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Over the next five years, the collective focus
of the Federation will be on achieving the
following goals and priorities:

Our goals

Goal 1: Reduce the number of deaths,
injuries and impact from disasters.

Goal 2: Reduce the number of deaths,
illnesses and impact from diseases and public
health emergencies.

Goal 3: Increase local community, civil
society and Red Cross Red Crescent capacity
to address the most urgent situations of
vulnerability.

Goal 4: Promote respect for diversity and
human dignity, and reduce intolerance,
discrimination and social exclusion.

Our priorities

Improving our local, regional and
international capacity to respond to disasters
and public health emergencies.

Scaling up our actions with vulnerable
communities in health promotion, disease
prevention and disaster risk reduction.

Increasing significantly our HIV/AIDS
programming and advocacy.

Renewing our advocacy on priority
humanitarian issues, especially fighting
intolerance, stigma and discrimination, and
promoting disaster risk reduction.
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Part 1
Introduction
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Vulnerability and capacity assessment (VCA) is a process of
participatory investigation designed to assess and address major
risks affecting communities. It aims to determine people’s vulner-
ability to those risks, and their capacity to cope and recover from
a disaster.

VCA makes it possible for National Societies to work with vul-
nerable communities to:
(a) help them understand the hazards they face;
(b) assist them in taking the necessary measures to improve the

situation, based on their own skills, knowledge and initia-
tives.

In its basic form, VCA enables people to prepare for hazards and
prevent them from turning into disasters.

The VCA process helps communities to:
� gather baseline information, which serves as a crucial reference
for emergency needs assessments following a disaster;

� better understand their environment in relation to predicted
risks and hazards;

� increase awareness of their capacities to cope with risks and
hazards;

� reach agreement with local authorities on actions needed to
prevent or reduce the potential effects of a disaster;

� implement and evaluate projects in the areas of prevention,
preparedness and risk reduction.

The module combines two distinct but complementary VCA
training methodologies, both aimed at familiarizing Red Cross
Red Crescent staff and volunteers in the use of VCA: (1) class-
room training and (2) ‘learning-by-doing’. These are to be used
along with the VCA toolbox, which sets out and explains the
various research tools.
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As shown in the diagram below, this training guide is part of a
comprehensive four-part series of publications which addresses all
aspects of VCA:

Each of the four VCA publications serves a specific purpose:
1 What is VCA? – provides an explanation of VCA, aimed
at National Society staff and volunteers, International
Federation delegations, donors and partners.

2 How to do a VCA – constitutes a step-by-step guide on
how to undertake a VCA.

3 VCA toolbox – instructs practitioners in the use of a vari-
ety of information-gathering techniques.

4 VCA training guide – offers instructions for training
Red Cross Red Crescent staff and volunteers in imple-
menting a VCA, through classroom training and more
directly, through ‘learning-by-doing’.

Red Cross Red Crescent volunteers frequently act as facilitators
and catalysts in the VCA process. It is therefore crucial that they
possess the necessary knowledge and skills for implementing a
VCA. They must be capable of obtaining reliable information,
and adept at working in close collaboration with communities to
address the most pressing issues. In developing risk reduction
programmes, local branches must also be able to clearly distin-
guish those projects best suited to Red Cross Red Crescent
response, from those requiring support from other organizations.

6
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For this reason, it is critical that VCA practitioners receive quali-
ty training in how to carry out a VCA. This guide is designed to
prepare volunteers to undertake a successful VCA, and to support
those leading the process.

Prior to initiating a VCA, team leaders should familiarize
themselves with all four of the VCA publications. In addition,
VCA practitioners may wish to consult some of the VCA
literature produced in their region, as well as draw on the wealth
of VCA experience within the International Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement.
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How to use the
training guide
The purpose of this training guide is to provide VCA facilitators
with the necessary tools to train those who will be implementing
the actual VCA. It is designed to enable volunteers with little or
no experience of community-based participatory information-
gathering to complete a successful VCA, under supervision.

The guide includes instructions and suggestions to help vol-
unteers understand:
� the overall purpose of VCA;
� relevant terminology and concepts;
� means of working more effectively with communities;
� various information-gathering tools and techniques (i.e.
group facilitation, accurate data recording, etc.);

� different methods for systematizing and analysing data.

The guide begins with a discussion of basic training themes. This
is followed by two models of actual training courses: (1) class-
room training and, (2) ‘learning-by-doing’. In both cases, expla-
nations for each activity and specific facilitation techniques are
presented. Cross-references are made to the other publications in
the VCA series, to illustrate how various tools fit into the overall
VCA process.

It must however be stressed that this training guide is not a course
for training-of-trainers. As with all guides, course facilitators may
wish to supplement training in specific areas with additional
material, depending on the needs of the group. Furthermore, it is
imperative that facilitators ensure that all instruction is given in a
culturally-appropriate manner.



In developing your training plan, it is important to use the most
effective structure and methodology for any given circumstance.
After all, the end result will depend on how well your VCA
implementers have been trained.

The key training issues have therefore been grouped into the
following three categories:
1 Training objectives and structure;
2 Overall training strategy and methodology;
3 Logistics, resources and materials.

Following a discussion of these themes, this guide then presents
two possible training methodologies, including detailed instruc-
tions for carrying out the actual training sessions.

1. Training objectives and structure

1.1 Purpose and objectives
The first task is to clearly specify the purpose and objectives of the
training. You will need to clarify ‘learning outcomes’: what each
trainee is expected to know and be able to do by the end of the
course. This allows you to ensure that all activities are linked and
have a specific purpose. It also enables you to measure the success
and impact of the training. The purpose and objectives should be
stated in clear and simple terms.

An example of a purpose statement for VCA training is provid-
ed below:
To prepare volunteers to carry out a VCA in selected communities,
and ensure that they understand the process and are qualified to
undertake the required range of activities.

The eventual statement used will reflect the particular nature
of the VCA being undertaken.

9
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Once you have clarified the specific purpose of your VCA, you
will be able to formulate clear objectives to guide the overall
training process. Based on the statement above, some examples of
objectives are presented below.

Training objectives
By the end of the training course, participants will be able to:
1 Understand the structure, process and key components of
a successful VCA.

2 Understand basic concepts of community work, disaster
management, and VCA.

3 Use a wide variety of information-gathering tools and
select those best suited to determining vulnerabilities and
capacities in the selected communities.

4 Gather valid information, recognize useful data and carry
out quality analysis – leading to the formulation of realistic
recommendations.

5 Design a VCA implementation plan with the selected
communities.

6 Translate the information gathered into a realistic capaci-
ty-building programme that is relevant to identified needs
and in line with National Society priorities/objectives/
mandate.

7 Replicate similar learning, and support VCA in other
branches and communities.

1.2 Structure
There are a number of decisions to be made about the structure of
the proposed training. These will have an impact on the quality of
training and participants’ subsequent ability to implement VCA.

Specifically, you will need to determine:
� Who and how many people will be trained, bearing in mind
the question of diversity (i.e. age, gender, ethnicity, economic
background, community role, etc);

� Whether or not numbers are sufficient for the proposed VCA,
and whether participants have the required experience;
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� The length and format of training (i.e. over a number of con-
secutive days, during evenings only, or a combination of both).

In the ‘How to do a VCA’ guide, we discussed the process of select-
ing VCA team members. While selection criteria will certainly
vary, your training programme needs to be based on participants’
actual skills. This will determine the amount of training needed,
as well as the most appropriate tools to use. For example, if vol-
unteers have difficulty in reading or writing, you may wish to
choose more visual tools. It is nevertheless important to provide
participants with the opportunity to learn about and understand
all of the tools available. At the same time, the choice of tools
used for the actual VCA needs to be done carefully. Be selective,
based on needs and skills.

The number of people being trained depends on the scale of the
proposed VCA and on the tools being used. In general, there
should never be more than 25 participants. VCA training
methodology is participatory in nature, and experience has
shown that the quality of learning diminishes if there are too
many people in the group. On the other hand, VCA usually gen-
erates a lot of interest and enhances local branch capacity. You
will therefore need to find the right balance between optimizing
the skills required for implementing the VCA, while building
branch capacity. Remember that additional VCA training can
always be undertaken once the initial exercise has been completed.

Don’t forget to consider inviting people from outside
the Red Cross Red Crescent to your VCA training. You
may wish to include representatives from government,
potential partner organizations and, most importantly,
the community.

1.3 Capacity of trainers
Another key factor in determining your VCA methodology is
the capacity of trainers. Experience has shown that the following
abilities are critical in VCA facilitation and training.

VCA training guide 11



Key abilities of trainers:
� using facilitation techniques and undertaking group
work;

� managing, analysing and interpreting data;
� appreciating patterns and making connections;
� managing timelines;
� demonstrating flexibility and adaptability in the face of
the unpredictable nature of training.

All of the publications in this series have stressed the need to have
a VCA mentor. The same holds true for training. There are a sig-
nificant number of people from within National Societies with
experience of VCA training. Such ‘VCA mentors’ will be invalu-
able in supporting you during the training process. Their experi-
ence will prove useful in assisting with the technical aspects of
VCA, avoiding potential problems and providing additional
insight based on lessons learned. Mentors do not need to be pres-
ent throughout the entire process, but should always be available
to provide advice and guidance when needed.

Along with an experienced VCA trainer, your team should also
include people with knowledge of community-based research,
and experience of participatory facilitation and training. Their
input will be crucial in deciding on the time, tools and format
best suited to your specific training purposes. Furthermore, all
team members must feel sufficiently confident in their abilities to
complete the tasks and address any issues that arise on the spot.

2. Overall strategy and methodology

Trainers will decide on the exact training methodology and relat-
ed tools according to a number of factors, including: objectives of
the VCA, participants’ availability and skills, resources on hand,
and local needs. Whenever feasible, participants should be intro-
duced to as many of the tools as possible.

In developing detailed training plans and course material, train-
ers should seek to encourage participatory adult learning. As part
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of this process, it is important for volunteers to understand the
reasons behind specific actions, in addition to acquiring the
necessary skills.

The teaching strategy proposed in this guide is task-based
and participatory in nature. In practical terms, this involves
using the following techniques:
� group work in problem-solving;
� practice in the use of VCA tools and on-going data analysis;
� facilitation for presenting specific content in non-lecture
format;

� anecdote, story and experience-sharing by facilitators and
participants, to highlight learning;

� games and drawing sessions;
� practice and demonstration of communication and facilita-
tion methods;

� ‘reflective learning’ – including the use of diaries, and other
means which encourage participants to think about what
they have learned, and the ways in which they are learning.

Having themselves completed a training-for-trainers course,
training leaders should be able to:
� use facilitation methods that encourage participants to

observe what they and others are doing;
� allow participants to practice what they are learning;
� provide opportunities for participants to learn about
group dynamics through observation and participation;

� build on participants’ knowledge;
� motivate, encourage and make sure volunteers are having

fun (i.e. use of games, ice-breakers, team-building
exercises).

A number of these methods can be used at any one time. The key
is for volunteers to learn and make connections, while acquiring
the necessary skills to undertake a VCA. Active participation
should be encouraged, especially with volunteers who may not
normally have had such opportunities in the past. In dividing
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participants into sub-groups for particular training activities,
trainers should ensure that each group is made up of people with
a range of experiences and personality styles. Special attention
should be paid to youth and gender dynamics.

Example
Helping participants make connections

From the outset, participants work within groups to simulate VCA tasks.
For example, rather than hold a separate session on data analysis, the
training methodology requires groups to ‘actually’ deal with emerging
data generated by the course, from the first day on. As they learn about
focus groups – by participating in and facilitating the process – they will
generate information which they can then systematize, and from which
they can draw conclusions.

To further stimulate learning, we recommend that ALL information
from ALL sessions be recorded on flipcharts and wall-mounted. This
encourages participants to appreciate patterns and make connections
throughout the course of the workshop. Spending time surrounded by
data posted onto the walls is an essential component of the learning
method. In this way, patterns and connections emerge, leading
to a new understanding. This is much more powerful than simply
absorbing facts. Organizers are specifically discouraged from using
technical aids such as overhead projectors or computers for PowerPoint
presentations. After all, there will be no computers in the community
when carrying out the VCA. Most importantly, experience has shown
that such a practical subject benefits from participants interacting as
they would in the field, rather than in a classroom.

On-going assessment and evaluation are also vital to VCA
training methodology. They provide the training team with
information on how participants are reacting, and whether they
are learning. A detailed discussion of evaluation is provided in
Session 16 of the sample classroom training course.

3. Logistics, resources and materials

In addition to developing content and methodology, your training
must also be meticulously organized. This includes finding the
right training space, having all of the material and resources ready,
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and sending pre-course reading material to participants (if applica-
ble). As mentioned in ‘How to do a VCA’, this also assumes that a
budget has been developed and the necessary funds obtained, in
order to carry out the actual VCA and related training programme.

3.1 Logistics
When planning the training course, you need to take into
account a variety of logistical considerations.

Logistical considerations:
� Book a room large enough to accommodate everyone,
with sufficient numbers of tables and chairs, as well as
wall space for mounting flipcharts.

� Arrange accommodation well in advance, if required.
� Make the necessary arrangements for the provision of
meals, snacks and refreshments, as required.

� Negotiate operating hours with facility staff, taking into
account evening work.

� Organize transportation.
� Make sure adjacent areas are noise-free during training
sessions.

� Ensure easy access to toilets and drinking water.
� Organize smaller spaces for group work.
� Ensure adequate lighting.
� Obtain permission from facility operators to use wall
space (e.g. applying tape) and move furniture, if needed.

� Explain the non-conventional methodology in advance
to facility operators and to those providing accommoda-
tion (in case of evening work), in order to avoid misun-
derstandings.

VCA training guide 15

A typical classroom set-up, in which
participants and facilitators engage and
interact with each other – using all
available space as part of the process.

This transformative learning technique
utilizes complexity in the classroom, to
mimic the complexity of real-life VCA.



Venues for training should be checked in advance, to ensure that
basic requirements are met, and that water, toilet facilities and
electricity supply (where required) are all in working order. For
example, arrange chairs and tables into the desired configuration
prior to the arrival of participants, to ensure a quality learning
environment. Although a degree of comfort may have to be
sacrificed for budgetary reasons, successful training depends on
having an appropriate and user-friendly learning environment.

3.2 Equipment and teaching materials
In addition to organizing the physical space for training, you
must also make sure that you have all of the necessary equipment
and teaching material to hand.

Logistics and supplies for training:
� sufficient copies of ‘How to do a VCA’ and ‘VCA toolbox’;
� pre-prepared flipchart-size copies of course objectives and
agenda, as well as specific instructions for each session;

� flipchart paper in large quantity;
� a number of assorted marker pens;
� name tags for all participants;
� adhesive or masking tape for wall-mounting flipcharts;
� different coloured paper for data collection;
� copies of all forms and formats, in sufficient quantities
(e.g. questionnaires or surveys).

In addition, special arrangements must be taken care of. This
could include:
� agreement with the local school to undertake children’s
focus group exercises (see specific protocol requirements
in Session 9 of classroom training);

� agreement with a small community group to do the VCA
practice field work (see ‘How to do a VCA’);

� relevant permissions and clearances for collecting data
from outside the facility.

The training team should sit down ahead of time and make a list
of all of the things which may be needed. In this way, during the
actual training, everyone can focus on content rather than on
looking for pens – and there will be fewer surprises over the
course of the session!
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The following classroom training programme is designed to
guide you in the development of your own specific course. A
series of sessions are presented in chronological order, with
instructions on how to carry out each activity. Although the pro-
gramme uses a wide range of tools, this does not mean that
you need to use all of them in your VCA. Use the tool reference
sheets from the ‘VCA toolbox’ (and ensure that you have enough
copies for each activity). Feel free to use other facilitation tech-
niques. The most important thing is to train volunteers to use the
tools in a dynamic way, based on the principles of adult educa-
tion and the teaching methods mentioned earlier.

The explanation for each session describes what the activity is,
how to carry it out, the approximate time needed, and gives some
useful tips. In some cases, such as in making sense of the data, the
process has already been explained in detail in the ‘VCA toolbox’,
and exact references are provided.

The table on page 18 provides an overview of the different ses-
sions, organized into a three-day workshop. At the end of each
day, time must be allocated for the daily review/evaluation
(Session 16). The course is based on an average of eight hours of
intensive sessions per day (breaks and lunch are additional).

You may have to adjust the schedule according to your specific
circumstances (e.g. availability of volunteers, space, cultural
norms, etc.). In some cases, such as during VCA field work, all
activities will have to be carried out over the course of one day.

17
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Three-day workshop – Schedule
and overview

Schedule Session Name of Purpose Approximate
number activity length of

session
(minutes)

Day 1 1 Introduction To introduce the goals, objectives 90
AM and agenda of the session and
8:30 to determine participants’ roles
12:30 and expectations.

2 What is VCA To provide an overview of VCA: 30
� what VCA is
� how it is done
� what purpose it serves

3 a Hazards, risks, To ensure that participants 120
vulnerability and understand basic terms and can
capacity identify major threats within

communities.
b Prevention,
preparedness
and mitigation

Day 1 4 a Gathering To provide a better understanding 60
PM information: of information-gathering techniques
13:30 using VCA tools and VCA data-collection tools. To
18:00 brief participants on the community

where field testing is to take place.
b Briefing on
community for
field testing

5 Secondary data To provide information on 15
secondary data collection.

17:40 6 Interviews and To familiarize participants with the 180
18:00 questionnaires various tools and enable them to
Daily decide how these will be used
review during VCA field work.

Day 2 7 Focus group 60
AM discussions
8:30 8 Risk mapping, 90
12:30 seasonal charts,

transect walks,
direct observation

9 Working with To introduce themes and 45
communities considerations relevant to working

Up to the with communities.
end of 10 Dividers and To look at some of the causes of 120
Session 10 connectors – conflict, and ensure that VCA
– simulation reducing conflict brings communities closer, rather
exercise in the community than creating divisions.
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Schedule Session Name of Purpose Approximate
number activity length of

session
(minutes)

Day 2 11 Planning and To plan for the practice VCA field 120
PM organizing VCA work, which will take place in the
13:30 field work community.
17:30
Second
half of
session 10
17:40
18:00
Daily
review

Day 3 12 VCA field work Actual field work in the community 4-5 hours
AM
8:30
12:30

Day 3 13 De-briefing of Technical and personal de-briefing 60
PM practice VCA of volunteers following the practice
13:30 field work VCA field work.
18:00 14 a Making sense To systematize, analyse and 120

of the data and interpret the data collected during
Note: developing field work, and then develop
Session recommendations recommendations.
15 can be b From data to To understand the planning
done at a action: project process: turning recommendations
later time design and into projects designed to reduce
(e.g. in the planning risk and increase capacity.
evening), 15 Planning the To modify tools and confirm 60
depending actual VCA logistics for the actual VCA, based
on how tired on feedback and data from the
participants practice VCA field work.
are. 16 Evaluation and To provide participants with an 20

reflection (daily/ opportunity to reflect upon and minutes
session/course) evaluate what they have learned; per day

17:40 and to provide facilitators with or session
18:00 feedback, so they can make any
Course necessary changes to improve
review the sessions and methodology.
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Workshop methodology

Session 1: Introduction (90 minutes)

Welcome and presentation of participants
� Introduce participants and facilitators. Find a dynamic and
creative way for participants to introduce each other or them-
selves.

Objectives of the workshop and scheduling
� Review the objectives of the training course (written before-
hand on flipchart).

� Discuss the schedule of the course (dates, hours, etc.).
� Go over logistics (breaks, meals, washrooms, etc.).

Participant expectations
� Invite a participant to facilitate. The exercise consists of draw-
ing a tree on the flipchart; each participant is asked to place
two workshop expectations on the tree for on-going reference
and evaluation. Review these and ensure that all are in agree-
ment. Clarify any expectations which may be unrealistic or
inappropriate in terms of the objectives of the training course
and/or the VCA. Expectations should be reviewed periodical-
ly throughout the course, to ensure that participants are satis-
fied, and to adapt material as necessary.

� Review facilitators’ expectations.

Workshop norms
� Ask a participant to facilitate. This is a simple brainstorming
session during which participants decide on the rules that will
guide the training session.
Examples may include:
� start on time;
� respect opinions;
� be present throughout;
� don’t talk too much - let others talk;
� be frank and straightforward;
� take risks;
� be respectful;



� listen;
� turn off mobile phones.

Overview of methodology (on flipchart)
Main components are:
� maximum participation and analysis;
� task-oriented;
� use of practical exercises;
� shared facilitation;
� structured but informal process;
� group work;
� use of flipcharts - No powerpoint.

Invite participants to add their comments on methodology, based
on their previous VCA experience.

Reflective learning
The purpose of ‘reflective learning’ is to encourage participants to
think about the way in which they learn. In order to facilitate this
process, participant will each be given a diary/notebook to record
their thoughts and observations. The diary is personal and each
person is free to share as much or as little of it as they wish.

The other reflective tool is called ‘noticing’ and is used during the
daily and overall evaluations. Participants are free to share any-
thing they may have noticed – including things that they have
noted in their diaries. This gives them a chance to comment on
anything of significance in relation to the training course. It also
helps participants remain aware of what they are doing and the
learning processes they are undergoing. Facilitators may wish to
act as role models, to help participants feel more comfortable
with what may be a new process for many.

Session 2: What is VCA? (30 minutes)

This is one of the few sessions given in ‘lecture’ format. Without
overly complicating matters, ensure that participants understand
what VCA is. Consult the four VCA guides and pick out those
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points you consider to be most important. Allow time for serious
discussion and reflection with participants.

Some of the issues you will want to address include:
� What VCA does and does not accomplish.
� How to prevent unrealistic expectations on the part of
National Societies and communities.

� The role of VCA in disaster management, and its relationship
to various Red Cross Red Crescent programme areas, such as
health and organizational development.

� How VCA connects with vulnerabilities, risks, hazards and
capacities (you may wish to revisit this after Session 3, where
these terms will be defined in greater detail).

� The different forms VCA can take (i.e. simple or complex,
small- or large-scale, etc.).

� Components of success and failure, through the use of case
studies.

Session 3:
Hazards, risks, vulnerability and capacity
Prevention, preparedness and mitigation (2 hours)

Throughout this series of publications, we have stressed that VCA
is not solely applicable to disaster management. Within the
Movement, it has now been recognized that risk and risk reduc-
tion are not limited to natural disasters. Nevertheless, the focus of
VCA has traditionally been on disaster management – an area in
which many National Society branches are skilled.

This session aims to define key terms related to disaster manage-
ment, but not exclusive to it. Participants with experience of dif-
ferent departments (e.g. health, first aid, etc.) should be encour-
aged to present their perspective as well.

By discussing these topics, participants will be in a better position
to recognize those areas in which branches have the required
expertise to develop projects, and those in which they will need
to work with other organizations to best meet community needs.
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� Ask each participant to fill out two “trees” (placed on the wall)
highlighting:
� The major disasters/hazards in the area (two per partici-
pant) and,

� Groups most vulnerable to each disaster/hazard (two groups
per hazard).

� Participants then have to prioritize the three most important
results from each tree (have a participant facilitate this
process). This helps participants shift their thinking from a
local to a global context. It also prepares them to listen to what
community members are telling them, rather than hearing
only what they want to hear. Finally, it introduces the notion
of quality in data collection.

� Based on the two most serious disasters/hazards, divide the
group into two (one group for each disaster/hazard) and ask
them to answer the following:
� Who is most affected by the disaster/hazard?
� What is the impact of the disaster/hazard on vulnerable
groups?

� What are some of the root causes of the disaster/hazard?
� Is the risk of these disasters/hazards changing over time?
� What is the impact of the disaster/hazard on the National
Society?

� What can the National Society do to overcome the impact
of the disaster/hazard?

� Divide the group into two sub-groups and asked them to
define vulnerability and capacity.

� The facilitator should then present the International
Federation’s definition of these two terms, as well as the
‘Progression of Vulnerability’ (all on flipchart). Allow time for
questions and clarification. It is very important that partici-
pants understand and agree on definitions, as this will affect
their subsequent analysis of the data. Furthermore, communi-
ty members may ask for clarifications, which participants must
be able to provide in a consistent manner.

VCA training guide 23



Pressure and Release (PAR) model

Social
structures
and power
systems

Class

Gender

Ethnicity

Other power
relationships

National and
international

political economy

Power relations

Demographics

Conflicts and war

Environmental trends

Debt crises

Etc

� Once the group finishes the exercise, facilitate further discus-
sion on why this activity is important, how it could be used as
part of the VCA, and with whom. This will help participants
understand the relationship between training activities and the
actual VCA.

Hazard: The potential occurrence of a natural phenomenon,
in a specific time period and geographic area, which may
adversely affect human life, property or activity to the extent
of causing a disaster. Methods of predicting hazards (i.e. their
likelihood and frequency of occurrence) vary widely accord-
ing to the type of hazard.

Risk: The expected or anticipated loss (in terms of lives,
livelihoods, property and/or economic activity) due to the
impact of a given hazard on a given element at risk over a
specific period of time. Risk is defined differently by people
in different situations. The concepts of vulnerability, hazard,
and risk are dynamically related.

The relationship of these elements can be expressed as a sim-
ple formula that illustrates that risk is greater, the greater the
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likelihood of a hazard and the greater the vulnerability of the
population, as a function of their capacity.

Risk =

This formula is not mathematical in nature. It is used by the
International Federation to assess the potential impact of a
hazard on a community, as a means of determining the root
causes of vulnerability and identifying needs while imple-
menting a VCA.

Vulnerability: The conditions determined by physical, social,
economic, environmental and political factors or processes,
which increase risk and susceptibility of people to the impact
of hazards.The question that must always be asked is:
“Vulnerable to what specific hazard or what specific shock?”.
For example, people living in coastal zones are vulnerable to
seasonal storms, flooding and rising sea levels.

Capacity: The resources of individuals, households, commu-
nities, institutions, and nations to resist the impact of a haz-
ard. The capacities of people in chronically disaster-prone
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countries facing multiple hazards (such as droughts, locust
infestations and/or civil unrest) weaken over time, thereby
reducing their capacity to mitigate the effects of the next cri-
sis. The ability to maintain livelihood assets contributes to
people’s capacities to resist on-going negative impacts.

Disaster preparedness: The readiness of communities and
institutions to predict, and where possible, prevent disasters,
reduce their impact as well as respond to and cope with their
consequences.

Disaster prevention: Actions aimed at avoiding the possibili-
ty of risk; activities to avoid the adverse impact of hazards
and means to minimize related environmental, technological
and biological disasters.

Disaster mitigation: Structural and non-structural measures
undertaken to limit the adverse impact of natural hazards,
environmental degradation and technological hazards.

Note: To complement (or as an alternative to) the above
exercise, you can use the process presented in the
transformative planning section of the ‘How to do a VCA’
guide. Remember to adjust the time needed to complete the
exercise.

More Terms
� Divide into three sub-groups and have each define one of the
following terms: prevention, preparedness or mitigation.

� Each group presents their definition, followed by a general dis-
cussion, after which the definition may be modified.

� Facilitators present International Federation definitions (on
flipchart).
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Session 4:
Gathering information – Using VCA tools
Briefing for field-testing with the community (1 hour)

Key VCA tools
Most of the training course will be devoted to understanding and
practising a number of the tools found in the ‘VCA toolbox’. The
basic process consists in presenting and evaluating each tool, as
follows:
� understanding how the tool is used;
� practising its use;
� assessing associated issues, such as validity and bias;
� determining with whom the tool will be used;
� determining who will facilitate the process;
� preparing material for use during VCA field work.

Facilitators should begin with a short presentation tailored to the
group’s level of experience, introducing information-gathering
and research processes. It is critical that participants understand
what they will be doing and why, before showing them how.
Consult the other documents in this series and retain the infor-
mation you consider most useful for your particular VCA train-
ing exercise.

Briefing for field testing with the community
At this point, facilitators should brief volunteers on the actual
community where field testing will occur. Field testing will
involve practical use of the tools discussed thus far. Provide as
much detail as possible about the community, so that participants
have sufficient information to tailor their tools to actual require-
ments in the field. Any existing secondary sources should be
made available to participants for review.

Session 5: Secondary data (15 minutes)

Facilitators and VCA team leaders will already have collected
secondary sources of information prior to initiating the actual
training. There is therefore no need to spend much time
discussing secondary sources. It is nevertheless important to
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mention them, so that volunteers are aware of them and can col-
lect any additional documents made available during the course
of the actual VCA.
� Facilitators prepare a short presentation on the difference
between primary and secondary sources of information.

� Participants are asked to identify other potential sources of sec-
ondary information. Explain the need to remain alert to any
new sources of information which may arise while working in
the community.

Session 6: Interviews and questionnaires
(3 hours)

Facilitators should refer to the ‘VCA toolbox’ for a detailed review
of semi-structured interviews and questionnaires.
� Carry out a comprehensive discussion on the topic of
interviews, as these will be used extensively and need to be
properly understood. Facilitators should address such issues as
validity and bias. Although it is unlikely that your VCA will
require any large-scale use of questionnaires, the group may
nevertheless wish to use the tool in a limited and non-
statistical fashion.

� Regarding interviews, be sure to include the following expla-
nations:
� Why?
• To obtain specific and specialized opinions.
• To verify information from other sources.
• To probe more deeply into issues.
• To obtain direct information from the best and most
appropriate sources.

� Who?
• Key-informants.
• Teachers.
• Religious leaders.
• Community leaders.
• Government officials.
• Others.

� What can influence responses?
• Misunderstanding questions.
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• Interviewees answering what they think interviewer
wants to hear.

• Personal interests and hidden agendas.

Practice session
� Based on existing information about the community, ask two
sub-groups to develop a list detailing how their specific tool
should be used (e.g. who should be interviewed).

� Ask sub-groups to report back to each other for feedback and
consensus-building. A participant can facilitate this session.

� Divide responses evenly among the two groups. Each group
should have no more than two questions. The groups must
then develop an interview guide, setting out the process for
conducting actual interviews.

� Have the sub-groups practice, using simulation or role-play-
ing. After each session, ask observers for suggestions. Discuss
any issues that arise (i.e. are the questions relevant/valid? Are
they easy to understand? Is their style appropriate?). A partici-
pant can facilitate this session.

� Participants return to their sub-groups to make any final
adjustments for the practice VCA.

� A final list should then be drawn up of things to keep in mind.
This should include:
� Always make sure you get the correct name and position of
the person you are interviewing.

� Dress appropriately.
� Explain who you are and the purpose of the interview.
� Never be late for interviews – remember, you asked for the
interview, not the person being interviewed.

� If more than one person is interviewing, make sure tasks are
divided evenly and clarified before you start.

� It is acceptable to enter into a short discussion.
� Never interrupt.

Session 7: Focus group discussion (1 hour)

� As a group, discuss the following aspects relating to focus
groups (facilitators should fill in gaps):
� What is a focus group?
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� When are they used?
� How do you accurately record what people say?
� How do you verify the information?
� What are some of the issues that can influence a focus
group (e.g. bias)?

� With whom do we use focus groups?
� What are their strengths/advantages, weaknesses/disadvan-
tages?

Practice
� Divide into two focus groups, and choose one person from
each to facilitate and another to record data (on flipchart).

� Choose a culturally-appropriate theme to generate discussion.
For example: “The advantages and disadvantages of washing
clothes by hand”. Facilitators should explain that although the
question of clothes-washing (or any other subject matter) has
nothing to do with VCA, it does provide an opportunity to
understand how wider issues can emerge from any given
subject.

� Give the sub-groups about 20 minutes for the exercise.
� Have a participant lead the de-briefing session; this should also
address how the facilitator felt and any difficulties encoun-
tered. Remember that focus groups can be hard to manage. It
is critical for participants to understand that feeling uncom-
fortable or having difficulty is part of the learning process. It is
precisely for this reason that we practice.

� As a group, decide how and with whom you will use focus
group discussions during the VCA. Prioritize no more than
three groups, which may include: mothers’ organizations,
groups of people living with HIV or groups with expertise in
areas such as subsistence, social well-being, community well-
being, etc.

� In sub-groups, develop the process/questions for field testing
with each focus group – clearly specifying the information you
hope to obtain.

� Finally, facilitators should lead a discussion on key issues for
managing focus groups (e.g. how to ensure participation by all,
factors that may influence answers, etc.).



Session 8: Risk mapping, seasonal charts,
transect walks and direct observation (90 minutes)

The tools presented in this section deal with ‘seeing’ and observ-
ing. Facilitators should guide a general discussion about direct
observation, following the process used in earlier sessions.
� Explain the tools, using examples and reference sheets from
the ‘VCA toolbox’. An alternative method is to assign one tool
per participant on the previous day, and have each give a pres-
entation on its use. This enables VCA organizers to assess par-
ticipants’ capacity to use VCA tools.

� In either large or small groups, have participants develop lead-
ing questions for the field visit. These will be used in conjunc-
tion with the various tools, based on secondary data and
knowledge of the region, to help fill information gaps and
encourage information-sharing.

� Divide the group into three sub-groups, each practising a dif-
ferent tool. Each participant should also use the session to
practice direct observation.

� Using their own community or the workshop facilities, sub-
groups each have 45 minutes to draw a map, seasonal chart or
historical timeline. In the case of risk maps, participants can
use the training facility and surrounding area as an example.
Learning will be greater if all groups are able to leave the class-
room setting.

� Each group presents its work and facilitates a discussion cover-
ing the following: strengths/weaknesses of the tool; when its
use is most appropriate and with what groups; the type of
information collected by each tool; any other issues to keep in
mind when using the tool. At this point in the training course,
participants should be sufficiently familiar with the process to
undertake this activity on their own.

� A similar but distinct discussion should be facilitated for issues
linked to ‘direct observation’.

� Invite a participant to facilitate a discussion on which of these
tools will be used with which groups (e.g. historical timeline
with village seniors).

� It is a good idea to list all of the tools on a flipchart, for easy
reference during the VCA field work planning session.
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This completes the section of the training course dealing with
tools. Remember that you can substitute some of the selected
tools for others, or add new ones from the ‘VCA toolbox’. It all
depends on the information you wish to obtain and the time
available. Be creative in designing ways to teach the material.

Session 9: Working with communities
(30–45 minutes)

The discussion provided below is intended as a reference for facil-
itators, to help them prepare their material. This session is best
done as a presentation, leaving time for discussion, debate and
questions. Facilitators may wish to develop a series of questions to
guide the discussion, based on the experience and knowledge
level of the group. This should include a discussion of what con-
stitutes a ‘community’ (See ‘How to do a VCA’).

Working with communities in a participatory manner constitutes
the essence of VCA and all community-based programming –
whether community-based first aid, community-based disaster
preparedness (CBDP) or primary healthcare programming.
While the training course is not designed to cover every single
aspect of working with communities, it is critical for participants
to understand the potential impact of VCA, and the responsibil-
ity that this entails.

The objective of this session is to draw participants’ attention to
some of the issues to bear in mind when engaging in community
change or development. This will influence the way in which Red
Cross Red Crescent staff and volunteers interact with communi-
ty members.

If done properly, working in a co-operative and participatory
manner with communities can reduce the impact of disasters on
people’s lives.

Authentic community work can:
� promote maximum co-operation and ownership;
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� encourage high participation;
� lead to action on the part of community members;
� reduce dependency on outside resources/experts and enhance
use of community resources/expertise;

� be a constructive way of working towards a goal;
� lead to working with (rather than for) people;
� be self-determined;
� enhance local leadership and initiative;
� maximize citizen control of decision-making;
� be network based;
� focus on strengths and capacities;
� be human resource intensive;
� become sustainable.

Service delivery consists in agencies/institutions defining the
needs of a community, and developing strategies and services to
remedy a problem. Community work, on the other hand, is a
process which entails:
� supporting community groups in the identification of major
issues of concern, and

� helping them increase their own ability to plan and implement
programmes, in order to mitigate these concerns and resolve
their problems.

Community work focuses on addressing the causes of problems,
rather than simply providing services to deal with their effects, as
illustrated below.

Service delivery versus capacity-building

Service delivery Capacity-building

Reactive Pro-active

Needs driven Core-problem driven

Top-down approach Bottom-up approach

Minimum participation High participation

Creates dependency Power shift to community

Static Dynamic – Adaptive as situation changes,
constantly reinventing approaches

Low training needs High training needs
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Another fundamental aspect of community work is participation.
It involves a process whereby community members gain the skills
and knowledge necessary to make decisions about strategies and
actions that affect their lives, rather than merely endorsing a set
of plans. It is your role to ensure that the power to decide, while
involving the Red Cross Red Crescent, principally remains in the
hands of community members – either as individuals or through
representative community organizations (see discussion on par-
ticipation in ‘How to do a VCA’).

Community work is not easy. It takes time, commitment, knowl-
edge and skills. The better the training volunteers receive, the
more successful the outcome. It is the actual process of working
with communities – enabling them to determine their own needs
and implement appropriate solutions – that will lead to sustain-
able actions to reduce vulnerability and improve the quality of life
of those most susceptible to risk.

Session 10: Dividers and connectors (2 hours)

All community work has the potential to create tension. On the
other hand, it can help resolve common problems. This is certain-
ly the case for disaster preparedness and response. It is therefore
essential that National Societies be fully aware of the potential
impact and consequences of their interventions. This session
introduces ways to reduce or avoid potential problems, and to
build lasting solutions.

The various documents on VCA address a number of related
issues, such as: avoiding false expectations, acknowledging power
relations within the community, and recognizing the impact of
Red Cross Red Crescent actions. The International Federation’s
better programming initiative (BPI) specifically focuses on how
to avoid creating problems through our own initiatives. This
guide includes a session on this theme; we suggest that you invite
someone trained in BPI to work with you in developing and facil-
itating it. At a minimum, facilitators must be familiar with the
topic, supported by information from the ‘VCA toolbox’.
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What is a divider and what is a connector?

Divider: Systems and institutions, attitudes and actions,
values and interests, experiences, and symbols that can divide
communities. These sources of potential tension can be
historical or current, internal or external, the result of
economic relations between groups, a function of geography,
politics, religion, race or culture.

Connector: There are also many things that connect people in
a community. Economic systems, work patterns, history,
space, common experiences – all of these provide continuity to
people’s lives and connect them, regardless of the type of rela-
tionships they have. There are also institutions in all societies
committed to maintaining peace between groups. These may
include: justice systems, community groups, schools, religious
institutions. Working with these organizations often serves to
reduce tension and increases the potential for peace.

Session 11: Planning and organizing for VCA
field work (2 hours)

This session deals with planning and organizing for practice VCA
field work. ‘How to do a VCA’ provides a detailed guide and
discussion for organizing the day, as well as a sample agenda.

To summarize, participants should hold a planning meeting to
take the following actions:
� Select an overall leader/spokesperson from among participants
for the day. This person is responsible for ensuring that the
field work unfolds as planned, and acts as coordinator and
group representative during any formal proceedings.

� Assign a person to contact the host community and explain
the purpose of the field test.

� Determine, in collaboration with the community, the best time
for undertaking field work (daytime, evening, weekend, etc.).

� Develop an agenda/order of the day.
� Decide which tools are to be used and by whom. Form a team
for each, and choose a team leader with overall responsibility
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for implementing the specific tool. Each team then needs to:
prepare any required material, ensure that the tool is ready for
use (e.g. questions have been formulated for interviews or
focus groups), and assign specific roles to team members.
Facilitators should participate actively in this part of the plan-
ning, to ensure that appropriate individuals are assuming
responsibility for the various tasks.

� Establish the duration of the exercise (timelines).
� Check on logistics (draw up a check list):

� space;
� transportation;
� purchase of material;
� communications;
� first aid kit;
� map of the community;
� provision of snacks/refreshments/lunch for community
members.

� Ensure proper identification (as Red Cross Red Crescent vol-
unteers: vests, caps, etc.).

� Have a plan for dealing with any emergency.
� Notify local authorities/police.
� Decide on the best way to thank the community (e.g. return
visit or letter).

Invite a participant to facilitate the planning process, with sup-
port from VCA facilitators. This does not necessarily have to be
the person chosen as leader for the VCA field work.

Remember that all of the areas mentioned have to be addressed.
These tasks need to be completed well before the actual day
assigned for VCA field work, so that the community can be noti-
fied and prepared. You cannot simply arrive in a community and
expect that people will be waiting to talk to you. Another key
element to stress is that this is an exercise and that you are
practising skills; the team needs to make sure that no undue
expectations are created in the community as a result of the visit.
The group will also have to determine how many community
members they need for each activity, based on the tools selected.
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For example:
� two groups of ten women for focus group and historical
timeline;

� ten young people for focus group and mapping;
� ten community seniors for focus group and seasonal
chart;

� village Executive Officer for interview;
� clinic doctor for interview.

Most importantly, if you are going to work with schoolchildren,
there is a very specific protocol that you must follow. The
advance consent (written if possible) of parents and teachers
is required, and a teacher/school official must be present
throughout. This point is non-negotiable. If it is not possible
to obtain consent or supervision, the exercise must be can-
celled, and where possible, re-scheduled. This takes time – so
make sure your planning takes into account the time required to
obtain consent.

Practice field work provides participants with an important
opportunity to engage in ‘reflective learning’ and to make notes
in their diaries (e.g. how they reacted during the exercise, specif-
ic things they noticed and learned). Facilitators must remind par-
ticipants to do this, prior to starting field work.

Session 12: Implementing VCA – Practice field
work (4-5 hours)

The timeframe includes travel to and from the community, as well
as time needed to carry out all activities, as per the field work plan.

Session 13: Debriefing of practice VCA field
work (1 hour)

Remind participants to recall what they have written in their
diaries and encourage them to share how they felt, what they
noticed, and what they have learned.
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� Divide the group according to tools used.
� Each group answers the following questions:

� How did people feel? Were they nervous? Was it hard to talk
with community members? Did they understand what you
were doing? Were they approachable? What could be done
differently to make yourselves and the community more
comfortable?

� What worked? Why?
� What didn’t work? Why?
� Were the tools appropriate given the target population?
� Did the tools provide the information you wanted? If not,
what changes do you need to make?

� Did the day go as planned? If not, why not?
� Were the logistics adequate?

� For technical questions related to tools, groups can use the fol-
lowing table.

� At the end of this session, facilitators should invite one or two
volunteers to summarize all of the information in one table.

Session 14:
Making sense of the data and developing
recommendations / From data to action:
project design and planning (2 hours)

These two important areas are covered in detail in ‘How to do a
VCA’ and the ‘VCA toolbox’.

� Suggestion: Ask each group to systematize the information
collected during the field visit, using flipcharts (this can be
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done either as a homework assignment or during the course of
the day). In addition, invite participants to draw three conclu-
sions, and list the main vulnerabilities and capacities of the
community. This will ensure that the data is in an easily acces-
sible format, and will help participants begin the process of
interpreting it.

Session 15: Planning the actual VCA (up to 1 hour)

Based on the information from the VCA field work debriefing,
the overall VCA plan should be modified, as required. This can
be accomplished as one large group, or by forming small groups
and having each one adjust specific aspects.

Areas to focus on include:
� improving logistics;
� modifying tools;
� adjusting the choice of research tools if necessary;
� any other elements noted.

Team members will also be in a position to indicate which of the
methods/tools they felt most comfortable with. On this basis,
decisions may be made regarding the future allocation of tasks.

VCA team leaders will need to consolidate this information and
make appropriate arrangements with the community. In addi-
tion, some of the participants should be asked to collect and
analyse any further information obtained from secondary sources
while working with the community.

Session 16: Evaluation and reflection (10 - 20 minutes)

Carry out an evaluation at the end of each day/session. This
should be facilitated by a participant.

Evaluations should address the following:
� Learning process: How was the day/session in general?
How did you feel? Were you challenged? In what way?
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Did you look at things in a new or different way? What
did you ‘notice’ about the day/session? Has your attitude
changed in terms of the way in which you or others
learn, or about your views on working with communi-
ties?

� Methodology: What was useful about the methodology?
What didn’t work very well? What conclusions can you
draw?

� Process: How was the facilitation? Which techniques did
you like? Which ones didn’t you like? How could the
day/session be improved?

� Content: How was the information? What was missing?
What did you learn? What remains unclear?

� Encourage participants to share their thoughts and observa-
tions based on ‘reflective learning’.

� Make any necessary adjustments to the programme or sched-
ule, based on the evaluations.

� Carry out an overall evaluation at the end of the course. This
should include questions linked to the purpose and objectives
of the training. This may be done by using a SWOT1 analysis,
a written evaluation or a combination of various techniques.

Following the training, you and your team will need to reflect
upon the results of the debriefing from your practice VCA. This
will lead you to select and adapt those tools most appropriate to
your actual VCA. You will need to adjust, modify and be creative,
so that the community is ready and able to undertake the actual
VCA.

Now that the instruction has been completed, the real learning
begins, as you embark upon the experiential task of conducting
your first VCA.
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