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A COMMUNITY CONVERSATION REPORT 

MAKING A DIFFERENT SOCIETY FOR TODAY AND TOMORROW 

 

 

Introduction  

In 2007, as part of its 10th anniversary celebrations, VBNK hosted an Intergenerational 
Dialogue in Phnom Penh. The conference provided an opportunity for young and old to 
come together to explore critical social issues that are of great concern in Cambodian 
society today. Participants suggested a follow up conference to examine the issues 
identified in more depth and to explore further how communities can work together to 
make a better Cambodian society now and in the future.  This yearΩǎ conference ς A 
Community Conversation ς was held in Banteay Meanchey province and brought together 
community members, development practitioners, local authorities and government officers 
from different age groups and life experiences to review Cambodian history and society, to 
identify major social issues, and to explore how to contribute towards addressing those 
issues. 

 

Making a Different Society for Today and Tomorrow   

The conference was conducted over three days 
(from 24-26 June, 2008) in Serey Sophorn district, 
Banteay Meanchey province.  Participants came 
from Banteay Meanchey and the surrounding 
provinces of Battambang, Oddar Meanchey, Siem 
Reap, Pailin and Pursat.  In all, there were a total 
of 73 participants ς including 35 women ς ranging 
in age from 16 to 74 years (see Appendix 1).  
During the three days, the participants explored 
how they could work together to build a strong 
future.  

 

Building on an Action-Reflection-Learning-Planning cycle 
model that had proved successful in the 2007 
Conference,1 we set out to design a process that would 
allow participants to bring their individual expertise and 
wisdom to the surface for discussion and learning. This 
was based on our firm belief that Cambodian 
development practitioners, the people who are actually 
involved or doing the work, have the experience and 
wisdom to share and learn from each other. 

                                                           
1
 A detailed explanation of the ARLP can be found in VBNK Conference Report 2006 
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In addition, the conference drew on five simple approaches: café style conversations; small 
group discussions; plenary sharing of learning and individual reflections; and creative 
expression (including drawing and role play); and personal journaling. The intention 
throughout was ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ άǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘέ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ participants 
with limited writing skills or limited experience expressing their ideas publicly would have 
the courage to speak openly.  

The objectives of the conference were (a) to provide participants with an opportunity to 
recall and discuss their life experiences and those critical events that have impacted on 
Cambodian society; (b) to envision the kind of society they want to see in the future 
(beyond 2015); and, (c) to identify what each can contribute to achieving the vision and to 
making a different society for today and tomorrow.   

 

 

The Conference Process 

A more detailed description of the conference design along with session outputs is available 
in a separate document.  The Action-Reflection-Learning-Planning cycle provided a template 
for the flow of individual sessions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first day:  To begin, the participants were divided into three different age groups: a 
ΨȅƻǳƴƎΩ group (24 people,  including 15 women, ranging in age from 16 to 29); a ΨƳƛŘŘƭŜΩ 
group (25 people,  including 11 women, aged between 30 and 54 years; and a ΨǎŜƴƛƻǊΩ group 
(24 people aged between 55 and 74 years).  Each group was then asked to recall critical 
issues that had emerged in different eras or regimes and to describe how these had affected 
the quality of life of ordinary Cambodian families.  

Day three 

Planning 

Referring back to the river of life 
and the analysis in day two:  

- What is the most important 
thing that my generation can 
contribute to achieving the 
vision? 

- What is the most important 
thing that I should do for 
myself, my family and my 
community to contribute to 
achieving the vision? 

- What contribution I expect 
from other generations? 

Day two 

Reflection (drawing out learning) 
- What in history (the river of 

life) contributed to the issues 
identified? 

- What in history can we draw 
on address the issues? 

- What new solutions can 
address the issues? 

- Group reflection: What is the 
new learning for you or your 
group? 

Individual journaling 

- What did you hear from 
others? 

- What did it mean for you? 

- What have you learned during 
the two days? 

Day one 

Remembering the past 

- Draw a river of life and call on 
the history depicted to identify 
critical issues emerged in 
different eras or regimes that 
affected the quality of life of 
ordinary Cambodian families. 

Envisioning the future 

- Based on the river of life, draw 
a picture of how you want to 
see Cambodian society 
affecting quality of life of 
ordinary Cambodian families in 
2015. 

- Discuss what are the issues in 
society today preventing the 
vision becoming a reality? 

Session flow  
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Seven periods in Cambodian history: 

French colony: 1938 - 1953 

Sihanouk regime: 1954 - 1969 

Lon Nol: 1970 - 1974 

Pol Pot: 1975 -1978 

Republic and State of Cambodia: 1979 - 1992 

Royal Government of Cambodia: 1993 - 1998 

Royal Government of Cambodia: 1999 ς 2008 

 

 

Participants were also asked to express their conversations as a Ψriver of lifeΩ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ and to 
highlight significant positive and negative changes 
that emerged in each regime. Each age group 
shared and clarified their drawings in a plenary 
gallery session.  By comparing the three 
representations, participants were able to see 
where the stories they had told differed and where 
there were commonalities (where the rivers 
converged). hƴŜ ΨǎŜƴƛƻǊΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ 
that during the colonial period Cambodians were 
united around their desire for independence; 

independence marked a point of pride.  A ΨyoungΩ woman noted how little she knew of 
/ŀƳōƻŘƛŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ: 

²Ƙŀǘ L ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ώǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇϐ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ /ŀƳōƻŘƛŀΩǎ 
recent history ς we find out by listening to what other generations tell us. 

 

The facilitator worked with the group to identify a list of positive and negative changes in 
Cambodia today, including those issues that echoed the past and new emerging issues.  
Some of the positive features identified were: increased investments from outside have led 
to improved infrastructure and economic development; more schools have been built and 
the education system has been improved; the Government is attempting to carry out an 
administration and reform programme; and there is peace after years of war 

 

Critical issues included: an increasing gap between rich and poor, 
persistent poverty and increasing prices of basic goods; uneven 
quality of education; a loss of emphasis on traditional values, culture 
and morality; corruption; increased drug abuse, especially amongst 
the young; domestic violence; exploitation of labour; conflict over 
land and unfair practices; poor implementation of laws; political 
nepotism and autocratic government officials; degradation of the 
environment; and the ongoing emotional impacts of war and the 
killing during the Pol Pot regime. 
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In the afternoon of day one, each of the three 
age groups reflected on the different stories 
represented in the river of life diagrams, before 
envisioning the Cambodian society they would 
like to see in 2015. Participants also discussed 
further the issues preventing their vision 
becoming a reality.  A strong theme that 
emerged out of all three groups was the desire 
for peace and harmony in Cambodian society.  
All three groups spoke about gender equality; 
equal access to quality education; an end to 
domestic violence, drug abuse and corruption; 

equal access to quality health service; increased awareness and positive behaviours 
amongst youth related to sexual health issues; good infrastructure (roads, irrigation etc.); 
and enough income to support family needs. 

During a final plenary session, three underlying critical issues were prioritised for further 
exploration on the following day.  These were corruption, uneven quality of education, and 
rule of law.  Before closing, the participants were asked to sign up to work on one of the 
issues on day two. 

 

The second day: Following a reflection period, the participants formed into three cross-
generational groups, with each group 
working on one of the issues identified  
on day one. Participants used café style 
discussions to reflect on the histories 
from day one to identify underlying 
causes contributing to the issue 
identified.  They then discussed what 
could be done to overcome the issue. In 
the afternoon, participants worked in 
small group to draw out their individual 
and group learning. The lessons learned 
were shared in a plenary session.  The 
day ended with individual reflection and 
journaling. 

 

The third day : The day began in plenary, with participants reviewing the work from 
days one and two and asking questions for clarification . The participants then returned 
to the three age groups for a planning session to identify concrete actions that each 
individual could own in order to advance the vision. The planning focused on three 
actions: (a) what the individual could do for her/his self, family and community; (b) 
what contributions each group expect from the other generations; and (c) what all three 
generations could do together. 
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The ȬÓÅÎÉÏÒȭ and Ȭmiddleȭ age groups stressed the importance of providing a positive role 
model to their children and to youth in general ÂÙ Ȱ×ÁÌËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÌËȢȱ  3ÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ 
included maintaining Cambodian culture and traditions; being willing to learn and 
update their knowledge; committing to moral actions, honesty and justice; valuing 
gender equality; and actively working to stop domestic violence. They re-confirmed the 
need to encourage both male and female children to attend school.  They also 
committed to speaking softly but firmly with children and youth about drug abuse. 

The ȬÙÏÕÎÇȭ group committed to staying involved by helping and supporting their friend 
to stay away from drugs. They also committed to studying and seeking out ways to 
contribute to development activities in their  communities.  

 

Evaluati ng the Experience  

Feedback from the participants  

In summary, participants reported that they 
appreciated the opportunity to reflect on and explore 
critical events that have shaped Cambodian society 
from the past to present.  They also appreciated the 
opportunity to listen and talk across different 
generations, to exchange ideas and learn from each 
ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ and to seek out ways to work 
together to address the issues facing Cambodia 
today. 

 

The majority of participant felt that the conference process and reflections had allowed 
them to explore what was critical and to identify underlying root causes.  They felt that this 
led to a deeper understanding and also helped to identify points of commonality.  The 

drawings of the river of life and the visioning 
exercise, the games and role playing created a 
άjoyfulέ learning atmosphere; participants felt they 
could express their ideas freely. 

Finally, a number of participants suggested 
organising similar conferences in the future and 
involving participants from other provinces and to 
invite a broad range of occupations. They also 
suggested holding a conference in a community 
setting.  

 

Our Reflection as Facilitators  

We were very appreciative of the cooperation and support we received from the Banteay 
Meanchey provincial authorities.  This was instrumental in creating the warm and friendly 
atmosphere that encouraged participation throughout. We were motivated by the closing 
remarks made by the Deputy Governor, H.E. Im Phoansophal, when he expressed his 
personal appreciation of our work.  


