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a b s t r a c t
The Village Network is a unique model of poverty alleviation involving the collaboration of a host subsistence
market community and a nonproﬁt organization, typically a university, with a multidisciplinary academic
module. All parties in this partnership stand to gain from collaboration. The subsistence market beneﬁts from
the skill set and labor provided by the university. The university beneﬁts by placing their students in a
position to apply theory guided by the social and economic development experience and insights of the
indigenous village leadership. The coordinating organization improves relationships and fosters growth in
developing communities. The discussion then focuses on insights about subsistence marketplaces that
emerge from this initiative.
© 2009 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
An elementary student in rural Belize not only eats her own garden
peppers but also sells them to the local hot sauce manufacturer. She is
aided in this effort by students from the University of Arkansas, who are
there with the Peacework Village Network. The peppers were grown
with the assistance of engineering students who guided her in the
development of an irrigation system, education students who taught her
key terminology to bring her product to market, and marketing students
who collaborated with her to negotiate the contract.
The Village Network is a model of learning and catalyst for
development in a subsistence market environment. Offering a comprehensive, integrated approach to community and student development,
the Village Network program creates partnerships for faculty and
students across disciplines with an entire developing community. A
learning institution can create an essential development resource for
alleviating poverty as well as a valuable opportunity for students and
faculty to explore their role in the global economy by applying business
theory in emerging subsistence economies (Andrews, 2007). This
learning model draws from theory and uses the fundamentals of
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business skill development to beneﬁt both the developing community
and the academic participants involved.
Peacework, a nonproﬁt development organization that provides
cultural expertise and facilitates local relationships as well as
infrastructure and logistical aid, implements this program. Peacework's effective and sustainable projects help to alleviate poverty and
economic disparity through the partnering of a subsistence community with an academic, corporate, or community entity that has the
necessary resources and expertise, such as a university, and where
local community leaders have the capacity and commitment to
implement a shared vision. These innovative partnerships promote
the strategic application of educational, ﬁnancial, professional,
technical, and human resources across cultures. Helping to alleviate
poverty, these partnerships also build bridges across international
barriers and foster equality and human rights.
The sections that follow discuss the Peacework organization, the
Village Network concept, the pilot research program with the
University of Arkansas in Belize, insights about the value of working
beyond the traditional classroom in subsistence marketplaces,
strengths and weaknesses of the pilot program, recommendations,
and concluding remarks.

2. Peacework
Peacework was created in 1988 at the end of the Cold War when a
proposal was made to a member of the Soviet Peace Fund to
collaborate on a joint U.S.–Soviet volunteer effort in Nicaragua, site
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of the then proxy contra war going on between the two superpowers.
This ﬁrst project was a one-time effort to mitigate the effects of the
political conﬂict that was devastating the people and social fabric of
this Central American country.
Peacework now manages projects involving hundreds of client
universities, civic organizations, medical associations, and other
entities. Over the past twenty years, Peacework has managed
programs for over 14,000 participants in about twenty countries.
With headquarters in Blacksburg, Virginia, Peacework also maintains
ofﬁces in Belize, Vietnam, Washington, DC, and the University of
Arkansas, with ofﬁces staffed by one or two ﬁeld directors or host
partners.
Despite its lean organizational structure, Peacework manages
partnerships in developing countries around the world, between local
communities and sponsoring institutions such as universities,
corporations, and churches. Peacework provides services for these
programs ranging from simple passport and visa processing to the
detailed planning of extensive construction projects in collaboration
with indigenous partners.
3. The Village Network™
The Village Network has become the focal point of Peacework's
programming. The fundamental principle of the Village Network is
matching one university (or other sponsoring institution) with one
community or village in a developing country, i.e., a subsistence context.
Through this direct relationship, sponsors and the host community are
able to apply broad development resources while also attending to the
social, economic, political, and cultural dynamics at play.
The uniqueness of the Village Network model is the partnership
between a community in a developing country and an entire academic
institution that makes use of expertise across many disciplines to
support a wide array of the community's needs. While numerous prior
projects have involved academic programs in developing communities, for example, MBAs Without Borders, Doctors Without Borders,
and Engineers Without Borders, the Village Network model makes use
of the tremendous breadth a university can bring to bear to
simultaneously address multiple challenges faced by a community.
This comprehensive resource has yet to be applied by others in this
manner.
The primary goal of the Village Network is to foster sustainable
economic development in a subsistence community while providing
students a classroom within which to understand the challenges faced
by such a community. This model serves as an enhanced learning
experience for the students who are invested and involved in it. The
resulting skills and knowledge help students not only to conduct
business in an emerging economy but also to transfer skills such as
leadership, creative problem solving, and cross-cultural sensitivity.
Many disciplines interact throughout the instructional process. For
example, educational expertise and experience is applied in local
schools and literacy efforts; engineering is applied through community infrastructure; medicine is applied in areas of public health and
clinical services; business is applied in marketing, entrepreneurship,
commerce, education, and other areas of economic capacity building;
agriculture is applied in school gardens, small family farms, and
agribusiness. And every discipline is applied in the community so that
jobs support education, education supports jobs, and health care is
expanded. Once underway, the Village Network partnership becomes
an instant catalyst for regional development.
A critical component of the university’s participation and continued support is the involvement of the community leadership.
Village leaders provide essential insights into their own particular
development needs, obstacles, and opportunities. They are an
unparalleled resource for students to apply theory to real world
issues. The Village Network program follows the advice of King (2004)
in that the relationship between the parties involved is egalitarian

rather than hierarchical, thus creating a long-term, dynamic partnership. The opportunity for instruction, experience, and structured
reﬂection increases the likelihood that students will value and learn
from the perspectives of those they are serving.
4. UA's Belize Community Development Program
The pilot project for Peacework's Village Network is UA's Belize
Community Development Program. The ﬁve-year pilot began in 2007
through a partnership of the Peacework Development Fund, the
citizenry of Belize, and seven colleges and departments at the
university. This innovative educational experience engages university
students in applying their knowledge and skills to effect sustainable
local development along with social and economic change in the city
of Dangriga and the Stann Creek District of Belize.
The university and the host community are key partners and
resources for each other in this network as UA students apply integrated
academic resources to the area's poverty-related issues. For example,
English majors are working with low-literate parents of students to
allow them to interact with their reading children; engineering students
are designing a water puriﬁcation system for schools; business students
are supporting entrepreneurial efforts, sharing business development
skills, and managing a microﬁnance project for high school continuation; agricultural students are working with community members to not
only grow a school garden but also to market the produce to a local
manufacturing plant; and social work students are involved with selfesteem and family violence workshops and counseling. This interdisciplinary approach addresses the interrelated challenges a community
faces while allowing students to recognize the synergies that result from
utilizing their skills in tandem with other disciplines.
The Village Network project highlights the inefﬁciency of attempting to promote economic development in the absence of complementary resources. Experts engaged in the social and environmental
challenges of a subsistence community recognize the central role that
economic and business development plays in the ability to effectively
impact those “nonbusiness” goals.
In fact, the success of the ﬁrst two years of the Village Network
program has led to an innovative redesign of the core business
curriculum at the University of Arkansas. The concept of the
interconnectedness of disciplines means that teaching is now directed
at topical areas of business rather than disciplinary silos. As the
operation of business in Dangriga became integrated with the other
disciplines, the university curriculum followed suit with the development of courses in human resources and in the study of markets and
consumers from the perspective of each of the core business
disciplines. Hands-on experience suggests that development cannot
occur in the absence of a holistic effort as exempliﬁed in the Village
Network pilot in Belize.
5. Beyond the traditional classroom
One of the main educational beneﬁts of working in a subsistence
marketplace is that students learn the importance of addressing the
community holistically rather than merely from a business perspective. This learning extends beyond the traditional classroom in
numerous ways.
First, students come to understand the importance of developing
trust with a client or partner before attempting any business. In the
absence of strong regulatory or other enforcement institutions,
economies depend on the development of trust as a foundation of
partnerships. For example, numerous visitors arrived in Dangriga to
help for a short time only to disappear, which left behind an
understandable level of skepticism and hesitation. However, the
initial two years of Village Network have seen the development of
strong personal relationships and a sense of trust, which have grown
alongside labor efforts in the community.

