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Introduction
We are at an unprecedented time of change in Scotland. Global economic and 
environmental pressures and changing demographics are leading to the need for our 
institutions to examine new ways of delivering services to help address our high levels of 
health and social inequality. Constitutional change is on the horizon, and whether or not 
Scotland becomes an independent country, it is clear that the debate has begun about 
what kind of country we want for ourselves and generations to come and what kind of 
communities we want to live in.

Across many areas of public policy we are increasingly seeing a strong emphasis on the 
role of communities in helping to shape and deliver Scotland’s future. In the public 
services reform agenda, one challenge is to shift the emphasis in government from a 
centrally-driven service delivery  model to one that works in an enabling way, supporting 
and working alongside community organisations, local interest groups, and the wider 
population to help stimulate more active participation in communities and in democratic 
processes. 

Community development has a key role in addressing this challenge, especially in areas 
of Scotland experiencing entrenched health and social inequalities and where the impact 
of welfare changes and reductions in public spending are having the most negative 
effect.  Working directly with individuals and groups at neighbourhood level, community 
development can support the design, implementation and sustainability of locally led 
solutions, and ensure that public services are targeted appropriately and designed and 
delivered in a way that effectively meets local need. 

Community development is practised internationally, but over the years its foundation in 
Scotland has diminished. The current policy context in Scotland presents an opportunity to 
re-establish and re-invigorate the unifying principles of community development to help 
achieve better outcomes for all. 

But what structures and what conditions need to be put in place to ensure that a 
community development approach can be successful? What can we learn from experience 
from the past? What do we need to do differently in Scotland?

Scottish Community Development Centre (SCDC), Community Development Alliance 
Scotland (CDAS) and Scottish Community Development Network (SCDN) invite you to 
engage in this debate with us. To stimulate thinking, we invited Dr Alan Barr, co-founder 
of SCDC, to write this paper for us and to deliver a keynote address at our joint national 
conference held in Glasgow on 25th July at the Scottish Youth Theatre.  



3     
Community Development – Everyone’s Business?

Alan’s experience in the field of community development is long and varied. He took his 
first paid post in community development in 1969 and retired in 2010. Over his career he 
worked in the voluntary and statutory sectors and in higher education. Throughout his 
career he tried to integrate practice, teaching and research in community development 
and has published widely. 

We believe that we are at a pivotal time for community development in Scotland.

We are delighted to share Alan’s paper with you as it offers us important critical insights 
into some of the inherent challenges of community development policy and practice 
which need to be addressed if we are to successfully implement community development 
approaches to help all Scottish citizens realise their potential and act as equal partners in 
change. 

Fiona Garven  Peter Taylor   Fiona Ballantyne 
Director SCDC  Policy Consultant, CDAS Chair, SCDN

Our discussion paper ‘Towards a Vision for Community Development in Scotland’ is 
available at http://www.communitydevelopmentalliancescotland.org/wp-content/
uploads/TowardsaVision2.pdf. 

To continue to contribute to our debate please send any comments or papers to 
CDAS@pdtaylor.com

 

http://www.communitydevelopmentalliancescotland.org/wp-content/uploads/TowardsaVision2.pdf
http://www.communitydevelopmentalliancescotland.org/wp-content/uploads/TowardsaVision2.pdf
mailto:CDAS@pdtaylor.com
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The starting point
Successful community development is ultimately driven by the application of the skills and 
knowledge that people within communities release or develop. But because community 
development has a clear value stance, action driven by communities should not be viewed 
any more uncritically than the actions of agencies that seek to intervene in them. 

It is also necessary to recognise that while some communities may be self-mobilising, 
the circumstance of others may render this very difficult. Some of the issues connected 
with this are explored within this paper but it primarily addresses the roles of those who 
use community development methods to support the emergence of the latent capacities 
of communities that face most challenges. It does so with attention to the social and/or 
economic constraints, often of structural origins, that may undermine the building of civil 
society infrastructure that in other communities may be taken for granted. It does not 
assume, therefore, that community development is necessarily a path to self-sustaining 
development, though this may be its aim. Rather it acknowledges the frequent persistence 
of constraints and indeed their capacity to mutate, with the result that long-term support 
to some communities is frequently a necessity.

With the primary focus on those who play community development roles, it is important to 
acknowledge the longstanding debate about the extent to which community development 
is a specialist activity or an approach that can be adopted by workers in many disciplines.  
I take the view that both contributions are critical to releasing the full potential of 
community development and the contents of this paper are equally relevant to both.  

However, in preparing it, I have been conscious that, despite the need to reap the 
rewards of a fully collaborative response to community needs, the reality is that 
community development has often been quite schismatic. This is not simply a matter of 
distinction between the specialists (in Scotland usually described as Community Learning 
and Development or CLD workers) and those who adopt the approach within another 
professional role but, more worryingly, within CLD itself and between contributors from 
other professions, be they, for example, health, education, housing or arts workers.  Whilst 
retaining a commitment to core values, we need to get beyond a perverse intolerance 
of perspectives developed from different sources, negotiate our differences, learn to 
integrate and celebrate what, together, we can contribute to communities.

In this paper I will therefore try to do two things: firstly, offer a model of community 
development that is relevant across the diverse range of contributors; secondly, address 
some of the critical issues that undermine the potential of community development. But by 
way of introduction, I will begin by making a few reflective observations about the context 
of practice.
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Plus ca change, plus c’est la meme chose  
(the more things change the more they stay the same). 

This subtitle is partly just a little joke about myself – though the world moves on, you 
still end up with me as your conference speaker. But I also have more serious reasons for 
starting at this point.

I have now had 4 years for post retirement reflection on 40 plus years employed in one way 
or another in community development. Retirement is a bit like returning from a holiday – 
when you are there each day is distinct, you focus on what you are doing and it seems to 
go on for a long time. The moment you come back it as if time has been condensed and 
it rapidly becomes a polyglot memory. So I look back on more than four decades and find 
that it morphs into a single experience, albeit with changing contexts. But it has consistent 
themes, issues and imperatives that were always there. 

Despite enormous changes for example in demography, wealth, social attitudes 
(e.g. racism, homophobia, religion) increased environmental threats and so on, the 
fundamentals of the phenomena that we need to address and the way we should work with 
communities have not changed greatly and, in my view, nor has the imperative to focus 
that work on social justice objectives. My reading of current Scottish policy statements 
about community development, regeneration, health improvement, community planning 
amongst other areas suggests that this perception is widely shared. For example the 
Community Learning and Development Standards Council states:

Competent CLD workers will ensure that their work supports 
social change and social justice and is based on the values of 
CLD. Their approach is collaborative, anti-discriminatory and 
equalities-focused and they work with diverse individuals, 
communities of place or interest and organisations to achieve 
change’. (CLD Standards Council)

Though each generation might like to think that it created community development, the 
truth is that guiding principles are substantially inherited from others. Though challenged, 
developed and reinterpreted over time as a reflection of changing conditions, the essence 
of community development remains consistent and my hope is that its core principles are 
not only being passed on but are, and will be, tested, adapted and applied by this and 
future generations.

There have been and are many debates in community development about how best to 
apply its approach yet the consistency of its principles and purposes is reflected across a 
wide range of literature. Drawing on this and my own experience I have tried to construct 
a diagrammatic model that captures the essence of what community development is about. 
I believe that the model is entirely consistent with recent Scottish Government Policy 
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papers relating to community learning and development and community empowerment 
but may be challenging as it draws together the relationship between purposes, methods, 
values and understanding of policy and socio-economic context. 

I want now to turn to the model and in so doing identify some of the inherent complexities 
and challenges involved in practice. 

 
A model of community development 
Figure 1
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The essence of community development

At the core of the diagram is community development itself and an attempt to distil the 
essence of its purpose and the outcomes it seeks.  Ultimately, I have defined its overall 
purpose loosely as to: ‘improve the quality of life’. I recognise that this is vague and 
might be considered to be open to numerous interpretations dependent on who is defining 
what constitutes an unsatisfactory quality of life and what improvement would look like. 
However, taken in the context of the rest of the model it becomes clear that community 
development applies values and responds to policies that set parameters for assessing the 
legitimacy of ‘improvements’ that may be sought.

Though the ultimate goal may be quality of life improvement, the central circle in the 
diagram is really pointing to the fact that community development practitioners, rather 
than working directly on quality of life issues, actually have a series of purposes in the 
way that they work that enhances the likelihood that those they work with can themselves 
bring about improvements that they seek. 

First, community development practitioners adopt a need led and asset based approach. 
The starting point is not just what is causing people in communities concern but also what 
assets do the members of the community already bring that will enable them to address 
those needs. But in defining needs that should be addressed, community development 
workers are also applying criteria that:

 » reflect the priorities of policies within which they are employed, 
 » their analysis of the motivations, capacities and opportunities of the community 

to tackle those needs and 
 » their occupational value base.

The last of these leads to the second point that emphasises that community development 
prioritises work with people who are experiencing systematic disadvantage and/or 
discrimination – in other words it takes positive action. 

If the assets in terms of skills, knowledge and resources to address needs were already 
present in a community, community development would not be required. Part of the 
community development task is therefore to identify priority groups and areas for 
engagement and then to focus on the development of both organisational capacity in 
communities and the competences of individuals engaged in them. 

Yet however well organised and endowed with relevant skills, the abilities of communities 
to bring about positive change are often enabled by the quality of the relationships that 
they have with those they need to influence to achieve that change. Hence the final 
purpose is defined as to enable participation. Interestingly this may involve as much 
attention to the attitudes and practices of agencies that communities need to engage with 
as it does to the competences of communities themselves.
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All of this may seem quite straightforward in principle but it is worth reflecting a little on 
the fact that community development resources, and in particular its practitioners, rarely 
choose their location for practice. Rather we have increasingly sophisticated data sets that 
analyse socio-economic characteristics, both comparatively and normatively, on a locality 
basis. Rightly in my view these are used by policy makers to identify priority communities, 
yet the criteria used to achieve this may not be recognised by the communities concerned 
as the priorities that they would want to be addressed. External definition of the 
boundaries of communities is also frequently undertaken by agencies in order to locate 
their staff and associated resources. Doing this without prior community consultation 
frequently undermines effective practice, however sophisticated the analytical data, 
because it imposes what may be perceived by people to be artificial and sometimes 
unrecognisable boundaries. There is therefore a potential tension, firstly, between the 
needs that may be identified by policy makers and those that may be prioritised by 
communities and secondly, about the definition of community boundaries. It is vital for 
the policy makers to understand that if community development is to be effective it must 
both operate within recognised community identities and build on the motivations that the 
community holds and which may sometimes seem tangential to policy priorities. 

Further as agencies seek to establish partnership and co-production relationships 
with communities they will need to tackle the challenges of adopting diverse ways of 
responding to community need. These need to take account of community preferences 
and motivations to be involved, whilst simultaneously seeking to secure equity between 
different communities and localities.

The context of community development

Moving to the three outer circles, the model attempts to put community development 
in context by considering in turn the characteristics of the wider societal environment 
it is operating in, the values which are commonly agreed to underpin the activity and 
illustrative policy areas in which the approach is given attention. It will be immediately 
apparent that there is strong interconnection between these things

Given an explicit predisposition to respond to disadvantaged people and places community 
development analyses socio-economic and political conditions to identify its priorities 
for intervention. Hence people and communities that experience poverty, inequality, 
discrimination and exclusion (and often a combination of them) are its concern. What 
these terms mean in different contexts (for example remote rural, multi-ethnic urban 
etc) needs to be carefully considered and there is much legitimate debate of the relative 
merits of attention to different kinds of experience moulded by different environments. It 
would be difficult to dispute, however, that in recent austere times these problems are in 
the ascendance. 
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It is reasonable to see community development as a public issue focused activity. In other 
words it addresses capacity of communities to respond to needs or opportunities that 
are in the open because they reflect public dialogue and difference.  However, whilst 
ultimately the methods that community development uses require such a public discourse, 
frequently the problems that impinge most pressingly on disadvantaged people’s lives 
are within relatively enclosed, often domestic arenas. They are private troubles and, if 
community development wants to be relevant to the core of people’s experience, it needs 
to locate the private in a public context. It is worth dwelling for a moment therefore on 
the complex relationship between private troubles and public issues and how community 
development relates to them.

Though frequently common to many people, private troubles are often not addressed 
as a shared experience either by communities themselves or by agencies especially 
when policy emphasises individuation of needs, for example, in current welfare policy. 
For community development to be viable private troubles need to be translated into 
recognised public issues. A common criticism of personalised service responses to needs is 
that they frequently perpetuate myths about causes and solutions that locate explanations 
at a personal, pathological level when in reality they are as much products of social and 
economic structure. Community development may see itself as an antidote but needs to be 
careful to understand its environment and not to overstate its problem solving credentials. 
In particular it needs to recognise that for the most disadvantaged the immediacy of 
dealing with the consequences of their circumstances often forces them to address their 
situations at a personal level. But it is only by translating responses to people’s needs from 
the private to the public sphere that we can move beyond piecemeal interventions to the 
preventive strategies that current policy is urging us to adopt. This is not to suggest that 
we should not be responding to crises in the private arena through personal services but to 
assert that we must connect these experiences and engage with the common denominators 
that indicate the appropriate foci of public issue and preventive work.

In this context it is important too to note that community members engaging with 
community level responses may, at least in the short term, require suppression of personal 
benefit in the interests of longer-term collective well-being. If self-interest is a primary 
motivator for problem solving, such behaviour might be seen as irrational yet it is a 
necessary ingredient of much preventive practice. We therefore need to demonstrate 
how, in the longer term, collective action can improve individual circumstances and 
opportunities.

All of this presents considerable challenges to community development’s attempts to 
realise its values in action. Whilst it is underpinned by aspiration to an inclusive, equitable, 
socially just and participatory society it has to acknowledge that the socio-economic 
and political context not only militates against achieving these outcomes but also itself 
sometimes reflects the pursuit of countervailing values.  It is fortunate for Scottish 
community development that the current policy environment is so supportive of its 
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approach but we should be in no doubt that there are wider macro-economic forces often 
operating at global level that impinge directly on the prospects of poor communities and 
the capacities of government to ameliorate their impact. Employment opportunities, or 
wage levels for example are determined by market conditions and values and in turn these 
have a major bearing for example on health outcomes or potential for social conflict. 

It is with these kinds of concern in mind that the diagram identifies some examples of the 
policy areas in which there is clearly scope for community development to operate, such 
as equalities (whether relating to race, age, disability, gender, sexuality or other factors), 
health improvement, crime and safety, affordable housing, economic regeneration, social 
care and so on.  But it does so with a realistic acknowledgement of the wider forces 
that may be at work. Perhaps it is as well to remind ourselves of the observation in the 
Strathclyde Social Strategy that challenging structural factors from a local level is like 
a flea attempting to push an elephant uphill! On the other hand it is vital to recognise 
that communities can and do generate resources themselves and can be supported by 
competent workers and injections of funding to develop activities that make a real 
difference to the quality of people’s lives even though the wider factors that can only be 
tackled at the macro level may well still be in place. 

However when working locally with communities, one of the ironies is that those best 
equipped with skills and knowledge to contribute to collective well-being (and indeed 
to access funding from local or central government sources) may actually be relatively 
advantaged. In itself this is a challenge to community development that may find it much 
easier to demonstrate outcomes from working with those that are already better endowed 
but, in so doing, contradict their own declared values and purposes. When I was involved 
in evaluation of one of the Scottish Social Inclusion Partnerships it conducted an analysis 
of the people that it engaged and mapped them against socio-economic conditions and 
referrals to welfare agencies in the area and concluded that the most disadvantaged 
had barely been touched by its actions. We need to take care to look honestly at who 
participates and who benefits, if we are to fulfil commitments to inclusion and social 
justice.

To further reinforce the challenges associated with community development, we also 
therefore need to note that if empowerment is a core value it needs to be used to 
rebalance not reinforce power relationships that contribute to disadvantage. Here 
community developments’ simultaneous espousal of principles of self-determination 
can be problematic. As it seeks to empower it recognises that this necessarily involves 
people taking authority over their own lives, yet its own value base would require it to 
challenge perceived misuse of power.  Organised communities can be exclusive, they can 
even threaten other communities. Indeed that there are those that would seek to animate 
communities deliberately to ferment community discord, needs to be recognised.  
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The processes and methods of community development

The remaining part of the diagram addresses the process and methods adopted by 
community development. I have left this to last, as it seems to me to be vital to consider 
their application in relation to the discussion of context and values. The methods used are 
not unique to community development and abstracted from the underlying principles could 
be treated simply as technical competences applied in many fields. 

Being need led and asset based, community development requires sound knowledge 
of communities borne of systematic investigation both to determine whether and, if 
appropriate, how to engage. This is fully acknowledged in the 2012 Statement of Ambition 
for community planning that states:

Communities have high expectations of public services and 
have a key role to play in helping to shape and co-produce 
better outcomes within their communities. If community 
planning partnerships are to unlock that potential, their 
foundations must be built on a strong understanding of their 
communities….’,  

 Community development needs to help people to recognise and organise around public 
issues and to plan action in relation to them. It needs to help them engage with the wider 
community and with external agencies that affect their capacity to achieve change. 
The form of such engagement may be consensual or sometimes potentially conflictual, 
depending on the circumstances. It needs to help people to evaluate what they are doing 
and learn from their experience. But community development does all these things in a 
manner that owns its own value base. Hence communities may need to be challenged as 
well as supported.

All involvement in community development should provide an arena for learning on a 
continuous basis. The process should be designed to enable the participants to develop 
the skills and competences they need both to play specific roles and to act together 
to achieve their desired outcomes. It is important to appreciate that the nature of the 
learning is generally integral to the process of acting though it may sometimes also involve 
opportunity to access more formal provision when required.  This is clearly set out in the 
CLD Strategic Guidance for Community Planning Partnerships which states: 

It is important to be clear about the purpose of CLD. We see 
it as empowering people, individually and collectively, to 
make positive changes in their lives and in their communities, 
through learning’
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It is vital to ensure that the process involves reflective evaluation that enables both 
participants and community development workers to identify not only what has and has not 
been achieved but, more importantly, how these outcomes resulted. Understanding of that 
kind provides transferable learning for future opportunities and challenges. Scotland has in 
place tools like LEAP and VOiCE that support such evaluation, respectively of community 
development as a whole and community engagement in particular.

The model in practice

If this attempt to capture the nature of community development illustrates anything it 
is that the activity may at one level seem quite simple yet at another to be immensely 
complicated, requiring advanced knowledge and understanding. 

The idea of community, though often a disputed one, seems to me to be quite easy to 
grasp even if it emerges in different forms. Whilst the concept may have generated a 
literature of its own, in practice, we have learned to embrace its complexity by accepting 
that, at their core, communities comprise people who communicate within one another 
in relation to aspects of their lives that are of common concern. Community is most 
commonly associated with neighbourhood but mutual engagement based on location is but 
one type of community that may be as much associated with common interest, identity or 
sentiment, across more dispersed territory. In so doing we have understood that individuals 
may simultaneously and over time belong to many types of community. 

Similarly, that communities can be organised or organise themselves and that this can 
enable them to take more control of their lives is hardly new!  Indeed it could be argued 
that over many centuries it is the very foundation on which more complex societal 
structures have ultimately been built. 

In my view it is not communities themselves that are the primary challenge for community 
development practice but the complexity of their relationships with power whether that 
be in the form of formal government and administrative structures, market, political, 
educational or religious institutions, or indeed the countervailing exercise of influence 
by other organised communities. It is precisely because communities and their interests 
are just one element of the way that we conduct the complex social relationships that 
determine the character of our societies that working with them is a highly challenging 
activity. Community development may sometimes simply address local issues and 
aspirations within the confines of particular communities but this is rarely the case when 
the predominant issues are ones that reflect aspects of the functioning of society as a 
whole. Successfully addressing these cannot be accomplished in isolation from the need 
to address the wider underlying dynamics that generate the phenomena of poverty, 
disadvantage, discrimination central to the community development mission that, in many 
respects, have remained consistent over modern times. 
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Critical questions for community development therefore relate to determining the 
boundaries of what it can accomplish in specific communities and how it develops its 
interface with the wider political, policy and practice context whether at local, regional, 
national or international levels. In a Scottish context this complexity can readily be 
recognised for example in the development of community planning, the promotion of co-
production and widespread commitment to community engagement.  

All of this leads me to some reflections on my journey through community development 
and some of the things that have in my view undermined its potential and credibility. 

Golden Hopes and the Three Bewares 
When the Home Office invited a well-respected American academic, Professor Harry 
Specht, to offer an assessment of its flagship Community Development Project (comprising 
a programme of 12 linked 5 year action and research projects) at the end of the 1970’s, 
the phrase that captured his conclusions was that the programme had been characterised 
by its ‘large hopes but small realities’. In particular this related to the aspiration that the 
projects would not only better understand the reasons for the poverty of the project areas 
but also demonstrate effective new ways of tackling them. 

For many of those involved, including myself, this was both fair and recognisable. In 
developing a structural analysis the projects had done much to challenge a tendency to 
pathologise the poor, and hence blame them for their own circumstances, but had found 
it difficult to develop a practice that addressed the implications of their analysis. There 
was a gap between the explanations for the phenomena and the potential to challenge 
them from community level.  I was determined thenceforth to try to avoid such dispiriting 
conclusions about community development by setting realistic but nonetheless ambitious 
targets. 

The Scottish government has supported the view of the Commission on the Future 
Development of Public Services that the first of its core pillars of reform should be: ‘a 
decisive shift towards prevention’.  In my view this cannot be accomplished without the 
kind of practice I have described in the model. It is not a task for a specialist occupational 
group, though their expertise could be highly beneficial. Rather it turns the spotlight 
on the manner in which many professions conduct themselves and requires of them a 
major shift in the way that they have traditionally worked. This will certainly require 
effectiveness in much of the other three pillars identified as crucial to reform, namely: 
greater integration of public services at local level; enhanced workforce development 
and effective leadership; a sharp focus on improving performance through greater 
transparency, innovation and use of digital technology.
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It is with a view to assisting in meeting some of the challenges involved that the rest of 
this paper highlights issues and behaviours that have contributed to some of those past 
experiences of ‘large hopes’ but ‘small realities’. 

Beware Of Tokenism 

As I believe was the case with the Home Office CDP, there have been too many occasions 
where policy and or practice conducted in the name of community development has 
simply not had the capacity to deliver what it promises. Public agencies including local 
and central government, health or police have sometimes applied the word community to 
a variety of areas of activity using rhetoric that raises expectations that they will involve 
engagement with and empowerment of communities, without necessarily doing so and 
perhaps, in some cases, ever intending to do so. 

There has also frequently been confusion in the use of the word community as to whether 
it simply offers a description of the location in which more traditional styles of service 
delivery will take place or a commitment to changing the way that services involve, 
respond and adapt to the shared experience of their users. There may be genuine intent in 
formulation of policy to work differently, but frequently at the point of delivery are staff 
for whom such a style of work may be alien. In this context, it is worth noting that one of 
the key conclusions drawn at the end of the Strathclyde Regional Council Social Strategy 
programme (conducted across the 1980’s and 90’s and ambitiously seeking to engage all 
staff in a developmental relationship with the public) was that a primary failure was to 
establish amongst staff an understanding of what the strategy required of them. Though 
from the outset this intent had been declared it is difficult to believe that the formidable 
challenges had not been appreciated. Rhetoric had outstripped ability, or perhaps more 
accurately, willingness to deliver.

It is not that such cultural change cannot take place but all professions have established 
cultures, reinforced by their qualifications processes and protection of the boundaries of 
entry, that do not necessarily make it easy to respond to changed expectations. Indeed 
professions may actively resist doing so. 

As austerity cuts have deepened the problem may have been reinforced as the flexibility 
and capacity of staff may be restricted by ever more onerous demands to meet statutory 
policy and legal obligations to the exclusion of more developmental and preventive 
styles of work based on community engagement and empowerment. Yet the rhetoric of 
community empowerment and engagement is an ever more common feature of policy.  
Ironically it might well be a changed relationship with communities as co-producers 
and deliverers that would relieve pressure and liberate staff to work in a more fulfilling 
relationship with their communities.
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In my experience those that set policy know that this problem will arise and often talk 
of the need for culture change but fail to put in place strategies, including continuing 
professional development, to enable staff to acquire and test skills that they will need in 
order to work in a different style. Promising what cannot be delivered helps no-one except 
the sceptics.

In some instances it might be suggested that cognitive dissonance is at work. For instance 
when community development approaches are applied to promote preventive strategies 
they are frequently prematurely withdrawn as soon as evidence of improvement is 
available. Despite knowing that without longer term commitment the problems are likely 
to revert to their former state if commitment is not sustained, resources are nonetheless 
transferred elsewhere. Though knowing what needs to be done we do not necessarily do 
it, at least in part because our systems for prioritising resource allocation cannot take 
account of the value of prevention. Such was the fate of some very effective community 
social work initiatives in the 1990’s.

As a footnote to this section, describing the problem as cogitative dissonance may be being 
generous to some who seem to me to quite consciously have used community development 
initiatives for purposes other than those that have been set for it for example in National 
Occupational Standards or National Standards for Community Engagement. It is particularly 
tempting in the current climate to dress up reductions in actual provision, in projects 
that seek to engage communities either to supplement or compensate for what is being 
lost.  Even more disturbing are apparently empowering localism initiatives as adopted by 
the current government in England that could be seen as apart of a deliberate strategy to 
undermine and disempower conventional local government. 

Beware of over simplification

It might be argued that some of what is described in the previous section does not so much 
represent a deliberate dilution or perversion of community development, as the inevitable 
outcome of a lack of recognition of the complexity of the problems to be addressed. Such 
simplification arises when policy makers perceive the potential benefits of community 
development approaches without a real understanding of the challenges involved in 
successfully implementing them. It seems to me that this may in significant part reflect 
the degree to which public policy, even when planning community focused strategies, is 
conducted in a prescriptive and correctional manner. Whilst there may be sophisticated 
statistical analyses, what is often lacking is a real appreciation of how things look from a 
community perspective and the implications that this would have for the priorities set for 
policy. Examples might be found in prescriptive health education programmes for example 
that have in effect simply told people how they should behave.

It would be to easy however to hold policy makers who have little direct experience of 
community development responsible for its common tendency to over simplify what is 
involved. Community development itself has sometimes trumpeted models that in my view 
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fail to acknowledge the complexities. I remember sitting in a state of apoplexy listening 
to an evangelistic presentation by an American guru of the Asset Based Community 
Development approach that, though generally well received by the audience, seemed 
to me to avoid addressing the fundamental issues of social and economic structure in 
terms of relative power, class and discrimination that held disadvantage people and 
communities in their place. I have absolutely no dispute with the principal that community 
development needs to identify and build on the assets of communities and their members. 
It is self evident that people will have more confidence for example if they are using their 
established skills and abilities or building from the physical assets that the community 
owns. It is also self evident that people will be more motivated if they perceive themselves 
to be capable and to have tools and resources that they can use. 

The asset based approach recognises all of this but in some guises it has been presented 
as if communities could lift themselves out of their circumstances without wider societal 
change. This is peddling a profoundly dangerous mythology that seems to me to run right 
back to the Victorian values of ‘self help’ which though a virtue in itself is plainly not 
enough and actually makes the victims of social disadvantage responsible for their own 
salvation. Given the persistence of patterns of poverty, ill health and high mortality rates, 
the limitations of a solely asset based approach should be obvious. It is vital to note 
therefore that in Renewing Scotland’s Public Services, (Scottish Government, 2011)  there 
is emphasis not only on building on the assets of people and communities but on making 
best use of all the resources. It states: 

We will empower local communities and local service providers 
to work together to develop practical solutions that make best 
use of all the resources available. The focus of public spending 
and action must build on the assets and potential of the 
individual, the family and the community rather than being 
dictated by organisational structures and boundaries. Public 
services must work harder to involve people everywhere in the 
redesign and reshaping of their activities.’ 

Beware of isolationism

The essence of community planning in Scotland is that it encourages an holistic perspective 
on the needs of communities and establishes active working relationships between 
different disciplines and agencies that have a contribution to make, not just from the 
statutory but also the voluntary sector and potentially the private sector. Partnership and 
collaboration are key word not only to describe the relationship between agencies but 
also between them and communities. Indeed it is in this context that that concept of co-
production has become highly influential. 
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Yet despite the imperatives that such approaches involve there has often been a tendency 
for contributors to be reluctant to fully engage. There can be many reasons for this. 
In relation to engagement with other agencies, perceived inefficiency of collaborative 
working, threat to control of resources (human and capital), preciousness about holding 
unique competences that might be compromised if required to work with others, 
aspirations that are not necessarily shared by or supported by other partners, low priority 
attached by agencies to engaging with others are all factors. These are not just a product 
of professional differences but can also reflect the significance of other players, external 
to, but nonetheless highly influential in the local setting, for example, trade unions 
concerned to protect the interests of staff, professional associations that set the terms of 
professional recognition, government departments that set down priorities for agencies 
that may conflict with those of local partnerships, the law that requires professions to 
work in particular ways.

For organisations from the voluntary or private sectors other factors may be at play. They 
may have no obligation to participate yet not doing so may hold risk relating, for example, 
to funding and contracts, or to their independence either as critics or as innovators. The 
relationship with partnerships dominated by powerful statutory players can engender an 
understandable ambivalence. Wholly engaging may be difficult.

When it comes to the extending of the partnership relationship to communities themselves 
some of these issues become even more stark. Community organisations generally grow 
organically and may not conform to the neat structures and organisational processes that 
guide the way agencies operate. Becoming involved in complex partnership relationships 
that are conducted in a manner that may be unfamiliar and uncomfortable may restrict 
the kind of community representation that would really reach the heart of communities. 
I have often observed community representatives who seem to have been co-opted and 
even groomed by partnerships only to become detached from their own communities 
and hence token (non?) representatives. The structures we adopt can therefore result 
in an unintended isolation of community leaders from their own communities and leave 
the communities themselves detached from influence in the partnership. This is not only 
unacceptable, it is counter-productive!

There is one further area of isolationism that I want to address. This focuses on the 
relationship between full time community development workers and those in a whole range 
of professions (education, health, social care, housing, planning, economic regeneration, 
policing, community safety, arts, leisure services etc) that should now be adopting a 
community development approach as a primary paradigm for their particular area of 
practice. Too often among the full timers there seems to me to have been a preciousness 
about defending the ‘purity’ of community development resulting in exclusive behaviours 
that often mirror those of other professions that community development workers are very 
ready to criticise. Those with a full time role in community development are in a privileged 
position in terms of opportunity to engage with communities in an holistic manner. But 
if they are to reap the benefits of this they need to be able to draw in, and collaborate 
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with, those with other professional specialisms that, if applied within community development 
principles, can enormously enhance the possibility of developing effective responses to 
community needs. Those in this privileged position need the humility to appreciate and learn 
from the knowledge and skills that others may bring. But they equally need the confidence to 
move beyond their protected enclaves to share their skills and knowledge and promote the 
community development approach. 

Not long ago I took issue with a conference speaker who described community development 
in tribal terms because it seemed to me that professional tribalism was the last thing that we 
needed if we were to fulfil the aspirations for more participatory governance. Yet that tribalism 
persists even to the extent of apparent schisms within the ranks of community development 
between those from different backgrounds, voluntary versus statutory, community education 
versus social work trained, rural versus urban based workers and so on. It is time to move 
beyond the petty differences and grasp the wider reality that with scant resources community 
development must maximise its impact by responding coherently to common causes and not 
dwelling on minor differences.

Final comment
Over a decade ago, the Scottish Community Development Centre led a consortium of agencies 
to deliver a training and support programme for Social Inclusion Partnerships. We entitled it 
‘Working Together, Learning Together’. That title captures the essence of what I have been 
trying to get across in this paper. The opportunities are there to make a real difference despite 
the need to acknowledge the limitations and constraints that may come from the context of 
practice. We will only realise those ambitions if there is a concerted and integrated approach 
that embraces inter-professional  and community partnership and establishes an open and honest 
culture of collaborative evaluation that facilitates joint learning and innovative practice. 

This is hardly an unfamiliar conclusion, it has been drawn many times before by many people. 
If we are to move beyond the implicit criticism that it carries, we need a concerted effort to 
realise the vision. Firstly, this needs to be accomplished within day-to-day practice at project 
and programme levels. Secondly, it needs to be evident consistently across all relevant areas 
of policy and supported by the necessary investment, not just in practice itself, but equally in 
the attention given to continually equipping those involved in community development with the 
skills to address the evolving problems that communities may need to tackle. 

Alan Barr 
June 2014
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