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Collaboration
Collaboration is a situation where two or more people 
are working together to create or achieve the same 
goal(s) (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019a).

Community
Generally community is defined by people living in 
a certain area or by people who are considered as a 
unit because of  their common interests, social group 
or nationality (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019b). In this 
report, our definition for community is based on the 
geographical area where people are living, meaning 
the inhabitants of  Dhungentar settlement. 

Resilience
Capacity or ability of  a community to anticipate, 
prepare for, respond to, and recover quickly from 
impacts of  disaster (Mayunga, 2007, cited in 
Townshend et al., 2015, p. 916). In this report 
a disaster refers to an earthquake and resilience 
means the capacity of  villagers to respond to them 
and to recover from them in social, economic and 
environmental terms. 

Sense of community
The meaning of  the term sense of  community differs 
from that of  community, explained above. Sense 
of  community means who the individuals consider 
as their community and it can include the whole 
community (Dhungentar settlement), just a part of  it, 
or even larger area. This definition was built by the 
team as no univocal definition could be found in the 
literature reviewed.

Social cohesion
In this project social cohesion is defined as follows: 
The process of  inclusive interaction that promotes 
sense of  belonging and opportunities for well-being, 
while allowing for development both on individual and 
community level. This term will be looked at more 
closely in chapter 4.

Synergy
Synergy means a group of  people working together 
and achieving greater power in total than by each one 
working separately. (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019d). 
Therefore, collaboration can lead to synergies, but this 
is not necessarily always the case. 

GLOSSARY
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6 7executive summary

The Nepali project is a part of  the Sustainable 
Global Technologies Studio (SGT) course at the 
School of  Engineering in Aalto University. The SGT 
studio course brings together students from different 
departments to work in multidisciplinary teams on 
real-life projects around the topic of  sustainability in 
development contexts. The course includes expert 
lectures, interactive workshops and extensive project 
work done in the teams. Within their respective 
projects the teams carry out field trips to Africa, Latin 
America and South Asia, including relevant research 
related to the selected themes of  the projects.

The focus of  the Nepali project is around the theme 
of  reconstructing communities after the 2015 Nepal 
earthquake which killed nearly 9,000 people and 
left hundreds of  thousands of  Nepalese homeless. 
This project is a pilot case for the Problem-Based 
Learning (PBL) South Asia (Erasmus+) project in 
Aalto University, which is also funding the project. 
The project field trip, taking place in Kathmandu and 
Dhugentar settlement from the 16th of  February to 
the 3rd of  March, was executed in collaboration with 
local students from the partnering higher education 
institution, Asian Institute of  Technology and 
Management.

The project’s objective was to research the current 
situation of  Dhungentar settlement in regard to 
community cohesion, and how that could be improved 
for better disaster resilience. In this report, the 
Urban Community Resilience Assessment (UCRA) 

framework was adapted and modified to suit the 
context of  rural Dhungentar settlement and the 
scope of  this study. Through this, the report aimed 
to identify different aspects of  social cohesion that 
are present in Dhungentar settlement, and analyze 
how these could be enhanced. The findings gathered 
through beneficiary and expert interviews were 
categorized under 6 sections: size and strength of  
networks, neighborhood socializing, sense of  community identity, 
community-base livelihoods, governance, and disaster.

The findings revealed that there is opportunity for 
reinforcing the cohesion of  Dhungentar settlement. 
For this, future scenarios were developed to address 
issues in social cohesion from different perspectives. 
The first scenario, network, approaches social cohesion 
through supporting knowledge-sharing activities 
and collaboration between social mobilizers, model 
house, multipurpose community center, and schools. 
The other scenario, committees, looks to enhance social 
cohesion by improved coordination and inclusion 
on the administrative level of  the village. In addition 
to these future scenarios and the project report (also 
translated into Nepali), the outputs of  the project 
include two photo exhibitions and a photobook.

Following the executive summary, this report is 
organized as follows; a brief  about the project (2); 
research methodology (3); a short introduction to 
the concept  of  social cohesion (4); analysis of  the 
sustainability of  the project (5); the project findings 
(6); future scenarios (7); outputs of  the project (8); 
monitoring (9); analysis of  the implications (10);  
a short conclusion (10); acknowledgements (12); 
references (13); and appendices (14).

executive summary

1. EXECUTIVE  
  SUMMARY
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From Finland to Nepal, the team 
from Aalto University aimed to 
develop a meaningful project 
oriented to real outputs and real 
impact regarding the rural area of 
Dhungentar, settlement located 
68 km northwest of Kathmandu. 
Resilience amongst the 
community and what to extract 
from the angle of social cohesion 
was the principal focus of the 
study.

2. PROJECT BRIEF
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The Nepali project is focused around the theme of  
reconstructing communities after disasters, due to 
the 2015 Nepal earthquake. Nepali project 2018 was 
a pilot case focusing on communication means and 
knowledge adoption. Last year’s team’s target village 
was Dhungentar, which is a small rural settlement with 
500 inhabitants and 96 households and it is located 
in Nuwakot district, 68 km northwest of  Kathmandu. 
Nuwakot district was one of  the most damaged 
regions in the 2015 earthquake and more than 80 
percent of  the district’s buildings were reported as 
damaged. 

This year the target area of  the project was 
expanded to cover Dhungentar settlement and also 
its surrounding areas. The reason for expanding the 
project area was that Dhungentar settlement had been 
established by the International Center for Integrated 
Mountain Development (ICIMOD) only recently 
to define the borders for their disaster relief  project, 
leaving those outside the area without ICIMOD’s 
aid and possibly causing segregation and resentment 
between the neighborhoods. This was learned upon 
arrival to Kathmandu and beginning of  the in-person 
collaboration with the students from partnering higher 
education institution Asian Institute of  Technology 
and Management (AITM), who knew more about the 
situation and shared this information.

The project included a collaboration with the students 
from AITM. The Aalto and AITM student teams 
were working together during the field trip but the 
teams provided their own reports, responding to 
differing objectives. Aalto team’s objective was to 
contribute to building disaster resilience through 
synergies in rural communities influenced by social 
stratification (i.e. caste system). The main research 
questions were: what kind of  social cohesion exists 
in Dhungentar; how inclusion, collaboration and 
synergies are achieved; and how could these be 
attained even better taking into account the natural 
interactions in the community. The objective of  
the AITM team was to research entrepreneurship 
opportunities in the village. 

NEPALI 2019

project brief | nepali project

The process begun in November 2018 with weekly 
team meetings and preliminary ideation of  the 
research topic. The SGT course work began in 
January 2019 with a background study and setting of  
the objectives for this year’s project. The field trip to 
Nepal took place from 16th February until the 3rd of  
March in Kathmandu and Dhungentar settlement. 
The six days of  the field trip where spent gathering 
research data in Dhungentar settlement. This was 
a joint effort by the Aalto and AITM students. The 
time after the field trip until the end of  May included 
analysing the gathered data from Nepal and the 
implementation of  it into the scenarios presented 
later in this report. The full timeline of  the project is 
presented in the figure 2. 

Figure 1

Map of Dhungentar, in Nuwakot 

district, Nepal.

During the field trip, the two objectives, social 
cohesion and entrepreneurship, were combined into 
one interview structure that served both the Aalto 
and the AITM teams. In addition to interviews, 
photography was used as a distinctive method to 
gather knowledge and improve understanding about 
different events in the community, as well as the 
villagers, their interactions, customs and way of  life. 
One of  the tangible outputs related to photography 
was a photo exhibition organized on the team’s last 
day in Dhungentar. The exhibition was a trial of  a 
communal event, with the aim of  bringing the people 
together and giving them an example of  how to make 
use of  the newly built multipurpose community center. 

Before and after the visit to Dhungentar, the team 
spent a few days in Kathmandu, where the Aalto and 
the AITM students worked together with the project 
and executed expert interviews with different non-
governmental organization (NGO) representatives and 
other relevant actors.

This project report is directed to SGT Studio course, 
PBL South Asia and also to researchers of  sustainable 
reconstruction related topics. In addition, it can 
work as the foundation for the project of  next year’s 
students.

Distances:

Walk from 
multipurpose 
community center to 
model house
7 min.

Walk up from 
multipurpose 
community center to 
river
3 min.

Walk down from 
multipurpose 
community center to 
shops
3 min.

Walk up from shops 
to school in the valley
10 min.

Drive to Kathmandu 
68km
6 hours.

Dhungentar
settlement

school

model house

multipurpose
community center

school

shop

shop

Road to 
Kathmandu



1312 project brief | timeline

TIMELINE
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Figure 2

Timetable of Nepali 2019 project.

Meeting the full
team & mentor

Meeting the team AITM 
students & mentor on skype

Background
study

Project
document

Fieldtrip

Mid-review

17.02-20.02.2019
Kathmandu

20.02-26.02.2019
Dhungentar

26.02-03.03.2019
Kathmandu

Final report draft
Media release

Final report
Final presentation
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“I applied for the SGT Studio course to 
learn and experience something totally 
new. My expectations of the journey did 
not fall short. The whole project has been 
an incredible learning experience - very 
demanding at times, but also rewarding. 
The project has widened my perspective, 
taught me about teamwork and problem-
solving, as well as introduced me to new 
friends I was happy to share each moment 
with.” 

“I have been able to benefit from a variety 
of new things working in a multidisciplinary 
team, receiving support of mentors and 
other external expertise involved in the 
different stages of our project, and from 
the field trip for our case study of our 
research. I feel very fortunate to have lived 
this experience with my Nepali colleagues, 
I have been learning from them as much as 
from the project itself.”

“The Nepali project has been a journey 
full of discussions, ideas, travels, new 
relationships, and learnings! All were 
relevant to change my understanding about 
sustainable development, and ultimately, to 
change me as a person. My perception of 
people and how they live has changed. I do 
see things a bit more clear now, but there’s 
still a lot of questions floating in the air that 
need to be answered in the future.”

‘’People first is one way of seeing through 
everything I involve myself in. This time 
is no exception, finding purpose-driven 
action, unique experiences and meaning 
once again connected with Nepal. At the 
beginning of the project I shared that I 
wanted to create something meaningful, a 
real project with real impact and a lifetime 
memory. If those count as such, then the 
expectations are exceeded.’’

“Nepali project and the SGT Studio course 
have given me many valuable learnings. 
I have gained team working and project 
management skills and got more self-
confidence working in a new environment. 
I have also got more understanding about 
the problems that developing countries are 
facing. The project was an adventure and it 
definitely gave me many new and valuable 
perspectives.”

“The Nepali project has been an 
adventure into the world of international 
development project 101. I learned 
about the value of broad-mindedness, 
dynamic communication skills and calm 
introspection to a projects success. 
Moreover, the experience has set me on a 
path of reframing my worldview, I ended up 
meeting wonderful people, whom I really 
respect, and together we had more fun 
than should be legal.’’

“The whole project has been an 
exceptional journey on learning how to take 
responsibility and how to implement and 
realize abstract concepts and plans in a 
totally new context. Not always the easiest 
task, but as I think of our team, everyone 
was extremely motivated and committed 
throughout the project and as I was able 
to trust every one of my peers, the whole 
process felt really rewarding.”

The team behind this project consists of  seven 
master students from Aalto University, majoring 
in Creative Sustainability, Collaborative Design, 
Telecommunication Engineering, and Electrical Power 
and Energy Engineering. During the field trip to 
Nepal the team was enforced by five bachelor students 
from Asian Institute of  Technology and Management 
(AITM), majoring in Civil Engineering, Biotechnology 
and Hotel Management. The mentors were also part 
of  the team; one mentor from Aalto University, one 
from PBL South Asia/Aalto Global Impact, and one 
from AITM. 

In this section the Aalto team members reflect on 
the process, sharing their thoughts on the personal 
learnings, challenges and impacts the Nepali project 
has had on them and their studies. 

Anumaria Salminen
Creative Sustainability (business)

Carles Martínez
Communications Engineering

Luis Alfonso Monje
Creative Sustainability (design)

Roosa Verkasalo
Creative Sustainability (design)

André Santos
Collaborative and Industrial Design

Kristiina Kolu
Electrical Power and Energy Engineering

Lassi Tähtinen
Creative Sustainability (engineering)

TEAM

project brief | teamproject brief | team
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Upon arrival in Dhungentar, the 
research was executed in the form 
of semi-structured interviews, 
observation and photography. Size 
and strength of social networks, 
neighborhood socializing, sense 
of community identity and 
community-based livelihoods are 
under one applied frame in order 
to conduct the study in feasible 
directions. 

3. METHODOLOGY
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Figure 3

The Aalto team made a background study about 

the project topic, reviewing existing literature and 

contacting experts. Data was collected from experts with 

semi-structured interviews both in Finland and Nepal. 

In Dhungentar the team interviewed villagers and made 

observations. Photography was used as a method of 

understanding. The data was analysed post-field trip 

and outputs where built according to the findings. All 

the projects phases where thoroughly documented.

PROCESS

Context 
background 
study and 
literature review

Contacting 
experts and 
organizations

Observations

Photography 
as a method of 
understanding

Semi-structured 
interviews
in Finland

Documentation

Analysis Building outputs

Semi-structured 
interviews
in Nepal

methodology | processmethodology | process
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DATA COLLECTION

25
individual 
interviews

+

18 
experts

10 
organizations

7 
focus groups

37 
participants

The main research method of  the project was 
to collect data by interviews. The purpose of  
the data was to reflect the objectives as well as to 
identify the possibilities for additional synergies and 
collaboration between the people of  Dhungentar 
and its surroundings for both social and economic 
sustainability. The scope examined included the 
villagers’ interactions, communication means, social 
dynamics and collaboration in general, in addition 
to the exploration of  entrepreneurship and business 
activities. Collecting data included beneficiary 
interviews in Dhungentar and expert interviews, 
which were executed both in the capital region of  
Finland and Kathmandu, Nepal. Expert interviews 
were carried out as face-to-face meetings and as 
online interviews through Skype. The interviews 
followed semi-structured templates, with modifications 
depending on the interviewees in question. The 
interview templates used can be found from Appendix 
at the end of  this report. 

The beneficiary interviews were carried out in 
Dhungentar, and they included interviews of  both 
individuals and focus groups. Altogether 25 individual 
interviews and seven focus groups were held. In 
total the seven focus groups included 37 persons. 
The aim of  the focus groups was to gather deeper 
understanding about different groups’ relationships 
towards social cohesion and entrepreneurship. To 
achieve this, the interviewed groups were composed 
from representatives of  people from different age 
groups, genders and professions. The focus groups 
included school kids, teenage boys, young girls, 
social mobilizers (three young active members of  
the community trained by ICIMOD), shopkeepers, 
service providers and members of  the reconstruction 
committee. The question structures were modified 
on occasion to suit each focus group. Altogether, the 
teams conducted 62 interviews. 

To maximize the gain of  comprehensive data, the 
25 individual interviewees were selected according 
to structured interviewee profiles. Profiles included 
persons with different livelihoods, social statuses and 
authority levels, as well as, different ages, genders and 
living locations. Semi-structured questionnaires were 
used and additional questions were added during the 
interview, if  seen relevant. 

The expert interviews focused on actors relevant to the 
project objectives. In total 18 experts were interviewed 
from 10 different organizations, two of  which are 
working in Finland and eight in Nepal (summary in 
Appendix). Interviewed organizations included actors 
working for sustainable community development, 
humanitarian aid and education. A semi-structured 
questionnaire was used for the expert interviews.  The 
questions of  the expert interviews were particularised 
to target the kind of  operations each organization in 
questions was working with. 

Beneficiaries Experts

methodology | data collectionmethodology | data collection
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The further analysis of  the data was based on the 
UCRA Framework, the Urban Community Resilience 
Assessment, which is a resilience planning process 
meant for linking local knowledge with top-down 
planning priorities. It is primarily meant for guiding 
the design of  policies and projects for building 
resilience and to address the needs of  vulnerable 
people. It includes three dimensions – vulnerability 
context, community resilience, and individual 
capacities – which are divided further into 10 
categories and their indicators. The UCRA framework 
allows the identification of  causal relationships 
across different categories and indicators, and helps 
planning resilience actions that address multiple issues 
(Rangwala et al., 2018).

Social cohesion, the focus of  the study, is included as a 
category under the community resilience dimension of  
the framework. The community resilience dimension 
measures the correlation between aspects of  social 
cohesion, political engagement, collaboration during 
disaster response and recovery efforts, as well as,  the 
state of  the built environment. The social cohesion 
category includes 5 indicators: size and strength of  social 
networks, neighborhood socializing, neighborhood preference, 
sense of  community identity, and community-based livelihoods 
(Rangwala et al., 2018).

Though planned for using in urban settings, the 
framework was found applicable to the project 
context since the categories were relevant to the 
aspects of  social cohesion looked at in this report. The 
framework provided a structure with which to further 
research the dimensions and categories of  resilience. 
Rangwala et al. (2018) defines the UCRA framework 
as flexible and adaptable to different contexts by e.g. 
changing or adjusting of  the indicators. Therefore, the 
UCRA framework was used as a basis for analyzing 
the research data, and to help identifying the different 
aspects of  social cohesion and their relation to 
community disaster resilience.
In this study, with the limitations in time and scale of  

DATA ANALYSIS

the project, the UCRA framework was not utilized 
as such, but used as a starting point for developing a 
data analysis method specific for this project. The only 
category used was the social cohesion category and 
its indicators under the community resilience dimension. 
Additionally,  neighborhood preference indicator was not 
taken into consideration, since data that would comply 
with this indicator was not collected. The indicators of  
social cohesion that were used to analyze the data are 
(Rangwala et al., 2018):

→ Size and strength of social networks
→ Neighborhood socializing
→ Sense of community identity
→ Community-based livelihoods

methodology | data analysismethodology | data analysis
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→ Connections within the  
community (people they 
know)

→ Inclusion and equality

→ Interactions (e.g. 
knowledge-sharing and 
helping others)

How many people do the 
villagers know in their 
community?

Is the community inclusive 
(e.g. does discrimination 
based on social status exist)?

Are they willing to collaborate 
and share knowledge?

Where do they share 
knowledge?

→ Events and places for 
socializing and meeting other 
community members

→ Use of and hopes for free 
time

How and in which occasions 
people socialize with each 
other?

What is the role of different 
spaces, e.g., community hall, 
shops and chautari?

How do they want to spend 
their freetime?

→ Definition of the 
community

→ Will and participation for 
developing the community

How attached do the villagers 
feel to their community 
(geographical area or the 
people)?

How do they define their 
community?

How are the community 
members involved in 
communal activities?

→ Skills and trainings

→ Self-sufficiency

→ Problems related to 
livelihoods

→ Collaboration for doing 
business together

What kind of skills do the 
villagers have?

What problems do they have 
related to their livelihoods?

Does the community provide 
enough opportunities for 
villagers to provide for 
themselves?

→ Governing system and 
organizing

→ Aid and dependence

→ Collaboration

→ Services

→ Hopes and needs for 
improvement

What kind of services do 
the different administrative 
organs in Dhungentar 
provide?

How are they organized?

What are the problems in the 
administrative system?

What kind of aid do they 
provide?

Do they communicate 
efficiently between others in 
the administrative level and 
the villagers?

→ Helping

→ Trust and fears

→ Moving and migration

What changes in villagers’ 
behavior related to 
communality occurred during 
the earthquake in 2015?

Who did they get help from?

INDICATORS

Size and strength
of social networks

Neighborhood
socializing

Sense of 
community identity

Community-based
livelihoods

Governance Disaster

In addition to the these, two additional indicators were created; disaster 
and governance. Disaster and governance are actors that may affect the 
other indicators. The interview data was categorized based on these, and 
below it is described what kind of  information was found relevant for 
each section:

After categorizing both the beneficiary and expert interview data into 
these different sections, main insights of  each were drawn. Reflecting 
these insights to the characteristics of  social cohesion, future scenarios 
were created to address issues hindering social cohesion in Dhungentar 
settlement.

methodology | indicatorsmethodology | indicators
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“The process of inclusive 
interaction that promotes sense 
of belonging and opportunities 
for well-being, while allowing for 
development both on individual 
and community level“  is how 
social cohesion is defined in this 
report, where multiple dimensions 
approach a complex, sensitive and 
fascinating concept
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Social cohesion is a subject to a variety of  definitions 
in existing literature, but there exists no one universal 
definition or tools for measuring it (Fonseca et al., 
2018). Though research of  social cohesion started in 
1897 and the first definition was introduced in 1996 
(Fonseca et al., 2018), there still seems to exist a lack of  
clear definition of  the concept still prevails (Schiefer 
and van der Noll, 2016). 

To date, multiple definitions of  social cohesion have 
been presented together with varying characteristics 
of  it (Fonseca et al., 2018; Schiefer and van der Noll 
2016; OECD, 2011; Chan et al. 2006). In Table 1, a 
few definitions which hold most relevance to this study 
are introduced.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Social cohesion can be analyzed on three different 
levels - community, individual, and institution. 
The level of  community includes strength of  social 
relations, trust and shared values. The level of  
individual assesses aspects such as the community 
member’s sense of  belonging, face-to-face 
communication and participation. The institutional 
level takes into consideration e.g. the reduction of  
inequalities and exclusion (Fonseca et al., 2018).

Different dimensions can be used to study social 
cohesion. OECD (2011) (see their definition for social 
cohesion from Table 1) introduces three dimensions, 
which are all key for social cohesion, but may be 
emphasized differently depending on the context, or 
have trade-offs with each other:

→ social inclusion: measured by poverty, 
inequality and social polarization
→ social capital: measures interpersonal 
and societal trust and different forms of civic 
engagement
→ social mobility: measures the degree to 
which people either can or believe they can 
change their position in the society

The UCRA Framework (Rangwala et al., 2018), on 
the other hand uses social cohesion as a category 
under the “community resilience” dimension in their 
community resilience assessment tool. They recognize 
social cohesion as a characteristic of  a community, 

which allows communities to better respond to 
external shocks. In the framework, social cohesion 
includes the following aspects:

→ size and strength of  social networks
→ neighborhood socializing
→ neighborhood preference
→ sense of  community identity
→ community-based livelihoods

Schiefer and van der Noll (2016) characterize a 
cohesive society by close social relations, identification 
to the social entity or geographical unit, and a strong 
projection towards common good. These include 
aspects such as social networks, trust, participation, 
acceptance of  diversity, sense of  responsibility, and 
solidarity. They conceptualize social cohesion as a 
gradual phenomenon, by which they mean that there 
may be greater or lesser degrees of  social cohesion in 
societies (Schiefer and van der Noll, 2016).

To add to the previously mentioned definitions and 
characteristics, OECD (2011) argues that social 
cohesion contributes to maintain long-term economic 
growth. They state that social cohesion is both end 
and means to achieve development outcomes; in 
itself  it is part of  the progress, but it is also a means 
enabling “citizens to live in societies where they enjoy 
a sense of  belonging and trust” (OECD, 2011, p. 58). 
Social cohesion also accounts for poverty reduction, 
strability, peace and conflict resolution (OECD, 2011).  

Research showing that socially cohesive communities 
are more disaster-resilient (Patel and Gleason, 2018; 
Townshend et al., 2015),  indicate clear value for our 
study focusing in social cohesion. Social cohesion’s 
relevance to resilience will be further discussed in a 
following section. 

Table 1

Selected definitions of social cohesion.
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“ … the capacity of a society to ensure the well-being of all its members, minimizing disparities and 
avoiding marginalization” (Europe, 2008, cited in Fonseca et al., 2018, p. 15)

 … the ongoing process of developing a community of shared values, shared challenges and equal 
opportunity within Canada, based on a sense of trust, hope and reciprocity among all Canadians” 
(Jeannotte, 2003, cited in Fonseca et al., 2018, p. 15)

“A cohesive society works towards the well-being of all its members, fights exclusion and 
marginalization, creates a sense of belonging, promotes trust, and offers its members the opportunity 
of upward mobility” (OECD, 2011, p. 17)

“Social cohesion involves building shared values and communities of interpretation, reducing 
disparities in wealth and income, and generally enabling people to have a sense that they are 
engaged in a common enterprise, facing shared challenges, and that they are members of the same 
community” (Maxwell, 1996, cited in Fonseca et al., 2018, p. 5).

“The ongoing process of developing well-being, sense of belonging, and voluntary social participation 
of the members of society, while developing communities that tolerate and promote a multiplicity of 
values and cultures, and granting at the same time equal rights and opportunities in society.” (Fonseca 
et al., 2018, p. 16)

“State of affairs concerning both the vertical and horizontal interactions of society as characterized by 
a set of attitudes and norms that includes trust, a sense of belonging and the willingness to participate 
and help, as well as their behavioral manifestations” (Chan et al. 2006, p. 290)



30 31

The existing literature offers a variety of  definitions and characterizations 
for social cohesion, with different emphases. Based on the existing 
definitions and our research on field, we have developed our own 
description suitable for Dhungentar settlement context. We define social 
cohesion as:

“The process of inclusive interaction that promotes sense of 
belonging and opportunities for well-being, while allowing for 
development both on individual and community level.”  

This definition builds on top and makes use of  the literature explained in 
the earlier section, but also includes our own perception of  the concept. 
Interaction refers to what in existing literature has been discussed as for 
example face-to-face communications and social relations (Fonseca et al., 
2018; Schiefer and van der Noll, 2016), and inclusive to e.g. acceptance 
of  diversity, lack of  inequality and social polarization (OECD, 2011; 
Schiefer and van der Noll, 2016).

Sense of  belonging refers to community members’ ability and willingness 
to recognize themselves as a part of  the community (social entity 
comprised of  other members of  the community or the geographical area) 
(Schiefer and van der Noll, 2016) and the expression of  shared values and 
lifestyles (Fonseca et al., 2018).  

As OECD (2011) argues the central role of  social cohesion for economic 
development, well-being and development were included in the definition. 
Opportunities for well-being include, for example, employment, 
happiness and quality of  life. Community level development addresses the 
connection to economic growth. Personal development closely relates to 
social mobility, and the possibilities community members have to change 
their social status (OECD, 2011). 

For further analysis, the UCRA framework (Rangwala et al., 2018) 
was used as a basis to identify different aspects of  social cohesion and 
resilience in Dhungentar settlement. These aspects include size and 
strength of  social networks, neighborhood socializing, sense of  community identity, and 
community-based livelihoods, all reflected in our definition of  social cohesion.

PROJECT DEFINITION
OF SOCIAL COHESION

The process of 
inclusive interaction 
that promotes sense 
of belonging and 
opportunities for well-
being, while allowing 
for development both 
on individual and 
community level.”  

“

social cohesion | ldefinitionsocial cohesion | definition
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Case studies and existing literature of  the relation 
between social cohesion and community disaster 
resilience identify social cohesion as an important 
contributor to improved disaster resilience (Townshend 
et al., 2015; Patel and Gleason, 2018). The case 
studies reviewed present a clear positive correlation 
between social cohesion and resilience, supporting the 
statement that more cohesive communities are also 
more resilient. 

Disaster resilient communities can be described 
to have ‘‘capacity or ability of  a community to 
anticipate, prepare for, respond to, and recover 
quickly from impacts of  disaster” (Mayunga, 2007, 
cited in Townshend et al., 2015, p. 916). In their 
research, Townshend et al. also reflect on the model 
of  collective reactions to disasters suggested by the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA), and Counseling Program 
Application Toolkit. This model addresses the 
different stages of  disaster impact and recovery and 
the emotional reactions linked to them (Figure 4.)

SOCIAL COHESION AND RESILIENCE

community cohesion

a new beginning

Some evidence exists, that in disaster situations, 
residents exhibit increased social cohesion by being 
willing to help each other during the community 
rebuilding. By participating actively and collaborating, 
for example by volunteering, the members of  the 
community enhance the sense of  collectiveness and 
belonging, and thus contribute to the building of  
resilience in the community (Townshend et al., 2015). 

This connection between resilience and cohesion, 
together with the collective reactions model, served 
as the starting point and motivation for this project. 
Through the research, the aim was to study the 
forms of  cohesion in Dhungentar settlement and the 
surrounding areas to identify ways to positively impact 
the level of  resilience in the village. One point of  
interest is what other factors account for maintaining 
or building community cohesion than the honeymoon 
phase following a disaster. 

Figure 4

Based on the FEMA/SAMHSA phases of disaster 

collective reactions model (Zunin & Meyers, n.d., cited 

in SAMHSA, 2018)

social cohesion | lresiliencesocial cohesion | resilience 33
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5. SUSTAINABILITY Along the study, several demands 
of investigation came up, and 
although social sustainability 
was the main focus of attention, 
there wasn’t a possibility to leave 
behind the analysis regarding 
the economic, environmental 
and institutional pillars of the 
sustainability realms.
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As the sustainability was integrated in the project 
scope and implementation from the beginning, 
different dimensions (social, economic, environmental 
and institutional) were taken into consideration 
throughout the process. The main focus was on the 
social sustainability due to the objective related to 
community resilience by social cohesion. However, 
other dimensions were discussed as well, taking 
into consideration that “the economic, social and 
environmental dimensions are interrelated and, for 
the most part, indivisible aspects of  a whole system.” 
(Weinberger et al., 2015, p. 9). The principal focus was 
to gain a holistic understanding of  the whole project’s 
sustainability by thinking about the effects of  the 
project during the activities, as well as in relation to 
the possible outputs, outcomes, and impacts it has.

The following Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) of  Agenda 2030 by United Nations were 
acknowledged in the project:

SDG 1 - No Poverty
SDG 3 – Good Health and Well-being
SDG 10 – Reduced Inequalities 
SDG 11 – Sustainable Cities and Communities
SDG 12 - Ensure Sustainable Consumption 
and Production Patterns

The main geospatial context was defined as the 
Dhungetar settlement, with beneficiaries that had 
received aid from the NGOs and  the surrounding 
hills, with inhabitants whom had not received help. 
Therefore, the project’s operational environment 
included people with different social statuses, and 
varying perspectives on their post-disaster recovery. 
The larger area when thinking about the scalability of  
the incremental effects, includes the rural settlements 
of  the municipality level (Bidur municipality) and 
district level (Nuwakot district).

Sustainability

Social

Economic

Environmental

Institutional

Activities during the project

The project team will respect the 
culture and will not cause social 
disturbances. In addition, the 
vulnerable groups’ statuses in 
the community of Dhungentar 
will be taken into consideration 
and interviews will be executed 
with people representing 
different genders, ages and 
social statuses.

The project will emphasize 
the linkages and causalities 
affecting the livelihoods of the 
Dhungentar inhabitants. 

The project will try to analyze 
the common consciousness 
of the community about the 
ecosystem that Dhungentar is 
part of.

The project’s activities 
include identification of the 
administrative organs and actors 
that have the resources and the 
mandate to plan and implement 
the sustainable changes into 
different dimensions. The 
existing formal and informal 
rules, norms and regulations are 
taken into consideration with 
activities and outcomes.

Long-term goals

The community of 
Dhungentar will strengthen 
and via vulnerable groups’ 
empowerment, the equality 
increases, making the whole 
community more resilient to 
calamities.

The Dhungentar settlement 
will be more disaster resilient 
and due to empowerment,  
capacity building and new 
skills attained by the people, 
especially the vulnerable 
groups, the inhabitants’ income 
level will increase, therefore 
strengthening the area. 

Improving common awareness 
about the preservation of 
a healthy ecosystem. The 
population of Dhungentar can 
benefit from improvements 
in the natural resources from 
which they benefit.

The coordination and organizing 
in Dhungentar and between 
other nearby communities will 
improve therefore increasing 
synergies, making them more 
resilient to disasters and social 
issues.
The society’s formal and 
informal rules and regulations 
are based on different 
sustainability dimensions, 
taking, social, environmental 
and economic aspects into 
account.

SDGs addressed

Table 2

Sustainability dimensions matrix

OVERVIEW AND GEOSPATIAL CONTEXT

sustainability | overviewsustainability | overview
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Social

The emphasis of  the project was on social 
sustainability as the setting for existing social cohesion 
was examined and the possibilities to reinforce the 
connectedness of  the people for disaster resilience 
were taken into discussion. The issues such as 
segregation caused by social stratification, such as 
the caste system, were on the centre of  the project’s 
scope. The project was set to be more inclusive by 
interviewing people from different interviewee profiles.
Therefore, the research provided more comprehensive 
data on the perspectives of  the  people. The team 
respected cultural and religious aspects throughout the 
field trip and aimed to understand the social norms 
better to increase the project’s operability.To better 
understand the norms and customs, the Aalto team 
made background studies on the culture and religion 
and shared discussions on the topic with the AITM 
team members. In addition, the team was careful not 
to insult local people. 

Economic

The aim was to improve economic sustainability of  
Dhungentar settlement without compromising the 
other sustainability dimensions. Another objective 
was to study whether it would be possible to reinforce 
the social cohesion, networks, collaboration and 
synergies within the settlement, in a way that would 
have a positive impact on the economy as well. The 
partnering student team from AITM was focusing 
on the entrepreneurship and collaboration related, 
and therefore the economic sustainability and self-
sufficiency of  the project area were examined. If  the 
settlement and its surrounding areas are resilient in 
terms of  different aspects of  social cohesion presented 
in the UCRA framework, the chances to withstand 
and recover from disasters are better. This would 
possibly diminish negative long-term economic 
impacts, as well. For this, also effective governance, 
coordination and decision-making are required.

SUSTAINABILITY DIMENSIONS

Environmental

The environmental impacts of  the project were 
acknowledged throughout the process. Traveling by 
plane (Figure 5) and bus caused negative impacts on 
the environment, but the team avoided causing any 
additional damage by personal waste reduction. In 
addition, the current awareness and the knowledge-
sharing of  the existing environmentally sustainable 
technologies were examined in the project area in 
Dhungentar and surrounding hills. The interviewers 
asked people whether they were aware of  the 
technologies and methods for environmentally 
friendlier practices, and the team tried to identify 
mechanisms for scaling and replicating these 
technologies. 

Institutional

The local decision-making organs and the hierarchy 
of  different administrative levels and decision-making 
actors in Dhungentar settlement were identified 
(Figure X). Highest level of  administration is the 
federal government of  Nepal, under which are the 
seven provincial governments and under them the 
provincial decision-making are the local governments 
i.e. municipalities and villages. District committees 
exist in the provinces, but their power is limited and 
the local governments hold the legislative mandate 
within the provinces.

The municipality of  Bidur is the governing actor 
in the Dhungentar area, but in the settlement, 
the different committees act as decision-making 
mechanisms. Even though, the committees do not 
seem to act as official governing structures by law,  
they take the responsibility for decisions in the area by 
democratic voting on the topics (e.g. reconstruction, 
social issues or cleaning) under their agenda. 
Especially the chairperson of  the reconstruction 
committee, which is the one responsible for the 
development work after the aid organizations left, has 
the mandate for important decisions in the settlement.

The long-term goal is to improve sustainable decision-
making and implementation of  sustainable solutions 
within different dimensions. This would need more 
trust of  the inhabitants for the local decision-making 
authorities (i.e. committees’ chairpersons), which could 
be achieved by increased and stronger connections, 
interactions and ongoing dialog within the area. This 
would help to integrate other sustainability dimensions 
into the society as well. By effective, structured and 
equal decision-making, scalability of  projects and 
information dissemination increases, leading to 
more opportunities in development and synergies in 
collaboration. 

Metric (KG / KM) Standard (LBS / MI)

Dep
airport

Arr
airport

Number of 
passengers

Cabin
class

Aircraft fuel burn/journey
(KG)ab

Total passengers' CO2/journey 
(KG)ab

HEL KTM 7 Economy 90447.4. 6786.8

Trip

Round 
trip

Total

Figure 5

CO2 calculation of the flights by seven team members 

(International Civil Aviation Organization 2019)

Figure 6

Decision-making hierarchy. 

Federal Government

Provincial Government

Local Government

Committees

sustainability | dimensionssustainability | dimensions
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Based on the collected data, 
many insights concerning the 
different dimensions of social 
cohesion were made. It was 
noticed that, for example, the 
committees and schools have a 
crucial role in decision-making 
and community development and 
villagers come together mainly in 
traditional events and in the case 
of accidents and disasters.

6. INSIGHTS

Disclaimer: 
The insights are based on the data collected from both the 
beneficiary and the expert interviews bringing forth different 
elements of social cohesion reflecting the UCRA framework 
categories. The emphasis on the beneficiary data insights is on 
the Dhungentar settlement context, whereas the expert interview 
insights indicate the interviewees’ experiences on different 
operational environments including their observations as well as 
projects and practices they have been part of.
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exhibitions and other 
creative methods can 
act as a way to connect 
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Social mobilizers 
are trusted by the 
community members 
and are the link 
between the locals and 
the external parties
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SOCIAL NETWORKS

Since the Dhungentar settlement is a small village, 
most of  the locals know each other, but it is not clear 
if  these people also include the inhabitants located in 
the hills as part of  the village. One key element in the 
village are the social mobilizers. The social mobilizers 
are three young local women known well within 
Dhungentar settlement and helping the people at the 
multipurpose community center, built by ICIMOD. 
They are trusted by the community members and are 
the link between the locals and the external parties 
such as ICIMOD, and other external parties.

There is a general hope that in case of  need, people 
are willing to help each other, even though they might 
not have strong relationships with each other. This 
demonstrates a sense of  kindness and helpfulness. 
However, there are examples of  cases that people who 
had recently moved to the village, did not get help 
from the other villagers.

One interesting insight regarding the local interactions 
revealed that some locals are not interested in being 
involved or interact with other locals, especially if  they 
are from a lower caste. Other reasons might be related 
with personal disagreements, access to basic resources, 
and potential business competition.

Schools have a strong role in educating children, and 
parents, about discrimination and social stratification. 
Based on the interviews and observations during the 
field trip, the schools had diverse set of  people in 
terms of  ages, castes and locations of  living. Some 
of  the committees also have a strong role in lowering 
the level of  discrimination as especially the children’s 
groups are addressing discrimination by including 
members with diverse backgrounds.

According to the research data, the villagers in 
Dhungentar settlement acknowledged that the 
multipurpose community center, model house, 
chautaris, and schools, have an important role 
as places for knowledge-sharing, networking and 
recreation. However, the data shows that the value 
of  such spaces is not clearly understood. There are 
misunderstandings regarding the use of  places such 
as the multipurpose community center and the 
technologies existing in the model house. Meant as a 
pilot house to be easily replicated by others, it seems 
that the model house is still struggling to fulfill its 
purpose, though the interest to be involved exists.

However, villagers have shown interest towards the 
model house and its technologies. The owner of  the 
house told to have offered other people to make use of  
her technologies, but there was no actual replication. 
Outside the ICIMOD aid area, there were also 
statements about doubts and lack of  understanding on 
the model house and the usefulness its technologies. 
Additionally, despite the existence of  places for 
knowledge-sharing, the data show that sharing 
knowledge between locals can be interpreted as an 
offense by others, especially due to cultural habits and 
traditions - it may be perceived as an act of  arrogance 
and pretension

Regarding the future, some of  the locals are hopeful 
for more and better collaboration in businesses, 
contributing to the development of  the village. 
Through better communication with the leaders, 
the needs of  the locals can be addressed, supporting 
the development of  better infrastructure, which will 
benefit both local businesses and services, and in the 
long-term, the whole community. 

Based on the data collected, the committees had 
an important role in Dhungentar settlement, while 
ICIMOD was there. They were used to unite and 
coordinate the villagers and to cooperate with 
ICIMOD. However, since it was difficult to unite all 
the people from different castes, ICIMOD created 
the reconstruction and development committee with 
the intention of  them coordinating the villagers 
and contact ICIMOD if  needed. The committees 
together with the social mobilizers were given a role of  
ensuring that information would reach each individual 
in the settlement.

The initial intention of  the multipurpose community 
center was to be utilized as a training hub for learning 
and trainings organized by other organizations. The 
income generated from these activities would be 
invested into the development of  the community.

According to some experts, photography, drama, 
exhibitions and other creative methods can act as a 
way to connect with the community, and can be useful 
for learning purposes as well. Knowledge can also be 
shared with adults and the whole community through 
the children. In this context, schools play an important 
role in educating children, and consequently their 
parents, and raising awareness about existing social 
issues such as social stratification, discrimination and 
gender inequality.

Regarding social stratification, the caste system still 
affects inclusion and attitudes towards people from 
lower castes, causing conflicts and affecting negatively 
the collectiveness of  the community. The data from 
the experts show that the level of  illiteracy has a 
connection to the persistence of  discrimination within 
people form different caste systems. 

One of  the experts stated that collectiveness and 
social networks are stronger in the rural areas. In 
Dhungentar settlement, most of  the locals are related 
(most of  them are Sunars or Tamangs), which, 
according to an interviewee, leads to a strong bond 
and feeling of  obligation to help each other.

To involve the local community, it is important to 
connect with local leaders, identify marginalized 
groups and to support them to solve the problems 
themselves instead of  solving them as outsiders. 
Within this perspective, the social mobilizers play a 
key role in involving and connecting the villagers as 
they are also part of  the community themselves.

ExpertsBeneficiaries

insights | social networksinsights | social networks
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NEIGHBORHOOD SOCIALIZING

The data from the experts suggest that young people 
are not so collective anymore as they prefer to spend 
more time on social media rather than spending time 
in face-to-face interactions with other people. In this 
context, schools have the power to create awareness 
and promote more collective behaviour. The most 
advanced schools have different programmes to 
address the most significant social problems such as 
low cost of  local alcohol, gambling and depression in 
the rural communities.

In general, the locals tend to gather in traditional 
events and festivals such as weddings, childbirth, 
funerals, and in situations when committees have to 
meet. The data shows that they also come together to 
help each other in situations of  accidents or illness. 
In addition to that, the shops were identified as places 
for interaction and socializing - friends meet there, 
travelers stop by, and locals and people from the upper 
parts of  the valley visit the shops. This leads to a 
conclusion that attending the traditional events in the 
community can be considered as special occasions, 
which the villagers are maybe expected to take part 
in. In their everyday lives, spending time around 
the intersections or meeting places such as shops or 
chautaris (large trees that act as rest stops alongside 
roads) seems natural.

The research data also demonstrate that there is a 
wish amongst the locals to have more events to bring 
the community together. Therefore, it seems the 
communal events are adopted as a way for meeting 
more people with additional interactions compared to 
daily routines. 

ExpertsBeneficiaries

Schools have the power 
to create awareness and 
promote more collective 
behaviour

Traditional events in 
the community can be 
considered as special 
occasions, which the 
villagers are maybe 
expected to take part in.
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SENSE OF COMMUNITY IDENTITY

According to the research data, the gap between older 
and younger generation in Nepal’s rural communities 
is widening. The young generation is more open 
and they do not see the caste system as the previous 
generations did. The beneficiary interviews in 
Dhungentar settlement support this view, as the young 
people work towards more inclusive community, 
therefore diminishing the importance of  castes. 

The data gathered during our field trip suggest 
that people in Dhungentar settlement define their 
community in a rather broad sense. Dhungentar 
settlement itself  was determined by ICIMOD, and 
not everyone is aware of  this name, but instead the 
previous one, Chainpur, which included a larger area 
than the current Dhungentar settlement.

Differences in identifying the village area might have 
an effect on how people perceive their community. 
Regardless, many stated that they consider all the 
people they know as their community, including 
both the Dhungentar settlement area, as well as the 
areas around it. However, it was not so clear for the 
villagers, whether those living in the surrounding areas 
considered Dhungentar settlement as a part of  their 
community.

When asked about the villagers’ sense of  community, 
some said that they see the people they work and 
live together with as their community, or that all the 
people nearby are their community. This demonstrates 
that for some, rather than their definition of  a 
community to be about the physical location, it is 
more about the interactions between the people – 
knowing them, working, or living with them.

The involvement of  the community can be 
encouraged through farming, occupational  and 
development groups, women's groups, youth groups 
and children’s clubs. As stated by an expert from 
an NGO, people in Dhungentar settlement showed 
interest to contribute to their community. For example, 
during ICIMOD’s activity in the settlement, the 
women played a very active role in the reconstruction 
work and development of  the community. However, 
the settlement’s geographical boundaries, created by 
ICIMOD, seem to have affected the people living 
in the surrounding areas. As people there live very 
isolated, the sense of  exclusion from the Dhungentar 
settlement may have deepened.

Regarding involvement in the community, a will for 
involving all the people from different parts of  the 
village exists per se, but there seems to be difficulties 
in executing this in practice. According to many of  
the interviewees, they would want everyone to take 
part in developing the Dhungentar settlement further, 
but there is a lack implementation in shared initiatives 
and collaboration on a larger scale considering 
Dhungentar settlement and the surrounding areas.

ExpertsBeneficiaries

As the young people 
work towards more 
inclusive community, 
therefore diminishing 
the importance of 
castes.

They see the people 
they work and live 
together with as their 
community

Possible connections

Permanent connections

Itinerant connections
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Illustrattion of current and future connections within the  

Dhungentar settlement.
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COMMUNITY-BASED LIVELIHOODS

After the earthquake in 2015, many organizations 
offered trainings to locals in the different rural 
communities affected by the disaster. In the case of  
Dhungentar settlement, the locals did not know how 
to apply these new skills into new businesses. The lack 
of  knowledge and financial resources were the main 
reasons for not effectively implementing the new skills 
into practice and not being able to gain the long-term 
benefits. Another problem, according to the research 
data, is that businesses often are beneficial just for few, 
especially between people from the same caste level. 

In the rural communities, the scarcity of  opportunities 
to work locally causes people to go abroad for 
better work opportunities and higher incomes. In 
Dhungentar settlement, the inadequacy of  the 
villagers’ skills in marketing their own ideas and 
businesses lead to low income and low resources for 
the development of  their businesses and, consequently, 
the community.

The field research shows that the the villagers in the 
Dhungentar settlement have the necessary skills to 
start the production of  items such as soap and jewelry 
locally, but they do not have the knowledge on where 
and how to sell the items to make a living out of  it. 
One other issue is the lack of  financial resources to 
start their own business, which requires help and 
support from others within the community. For such 
purpose, some of  the committees provide loans for 
their members. The development of  the community 
and the local businesses needs to be done on a 
community level, rather than on an individual level, 
which would require collaborative mindset.

ExpertsBeneficiaries

Locals did not know 
how to apply these 
new skills into new 
businesses

Development of the 
community and the local 
businesses needs to be 
done on a community 
level
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GOVERNANCE

As the research data indicates, the aid organizations 
usually target vulnerable groups such as elderly, 
children, women and marginalized people (i.e. lower 
caste), and the aid include for instance capacity 
building (e.g. livelihood trainings), infrastructure 
reconstruction and improvement, healthcare, 
education and disaster preparedness improvement. 
Crucial elements in providing such help is, that the 
activities are easy to execute and that they are based 
on the community’s volition. Having the ownership of  
the projects affects the motivation and commitment 
of  the beneficiaries, and aid organizations are there to 
support the locals as the real change must come from 
the communities themselves. 

The research data brings forth, that when establishing 
a base for aid projects, it is fundamental to study and 
understand the culture and religion of  the operational 
environment. Active communication with the 
community, feedback collection and engagement of  
the members to participate actively are key elements 
in governing the aid work. To effectively engage and 
influence larger groups within a community and 
to start working efficiently, it is highly important to 
contact the responsible authority and to gain trust of  
the key people in the area. For instance, empowering 
women and children has an effect on addressing social 
issues (e.g. gambling and drinking) and inequalities 
in the communities. Schools and education play 
crucial role in rural community development and 
involvement.

The governance, decision-making and participation 
in Dhungentar settlement take place mostly 
through the different committees (10 to 15) that 
have meetings regularly (once a month). Some of  
these committees are organized by ICIMOD and 
some by the inhabitants themselves, and have taken 
initiatives to provide different services such as micro 
loaning, cleaning the area, addressing social issues 
and maintaining reconstruction activities after the aid 
organizations have left. The committees do not have 
any special requirements for people to join per se, but 
the research data indicates that geographical location 
of  inhabitants has affected the selection and inclusion 
of  the committee members. 

According to the research data, there occurs some 
inconsistencies concerning the commitment of  
the committee chairpersons as some interviews 
indicate the chairpersons to be negligent of  their 
responsibilities, even though themselves state the 
opposite. Thus, there seems to be miscommunication 
or lack of  communication between the community 
members and the chairpersons which has caused 
distrust towards the chairpersons. Service providers 
of  the settlement are interested in utilizing the 
multipurpose community center, but that would 
require more communication with the community 
leaders as well as more clear structure, ownership and 
agenda for the place.

The aid is usually organized and arranged in 
collaboration with the public sector and one relevant 
aspect about the work of  NGOs in Nepal is the 
relationship with the government. According to 
the research data, the government often requires 
tangibility in results and there are different policies 
and guidelines for the aid work as well as different 
levels to communicate with. Despite of  high activity in 
aid, insufficient resources (NGOs relying on donors), 
inefficient implementation and lack of  synergies and 
coordination with both local governments and NGOs 
affect significantly the scale and duration of  the aid 
projects, increasing the risk of  leading to short-term 
vision and results. Receiving aid may lead also to 
beneficiaries’ high dependency on the external help, 
but after realizing the short-term nature of  the aid 
work, meant for immediate help, the expectations 
usually change.

In Nepal, the committees are a common element in 
the community structures and decision-making in the 
rural areas and they had a major role in the aid after 
the earthquake in 2015. However, their work includes 
challenges in terms of  time management as the 
committee members need to prioritize their livelihoods 
in order to make a living. Therefore, helping and 
developing the community through committees is also 
additional work for the members.

In terms of  external aid from the NGOs, ICIMOD 
and the government, people are grateful for the aid 
they have received. Some think that neighbors will not 
be able to help in case of  a future disaster due to their 
own problems, so NGOs and external help will come 
to aid. However, among the beneficiaries, there exists 
a concern of  inhabitants becoming too dependent on 
the aid rather than being self-sufficient and resilient.

ExpertsBeneficiaries
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DISASTER

After the earthquake in 2015, psychological help 
was offered to schools, however due to the limited 
resources not everyone received psychological help. 
The research data indicates that the disaster made 
people work closely together as they were providing 
help for basic needs of  each other. In Dhungentar 
settlement, social mobilizers are seen as a very 
important focal point for emergency preparedness. 

During the fieldwork, it was stated in the interviews 
that the people in Dhungentar settlement worked 
together more actively compared to earlier, and 
shared scarce resources with each other, regardless of  
the backgrounds of  people. Thus, the collaboration 
and cohesion within the community seem to have 
intensified during the calamity through shared 
concern for survival, supporting the collective 
reactions model for disasters (Zunin & Meyers, n.d., 
cited in SAMHSA, 2018), which was presented in a 
previous section. On one hand, recreational activities 
involving music, singing and dancing contributed to 
overcome the fear, adding on to the actual level of  
cohesion. On the other hand, the lack of  coordination 
between the different parties brought concern 
regarding aid from internal and external actors. 

ExpertsBeneficiaries

The disaster made 
people work closely 
together as they were 
providing help for basic 
needs of each other

The collaboration and 
cohesion within the 
community seem to 
have intensified during 
the calamity through 
shared concern for 
survival

insights | disasterinsights | disaster
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Based on the insights, different 
scenarios were developed to 
evaluate possible futures for 
Dhungentar settlement concerning 
the different dimensions of social 
cohesion. Thus it was identified 
that amongst others, both schools, 
the multipurpose community 
center and committees are key 
actors to develop the community.
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FUTURE SCENARIOS KEY ACTORS AND SPACES

In this chapter, two main scenarios and possible futures are identified 
and described. These scenarios are based on the literature research and 
the analysis of  the data collected during the field trip. The scenarios 
are aimed at strengthening the different categories of  social cohesion 
presented in the UCRA framework. 

The scenarios presented in this chapter have not been developed to 
address in particular which steps would be needed to take for reaching 
the scenario in question. To more carefully assess the feasibility and 
implications of  the scenarios, the scenarios should be analyzed further 
and in more detail. The main purpose of  these scenarios is to provide 
ideas and perspective on how the future could look like in case changes in 
the current state occur. 

To support the self-sufficiency of  the Dhungentar settlement, the initiative 
for changing the current state would need to come from the villagers 
themselves. Villagers should be encouraged to use the capacity from 
within the village for taking actions for developing their community.

School
The schools act as intermediaries within the people 
in Dhungentar settlement and its surroundings. 
The school as an institution is trusted among the 
children and their parents, and it has a neutral role for 
gathering people with different social statuses together. 
In addition to the regular educational curriculum-
based activities, the school organizes events such as 
picnics for the students and their parents to address 
the segregation between different castes. 

Multipurpose Community Center
Recently built public space for interactions, gatherings, 
events and collaboration in the community. The 
place is built by ICIMOD and owned by Dhungentar 
Reconstruction and Development Community (i.e. 
reconstruction committee), but not acknowledged 
by the whole settlement and surrounding areas’ 
inhabitants. It is currently used mostly for 
recreation and some of  the committees’ meetings. 
It is maintained by the three social mobilizers who 
provide help and services for the villagers. ICIMOD 
representative visits the center occasionally to oversee 
and help with the facility.

Model House
The model house has a special role in the settlement 
as it is a test site for different sustainable low-
technologies to be replicated throughout the area. The 
owner, farmer Til Kumari Sunar has expressed her 
will to share the knowledge to others, but many people 
still does not understand what the place is about, and 
the technologies are not being actively replicated.

Municipality
Bidur Municipality acts as the local governance organ 
responsible for implementation of  the constitution in 
the area, and has the mandate for public decisions. 
However, according to the research data, there is a 
general lack of  resources and funding within the local 
governments for the development of  villages.  

Committees
The committees in Dhungentar settlement are 
small, somewhat fragmented bottom-up-based 
decision-making organs with different agendas such 
as social issues, micro loaning, children, women 
and reconstruction and development. There is 
some overlapping in the agendas, especially in the 
micro loaning activities. The committees seem 
not to collaborate with each other systematically. 
The reconstruction and development committee is 
registered at the municipal office to have a legitimacy.

Social Mobilizers
The position of  a social mobilizer in Dhungentar 
includes neutrality to work as a mediator for both 
within the villagers and between external parties and 
the villagers. They are known and trusted among the 
people and they can help to organize events or help 
with the communications for events organized by 
other parties. At the moment, they do not get salary, 
but work as volunteers to help the community with 
daily issues such as working on computers, printing 
and recharging phones’ balance.

Villagers
Dhungentar settlement includes 96 households with 
approximately 500 people, and there are more people 
living at the surrounding hills. The people interact 
with each other to some degree and share schools 
and services, but there exists tension due to social 
stratification and history of  segregation between the 
people in the settlement and the people at the hills. 

Key actors

Current state

Scenario Community

Future state Impact

Key spaces

future scenarios | key actors and spacesfuture scenarios

Figure 7

Future Scenarios structure.
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THE NETWORK
POSSIBILITIES THROUGH COLLABORATION

The network scenario is developed around four 
well-acknowledged actors in Dhungentar settlement: 
the schools, multipurpose community center, social 
mobilizers, and the model house. The scenario mainly 
focuses on enhancing collaboration and knowledge-
sharing activities, and through those aims to affect the 
different aspect of  social cohesion; strength and size 
of  social networks, neighborhood socializing, sense of  
community identity, and community-based livelihood.

In the current state, a clear network between the 
aforementioned actors does not exist. If  continued 
as such, the lack of  coordination potentially hinders 
development of  the community, which impacts also 
the community’s cohesion. Lacking collaboration 
between actors could prevent, not only capacity 
building, but also more inclusive practices and 
strengthening of  the community identity.

Currently, there is no structured 
collaboration or networking between the 
schools, multipurpose community center, 
social mobilizers, and the model house. 
Each of the actors work independently, 
focusing on their own respective tasks; 
schools are responsible for education, 
the model house owner uses the house 
for her own agriculture business, and the 
community center is used for meetings 
and accommodating visitors. The social 
mobilizers know most of the villagers 
but do not directly collaborate with the 
other parties mentioned except for the 
community center. 

The schools, social mobilizers, model 
house and community center are 
connected and cross-actor collaboration 
exists. Schools, social mobilizers and 
the model house owner collaborate by 
organizing shared activities to increase 
knowledge about the model house and 
its technologies, but also to share other 
information, related to for example health 
or social issues. These actors make use of 
the multipurpose community center as a 
place to bring people together in events 
and it acts as a place for knowledge-sharing 
and socializing.

Current State Future State

Though currently lacking in practice, 
there is potential in connecting the actors 
for increasing knowledge-sharing and 
encouraging synergies in the community. 
This could allow for increased cohesion 
through, for example, more opportunities 
for interaction. For example, the community 
members would like to make more use of 
the community center,  but not everyone 
is aware of its purpose. Also, villagers are 
interested in having the same technologies 
as in the model house, but so far no 
replication of them has taken place.

Villagers feel encouraged to take part in 
knowledge-sharing activities, and they 
take the initiative to share information 
themselves and to collaborate with 
others. Regardless of their social status 
or their living area, they feel included in 
communal activities, and the villagers 
participate to collectively develop the 
community.
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The social mobilizers would act as connectors – 
knowing most of  the settlement dwellers and being 
trusted by them, they are in a position to propose 
a collaboration. They have also made use of  the 
multipurpose community center previously, so they 
already know the place. School connects children and 
their families, and through social mobilizers they are 
also connected to the multipurpose community center 
and the villagers not part of  the school system.

The owner of  the model house is rather known in the 
village because of  her house. She has previously tried 
to share knowledge about her house, but some have 
not been responsive to learn from her. As this might be 
due to multiple reasons, including cultural or personal, 
having an actor in between, such as the school, which 
is an established institution for education purposes, 
would be helpful in making others more accepting for 
the information. The teachers at school already have 
pedagogical skills and according to our findings, they 
are generally trusted by the inhabitants of  the area, as 
the villagers seek them for advice for various matters.

For this scenario, the actors would need to adopt new 
roles. This is especially true for the social mobilizers 
who act as “catalysts” for the change. Nevertheless, 
also other actors need to modify the part they play in 
the community, and adapt to the new network system 
with more collaboration.

The scenario would require the social mobilizers to 
act as coordinators between the actors. They would 
contact the schools and the model house owner and 
propose organizing shared activities. As the schools’ 
educational programs are governed by the Ministry 
of  Education, the collaboration with the model house 
would need to be integrated as a part of  another 
subject or as an extracurricular activity. As the 
principal of  one of  the schools stated they organize 
events with students and their families to decrease the 
gap between different castes, visits to model house 
could be included in this type of  activities. Similar 
type of  events could be organized in the community 
center.

Built for facilitating “community mobilization and 
capacity building” (ICIMOD, 2019), the network 
would support this by utilizing the space for socializing 
and knowledge-sharing. As the schools are connecting 
the children with the model house by organizing 
visits to the site, social mobilizers could organize 
meetings at the community center for sharing this 
information with the adults in the village. According 
to the data from expert interviews, children act as a 
way to increase the knowledge of  their parents by 
sharing what they have learned at school. This could 
be utilized in a larger scale by either the children 
themselves sharing their learnings to a bigger group, 
or doing this via social mobilizers to decrease the gap 
between generations and authority.

Through shared activities, schools and social 
mobilizers could encourage other villagers to share 
more - their knowledge, ideas or experiences. 
Therefore, after establishing the idea and practice of  
sharing knowledge more openly, the villagers could 
take on the initiative themselves. Even if  they do not 
wish to lead any activities, they could share their ideas 
and wishes with social mobilizer, who would take them 
forward.

THE NETWORK
FRAMING

future scenarios | network
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The usage rate of  the community center is increased, 
and the model house attracts more people. The 
information about the model house is shared 
amongst the villagers, and some are able to replicate 
its technologies in their own houses. By connecting 
multiple actors through the trusted social mobilizers, 
also the threshold for knowledge-sharing lowers and 
villagers are more willing to share ideas.

As knowledge-sharing activities are increased, more 
interaction takes place between the community 
members. These interactions could lead to increased 
and stronger social networks. Aiming to be an 
inclusive process, encouraging everyone’s ideas 
and participation, this network could contribute to 
decreasing the stated uncertainties between the lower 
and higher caste people in Dhungentar settlement.

THE NETWORK
IMPACT

Many villagers stated not having much of  free time, or 
that they would hope to use more time on doing their 
required daily work, such as agriculture. Therefore, 
the events organized by this network should not 
require too many resources from the villagers. On the 
other hand, these could act as moments for socializing. 
Even though not all the villagers would be able to 
always take part, the activities would contribute to 
increased socializing opportunities.

Using the network to encourage community members 
to take part in communal activities could support the 
sense of  community identity through expression of  
shared values (Fonseca et al., 2018). Shared values in 
this case would be the villagers’ will to learn and share 
information, as well as to develop their community as 
was stated in the interviews.

This network also addresses the livelihoods category. 
By promoting sharing experiences and knowledge 
of  even daily activities such as working at the field 
or doing household chores, the villagers could learn 
new skills from each other. The network would 
support creating collaborations between the villagers 
– by seeing the network as an example but also by 
connecting people and opening up new ways for 
collaboration.

To summarize, this scenario is able to impact all the 
related sub-categories of  social cohesion (UCRA), 
and thus contributes to enhancing the overall social 
cohesion of  the community.

future scenarios | network future scenarios | network
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THE COMMITTEES
ALLIANCE FOR A RESOURCEFUL FUTURE FRAMING

This scenario focuses on addressing social cohesion 
of  Dhungentar settlement through improving 
coordination and collaboration between the 
independent committees in the village. The aim is 
to support inclusiveness of  the committees and help 
them work more efficiently for the community’s 
development.

If  continuing as currently, the future of  the 
committees in Dhungentar seems uncertain. If  they 
continue to work isolated of  each other, they will be 
lacking additional synergies and efficiency. Possibly 
more committees are created with overlapping 
agendas and a lack of  overall coordination. Provided 
that the discussions are not openly shared, the gap 
between villagers in Dhungentar settlement and in the 
surrounding areas could continue to grow. 

Currently, the committees lack the organizing required 
for larger-scale, long-term impacts. As the committees 
act separated of  each other, they possibly hinder 
the development in the community by blocking the 
potential of  collaboration. In addition, coordination 
remains challenging due to the large number of  
existing committees. Addressing these issues, as 
in the following scenario, potentially accounts for 
strengthening the overall cohesion in the area.

This scenario is based on the idea of  formulating a 
“round table” of  committees, where a representative 
of  each committee would be present and committed 
to meet regularly. In this way, the committees 
would communicate more clearly together, and also 
coordinate their activities in order to reach a bigger 
impact on the community. This could also lead to 
merging of  some committees with similar activities.

To ensure equality in the committees and to agree on 
common ground, the representatives could prepare 
“guidelines” that the committees should follow. These 
could include any aspect of  the committees found 
important for their members and the community, such 
as communicating their activities openly and including 
members from different areas of  the settlement and 
from different social statuses.

The guidelines are not the only suggested requirement 
in order to make this alliance successful, as there is 
also a need for high neutrality in the management of  
the newly created group. Therefore, a neutral party 
should take care of  the alignment between the decided 
guidelines and the lines of  action taken by the round 
table. For this to take place, coordination from a third 
party - who is independent of  the committees but part 
of  the community - would be needed to put together 
the round table and organize the meetings. This third 
party could also act as a mediator and facilitator in the 
meetings to ensure all participants are heard. 

As the reconstruction committee is the highest level 
of  administration in Dhungentar settlement, it could 
be responsible for leading the joined actions, and 
possibly taking over the third party after the practice 
of  having a round table is established among the 
participants. However, monitoring would be required 
also after the reconstruction committee would take 
over the coordination and organizing of  the meetings, 
to ensure that the structure works and is maintained 
effectively. Monitoring mechanisms, such as reporting 
a short summary (even verbally) of  meetings and 
activities taken, might be helpful to oversee the 
practices.

future scenarios | committees future scenarios | committees
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THE COMMITTEES
VISUALIZATION

Amongst the community, there are several 
actors who play crucial roles when it comes 
to long-term organization, critical decision-
making and open dialogue. Committees 
exist at this intersection, but each of them is 
an independent actor rarely engaging with 
other committees. Lack of collaboration 
leads to absence of synergies, not only 
having a gap between the groups but also 
increasing such. 

Currently, a considerable number (10 - 
15) of independent committees exist in 
proportion to the size of the community, 
possibly hindering connection between 

A “round table” of committee 
representatives gathers regularly to discuss 
current issues and review actions taken to 
address them. The committees are united, 
crossing agendas, problems, as well as 
solutions. There exists a clear structure of 
how the committees’ tasks are divided and 
how those are coordinated. They commonly 
agree in the meetings on what is important, 
for now and for the future, who works for it, 
when will it happen, why this matters, and, 
most importantly, how is this executed. 

Communication both between and within 
the committees themselves as well as 
between committees and other villagers 

Current State Future State

them and undermining their purpose. 
This also accounts for overlapping of 
activities, where the agendas, main topics 
of discussion and actions are at times 
very similar, if not the same. Lack of 
communication and actions both within 
and between the different committees 
presents a potentially harmful effect 
on the development of the community. 
A common willingness to develop the 
community further exists, but there is still a 
lack of implementation, possibly implying 
discrepancies in the sense of community 
identity or lack of skills, or other resources 
to take action. 

is open. Committees give updates on 
their activities by, for example, organizing 
meetings in which also those not 
members of the committee are invited to 
hear about the committees’ plans and give 
suggestions.

The committee representative round 
table also oversees that mutually agreed 
“guidelines” are followed by each 
committee. These have been prepared 
by the round table to ensure that all 
committees are working on the same 
page, but also that all villagers have equal 
opportunities to have an impact on the 
development of their community

future scenarios | committees future scenarios | committees
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THE COMMITTEES
IMPACT

This scenario will help the committees to reach 
agreements, as well as enhance transparency, efficiency 
and commitment of  each committee. It helps mapping 
out the size of  every issue, overviewing the community 
in a more holistic way. The suggestion of  guidelines 
for the committee collaboration will also impact 
independently every committee, with the goal of  more 
inclusive practices. It will also support making the 
settlement more self-sufficient by not having external 
parties from outside the village involved in organizing 
of  the round table or as part of  the decision-making 
process.

Through uniting the committees, the development of  
the village becomes more efficient and comprehensive. 
Villagers from different groups, neighborhoods, 
generations, and social statuses, are involved in the 
development process, providing also more input and 
perspective for the activities. Leading potentially 
to stronger synergies, this collaboration shows way 
for sharing of  ideas, hopes, and goals also on the 
individual level of  the village.

By providing a new way to connect between the 
committees, the social networks are enhanced. This 
is supported by more inclusiveness in the committees, 
and better communication between committees and 
the members of  the community who are not part 
of  them. This scenario also reinforces the sense of  
community identity by aiming for a collective action 
for developing the community.

Though not directly affecting informal socializing, the 
scenario has the potential to do so by creating new 
ways for social interactions. Potentially an impact can 
be seen also on the livelihoods through more targeted 
committee actions which could lead to increased skills. 
The committee round table acts as an example of  
collaboration, making way for more of  such endeavors 
in the villagers’ businesses.

future scenarios | committees future scenarios | committees
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Covering a wide spectrum of 
different dimensions, the outputs 
as contribution aim to bring 
open perspectives on what 
social cohesion in this context 
means, how it could potentially 
be developed and what roles the 
principal actors play. The project 
report, written both in English 
and Nepali versions, two photo 
exhibitions, and a photobook seek 
to enhance the exploration of 
community cohesion.

8. OUTPUTS
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To best utilize the multidisciplinary skills of  the Aalto team and to add value to the totality of  the Nepali 
project, maintaining an innovative state of  mind - together with the pursuit of  perspective - was a priority. The 
outputs became a much needed, natural channel of  creativity in the project. The experimentation of  new ideas 
opened paths of  alternative discovery for approaching how social cohesion is demonstrated within Dhungentar 
settlement and how this could be strengthened. During the research, social cohesion could be found in a variety 
of  dimensions; the permanence, short moments of  time, and day-to-day experiences of  the villagers. 
 Another aspiration of  the team, considering the outputs, was to ensure and highlight the continuity of  the work 
started in the previous project of  2018. In addition, compilation of  diversity and communication of  the findings 
were important for brightening the message that the Aalto team wished to communicate to the upcoming team 
for the year 2020.

OUTPUTS

When it comes to a complex project with a complex 
context,  different methods of  approaching become 
highly useful for providing perspective. For this reason, 
photography appeared as a unique angle to take, 
complimenting the more narrow perspective that 
using only interviews would have given to the project.

Using photography as a non-scientific method of  
research, understanding and exploring both the built 
and the human environment became crucial for the 
whole project, in which dialogue opened at times in 
unpredictable ways. Coming from Aalto, Luis Alfonso 
Monje and Carles Martínez, both professionals in the 
field, lead the team of  a total of  four photographers. 
The photography team selected 22 out of  over 3 000 
photos taken only in Dhungentar and the neighboring 
area, to set up a photography exhibition in 5 days. 

Upon arrival in Dhungentar, the photographers 
covered all the central areas of  Dhungentar settlement 
and aimed to cover most out of  the surroundings. 
The photos taken within the first three days, after 
careful selection regarding social cohesion in both 
subjects and objects, were commissioned for printing 
in Battar, the largest and closest city to Dhungentar. 
The 22 printed photos were set up in the multipurpose 
community center with the purpose of  piloting an 
event concentrating on the unity of  the community, 
bringing the villagers together in a safe and neutral 
environment. 

The photography exhibition was open to everyone in 
the community for one day, meaning to be a place of  
reunion. Over 100 villagers were officially registered 
as visitors, where some were given guided tours 
around the exhibition, and others found themselves 
discovering the multipurpose community center for 
the first time. Some photographies remain in the 
community center and others in Nepal and Finland. 

Photo exhibition
Dhungentar

outputs
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Based on past projects that have aimed to address 
appropriately the significant matters in today’s 
Nepal, it was decided to take a step forward and 
state the importance of  both the global as well as the 
local understanding and usability of  the fieldwork. 
The research in Kathmandu and Dhungentar 
settlement provided valuable data for insightful 
processing, reaching both certainties and possibilities 
of  understanding social cohesion in different levels. 
Therefore, it has been decided to deliver the project 
report both in English and Nepali, with the aim of  
connecting the Dhungentar settlement community 
and Nepal with the perspective the project has 
developed along the studies. 

The project report holds neutrality as a data-based 
study where findings, insights and future scenarios are 
available, well-connected and ready for use both in 
the present and in the future. It is expected that the 
English version reaches wider audience and diverse 
use in the long term, while for the Nepali version, the 
focus is concentrated on reaching out national entities 
that could get aligned with the report statement. Thus, 
the project report written in local language doesn’t 
aim to reach out big audiences, but to connect with 
the people that are reached in different levels. 

Upon arrival back in Finland, the idea of  replicating 
the photography exhibition in the city of  Helsinki 
was found feasible. To unify understandings and 
enrich global perspectives, the idea of  bringing 
fragments from Dhungentar, Nepal and Asia in order 
to show what social cohesion in practice is through 
an experimental point of  view acts to compliment the 
project report. 

Brightening the research, the upcoming exhibition 
aims to invite visitors to reflect on social cohesion from 
a diverse angle on how to approach a development 
project. Usually, traditional approaches take over 
unanimously, not leaving room for learning by doing. 
By extending the photography exhibition to Helsinki, 
another element adds on to the whole project.

Project report
English & Nepali

Photo exhibition
Helsinki

The feasibility of  creating and crafting a tangible 
object that could unite the emotional, irrational 
and sensitive side of  the exploration towards social 
cohesion brings even more balance to what the project 
report does in terms of  rationality and logic. Thus, 
the narrative of  the book seeks to emphasize the 
human aspect of  social cohesion and how numerous 
definitions converge in the present, coming from the 
past and projecting to the future. 

The independent publication of  the photobook will 
be delivered to the relevant stakeholders in Nepal and 
Finland as well as the partners from PBL South Asia 
in both Asia and Europe. 

Photobook
social cohesion deconstruction

OUTPUTS

outputs
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As a part of the steps taken for 
evaluating the process, analyzing 
the findings and improving 
the outputs, it is relevant to 
resourcefully monitor the gathered 
feedback from the wide range of 
people engaged

9. MONITORING

76
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MONITORING

Increased awareness and improved social connections are important 
long-term goals of  the project, but in such a short time frame, measuring 
these goals was not possible for the team.   The collected data during the 
field trip was about the interview and focus group numbers and engaged 
people. The arranged pilot communal event that took a form of  a photo 
exhibition in the multipurpose community center included monitoring 
of  the number of  attendees. The team also established partnerships and 
connections with local actors (e.g. AITM in Kathmandu) to contact them 
after the field trip.

The team’s own learnings were monitored during the project and 
reflected in the learning diaries during the SGT course. The team also 
considers the continuity in the SGT Nepal -project, so that next year’s 
team would have the possibility to benefit from the outcomes of  this year’s 
project.

The mentor of  the AITM student team, Prakash Dulal, visited the village 
two weeks after the project’s field trip. The social mobilizers collected 
comments about the field trip from the villagers during the weeks after the 
team left from Dhungentar.

Spaces/ Facilities
The people of  Dhungentar are happy that Aalto and AITM Students 
used the facilities, mainly the multipurpose community center. They think 
that the purpose of  the building has been met for the first time. 

Management Experience
The social mobilizers told that they have at least gained management 
experiences to handle future arrangement for the people who want to use 
the facility.

Knowledge gained
After the project handover by ICIMOD, they never expected that 
students will come to explore the village. They say they have also gained 
some knowledge regarding this and got prepared for the next visit like 
this. 

Encouragement
At first, they were actually confused about whether the facilities will be 
used or not. But after Aalto-AITM team visit, they are starting to think 
that this will be possible.

Positivity
The people of  Dhungentar want to spread positivity by whoever visited 
Dhungentar so that many people would visit that place. They also believe 
that the visits will play an important role in the development of  their 
community and keep the people of  the community aware of  their daily 
activities.

Engaged people

During the project, more than 300 people were engaged (Table 3) in 
different types of  events. Interviewees, presentation audiences and 
partners received information about the project’s objectives, activities 
and outputs. Verbal consents were received from all the interviewees for 
photography and recording. 

Feedback from villagers

Table 3

Engaged people during the project.

Engaged people Profile Activity Country

25 Beneficary Interview Nepal

37 Beneficary Focus group Nepal

3 Expert Interview Finland

17 Expert Interview Nepal

2 Expert Mentoring session Finland

40 PBL SA + SGT Course Presentation Finland

33 PBL SA + Guests Presentation Nepal

70 PBL SA + Guests Presentation Nepal

105 + Beneficary Photo exhibition Nepal

332 + Mixed Mixed Nepal and Finland

monitoringmonitoring
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It was noticed that the impacts 
and outcomes of the project 
were widely set in the beginning 
of the project, so just some of 
them were achieved in the smaller 
scale. Main limitations were 
related to communication, such as 
the translation, and unreliable and 
incoherent interviews. 

10. IMPLICATIONS
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The aim of  this section is to overview and critically 
evaluate the short and long-term impacts and 
outcomes of  the Nepali project. This is done by 
looking at the process from the points of  view of  the 
different stakeholders involved, and reflecting back to 
the original objectives set in the project plan. 

Initially, before the field trip, the impact of  the project 
was defined as contributing to the increased disaster 
resilience in the communities of  rural Nepal. The 
outcomes were defined as following: the increased 
awareness of  the benefits of  strengthened connections 
for disaster resilience in the community, and improved 
social cohesion of  the community. It can be stated, 
that the framing of  the outcomes and impacts was 
rather widely set. The sequels of  this will be further 
reviewed in the later section Limitations. The broad 
topic affected the evaluation of  the results of  the study 
in a way that, even though various smaller impacts 
and outcomes were achieved, not enough data was 
collected to showcase the achievement of  the bigger 
outlines set. 

The assessment of  the shorter term outcomes in the 
community of  Dhungentar settlement was carried out 
by asking for feedback from the social mobilizers, who 
hosted the team during the field trip. The answers 
received were summarized in the monitoring section 
of  this report. From the feedback the conclusion 
can be drawn, that the intervention of  facilitating a 
photography exhibition to better familiarize the locals 
to the possibilities of  the use of  the multipurpose 
community center was appreciated and they now 
understand better the doors the space opens for 
organizing communal events. There were, however, 
no statements collected that the locals would, through 
this experience, now understand better the reasoning 
behind the pursuit of  strengthened connections to be 
related with disaster resilience in the community. 

The question of  whether or not the interventions from 
outside the community considering social cohesion in 
Dhungentar settlement have contributed to the quality 
of  the daily lives, sense of  togetherness and disaster 
preparedness of  the community, contains enough 
content to be a research project of  its own. From 
the amount of  data collected at this time, specific 
long-term results related to how the target group, 

After finishing our data analysis and having gone 
through the project span from starting co-operations 
and topic identifications to implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation, six main limitations were 
identified. They can be categorized to those related 
to the frames set by the SGT studio course and those 
related to the specific parts of  the project timeline.

In a broader spectrum, the time span of  the project 
in comparison to the broad topic was too short. 
It would have been beneficial to spend more time 
on the identification of  the topic. This way the 
knowledge available from the local students and 
different NGOs could have been utilized to support 
the topic identification and understanding of  related 
terminology more sufficiently. 

1. No clear monitoring of from which 
specific areas the interviewed beneficiaries 
were from. The village names were recorded 
only of some, but not all the interviewees, 
and there is a lack of information about the 
names of the surrounding areas where some 
of the interviews were conducted.

2. Limited research on sense of community 
in the areas surrounding ICIMOD project 
area due to revision of interview questions 
after the first field trip day in Dhungentar 
settlement. Therefore, the insights about 
sense of community identity are mostly 
based on the responses gathered from the 
villagers living in settlement of 96 households 
defined by ICIMOD.

3. Interview questions revision and partial 
inconsistency in interview questions. 
All the interviewees were not asked the 
same questions, for example, sense of 
community identity, as most of the interviews 
in the upper regions of the settlement were 
conducted during the first day and at that 
time there was no question about who the 
villagers regard as their community.

4. Relevance of some of the expert 
interviews. The experts interviewed could 
have been chosen more specifically according 
to the quality and field of their expertise. 

IMPACT AND OUTCOMES LIMITATIONS

the Dhungentar villagers, have benefitted from the 
process can not be justifiably stated. Neither can it be 
said if  the Dhungentar village would actually, after 
these experiences, be more resilient against disasters. 
However, the research gathered on the relations 
between social cohesion and disaster resilience, in 
theory claim and reason that a linkage of  sort exists.

To gain understanding on the levels of  longer-
term outcomes, monitoring on a yearly level would 
need to be undergone. To deepen and diversify this 
understanding further, the monitoring team should 
seek for feedback from also other actors involved in 
the project such as the NGOs interviewed and the 
official governing parties of  Dhungentar settlement. 

Approached from another angle, the project has 
had impacts on the Aalto students as individuals and 
professionals, which can through conversation have 
effects on the structuring of  the future projects. Some 
of  these learnings are presented as direct quotes in 
the team reflections section of  this report. Linked 
to the responses of  the social mobilizers recorded 
in the feedback it can be understood that they, 
here interpreted as unofficial representatives of  the 
villagers, see value to the development of  the village 
through the events of  students groups visiting the 
village. This positive take on the totality of  the project 
can be seen as unprecedented smaller outcomes 
that support the continuation of  the projects in 
Dhungentar in the future.

As a pilot case of  the PBL the communication 
bridges between the AITM and Aalto students prior 
to the first meeting in Kathmandu were not utilized 
as sufficiently as in retrospective could have been 
possible. The establishment of  proper collaborations 
between the teams was done of  the phase of  topic 
identification rather than before. The prefield 
collaboration did not support the proper planning 
of  putting into practice the activities each team 
had planned. The interdisciplinary teamwork and 
cultural knowledge were key factors to the success 
of  the project and should because of  this be more 
encouraged to start earlier by the the mentoring 
parties of  the teams in future projects. 

5. Language barrier. The Aalto team was not 
able to engage in discussion with most of the 
beneficiaries due to lack of Nepali language 
skills. It became known during the field trip 
that the way Nepali is spoken by the AITM 
students differed to that spoken by the locals 
of Dhungentar. Combined with the possible 
different interpretations, it is most likely that 
there is a risk that some information was lost 
in translation. 

6. The unreliability of a small portion of 
the answers gathered through beneficiary 
interviews. The observations made showed 
that some of the interviewees daily routines 
did not match the answers they gave. This 
could imply that some of the other notions 
collected, could be untrue also. Observation 
should have played a bigger role in the 
process. And to answer to this limitation, in 
the possible future replications the amount of 
interviews should be increased to decrease 
the margin of error.

7. Differing pace of the Aalto and the AITM 
students’ courses related to the project. 
The communications of the Aalto and Nepali 
team after the field trip where challenging 
due to the differing pace of the courses the 
projects were related to.



84 85

The scalability is reviewed looking at the clarity 
and simplicity of  the process, the baseline designed 
for the team members to react to the unpredictable 
limitations that appear during the project and the 
possibilities of  correlation between resources and 
project topics.

In the Nepali project the most important and 
impactful activities concerning the attempt to research 
social cohesion in the community of  Dhungentar 
were:

→ Collaboration and field trip planning with the 
students from AITM
→ Interviewing community members and the 
members in the committees
→ Focus group interviews
Photography
→ Observation of  daily life in Dhungentar settlement
→ Preparation of  scenarios based on field trip.

The process of  the Nepali project of  the past half  a 
year was documented and, therefore its phases could 
be replicated by other actors. But replicability, here, 
can be approached from several different angles: 
one, the actual project practicalities and its phases; 
second, the problem-based learning environment with 
its methods; third, the steps of  team building and 
cohesion making, among the Aalto team and later the 
inclusion of  the Nepalese students from the AITM 
to this dynamic; and fourth, the most emphasized 
approach in this section, whether this Nepal-based 
project, by giving it certain frames, could be put in 
practice in another geographical context through 
replication of  it as a methodology. The combination 
of  documentation tools used and practices made 
during the projectspan helped form a comprehensive 
overview of  all of  these sectors.

The different layers of  the process have been well-
documented, which would make the steps taken along 
the way reasonably easy to study and replicate as a 
totality of  segments. Two people in the team were 
assigned to document the process in photographs and 
video, in addition to the informational photographs 
taken along the way by all team members. In total 
4,000 images are available to support written and 
recorded content. The project’s social media accounts 
were frequently updated. The references used to 
build the theory have been added to the end of  this 
report in addition to the interview structure templates 
included as appendices. The recordings of  the 
interviews and the other collected data is available on 
demand and team members kept personal reflections 
through the process, which where translated into blog 
posts on the project website (www.nepali.fi). The SGT 
studio course structure sets frames for the replication 
of  the problem-based learning environment. The 
continuation of  mentoring through the PBL South 
Asia could be used to support the replication of  the 
team building which was a crucial element when it 
comes to the fluency and work on the field trip and 
interactions with locals and NGO’s interviewed.

According to the reviewed literature, the interviews 
conducted and scenarios built are relevant for looking 
at disaster resilience through the study of  social 
cohesion, and the process conducted in the Nepali 
2019 project is a scalable and replicable approach. 
The broad scope together with the given time span 
and complexity of  the topic of  social stratification in 
rural villages in Nepal resulted that this study holds 
only the first steps of  a possibly much broader project 
totality. A totality, that with structured revision could 
have the depth to be built up into a tool of  rebuilding 
after natural disasters and calamities on a global scale. 
The strength of  the concept segments identified lies 
in the multidisciplinary and multicultural background 
of  mindsets embedded in the project process. These 
could enable the flexible repositioning of  the study 
into another context, over country borders. 

SCALABILITY REPLICABILITY

The prefered idea is not to develop a one-fits-all 
project to simply implement to the other towns in 
rural Nepal, and later possibly even outside the 
context of  Asia, but a framework that adapts to the 
needs of  a specific new context. Demand for this kind 
of  agility and adaptability in reconstruction efforts 
after disaster was mentioned in one of  the expert 
interviews conducted in Kathmandu (B. Sharma, 
personal communication, February 17, 2019). It was 
stated that different social problems prevail in different 
terrains, mountainous-to-lowland, and therefore often 
rebuilding efforts are tackled with challenges on how 
to spread aid fast in multiple different ways. In this 
report the study of  social cohesion and empowerment 
of  locals is reviewed as part of  the answer. 

One way to approach the next steps towards 
scalability, would thus be, to identify the methods 
related to the activities listed above through assessment 
of  their relations to the outcomes, to test the 
hypothesis built and then to design a process recipe 
accordingly. To diagnose the needed  further focus 
would need to be given to what were the most crucial 
elements and actors linked to each different activity 
and phase of  the project. This could enhance the 
understanding of  which parts of  the process can then 
best adapt to changes in the cultural context, its effects 
on the social cohesion of  a community and the state 
of  the operating environment. As the different phases 
of  the project were carefully documented, the material 
exists to do this, and thus it can be stated that the 
project could be scaled after simplification.

implications | scalability implications | replicability
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The Nepali project of  2019 is a continuation to its 
communications themed predecessor in 2018, which 
steered the idea for the topic of  social cohesion. Other 
than this, the learnings from the previous project 
were most actively integrated into the project as side 
products of  the mentor from Aalto University and 
two team members from the AITM team having 
participated in the field trip of  2018. The idea that the 
project will in one way or another be continued after 
this semester has been an outline for the 2019 Nepali 
process since the beginning of  the SGT Studio course. 
The broadness of  social cohesion as a topic also offers 
the option of  continuation to the next year’s team.

Were the string of  projects in Dhungentar or 
another settlement in rural Nepal to be continued, 
SGT together with its PBL partners could aim 
to start building the projects more on each other. 
This could be done by at least setting monitoring 
and documenting certain common factors such as 
continuation of  the work of  NGOs and returning to 
the site of  the previous project to measure its impacts 
after a fixed amount of  time. This would enable 
the following teams to better utilize and efficiently 
evaluate the findings of  the previous years studies and 
build a frame with which to measure the impacts of  
the work on the communities in a long-run. To keep 
to the methodology of  problem-based learning of  the 
projects, this should be executed without too strictly 
binding the student participants to a certain topic. 

Freedom of  main emphasis of  the project would 
support the more natural formation of  the content 
of  each project towards the needs and hopes of  a 
certain community at a certain point in time. The 
community activation, commitment and motivation 
towards project cause is a vital factor when discussing 
the possibility of  the development becoming a self-
orienting process in the village that can be rather 
supported by the outside parties than facilitated.

CONTINUITY

Because of  the wide scope of  the topic around social 
cohesion, there are multiple angles that the future 
Nepali teams could take to continue from the work 
done during this year’s project. One point of  interest 
would be to study the impact of  NGOs, both positive 
and negative, on communities that have received aid 
from them, focusing especially on the social cohesion 
perspective. Further studies could also include 
organizing a more concrete communal event together 
with the villagers. 

If  the future projects wish to continue within the 
theme of  social cohesion, they could analyze further 
the social cohesion category of  the UCRA framework 
and explore in more detail a single indicator (size and 
strength of  social networks, neighborhood socializing, 
neighborhood preference, sense of  community 
identity,  or community-based livelihoods). Another 
alternative would be to choose a different category 
under the UCRA framework’s community resilience 
category to focus on (community preparedness, 
governance and political engagement  or resilient built 
environment), which would provide more information 
on a different aspect of  community resilience. Lastly, 
looking more closely into the decision-making 
processes in Dhungentar settlement or on a higher 
administrative level could provide interesting insights 
on the impact of  government policies to the cohesion 
of  the village.

implications | continuity
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By utilizing existing literature and 
interview data from beneficiaries 
as well as experts, this report 
has aimed to depict the current 
social cohesion of Dhungentar 
settlement and,also to identify 
the changes that occurred during 
the earthquake in 2015. By 
complementing this with future 
scenarios, the report provides 
ideas for not only the present, but 
also the future - a more cohesive 
and resilient one.

11. CONCLUSIONS
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By applying the UCRA framework (Rangwala, et 
al., 2018) modified to suit the purpose of  this study, 
this report has aimed to identify the characteristics of  
social cohesion in Dhungentar settlement and analyze 
how could social cohesion in the community be 
further supported.  The findings are comprised of  data 
from beneficiary interviews executed in Dhungentar 
settlement and its surroundings, and expert interviews 
performed in both Finland and Nepal. Additionally, 
observation and photography were used as ways to 
support the research, together with reviewing the 
existing literature.

The findings were categorized under 6 sections: size 
and strength of  networks, neighborhood socializing, 
sense of  community identity, community-base 
livelihoods, governance, and disaster. The insights 
from these findings include the varying definitions 
of  community, and the importance of  traditional 
festivals and events for socializing. Additionally, 
miscommunication seems to exist on the governing 
level between the committee leaders and the members 
of  the community. In general, there exists a will for 
developing the community, but this is still lacking in 
practice.

There is a sense of  kindness and helpfulness in the 
Dhungentar settlement. During the disaster an 
increase in the collectiveness of  the community was 
stated, but few received help from others due to the 
disaster affecting all the villagers. Because of  this, 
some still rely on external help and expect them for 
aid in case of  future disasters. This was reported as 
one of  the concerns some of  the villagers had.

Schools play an important role in diminishing social 
stratification and discrimination based on castes, for 
example, and other spaces such as the multipurpose 
community center and chautaris are important for 
knowledge-sharing and socializing. The villagers don’t 
usually collaborate with each other for doing business, 
and though having received trainings from ICIMOD, 
few have been able to use them for generating more 
income.

Though not directly measurable through our 
methodology, these insights show that some aspects of  
social cohesion could be reinforced. Based on this, two 
scenarios were developed; network and committees. 
These address issues in social cohesion from 
different angles but with the same goals of  positively 
affecting the overall cohesiveness of  the community. 
The network scenario includes creating a strong 
connection between the schools, social mobilizers, 
demo house, and multipurpose community center 
for enhancing collaboration and knowledge-sharing. 
The committee scenario is about creating a “round 
table” of  committee representative to coordinate the 
committees and improve the communications both 
between different committees and other community 
members.

The implications of  this project have been carefully 
analyzed and its limitations are well-acknowledged. 
These include the short amount of  time dedicated 
for field research, small sample size and the possible 
impact of  the researchers’ presence on the villagers’ 
responses and behavior. The team observed 
inconsistencies between some respondents’ interview 
answers and their behavior. Additionally, the research 
data relies on translation by the student team from 
AITM, which allows for possible loss of  information 
and misinterpretations.

However, this research forms a basis for many 
opportunities in studying community resilience from 
a social perspective. As an important contributor to 
community resilience, social cohesion creates the 
foundation for communities to withstand shocks and 
recover more quickly. This project report provides 
an example for similar projects with intentions to 
increase disaster resilience through a stronger social 
connectedness, but also for organizations working with 
disaster-management especially in rural settlements. 

Suggestions for further research include focusing more 
carefully on the impact of  NGOs on the cohesiveness 
of  communities that receive aid, or on government 
policies’ relation to social cohesion dimensions.

conclusions
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a) Introduction
1. Information about the team and the project’s goals (Not about funding, not mentioning the 
ICIMOD, just saying we are not from any organization)
2. Explain that the interview is free and the interviewee will be anonymous
3. Ask for consent for pictures and recording

b) Personal Information
1. Name:
2. Age:
3. Gender:
4. Household size:
5. Livelihood/employment status:
- What kind of  occupation is your family involved with? 
- Are some of  your family members abroad? 
- Do you know other families whose family members are abroad?

c) Interview questions
1. Describe your normal day (what kind of  tasks / activities it includes).
2. Do you usually have any freetime and if  you do, when and how do you spend it?
- What would you need to have more freetime? (in addition to money)
- If  you had more freetime, what would you like to do?
3. Do you know many people in the village and do you spend time with them?
- Where, how often, what you do?
4. Do you know people involved in some kind of  entrepreneurship? If  yes, what kind?
5. Do you want to start a business of  your own?
6. What kind of  support do you need to start entrepreneurship?
7. Do you have any suggestions or recommendations towards improvement of  economic 
status in your community? 

8. Are you aware of  the existing committees? And if  yes, are you taking part in them? 
- If  not, why not?
- If  yes, but not taking part: Do you know about their activities
- If  yes and taking part: What kind of  activities is the committee planning at the moment? 
How do you communicate with other villagers

9. During the earthquake Gorkha 2015, who came to help you? (e.g. neighbors, government, 
other?)
- How do you feel about the future, who would come to your help if  a disaster happened?

a) Interviewer’s information
Name 
Organization
Position

b) Background
Can you tell briefly about the organization you work for?
Can you describe your role in the organization?
Can you tell about your background in development or/and humanitarian aid projects?

c) SGT: Building disaster resilience through communal synergies
-About Nepali project:
The objective of  our project is to contribute to building disaster resilience through synergies 
in rural communities influenced by social stratification (e.g. caste system)
The project is located in Dhungentar village of  500 people (100 households), which endured 
heavy losses during Gorkha 2015 earthquake (80% of  houses destroyed)
Has received aid for years in reconstruction, sustainable technologies (e.g. solar powered 
cooking) and skill-building (e.g. reconstruction)
By executing interviews to community members, NGO representatives and experts on the 
field, the project aims to identify triggers that strengthen the community
How to achieve a consistently connected community, that collaborates comprehensively 
despite of  strong social structures?
What are the triggers or are there any?
What is the role of  administration? 

- What comes to your mind? Do you have any comments or questions about the project’s 
objectives, theme, etc.?
- Do you know any similar cases regarding the objective?
- Based on your experience, can you identify any specific elements to improve the social 
connections of  rural communities?
- Based on your experience, how was the community involved in the project?
- How do you see the role of  administration or government in the setting? 
- How would you gather information or would you change the approach regarding the 
objective? 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW
BENEFICIARIES

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW
EXPERTS
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Beneficiary interviewee profiles:
→ Member of  mothers committee
→ Non-member of  mothers committee
→ Principal of  primary school 
→ Social mobilizer
→ Model house owner
→ People who did not receive aid from the NGOs
→ Farmer
→ Female villager
→ Female teenager
→ Construction worker
→ Teacher from secondary school
→ Principal secondary school
→ Shopkeeper
→ Former Village Development committee chairperson
→ Reconstruction committee chairperson
→ Clean village microfinance contact person
→ Sewer
→ Utensils maker
→ President of  mother’s committee

Focus group profiles:
→ School kids (8-11 yrs)
→ Social mobilizers
→ Teenage boys 
→ Young girls 
→ Shopkeepers
→ Service providers
→ Members of  the reconstruction committee. 

Actors working in Finland
→ Finn Church Aid (FCA)
→ Finnish Red Cross (FRC)

Actors working in Nepal
→ Change Action Nepal (CAN)
→ Children base Environment Education programme 
(BEEP)
→ Finn Church Aid Nepal
→ Human Development and Community Services 
(HDCS)
→ International Centre for Integrated Mountain 
Development (ICIMOD)
→ Ministry of  Education in Nepal
→ Nepal Participatory Action Network (NEPAN)
→ Partnership for Sustainable Development (PSD)

Practicalities:
5 Groups
1 Aalto + 1 AITM
Groups change each day

Group dynamics:
-Questions and verbal summaries: AITM
-Notes:  Aalto
-Elaborating questions: AITM + Aalto
Aalto students document the findings on the laptops
Each group meets by themselves and discuss on the findings to have everything covered and 
common understanding on the findings
Summarizing the day with the whole group at the end of  the day
Ideas for improvement
Plans for the next day
Each day starts with a coordination meeting for the day

Daily schedule:
TIME ACTIVITY
6:15 Yoga
6:30 Breakfast
7:00 Coordinating the day
8:00 Interviews
11:00 Lunch
13:00  Interviews
Summaries by Aalto students
17:00 Dinner
18:00 Individual Group meetings
19:00 Meeting with the whole team and summary of  the day
 Ideas, suggestions, comments for the next day

INTERVIEWEE PROFILES FIELDWORK DAILY PLAN

appendix appendix
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