descent,
gender, age, disability, HIV status, migrant status or
where they live. Discrimination occurs in public
institutions, such as the legal system or education
and health services, as well as social institutions like
the household’ (DFID, 2005, p3).

Understanding social exclusion

Social exclusion is the result of different kinds of
discrimination which disadvantage certain social
groups, preventing them from escaping poverty and
undermining their well-being.

There are three dimensions of social exclusion.
People can be excluded because of: a) what they
have or do not have in terms of access to resources
(a lack of resources can be termed economic
deprivation); where they live (spatial deprivation
occurs when stigma or a bad reputation of a specific
neighbourhood acts as a barrier to creating social
contacts or finding a job etc); or simply because of
who they are (discrimination flowing from specific
group identities as perceived by others in society).

Dimensions of social exclusion

What you
have

Discrimination because of limited access to
material resources, such as quality of
housing, connectivity to water and sanitation
services, ability to purchase available
services, assets which enable you to derive
benefits from the available services.

Where
you live

Discrimination resulting from characteristics
of a location. Remoteness in rural areas and
physical obstacles prevent participation in
public life; urban neighbourhoods can be
separated from adjacent areas by violent
sub-culture and squalor, preventing
participants from getting work or accessing
services. Residents suffer stigma from living
in the ‘wrong part of town’. Internal and
international migrants may also lack access
to welfare and public services as they are in
the ‘wrong place’ and not recognised as
having rights to those services. “Squatter”
settlements are typically disadvantaged in
terms of access to water and sanitation
services.

Who you
are

Processes of exclusion occur when certain
groups are regarded by the more powerful in
society as being of lesser worth. This is
expressed through ‘beliefs, values, attitudes
and behaviour which disparage, stigmatise,
stereotype, make invisible and discriminate’,
often using socially accepted references to
religion or ‘tradition’, or by evoking fears of
‘the other’, or of ‘the unknown’.

Identity-based social exclusion affects groups
of people who are defined by their distinct
cultural practices and shared way of life (e.g.
group identities based on caste, ethnicity and
religion) and thus form distinct or ‘bounded’
groups. It can also affect individuals, or
‘unbounded’ categories who are defined by a
single shared characteristic (e.g. gender,
disability or HIV-positive status). Members of
such categories may share very little in
common, aside from the discrimination they
face. The resulting cultural devaluation
undermines the confidence and capacity for
action of those in question and can
sometimes have serious effects in terms of
poverty.

Time
issues

Exclusionary processes and outcomes can
persist or alter over time, e.g. through the
transfer of poverty from one generation to the
next; the cumulative effect of multiple
stresses (e.g. drought, malaria, HIV/AIDS,
unemployment, reduction of state provision
of services etc) on the livelihoods of excluded
groups; the time-related exclusion
experienced by migrants, or sudden
changes, such as illness, which can swiftly
lead to a change in position for an individual.

(Source: adapted from Kabeer, 2005.)

Disadvantage has multiple sources and
manifestations, which can overlap at any one point in
time, affecting the life chances of individuals and
social groups. People can be excluded from different
things simultaneously; such as employment,
earnings, livelihood opportunities, property, housing,
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minimum consumption levels, education, the welfare
state, citizenship, personal contacts and respect
(Silver, 1994).

The different types of social exclusion can interact
and reinforce each other. For example, social
exclusion based on identity can restrict access to
economic and livelihood opportunities. It can also
limit access to better housing, social services and
other resources and prevent participation in political
life (e.g. the right to organise, protest or vote etc).
Gender is an important factor influencing
discrimination and access to resources (CAP-NET,
GWA 2006), but other factors, such as ethnicity,
caste or religion, may be relatively more important in
some situations. Gender discrimination often
articulates with these other forms of discrimination.

Such patterns of disadvantage, while exhibiting some
changes over time, can also be very persistent,
especially where social prejudices are deep-seated
and embedded in social institutions. In these
circumstances, individuals find it difficult to escape
poverty and the effects of stigma, because
discrimination on the basis of identity and spatial
location can lead to the transfer of poverty across
generations.

What are the concepts underpinning the notion of
social exclusion?

The notion of social exclusion has come to the fore in
recent years, because of a change in thinking about
poverty and wellbeing. Having moved beyond narrow
measurements of poverty based on income, more
sophisticated understandings of well-being have
emerged in international development – focusing not
only on access to material goods, but also in access
to social networks, political representation, good
health, a clean environment etc. This understanding
of disadvantage broadens the idea of deprivation
from one of economic disadvantage to include social
and political deprivation - the suffering people can
experience because they cannot fully participate in
social and political life. The ways in which people
gain access to resources or face barriers to obtaining
basic rights and livelihood resources is now being
given greater attention as the role of agency, power
and identity become more central to analyses of
development processes.

Social exclusion and poverty are not necessarily the
same. Occasionally some wealthy groups may be
regarded as of lower social status, and conversely
not all poor groups are considered inferior. However,
more frequently, poverty is a contributing factor to
social marginalisation and socially excluded groups
may become impoverished as a result of
discrimination and lack of access to opportunities.
Even if an economy grows, the socially excluded may
not be able to escape poverty (DFID, 2005). They
may be forced to participate on unequal terms, for
example in labour markets which exploit their relative
powerlessness and reinforce their disadvantage
(Hickey and Du Toit, 2007). Tackling social exclusion
can help development initiatives to achieve more
equitable and sustainable impacts, but failing to

address social exclusion can lead to outcomes that
exacerbate poverty by further marginalizing the
already disadvantaged.

Urban residents can easily identify rural workers, especially
new comers, through their behaviour, accents and clothes.
In China, the majority of rural workers are employed for
manual jobs. They have to live in low-cost houses that
result in their segregation from the urban middle class.
Urban residents often consider themselves superior to rural
workers. Rural workers are not welcomed or even
forbidden in many public places. Rural workers are also
blamed for the increased crime rate in urban areas
(Binggin Li 2004).

Understanding the causes of poverty is central to
notions of social exclusion and this implies analysing
the institutional mechanisms by which exclusion
occurs. There are varied ways in which people are
preventing from claiming their basic rights and
participating in society on an equal footing. Exclusion
can operate through formal and informal institutions
and in intentional and unintentional ways. Essentially,
both formal and informal institutions can reflect the
prejudices, beliefs and attitudes that prevail in society
or that are held by more powerful groups, and this
can lead to the exclusion of the less powerful. Some
mechanisms are quite formal and prejudice can be
quite openly embedded in public policy (such as in
Lesotho where until recently land tenure laws
prevented women from inheriting land or property).
Other mechanisms include informal social
institutions, such as the household, and situations
where exclusion may be quite subtle (e.g. where
ethnic minorities are excluded from social life by
language barriers) (DFID, 2005, p4).

The Winterveldt Community Sanitation Project, north of
Tshwane in Gauteng Province, South Africa, was based on
a multi-stakeholder partnership which included the local
community, an independent public authority, the
Department of Water Affairs and Forestry and an NGO
(Mvula Trust). Initially there were concerns that the lack of
secure tenure would discourage tenant householders from
contributing to construction of improved facilities and that
land owners would try to increase their land value by using
subsidies to build communal toilets for tenants. The project
partners interacted with both groups, but targeted the
subsidies at householders rather than the landowners. The
principles were to establish community control of the
project; support the community by training and advice; and
establish an appropriate community-level financial
framework (Allen et al, 2006. Gadd & Holden 2003)

How is social inclusion relevant to SWITCH?

In the context of the SWITCH project, stakeholder
participation is a key element of the overall approach
to research and innovation. The aim of having a
specific work package on social inclusion is two-fold:

1. to support the involvement of the most excluded
and hard-to-reach in water planning and
management, otherwise these groups are only
further marginalised by SWITCH;

2. to try and ensure that urban water management
responses, solutions and systems of governance
reflect not only the priorities and interests of the
better-off and powerful in society, but also assist



3

poor people, especially very excluded and
marginal groups.

The ideas underpinning the learning alliance
approach and the SWITCH project were set out in an
earlier briefing note (SWITCH Learning Alliance,
Briefing Note 1). The relevance of social inclusion to
each of these ideas is presented in the box below.

Ideas underpinning
the learning alliance
approach in SWITCH

Social inclusion in
SWITCH

 Moving from
researchers devising
new technologies –
doing different things –
to improving how
multiple stakeholders
in the innovation
system work – doing
things differently – will
lead to interventions
having greater impact

 ‘Doing things differently’,
and involving multiple
stakeholders, should
enable a more level
playing field that allows
previously
disempowered people to
have a say in decisions
and to contribute to
finding solutions to
problems. Impact will be
limited if only powerful
groups are able to
participate in the
innovation system.

 Innovations that are
generated locally,
taking all the relevant
stakeholders into
account, are more
likely to lead to
appropriate and
sustainable solutions,
to promote flexible and
adaptive working
practices, and to foster
and strengthen the
development capacity
of local organizations
and communities

 Ensuring the
participation of
marginalized groups in
generating innovations
will help to secure more
sustainable solutions
and to develop the
capacity of all groups.
Efforts are required to
build the capacity of the
most marginalized and
to support them in
negotiations and
decision making, so that
innovation processes
are empowering to all,
and are not
disempowering to the
already disadvantaged.

 New understanding of
knowledge and
learning, and the
emergence of learning
organizations:
whereas information
can be generated and
disseminated,
knowledge is viewed
as a complex,
transformative
process, arising less
from any accumulated
stock of information,
and more from intra-
and inter-
organizational
processes in which
experimentation –
action research – and
communication feature
strongly

 Communication is about
power, as are processes
of transformation and
social change.
Challenging inequitable
power relations involves
experts relinquishing
their total control over
knowledge generation,
and finding ways of
enabling the
disempowered to fully
participate in knowledge
generation. Social
inclusion implies a
transformative process
involving different kinds
of organizational and
individual interactions.
Gender and other social
difference perspectives
must be integrated to
ensure that the

innovation outcomes
reflect the priorities,
needs and constraints of
all social groups,
including the least
powerful and not just the
most powerful.

SWITCH is promoting a participatory, multi-
stakeholder approach via the city learning alliances.
Participatory approaches were developed as part of
efforts to tackle poverty and to ensure that those
experiencing poverty should be central agents in
development processes by making or influencing
decisions affecting their lives. However, not all
stakeholder participation processes manage to
ensure that less vocal, less powerful groups gain an
equal voice in discussions and decision-making.

This is why SWITCH is prioritising social inclusion via
a specific work package 6.3 – to help ensure that the
participatory processes of innovation facilitated by
the learning alliances are inclusive in nature and that
the socially disadvantaged can participate in
decisions relating to the use, access and
management of water.

What does tackling social exclusion mean for
SWITCH?

Social inclusion needs to be a core element of
SWITCH which is mainstreamed in an integral
fashion throughout the SWITCH project cycle. It is
important to have a social inclusion strategy or
coordinated response in SWITCH cities, to ensure
that the research approaches and solutions identified
through learning alliance activities are responsive to
the interests of disadvantaged social groups; and to
assist these groups in articulating their needs; to
strengthen their capacities and capabilities and
involve them in planning and decision-making.

The achievement of sustainable technical and
institutional solutions is unlikely unless social
inclusion and exclusion is addressed. This is
because sustainability is not only about
environmental sustainability, but about social equity
and human rights. If social exclusion issues are not
addressed across SWITCH, it is likely that SWITCH
outputs will be less effective, and will only further
exacerbate the disadvantage already suffered by
excluded social groups.

Understanding how exclusion and cultural
devaluation works is not always easy, especially in
terms of identifying where it occurs in one’s own
culture. Prejudices can be widespread, persistent
and widely accepted, and thus appear ‘given’ or
‘natural’, even though they are in fact socially
constructed. It is important to remember that
exclusion can and does happen in every society in
the world and needs to be challenged if positive
development outcomes are to be achieved in reality.
Understanding the overlapping strands of
discrimination and the dynamics and mechanisms
involved is the main purpose of the social exclusion
analysis undertaken by the city teams.



4

Moving from analysis towards engaging
disadvantaged groups and confronting prejudice and
discriminatory beliefs is not a straightforward task. It
requires resources, facilitation skills and commitment
to tackle exclusion in an integrated and
coordinated fashion. Piecemeal efforts are unlikely
to be successful in securing the necessary social
changes required.

Sometimes, challenging vested interests and the
status quo can lead to disputes and conflict. Efforts
are required to try and foresee where these might
occur (through skilled analysis of stakeholder
positions and interests) and for support to be
provided for mediation and negotiation as necessary,
particularly for vulnerable groups. It is clear from
gender mainstreaming efforts to date, that an
integrated approach is required, but also an explicit
recognition of the essentially political nature of social
change in development processes – otherwise
solutions will be superficial and bureaucratic, rather
than transformational.

Finally, a key question remains as to what exactly it
is that people are being included in, on whose terms
and in whose interests? (Beall, 2002). The idea of
inclusion in society goes to the heart of debates
about the appropriate role of the state and the very
different development pathways that exist at a
macro-economic, national level. It is possible that a
focus on inclusion as the response to exclusion has
encouraged limited, reformist policy agendas, rather
than more radical, transformational ones (Beall,
2002). Also, where the focus is on inclusion, some
marginalised groups might fear that they will be made
to conform to dominant social norms as they are
integrated against their will.

In relation to participatory planning processes and
research innovation it is important that the socially
excluded are able to influence the research and
planning agendas, not limited to contributing to
decisions only on questions that have narrowly
defined parameters. The terms of inclusion are very
important because of the considerable barriers to
participation of the most socially excluded. Among
these are constraints on their time and mobility, their
lack of assets, apathy and disillusionment arising
from past failed initiatives and lack of confidence to
voice their needs and opinions. These factors can
lead to such groups being left out of decision-making
processes. Ensuring the participation of the most
deprived can be difficult because powerlessness can
undermine people’s self-confidence and aspirations
and their ability to challenge exclusion’ (DFID,
2005;4) and assistance is needed to support their
empowerment.

Conclusion

SWITCH teams in their city planning for water
management and service provision and for their
demonstration activities, have to build on an
understanding of social inclusion issues, to create
opportunities and space for participation of the
socially excluded.

Planning and policy-making processes do not
represent level playing fields; some groups are more
excluded than others. One of the key challenges at
the heart of sustainable and equitable development
is to find ways to level this playing field and help
these groups to change their position in society - for
the benefit of the whole society - by having greater
voice and negotiating power in decision making.
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