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1SECTION 1 INTRODUCTION

What do we mean by a ‘strong’ community?
A strong community can mean different things depending on the hopes, aspira�ons and needs of the people that live in a geographical 

area, or of people who experience issues in a way that creates bonds between them.  When people are asked to define what a strong 

community looks like to them, they may say things like “somewhere I feel safe and secure”, “a place where I feel I belong and have a 

connec�on with”, or “somewhere I can experience a good quality of life”. Their responses will usually centre on having access to different 

services, jobs, educa�on, recrea�on, care, a secure home or living space and many other things besides.  Given that these things affect us 

all individually, it naturally follows that we will have common interests and issues that affect our community as a whole, and the quality of 

life we experience as a community.  It is not surprising that where we live, work and play is something that is of interest to many of us and 

an increasing focus for government and public agencies tasked with providing the services that local communi�es need and want. 

What do we mean by an ‘empowered’ community?
Communi�es, whether geographical or interest based, are o�en complex and have a range of characteris�cs that define them.  

Some�mes people have li�le say over the services that are available to them, how they are run and what opportuni�es exist to help them 

improve their own quality of life or that of their neighbours, friends and families.  The Sco�sh Government recognises that “o�en the 

very things that create disadvantage – poverty, lack of educa�onal opportunity, poor health, and poor transport links – also create barriers 

to bringing about the empowerment that is one of the key ingredients for bringing about real change.”4

When we talk about an ‘empowered’ community it means a community that is organised to take ac�on to bring about change that is of 

benefit to those that live there.  The Sco�sh Government defines ‘community empowerment’ as:

“A process where people work together to make change happen in their communi�es by having more power and influence  

over what ma�ers to them.”5

3

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/264771/0079288.pdf


6 Strengthening Communi�es, S. Skinner, CDF Publica�ons, 2006

The Community Empowerment Ac�on Plan goes on to suggest that “Many of our communi�es, par�cularly those facing high levels of 

disadvantage in both urban and rural areas, will need support to help them build the skills, confidence, networks and resources they 

require on the journey towards becoming more empowered. We call that range of support community capacity building and it can be 

a cri�cal step in laying the founda�ons for community empowerment. Partners need to invest �me, money and skills into work that 

supports community capacity building if they are serious about community empowerment.”  Similarly, ‘communi�es of interest’ will need 

support to develop ways to overcome barriers and become more empowered to achieve posi�ve change in their lives.

What is community capacity building?
Community capacity building is a term increasingly used by a range of public agencies that have a responsibility for, or interest in 

encouraging community organisa�ons to have a greater influence over local decisions, to drive forward community ini�a�ves or to 

represent community interests.  It is described as: 

“the ac�vi�es, resources and support that strengthen the skills, abili�es and confidence of people and community groups to take effec�ve 

ac�on and leading roles in the development of communi�es.”6

Whilst much of the support provided to community organisa�ons involves providing the resources they need to operate effec�vely, 

capacity building also involves working with local groups to help them understand decision making processes and to develop their 

ability to inform and influence decisions that affect them directly or indirectly.  In this sense, community capacity building is not simply a 

technical process of providing access to buildings, equipment and funds, but a developmental one where people and groups par�cipate 

on an on-going basis to develop their learning and exper�se so that they are be�er able to improve their quality of life. It is important 

that the support process is underpinned by certain values - recognising that people have the right to make their own choices (self-

determina�on), that all sec�ons of the community have the right to be heard and acknowledged (par�cipa�on and inclusion), and that 

working collabora�vely helps achieve change that is sustainable.  This is known as a values-led approach to community capacity building.
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Why is the process of community capacity building important?
Community empowerment is increasingly recognised as being central to the delivery of many policy priori�es and aspira�ons, including 

public sector reform, service redesign, regenera�on and health improvement. The building of strong and influen�al communi�es 

throughout Scotland is fundamental to the achievement of a fairer and more equal society for all.  Building stronger communi�es is 

especially important where communi�es, either geographical or issue based, have weak infrastructures, limited access to services and 

resources, and li�le support to mobilise or take ac�on on issues that adversely affect them.

Where communi�es have well developed skills and influence, they are more able to achieve the changes they want to see that will help 

improve their quality of life. This can be done through engagement with public bodies, by building on communi�es’ own assets and 

strengths, through campaigning for change and by a�rac�ng inward investment.  It means an organised community that has the ability to 

take collec�ve ac�on on the things that ma�er to them and a community which has the capacity to plan for change, implement change 

and sustain change. So, community capacity building is the process by which public bodies, grant-making bodies and other ins�tu�ons 

invest in enhancing the capacity of communi�es by suppor�ng community groups, par�cularly in disadvantaged or excluded communi�es, 

to play a more ac�ve role in civic and economic society. 

Community capacity building can have clear benefits for local authori�es and other public bodies. Communi�es have a unique insight 

into the issues that affect them so their contribu�on towards developing responses or solu�ons is both desirable and beneficial.  Where 

communi�es are able to contribute cri�cally to the development of policies and plans and where they are able to deliver or co-deliver 

certain services, a resource-effec�ve approach results and a closer and more equal rela�onship between service providers and the 

communi�es they serve develops. 
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2SECTION 2 ABOUT THE BUILDING STRONGER COMMUNITIES TOOL

What is the purpose of the tool and how can it help?
This is a prac�cal tool that can be used to assess the abili�es and strengths of community groups and organisa�ons to take effec�ve ac�on 

to bring about change to benefit their communi�es.  It also provides a means to assess the quality and value of community capacity 

building support that may be available in a given locality, whether a neighbourhood, village, town or council area. 

It is designed to support a par�cipatory approach for agencies and communi�es to work together to build and strengthen community 

infrastructure and capacity.  It sets out a three stage process that involves research, assessment and planning. 

The first two stages, research and assessment, help local community organisa�ons understand how well organised they are within and 

across a given community, and help support agencies understand to what extent their support is enabling local people to take community 

ac�on and get involved in community life.  

The third stage, planning, is designed to help community organisa�ons and the agencies that support them work together to develop 

joint solu�ons to the issues and priori�es raised by communi�es themselves.  Involving all par�es in planning for change means that 

improvements to the quality of community life will be effec�ve and sustainable.  This process also helps public agencies make decisions 

about the investment they need to make in order to ensure that support for communi�es is targeted appropriately.  

What are the strengths of the tool?
Overall, this tool supports a strategic approach to community capacity building, recognising that many different agencies are involved in 

providing the support community groups need to develop and thrive.  In par�cular, the tool:

 provides a frame of reference for all stages of planning, implemen�ng and reviewing community capacity building work across 

mul�ple agencies;

 sets out a process whereby community organisa�ons and representa�ves have a say in how they are supported;

 iden�fies the poten�al characteris�cs of a strong, organised, community;
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 helps support agencies to take a more joined up approach in providing support thereby minimising duplica�on of effort, and 

facilita�ng greater understanding of each agency’s role and contribu�on to suppor�ng communi�es;

 sets out a series of stages and steps that provides a systema�c and robust assessment of community strengths and gaps in support 

provision;

 takes a research based approach, ensuring support is provided based on the priority needs and issues iden�fied by community 

organisa�ons;

 facilitates learning about how communi�es are organised and supports dialogue between agencies and communi�es; and

 is consistent with current thinking and policies around community involvement, engagement and empowerment.

The applica�on of this tool will be par�cularly beneficial to: communi�es or neighbourhoods that are subject to significant development 

or redevelopment; those where there is limited or problema�c engagement with public bodies; those where there is li�le community 

energy or ac�vity; and/or those with tensions between different groups.

How does the tool differ from other asset mapping or assessment tools?
Building Stronger Communi�es is designed to assess and plan for the development of community capacity.  It is not designed to map the 

level or availability of services within a community, such as public transport, health services, leisure facili�es or local ameni�es. These 

elements might be included in a tradi�onal community profile and are necessary to understanding the make-up of locali�es and what 

services are available, but this tool is focused on assessing the strengths and abili�es that lie within communi�es and taking steps to build 

on these.  

It is important to stress that the assessment process is not about focusing on weaknesses, it is about capturing and expanding on the scale 

and nature of what communi�es and agencies do well and iden�fying gaps in support that can be filled.  The process employs an asset-

based approach as it recognises that community organisa�ons and the people ac�ve within them have unique knowledge, skills and lived 

experience of the issues that affect them, and that those assets should be used to address issues, develop joint solu�ons and strengthen 

community resilience and capacity.  
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The primary purpose of the Building Stronger Communi�es tool is to provide a framework within which communi�es and agencies can 

work together to jointly gather informa�on and evidence to help assess what level of community capacity building support is required. It 

is not a formal research exercise but a process of par�cipatory dialogue designed to both elicit and share important local informa�on, and 

to use that informa�on to plan for change.

Who can use it?
Building Stronger Communi�es can be used by any agency, partnership or group of prac��oners that has responsibility for suppor�ng 

community organisa�ons and wider community ac�vity, engagement and involvement.  It is likely that there will be a variety of agencies 

available to a community which could provide both generic and specialist support. This could range from the provision of grants, 

equipment and premises to providing training or on-going developmental support. 

It is designed to be useful for both experienced prac��oners and for those who support communi�es only as part of their remit.  

However, it is important to stress that in order to make sure that ac�vity is supported and sustained, a lead agency or partnership must 

take responsibility for driving forward the process.  Whilst it is likely that the assessment and planning process will be ins�gated by 

public agencies, staff teams or partnerships, it is important to recognise that the people ac�ve within local community organisa�ons and 

community ac�vi�es are an integral part of the process.  Support agencies will need to think about what resources they need to make 

sure that community groups and representa�ves can par�cipate at all stages.

A fundamental principle of good community capacity building is that communi�es are involved in decisions about the process and do not 

just par�cipate as ‘remote’ stakeholders. This will pay dividends in the long run as it means greater ownership of the end results.

Parts of Building Stronger Communi�es can be used in other se�ngs.  For example, the tables can be used in training or in prac�ce 

development sessions to generate discussion and debate about the characteris�cs of a strong community, and what agencies can do to 

support the process of development.  The tables can also be used to promote discussion and understanding between agencies about 

what their respec�ve contribu�ons are to suppor�ng community organisa�ons, with a view to avoiding duplica�on, pooling scarce 

resources and improving local partnership working. 
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It can also be used in training or awareness-raising 

with community organisa�ons, for example, by 

using the equali�es tables to generate discussion 

on equali�es issues and how groups could tackle 

barriers to inclusion and involvement to help address 

inequali�es as part of their on-going work.  Ul�mately 

the tool and associated templates are designed so 

that they can be adapted for a variety of purposes 

to promote community capacity building processes, 

outcomes and prac�ces.



3SECTION 3 COMMUNITY CAPACITY AND CAPACITY BUILDING SUPPORT

What are the characteris�cs of community capacity and capacity building support?
Building Stronger Communi�es focuses on two dis�nct elements - the level of community capacity and the level of capacity building 

support.  In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of how strong a community is, it is necessary to assess the range, extent and 

effec�veness of community ac�vity and how agencies support this to happen.

Community capacity can be understood as having four key elements: 

• Organisa�on – local groups, organisa�ons and networks that are well managed, accountable to the community and effec�ve in 

improving community life.

• Skills – the intelligence, understanding, skills and learning that underpin effec�ve ac�on by communi�es.

• Equality – the underpinning value that all ac�ons involve all groups and interests in a community, and that the benefits are 

experienced by all.

• Involvement – this includes the way groups and organisa�ons involve community members, as well as their involvement with other 

bodies and their influence with them

These four elements can be understood as the characteris�cs of a community that has the capacity to develop and engage, and they are 

also the areas in which investment and ac�on can be made by the various agencies concerned to build community capacity.   

It follows therefore that capacity building support can be understood as having the following four key elements:

• Building organisa�on – the nature, relevance and availability of community development support from statutory sources or from 

any type of community based support service, such as a development trust, a community forum, a neighbourhood council or similar 

‘anchor’ for community development.

• Building skills – what is available in terms of training and development support and access to specialist exper�se which should cover 

organisa�onal, financial and management skills as well as skills for community change such as assessment, planning, organising, 

alliance building, nego�a�ng and campaigning.

• Building equality – to what extent public bodies and partnerships target their a�en�on and resources on those with least capacity, 
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whether caused by equali�es issues, poverty or poor community infrastructure.

• Building involvement – how public bodies and partnerships create condi�ons in which communi�es are more able to be involved, 

and able to exert influence over decisions and priori�es.

In addi�on to the elements described above, a further strategic level assessment is required which asks:

• To what extent are community capacity needs assessed and used as the basis for planning and ac�on?

• To what extent is there communica�on and co-ordina�on between the range of support providers? 

• To what extent is community capacity building explicitly wri�en into local strategies, plans and policy statements? 

• What level of resource is available to support or sustain a community capacity building process?

Introducing the three stage process
The process is set out in three main stages: 

 Stage 1 – Researching the nature and range of community organisa�ons and the nature and range of support being provided.

 Stage 2 – Assessing the levels of community capacity and capacity building support and iden�fying gaps.

 Stage 3 – Planning: se�ng priori�es and collabora�ve planning for ac�on between agencies and community.

Survey of 
Support Agencies

Survey of
Community Groups

Dra� Findings and 
Conclusions

Assessing Levels of
Capacity & Support

Outcomes &
Ac�on Planning

Stage 1 Research Stage 2 Assesment Stage 3 Planning
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Ge�ng started
Before ge�ng started it is essen�al for you to consider the following points to help decide how the tool can be used to best effect.  The 

following ques�ons are useful to consider before embarking on the process. 

How much �me will it take?

The length of �me for the whole process depends on the size and nature of the community being targeted, and the �me required for 

each stage will vary depending on the scale of involvement.  For example, if ac�vity is to take place within a small neighbourhood then 

the number of groups and agencies to be surveyed will be smaller than if it is applied across an en�re local authority area, therefore 

the length of �me to carry out this stage will be shorter.  This will also affect the other two stages as the number of agencies and groups 

making the assessment and being involved in the planning will be smaller and easier to organise.  Therefore the size of the community can 

make a difference to the length and complexity of the overall process. 

What resources will we need?

Each stage of the process involves organising ac�vi�es and carrying out tasks, so the biggest resource required is people!  It’s important 

to think about who will lead the process and who will help you undertake various ac�vi�es and tasks.  It may be useful to think about 

se�ng up a lead group to do this, which may involve other members of your team, key partners from other agencies that have a capacity 

building remit and community group members.

Depending on the type of ac�vi�es you undertake you may also need access to a small budget to cover access requirements or pay for 

items such as venue hire and catering.   Different methods can be used to conduct research and undertake assessment, for example, face 

to face mee�ngs, ques�onnaires or online surveys. Par�cipatory approaches such as focus groups or community events will require �me 

and commitment of resources.  You and/or the lead group will also need to consider the appropriate level of involvement required of both 

community organisa�ons and support agencies to make the process worthwhile.  Remember that if the level of involvement is rela�vely 

low it may have an effect on how legi�mate people perceive the results to be, and whether or not they feel that they have ownership of 

the emerging priori�es and of any subsequent plans.  
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What will happen a�er the process?

Upon comple�on of the three stages you should emerge with a plan that reflects the gaps in current support and sets out how these 

are going to be met.  This should then be taken forward for implementa�on.  Strategic managers should be aware of the work being 

undertaken, and that future work will emerge from the process.  They should confirm at an early stage whether or not adequate 

resources can be put in place to implement local community capacity building plans, otherwise the whole process will lose momentum.  



4SECTION 4 THE PROCESS

What is involved in each of the three stages?

STAGE 1 - Researching the levels of community organisa�on and capacity building support
An important feature of the tool is that it focuses on two dis�nct elements:

1. Researching and assessing the level and strengths of community organisa�ons across a locality or area of specific interest.

2. Researching and assessing the level and strength of capacity building support provided.  

Both elements need to be understood to be able to enhance and build community capacity to the highest level possible. 

CONDUCTING THE RESEARCH

Gathering data
There are many ways in which to gather data that relates to each of the key elements described in sec�on 3.   You may want to consider 

some of the following approaches.

Ques�onnaires
A rela�vely straigh�orward way to research levels of community organisa�on and capacity building support is to compile and distribute 

a postal or electronic ques�onnaire.  A sample survey ques�onnaire which contains a comprehensive set of ques�ons for each of the 

four key elements is available from the SCDC website (see sec�on 6 – addi�onal resources).  Whilst the ques�onnaire can be used in 

its en�rety, it is intended that lead groups or agencies conduc�ng the survey will review and adapt the content depending on their 

circumstances (e.g. the number of people available to conduct the survey or the number of groups to be surveyed).  It is also important 

to judge the size of the survey against how many people are available to collate the results, and that the informa�on being captured can 

be presented in a way that people understand.  This is essen�al as it will be used at the assessment stage so that people can make an 

informed judgement on the level of community organisa�on and support that exists in the targeted community.
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Individual interviews
Interviews are something you may want to consider either if you have a small number of groups to survey, or if you have had a low 

response rate from your postal or electronic survey.  Whilst it is �me intensive, if the work is spread around a collec�on of people 

it may be a worthwhile investment to ensure you have a clear enough picture of the level of community organisa�on in your target 

neighbourhood or area of interest.  Or, you can use interviews as a way of following up with respondents who may have significant views 

or insights.

Focus groups
Alterna�vely, you can use some of the ques�ons laid out in the sample ques�onnaire (or make up your own ques�ons) to conduct focus 

groups with a collec�on of representa�ves from community groups.  This is a good way of engaging groups in a dialogue at the ini�al 

stage of the process, paving the way for their future involvement at other stages.  Focus groups can help you to explain what it is you 

are doing and why, and generate rich informa�on about the ways in which groups operate and what their issues are.  Before using this 

method, you should think about the resources required for this, who will organise it and who should be involved.  If you are conduc�ng 

the survey in a large area you will need to be clear about whether the people involved are a good enough representa�ve sample of groups 

opera�ng in that area, or engaged in the par�cular issue. 

Community-led research
Community-led research is a process in which local people conduct their own inquiries into the issues that concern them. In the context of 

using the Building Stronger Communi�es tool, it may be the case that the scope and focus of the research have not been ins�gated by the 

community itself.  However, it would s�ll be considered community-led research if community representa�ves who carried out the survey 

in their own community were fully involved in the research design.  It may be that some community groups already have research skills 

and exis�ng connec�ons or rela�onships with other community groups, in which case they will provide a level of exper�se and experience 

invaluable to the research process. Some local people may require support from the lead group/agency and other support organisa�ons 

in the form of advice, training and resources. Suppor�ng local people and organisa�ons to conduct community research is a capacity 

building process in itself and it means community group members develop the necessary skills to conduct other pieces of research in the 
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future.  You should, however, consider whether or not other groups would be happy to share informa�on with community researchers. 

If they are, and if you have community representa�ves who are willing to par�cipate and adequate �mescales/resources, ARC (Ac�on 

Research by, in and for Communi�es) is a useful resource to help facilitate this par�cular approach7.

Colla�ng the data 
Once you have gathered enough informa�on you will need to collate it in a way that helps people understand the range and nature of 

community groups that are ac�ve as well as the range and nature of support provided by agencies.  The data collected will be presented 

back to people par�cipa�ng in the assessment stage, where they will be asked to make a judgement on the strengths that exist among 

community organisa�ons across an area or ac�ve on a par�cular issue.  For example, if your research showed that 80% of groups in the 

area were cons�tuted, this helps make a judgement of the levels of governance and management that exist across organisa�ons.  This, in 

turn, helps agencies and groups decide whether or not governance support should be provided to those groups who are not cons�tuted, 

so long as this is something desired by those groups. Likewise, if you asked how many groups have plans or strategies in place to ensure 

they have a clear focus for their ac�vi�es, and only 35% said that they have, you may want to offer a programme of support that helps 

groups create plans that be�er reflect their priori�es, which can also be used to promote their work.

7 See h�p://www.scdc.org.uk/media/resources/what-we-do/Ac�onResearch/ARC%20Resource%20Web%20Version%20final.pdf
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• Decide who will take responsibility for devising and carrying out the research and the colla�on of the data.  This is likely to 

include members of the lead group.

• Make sure the scale of the research both in the number of groups targeted and the number of ques�ons is manageable and 

realis�c.

• Ensure the ques�ons are suitable - pay a�en�on to language, the use of open or closed ques�ons, use of jargon and 

anything that might be ambiguous.

• Determine the most suitable method or range of methods to get the informa�on you need.

• Recognise that some groups may need support to answer ques�ons and this should be made available.

• Explain why you are doing this and you may get a bigger response.

• Agree appropriate �mescales and agree who will monitor the progress and take remedial ac�on if necessary.

• Be clear about how you will feedback the results and how this will be done. The Na�onal Standards for Community 

Engagement may be a useful guide to think about this, par�cularly the Involvement and Feedback standards.8

 

8 See h�p://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/94257/0084550.pdf

Key �ps and 
prompts
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STAGE 2 - Assessing the levels of community capacity and capacity building support
The Building Stronger Communi�es tool enables you to conduct the assessment stage using a series of indicator tables to determine 

both the levels of community capacity and the levels of support provided.  These are called ‘The Community Strengths Framework’ and 

‘The Support Framework’.  The frameworks are contained within sec�on 7, and those conduc�ng the assessments (the lead group or 

agency) will need to become familiar with them in order to support others (the community and agency par�cipants) to use them.  They 

are fairly detailed and it may be useful for the lead group to split into two to focus on one or the other to fully review and become familiar 

with their contents.  This will help create an equal division of labour between lead group members when it comes to conduc�ng the 

assessment workshops.

The Frameworks
The Community Strengths Framework comprises a series of tables that can be used to assess the capacity of a given community against 

the four key elements.  Each key element is further broken down into a series of sub-headings, and below these are a set of indicators that 

reflect three different levels of ‘strength’ that may exist within a community.  Each level has more than one indicator and together they 

paint a picture of what you might expect to see at each level.  Here is an example of how the tables are laid out.

 
Organisa�on: the development and ac�vity of community groups and organisa�ons and how well they work in the interests of the community
Governance and 
management

Resources and assets Links and networks Effec�veness Accountability and 
legi�macy

Do community 
organisa�ons have 
sound management and 
effec�ve decision-making 
structures? 

Do community 
organisa�ons own and/or 
have good access to the 
resources and assets they 
need to support their 
ac�vi�es?

Are community 
organisa�ons in contact 
with each other, and with 
wider networks to access 
and share learning and 
ideas?

Can community 
organisa�ons bring 
about tangible and 
beneficial change for their 
communi�es?

Are community 
organisa�ons recognised as 
legi�mate and authorita�ve 
representa�ves of 
community views and 
issues and are they 
accountable to and 
representa�ve of the 
communi�es they serve?

     

Sub headings

Key element
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Organisa�on

Governance and management Resources and assets Links and networks Effec�veness Accountability and legi�macy 

Most community organisa�ons have 
governance structures that are fit for 
purpose.

Most community organisa�ons are 
resilient with the flexibility to respond 
to a changing environment and new 
demands.

Community organisa�ons are 
cons�tuted, have published policies 
and procedures, have business 
plans, publish annual reports and are 
compliant with legal and financial 
requirements.

Those with organisa�onal 
responsibili�es have clear roles based 
on their interests and skills.

Community organisa�ons own 
and/or control their own assets, and 
demonstrate sound financial stability 
and sustainability.

Resources and assets within the 
community are used by a range of 
community organisa�ons for wider 
community benefit.

Organisa�ons are not solely 
dependent on public funding and 
have the means to generate their 
own funds.

There is a high level of 
communica�on, collabora�on 
and coordina�on of ac�vity 
through forums, networks or other 
arrangements, with connec�on to 
regional and na�onal networks. 

Organisa�ons can demonstrate 
‘collabora�ve gain’ from working on 
joint projects and sharing resources. 

Community organisa�ons collaborate 
on a regular basis and share 
informa�on and intelligence.  

Organisa�ons adopt a unified 
approach to address common issues.

Community organisa�ons act as the 
leaders and drivers for local change 
through their own ac�vi�es and 
through their influence on others. 

Organisa�ons have developed 
projects in direct response to local 
needs and deliver them effec�vely.

Organisa�ons are successful in 
placing their issues on the local policy 
agenda and posi�vely influencing 
local decision making processes.

Organisa�ons are recognised by 
local communi�es as legi�mate and 
accountable representa�ves. 

They are recognised by public 
agencies and elected members and 
are involved as equal partners in local 
planning processes and other policy 
mechanisms that impact on the 
community. 

Community organisa�ons are invited 
to par�cipate in district-wide and/or 
na�onal policy influence or decision 
making forums.

Individual organisa�ons are 
recognised by their cons�tuencies 
and by public bodies as an 
authorita�ve voice on the issues they 
are concerned with.

Community organisa�ons have 
transparent opera�ng procedures 
and a legal status that is relevant to 
the needs of the organisa�on and the 
community.

Several community organisa�ons 
exist and have cons�tu�ons and bank 
accounts.

Organisa�ons adhere to their own 
financial systems and procedures.

Community organisa�ons have access 
to sufficient funds and resources to 
support their ac�vi�es.

There is some sharing of resources 
and some evidence of working 
together to a�ract common 
resources/assets.

Some resources and assets exist 
within the community but they could 
be used be�er.

Fund raising ac�vi�es are rou�ne.

Groups occasionally work together on 
common issues and can demonstrate 
the benefits of doing so.

There is limited contact between 
groups in the community and some 
common membership, but evidence 
of duplica�on.

Community organisa�ons have clear 
understanding of needs and issues 
they seek to address and have plans 
in place. 

Wider community issues are 
understood but organisa�ons have no 
clear plans to address them. 

Ac�vi�es to address local issues take 
place but they are uncoordinated. 

Groups have engaged with the wider 
community and have evidence to 
support their ac�ons.

Groups are known to elected 
members and public bodies and are 
consulted on plans and proposals.

Groups hold mee�ngs or other events 
that community members may a�end 
and express their views.

Groups know, and are known by, 
public bodies but do not engage in 
wider decision making processes.

There are some community 
organisa�ons but governance 
procedures are patchy and groups 
can operate out with their own 
cons�tu�onal requirements.

There are many organisa�ons that 
have no legal or cons�tu�onal status, 
and do not have financial controls in 
place.

Organisa�ons are led and dominated 
by a small number of people– only a 
few strong voices are heard.

Some resources are available but 
these are limited to each individual 
community organisa�on.

There is limited ability to a�ract 
funding for community ac�vi�es and 
projects.

Groups have limited or no resources 
that are available for community 
benefit or that address community 
need.

The groups that exist are not known 
to each other and usually work in 
isola�on.

Community organisa�ons openly 
compete against each other for 
support, recogni�on and resources. 

Community needs and issues are 
recognised but are not addressed or 
acted upon. 

Groups lack leadership and there are 
no coherent plans for change.

There is limited understanding or 
recogni�on of wider community 
issues.

Organisa�ons are barriers to posi�ve 
change.

Ac�vi�es damage the interests of the 
wider community.

Organisa�ons operate unilaterally 
and have no democra�c processes 
in place. 

The wider community and public 
bodies are unaware of the concerns 
they seek to address.

Groups are known to public bodies 
and within the community but are 
dismissed as unrepresenta�ve or 
disrup�ve.

Indicators
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Similarly the Support Framework sets out a series of tables that help iden�fy what support should look like against the four key elements.  

This helps you to understand and iden�fy the quality and value of the various capacity-building supports that may (or may not) be 

available.  It may be useful at this stage to flick forward to sec�on 7 to see what the tables look like before proceeding further.

Interpreta�on of the levels – the traffic lights system
Both frameworks have four dis�nct tables addressing organisa�on, skills, equali�es and involvement.  These tables have three different 

levels – green, amber and red.  

 Green   this level represents a robust level of community capacity and available support and is the highest level of a�ainment.  The 

statements contained in the green part of the tables indicate that things are going well and that the community has a number of clear 

strengths that should be celebrated.   

Response required - maintain and sustain.

 Amber  this level represents a reasonable or adequate level of capacity and support.  Agreeing with the statements in the amber 

sec�on may mean that some things have to be improved to get to the green level, but that strengths do exist and the focus should be to 

build on these.   

Response required – build and develop.

 Red  this level indicates that there is work to be done!  The statements in this level represent areas which require a�en�on and 

should make par�cipants stop to think why this is the case and how issues can be effec�vely addressed.   

Response required – review and ac�on.

Whilst the indicators may be used as they stand, it may be helpful to discuss with community and agency representa�ves how well the 

suggested indicators fit local circumstances. The indicators could be adapted for local use following such discussion and agreement.  In 

this sense they are a guide rather than a rigid template. 

By far the most important thing about this system is not whether par�cipants agree or iden�fy with red, amber or green levels.  It is 

the dialogue that results as a consequence of using the tables that facilitates greater understanding and awareness of how groups and 
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agencies are working towards the same goals – strong and organised communi�es.  The tool is simply a device to promote this dialogue 

and in the process build stronger rela�onships between groups and agencies, leading to be�er planning and use of resources.  

The terminology used may not be easily understood by all those involved, and may require some discussion as to what the terms 

mean for different par�cipants.  In the Support Framework we use the term ‘Support Agency’ which can include local authori�es (in 

par�cular their Community Learning and Development service), health improvement services, regenera�on teams, colleges, voluntary 

organisa�ons, housing associa�ons, churches or any other organisa�on that has capacity building as part of its role. In the Community 

Strengths Framework we refer to ‘anchor’ organisa�ons, by which we mean organisa�ons rooted in their community and owned or led 

by the community. These organisa�ons o�en provide a focus for community development by providing a common forum, resources, 

dedicated development staff and a home for a range of community projects and services. Anchor organisa�ons may take the form of 

community forums, neighbourhood or community councils, development trusts or community based housing associa�ons. 

The assessment process
For the two assessments to be made, representa�ves of both community organisa�ons and support agencies come together to use the 

informa�on gathered from the research phase and use this informa�on to go through the tables and agree the characteris�cs that apply 

to the community they are ac�ve in.  This is best done in a workshop or series of workshops.  There are several ways to do this.  For 

example the assessments for each part of the process can be made at separate workshops, culmina�ng in a shared workshop to present 

results back to all par�cipants.  This could then be followed by a discussion as to how both sets of results compare against each other, 

with community and agency representa�ves agreeing further changes to the levels moving up or down through red, amber and green.  

It may be useful to have both community and agency par�cipants making joint assessments using both frameworks, which allows both 

perspec�ves to be applied to the discussions.  This allows all par�cipants to understand what is involved in the en�re assessment process. 

How the assessments are made and who is involved will be a decision for the lead group, based on consulta�on with others, considera�on 

of �mescales and resources, and what will help make the process work well.  A series of steps that apply to whatever method you use is 

provided overleaf.
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Step 1 – Agree the community and agency par�cipants

Step 2 - Organise the workshop/s and extend invita�ons

Step 3 – Devise the programme for assessments and agree who will be the facilitators and scribes

Step 4 –Compile the research data that is relevant for each table into a presentable format

Step 5 – Conduct the workshops and record each level as they are agreed (see Sec�on 6 – addi�onal resources)

Step 6 – Compile the assessment report, including the par�cipants, process and assessment results (see Sec�on 6 – addi�onal resources)

Step 7 – Circulate the report to par�cipants and wider stakeholders if relevant

Step 8 – Review the report and prepare to organise the planning stage workshops

Using the tables in the assessment workshops
As the tables are quite detailed it is necessary to think about how they are used.  Each of the four tables for both frameworks has a series 

of sub-headings that make up the characteris�cs of that element.  For example, in the Community Strengths Framework, ‘Organisa�ons’ 

has five sub-headings: governance and management; resources and assets; links and networks; effec�veness; and accountability and 

legi�macy.  These are widely acknowledged as the most important factors to assess how community organisa�ons are opera�ng and how 

well organised they are.  You also need to think about how you will present the research data alongside each of the elements and their 

components so that par�cipants are using relevant informa�on to make their assessment.  For example, you might want to create tables 

for each element that show the relevant data with a space to record which indicators are most applicable, like this:
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Resources & assets: the extent to which community organisa�ons own and/or have good access to the resources 
and assets they need to support their ac�vi�es

Level Survey results (20 respondents) Relevant indicators

 Most groups (15) are funded by the local council

 5 groups have income from trading ac�vi�es

 4 groups have a contract with the local council

 18 groups have an income of at least £1000-£10000

 15 groups have free use of a building for mee�ngs (9 

groups use a community owned building)

 15 groups have staff members (full and part �me)

 15 groups receive general organisa�onal development 

support from support agencies, 19 receive some form of 

support

 Most groups have ‘no problem’ with admin resources

 Mee�ng and storage space are an occasional problem 

for 6 groups

 Groups have access to sufficient funds and resources to 

support their ac�vi�es, and have access to community 

development support

 There is some sharing of resources and working together 

to a�ract common resources/assets

 (Some) organisa�ons have the means to generate their 

own funds and have control of their own assets

 Fundraising ac�vi�es are rou�ne

Comments and gaps: No significant problems with access to resources were noted from the survey.  Group members stated that they 
were coping with bigger demands with fewer resources, but expressed concern that resources may become a problem in the future 
as a result of the harsh economic climate. 

Ac�on: Maintain levels of support, and inves�gate poten�al for expanding use of community building to other groups.

A
M

BE
R
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It takes some �me to move through these components with par�cipants, especially as they all have green, amber and red levels.  

Therefore a prac�cal way of facilita�ng the discussion among par�cipants is to read out the statements in amber level first.  This allows 

par�cipants to say quite quickly whether they agree or disagree, and they can judge whether there should be a move upwards or 

downwards. Importantly this is also a chance for par�cipants to say whether the statements apply at all, and it may be that they modify or 

add their own statement that best reflect their own circumstances.  

Also, it can o�en be the case that par�cipants iden�fy with indicators from two levels, this is fine as long as agreement or compromise 

is reached.  As stated before, the agreement of levels as contained within the framework is less important than the discussion and 

delibera�on of how things are and what gaps exist.  It is this discussion that is important to record and reflect in the subsequent report, 

which will influence the plan to be produced.  It is also this flexibility that allows agency and community representa�ves to have a full 

and frank discussion about how communi�es work and how they are supported, with a further benefit that rela�onships may well be 

developed and strengthened as a result.

One of the other important things to remember when facilita�ng the assessments is that individual representa�ves will naturally think 

about their own organisa�on when asked to judge on the characteris�cs iden�fied in the tables.  However the focus of the exercise is to 

judge characteris�cs across a given community and it’s here that the research data comes in useful.  If the  data indicates that less than 

half those surveyed have adequate policy and procedures in place this may put them in the amber or red level, or at least suggest that 

work should be done to help community or agency organisa�ons to improve the policies and procedures in place.  So it is important to 

remind par�cipants that the tables apply to organisa�ons (community and agency) not individually, but across the board.  This can ini�ally 

lead to some frustra�on among par�cipants who believe that their own organisa�on is not in the chosen category but it does provide a 

valuable opportunity for people to talk about their own organisa�ons and how they work, which increases their profile and understanding 

among others, and helps the assessment process as a result.

24



• Decide how many workshops are necessary to complete both sets of tables, and if it makes sense to bring both agency and 

community representa�ves into each other’s discussion, make sure you have the resources and facilitators to do this.

• If possible, give the research data to all par�cipants in advance of the workshops. It will help people think through what the 

results are, what this tells them and hopefully allow for more informed discussion about the assessment levels on the day.

•  Prepare your materials (see sec�on 6 – addi�onal resources to access sample reports, presenta�ons, tables, scribing 

templates) in advance and ensure that they are in a diges�ble format – it helps to use blown up versions of the templates 

and ask par�cipants to ‘huddle’ round them so they can see all of the indicator statements, then they can judge for 

themselves whether to move up or down a level.

•  Make sure facilitators are well briefed to take people through the process – this means being familiar with the research 

results, the tables and how to conduct the scoring (star�ng at the middle and working your way up or down).

•  Where par�cipants focus on their own organisa�on in rela�on to the indicator tables, you may need to gently remind them 

that the assessment should apply to organisa�ons across the board, although it’s extremely helpful to find out more about 

what they do! 

•  Don’t forget to appoint scribes!  You need to be able to capture not only the level for each theme, but which indicators 

are being used to jus�fy the level chosen and any addi�onal comments that help ‘paint the picture’, as well as any gaps in 

support provision. You could do this as demonstrated in the previous table, adding or dele�ng indicators as they apply, and 

recording comments and ac�on at each stage. This will form the basis of the assessment report and is cri�cal to informing 

the planning process.

Key �ps and 
prompts
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STAGE 3 – Par�cipatory planning 
This is the last stage in the process and builds on the previous two stages.  The research and assessment stages should have produced 

insights into the current strengths of community organisa�ons in a given locality or area of interest and how support needs are met.  Gaps 

in support provision should be apparent and it is these gaps that the planning process hopes to address.  Further to this, issues about how 

effec�ve community organisa�ons are, how influen�al they are and how they link together to achieve common aims or address common 

interests in the wider community should have emerged and the planning process should seek to iden�fy how these can be strengthened 

and be�er supported.

The planning workshop/s
The lead group should consider who the key stakeholders to par�cipate in the planning workshop are, and they should include at least 

some of those who have been involved in the process or any associated ac�vi�es so far.  Make sure that there is enough �me to deal with 

the numbers invited and that the venue and other prac�cal arrangements are in place to cater for your expected audience.  Par�cipants 

should include both agency and community representa�ves so that both perspec�ves inform decisions about future priories and how 

resources are used.  The format of the workshop is much the same as the steps men�oned in the previous sec�on, in that the lead group 

needs to organise the workshop, agree the par�cipants to be invited, plan the programme, provide facilita�on and record the discussion.  

A useful approach to use for the planning process is the LEAP framework9.  It supports a par�cipatory approach to planning and it sets out 

a series of steps/ques�ons that forms the basis of the workshop programme.  The steps and relevant ques�ons for each are:

• Assemble the stakeholders (who are the relevant key stakeholders?)

• What are the issues or needs we want to address? (priori�es emerging from the research and assessment phases)

• What are the changes we seek? (represented as outcome statements)

• How will we know that change is taking place? (represented as indicators, quan�ta�ve and qualita�ve)

• What resources do we have or need? (lead agencies, community, budgets/funds)

9 See h�p://www.scdc.org.uk/what/LEAP/
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• What ac�on will we take? (who, when, where and with whom)

• What methods will we use? (what will help us best achieve the change we desire?)

• Who will monitor that the plan is being implemented? (who, when and with whom?)

• When and how will we review our impact and learning?

The workshop can be built around these key ques�ons and again it is important that the lead group iden�fies who will facilitate the 

workshop and how it is recorded.  At the end of the workshop you should emerge with a detailed plan of how the issues iden�fied will be 

progressed, how this will be resourced and who will be involved in implementa�on.  You may need a series of planning workshops to get 

to this stage, depending on the scale of the community you have been targe�ng and who is involved. 

Summary of the Process

At all stages in the process it is worthwhile remembering that the goal at the end is a greater understanding of how to help communi�es 

be stronger and more organised, which is the basis for them to be more effec�ve in influencing decisions about things that affect 

their daily lives.  The purpose of this tool is to assist community organisa�ons and the agencies that support them to par�cipate in a 

delibera�ve dialogue about how partners contribute towards this goal. It is a robust and systema�c approach to assessing and planning 

for community strengths, and one which can be adapted to suit the needs and circumstances of the community it is being used with.  

Users of this resource are ac�vely encouraged to adapt and improvise how they use it in associa�on with any other tools, frameworks, 

methods and way of working that produce the results aimed for.  

For further informa�on on the tool, and for addi�onal support and guidance please contact us at info@scdc.org.uk
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5SECTION 5 CASE STUDY EXAMPLES

Building Stronger Communi�es: Case study – Pilot Project in Livingston, West Lothian

1.  Background and context

In February 2011, West Lothian Regenera�on Team successfully applied to par�cipate in the Community Capacity Building (CCB) Support 

Project.  The Project, funded by Educa�on Scotland and delivered by the Sco�sh Community Development Centre (SCDC), was designed 

to provide support to local agencies to adopt a strategic approach to community capacity building by using the Building Stronger 

Communi�es tool (the earlier verson of the resource was called SCORE).  The tool sets out a series of specific ac�vi�es and par�cipatory 

methods to gauge the level and nature of community groups across an area, and the level and nature of support provided to them by 

local agencies.  The ul�mate goal is to create a strategic plan that responds to any gaps in support and builds on exis�ng community 

strengths and infrastructure. 

The Regenera�on Team decided to concentrate the Project in the Livingston area and a lead group comprising representa�ves from local 

statutory and voluntary support providers was set up to jointly implement and oversee the Project with SCDC.  The group comprised 

representa�ves from regenera�on, community learning and development, health improvement, tenant par�cipa�on and the local 

voluntary sector intermediary organisa�on.  The Project ran from March to June 2011.

2.  What happened?

The process followed the three main stages set out in the tool: research, assessment and planning.

2.1 Conduc�ng the research

The first main ac�vity was to carry out two surveys: one with community groups across Livingston and one with support agencies.  

2.2 Community strengths survey

For the community strengths survey, the lead group compiled a wide-ranging list of community groups and organisa�ons in Livingston.  
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Given this is an area with approximately 63,000 people,10 the number of groups ac�ve in the area was es�mated to be well over one 

hundred.  In order to make the survey manageable, the lead group used the defini�on within the tool to iden�fy which groups were most 

relevant to include and a total of fi�y two groups were contacted to complete a survey ques�onnaire.  The survey was created using the 

sample ques�onnaire of the tool and sent out by post.  To maximise responses and in recogni�on that some groups may require support 

to fill it out, a par�cipatory workshop was organised for community groups to fill in the survey ‘on site’ with the help of lead group 

members.  Ten groups were represented at the workshop and a combina�on of vo�ng pads and paper ques�onnaires was used to capture 

responses to ques�ons that voter pads could not accommodate.  The workshop was followed up with individual mee�ngs conducted by 

lead group members to improve the response rate.  This led to a total of twenty three ques�onnaires being completed for use in the next 

phase: the assessment.  

2.3 Community support survey

For the support agency survey, again the lead group used the sample ques�onnaire from the tool to create an electronic survey using 

Survey Monkey.  Twenty one agencies par�cipated and their responses were collated for use in the assessment workshops.

The responses from both surveys were captured and entered into survey monkey, which meant they could be shared and used by 

support agencies beyond the scope of the project.  In making the data usable for the assessment workshops, key facts and figures were 

highlighted under the four key themes: organisa�on, skills, equality and involvement.

2.4 Making the assessments

The lead group decided to hold the two assessment workshops on the same day.  The morning programme was designed for community 

group representa�ves and a total of five group representa�ves a�ended.  This was followed by a networking lunch so that community 

group members a�ending the morning workshop could come into contact with agency staff a�ending the a�ernoon assessment 

workshop.  Thirteen local agencies were represented in the a�ernoon session.

Both programmes followed the same process – presen�ng the data collected from the surveys and asking par�cipants to use this 

10 h�p://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Livingston,_Scotland
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informa�on to work through the indicator frameworks and iden�fy strengths and gaps.  The collec�ve scores and comments for each 

were captured by lead group members for use in the next phase: strategic planning.

2.5 Planning a strategic response

The strategic planning workshop involved five agency and two community representa�ves, and the focus was on crea�ng a strategic plan 

that would respond to the issues raised in the research and planning phases.  Par�cipants used a points-based system to priori�se the 

issues raised in the assessment process.  A list of the issues was presented on flip chart paper and each par�cipant was given a red, blue 

and yellow dot and asked to place them against their three top priority issues (red = 3 points, blue dot = 2 points and yellow dots = 1 

point).  The results were as follows:

• Improving planning ability (14 points) – skills and training for effec�ve planning.

• Skills development (9 points) – matching groups’ needs with the support being provided.

• Community engagement (7 points) –building awareness of and developing good prac�ce  

(community organisa�ons and support agencies).

• Locality planning (4 points) – building awareness and understanding of locality planning and community engagement structures, 

processes and opportuni�es.

• Involvement & inclusion (3 points) – sugges�ons were made to provide more support for groups to a�ract more members, and 

involve different sec�ons of their community more.

• Understanding and awareness of community capacity building (3 points) – crea�ng more opportuni�es for dialogue with senior 

managers and elected members on the community capacity building purpose and process would be beneficial in securing greater 

recogni�on and investment in support for communi�es. This is par�cularly relevant to minimise the ‘short-termism’ o�en applied to 

the resourcing and support of community organisa�ons.

• A focus on equali�es (1 point) – par�cipants suggested training and awareness-raising of equali�es issues for groups could be a 

specific and explicit focus for agencies. 

• Networking within communi�es & agencies (1 point) – one par�cipant suggested more use of ‘twi�er’ and other social media to 

s�mulate more community involvement/ac�vity and increased networking.
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From this, the following outcomes were iden�fied:

• ‘Community organisa�ons effec�vely plan for changes to benefit the community they serve’

• ‘Community organisa�ons and support agencies have the skills to meet the needs of their communi�es’

• ‘Community organisa�ons and support agencies are be�er equipped to conduct and par�cipate in quality engagement with 

communi�es’ 

These outcomes were thought to reflect the need for both community groups and support agencies to develop their skills to be�er 

engage with each other, and work together to ensure communi�es’ needs are being met.  

3.  What happened next?

Having created the basis for a strategic plan, the next step was to iden�fy who would implement the plan and take the lead on 

coordina�ng strategic ac�vi�es.  A�er the end of the project, follow up mee�ngs were held and it was agreed that the Regenera�on Team 

would take responsibility for the plan.  The team organised a community conference to present the proposed outcomes to community 

group representa�ves in West Lothian, and seek their views on whether or not the priori�es were on target.  Conference par�cipants 

iden�fied the outcomes as either important or very important which provided further endorsement of the strategic priori�es for partners 

to strengthen community infrastructure and a clear mandate to work to achieve the outcomes derived from the Project. 

4.  What were the benefits?

In evalua�ng the process and the tool, lead group members iden�fied three main benefits.  These were that:

• The indicators helped to facilitate discussion and reach agreement on a consensus about what the current state of play is regarding 

community groups ac�vity and community capacity building agencies’ support;

• Conduc�ng both surveys and using this as a way of informing people about the nature and extent of community groups/community 

capacity building support was helpful and adds legi�macy to the findings;

• The par�cipatory nature of the approach helps bring groups and agencies together around a common agenda to strengthen local 

communi�es.
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5.  What else did they say? 

Lead group members also pointed out a few caveats when using the tool, in par�cular that �mescales have to be appropriate to the scale 

of work being conducted.  The �mescales for the project were fairly �ght and this affected the no�ce given to agency and community 

representa�ves to a�end assessment workshops, this being reflected in the low par�cipant numbers for the community strengths 

assessment workshop.

Lead group members advised that the language being used must be understandable to those being asked to par�cipate, avoiding jargon 

and ensuring terms and concepts were being explained and clarified.  Also, in order to invest their �me and energy, par�cipants need to 

see the value in what is being done and understand what the process is trying to achieve.  In conclusion, whilst the work was at �mes 

intensive and arguably complex, many people gave up their �me to par�cipate at the various stages, sugges�ng a coordinated, evidence-

based approach to suppor�ng communi�es is a worthwhile endeavor and one well received by local stakeholders.  In the words of one 

par�cipant, ‘well done to whoever thought this up!’

For a comprehensive account of the en�re process and all the materials used, you can access the full project report by contac�ng us at 

info@scdc.org.uk
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Building Stronger Communi�es: Case study – Pilot Project in Inverclyde 

1.  Background and context

In March 2011, the Sco�sh Community Development Centre (SCDC), was contracted by CVS Inverclyde, in partnership with Inverclyde 

Council’s Community Work Team, to ascertain the current strengths of the community in Greenock Central and East area and to 

determine what services would have the greatest sustainable impact on building community capacity. The assessment was undertaken by 

two SCDC staff members during June 2011 using the Building Stronger Communi�es tool.  The ul�mate goal was to create a strategic plan 

that responded to any gaps in support and would build on exis�ng community strengths and infrastructure. 

2.  What happened?

The process followed the three main stages set out in the tool: research, assessment and planning.

Conduc�ng the research

The first step was to iden�fy the key community groups and agencies responsible for community capacity building within the Central 

and East area of Inverclyde. Four agencies and nine community groups were iden�fied as having a par�cular role in community capacity 

building and were invited to separate mee�ngs to work through the framework. The ini�al approach of having separate mee�ngs was to 

ensure that each group could discuss their own perspec�ve honestly and openly without being influenced by comments or opinions of 

the other group.

All four agencies a�ended the support agencies session to work through the framework and a total of nine people from the nine targeted 

community  groups a�ended the community groups session. Those who did not a�end were subsequently sent a ques�onnaire which 

covered the same ground as the focus for discussion.  
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Community strengths session

This was conducted during the evening to maximise a�endance and those a�ending were given a brief introduc�on to the purpose of the 

mee�ng and to the overall structure and content of the framework. Subsequent discussion was facilitated by a member of SCDC staff but 

it was very much le� to the community representa�ves to discuss the issues iden�fied through the framework and to decide the score 

which best reflected where they saw themselves in rela�on to each issue. In order to do this systema�cally the group was provided with 

A3 sheets which contained ques�ons rela�ng to each part of the framework and boxes which allowed the group to  agree a score, on a 

range between 1 and 6 (1 being unsa�sfactory and 6 being excellent) , which best reflected where they saw themselves in rela�on to each 

issue. The sheets also provided  a comments space beside each ques�on which allowed the group to make short statements or comment 

on why they had decided on the score they had given themselves. In addi�on the SCDC facilitator noted key discussion points for future 

reference.

Community support session

The mee�ng a�ended by the agency staff was conducted very much in the same way, with a member of SCDC staff in a�endance to 

explain the purpose of the mee�ng, provide background informa�on on the framework and facilitate discussion. As with the community 

strengths mee�ng the group was given A3 sheets with the appropriate ques�ons and scoring criteria which were used as a framework for 

discussion and for recording scoring. The SCDC facilitator again took notes on key discussion points.

Making the assessments

From the scoring and notes made at each of the mee�ngs, and having confirmed accuracy with par�cipants, the SCDC facilitator was 

able to analyse the informa�on and iden�fy a) areas where community groups felt they did not need support and areas where they 

felt addi�onal support was required; and b) where agency support was currently being directed and where support was not. As a 

consequence key areas were iden�fied where support could be directed by agencies in order to make the biggest impact on community 

capacity.
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Planning a strategic response

From the above process SCDC produced a series of specific recommenda�ons rela�ng to each of the four elements of the framework. 

These are:

Building Organisa�ons: the development and ac�vity of community groups and organisa�ons and how well they work in the interests of 

the community

Example Recommenda�on: Undertake a training needs analysis and subsequently implement an adequately resourced training 

programme for community group members.

Building Skills: ways in which groups can build the skills, knowledge and confidence of the members to enable them to be effec�ve in 

achieving their aims and to fully par�cipate in and benefit from community ac�vity

Example Recommenda�on: Agencies co-ordinate their resources in order that these are targeted to ensure the greatest benefit for groups 

to develop their skills, confidence and ability to par�cipate effec�vely.

Building Equality: the extent to which community and voluntary groups are inclusive and work to build equality in their communi�es

Example Recommenda�on: Support is required by community groups to develop their ability to be�er engage with their local community, 

be�er understand local issues and reflect these, and at the same �me increase support for their ac�vi�es from within the community.

Building Involvement: the extent to which community organisa�ons encourage local involvement and influence decision-making and 

change 

Example Recommenda�on: There is a need for be�er joint working between agencies. There needs to be consistency of commitment to 

engaging with the community and community organisa�ons, and resources should be found to support this development. Community 

representa�ves noted a need for training in the Na�onal Standards for Community Engagement which may be a useful star�ng place for 

both par�es.
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3.  What happened next?

Having received and accepted the contents of the report both CVS and support agencies revised the 

emphasis of a funding bid to the Big Lo�ery which was successful. The focus of the bid, and that of day to 

day support, changed from the exis�ng prac�ce where the emphasis had been on CVS and agencies using 

their staff to provide support to groups, to one where emphasis was placed on providing training and 

promo�ng interac�on between groups. The result was to support the capacity of groups to develop their 

own skills and abili�es rather than rely on external support. 

For a comprehensive account of the en�re process and all the materials used, you can access the full 

Project Report by contac�ng us at info@scdc.org.uk
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6SECTION 6 ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

There are a number of useful tools, frameworks and templates that you can use as part of the process.  These are listed below  

and are available through the SCDC website www.scdc.org.uk or via the links contained in the body of the guide.

Frameworks and Resource Guides
1. The Na�onal Standards for Community Engagement

2. LEAP (Learning, Evalua�on and Planning) 

3. ARC (Ac�on Research by, in and for Communi�es)

4. Building Community Capacity Resource Guide

Sample Templates and Reports 
1. Community Strengths Sample Survey Ques�onnaire

2. Support Agency Sample Survey Ques�onnaire

3. Community Strengths Research and Assessment Recording Sheets

4. Support Agency Research and Assessment Recording Sheets

 

The Building Stronger Communi�es tool is available to download from the SCDC website.  Please remember to acknowledge any materials 

that are reproduced or copied.
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7SECTION 7 THE COMMUNITY STRENGTHS AND SUPPORT FRAMEWORKS

This sec�on introduces both frameworks of the tool.  The frameworks can be downloaded from 
www.scdc.org.uk/what/building-stronger-communities and are provided as inserts at the back of the hard copy of the resource.  They
are designed so that they can be reproduced and used within assessment workshops and/or training sessions.  A short strategic  

framework is also provided within this sec�on to help agencies plan a community capacity building strategy.

The Community Strengths Framework
A strong community is one which is organised and this is o�en visible in the range and extent of community groups that exist within 

and across neighbourhoods, towns and ci�es.  Community organisa�ons can come in all shapes and sizes but they share common 

characteris�cs that reflect their ability to achieve posi�ve changes for the benefit of their wider community.  In order to be effec�ve in 

doing so, community organisa�ons should be able to demonstrate: how they work to achieve wider community benefits; their skills and 

confidence in taking community ac�on; how they work to build equality and iden�ty between groups and interests; and their ability to 

influence decisions that affect their quality of life.  The indicators in this sec�on can be used to assess the strength and effec�veness of 

communi�es and the organisa�ons that operate within them.  

The Support Framework
Groups and organisa�ons that do not have the capacity to act effec�vely may need support to increase their ability and confidence. Even 

where communi�es are well organised and able to act effec�vely, it will be helpful for them to be able to do so in an environment that is 

encouraging and recep�ve. Thus a community capacity building strategy needs to be based on an understanding of the posi�on of both 

communi�es and the support agencies. The needs and priori�es for ac�on will be iden�fied in communi�es, but the capacity building 

ac�on itself will need to be based on a sound understanding of the ability of support agencies to establish a common understanding of 

need, and to work together to address it as effec�vely as possible. This part of the framework should be used to assess the nature, quality 

and reach of the various agencies that can support building community capacity as a basis for decisions about how to improve their 

service.
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Towards a Community Capacity Building Strategy
Using Building Stronger Communi�es is a useful way to gather baseline informa�on and iden�fy priori�es around which a community 

capacity building strategy can be developed.  A community capacity building strategy is essen�al to ensure that the support being 

provided to community organisa�ons is consistent with policy and strategic priori�es.  It should be based on the clear needs and 

aspira�ons of community groups and be co-ordinated between agencies to avoid duplica�on, pool resources and contribute towards 

a culture of learning and sustainability.  The indicators here can be used to assess and develop a comprehensive community capacity 

building strategy.

A strategic approach: An effec�ve community capacity building strategy will have the following characteris�cs:

A policy driver and 
framework

Community capacity building will be strongly embedded in key policy priori�es, for example the 
Single Outcome Agreement, and the reasons for it being placed there will be clear and persuasive. 
Provider organisa�ons will systema�cally develop clear policies and strategies to maximise the 
impact of their role in communi�es. Within this wider policy framework there will be a locally agreed 
strategy on support provided (advice, resources and funding).

Clear understanding of 
needs, issues, provision and  
gaps

There is a clear, tested and documented jus�fica�on of the priori�es and purposes of community 
capacity building interven�ons. Advice, funding and resources are based on systema�c assessment of 
needs.

Organisa�onal co-ordina�on 
and collabora�on

The various organisa�ons suppor�ng community capacity building co-ordinate their ac�vi�es and 
efforts to avoid duplica�on and to ensure gaps in provision are addressed. Support agencies learn 
from the experience of each other and from community groups. There is regular provision of training 
to staff and partnerships to increase their ability to work effec�vely with communi�es.

A developmental culture The culture and style of provision is based on par�cipatory and inclusive values; will be ‘on tap, 
not on top’; and will be responsive to community needs and priori�es. Provider organisa�ons will 
systema�cally address their own training and learning needs to enable them to work more effec�vely 
in communi�es.
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