
Discourse Analysis Exercise: 
Identifying the organizational ‘discourse’ on participation

This tool was developed by Irene Guijt for a Learning Trajectory on Power 
Analysis, for PSO (Netherlands), 2007.

The tool is designed to help programme staff identify and analyse the discourse 
of their own organisation, in this case in relation to ‘participation’. The 
exercise can be adapted however to focus on other words or concepts.

Staff were asked to bring copies of key policy and communication documents 
from their organisation to the workshop. The exercise was introduced with a 
brief powerpoint about what ‘discourse’ is and why it is important (see below)

Time: 1 hour

1. Pick two of the documents you brought that you think are most likely to 
or should contain the ‘company line’ on how the organization views 
citizen participation or civil society organisation participation. 

2. Skim through the document until you identify those sections that are 
most focused on this topic. 

3. Identify which words are used to describe ‘participation’ or which words 
are not used where you might expect them to be present. 

4. See if there is a pattern that can be identified – a strong focus of some 
kind, a glaring absence of another kind, an inconsistency (strong and 
political statements in one section and weak statements elsewhere), 
perhaps a contradiction

5. Identify for yourself what you find are the most striking and perhaps 
surprising aspects of what you have found about the ‘discourse’. Don’t 
forget to notice what is missing. 

6. In plenary, share the 2 or 3 most striking, striking, contradictory 
features.

This handout can be downloaded from www.powercube.net

http://www.powercube.net/


Introductory powerpoint for this exercise:

What is this thing called ‘discourse’? (and 
does it matter??)

 An institutionalized way of thinking, a social boundary 
defining what can be said about a specific topic, the 
limits of acceptable speech 

 Discourses affect our views on all things – inescapable!  
• Guerrilla movements - "freedom fighters" or "terrorists"?
• The poor – ‘vulnerable’ or ‘resilient’?

 Chosen discourse gives vocabulary, expressions, and 
style needed to communicate
• Represents the values we attach to concepts
• Is not static 

Discourse Analysis

 a general term for various approaches to analyze written, 
spoken or signed language use

 Focus is on writing, talk, conversation, communicative events
 Variation occurs in looking at:

• different levels/ dimensions of discourse, such as sounds, gestures, sentence 
syntax, style, rhetoric, meanings, strategies, turns at talk, and other aspects of 
interaction

• different types of discourse in politics,  media, education, science, business, etc
• the relations between text (discourse) and context or power or interaction

 Although approaches vary, all see language as social interaction 
and look at the social contexts in which discourse is embedded

 We are going to keep it simple …

This handout can be downloaded from www.powercube.net

http://www.powercube.net/

