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Abstract
The concept of community capacity is central

to community development and the transfor-

mation of communities.This publication

reviews the difference between development

in a community and development of a commu-

nity, the importance of knowledge and

purpose, and key distinctions between form

and function.

The publication proposes a model for concep-

tualizing community capacity, comprised of

three inter-dependent elements: (1) community

environment; (2) community structures; and (3)

purpose-based action.Ways that communities

may be defined and a discussion of the signifi-

cance of neighborhoods are presented to

support the concept of community environ-

ment. Community structures presented include

individuals, organizations, networks, and

interim structures.The work concludes with

presentation of a framework for purpose-based

action, comprised of five purposeful

approaches, accompanied by a discussion of

the skills, tools, and roles needed to pursue

them in achieving community purposes.
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Introduction

O
ver the past several decades University of

Wisconsin-Extension Cooperative

Extension faculty and staff, in concert with

their clients, have designed and developed new

programs that go beyond transmitting content.

These high impact programs deliver important

and measurable results to communities. In recent

years, UW-Extension has challenged itself to carry

its efforts even beyond producing high impact

programs. Extension professionals now are

working to bring about lasting, positive changes,

or transformations, in client groups, organizations
and communities themselves.

As Extension takes up this new challenge, it is rec-

ognizing what many community groups and

organizations have realized—that “knowing about

something” is not the same thing as “being able to

do something.” In turning to Extension for

guidance and help in the 21st century,many com-

munity groups and organizations are not seeking

more information and data; nor are they asking

that something be done for them. Instead, they are

looking to Extension for the knowledge, profes-

sional guidance, training, and practice they need to

acquire the capacities, abilities, competencies, and

confidence to achieve the mission and purposes

they set out for themselves. In other words, they

are looking for ways to increase their capacity and

capability to identify, address, and successfully deal

with issues, problems, and opportunities.

A note on community development
The concept of transforming communities and
its inherent idea of community capacity is an out-
growth of the broad field of community develop-

ment. The knowledge base for this field is broad,

coming from a diverse body of research and expe-

rience in economic development, family and

children’s issues, human and social services, educa-

tion, local government, law, urban and regional

planning, geography, sociology and rural sociology,

demographics, political science, history, psychol-

ogy, systems science, civil engineering, industrial

engineering, banking and finance, architecture and

landscape architecture, public safety, recreation,

and natural resources. It includes knowledge and

experience from work with every sort of “commu-

nity” including cities, villages, rural areas, neighbor-

hoods, subdivisions, institutions, ethnic communi-

ties, migrant and immigrant communities,

enclaves, reservations, planned communities,

and communes.

Recently, attention has been given to additional

types of “communities,” such as virtual, religious,

business, special interest and other important

communities that are being identified, defined,

and studied.

This broad base of work has produced over time a

wealth of information, knowledge, and experience

regarding how communities are identified and

defined, how they function, how their constituent

parts interrelate and communicate, how they inter-

relate and communicate with other communities,

and much more. As would be expected, though,

communities are seen in a variety of different ways

by the various disciplines that comprise “commu-

nity development.”This has, naturally, produced a

wide variety of observations, theories, viewpoints,

terms and definitions regarding communities and

their development. Consistency is not a term that

can be used comfortably to describe the knowl-

edge base and literature of community develop-

ment, and no one discipline can lay claim to pos-

sessing core knowledge or universal truths.



1 This paper will incorporate knowledge, insights, and ideas from several community development-related disciplines. It will
attempt to use terms and definitions that are more universal than they are unique to a particular discipline, but this is
not always possible, especially in cases where a particular concept is not widely known in disciplines other than by its
originator. Scholars and other professionals are encouraged to think also in the broader scope of community develop-
ment, and to prepare publications that are more “sharable” across disciplines, in addition to the ones they write strictly
for those who understand their profession’s unique language.
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What seems to be true is that each of the various

disciplines comprising the field of community

development has gained important insights and

provided valuable contributions to the broader

field.What seems to be the case as well is that

much of this valuable work has been neither rec-

ognized nor shared across disciplines and interests

for the greater benefit of the field.There is much

that each discipline does not know about the work

of the others.

A recent scan of the literature in several of the com-

munity development disciplines seems to show

that,more recently, scholars in some of the disci-

plines are reaching across disciplines to incorporate

knowledge, ideas, definitions, theories, and insights

from other disciplines into their work. In these

cases, the result seems to have been not only

better communication between disciplines, but

some success in filling gaps in theory and knowl-

edge, and a cross-fertilization that is helping to

produce better and more comprehensive insights

into communities and their development.1

Development in and of
the community
Mark Brennan (2003, p.1) cites Wilkinson (1991) to

say that community is important in that “it con-

tributes to individual and social well being by

establishing and maintaining channels of commu-

nication, organizing resources to meet local needs,

and providing a framework where the collective is

more than the sum of its parts.”

Wilkinson (1991) and Luloff and Bridger (2003) say

that community development can be seen as an

action that is purposively directed towards altering

local conditions in a positive way. Brennan (2004, p.

1) adds that “When specific projects are pursued

with an emphasis on building social relationships

and communication networks, community devel-

opment has occurred. Community and community

development are based on the assumption that

they contribute to the social well being and the

self actualization of community members.”

To some involved in community development,

especially those whose efforts focus more on

physical and economic development, ideas con-

cerning social relationships and networks may be

unfamiliar and largely unexplored.To others, like

those concerned with establishing and developing

relationships in communities and some concerned

with the delivery of social services and programs,

these ideas may be familiar, but concepts of

carrying out targeted community development

projects, such as those done in physical and

economic development,may be less well known.

In reality, though, if community development is to

succeed and be effective, ideas and concepts from

understandings from these and other sources are

important and necessary.

One way to help understand a major difference in

perspective can be found in knowing the differ-

ence between development in the community
and development of the community (Summers,
1986; Luloff and Swanson, 1995).

In development in the community the community

is seen as a given, and development is viewed as

enhancing this existing entity (Wikinson, 1991).

Clearly defined outcomes are envisioned and their

achievement means success and the end of devel-

opment. Often this form of development includes

growth,modernization, and the enhancement of

organizational structures. Its results can often be

seen in new industry and jobs, new buildings and

infrastructure, new social programs, and expanded

and revitalized institutions and organizations.

Brennan (2003, p. 3) concludes that

The development of specific community areas
and systems,while contributing to enhance-
ments of the local community, is not sufficient
enough to lead to the emergence of community.
Simply enhancing local economies or structures
does little to increase the social and cultural con-
nections between residents or to communicate
needs and opportunities throughout the locale.
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The development of community, on the other

hand, tries to enhance the social realm and rela-

tionships between people (Summers, 1986).

Wilkinson (1991), Luloff and Swanson (1995), and

Luloff and Bridger (2003) all say that it is a process

of interaction, communication, and collective

mobilization that signals the development of com-

munity that is important, and that central to this is

the establishment of relationships and networks

between diverse community members. Its results

include more effective communication between

community members, effective functioning

networks, and organizations and individuals with

the means (approaches, skills, tools, and resources)

to carry out purposive activities. Here, Brennan

(2003, p. 3) says that

Through the purposive assessment of skills, needs,
and opportunities for action, locally based plans for
community and economic development that reflect
the community can be prepared.The success of
individual plans in this setting is irrelevant.Through
this development of community,a framework is
presented that allows future efforts to be
attempted.This model allows for long term com-
munity based collective action to take place. Such
efforts are purposive and serve as the basis for
interaction that benefits the overall community.

Brennan cites Luloff and Bridger (2003) in saying

that “Through community action and the purpo-

sive interaction of community members the devel-

opment of community takes place.”Most impor-

tantly, he concludes his paper by stating that “The

development of community and in community

can, and should, take place together. One does not

preclude the other.”

Development of and in the community are both

critical to effective community development.

Carrying out specific program-related projects,

such as physical, social program, and economic

development, does not, in itself create a commu-

nity. It does not enable participation of community

members nor create the kinds of informal and

formal networks needed by functioning communi-

ties. Conversely, giving attention solely to estab-

lishing relationships, creating networks, and

enabling communication does not necessarily

produce the beneficial, concrete results a commu-

nity may be seeking. As professionals work to help

communities develop they need to address devel-

opment both in and of the community.

Transforming
communities
Transforming communities is a term that

expresses the concept of the development of com-

munities while carrying out development in com-

munities. It involves high impact, results-producing

programs in communities and involves the devel-

opment of community capacity to function effec-

tively. It means addressing community needs,

concerns, issues, and opportunities while at the

same time bringing about positive change in the

abilities and ways individuals, groups, organiza-

tions, networks, communities, and ultimately the

larger community, understand, function, and inter-

relate. When successful, community transformation

results in work accomplished and in a community

that is more prepared, equipped, and able to take

on whatever challenges it decides to address. In

short, a major purpose of transforming communi-

ties is to produce capable communities.

True transformation occurs when a community

develops a sufficient organizational and network

base that enables effective participation, commu-

nication, and collaboration. It occurs when a com-

munity acquires and becomes proficient in the

knowledge, abilities, skills, and tools needed to suc-

cessfully address challenges and achieve desired

purposes. Success in transformation at the larger

community level can be confirmed by evaluating

changes in individual, organizational, and rela-

tional effectiveness, and by observing whether

new capacities and capabilities are being success-

fully shared and propagated to new projects and

efforts both within and across geographic, interest,

socio-economic, ethnic, and other community

boundaries.

Because communities, their constituent compo-

nents, their collective abilities, and their resources

are dynamic and continually changing, community

transformation is, necessarily, an ongoing effort.
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Community capacity—
Introduction
Central to the concept of Transforming

Communities is the idea of building community
capacity. Robert Chaskin (1999, p. 3) provides an
introduction to this idea by first saying that “The

word capacity denotes both the idea of containing

(holding, storing) and the notion of ability (of

mind, of action).”Moving ahead and applying the

idea of capacity to communities, he writes that

…the notion implies the existence within [com-
munities] of particular capabilities, faculties, or
powers to do certain things.These capabilities
may have an impact on a number of aspects of
community functioning, but in the context of com-
munity building are all concerned with ways to
help promote or sustain the well being of the com-
munity and its components (individuals, informal
groups, organizations, social interactions, the
physical environment). Community capacity
defines, in a general way, communities that
“work”; it is what makes well-functioning commu-
nities function well (Chaskin, 1999, p. 3).

Chaskin (1999, p. 3), in reviewing the literature,

observes that there are relatively few, and all rela-

tively recent, attempts to conceptualize commu-

nity capacity. He groups these conceptual efforts

into several categories:

� The existence of commitment, skills, resources,

and problem-solving abilities, often connected

to either a particular program or institution.

� The participation of individual members in a

process of relationship-building, community

planning, decision making, and action.

� The application of the concept to be applied

relatively narrowly within particular fields such

as public health, or to the productive and orga-

nizational capacities of community develop-

ment organizations.

� Building from constructs such as community

competence and empowerment, a definition of

the concept generally as a “community’s ability

to pursue its chosen purposes and course of

action.”

� The aggregate of individual and community-

level “endowments” in interaction with condi-

tions of the environment that impede or

promote success.

� A set of specified “assets” that exist within com-

munities’ individual members, local associa-

tions, and institutions.

There is also, Chaskin says,“... substantial literature

that is relevant for developing an understanding of

community capacity by providing insight into its

likely components and the relationships among

them.”

Chaskin (1999, p. 4) provides, as a starting point, a

summary definition of community capacity:

Community capacity is the interaction of human,
organizational, and social capital existing within a
given community that can be leveraged to solve
collective problems and improve or maintain the
well-being of a given community. It may operate
through informal social processes and/or organ-
ized efforts by individuals, organizations, and the
networks of association among them and
between them and the broader systems of which
the community is part.

Chaskin (1999) says that there are four fundamen-

tal characteristics of community capacity: (1) a

sense of community; (2) a level of commitment

among community members; (3) mechanisms for

problem solving; and (4) access to resources. He

notes that “Different communities may have differ-

ent levels of each, and most communities will have

some positive level of all four. Although the exis-

tence of these characteristics is a matter of degree,

there are likely threshold levels along the contin-

uum that are necessary in order for the community

to accomplish certain specific ends.”

Mancini, Martin, and Bowen, too, have offered a

definition of community capacity, built on a social

organization framework:

Community capacity is the degree to which
people in a community demonstrate a sense of
shared responsibility for the general welfare of the
community and its individual members, and also
demonstrate collective competence by taking
advantage of opportunities for addressing com-
munity needs and confronting situations that
threaten the safety and well-being of community
members. (Bowen et al., 2000, p. 7).



2 Social capital is defined here as “the sum of resources (information, opportunities, and practical support) that develop
from reciprocal relationships that are embodied in the social networks among people in both formal and informal
settings.” (Mancini et al., 2003, p. 323) The authors say that social capital “…supports the development of community
capacity and provides its ‘fuel’.”
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They stress the word “demonstrate” in their defini-

tion, saying that “Community capacity is more than

a willingness to think or feel in a particular way; it

is seen in observable results.”They believe that “…

community capacity mediates what transpires

between the social capital2 that is generated by

formal and informal networks, and achieving com-

munity results.” (Mancini, et al., 2003, p. 323)

Community capacity, they say further,“… is active

and … ultimately leads toward achieving commu-

nity results … [and] community capacity is not just

a sentiment about doing good for the community

and its members. It is the actual demonstration of

shared responsibility and of collective compe-

tence.” (Mancini et al., 2003, p. 323) They further

state that “Community capacity as an aspect of

social organization focuses on a set of process

elements that leads to an explanation of how

change occurs in communities and how communi-

ties are mobilized.” (Mancini et al., 2005, p. 575)

Still another way of looking at community capacity

is advanced by Alexander Marre and BruceWeber

(2006).They quote Ziembroski, et al. (2005, p. 5) that

community capacity “focuses upon how people

and groups become committed to and involved in

strategic thinking and planned activities in places

where they live.”Their model is presented as a

“dynamic model,”where community capacity is a

collective concept which“seeks to define the

context within which communities organize their

resources to achieve common goals.”

Such a framework… views communities as pro-
duction units that produce a particular outcome or
meet a certain goal.A community might have
three types of inputs: human capital, social capital
and other resources such as physical capital and
financial resources. Each community coordinates
these resources towards meeting, or producing, a
goal. Community capacity in this framework is
analogous to technology.That is, each community
has some knowledge or “know-how” to coordinate
these inputs (community resources) to produce the
output (community goal) (Marre et al., 2006, p. 6).

Marre et al. cite Lyons and Reimer (2006) to

observe that the community capacity concept has

been developed in different ways in various litera-

tures. “One view is that community capacity is a

condition, some static resource to be used as the

community wishes. A second, different view is of

community capacity as a process.Most definitions

of community capacity see it as a dynamic process,

either by changing conditions or changing ways in

which the community uses its resources.” Lyons

and Reimer argue that “defining community

capacity as a condition discourages an examina-

tion of the way it works.”

The need for knowledge
Knowledge is the cumulative body of information,

facts, truths, ideas, concepts, and principles

acquired through investigation, observation, or

experience—the sum of what is known.

Knowledge is the foundation for generating

understanding, the power of comprehending—

especially that of the relationships between

various elements or particulars (after Merriam-

Webster, 1993). Having knowledge is not the same

as possessing data or information.

Community development employs several types of

knowledge bases. Knowledge about the substan-

tive matter of an issue is used to provide under-

standing and the basis for action with regard to

the subject content of an issue, such as the knowl-

edge base for early child development, economic

development, housing, caring for the elderly,

natural resource management, or starting small

businesses.
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Important, too, is knowledge about how communi-

ties are defined and function, and knowledge

about community structures and how they

function, including knowledge bases on organiza-

tional development, running non-profit organiza-

tions, and maintaining networks.

A third type of knowledge base that is essential to

community development includes knowledge

bases developed by the various disciplines that

deal with purposeful action, such as research,

planning, learning, education, evaluation, and lead-

ership and management. Closely related to these

knowledge bases are others that deal with specific

methods and techniques that support purposeful

action, including decision making, conflict resolu-

tion, organizational learning, and group processes.

Bringing timely and appropriate knowledge to

bear in community development accomplishes

many things, including:

� Enabling all members of a group, organization,

or community to share knowledge and partici-

pate on an equal basis.

� Enabling a community to better identify and

define its issues.

� Expanding the “solution space” for problems by

creating greater awareness of what may be

possible.

� Making processes, including decision making,

more objective.

� Increasing confidence in community decisions.

For UW-Extension, knowledge is especially impor-

tant, since it is the essence of its core mission.

Extension is concerned with knowledge in several

ways: (1) participating in the generation of knowl-

edge through applied research and program expe-

rience, and (2) facilitating community learning of

all types based on the cumulative knowledge in

many subjects and disciplines.

It is through learning, of course, that communities

acquire the knowledge and capabilities and

capacity to be effective, sustainable and viable.

Then, in addressing issues, communities can

develop knowledge-based criteria, combine them

with local knowledge, customs, values and norms,

and seek research-based solutions that fit the

unique community environment and achieve

desired community purposes. Failing to take

advantage of available research-based knowledge

may mean that a community could instead base its

criteria and seek solutions on the basis of local per-

ceptions or myths,misunderstandings of concepts

and experience, or simply a lack of key substantive

matter or process knowledge.To a community this

can mean missed opportunities, wasted resources,

and loss of community member confidence.



3 It is usually good practice to eschew“measure” type words like “increase,”“decrease,”“reduce,”“improve,”“expand,” etc.,
and the lack of clarity they introduce, in purpose statements.Measurement needs are best addressed in specific goals
that are set for each purpose.Thus, purpose covers what, and goals cover howmuch, by when, and, if needed, at what
cost.

4 Mission is a third word with this meaning.Mission is most often used when discussing what an organization intends
to do.
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The importance
of purpose
The concept of purpose is essential to any suc-
cessful effort. Purpose means “intent,” and in com-

munity development this involves focus and deci-

sions and consensus around what is to be done.
Purpose is also what brings content or concern

into what is to be done. Purpose is usually

expressed by a subject and action verb.3 Some

examples of community-related purposes are:

� To create jobs for semi-skilled workers

� To provide children with health screening

� To develop low- and middle-income housing

opportunities

� To provide for around-the-clock public safety

� To create a transportation service for elderly

and handicapped persons

� To educate small business owners on anti-theft

systems

� To create and maintain a city-wide network for

extended care providers

Purpose has everything to do with function. Both

words have similar meanings: what is to be done.4

Purpose is function at a larger scale. Functions are

the smaller “whats” that contribute to achieving

purpose.

In the remainder of this paper, a three-element

model for community capacity will be proposed,

involving community environment, community
structures, and purpose-based action. Purpose is
at the base of all three of these elements.

At their broadest level communities exist for one

or more purposes. Some communities exist to

provide services to an agricultural area, some to

provide recreational opportunity to visitors. Still

others exist primarily to serve their resident popu-

lation. Other types of communities unite people

with a common interest to pursue special

purposes, such as educating children, providing

services for special populations, or preserving

ethnic language and customs.

When a community’s purpose is no longer valid or

necessary, it either must undergo modification to

be able to achieve a new purpose or discontinue

its existence. One need not look far to find com-

munities that have transformed themselves to

serve new purposes.

Within communities various specific purposes are

identified as well, usually as a first step in address-

ing issues. Purposes thus identified then serve as a

guiding means for decision making throughout

the process of responding to issues.

Purposes also guide community structure.

Organizations and networks should be created to

achieve specific purposes, and when these

purposes change or are no longer needed the

structures need to change also. Day-to-day opera-

tions of organizations and networks should also be

carried out with the ultimate achievement of one

or more specific purposes in mind.

Lastly, the specific actions a community takes,

through individuals, organizations, and networks,

need to be guided by purposes in two ways: the

actions should be carried out to achieve commu-

nity purposes, and the actions themselves should

be purposeful.
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I. Communities as
environment
Defining communities
Understanding what is meant by the term

community is foundational to understanding the
concept of community capacity and community

capacity building.The idea of community can

mean different things to different people, and

defining a community can be a challenge in many

situations.

A good starting place is to explore what is meant

by a “sense of community.”Chaskin (1999, pp. 5-6)

says that it is “…a degree of connectedness among

members and a recognition of mutuality of cir-

cumstance. One component of a sense of commu-

nity may be the existence of a threshold level of

collectively held values, norms, and vision. It may

include both an affective dimension (including the

existence of a sense of trust,“ownership,”belong-

ing, and recognized mutuality) and a cognitive

dimension (including the ways in which commu-

nity members ascribe meaning to their member-

ship in the group).”Chaskin et al. (2001) add that

shared social interests and characteristics (for

example, language, customs, class, or ethnicity) can

be used to define a community.

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary provides several

useful definitions of community:

1: A unified body of individuals: as a: state; com-
monwealth; b: the people with common inter-
ests living in a particular area; broadly: the area

itself <the problems of a large community>; c:
an interacting population of various kinds of

individuals (as species) in a common location;

d: a group of people with a common character-
istic or interest living together within a larger

society <a community of retired persons>; e: a
group linked by a common policy; f: a body of
persons or nations having a common history or

common social, economic, and political inter-

ests <the international community>;g: a body
of persons of common and especially profes-

sional interests scattered through a larger

society <the academic community>.

Small and Supple (2001, p. 162) say that commu-

nity refers to “social relationships that individuals

have based on group consensus, shared norms

and values, common goals, and feelings of identifi-

cation, belonging and trust,” and that this concep-

tualization is consistent with dictionary definitions,

the root origin of the word, and previous concep-

tualizations from community psychology and

developmental psychology literatures.

Sampson,Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley (2002)

note that local areas are nested in larger and more

complex settings, and say that a focus on locally

anchored definitions of community must also take

into account the larger settings.

Small and Supple (2001, p. 164) take this idea a

step further and say that it would be more fruitful

and instructive to focus on the mechanisms or

processes by which communities affect human

development rather than spatial features, struc-

tural characteristics, or demographic markers.They

argue for viewing communities as complex

systems “comprised of smaller interacting subsys-
tems that are organized in unique ways.”They add

that this may seem obvious, but that their exami-

nation of the literature shows that such a concept

is “rarely incorporated into either theoretical

models or research strategies.”They conclude that

“Conceptualizing communities as complex

systems, rather than as the sum of isolated parts,

calls for attention to several important processes

that occur at different levels within the community

and that typically have been overlooked.”

The idea of viewing communities as systems,

coupled with the idea of focusing on the processes

communities are engaged in has important impli-

cations for the concept of community capacity.

Viewing communities as complex systems

engaged in processes enables a better under-

standing of:

� The various communities that exist within the

larger community.

� The constituent components of communities,

such as individuals, groups, organizations, insti-

tutions, networks, etc.



Com
m
unitiesasenvironm

ent

9E N V I R O N M E N T , S T R U C T U R E , & A C T I O N

� The various ways communities and compo-

nents of communities communicate and work

with each other.

� The processes by which communities are trans-

formed into capable communities.

� The capacities communities need to have to be

considered capable.

Taking a systems view of communities adds depth

to the definition and understanding of a commu-

nity. There is first the recognition that a commu-

nity can be described and defined in its various

dimensions, such as demographic, social,

economic, physical, and its issues. A systems view

also calls for developing an understanding of the

larger system in which the community exists and

functions.

Perhaps at the most basic level, communities can

be defined in three general ways. First, are commu-
nities of place, which are defined by geographic
boundaries that may delimit governmental units,

such as cities, towns, villages, counties, reserva-

tions, school districts, or even states.They may be

based on smaller parts of governmental units as

well, such as neighborhoods, subdivisions, wards,

etc.They may also be defined by other, non-gov-

ernmental geographic areas, such as river basins,

valleys, economic regions, or natural areas.

Second, are communities of interest, a group of
people united, cooperating, or interacting with

regard to a common topic, concern, interest, or

shared history, culture, ethnicity, etc. Examples

include “the conservation community,”“the lake

property owners’ community,”“the farming com-

munity,” “the African-American community,” and

“the Roman Catholic community.”A specific shared

geographic location (community of place) may or

may not be a factor in defining a community of

interest. Communities of place and communities of

interest may overlap, and, in some instances,

coincide.

Third, are communities of practice. This term is

often used to describe a group of persons in a par-

ticular profession or discipline interacting around

their common interest. An example of this might

be a “community”of health care professionals

meeting and communicating for the purposes of

sharing information, coordinating efforts, and

learning from each other.To avoid confusion with

a “community of interest,” comprised primarily of

lay people or citizens interacting around a shared

interest, etc. (see above), it is useful to refer to

groups of professionals or persons in the same dis-

cipline interacting as a “community of practice.”

Many communities of practice are denoted by

specific names, such as the “academic community,”

the “banking community,” the “medical commu-

nity,” or the “social services community.”

As might be expected, in the real world communi-

ties are often defined as a combination of two of

the above categories.We can find, for example, the

“Maplewood School Community,”which combines

a location with an interest definition. Or we can

imagine an “Illinois Society of Thoracic Surgeons,”

combining location and practice definitions. Still, it

is possible to identify communities that are almost

entirely defined by locational factors, such as some

suburban residential areas, where residents may

have nothing more in common than the place

where they happen to live.

Small and Supple (2001, p. 162) call to our atten-

tion, too, that “socio-technical changes have

created the possibility for people to become part

of communities that are outside of their immedi-

ate physical environs.” Indeed, the Internet has

seen rise to many communities of interest almost

completely without locational bounds, such as

support groups, hobby and collector communities,

car owner communities, and other types of “virtual

communities” that deal with a wide variety of

interests.Television and radio, too, have created

locationally unbounded communities, such as reli-

gious “teleministries” and listener/viewer groups.



10 B U I L D I N G C O M M U N I T Y C A P A C I T Y :

Neighborhoods and communities
One particularly significant type of community is

the neighborhood. These communities are espe-
cially important in the functioning of urban areas,

and are critically essential to some groups of

people who depend on them for much of what

they need for survival.

In the literature one can find a variety of defini-

tions of neighborhood that involve the social

cohesion that results from interaction and proxim-

ity (Rockefeller Institute, 1997, p. 11). Chaskin

(1995), for example, says that a neighborhood is

“clearly a spatial construct denoting a geographi-

cally bounded unit in which residents share prox-

imity and circumstances that come with it.” Korbin

and Coulton (1996) say that “The concept of neigh-

borhood implies local communities that are

bounded spatially.”

The literature is rich with definitions of and

descriptions of work done in neighborhood com-

munities. This is most likely because of their impor-

tance, the fact that this is the level at which much

community development takes place, and because

they are reasonably sized and locationally fixed,

and thus relatively convenient for researchers to

observe and study.

For professionals engaged in community develop-

ment several things are important to keep in mind

regarding neighborhoods. First is the difficulty in

determining how the spatial boundaries of neigh-

borhoods are determined. Coulton says that their

geographic boundaries can be phenomenological,

interactional, statistical, or political. Here, phenom-

enological means that each resident has a sense of

boundaries that is personally meaningful.

Interactional is defined by friendship patterns and

locations of daily activities. Statistical often

involves definition by Census tracts or block

groups. Political can involve official precinct, ward,

or official neighborhood designation. (Rockefeller

Institute, 1997, p. 11).

Second, in some definitional schemes not all

neighborhoods qualify as true communities. Small

and Supple (2001, p. 162), for example, consider

neighborhood to refer to a “physical place, defined

by socially shared boundaries, that include a popu-

lation of people who usually share similar life

chances, socioeconomic status, and physical prox-

imity.” This differs from their definition of commu-

nity, presented above, as referring to “social rela-

tionships that individuals have based on group

consensus, shared norms and values, common

goals, and feelings of identification, belonging, and

trust.”What community development profession-

als can learn from this is that it should not be auto-

matically assumed that a physical neighborhood is

a community, and that often efforts will have to be

made to transform a neighborhood into a commu-

nity in the sense of these definitions.

Third, neighborhood boundaries and definitions

are likely to vary between individuals and are most

likely related to individuals’ social class, develop-

mental status and race and ethnicity. In the case of

children, the boundaries of their neighborhood

expand as they grow older and become involved

in more activities, some of which are likely located

several neighborhoods away or even across town.

With regard to a family’s financial status, wealthier

families are likely to have the means (money, trans-

portation, access) to participate in activities far

from home. For them, the combination of these

locations constitutes their “neighborhood.” (Small

and Supple, 2001, pp. 162-163)

Small and Supple (2001, p. 162) provide also a

fourth important point to consider.They cite Heller

(1989) to call attention to the fact that while a

neighborhood can be a physical place where a

community can occur, a community is not neces-

sarily tied to a physical place or locality. Rather, a

community is a “more relational and psychological

construct that goes beyond physical boundaries.”
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So how should we view the relationship between

communities and neighborhoods? This diagram

may help provide a way to envision that relation-

ship:

Community Neighborhood

Social Physical

Relational Locational

Small and Supple (2001, p. 163) recognize this rela-

tionship—that there is a community dimension to

neighborhoods—and advise that “… before we

can derive meaningful measures of an individual’s

neighborhood,we must first understand how they

define their community.”

Mancini et al. (2003, p. 322), in a more general way,

reflect this same view and say that “If a community

is to be mobilized and if its capacity to improve

itself is to be strengthened, then the parameters of

that community must be known.”

One of the things that a community should fully

understand—and be mobilized around—is its

basic overall purpose or purposes. Purpose is the

fundamental community consensus and under-

standing that should be central to the commu-

nity’s definition and a focus for further description.

Purpose, too, is the foundation for moving on to

creating structure and taking action.

A significant question remains regarding commu-

nities: What is the nature of communities? Some

sources in the literature have attempted to

describe communities as forms or structure.

Others, perhaps reaching a bit, have tried to

portray them as function or process. In reality, they

doubtless incorporate and make use of, in varying

degrees, both form and function, but are, in them-

selves, neither. Small and Supple (2001) describe a

community as a “setting.”Another,more generic,

term that may be used is an “environment.”With

either term one gets a sense that communities are

not the means but the milieu or context in which

form is created and function carried out.

Environment, though,may more clearly include the

systems concept that a community’s environment

is comprised of its community-wide setting, its

smaller constituent settings and the “larger

settings” referred to by Sampson,Morenoff, and

Gannon-Rowley (2002).

Adding such a systems view and thus creating the

idea of community environment enables more
depth and breadth to be added to the definition

and understanding of community.There is first the

realization that a community can be described and

defined in its various dimensions, such as demo-

graphic, social, economic, physical, and issues.

Second, it enables a better understanding of what

components exist in a community, and an under-

standing of the larger systems in which the com-

munity exists and functions. Finally, it calls attention

to the need for understanding the relationships

between all levels of a community’s environment.

Perhaps one of the most important things

involved in learning about and understanding a

community’s environment or setting is developing

an understanding of and an appreciation for the

community’s uniqueness.This helps in many ways,

including increasing the ability to recognize and

avoid situations where a community is asked to

adopt, without significant investigation and con-

sideration, practices or structures that may work

well in another environment or setting, but are

inappropriate or unworkable in their unique, and

therefore different, environment.
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The literature reviewed so far has provided

some essential insights into what constitutes

community capacity. It has helped to frame

the concept of community environment or setting,

and has contributed significantly to an under-

standing of how environment may be defined and

understood in community development. As such,

this work has so far explored and added to the

knowledge base of the first element of community

capacity:

1. The capacity and ability to define a commu-
nity, describe and understand its unique
environment, and take responsibility for
community issues and common purposes.

Exercising this capacity is often iterative.

Communities often find that not only does com-

munity definition, description, and understanding

lead to issue definition and determination of

common purposes, but that identifying issues and

common purposes helps define the community as

well.

Having only the capacity for understanding the

environment and community and neighborhood

concepts is not sufficient, though, for communities

to address issues and achieve their purposes.

Understanding community environment is the

base or foundation capability upon which the two

additional major areas of capability, both related

directly to action, are built.

II. Community structures
Function and form
The field of architecture has been involved in com-

munity development work since it was created in

ancient times. A key concept in architecture deals

with the relationship between form and function,

where it is axiomatic that form should follow
function. Today this is expressed in an important
planning and design principle: Purpose or function

should be determined before decisions are made

regarding what form or structure will be created to

achieve the purpose or function. A corollary to this

axiom is that purpose should guide decisions

regarding structure and action. Decisions, thus,

should be made only after satisfactorily answering

the questions “Are we working to achieve the right

purpose?” and “If so, will this help to achieve our

purpose?”

Often,more than one purpose may be involved in

a community development effort. Also, purpose

may change over time.These realities should cause

communities to understand that one type of form

or structure may not be adequate to deal with all

purposes that need to be addressed, and that as

purposes may change over time, and also the solu-

tions designed to achieve them, the type or nature

of community forms or structures in use may need

to change as well. (See, especially, sections on

“Networks” and “Interim Structures,” that follow.)

In this and the next section, function and form, and

their relationship in community development, are

presented and discussed.The table below provides

an initial outline of this discussion.

Purpose
Form Function

� Community structure � Purpose-based action

� Individuals � Purpose,Mission

� Organizations � Function

� Networks � Purposeful activity

� Interim structures � Purposeful activity
approach

COMMUN I T Y C APAC I T Y E L EMENT 1 :

Community Environment
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Defining community structure
The community structures element of this commu-

nity capacity model is concerned with form.5

Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary provides a good

idea of what is meant by structure in several of

their definitions:

2b. Something arranged in a definite pattern
of organization.4b. The organization of parts
as dominated by the general character of the

whole.5. The aggregate of elements of an
entity in their relationship to each other.

From these definitions, then,we get a sense that

structures have a definite organization scheme,

that they are comprised of elements that all relate

to the character (and,we would hope, to the

purpose or mission) of the whole, and that their

elements exist in relationships to other elements

in the structure.

Chaskin (1999, pp. 7-8) first looks at structure by

asking “Where does community capacity reside,

and how is it engaged? In this sense Chaskin is

viewing structure as the first part of his perception

of the word “capacity”: the idea of “containing

(holding, storing).” In answering his question he

proposes that capacity resides in three levels of

social interaction, or social agency: the individual,
organizations, and networks of association.

Individuals
“The individual level concerns the skills, knowl-

edge and resources of individual residents in the

community.”“The existence within communities of

human capital among its residents contributes to

community capacity through its availability as a

collective resource and through specific, individual

contributions.” (Chaskin, 1999, p.7) Many refer to

these attributes as human capital.

Individual persons are the basic building blocks of

community structure.Those working to strengthen

the capacity of individuals need to understand and

take into account individuals’needs in working in

the community environment, and understand the

various roles that individuals may and should play

in communities and in community development.

They also need to help individuals acquire and

develop the knowledge, skills, and techniques that

enable individuals to function effectively in these

roles.Group membership skills, leadership skills, and

conflict resolution skills are examples of individual

skills that are essential to capable individuals.

Just as one can view other structures as being

either “formal”or “informal” (see below), one may

view individuals in the same manner. Individuals

who have no professional or other recognized

direct role in community development, other than

being a citizen or community member, could be

considered informal individuals.Those who are

directly involved could be viewed as formal.

Organizations
In his community capacity model, Chaskin’s “orga-

nizations level” looks at organized collectives,

including community-based organizations (service

providers, businesses, development organizations),

local branches of larger institutions (banks,

schools,major retail establishments), and smaller

organized groups (neighborhood associations,

social clubs, tenants, and homeowners’ associa-

tions). Organizational capacity, Chaskin says,“might

be reflected in the ability of such collectives to

carry out their functions responsively, effectively,

and efficiently as part of the larger system of

actors and processes to which they are connected,

within and beyond the community.”Chaskin adds

that as a component of and a mechanism for

creating community capacity they will necessarily

have to go beyond production of outputs to

“incorporate issues of constituent representation,

political influence, and the ability to engage in

instrumental interorganizational relationships.”

(Chaskin, 1999, p. 8)

5 The axiom of function preceding form is suspended in the organization of this paper. For purposes of comprehension and
understandability form is discussed first, followed by function. In community development work purpose/function are
determined first, and then appropriate forms or structures are created (or existing structures designated or modified) to
achieve the selected purpose/function.
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Organizations are the means or vehicle through

which communities take action.They are, the

primary means for “containing” community

capacity. Community capacity at the organizational

level is often referred to as organizational capital.

Organizations are created with specific core

missions or purposes in mind, and can be found in

many alternative configurations.They may be

created for purposes even beyond that suggested

by Chaskin, including religious,medical, recre-

ational, environmental, public safety, governmen-

tal, political, and many others to meet community

needs. Organizations may be temporary or perma-

nent, informal or formally incorporated, for-profit

or not-for-profit, governmental or non-govern-

mental, membership or non-membership.

Organizations may be either informal or formal. In

most communities, groups can be found in varying

degrees of formality and informality. Informal

groups frequently perform important community

functions by carrying out activities where a formal

organization is unnecessary or by serving as an

early step in the process of forming a formal

organization.

Sometimes, too, organizations may be non-

existent, or long dormant, or they may be in such a

state that they are incapable of achieving their

mission, and are thus ineffective.

In addition to those mentioned by Chaskin, above,

organizations level capacity includes skills, knowl-

edge, and resources that enable effective organiza-

tional design, development, and maintenance and

those needed for achieving its mission.

Networks
Networks, Chaskin says, concern “social structure—

networks of relationships among individuals and

organizations or other collectives,” and he says

that “positive social relations among actors that

provide a context of trust and support and repre-

sent access to resources (information, connections,

money) is known as social capital.” Putnam (1995,

2000), cited in Mancini, et al. (2003), say that social
capital includes two key terms: reciprocity and
trust, and also ascribe to it cohesion and lubricat-

ing characteristics.

Within a community system organizations can be

seen as “nodes within the structural space …”

(Laumann, Galaskiewicz and Marsden, 1978)

Chaskin adds that “While human capital and orga-

nizational capacities exist within individual nodes

of a social system, social capital and its counterpart

among organizations are collective phenomena,

inherent within the structure of relations within

the system.” (Chaskin, 1999, p. 8). Putnam (1995,

2000) supports this idea by saying that social

capital belongs to the collective rather than to an

individual. He adds that social capital allows the

community to achieve results otherwise not

achievable, and that it increases the more that it is

used.

At the network level, then, capacity focuses on the

ability to bring about cohesion and interaction

between community organizations and individu-

als, to generate and maintain trust and support

between them, and to foster cooperation and

sharing of access to information and other

resources.

Networks, too, can be either informal or formal.The

most informal networks may require little more

than the desire to communicate, and not need

many of the capabilities of formal networks.

Formal networks, on the other hand, usually

require more deliberate design and management

of some organizational features to meet network

needs, like meeting venues, communication tech-

nology, and other means of interrelating.



6 Partnerships may involve joint and legal rights and responsibilities between participating parties.

7 This writer prefers to use the idea of “collaboration” (working together) to describe one possible function of the link
between two nodes in a network (much like “sharing information,”“sharing resources,” and “coordination”) rather than
using the term to characterize an entire network.
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Mancini et al. (2003, p 324) believe that informal

networks “continue to be a relatively untapped

source in building healthy communities.”They say

that even though the recognition of informal

networks’ significance is nothing new,most com-

munities “have not been sufficiently intentional in

building these networks.”They feel that support-

ing informal networks is a “primary responsibility

of the formal network, which includes agencies,

organizations, and generally people and structures

that function out of obligation.”The formal

network, they say, can “more readily achieve its

objectives by mobilizing and empowering the

informal community.”

Informal networks often are needed to play key

roles in the early stages of the development of

community and development in a community, as

an interim structure (see below).

Network-type relationships can differ in their

degree of integration (and their purpose, structure,

and process) as well. Hogue (1994) identifies five

levels of this type of relationship, from low to high

integration:

� Networks— function to primarily exchange

information and foster communication.

� Alliances— a bit more formal in process and

serve to reduce duplication of efforts.

� Partnerships6 — involve sharing helpful

resources to support each others’ interests and

goals and some joint planning and activity,

while still maintaining autonomy.

� Coalitions—bring members together to work

toward complementary goals through coordi-

nated efforts and sharing of resources

� Collaboratives7 — entail working towards a

common vision, jointly taking action, and

sharing the decision making process

Futris (2006, p. 4), in presenting alternative levels of

relationship, adds, importantly, that “In some cases

collaboration is the ideal relationship, while in

other cases a partnership or coalition may be more

appropriate.What’s important is that members

understand and agree upon the mission or

purpose of the group.”

Interim structures
One type of community structure not often recog-

nized as such in the literature is that of interim
structures. These structures play an important role
in community development.They are often

created to accomplish short-term purposes, includ-

ing identifying and evaluating alternative courses

of action and designing and creating permanent

structures as a part of a broader solution.They are

created during a stage in community development

when a permanent structure in not necessary or is

undesirable. Some familiar examples of interim

structures include study committees to identify

and frame community issues, informal sponsor

groups to assemble resources for special efforts,

study groups to assist in gathering information

and conducting community learning regarding a

particular topic or interest, planning and design

committees to create new community systems or

propose changes in policies, and special task forces

to investigate and correct specific problems.

One type of structure that deserves special atten-

tion is the informal network designed and used
as an interim structure.At first glance, creating
such a structure early in a community develop-

ment effort may appear to violate the function

before form principle.This is not the case, though,

because the purpose of such an informal interim

network is not to produce goods, deliver services,

or other purposes that might be expected of

networks that are designed as a part of a solution

that addresses a community issue. Instead, the

purposes that informal interim networks are

intended to achieve are related to building social

capital and creating the means for action (other

interim or permanent structures, resources, etc.)
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Here informal interim networks can:

� Begin to define, gather knowledge about, and

develop a shared understanding of their

unique community (see Community Capacity

Element 1, above).

� Include various community stakeholders and

begin to establish familiarity, understanding,

trust, cohesion, and motivation (see

Community Capacity Element 2).

� Create, find resources for, legitimize, and in some

cases“sponsor” interim structures that are

needed to seek community results, such as

special study groups, community awareness

groups, task forces, planning and design groups,

etc. (see Community Capacity Element 2).

� Enable community learning of essential issue-

related, research-based information (see

Community Capacity Element 3).

� Initially frame community issues and call them

to the attention of the community with educa-

tion and information programs (see

Community Capacity Element 3).

� Develop the means to go about seeking com-

munity results.This means developing a plan

for what initial actions a community should

take and the means by which they should be

taken, such as a “plan for learning,”a “plan for

planning” (see Community Capacity Element 3).

After community development work is underway

an informal interim network may decide to

continue its work in other ways, or to take on other

purposes, and convert itself into either a perma-

nent informal network or a permanent formal

community network.

Communities can sometimes make a very serious

mistake by ignoring the need for and utility of an

informal interim network and by jumping several

steps ahead to create a permanent structure

before purpose and functions are clear, and before

alternative permanent structures are carefully

weighed as to their capabilities for achieving a

desired purpose and their appropriateness for the

unique community.

Communities can also create problems for them-

selves by creating networks intended to build

social capital as permanent structures, and later

finding that they are not capable of carrying out

subsequently identified functions and producing

specified results. Two lessons are often learned

here: (1) A community can waste considerable

time and resources trying to get a structure to do

what it was not designed to do, and (2) permanent

structures, once created, are not as easy to get rid

of as one might think, even if they prove to be

non-functional, unnecessary, duplicative, or even

obstructive.

Because informal interim structures are most often

not created by a formal act of an official body,

through incorporation, or by means of enabling or

direct legislation, the concern for establishing and

maintaining their legitimacy is greater than that

for other,more permanent types of structure in

community development.

As a part of creating an interim structure, specific

attention needs to be given to when and how the

particular structure will either terminate its exis-

tence or, if desired, transition into a permanent

structure.

Structure follows purpose
An important thing to remember when consider-

ing structures is that their creation should not

precede all other actions. Instead, they are solu-

tions—the products of actions, such as a planning

and design effort, where an appropriate structure

is created and designed (or an existing structure is

modified) to accomplish a specific, established

purpose. In other words, structures are created as a

means of fulfilling purposes, and not the other way

around.They are created as a result of many

actions and decisions leading to their creation.

Once a structure is created, additional actions will

certainly follow, as the structure then strives to

achieve, as it was designed to, its community

purpose.
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Interim structures are somewhat different in that

they are often formed to achieve purposes that

help a community acquire the capacity to seek

results or purposes involved with seeking results

rather than purposes associated with imple-

mented results like programs, services, goods, etc.,

where a permanent structure is needed.Their

creation and use, like the uses of permanent struc-

tures, is still guided by purpose—only their

purpose is usually different from those of perma-

nent structures.

Structures need also to be created or modified in

light of the environment or setting in which they

will exist and operate. Since each community is

unique, a type of structure that may be appropri-

ate and work well to accomplish a given purpose

in one community may be inappropriate or

unworkable to accomplish the same purpose in

other communities.

In the previous section a second element of

community capacity, community structures, was

presented, both as the means for containing

abilities and to serve as vehicles for action in com-

munity development. Community structures, too,

can be seen as the places where Bowen,Martin,

Mancini, and Nelson’s “shared responsibility” and

“collective competence” can be further focused

and nurtured.

Although Chaskin did not ask it, he could well have

asked “If community structures are that which

‘contain (hold, store)’ community capacity, what

‘abilities (of mind, of action)’ should they contain?”

Chaskin did say that the notion of capacity “implies

the existence within [communities] of particular

capabilities, faculties, or powers to do certain

things” (Chaskin, 1999, p. 3), but he did not provide

specific information on what these might be.

The elements of community capacity discussed so

far, then, are:

1. The capacity and ability to define a commu-
nity, describe and understand its unique
environment, and take responsibility for
community issues and common purposes.

2. The capacity and ability to create,manage,
and maintain appropriate community struc-
tures that address community issues and
achieve community purposes.

Having the capacity for understanding the envi-

ronment or setting and having community struc-

tures like organizations and networks are still not

sufficient conditions for communities to achieve

their purposes. A third element of community

capacity—the part that operationalizes function—

remains to be discussed:Purpose-Based Action.

III. Purpose-Based Action
Descriptive versus prescriptive
Many of the sources cited in this paper have

referred, in one way or another, to “actions” to be

taken. Chaskin, as quoted in the section above,

noted the need for “particular capabilities, faculties,

or powers to do certain things.”He also saw

capacity as “dynamic,” and identified, as one of the

four characteristics of community capacity,“mech-

anisms for problem solving.” (Chaskin, 1999).

Mancini, et al. (2003, 2005) call for being “deliber-

ate,” and cite the need to demonstrate “observable

results.”Marre et al. (2006) note, too, that commu-

nity capacity needs to be a “dynamic process,” and

that “some knowledge or know how is required.

Small and Supple (2001) call attention to “mecha-

nisms or processes.”

Brennan perhaps gets closer to addressing action

when he says that:

Through the purposive assessment of skills, needs, and
opportunities for action, locally based plans for commu-
nity and economic development that reflect the commu-
nity can be prepared.The success of individual plans in
this setting is irrelevant.Through this development of
community, a framework is presented that allows future
efforts to be attempted.This model allows for long term
community based collective action to take place. Such
efforts are purposive and serve as the basis for interaction
that benefits the overall community (Brennan (2003, p. 2)

COMMUN I T Y C APAC I T Y E L EMENT 2 :

Community Structures
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Brennan concludes by citing Luloff and Bridger

(2003) that “Through community action and the

purposive interaction of community members, the

development of community takes place.”

Researchers writing in the works reviewed so far

reveal a perception that community capacity must

include the capacity for action, and also a percep-

tion that understanding environment or setting

and having community structures are not suffi-

cient to carry out successful community develop-

ment. In their efforts they have succeeded in con-

tributing significantly to an understanding of what
needs to be done and why it needs to be done.To
some extent, too, through their research on com-

munity structures, they provide information and

knowledge of who carries out community devel-
opment. It is in dealing with the specifics of how
community structures (that is, individuals, organi-

zations, and networks) should take action and

conduct community development that much of

the community-related literature is insufficient.

Mancini, et al. (2005, p. 573), referring to Sampson,

et al. (2002) seem to recognize the need for more

work in this element when they say that

These authors point out inconsistency in how
processes are operationalized or theoretically
situated, so although there is improvement in this
area of study, the need to improve conceptualiza-
tion and research remains. A central theoretical
challenge is differentiating social organization
structure from social organization process.
Generally structure refers to interconnecting
parts, a framework, organization, configuration,
and composition; process refers to a course of
action, functions, operations, and methods of
working.

It is understandable that research efforts struggle

with this element of community capacity.

Research, relying on a “research approach” (see

below), and augmented by observational and eval-

uation tools, studies phenomena and artifacts (in

this case, related to environment and structure),

and tends to produce results (descriptions, defini-

tions, frameworks,models, templates, etc.) that are

descriptive in nature. Sometimes research efforts
produce results that move somewhat beyond the

descriptive, like a set of observation-based, evalu-

ated experiences or recommendations, presented

in some fields as “lessons learned,” and in others

“best practices”or “models.”The message of these

works is “We have studied cases in the field.This is

what we have learned.Try to apply or replicate

what was learned.”

This type of research is important, of course, in that

it forms a basis for understanding and a founda-

tion for means that help inform and support com-

munity action. Another way to look at this work is

that it creates the context in which action can take

place.The framework for community action, pre-

sented below, on the other hand, is a framework of

community action itself.

Research, by its nature also, focuses on phenom-

ena and artifacts that already exist or have

happened in the past. It is difficult to observe,

measure, evaluate, and study something that does

not yet exist. One can see this reflected in the liter-

ature’s language.When discussing networks, for

example, Small and Supple and Mancini et al.

speak of different levels of “effects”occurring.

Effects are like results: they both are what are

observable and measurable after action has taken

place.

In contrast, purpose-based action is prescriptive
in nature, and deals with the specifics of how a

purpose should be achieved and how a structure

can act.Where a person concerned with descrip-

tive-type work might ask “What was the effect of
that interaction, decision, policy, action, etc.?,” a

person acting from a prescriptive standpoint

would ask “How can we affect that decision,
policy, action, etc.” Purpose-based action also deals

with when action is to take place, and with more

specifics regarding who is to be involved and how
they are to be involved.

Purpose-based action conforms to Chaskin’s

“ability (of mind, of action),” half of his initial

concept of capacity. It is, as Mancini and others

point out (see above), process, functions, a course

of action (strategy), operations, strategy, and all the

methods of working (approaches, skills, tools, etc.)

that go with it.
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Defining purpose-based action
Just as there needs to be a context or framework

for “community,” and a context or framework for

“structure,” a framework is needed for understand-

ing and engaging purpose-based action. For this
framework, and for component action approaches

in the framework, additional disciplines and litera-

tures need to be called upon and incorporated

into the community capacity knowledge base.

Some writers try to define action in terms of struc-

ture, saying that organizations or networks are the

“process” that carries out community develop-

ment. While structures are the means for contain-

ing and fostering, and even enabling action, they

are not processes or courses of action in and of

themselves.

Other writers define and describe action in such

narrow and specific terms, like “interventions in

family health situations”or “fiscal restructuring for

housing renovation” that their work is not mean-

ingful nor useful to persons engaged in other

types of community development work.While def-

inition of this type—so closely related to

content—may ultimately be needed in some form,

it is not the best place to start when trying to

define what is meant by the purpose-based action

element of community capacity.

Nor is it unusual to read papers that present a case

study of “community development”describing the

action of one specific tool, such as an issue identifi-

cation tool, or an analytical tool, or a visioning tool,

where no knowledge is expressed of what actions

preceded (or should have preceded) the use of the

tool, what will happen with the work produced by

the tool, or what overall purpose the tool is sup-

porting. Often, an author will spend considerable

effort to try to demonstrate how this single tool

constitutes “community capacity” and carries out

“community development.”

To avoid these and other problems, depiction of an

effective framework for purpose-based action (and

its component approaches) can begin with a focus

on three main characteristics:

1. It should be universal. The terms and concepts
should apply to all types of actions, regardless

of the content-related application. Universal

also means that the framework should cover all

types of action at the most basic level.

2. It should be understandable. The terms and
concepts should be such that professionals

from all fields can understand them and com-

municate freely between fields and content

applications.Terms and concepts should also

be sharable with community members, so their

capacity for action may be developed and

increased.

3. It should be prescriptive. The concepts, com-
ponents, skills, and tools should be designed to

carry out actions to achieve specific purposes.

(Nadler, 1981)

In the 1960s Gerald Nadler, then a professor of

industrial engineering at the University of

Wisconsin-Madison specializing in the purpose-

based planning and design of socio-technical

systems, began work on such a framework. Nadler,

taking a systems view, realized that planning and

design systems were not only comprised of

various factors, they were also a component of a

larger system or framework of essential activities.

His work with communities of many types facilitat-

ing the design of systems and structures for

schools, hospitals, local, state, and federal govern-

ments and their agencies, as well as non- and for-

profit corporations, helped him develop a purpose-

based framework for action.

Nadler’s framework for a larger system of essential

activities is the one of the only works available that

attempts to explain the specific “actions”needed at

this level in community development, and the way

they work together to achieve purposes. As such, it

is the basis for a “purpose-based action”element of

community capacity that specifically addresses

how action may be carried out by individuals,

organizations, and networks.

Nadler’s framework begins with the idea that

action at its most fundamental level can be

described as “fundamental purposeful activities.”

While these purposeful activities are similar in the

type of factors they incorporate, they are quite dif-

ferent in the specifics of their individual

approaches. No one purposeful activity is seen as

most important, and individuals, organizations, and

networks must have some capacity to perform

them all to be effective over time.
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Purpose-based action is a way of providing a

framework for organizing and describing the

approaches, strategies, skills, tools, and roles

required in taking action and achieving results. It is

a way to understand the action-related abilities

and capacities in the community capacity model. It

is upon this basic framework of understanding and

action that more specific, content-related courses

of action are later designed and included.

In this section of the paper the word purpose is
used in two ways. Used alone, as a noun, it is

intended to mean the overall purpose of a com-

munity or a structure, or of a program or project—

in other words a content-related purpose,
addressing what is intended to be achieved. Used

as an adjective with a noun (as in purposeful

activity or purposeful approach) it means that that

activity or approach is intended to achieve a par-

ticular action-related purpose.

Here,purpose-based action is intended to incor-
porate the idea of purpose in both senses of the

word. It is action that is based on and guided by

the overall purpose to be achieved and by the

individual purposeful activities and approaches

pursued to accomplish that purpose.

Purposeful activities
This framework is based first on the concept of

purposeful activities (Nadler, 1981, pp. 19-21),
which incorporates two necessary elements of

action:“purpose” relates to aim or intention, and

“activities” are the behaviors associated with aim or

intention. Seven fundamental purposeful activities

have been identified:

1. Self-preservation— assure self-preservation

and survival of the species

2. Operating and Supervising— operate and

supervise an existing solution or system

3. Planning and Design— create or restructure

a situation-specific solution or system

4. Research— search for causes, seek generaliza-

tions, and attempt to disprove hypotheses

5. Evaluation— evaluate performance of

previous solutions or other purposeful

activities

6. Learning—gain skills and acquire knowledge

about existing information and generalizations

7. Leisure— enjoy free time from work or duties

In the case of self-preservation and leisure, experi-

ence has shown that once begun, pursuit of these

two activities quickly converts to pursuing one or

more of the other five purposeful activities. For

purposes of the framework described in this paper

five fundamental purposeful activities will be

considered:

1. Operating and supervising— operate and

supervise an existing solution or system.

2. Planning and design— create or restructure

a situation-specific solution or system (see also

Nadler, 1994, 1995, 2004.)

3. Research— earch for causes, seek generaliza-

tions, and attempt to disprove hypotheses.

4. Evaluation— evaluate performance of

previous solutions or other purposeful

activities.

5. Learning—gain skills and acquire knowledge

about existing information and generalizations.

This classification is different from most classifica-

tions by type: it does not focus on issue or object.

Any given issue or problem, could be associated

with all five.The classification enables the practi-

tioner to determine whether, for example, health

care poses a problem of planning and design,

learning, or evaluation. In relation to health care, he

or she could be designing a neighborhood clinic,

evaluating one, or operating and supervising it.

It is, of course, necessary to introduce and share

the appropriate content knowledge relating to the

substantive matter of concern. No purposeful

activity can claim to be successful and effective if

incomplete, dated, or unsubstantiated knowledge

is being used. It is not difficult to find examples

where communities were motivated and actively

involved in addressing an issue, but failed in their

efforts because they lacked sufficient and correct

knowledge of the substantive matter of the issue.

This is sometimes referred to colloquially as

“shooting in the dark.”There is, too, another saying

about “not reinventing the wheel.”Communities

who do not take the time to seek out needed
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knowledge can waste much of their resources and

energy trying to generate the knowledge them-

selves, often through trial and error and without

success.

Ultimately, bringing appropriate knowledge to

bear in a timely manner, and via the right purpose-

ful activities, will contribute significantly to timely

and well-considered decision making.

Communities have to take care, though, to use

knowledge wisely, not adopting solutions or ideas

from elsewhere whole, without adapting them to

meet specific community issues and purposes, to

the community environment, and to local customs,

values, and norms.

The five purposeful activities are not mutually

exclusive: each may be involved with, or even

depend on another. For example, a successful com-

munity planning effort often requires, at various

points in the project, research, learning, evaluation,

operating and supervising.

Nor is any one purposeful activity more important

than any other.They are all important, and, in many

cases, all five are pursued over the course of a

program or project. Deciding which purposeful

activity or activities to pursue and when it or they

should be pursued in an overall effort should

always be based on relevance and appropriate-

ness. These are critical decisions about action and

how something should be done, and should be

made only after a careful diagnosis is made of the
particular situation.

Each purposeful activity is unique in the approach

it takes, and the strategy, skills, and tools, and roles

that are required to pursue it. Thus, pursuing the

wrong purposeful activity or pursuing a particular

purposeful activity at the wrong time will, most

often, yield unsatisfactory results.

Fundamental purposeful activities may include

important secondary purposeful activities,
which are not exclusive to any single primary pur-

poseful activity, and can be employed in all of

them.

They include:

� Make a decision.

� Maintain a standard of achievement.

� Resolve a conflict.

� Make a model of or abstract a

phenomenon.

� Develop creative ideas.

� Establish priorities.

� Practice and exercise.

� Focus and motivate individual efforts.

The context for employing secondary purposeful

activities is provided by the fundamental purpose-

ful activity selected, and answers the question “To

what end is this being done?”Make a decision

about what—operating and supervising or evalua-

tion? Resolve a conflict about what—planning and

design or learning? Develop a creative idea about

what? Establish priorities for what reason?

Once it is clear which fundamental purposeful

activity is being pursued, and which secondary

purposeful activities are also needed, decisions

about which specific skills and tools to employ and

which roles to play become clear and can be made

more effectively. Often, different sets of skills and

tools will be chosen to accomplish a secondary

activity, depending on which fundamental pur-

poseful activity is being pursued. For example, one

set of skills may be used to resolve a conflict in

planning and design, and a different set chosen to

resolve a conflict in an operating and supervising

context.
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Total approaches
For each fundamental purposeful activity there is a

unique approach, consisting of principles of
action and a methodology for operationalizing

them. A decision to act should automatically

trigger the question “How is this to be done?”The

key word here is how—how to formulate a

problem, how to proceed, how to seek and imple-

ment solutions. How means explicit methods, and

not just exhortation.We can think of approaches

as deriving from the fundamental purposeful

activities:

1. Operating and Supervising Approach

2. Planning and Design Approach

3. Research Approach

4. Evaluation Approach

5. Learning Approach

Each approach is based on a well-developed disci-

pline, each rich with its own axioms, principles,

research, experts, literature, and specialized skills

and tools.

To be considered a total approach, an approach
must simultaneously address five factors:

1. Pursuing a strategy

2. Specifying and presenting the solution
or results

3. Involving people from the real world

4. Using information and knowledge

5. Arranging for continual change and
improvement

1. Pursuing a strategy
A strategy is a method of operating, a way

followed in accordance with principles, a course of

action or a process.The function of a strategy is to

guide a person or group in achieving a purposeful

activity through a set of sequential steps or

phases. It is a time-based “road map” that directs

how to proceed over time until an implemented

solution is achieved. A strategy can often involve

iterative and looping activities, and can signal

when it is wise to begin at a different phase or step

than the “first”one listed.

The approach for each purposeful activity requires

a unique strategy. A corollary to this is that the

correct unique strategy must be used to pursue

each purposeful activity.This means, for example,

that it is not effective to use a research strategy to

carry out planning and design; nor is it appropriate

to use a learning strategy to do evaluation.

For each approach the strategy determines what is
to be done at each step, and sets the sequence

and pace of activity.The remaining four factors in

the approach, necessarily, are closely coordinated

with, and support, the strategy.

2. Specifying and presenting the
solution or results
Prescribing a format for the result expected for

each purposeful activity enables specifications and

details to be understood by peers, sponsors,

clients, community members, and whoever else

will receive the information.This format is a

solution framework that identifies the factors,
properties, and attributes, and their interrelation-

ships that should be included in specifying a

solution. Frequently, the systems concept is
chosen as the desired format structure. Since

research solutions, planning solutions, operating

solutions, learning solutions, and evaluation solu-

tions will differ significantly, though, it is reason-

able to expect that they may require different

system frameworks.

3. Involving people
When people are involved continuously from the

beginning of a project they are significantly more

likely to accept and support solutions and to

become part of their implementation. Involving

people can accomplish many things, including

keeping entire communities informed; generating

new, original, creative ideas, testing for the feasibil-

ity and acceptability of various alternatives being

considered, or evaluating a program just com-

pleted. Involving people also recognizes that

values, feelings, perceptions, and subjective data

are an essential part of developing and imple-

menting solutions.
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People in the client’s world should be given the

opportunity to participate in meaningful and pur-

poseful ways throughout the course of a program

or project. For this to be feasible and effective a

variety of means for participation may need to be

available, each suitable for the type of participant

and the purpose of the particular step when par-

ticipation will take place, within the specific

strategy being pursued (see Grabow et al., 2006).

Consideration has to be given to create many

more opportunities for involvement than the tradi-

tional two offerings found in many community

structures projects: complete involvement through

membership on the governing body or main

project steering committee or minimal involve-

ment at an annual general meeting or meeting at

the end of a project to listen to a presentation of

results or an already-decided course of action.

For each of the five approaches the type of people

participating and the means through which they

may participate will necessarily be different.Who

participates as research is being conducted and

how they participate, for example, will very likely

be significantly different from who participates

and how they participate as planning and design

or learning is carried out, even though the subject

matter may be the same in all cases.

4.Using information and knowledge
Information and knowledge regarding any

problem or situation may come from many

sources, such as professional literature, research

studies, collection of raw data, past experiences,

and experts—each with a wide range of useful-

ness. The nature of useful information will be dif-

ferent for each type of approach being pursued.

Research and learning approaches, for example,

rely on current and past information because

pursuing them involves adding to,modifying, or

creating new categories for existing information.

Other approaches, such as planning and design,

may seek information that will help predict the

future status of phenomena or the consequences

of deliberate actions or changes.

It is important to recognize that the state of

knowing or possessing information does not

include the ability or means to use it. Each

approach uses information differently, depending

on the other factors in the approach: pursuing a

strategy, specifying a solution, and involving

people. Decisions regarding what information to

gather and use, and how and when to use it,must

be guided by the approach being pursued, and by

the other factors in that approach.

5. Arranging for continual change
and improvement
Change is inevitable and any solution, however

effective it is when it is implemented,must antici-

pate and deal with it. Specifying how change and

improvement is to be addressed in the solution or

results themselves avoids being surprised and

unprepared in the future. Change for change’s sake

is irresponsible and ill-advised, but seeking contin-

ual change and improvement is necessary for long

term growth and stability.

Arranging for change involves incorporating into

the solution or results a structure for and means to

periodically review and seek planned improve-

ment to the implemented solution. It also requires

techniques for auditing and evaluation, and for

continual monitoring of environmental opportuni-

ties and challenges.

Specifying a five-factor approach
for each purposeful activity
Each of the five total approaches listed above incor-

porates the five factors. But, because each purpose-

ful activity has distinctly different ends and values,

the strategies,methods for specifying and present-

ing solutions or results,means for involving people,

use of information and knowledge, and arrange-

ments for continuing change and improvement will

be different for each. Similarly, the mindset and

method of inquiry for determining how each factor

will be operationalized will be different.
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Skills and tools
Skills and tools are the specific means through

which the approaches are carried out.They are

chosen to achieve specific purposes, called for

generally by the particular purposeful approach

being pursued and specifically by the purpose of

the specific step in the approach’s strategy.

Skills
A skill is a learned power of doing something com-

petently, a developed aptitude or ability. It can be

thought of as a combination of applied knowl-

edge, experience, and learned behaviors. Skills are

best learned through training that includes

observing the skill being used effectively and prac-

ticing its use to gain proficiency. Often, skills make

use of certain subconscious actions or reactions,

developed through practice and experience.The

effective use of a skill involves knowing what to

do,why something is to be done, how to do it, and

also when and where to do it.

Community development professionals possess,

and continue to acquire many skills needed for

their work. Some important skills familiar to com-

munity development work are:

� Learning skills

� Teaching skills

� Leadership skills

� Group membership skills

� Listening skills

� Interviewing skills

� Diagnostic skills

� Facilitation skills

� Organizational skills

� Analytical skills

� Writing skills

� Presentation skills

� Conflict resolution skills

� Computer skills

Tools
Generally, a tool is something used in performing

an operation or that is necessary in the practice of

a vocation or profession. Nancy Tague, in her

manual, The Quality Toolbox, says that “[T]ools are

relatively small, often parts of a larger unit; they do

something; each is designed for a very specific

purpose.” (See Tague, 2005 for descriptions of a

variety of useful tools).

Many hundreds of tools have been developed to

accomplish the wide variety of specific tasks

needed to carry out the five purposeful

approaches. Some examples of types of tools

include tools to generate ideas and information

(for example, brainstorming, surveys, observation

tools), tools to organize information (hierarchies,

diagrams, classifications), tools to aid decision

making (decision matrix, decision tree), tools to

analyze data (statistical tools, Pareto Charts), tools

to evaluate performance (pre-test/post test

analysis, performance index, surveys, focus groups),

tools to enable learning (practice exercises,

learning or study circles, systems thinking), tools to

involve community stakeholders (Nominal Group

Technique, Charette,World Café, public meetings),

tools to manage projects (Gantt Charts,

PERT/CPM), etc.

Tools are most effectively used in combination, in

the context of an overall strategy. In this way, for

example, one tool may be used to generate infor-

mation in one step of the strategy, followed by the

use of a second tool to organize the information

generated into alternatives, followed by a third

tool to evaluate the relative effectiveness and

appropriateness of the alternatives, followed by a

fourth tool to simulate and assess likely conse-

quences of alternatives, followed by a fifth to assist

in final decision making. Some tools combine two

or more of these functions. Decisions regarding

what type of tool is needed are dictated by the

purposeful approach being pursued and the

specific purpose of the step being carried out in

that approach’s strategy.Tools are also chosen to

work well with each other as ideas and informa-

tion being developed move from function to

function and from step to step in the strategy.
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Tools are not designed to be used singly, as ends

unto themselves.They generally do not provide

any kind of context or sense of overall strategy.

Everyone involved needs to understand the overall

approach being pursued and the purposes and

tasks to be accomplished, and the need to design

their work to employ a set of tools that work well

together over the course of a project, a program, or

day-to-day operations of a community structure.

Some questions that need to be answered before

a tool is put to use include “What needs to be done

at this point in the approach?”,“What was accom-

plished in the previous step?”,“What is it we will be

doing in the next step?”, and “How do we get what

we have now in a form that is ready for and usable

in what comes next?”

The idea of using the appropriate tools for the

right purposes is critical in learning, planning, eval-

uating, research, and operating and supervising. It

is equally important that a tool not be mistaken for

an approach and its strategy, which provides the

framework for the employment of a variety of

tools.

It is very important to persons involved in commu-

nity development that they have more than one

tool of each type in their toolboxes. As profession-

als become more sophisticated in their diagnosis

of situations, they also become aware that some

tools are best prescribed for some situations and

with some types of clients, while other tools will

work best in other situations and with other

clients. In many situations, too, the first tool

deployed, for one reason or another,may not work

as planned. In these situations professionals must

be able to call upon alternative tools that can be

used to accomplish the same purpose.

From a self-awareness perspective, an additional

reason for having a variety of tools at hand, ready

to be called upon, is to avoid being perceived as a

“one trick act,”which not only limits effectiveness,

but also can be very boring and tiresome to client

groups. A related idea to consider is the old saying

about those who have put only a hammer in their

toolbox, and how now all the situations they

encounter are tending to look a lot like nails.

The ultimate objective of a competent professional

should be to be “approach oriented”; that is: (1) to

understand what will be done in the course of

pursuing an approach, from start to finish; (2) to be

able to employ skills and tools as necessary and

appropriate to accomplish the various tasks neces-

sary along the way to successfully pursue the

approach; and (3) to be ready to employ alterna-

tive tools to accomplish the same purposes if nec-

essary. The opposite—being overly “tool

oriented”—leads often to isolated or inappropriate

results, disjointed tasks, gaps in process, partial or

complete failure to reach desired ends in a

program or project, or inability to manage or

maintain a community structure.

Roles
Role, in the context of this paper, is used in the

functionalist sense,meaning performing a given

set of functions through a collection of appropri-

ate, connected behaviors. It differs from status in
that status is the position a person occupies, while

role is a set of expected behaviors attached to that
position.Thus, for example, a person may enjoy the

status of being a community development special-

ist, or an Extension educator, but will necessarily

play a variety of different roles in the course of his

or her work.

During the course of a program, project, or other

effort professionals can expect to play a series of

roles that may include learner, diagnostician,

planner, program/project manager, team leader,

teacher, content expert, evaluator, applied

researcher, publicist, and conflict resolver. Playing

each of these roles will necessarily involve

choosing an appropriate combination of behav-

iors, skills, and tools to perform the various func-

tions required.

Critical to playing roles effectively is understand-

ing the environment and situation in which the

program, project, or effort is taking place.

Understanding the community environment or

setting, understanding the individuals, organiza-

tions, and networks that may be involved, knowing

which purposeful approach is required and the

various steps involved is foundational. Being aware

of the purpose and functions of various roles,
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knowing one’s capabilities and capacity for playing

each role, knowing how to play needed roles, and

understanding when and in what situations roles

should (and should not) be played is essential.

As is the case with tools, having only a limited

number of roles to call upon, or becoming stuck in

one or two roles during the course of a program,

project, or effort, whether or not they are appropri-

ate as work proceeds, can significantly limit the

usefulness and effectiveness of the professional.

Another way of looking at this is that while it may

be appropriate for a professional to play the role of

teacher, facilitator, or evaluator at some times

during a community project, it usually is not

appropriate for him or her to continue to play the

same role or roles as a project progresses through

steps that require new functions to be performed

and new roles to be played. One example might be

a professional who is an outstanding teacher and

leader.These roles may be entirely appropriate in

the early stages of a community project, but as the

project moves on it may require professionals who

can play the roles of planning facilitator, project

manager, evaluator, conflict resolver, and others.

Using purpose-based action
Approaching action from a purpose-based action

framework can offer a community many possibili-

ties for identifying and carrying out what needs to

be done. In employing this framework, a commu-

nity, often with the help and guidance of one or

more community development professionals, can

move through a series of steps to decide what is to

be done and how best to do it. In many situations

these steps include:

� Establish initial legitimacy for beginning work

(e.g. designation, sponsorship, community con-

sensus).

� Convene an initial group of key community

people. (Membership will vary depending on

the nature of the issue initiating the work.) This

can be considered a small, informal network.

� Acquire and share information and knowledge

to define and describe the environment or

setting and its unique characteristics. Limit

data collection at this point to information to

satisfy this need only.

� Perform a self-diagnosis of the situation.

� Identify the overall content-related purpose,

desire, or vision to be achieved.

� Prescribe which purposeful approach is

needed at this time. For example, if much is

unknown about the community and its values

and desires, a research approach may need to

be pursued. If an important issue has arisen,

but there is no support for addressing it, a

learning approach may need to be pursued to

increase awareness and inform community

members. If no system exists in a community to

transport elderly persons to medical appoint-

ments, a planning and design approach may

need to be pursued to create one. If a public

housing system exists but is not meeting com-

munity needs, an evaluation approach may

need to be pursued. Or if a new youth recre-

ation center has been designed and built, an

operating and supervising approach may need

to be pursued to implement and run it. Often,

several purposeful approaches may need to be

pursued at the same time. Frequently, though,

situations may require that one approach be

completed before another can begin. As a

program, project, or effort moves along, addi-

tional purposeful approaches may be pursued

as appropriate.

� Using a planning and design strategy, design a

community-based system to pursue the

approach selected. Incorporating the particular

principles, general strategy, and other factors of

the purposeful approach selected, as well as

the specific requirements of the community

environment and the content-related purpose,

design a customized system to pursue the

approach.Thus, the community will “design a

planning system to plan a new community

center,” or “design an evaluation system to

evaluate its social services network,” or “design

a system to help young people learn to

prepare for job interviews.”These plans may

call for involving existing community struc-

tures or for creating new interim or permanent

structures to carry them out.
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� Enable/modify/create needed structures, incor-

porate research-based, solution-oriented sub-

stantive matter knowledge, and begin

pursuing the purposeful approach(s).

Several things are important to understand when

pursuing purpose-based action. First, purposeful

approaches and their included strategies, skills,

and tools, when applied by community develop-

ment experts, can produce results or output in a

community.This is “development in the commu-

nity,” and will not necessarily make a substantial

contribution to a community’s individuals’, organi-

zations’, and networks’ knowledge and abilities,

and thus not significantly contribute to commu-

nity capacity.

Second, to achieve “development of the commu-

nity” community individuals, organizations, and

networks must acquire for themselves the ability

to pursue operating and supervising, planning and

design, research, evaluation, and learning.

Generally, a community will require and make use

of specific strategies and tools to pursue purpose-

ful approaches that differ from those various pro-

fessionals may themselves employ.The community

will still be pursuing the purposeful approaches,

but the approaches and their tools will be adapted

to accomplishing specific community purposes

and to work in a specific community environment.

A professional educator, for example,might pursue

an evaluation approach to evaluate the effective-

ness of an educational program he or she recently

presented. A community, on the other hand,may

need and follow an evaluation approach to assess

the performance of its taxi service, using a

modified evaluation strategy and a completely dif-

ferent set of data collection and evaluation tools.

In another example, a professional researcher may

design a project that pursues a research approach

to study the nature of interaction between

networks. A community, though,may pursue its

version of research with a somewhat modified

strategy and alternative tools to collect and

analyze information on community attitudes and

needs in an effort to expand understanding of its

environment or setting.

In the previous section a third element of com-

munity capacity, purpose-based action, was pre-

sented as a framework for action at the most

basic level in community development.

1. The capacity and ability to define a commu-
nity, describe and understand its unique
environment, and take responsibility for
community issues and common purposes.

2. The capacity and ability to create,manage,
and maintain appropriate community struc-
tures that address community issues and
achieve community purposes.

3. The capacity and ability to take appropriate
actions to address community issues and
achieve community purposes.

The community capacity model is thus complete:

three capacity elements, all of which are essential.

If a community is to be a capable community it

must be able to apply the elements together, so

that understanding of community environment,

community structures, and purpose-based action

can work together.

A better way to portray the three interdependent

elements of this model is:

COMMUN I T Y C APAC I T Y E L EMENT 3 :

Purpose-based Action
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Conclusion
To achieve maximum effectiveness a community

must strive to acquire and maintain competency in

all three community capacity elements.This is a

challenge since communities are dynamic and

their relative capacities are continually changing.

Such a challenge calls for ongoing learning efforts

of many types at the individual, organizational, and

network levels. Communities will have to develop

the means for understanding their environments

and settings, and for monitoring them over time.

Essential to community capacity, too, is the need to

perform accurate diagnoses and prescribe appro-

priate purpose-based actions. Needed, too, is a

continuing effort to improve community under-

standing of alternative community structures and

the ways they can be designed to act and interact

in achieving community purposes.

It is instructive to observe communities that are

deficient in each of the community capacity

elements. Communities that lack an understanding

of their environment or setting, or how it has

changed significantly in recent years, for example,

often incorrectly frame issues, develop solutions

for the wrong problems, or try to meet challenges

experienced by the community that existed in the

past. Communities that are unable to develop and

maintain effective community structures often find

themselves with an understanding of their envi-

ronment and situation, but lack the means for

focusing and taking effective action. Communities

that have an understanding of their environment

and have functioning structures but lack the

capacity and ability to pursue purpose-based

action frequently find themselves continually

gathering data about themselves and/or trying to

fine tune community structure and form,with little

understanding of function and how to take

specific actions to achieve their purposes.

Can any one individual or organization be com-

pletely proficient in all three elements of commu-

nity capacity? It’s very unlikely. It is not likely either

to expect that any person or structure will be able

to master all five of the purposeful approaches

involved in purpose-based action. Community

development professionals should, though, be

aware of what constitutes community capacity

and how these three elements must work together

continually to produce community results. They

should be able to help communities develop a

shared understanding of their community and its

unique characteristics.They should also be ready

to help create and work with community organiza-

tions and networks to help in producing not only

results, but in strengthening those structures.They

should be able to assist communities in self-diag-

nosis, framing issues, identifying purposes, and

deciding on and pursuing appropriate purpose-

based action.

In their definition of community capacity Mancini,

Martin, and Bowen (Bowen, et al., 2000, p. 7;

Mancini et al., 2003, p. 323) include the concepts of

shared responsibility and collective competence. It

is not unreasonable to view these terms as refer-

ring to the fact that, for a community to be compe-

tent, responsibility for action must be shared

across the entire community—including its indi-

viduals, families, organizations, and networks. And

that even though competence in all the elements

of community capacity is usually not to be found

in one, nor even several places, nor often in an

entire community, a community may be able to

achieve collective competence by mobilizing

capacities and abilities in and beyond the commu-

nity, as needed, using the means they have at

hand: community development professionals and

community structures. In their capacity and ability

to meet this need community networks may be

one of the most valuable assets a community

possesses.
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Appendix
Building Community Capacity: Environment,
Structure, and Action to Achieve Community
Purposes

Primary and supporting roles
A role is a collection of appropriate, connected

behaviors aimed at performing a given set of func-

tions. A role differs from status in that status is the

position a person occupies, while role is a set of

expected behaviors attached to that position.Thus,

for example, a person may enjoy the status of

being an Extension professional, but may necessar-

ily play a variety of different roles in the course of

his or her work.

Extension professionals play multiple roles in the

course of their work with communities in carrying

out Extension’s mission.The amount of time an

Extension professional spends playing any one

role will vary with the individual’s position descrip-

tion, competencies and proficiencies, program

area performance expectations, and with the situa-

tional needs of various communities and types of

clientele.

Over the course of one’s career, the breadth and

depth of one’s role performance abilities can rea-

sonably be expected to expand and develop, as an

individual gains experience and grows profession-

ally. For this reason, and the fact that organiza-

tional mission and individual job and job require-

ments change over time, role expectations and

subsequent performance are constantly evolving

and changing.

The roles addressed in this paper apply broadly

across Extension work, but are here specifically

presented in terms of supporting efforts aimed at

building community capacity and achieving com-

munity transformation.Primary roles are organ-
ized, below, into the three elements of a commu-

nity capacity model proposed by Hinds (2008):

Community Environment, Community Structures,

and Purpose-Based Action. Some of the roles are

listed in more than one of the elements, as is

appropriate.Many of the roles listed under the

Purpose-Based Action element can also be

thought of as being used by community structures

as they take action to achieve purposes. Important

supporting roles that may be played, as appropri-

ate, in support of multiple community capacity

elements, as well as multiple purposeful

approaches in the Purpose-Based Action element

are also identified.

The roles presented below are described in terms

of individuals’ behaviors. In the context of trans-

forming communities and building community

capacity, however, roles should also be thought of

as being played in a group setting, with participa-

tion, interaction, and empowerment in mind. In

many cases, roles can be thought of as being

played by a group or with co-actors, as may be

appropriate. As a part of their work in the “develop-

ment of community”professionals should include

helping community individuals and groups

become proficient in the roles they need to play to

carry out their purposes.

Primary Roles

Primary Roles—Community Environment
1. The capacity and ability to define a commu-

nity, describe and understand its unique
environment, and take responsibility for
community issues and common purposes.

� Researcher: Seeks to search for causes,make
generalizations, and disprove hypotheses.

Conducts research to add to the general

knowledge base about communities. Uses an

active, diligent, and systematic process of

inquiry aimed at discovering, interpreting, and

revising facts.This intellectual investigation

produces and adds to the knowledge base a

greater knowledge and understanding of

events, behaviors, theories, and laws, and

makes practical applications possible.This role

includes several sub-roles:

— Community Based Researcher: Seeks to
study local conditions to build local
knowledge and to inform community
change strategies.

Conducts community-based applied

research with community groups to enable

understanding of the community environ-

ment and directly inform local initiatives.
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Uses an active, diligent, and systematic

process of inquiry aimed at discovering,

interpreting, and revising facts.May engage

other community members in research

design, implementation, interpretation,

communication, and/or application.

— Data Collector/Provider: Acquires and
shares data and information to meet
identified needs.

Obtains data and facts about existing con-

ditions and to define and describe the com-

munity environment. Employs many types

of measurements (from subjective and easy

to apply indices to sophisticated statistical

and technical measurements). Limits data

collection to what has been identified as

needed in pursuing a particular purposeful

approach.

� Diagnostician: Analyzes the cause or nature
of a problem or concern using criteria to
reach a conclusion.

Also enables communities to comprehend and

understand the community environment,

properly frame situations and issues, and

conduct a self-diagnosis.May also help a com-

munity prescribe effective courses of action

and identify which purposeful approach or

approaches should be pursued to implement

actions.

� Educator: Shares information and identifies
content information needs.

Understands learners and their needs;

examines and organizes content; selects and

organizes content; selects appropriate learning

tools and methods; ensures effective physical

learning environments; reflects and respects

cultural diversity in program content and

delivery; arranges for expert help or acquisition

and distribution of appropriate educational

materials. The term“educator” implies develop-

ment of the mind and abilities, as well as

instruction in content. In Extension work, this

role is further specialized as Adult Educator.
(For a description of educator sub-roles see

Educator in Primary Roles—Purpose-Based

Action, below.)

Primary Roles—Community Structures
2. The capacity and ability to create,manage,

and maintain appropriate community struc-
tures that address community issues and
achieve community purposes.

� Leadership Developer: Fosters
Independence

Assists groups to identify and empower their

leaders. Provides individual guidance and

coaching to develop leadership in depth.

Provides opportunities for leadership develop-

ment, including personal growth, organiza-

tional development,motivational skills, provid-

ing the means and supportive environment for

change to occur, and pursuing effective leader-

ship of strategies.This role is also appropriate

in a learning approach.

� Organizational Developer: Helps local
leaders create and develop organizations
and other community structures.

Understands organizational behavior and the

principles of organization design and develop-

ment. Shares organization development

knowledge and skills with local leaders.

Provides information on structure alternatives.

Assists communities in their efforts to create

and maintain networks of individuals and

organizations.This role is also appropriate in a

learning approach.

� Social/Network Organizer: Helps local stake-
holders diagnose social context and create
networks that enable development of a
sense of shared responsibility and collective
competence to address community
concerns and achieve community aspira-
tions and purposes.

Understands and can apply stakeholder

analysis. Understands community social organi-

zation and principles of network formation,

development, renewal and transi-

tion/dissolution. Provides information on

network alternatives, with the principle of

form/structure following function in mind.
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� Educator: Shares information and identifies
content information needs.

Understands learners and their needs;

examines and organizes content; selects and

organizes content; selects appropriate learning

tools and methods; ensures effective physical

learning environments; reflects and respects

cultural diversity in program content and

delivery; arranges for expert help or acquisition

and distribution of appropriate educational

materials. The term“educator” implies develop-

ment of the mind and abilities, as well as

instruction in content. In Extension work, this

role is further specialized as Adult Educator.
(For a description of educator sub-roles see

Educator in Primary Roles—Purpose-Based

Action, below.)

Primary Roles—Purpose-Based Action
3. The capacity and ability to take appropriate

actions to address community issues and
achieve community purposes.

The roles listed in this section are the primary

roles played in pursuing the five purposeful

approaches that comprise Purpose-Based

Action. Since communities take action through

their structures: individuals, organizations, and

networks, these roles are closely associated

with community structure. Community struc-

tures, for example, need to be able to learn,

plan and design, conduct some forms of

research, evaluate their performance and effec-

tiveness, and lead and manage themselves.

Learning

� Learner: Gains skills or acquires knowledge
about existing information.

Acquires the knowledge of or skill in by study,

instruction or experience.

Any person who is in a learning process,

whether it is formal education or informal

learning.

� Educator: Shares information and identifies
content information needs.

Understands learners and their needs;

examines and organizes content; selects and

organizes content; selects appropriate learning

tools and methods; ensures effective physical

learning environments; reflects and respects

cultural diversity in program content and

delivery; arranges for expert help or acquisition

and distribution of appropriate educational

materials. The term“educator” implies develop-

ment of the mind and abilities, as well as

instruction in content. In Extension work, this

role is further specialized as Adult Educator.

The educator role includes several sub-roles:

— Teacher: Creates opportunities for others
to know something or to know how to
do something.

Provides instruction, guides studies.

— Trainer: Stresses instruction and drill
with a particular end in view.

Trains people to acquire specific skills or to

perform specific tasks.

— Coach:Tutors; instructs, trains, or guides
individuals or teams as they perform.

Also, directs the strategy of a team as it

performs.

— Learning Facilitator: Leads or guides
learning activities.

Creates a comfortable learning environ-

ment and adjusts style to accommodate

the needs of the learners. Respects and vali-

dates the diversity of life experiences repre-

sented by the learners. Shares the teaching

role with the learners. Learning may

concern subject-related matter, structure-

related matter (such as organizational

learning), or process/strategy-related

learning.

� Instructional Technologist: Uses computers,
the Internet, video and audio recording,
CD/DVD recording, audio and compressed
video networking, television and radio
broadcasting, satellite television, and other
technologies and means to provide effective
and cost-efficient delivery of educational
programming.

� Expert: Provides high level of knowledge,
experience, etc. on subject content and strate-

gies, skills, and tools in a content area or

discipline.
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Reliable source of knowledge and information

about subject matter, research methods, costs,

exemplary practices, and people. Locates, inter-

prets and applies existing relevant research.

Capable of accessing, evaluating, and organiz-

ing information and data, structuring decision

models, estimating time/costs for data collec-

tion/research, and presenting information and

knowledge to others.

Planning and design

— Planner/Designer: Provides assistance to
specific people and organizations who
seek to create or modify a situation-
specific solution, structure, or system.

Designs and implements a planning and

design approach with individuals or groups

to maximize the effectiveness of a recom-

mended solution,maximize the likelihood

of its implementation, and maximize the

effectiveness of resources used in the

planning effort. Is able to employ a

planning and design approach to help

design other purposeful approach-related

systems, such as learning systems, research

systems, evaluation systems, and manage-

ment systems, as well.

— Planning and Design Facilitator: Guides
and enables the pursuit of a planning
and design approach.

Employs group process skills and tools, and

other methods as appropriate, to pursue a

planning and design approach.Monitors

quality of group work and provides

feedback and coaching to foster develop-

ment of a “facilitative group”over time.

Involves and works with a variety of stake-

holders over the course of a planning

effort.

Operating and supervising
� Leader: Performs functions that help a group

see the bigger picture and larger reasons,

purposes, objectives, and goals for an initiative,

encourages and empowers group members,

and models inclusive and ethical behavior.

� Leadership Developer: Fosters
Independence

Assists groups to identify and empower their

leaders. Provides individual guidance and

coaching to develop leadership in depth.

Provides opportunities for leadership develop-

ment, including personal growth, organiza-

tional development,motivational skills, provid-

ing the means and supportive environment for

change to occur, and pursuing effective leader-

ship of strategies.This role is also appropriate

in a learning approach.

� Organizational Developer: Helps local leaders
create and develop organizations and other

community structures.

Understands organizational behavior and the

principles of organization design and develop-

ment. Shares organization development

knowledge and skills with local leaders.

Provides information on structure alternatives.

Assists communities in their efforts to create

and maintain networks of individuals and

organizations.This role is also appropriate in a

learning approach.

� ProgramManager:Manages program and

project functions and structures; oversees and

coordinates activities of a program’s various

projects.

Employed in larger initiatives. Provides for and

oversees a developmental process that

addresses: (1) problem exploration, (2) knowl-

edge exploration, (3) resource development, (4)

project administration, and (5) project spin-off.

A program will include one or more projects. A

program manager is usually accountable to an

overall program leader or department head.

� Project Manager:Oversees a project and
provides logistical support.

Employed in a smaller initiative, or in a compo-

nent of a larger initiative. Assumes overall

responsibility for the successful planning and

execution of a project.Works with group

leaders to make use of strategies, timelines,

schedules, agendas, budgets, and other tools

for effective management of a project. Amends

these management tools as necessary to

reflect new group decisions regarding the



Appendix

35E N V I R O N M E N T , S T R U C T U R E , & A C T I O N

project strategy. A project manager coordi-

nates activities with, and is accountable to, a

program manager.

Research
� Researcher: Seeks to search for causes,make

generalizations, and disprove hypotheses.

Uses an active, diligent, and systematic process

of inquiry aimed at discovering, interpreting,

and revising facts.This intellectual investiga-

tion produces and adds to the knowledge base

a greater knowledge and understanding of

events, behaviors, theories, and laws, and

makes practical applications possible.

— Community-Based Researcher: Seeks to
study local conditions to build local
knowledge and to inform community
change and development strategies.

Conducts community-based applied

research with community groups to enable

understanding of the community environ-

ment and directly inform local initiatives.

Uses an active, diligent, and systematic

process of inquiry aimed at discovering,

interpreting, and revising facts.May engage

other community members in research

design, implementation, interpretation,

communication, and/or application.

— Data Collector/Provider:Acquires and
shares data and information to meet identi-

fied needs.

Obtains data and facts about existing con-

ditions and to define and describe the com-

munity environment. Employs many types

of measurements (from subjective and easy

to apply indices to sophisticated statistical

and technical measurements). Limits data

collection to what is needed in pursuing a

specific purposeful approach.

Evaluation
� Reviewer/Evaluator: Reviews or evaluates

process and outcomes of previous and
ongoing solutions or other purposeful
activities.

Conducts evaluations for the primary purposes

of bettering programs, projects, products, per-

sonnel, organizations, governments, con-

sumers, and the public interest; contributes to

informed decision making and more enlight-

ened change; precipitates needed change;

empowers all stakeholders by collecting data

from them and engaging them in the evalua-

tion process, and experiences and shares the

excitement of new insights. Evaluators aspire to

construct and provide the best possible infor-

mation that might bear on the value of

whatever is being evaluated.

� Evaluation Facilitator: Enables the active par-
ticipation of subjects, citizens, etc. in an evalua-

tion activity.

Uses facilitation skills and participation tools to

involve people in the evaluation of an existing

system, approach, or experience.

Important supporting roles
The following roles are frequently needed, and are

often essential, in successful community develop-

ment. They are more or less universal, and may be

applied in one or more of the three community

capacity elements and in the five purposeful

approaches included in the Purpose-Based Action

element. Extension professionals are not expected

to play, nor should they play,many of these roles.

In their positions as community development pro-

fessionals, program or project managers or

advisors, though, they should know when the need

for one or more of these roles is present, and assist

communities in finding and engaging appropriate

persons from within or beyond the community

who are capable of playing these roles.

Decisions regarding which roles are played, how

they are played, and which skills and tools are

chosen to support roles will depend on the com-

munity environment, issues, community structure

considerations, and specific purposeful activities

being pursued.
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� Activist:Vigorously pursues a particular
doctrine, belief, or practice, especially in
support of or opposition to one side of a
controversial issue.

� Advocate: Defends or maintains a view, prin-
ciple, etc.; pleads the case of others.

Supports a cause publicly, through speaking or

writing.

� Boundary Spanner: Serves as an integrator
or link to explain sets of ideas.

Bridges the information/style/interest gaps

between users, clients and adopters.

Boundaries may be geographic, ethnic, cultural,

class, generational, information/discipline, etc.

Assists others to cross boundaries with

minimum difficulties.

� Chairperson: Presides over group or organi-
zation meetings.

Calls for discussion and action on an agenda,

keeps order, and determines who speaks. In

formal situations. Follows Robert’s Rules of

Order and/or the organization’s meeting rules.

� Conflict Resolver: Helps a group identify the
type of conflict it is experiencing and works
with the group to manage the conflict
through to resolution.

Conflict is a state of opposition, disagreement

or incompatibility between two or more

people or groups of people. Often a group

finds itself in conflict over facts, purposes,

objectives, goals,methods or values.The

conflict resolver role includes several sub-roles:

— Mediator: Employs a mediation process,
a form of Alternative Dispute Resolution
(ADR) that brings together conflicting
parties to promote reconciliation, settle-
ment, or compromise.

Advises on the conflict resolution process.

Uses appropriate skills and tools to open or

improve dialog between parties in a

conflict.Mediators must be perceived as

impartial on the issues and the parties by

all sides.They also often play an active role

by intervening, interposing, and reconciling

differences, seeking to achieve consensus

and settlement.Through the use of discus-

sion, conference, compromise, and other

techniques, helps parties to open or

improve dialog, resolve disputes, agree

upon courses of action, bargain for individ-

ual or collective advantage and/or attempt

to craft outcomes which serve their mutual

interests.

— Conflict Resolution Facilitator: Assist indi-
viduals and groups with divergent views in

reaching consensus on a goal or in solving

a conflict problem.The facilitator is con-

cerned primarily with the process and helps

parties to design and follow an agenda and

to communicate and problem solve effec-

tively. The facilitator does not take respon-

sibility for assuring that parties reach a

settlement.

— Negotiator: Enables the exchange of
information through communications
where parties in a conflict seek to have
their needs met. Persons may act as nego-
tiators on their own behalf or may enlist

another to negotiate on their behalf.

Negotiators are not neutral parties. In an

advocate approach negotiators negotiate

on behalf of one side of a dispute. In a win-

win approach negotiators seek to satisfy

the needs of all parties involved.

� Consultant/Advisor: Provides professional
or expert advice, guidance, and services.

Deals primarily with providing help with

process, but may also incorporate the role of

content expert as well.

� Convener: Assembles individuals together
as a meeting, group, organization, commit-
tee, or other deliberative body to fulfill a
specific purpose or purposes.

� Information Resource Provider: Locates,
retrieves, and shares a very broad range of
data, information, and references and
sources.



Appendix

37E N V I R O N M E N T , S T R U C T U R E , & A C T I O N

This role includes several sub-roles:

— Resource Broker: Has extensive knowl-
edge in specific fields or topics of where
information may be found and of who
possesses the information and
knowledge.

— Librarian: Oversees the acquisition, cata-
loging, and management of a collection
of publications,media, etc.

Assists individuals in accessing a library’s

publications and information.May provide

specific information on request.

� Innovator: Seeks to produce new, creative,
unique, and advanced solutions and
improvements and to advocate their use
from inception through implementation.

� Materials Specialist: Creates and/or assem-
bles materials that will be used in the course
of a learning session, program, or project.

Examples of materials include written docu-

ments or publications, Power Point presenta-

tions, video or CD/DVD, and web resources.

� Organizer/Promoter: Carries out systematic
planning, unifies efforts, and provides
structure to bring into being an event or
organization.

May include additional functions, such as

assuming financial responsibility, generating

publicity, contracting, registering participants,

and collecting fees, etc.

� People Involvement Specialist: Employs a
variety of methods and techniques to
involve people, including the general public,
in programs, projects, and decision making.

Addresses the four dimensions of participation:

Who should be involved? What is the purpose

of their involvement? When should people be

involved? How best can different types of

people be involved?

� Recorder/Record keeper: Sees that records
of all activities are made and maintained.

Insures that ideas and decisions are accurately

recorded. Develops a system for organizing and

maintaining records and other information for

easy access and reference over time.

� Resource Generator/Coordinator/Developer:
Identifies resource needs and draws upon
support and aid when needed.

Seeks opportunities for outside funding,
prepares applications for grants.

� Writer/Editor: Uses language to portray
ideas and images in writing, and creates or
modifies written work.
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