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1    INTRODUCTION 
 
 

This tutorial letter serves to provide you with additional information you need to use in 

conjunction with the SCK201-3 study guide. The letter is divided into two sections; 

section A, which focuses on group work, and section B, which focuses on community 

work. The manual focuses on various aspects of these two methods of social work; and 

will refer you to relevant chapters in the prescribed books you need to study. The 

knowledge and understanding gained by studying this module will serve as a foundation 

for the further development and application of skills in Module SCK2602. 

 

2    PURPOSE AND OUTCOMES 
 

2.1   Purpose 
 

This module will equip you with a broad knowledge of various theories, approaches, 

models, skills and techniques to identify, assess, plan, implement, evaluate and 

terminate appropriate social work intervention processes with groups. The module will 

also introduce you to various theories, approaches, techniques and intervention models 

in community work in varying contexts. Qualifying students will be equipped with 

knowledge on community work and group work as primary methods in social work. 

 

2.2   Outcomes 
 

Specific Outcome 1 
 

Describe the nature of group work as a primary method in social work. 
 

Assessment criteria 
 

   Different types of groups are compared. 

    Group dynamics are described. 

    Group leadership skills related to group work are identified and discussed. 
 

 

Specific outcome 2 
 

Outline the group work process. 
 

Assessment criteria 
 

The needs assessment process is explained. 
 

 The development of a group work proposal based on need assessment is 

explained. 
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 Methods for recruiting, screening and selecting group members are explained. 

 Contracting in group work is explained. 
 

 

Specific Outcomes 3 
 

Plan a group work intervention/programme. 
 
Assessment criteria 
 

 The procedure for planning a group work intervention/programme informed by the 

outcome of the needs assessment conducted is explained. 

 Group work and other related theories and approaches informing a group work 

plan are explained. 
 

 

Specific Outcome 4 
 
Explain the skills involved in facilitating a group work intervention/programme. 
 

Assessment criteria 
 

 The different stages in the life cycle of a group and the accompanying 

characteristics related to each stage are explained. 

 The different stages related to specific group sessions are explained. 

 The role of the social worker in the different stages of the life cycle of the group is 

explained. 

 The various leadership skills and techniques for facilitating a group are explained. 

 The group dynamics related to group facilitation are explained. 
 
Specific outcome 5 
 

Explain planning and termination in group work. 
 

Assessment criteria 
 

 The dynamics pointing to the fact that the group is ready for termination are 

explained. 

 Aspects to take into consideration when preparing group members for termination 

are explained. 

 Group worker tasks related to termination are discussed. 
 

Specific Outcome 6 
 

 

Describe the nature of community work as an intervention method in social work. 
 

 

Assessment criteria 
 

 The terms “community work” and “community development “are explained. 
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 The purpose, goals and objectives of community work are outlined. 

 Various dimensions of communities are identified and explained. 

 The causes of change in the community and the reaction to such changes are 

outlined and critically reflected on. 

 Selected community work theories, models, approaches, techniques and principles 

are identified and explained. 

 The various roles of the social worker in diverse community settings are identified 

and described. 

 

Specific Outcome 7 
 

Describe the process of community work intervention. 
 

Assessment criteria 
 

 

 The process and the goals of contact making are discussed. 
 

 The process of community needs and resources identification is discussed. 
 

 The formulation of a plan is described. 
 

 The implementation of a plan is explained. 
 

 The evaluation of the process, and the results and sustainability of change are 

discussed. 

 

3 SECTION A: GROUP WORK 
 

3.1 STUDY UNIT 1: Introduction to working with people in groups 
 

Consult study units 1 and 3 in study guide SCK2013 in conjunction with chapter 1 in 

Toseland, RW & Rivas, RF. 2014. An introduction to group work practice. 7th edition. 

England: Pearson. 

 

3.2     STUDY UNIT 2: Rationale and need for theory in group work 
 

Consult study unit 2 in study guide SCK2013 in conjunction with chapter 2 in Toseland 

and Rivas (2014). 

 

Recommended reading: Beder, J. 2000. The integration of theory into practice: 

suggestions for supervisors. Professional Development: The International Journal of 

Continuing Social Work Education 3(2):40–48. 
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3.3     STUDY UNIT 3: Planning the group 
 

Prescribed reading: Chapter 6 of Toseland and Rivas ( 2014).  

 
Learning outcomes 
 
At the end of this study unit, you will: 
 
 
 understand where the idea of generating a group comes from 

 know how to write a group proposal 

 comprehend recruitment and recruitment method 

 be able to write notes on group composition 

 be able to formulate questions for the orientation of 

members 

 know how to contract with the group members 

 
3.3.1 Generating the idea of starting a group 
 
The process of establishing and conducting groups varies significantly depending on the 

type of group and specific purposes to be achieved. However, there are some 

common elements involved in establishing a group. It is important to determine the 

purpose of the group carefully in order to select effective members. The idea of starting 

a group can emanate from the following sources: 

 
 Group worker: Through practising group work on a daily basis, the social worker 

could come to the conclusion that many of his or her clients have similar problems 

and face similar challenges and would therefore benefit from group work. For 

example, the worker proposes an educational group for children on the basis of her 

perception of a need for adolescent sex education. 

 

 Agency staff: The idea of starting a group might come from the staff working at 

a welfare institution or from the staff at a mental health institution. For example, 

several agency workers concerned with increased rates of family violence suggest 

that clients from their caseloads participate in a remedial group for child abusers. 

 
 Community members: Members of the community might approach a welfare 

organisation, a mental institution or a social worker with a request to start a group 
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in their community. For example, the parents of children in a day-care centre request 

a series of educational group meetings to discuss concerns about their children’s 

behaviour at home. 

 
 Community leaders: These leaders may approach a welfare organisation, a mental 

institution or a social worker with a request to start a group in their community. For 

example, a group of ministers representing community churches may approach a 

community centre about developing an after-school educational and recreational 

group work programme for children of the working poor. 

 

3.3.2 Developing a proposal for the group 
 

When planning a group, the worker might find it useful to prepare a written proposal. 

Such a proposal is sometimes required for obtaining agency sponsorship or funds 

from various sources. 

 

According to Corey, Corey and Corey (2014:148), the following questions should be 

considered when preparing your proposal. You should try to answer them in your 

proposal: 

 

 What type of group are you forming? Will it be a long or a short-term group? 
 

 For whom is the group intended? Identify the specific population. What do you 

know about the developmental needs of this population? 

 What is the cultural mix of the group, and what are the implications of the cultural 

mix for forming the group? 

 Are you skilled in both the group process and the content of the group you are 

proposing? If not, what supervision or support is available to help you facilitate the 

group? 

 Is the group composed of voluntary or involuntary members? If it is a mandatory 

group, what special considerations must you address? 

 What are the general goals and purposes of this group? What will members gain 

from participating in the group? 

 What screening and selection procedures will be used? What is your rationale for 

these particular procedures? 

 How many members will be in the group? Where will the group meet? How often will 
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the group meet? How long will each meeting last? Will new people be allowed to join 

the group once it has started, or will it be a closed group? 

 How will members be prepared for the group experience? What ground rules will 

you establish at the outset? 

 What structure will the group have? What techniques will be used? Why are these 

techniques appropriate? In what ways can you employ your techniques in a 

flexible manner to meet the needs of culturally diverse client populations? 

 How will you handle the fact that people may be taking some risks by participating in 

the group? What will you do to safeguard members from unnecessary risks? What 

special precautions will you take if some of the participants are minors? 

 How will you handle situations such as a member arriving at a group session 

while under the influence of alcohol or drugs? 

 What evaluation procedures will you implement? What follow-up procedures are 

planned? 

 What topics will be explored in this group? 
 

 

Corey et al (2014:149) propose the following five areas as b e i n g  important 

when developing a sound and practical proposal: 

 

1. Rationale. Do you have a clear and convincing rationale for your group? Are 

you able to answer questions that might be raised about the need for the group? 

2. Objectives. Can you clearly state what you most want to attain and how will you 

go about doing so? Are your objectives specific, measurable and attainable 

within the specific time? 

3.     Practical considerations. Is the membership defined? Are meeting times,         
      the frequency of meetings and the duration of the group reasonable? 

 

4. Procedures. Have you selected specific procedures for meeting the stated 

objectives? Are these procedures appropriate and realistic for the given 

population? 

5. Evaluation. Does your proposal contain strategies for evaluating how well the 

stated objectives have been met? Are your evaluation methods and objectives 

practical and relevant? 
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According to Toseland and Rivas (2001:501), the following outlines serve as a guideline 

for writing a group work proposal: 

 

Abstract 
 

Provide a short statement summarising the major points of a group. 

 

Purpose 

 

 Briefly state the purpose of the group. 

 State the objectives of the group and indicate what programme/media/functional    

 aids will be used to realise the stated objectives. 

 State the qualifications of the person who is going to run the group. 

 

Agency sponsorship 

 

 State the agency’s name and its mission. 

 Agency resources (physical facilities, financial costs and staff)  

 Geographic and demographic data on the agency 

 

Membership 

 

 Specify the population of the group. 

 Explain the reason why the specific population has been chosen. 

 

Recruitment 

 

Recruitment methods to be used 
 

Group composition 
 

What criteria will be followed for including or excluding members?  

 

Comment on the following: 

 the size of the group’ 

 whether it is an open or closed group 

 the demographic characteristics of the group members 

 

Orientation 
 

What specific procedures will be used to orientate the group members? 
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Contract 
 

Specify the number of group meetings; the frequency of the group meetings; and the 

length and time of group meetings. 

 

Environment 
 

 Physical arrangements (room, space, materials)  

 Financial arrangements (budget, expense, income)  

 Special arrangements (child care, transportation) 
 

 

3.3.3 Recruitment and recruitment methods 

 

Once the social worker has established the purpose of the group, the next phase of 

the group process begins, namely, recruitment. This is when the social worker assesses 

the potential members of the group and ultimately selects members bearing the type of 

group and its purpose in mind. 

 

Members can be recruited from the following sources: 

 

 The worker’s agency/organisation – in the worker’s agency, potential members 

can be identified 

 

 from the worker’s own caseload 
 

 from the caseload of other colleagues 
 

 from the records 
 

 from the mailing list 
 

 potential members who might introduce themselves to the worker individually 

or in a group and suggest that the agency initiates a particular group service 

 

 review the agency’s waiting list to determine whether any persons waiting for 

service would benefit from group treatment. 

 

 From other agencies/organisations – When the worker’s own agency does not 

have a large potential membership base, the worker might contact other social service 

or health agencies for referrals. He or she could contact the line staff he or she is 

familiar with. It is also helpful to contact administrative and supervisory staff to inform 

him or her about the purpose of the proposed group; elicit their support; and gain 

access to other line workers who can identify potential group members. 
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 From the community – the worker can also assess the community to locate 

concentrations of potential members – census data. The worker could also talk to 

community leaders, politicians, police officials, school teachers and clergy. 

 

Methods for recruiting group members 
 

 

A variety of recruitment techniques will help potential members to understand the 

purpose of the group and help them decide whether they should join the group. These 

techniques include: 

 

       contacting potential members directly 
 

       mailing and posting announcements 
 

       preparing television and radio announcements and appearing on TV and radio 
 

 issuing press releases and making appointments with feature writers for local 

newspapers 

 

3.3.4 Composition of the group 

 

Following the recruitment of potential members, the worker needs to make decisions 

about the composition of the group in order to accomplish tasks effectively and efficiently. 

 

In this process, the worker needs to consider the needs of the individual members 

and those of the group as a whole. Group composition is carried out according to a 

set of established principles that the worker decides on beforehand. 

 

Principles of group composition 
 

 Homogeneity – this principle implies that members should share and identify with 

the purpose of the group. Members should also share personal characteristics such 

as age, level of education, cultural background and type of problem. 

 

 Heterogeneity – this principle acknowledges and capitalises on the diversity 

inherent in members’ coping skills, life experiences and levels of expertise. The 

worker may choose members with different life experiences to foster learning 

among members. 

 Group structure – the worker structures the group in a way that will help members 

to meet one another’s needs and accomplish the group’s purpose. 
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3.3.5 Orientating members for group work 
 

After potential members have been recruited, the worker should screen them for 

appropriateness and orientate them with regard to group work. Orientation is important 

because this process begins the relationship between the worker and the members. 

Orientation can also encourage members to clarify their expectations. 

 

Ways to orientate the potential group members 
 

 

According to Toseland and Rivas (2014:181), the following methods can be used 

to orientate potential group members: 

 

 The primary orientation method for treatment groups is the intake interview, 

conducted individually. 

 Members can also be orientated by listening to an audiotape of a group meeting. 
 

 Viewing videotapes of previous group meetings. 
 

 Didactic instruction can be used. 
 

 By rehearsal of membership skills; that is, how to communicate thoughts and 

opinions effectively. 

 By means of pre-group training. 
 

 

During orientation the following aspects need to be addressed: 
 

 

 Stating the purpose of the group – explaining the purpose and rationale of the 

group to the members. 

 Familiarising members with the group procedures – helps members to 

understand some general rules of group functioning. 

 Screening members for appropriateness – this is done to ensure that the 

members’ needs correspond with the purpose of the group. Factors that may render 

people inappropriate are the following: 

problems with scheduling transport or other considerations 
 

personal qualities, such as level of social skills, that are very dissimilar to those 

of the other group members 

  needs, expectations or goals those are not congruent with those of the other 
members 
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The following factors will render people appropriate for group membership: 

 
 the ability to communicate with one another 
 

 a person’s motivation to work on his/her problems 
 

 no behaviour so bizarre as to frighten the others 

 no wide differences that are personally and culturally beyond acceptance  

(Toseland & Rivas 2014:182) 
 

 

3.3.6 Contracting 
 

A contract is a verbal or written agreement between two or more members in a group. 

Two forms of contracting take place during the planning stage of the group; namely, 

contracting for group procedures and contracting for individual member goals. 

 

Note: Consult Toseland and Rivas (2014:183) for a comprehensive discussion. 
 

 
3.4     STUDY UNIT 4: Getting started: doing group work 
 

Prescribed reading: Chapters 3 and 7 in Toseland and Rivas (2014) 

 

Learning outcomes 
 
At the end of this study unit, you will be able to: 
 

 identify the life cycle of a group 
 

 identify and describe the stages of a group session 
 

3.4.1 The stages in the group work process 
 

According to the group work literature, group development follows three distinct 

phases/stages: 

 

     A beginning phase 
 

In the beginning phase the focus is mainly on the following activities: introductions and 

getting acquainted; the discussion of topics such as the purpose of the group, what will 

happen in the group; the fears the group members might have; norm setting; and 

clarifying and finalising the content of the group’s programme. The beginning phase 

can last the entire first session and even a part of the second session. 
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     A working phase 
 

During the working phase, the group’s focus is mainly on the purpose of the group. 

At this stage the members may learn new material; thoroughly discuss various topics; 

complete tasks; or engage in personal sharing and therapeutic work. 

 

     An ending phase 
 

The ending phase is devoted to ending the group. During this period, members share 

what they have learnt; how they have changed; and how they plan to use what they have 

learnt. Members say goodbye and deal with the feelings that accompany the termination 

of a group.  

(Toseland & Rivas 2014: 91; Corey et al 2014:145) 

 

3.4.2 The stages of a specific session 
 

Every group session also goes through a beginning, working and ending phase. 

During the beginning stage of a particular session, the focus will be on joining the 

group (not only do you need to join the group, you also need to facilitate a process where 

members have a chance to engage with one another). Thereafter, you need to focus 

on any unfinished business from a previous session and the discussion of problems 

members might have experienced with assignments based on the previous session’s 

work. 

 

During the working stage of a particular session the worker will focus the group on 

what was planned for that specific session (i.e. you will focus on the goal/objective 

you have to achieve, and /or a topic for the session to be covered). In order to reach the 

stated goal for the session, the goal may be operationalised by using functional aids. 

 

In the ending stage of a particular group session you need to focus on evaluating the 

session. You need to get answers to the following questions: Has the group reached its 

goal? Have the needs of the group members been met? You also need to evaluate both 

the content of the session and the process. Furthermore, you need to plan for the next 

session. Planning is a joint venture between the worker and the group and based on 

the planning for the next session, homework assignments may be given if necessary. 
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3.4.3 The group work agenda/programme plan 
 

The group work agenda/programme plan provides an organised framework for each 

session and is widely used in structured, time-limited groups. (For an example of an 

agenda or programme plan for a time-limited, structured group, see figure 1 on page 

212 in Toseland & Rivas 2014:212.) 

 

3.5   STUDY UNIT 5: Roles of the worker and group leadership skills 
 
Learning outcomes 
 

At the end of this study unit, you will: 
 

 understand the various roles of the worker 

 be able to identify and describe group 
work skills 

 

When working with groups, the social worker needs to have knowledge and skills in 

quite a number of roles. The following are the roles identified by Zastrow (2015:44): 
 

 
ROLE FUNCTION 

Enabler Helps group members to articulate their needs; clarify and identify 
problems; explore solution strategies; select and apply a strategy; and 

develop their capacity to deal with problems more effectively. 

Broker Links groups that need help with community services. 

Advocate Actively represents the group in institutions that have the capacity to 
 
help the group but are not interested in doing so. 

Empowerer Develops the capacity of the group by increasing its personal, 
 
socioeconomic and political strength and influence. 

Activist Seeks basic institutional change; a shift in power and resources for a 
 
disadvantaged group. 

Mediator Intervenes in disputes between parties to help them find compromises; 
 
reconciles differences, or reaches mutually satisfactory agreements. 

Negotiator Brings together people in conflict and seeks to bargain and compromise 
 
to find mutually acceptable agreements. 
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Educator Gives information to groups and teaches adaptive skills. 

Initiator Calls attention to a problem and warns members. 

Coordinator Brings components together in an organised manner. 

Researcher Engages with literature on topics of interest and assesses the merits and 
shortcomings of programmes. 

Group 
 
facilitator 

Serves as a leader for a group discussion in a group with a particular 
focus. 

Public 
 
Speaker 

Talks to a variety of groups to inform them of available resources, or to argue 
the need for new services. 

 
 

Du Toit and Spies (1997:64) explain that when we speak of the skills of the group 

worker, we mean the behaviour of and activities performed by the group worker to 

help the group achieve its aims. Although a group worker may also possess natural 

communication skills, it is important that he or she develops these skills and acquires new 

skills. Unlike casework (covered in the counselling skills module), individuals in a group 

have greater freedom to decide 

 

     whether they wish to participate in communication in the group 
 

     with whom they wish to communicate 
 

 how they are going to make use of other members to communicate their ideas to   
the group. 

 

Some group worker skills place greater demands on the social worker than casework 

skills. Consider, for example, the skill of listening: As a group worker you must be able to 

listen to more than one person at a time. In the counselling skills module, we dealt with 

listening as it applies to only one person or to a family. A family is a natural group with 

already established relationships. Lewis (1989:155) refers to the interaction among group 

members and interaction with the group leader. As he explains: 

 

A group leader's basic tools in promoting interaction are the kinds of responses he 

makes to the comments of the group members. Criticism, an authoritative opinion, or 

a long-winded speech by the leader will stop the group in its tracks. But there are 

certain kinds of leader responses which actively stimulate further intercommunication. 
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SKILLS DESCRIPTION 

 

AIMS AND DESIRED OUTCOMES 

Active listening Attending to verbal and non-

verbal aspects of communication 

without judging or evaluating 

To encourage trust and client self-
disclosure and exploration. 

Restating Saying in slightly different words 
what a participant has said to 

clarify the meaning. 

To determine if the leader has 

understood the client’s statement 

correctly; and to provide support 

and clarification. 

Clarifying Grasping the essence of a 

message at the feeling and the 

thinking levels; simplifying client 

statements by focusing on the core 

of the message. 

To help clients sort out conflicting and 

confused feelings and thoughts; and to 

arrive at a meaningful understanding of 

what is being communicated. 

Summarising Pulling together the important 
elements of an interaction or 
session. 

To avoid fragmentation and give 

direction to a session; and to provide 

for continuity and meaning. 

Questioning Asking open-ended questions that 
lead to the self-exploration of the 

how and why of behaviour. 

To elicit further discussion; to get 

information; to stimulate thinking; to 

increase clarity and focus; and to 

provide for further self-exploration. 

Interpreting Offering possible explanations 

for certain behaviours, feelings 

and thoughts. 

To encourage deeper self-exploration; 

and to provide a new perspective for 

considering and understanding one’s 

behaviour. 

Confronting Challenging members to look at 

discrepancies between their 

words and actions or body and 

verbal messages; pointing to 

conflicting information or 

messages. 

To encourage honest self-

investigation; to promote full use of 

potential; and to bring about 

awareness of self-contradictions. 

Reflection 

of feelings 

Communicating understanding of 

the content of feelings. 

To let members know that they are 

heard and understood beyond the 

level of words. 

Supporting Providing encouragement 
and reinforcement. 

To create an atmosphere that 

encourages members to continue 

desired behaviours; to provide help 

when clients are facing difficult 

struggles; and to create trust. 

Empathising Identifying with clients by 

assuming their frames of 

reference. 

To foster trust in the therapeutic 

relationship; to communicate 

understanding; and to encourage 

deeper levels of self-exploration. 
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Facilitating Opening up clear and direct 

communication in the group; 

and helping members to 

assume increased 

responsibility for the group’s 

direction. 

To promote effective communication 

among members; and to help 

members reach their own goals in the 

group. 

Initiating Promoting group participation 

and introducing new directions 

in the group. 

To prevent needless group 

floundering; and to increase the pace 

of the group process. 

Goal setting Planning specific goals for the 

group process and helping 

participants to define concrete 

and meaningful goals. 

To give direction to the group’s 

activities; and to help members select 

and clarify their goals. 

Evaluating Appraising the ongoing 

group process and the 

individual and group 

dynamics. 

To promote better self-awareness 

and understanding of group 

movement and direction. 

Giving 
feedback 

Expressing concrete and honest 

reactions based on observation 

of member behaviours. 

To offer an external view of how the 

person appears to others; and to 

increase the client’s self-awareness. 

Suggesting Offering advice and 

information, and direction and 

ideas for new behaviour. 

To help members develop alternative 

courses of thinking and action. 

Protecting Safeguarding members from 

unnecessary psychological risks 

in the group. 

To warn members of possible risks in 

group participation; and to reduce 

these risks. 

Disclosing 
oneself 

Revealing one’s reactions to 

here-and-now events in the 

group 

To facilitate deeper levels of group 
interaction; to create trust; and to 

model ways of revealing oneself to 

others. 

Modelling Demonstrating desired 

behaviour through actions. 

To provide examples of desirable 

behaviour; and to inspire members to 

fully develop their potential. 

Linking Connecting the work that 

members do to common themes 

in the group. 

To promote member-to-member 

interactions; and to encourage the 

development of cohesion. 

Blocking Intervening to stop 

counter-productive group 

behaviour. 

To protect members and to enhance 

the flow of the group process. 

Terminating Preparing the group to close 

a session or end its 

existence. 

To help members assimilate, integrate 

and apply in-group learning to 

everyday life. 
Source: Adapted from: Corey et al (2014:36‐43) 
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4       SECTION B: COMMUNITY WORK 
 

4.1     STUDY UNIT 1: An overview of community work 
 

Consult study unit 2 (Section B) in study guide SCK2013 (pp 144–163) 
 

 

Prescribed reading: Grobler, H, Schenck, R & Mbedzi, P. 2014. Person-centred 

facilitation: process, theory and practice. Cape Town: Oxford (chapter 18). 

 

Swanepoel, H & De Beer, F. 2011. Community development: breaking the cycle of 

poverty. Cape Town: Juta (chapter 7). 

 

Weyers, ML. 2011. The theory and practice of community work: a Southern African 

perspective. Potchefstroom: Keurkopie (chapter 1) REFER TO ADDENDUM A. 

 

Recommended reading: Schenck, R, Nel, H & Louw, H. 2010. Introduction to 

participatory community practice. Pretoria: Unisa Press (chapter 1). 

 

Learning outcomes 
 

 

At the end of this study unit, you will be able to: 
 

 

 discuss the concept of “community” in different contexts 
 

 distinguish and discuss the terms “community work”, “community development”, 

“community practice”, “community based-work”, and “community- centred approach” 

4.2     Introduction 
 

There are so many different meanings for the term "community" that it has become 

devoid of a precise meaning. According to Weyers (2011:55), a multitude of definitions 

exist for the term “community”, each one reflecting a specific set of criteria that the 

particular authors used when formulating their view. 

 
Many terms are used to describe working with communities to bring about change 

(e.g. community work, community development, neighbourhood work, community 

organisation, community practice, social organisation and social action). 
 

Most of these terms are used loosely and frequently mean different things when 

used by different people. The one thing they do have in common, however, is a focus on 

the community. 
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 "Community practice" is a term that has come into use in Britain to refer to more 

than community development or community work, since it includes both (Banks, 

Butcher, Henderson & Robertson 2003). Community practice is also undertaken by 

other professionals, members of self-managed community groups and community 

managers (Banks et al 2003:2). 

 
 Community workers in South Africa are mostly social workers. Community 

development worker (development workers are usually people with a ‘development 

studies’ background. The participatory community-based community practice 

described in this module refers to community development and community work. 

 

 The term “community work” has no generally accepted meaning and is likewise an 

unclear and imprecise area of practice. “Community work” may refer to community 

practice in various forms by social workers (as is the case in South Africa). In South 

Africa, community work is one of the three intervention methods in social work. 

However, this is not the case everywhere. 

 

“Community work” may also refer to community practice by a separate profession (as in 

Britain). Clarke (2000:1) states that "the social work and community development 

professions hardly acknowledge the existence of the other" and do not use the term 

“community work” at all. Popple (1995) traces the origins of British community work to 

two distinct and contradictory forces, namely the benevolent and paternalistic community 

development in the British colonies, ex- colonies and the settlement movement; and the 

various collective protest actions in Britain during the struggle for independence. 

Henderson and Thomas (British authors) use the terms “neighbourhood work” and 

“community work” for interventions in communities. They make the distinction that 

neighbourhood work has more of a geographical meaning than community work. To 

them, community  development is a process of change in communities. 

 

In the USA, social work mostly includes community practice and is commonly referred to 

as ‘community organisation’ or ‘community organising’. Community organising 

empowers communities in vulnerable situations and promotes self-help and grass-roots 

development (Clark 2000). 
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Weyers (2001:7) offers useful distinctions between the different categories of community 

work in which social workers are engaged. He distinguishes between community-based 

and community-centred approaches to work with a community focus. 

 

      The community-centred approach 
 

The community-centred approach includes work with a community focus (mainly 

work that community workers do on behalf of communities and their members). This 

term represents work with others outside the community to benefit a broader category of 

people (e.g. the poor, children, marginalised groups and other interest groups or 

geographic communities). The aim of this approach is to change social conditions; and 

to ensure that the resources or services communities need are made available to them 

by outsiders. The community-centred approach is mainly service focused. These 

services have traditionally been associated with social or political action, social planning, 

social reform and influential social policy and other forms of policy. Weyers (2001) 

outlines this approach and considers it the preferred method for social workers in South 

Africa. 

 

In the SCK2013 study guide, Schenck (2006:130) quotes Carl Rogers on top-down 

expert programmes implemented in communities: 

 

The attempts to produce these changes for the community by means of ready-made 

institutions and programmes planned, developed, financed and managed by persons 

outside the community are not likely to meet with any more success in the future than 

they had in the past. This procedure is psychologically unsound, because it places the 

residents of the community in an inferior position and implies serious reservations 

regarding their capacity and their interest in their own welfare. 

 

What is equally important is that it neglects the greatest of all assets in any  community, 

namely the talents, energies and other human resources of the people  themselves. 

What is necessary, we believe, is the organisation and encouragement of social self-

help on a cooperative basis. 

 
In fact, Rogers suggests what Weyers (2001:7-8) refers to as "community- based work". 
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      Community-based work 
 

Community-based work involves a direct service that is strategically implemented in 

conjunction with the local community and in the context of the community. The 

worker works with the community for the direct benefit of the participating community 

members and, more indirectly, for other non-participating community members. This 

approach represents an application of the person-centred approach (PCA) to a large, 

extended organism or client, namely, the community. 

 
This type of intervention develops people’s capabilities to achieve what they regard as 

an improvement of their situation in order to meet their basic needs. They become 

empowered to change the conditions that affect their lives. The participants in 

community-based work develop self-respect; and they become self-confident, self- 

reliant, cooperative and tolerant of others (i.e. aware of strengths). Weyers (2001) 

writes that this type of service represents the processes that have traditionally been 

associated with community development and community organisation. This way of 

working encompasses 
 

   local people; participation; local indigenous leadership; local social conditions 
(strengths, assets, needs and goals) 

 

 change through empowerment-based interventions, grassroots organising, 

collective action and self-reliance 

    facilitation as the dominant task of the worker 
 

 

Because this community-based approach seeks the social development of relatively 

small groups of people, it is often therapeutic or transformative in the sense that 

individuals rather than the social order change.
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In this course the approach to community practice referred to as community development 

is community-based. However, the approach that is followed corresponds with people-

centred, micro-level development or community development. 

 
This approach to community development is informed by social construction theory, 

humanistic approaches like Rogerian PCA and a strengths and assets-based approach 

to social and community work. 

 

     Community Development 
 
 

Broadly speaking, in this module ‘development' refers to planned change in a positive 

direction, evolving gradually over time. Development as an intervention usually refers to 

the context of developing countries and this meaning will become obvious from further 

definitions. Burkey (1996:35) explains development in terms of the following four 

specialised areas of change: 

 

(i) Economic development refers to increasing a country's wealth, usually stated in 

terms of gross national product (GNP) or GDP. GNP measurements are usually 

presented as per capita figures (average income of the population). The GDP is 

often taken as a measure of how developed a country is. 

(ii)   Political development refers to a process of gradual change during which people 

become more aware of their capabilities, rights and responsibilities. They use this 

knowledge to get organised and to acquire political power so that they can 

participate in decision-making; share and plan democratically; and create and 

allocate communal resources equitably and efficiently. 

(iii)   Social development has, in the past, referred to changes and improvements in 

provision of health services and facilities, education, water, energy, transport and 

communication. However, social development has also acquired new meanings 

from a macro welfare policy perspective and approach to social welfare. 

(iv)  Human development refers to personal development or development that effects 

a transformation in the provision of individuals – a process of capacitating people 

to meet their fundamental and basic needs themselves. People develop self 

respect, become more confident, self-reliant, cooperative and tolerant of others 

as they become more self-aware. Human development is an achievement in 

itself, but it is also a means of fostering economic growth. In order to increase 
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capability, a change in technologies, institutions and social values may be 

required to release people's creativity (Griffin & Knight 1990:9). 

 

4.3 STUDY UNIT 2: The development context 
 

Prescribed reading: Chapters 1 & 2 in Swanepoel and De Beer (2011). 

 

Recommended reading: Chapter 3 in Schenck et al ( 2010).  

 

Chapter 2 in Weyers (2011). 

 

Learning outcomes 
 

 

At the end of this study unit, you will 
 

 

 understand the various contexts of development 
 

 be able to discuss diverse views on understanding poverty 
 

 
4.4  STUDY UNIT 3: The community work process 
 

Prescribed reading: chapters 17–21 in Swanepoel and De Beer (2011). 

 

Recommended Reading: Chapter 3 in Weyers (2011). 

 

Learning outcomes 
 

 

At the end of this study unit, you will be able to 
 

 explain the importance of various aspects in initiating the community development 

process 

 illuminate the importance and practice of planning in terms of community 

development 

 explain the implementation process in community development 
 

 explain the evaluation process and record keeping in community development 
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  Preface (2nd  Edition)   
 

 

This book was originally born out of the need of South African students and 

practitioners for a publication that would provide both the theory of community work and 

community development and guidelines for its application in practice.  It went through 

various development stages.  First as a reader, later as a guide and then, in 

2001, as a fully-fledged handbook. 
 

In the intervening years and because of its numerous reprints and wide distribution, 

it became clear that ‘Theory and Practice’ was fulfilling a need amongst students, 

academics and practitioners for a text that would not only answer the ‘what?’ question 

re community work and development, but also how it could be applied in practice. 

Feedback  received  from  various  sources  has  indicated  that,  although  the  basic 

framework of the book was sound, some of its content had become outdated, that 

elements of the original text needed simplification and that some new content should 

be included in order to make it even more relevant and useful to a broader Southern 

African readership.  This feedback was used in the substantive rewriting of the text and 

the development of a more comprehensive second edition of the book.  The input of 

Stephan Geyer and Pedro Rankin was also elicited to help accomplish this task. 
 

The approach that will be followed in this book is still twofold in nature.  The first 

is to provide an overview of the nature and context of community work and community 

development (see Part 1).   This will mainly cover the theory underlying practice and 

will focus on the nature of community work, the three core components found in 

practice and the basic process that could be followed in intervention.  The core point 

of departure is that intervention within the Southern African context usually takes on a 

community  development,  social  planning,  community  education,  social  marketing 

and/or social action form.  These approaches are grouped into five practice models. 
 

The second part of the text will consist of a more detailed look at the nature of 

each of the practice models, when it would be appropriate to use them and how they 

could be applied.  This will include guidelines, ideas and examples, as well as some of 

the most important tools that could be utilised. 
 

This book was especially written with social workers in mind.  This does not imply 

that other practitioners from within the broad field of community development would not 

also be able to use it effectively.  On the contrary, over the years it has been found that 

representatives from fields as diverse as development studies, community nursing, 

education, psychology, sociology, family ecology and marketing have gained valuable 

insights and skills from its contents. 
 

It is hoped that this book will pave the way for some of you in your first journey 

into uncharted territory.   For others I hope that it will expand your practice-related 

knowledge and skills in becoming more effective in your efforts to make South and 

Southern Africa a better place to live in.  For all of you I hope that it will inspire you to 

be that light in the lives of others that no amount of darkness could ever extinguish. 
 
 

Mike Weyers 

Potchefstroom 

1st July 2010 
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   For convenience' sake, only the concept "community work" will be used where possible. 

This concept would mostly also include the meanings that are attached to the concept 

"community development". 

   In the text, use will only be made of the male mode of address.   This is done to 

simplify the presentation and does not imply any form of discrimination. 

   Although the concepts ‘practitioner” and 'social worker' will be used throughout, it will 

per implication also refer to all professionals who are involved with community work and 

community development practice, as well as to students. 
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Introduction to Part 1 
 

The first part of this book will be devoted to an analysis of the nature and context 

of community work and community development.   Its main purpose is to provide the 

reader with an answer to the questions: "What is community work?" and "What is the 

general process that I should follow when applying community work in practice?" 

 
Having worked through Chapter 1, you will understand where present-day community 

work thought and practice comes from, the theories and perspectives on which it is 

based, how it links to social work as a profession and what the similarities and 

differences between community work and community development entail.  This 

overview will form the foundation for the rest of the book. 

 
Chapter 2 will focus on the three core components involved in the 'community 

work event'. They are the community, the practitioner and the (organisational, socio- 

economic and political) context within which the interaction between these two takes 

place. Its main practical purpose is to provide the practitioner with appropriate tools to 

demarcate target communities effectively, to evaluate his or her own ability to bring 

about the required change in that community and to develop interventions that are in 

line with the expectations imbedded in the context within which he or she operates. 

 
The third chapter will provide an overview of the generic form that intervention 

could take. It is based on the premise that intervention usually follows the five-step 

scientific process of the analysis of a given situation, the identification and analysis of 

the impediments (i.e. problems, needs and underutilised potential) that exists within 

that situation, the formulation of a plan of action to address the identified impediments, 

the implementation of the plan, and the evaluation and sustainment of the change that 

it produces. It is not the purpose of Chapter 3 to provide a blueprint for action, but 

rather to set out the generic requirements that all interventions should meet and to 

highlight the core tasks that practitioners should perform.  This would provide the 

basis for Part 2's focus on the development of practice model based interventions that 

would meet the specific needs found in specific types of practice settings. 
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Community work: 
 

an overview 
 
 
 
 
 

“I  have  the  audacity  to  believe  that  peoples everywhere 
can have three meals a day for their bodies, education for 
their minds, and dignity, equality and freedom for their 
spirits" Martin Luther King 

 
 
 
 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 

After completing this chapter, you should be able to: 

DEFINE 

the concepts ‘community work’ and ‘community development’. 

DESCRIBE 

the origins of present day community work thought. 

EXPLAIN 

some of the core constructs on which community work and community develop- 
ment are based. 

DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN 

the   purpose,   goals   and   objectives   of   community   work   and   community 
development. 

COMPARE 

the fields of practice of community work and community development. 
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DEFINITIONS OF CORE CONCEPTS/CONSTRUCTS 
 

Adaptive fit [also described as goodness of fit]: The matching between people’s needs, 
capacities and goals and the capabilities of their social and physical environment. 

Community development:  The method, process, programme and strategy by means of which 
change agents, with or without the help of external systems: (a) speed up the tempo at 
which a community develops; (b) provide direction to the development process in order 
to realise objectives purposefully within the economic, psychosocial, bio-physiological, 
technological, spiritual-cultural, political, environmental, educational and other spheres of 
life; (c) makes the goal attainment process as cost-effective, streamlined and sustainable 
as possible so that both human and environmental resources are used optimally;  and (d) 
contribute to human growth and the unlocking of human potential by empowering 
community members to take responsibility for their own, as well as the whole system's 
development. 

Community work: The method of social work that consists of the various processes and 
helping acts of the social worker that are targeted at the community system, as well as 
its sub-systems and certain external systems, with the purpose of bringing about required 
social change with the help of especially community development, social planning, 
community education, social marketing and social action as practice models. 

Community-based school of thought: A school of thought that views community work as a 
direct service strategy implemented in the context of the local community.  Its scope of 
practice is narrowed down to working in and directly with community members. 

Community-centred school of thought: A school of thought that views community work as a 
service strategy implemented in and with the community, and on behalf of and to the 
benefit of communities and their members. 

Conceptual framework:   A set of concepts, beliefs, values, propositions, assumptions, 
hypotheses that forms the basis of practice. 

Construct: A concept employed in summarising multitudes of facts and in formulating 
explanatory theories. 

Domain of practice: The field of knowledge and service delivery to which a profession lays claim. 

Goal: A statement of the desired outcomes of a particular intervention process 

Goal, operational:   Intended change to a practitioner’s employer organisation in order to 
make it a more effective service delivery system. 

Goal, process:   Intended change in people, especially in their knowledge, attitudes and 
behaviour (i.e. KAB). 

Goal, task: Intended change in the circumstances or environment of a community. 

Impediment:  Any  type  of  (unresolved) social  problem,  (unfulfilled)  social  need  or  un-/ 

underutilised potential that hampers or obstructs effective social functioning. . 

Need: The discrepancy or ‘gap’ that exists between “what is” or the present state of affairs and 

“what should be” or the desired state. 

Practice model:  A set of concepts and principles that guide intervention. 

Practice variable (as used in this text):  A set of characteristics that can be used as an organising 
principle to structure and compare different practice models. 

Resilience: The process, capacity and outcome of successful adaptation to challenges and 
adversity, sustained competence under threatening circumstances and the ability to recover 
from trauma. 

Social [role] functioning: Fulfilling one's roles in society in general, to those in the immediate 
environment and to oneself.  These functions include meeting one's own basic needs and 
those of one's dependants and making positive contributions to society. 

Social reform:  Changing the bio-psycho-socio-cultural-economic-political-physical environment 

in such a way that it would provide the opportunities, resources and services that all 

people require to develop their full potential, enrich their lives, and prevent dysfunction. Social  

work method:   The processes and skills that are used to bring about the necessary 

changes in the person-in-environment domain. 

Strengths:   Personal abilities, resourcefulness and creativity, as well as resources in inter- 

personal relationships, culture, organisational networks and community connections. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
 

In a fast globalising world there is a real danger that countries, regions and even 

continents would lose the ‘human development race’.  Of the 179 countries covered by 

the 2006 Human Development Index, only three African countries (Libya, Seychelles 

and Mauritius) were placed at the “high human development” level, while a 

disproportionate number fell in the lowest category.1    It included six of the 14 member 

states of the Southern African Development Community (SADC), viz. Lesotho (155th), 

Angola (157th), Malawi (162nd), Mozambique (175th), the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(177th) and Zimbabwe.2   Some of the other rankings were South Africa (125th), Botswana 

(126th), Namibia (129th), Swaziland (141st) and Tanzania (152nd).  Of these, Botswana, 

Namibia and especially South Africa were worse off in 2006 than in 2000.3
 

 
The nature of and trends in human development levels in South and Southern Africa 

should be a cause of great concern.  It is no longer a question of being left behind as 

the rest of the world develops; the very survival of the region as a functional entity 

could be at stake. 

 
Although there is consensus on the need for ‘development’ in the region,4 its very 

nature and how it could be achieved is in dispute.  On a macro level, some believe that 

a newly modernised and globally competitive local economy is all that will be required. 

The wealth generated by ‘big business’ would benefit all those directly involved in the 

economy and also 'trickle-down’ to the rest. 5     The latter includes the ‘redistribution’ 

of ‘tax dollars’ through a social security net to alleviate the plight of the ‘extremely 

poor’.  This perception informed much of the South African government’s 1996 Growth, 

Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) policy.6
 

 
On the other end of the continuum, there are those who believe more strongly in a 

‘trickle-up’ process.  They are confident that development can best be achieved by a 

process whereby ‘local people’ - with or without the help of 'experts' - are empowered 

to utilise their full potential and in this way contribute to national development. 

 
Fact of the matter is that development is all of the above and more.  The cause of 

underdevelopment is not simply a matter of insufficient economic growth, inadequate 

political participation and restrictive social structures, 7  nor can it be attributed to 

failure of ‘the people’ to utilise their potential and opportunities effectively.  It should 

rather be seen as a state in which the potential of all sectors of society is not fully 

unlocked. 

 
In this book the main focus will be on one sector’s contribution to the unlocking of 

a society’s potential.   This sector is social work.   To denote its contribution, the 

concept 'community work' will be used.  Because of the interrelatedness of sectors, the 

book's overview of issues and processes could also empower other role-players in the 

broad development field to do their work more effectively.  Hopefully it would boost 

the concerted effort that is required from all to ensure that the peoples of South and 

Southern Africa would in future enjoy a better quality of life and a higher standard of 

living. 
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In this first chapter an attempt will be made to sort out the present confusions 

regarding the nature of and relationship between community work and community 

development.  This will especially be done with the help of an overview of the origins 

of  these two forms of  community intervention, as  well as  an  exploration of  their 

contexts and nature. 

 

2. THE ORIGINS OF CURRENT COMMUNITY WORK 
THOUGHT 

 

Since  its  inception  in  the  1920's,  South  African  social  work  has  used  various 

concepts to describe its community centred services.   These include community 

organisation, social action, social planning and welfare planning.  By the late 1970's, 

most academics and practitioners opted for the then British term 'community work' as a 

descriptor for this method.   Although other concepts such as community social work 

and neighbourhood work had since emerged, the use of community work stayed somewhat 

entrenched.  That was until fairly recently when some proponents started to substitute it 

with 'community development' and even ‘social development’.  This has created new 

uncertainties. 
 

In differentiating between community work and community development, it should 

firstly be noted that the roots of community development fall outside that of social 

work (although social work did influence its conceptualisation).8   Originally, community 

development primarily entailed some or other form of mass education.9    Only in later 

years did it develop a stronger economic and broader social flavour.  This culminated in 

the now classic, albeit vague definition from the United Nations10 which states that: 
 

"Community development is the process by which the efforts of the 

people themselves are united with those of government authorities to 

improve the economic, social and cultural conditions of communities, to 

integrate these communities into the life of the nation, and to enable 

them to contribute fully to national progress". 
 

A second difference between community work and community development lies in 

their very nature.  Development, in essence, focuses on all spheres of community life 

whereas social work's 'core business' is limited to social functioning.  Social work could, 

therefore, only be seen as a sectoral (albeit important) contributor to social development 

in general and community development in particular.11    Other contributors including a 

wide variety of health professionals, agricultural extension officers, economists, 

educators, communication scientists, political scientists, politicians, administrators, 

youth workers, 'ordinary' community leaders and members, and the emerging 

occupational group known as ‘community development workers’.  Because of this, the 

concept 'community work' will be used in this text to describe social work's community 

change centred activities, whereas ‘community development’ would refer to broad-

based, multi-sectoral development. 
 

There  is  currently  no  consensus  amongst  local  social  workers  as  far  as  the 

delineation of the 'borders' of their involvement with communities is concerned.  In this 

regard there seems to be a 'community-based' and a 'community-centred' school of 

thought. 
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In  the  community-based school, social work's involvement is  seen as  "a  direct 

service strategy implemented in the context of the local community".12    In it, the scope 

of practice is narrowed down to working in and with the community in order to benefit 

the participating community members directly and, in a lesser and more indirect way, 

other non-participating residents.   This type of service represents the processes that 

have traditionally been associated with community organisation and development 

practice.  It, for example, encompasses: 

    grassroots level organising, 

    empowerment-centred interventions, 

    a citizen participation and a local (indigenous) leadership emphasis and 

    a focus on local self-help, self-sufficiency and teamwork.13
 

 

Although the community-based school represents a very important part of social 

work services, it has one significant deficiency.  It views the broader societal contexts 

within which people live as  somewhat inconsequential and not a  direct target for 

change.  This view flies in the face of the ecosystems perspective. 
 

The community-centred school of thought includes direct work in and with the 

community, but goes a step further.  It also encompasses the work that social workers 

do on behalf of and to the benefit of communities and their members.   It aims to 

change society in such a way that it would be more conducive to the effective social 

functioning of its members and also ensure that the resources or services that 

communities  require  are  made  available  by  'outsiders'. 14        These  types  of  service 

represent the processes that have traditionally been associated with social planning, 

social reform, social education and the influencing of social and other forms of policies 

and practices. 
 

In this book, the community-centred school will be used as a point of departure.  It 

implies that there is no limit to the size of the units that could receive the social 

worker's attention.  They could range from an individual (usually influential) member of 

a community, through various types of small to large community groups up to communities 

or a society as a whole.   If circumstances require, even international bodies (e.g. 

the United Nations, World Bank, International Monitory Fund and the International 

Federation of Social Workers) and other governments could be targeted. A second 

implication of this school is that different types of interventions, including community 

development, could be utilised.  The origins of these interventions will be looked at 

next. 
 

Instead of providing the usual linear description of the historical development of 

community work, emphasis will rather be placed on the approaches that played a role 

in the conceptualisation of five of its practice models (see Table 1.1).  These models 

are community development, social planning, community education, social marketing 

and social action (see Ch. 2:3.1). 
 

Although it does not fall within the scope of this publication to conduct a detailed 

analysis of all of the theories and ideologies on which the approaches are based, a brief 

description of a few would help to contextualize the nature of the practice models.  It 

could also help to explain some of the ideas that are prevalent in current Southern African 

social work and community developmental thought and can be used by practitioners to 

clarify their own position on a number of issues. 
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Table 1.1:  Approaches that played a role in the conceptualisation of community 
work’s practice models 

 

DEVELOPMENT 
SOCIAL PLANNING 

EDUCATION MARKETING 
SOCIAL ACTION

 

 
 Macro level 

 Modernisation/ 

growth-centred 

 Statist social 

development 

 Popular 

participation 

 (Developmental) 

 Mezzo level 

 Communitarian 

 People-centred 

 Human resources 

 Collectivist 

 Asset-based 

community 

development 

 Micro level 

 Community 

problem-solving 

 Neighbourhood 

empowerment 

 Community support 

systems 
 

 Changing 
community 
members' material 
and non-material 
conditions 

 by means of 

community 

participation 

 initiated with the 

help of external 

organisations 
 

 
 
 
 

 Problem focus 
 Non-conflict 

 Functional change 
 

 
 

 Economic and 
social development 

 International 
development 

 Community 
organizing 

 Community 
building 

 Locality 
development 

 Neighbourhood 
work/ 

development 

 Poverty alleviation 

 
 Macro level 

 Residual 

 Institutional 

 Develop-mental 

 Mezzo/micro 
levels 

 Personal social 

service 

 Individualist 

empowerment 

 Basic needs 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Changing 

community 
members' lives: 

 by rendering 

the necessary 

services and 

enabling them 

to use it 

effectively 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 Problem focus 
 Non-conflict 

 Functional 
change 

 

 
 Community 

planning 

 Local services 
planning/ 

development 

 
 Macro level 

 Civil education 

 Social 

education 

 Mezzo level 

 Community 

education 

 Micro level 

 Life skills/ 

Personal 

effectiveness 

 Learning skills 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Changing 

community 
members' lives: 

 by equipping 

them with the 

knowledge, 

attitudes and 

skills that is a 

prerequisite 

for effective 

individual and 

collective 

functioning 

 

 
 Problem focus 
 Non-conflict 

 Functional 
change 

 

 
 Personal 

effectiveness/ 
life skills 
training 

 Relationship 
education 

 Social 
education 

 Social 
pedagogical 
work 

 
 All levels 

 “Idea” 

marketing 

 Service 

marketing 

 Public 

relations 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Changing 

community 
members' 
lives: 

 by 

convincing 

them to 

accept and 

act upon or 

use a 

specific 

social idea, 

cause, 

practice and 

or service 
 

 Problem 
focus 

 Non-conflict 
 Functional 

change 
 

 Marketing 

 Community 
liaison 

 
 Macro level 

 Pluralist 

 Populist 

 Mezzo level 

 Conscien- 

tization/ 

popular 

education 

 Community 

action 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Changing 

community 
members' 
lives: 

 by mobilising 

them to bring 

about changes 

in especially 

the power 

structures 

that have a 

negative 

influence on 

their lives 
 

 
 Power focus 
 Conflict 

 Structural 
change 

 

 
 Community 

action 

 Political 
action 

 Mass 
mobilisation 

 Policy 
advocacy 

 
* These concepts refer to methodologies that, to a lesser or greater degree, overlap with those of the practice models15

 



Chapter 1: Community work: an overview  

 

SCK2601/SCK2602/102 

 

It should be noted that the approaches contained in Table 1.1 differ markedly in 

terms of their scope.  Some represent a broad-angled view of society or the required 

change, while others focus more narrowly on the groups and individuals involved.  In 

order  to  differentiate between  them,  use  will  be  made  of  three  descriptors, viz. 

macro, mezzo and micro: 

    the macro level will denote a world view or the society wide changes that are required 

    the mezzo level will spotlight community wide issues 

    the micro level will deal more directly with individuals, families and small or special 

interest groups. 

 
2.1  THE ORIGINS OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT THOUGHT 

 

Planned development, with its two constituent parts of economic and social 

development, has over time been driven by a diversity of ideologies and theories and 

has taken on a variety of forms.  Within this multi-layered context, only some of the 

major themes running through present day development thought will be discussed. 

 
2.1.1  Macro level 

 

To  a  large  extent, the  modernisation or  growth-centred approach to 

development, which flourished in the 1960's and 1970's as part of the United Nations' 

Community Development Decade, represented the capitalist model of development.16
 

Its main thrust “...was the belief that underdeveloped countries could move from a 

pre-industrial state, through a number of stages, to become a mature capitalist state. 

This was to be achieved through elite investment in urban industry, the benefits of 

which would… 'trickle down' to the traditional, backward sectors".17     Thus, the basic 

idea was that modernisation and economic growth was the beginning and ending of 

development and that social development would be one of its positive spin-offs. 
 

Although the modernisation approach had some impressive results in pure economic 

terms,18 it was "...destructive of resources and social institutions in the societies they 

were meant to develop".19    This gave rise to a state described by Midgley20 as “distorted 

development”, that is "...the way economic development without concomitant social 

development creates a severe imbalance between economic and social prosperity". 
 

The negative side-effects of purely economic development gave rise to a renewed 

focus  on  social  or  human  development  in  especially  the  early  1990's.     Social 

development was seen as a "...comprehensive macro perspective that focuses on 

communities and  societies,   …promotes a  dynamic change-oriented approach… and 

above all seeks to harmonise social interventions with economic development efforts".21
 

This boils down to the view that social development is on the one hand an essential 

add-on to economic development and on the other a pre-requisite for 'total development'.  

This, to a large extent, is the driving force behind the developmental social welfare 

paradigm espoused in South Africa today.22
 

 

Social development, however, does not at this stage represent an integrated body 

of knowledge but rather an amalgamation of widely divergent approaches.23
 

 

With regard to who should take primary responsibility for social development, two 

macro views exist.  In the statist social development approach,24 it is viewed as the 

state's primary responsibility.25    The core idea is that the most desirable results would 

be achieved within the shortest possible time if a ‘top-down’ approach is followed. 

The  popular  participation  approach,  to  a  large  degree,  represents  the  opposite 

‘bottom-up'  stance.    Proponents  believe  that  governments  cannot  promote  social 
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development efficiently and justly and that "...social development goals can best be 

attained if ordinary people are mobilised to establish projects that serve their local 

communities and if they are actively involved in these projects".26    The core idea is that 

‘enough  involvement  by  enough  local  people  in  their  own  development’  would 

eventually ‘trickle-up’ to create a socially just and developed society.27
 

 
2.1.2  Mezzo level 

 
On the more mezzo level, various approaches are espoused. 

    The  communitarian  approach  focuses  on  man's  ability  for  self-fulfilment.    It 

believes that "...communities have an inherent capacity to organise themselves to 

ensure that their basic needs are met, their problems are solved and opportunities for 

advancement are created".28
 

    In the people-centred approach it is thought that, for development, residents 

"...must control their own resources, have access to relevant information, and have 

the means to hold the officials of government accountable"29 in order to "...foster a 

robust civil society to counter the excesses of government".30
 

    The  human  resources approach focuses on  the improvement of  a  population's 

'quality.'   Proponents are  of  the opinion that  "...growth results from improved 

labour productivity, personal skills, motivation to achieve, and ability to exploit 

opportunities, leading to locally spawned, spontaneous economic activities".31
 

    Supporters of  the  collectivism approach (which  is  based on  socialist ideology) 

espouses the idea that the best society is one in which collectives or co-operatives, 

made up of associations of people, own resources and share authority to make 

decisions.32
 

    In the asset-based community development (ABCD) approach (which is strongly 

influenced by the strengths perspective) it is believed that local individual and 

collective assets should be mobilised as the primary building blocks in a community- 

driven development effort.  It uses a participatory approach and the principles of 

empowerment and ownership of the development process to exploit the talents and 

skills  of  local  residents,  the  power  of  local  associations  and  the  supportive 

functions of local institutions to enhance community economic development and 

strengthen civil society.33
 

 
2.1.3  Micro level 

 
Some more micro level approaches focus directly on community problems. 

    The community problem-solving approach is based on the premise that various 

(even apparently competing) interests within a community could join forces "...to 

creatively resolve a  particular problem that affects them all.     Crime, 

transportation, education, or environmental concerns could be the focus of such an 

effort". 34      This type of intervention, also sometimes referred to as  ‘community 

organising’, entails a “...process by which people living in proximity to each other 

are brought together by an organisation to act in their common self-interest.”35
 

    In the neighbourhood empowerment approach (which is basically a variation of 

the problem-solving approach) it is believed that, after the family, the neighbourhood  

is  the  first  building  block  of  the  community.34        In  the  African context, the 

extended family, clan or village often has the same function.36    Helping people in a 

neighbourhood, village or clan band together to develop their own resources and lay 

claim to their rights is seen as the primary strategy for improving the ‘quality’ of a 

community.37
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    In  the  application  of  the  community  support  systems  approach,  community 

members that face the same problems are mobilised to offer each other "practical 

assistance and psychological support".38
 

 

Within the context of the various overlapping approaches to development, the concept  

'community  development'  has  come  to  mean  different  things  to  different people.   

In essence, however, community development boils down to a planned partnership 

between external organisations (e.g. government, NGO’s and industry) and local people 

aimed at enabling the latter to address the material (e.g. economic and infrastructure) 

and the non-material (e.g. social and political) challenges that they face.39    It is 

predicated on the principle that people should, in the final analysis, take responsibility 

for their own development. 

 

2.2  THE ORIGINS OF SOCIAL PLANNING THOUGHT 
 

Social planning can be viewed as both a macro perspective and a community based 

form of intervention. 

 
2.2.1  Macro level 

 

As a macro perspective, social planning refers to an interactional top-down process 

- usually involving a formal political or legal body - that is aimed at the preparation 

and implementation of programmes that would change the undesirable conditions that 

prevail in a society.  The nature of these ‘undesirable conditions’ could be viewed from 

three perspectives, viz. the residual, institutional and developmental. 
 

Both the residual and institutional perspectives and their accompanying approaches 

have a social pathology and needs focus.  In the residual approach, it is assumed that 

social  problems  are  caused  by  individual  pathology,  that  recipients  should  be 

encouraged to change and to become more ‘adequate’, that they should prove that they 

need assistance and are worthy of it.40    Aid should stop once they can take responsibility 

for meeting their own needs. 41      It views the family and the market economy as the 

proper sources for meeting people's needs and social welfare as "...a safety net of 

supplementary services to catch those individuals who fall through the cracks".42
 

 

In the case of institutionalism, however, the point of departure is that there is 

'nothing wrong' with the consumer system.  Services are viewed as the right of the 

individual,  problems  as  a  consequence  of  either  an  individual’s  inability  to  use 

available services or deficiencies in the service itself, or the state as the system that 

should accept primary responsibility for the welfare of its citizens.43
 

 

The developmental approach represents a somewhat different view.  Whereas the 

other approaches basically see the expenditure of time, money and effort on social 

services as an unavoidable (residual) or morally justifiable (institutional) ‘loss item’ in 

a country’s ‘balance sheet’, this approach is predicated on the idea that appropriately 

designed and implemented programmes would actually enhance its economic 

development.44    The exact nature of these programmes or interventions has, however, 

been the subject of heated debate.45    Some proponents have made a strong case that 

expenditure on social services such as education, nutrition and health care would turn 

a  profit  by  producing  a  more  skilled  and  healthy  workforce  that,  in  turn,  would 

generate a stronger economy.46     The form that interventions should take in order to 

help marginalised and “...needy people engage in productive employment and self- 

employment”47 is not always that obvious or easy to demarcate.48       Some guidelines in 

this regard are, however, provided throughout this book. 
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It could rightfully be argued that the developmental approach with its attempt to 

link social services to economic development49 and its focus on grassroots community 

involvement should rather be seen as one of the approaches on which the community 

development model is based.  Within the South African context, however, this approach 

has formally become the basis of government policy. 50     The consequence is that it is 

now the predetermined standard51 that services must meet and, therefore, the basis of 

all its social planning activities.  (Also see Chapter 2: 4). 
 

Social planning can also refer to mezzo level, community-based interventions.  In 

this context, Woodley-Baker52  defines it as “...an organised process for investigating 

and  responding  to  the  needs  and  aspirations  of  people  and  communities.”    It  is 

especially this level that the social planning practice model targets. 

 
2.2.2  Mezzo/micro levels 

 

There are three mezzo and micro level social or community planning approaches of 

importance here.  They are the personal social service, individualist empowerment and 

basic needs approaches. 
 

The personal social service approach entails the planned provision of a range of 

social services that people require to either restore or enhance their capacity for social 

functioning. 53    It is based on the assumption that some people would require temporary 

remedial services to help them cope with problems of daily living (e.g. family dysfunction 

and dependency), while others would be unable to function independently and require 

assistance over the longer term (e.g. in institutions for  children, the elderly  and  

the  disabled). 54       This  approach usually  manifests  in  the  planning  and development 

of a range of (often specialised) remedial and preventive services and welfare 

infrastructure (e.g. children’s homes and service centres for the elderly) that local 

communities require.55
 

 

Set against the personal social services’ remedial focus, the individualist 

empowerment approach56  believes that community members could be provided with 

the opportunities to acquire the personal, interpersonal and socio-political skills or power 

that would enable them to improve the quality of their own lives. 57      These 

opportunities are created through a social planning process that helps communities 

identify their strengths and weaknesses and determine the best ways to influence their 

circumstances." 58  Although this approach requires grassroots community involvement, 

the creation of the opportunities themselves still rests in the hands of ‘professionals’. 
 

In the basic needs approach it is believed that it is necessary for the government 

and  private sector  to  mobilise the  resources and  create  the  measures that  would 

protect citizens against economic hardship.59      This usually takes the form of some type 

of  social security or financial protection system.   The South Africa social security 

system  includes  a  range  of  state  pensions  and  grants  aimed  at  the  alleviation of 

(abject) poverty,60 while some NGO’s also have other measures (e.g. food parcels and 

temporary financial assistance) in place. 
 

In all the social planning approaches, the basic perception of communities is the 

same.  It is that they require the services of ‘experts’ to help them prevent, treat or 

resolve social problems and to create the opportunities and mechanisms that would 

enable  them  to  satisfy  their  needs. 61        This,  invariably,  makes  social  planning  a 

somewhat top-down approach. 
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2.3  THE ORIGINS OF COMMUNITY EDUCATION THOUGHT 
 

The origins of current community education thought can be traced back to the mass 

adult education and literacy initiatives in colonial Africa of the 1930s and 1940s.62    It 

was later usurped by community development63 and only fairly recently re-emergence 

as a distinct form of intervention.  On a macro level it manifests in two primary 

approaches, viz. civil education and social education. 

 
2.3.1  Macro level 

 
In the civil education approach, it is believed that people should be enabled to fulfil 

their role as 'responsible citizens'.64    This requires, amongst others, knowledge of: 

    how a county’s political and legal system ‘works’, 

    their rights as individuals (e.g. the right to vote and to education), 

    their responsibilities as citizens (e.g. to pay taxes and to prevent environmental 

degradation), 

    their duty towards the household and family (e.g. the payment of maintenance) and 

    their required relationship with the state (e.g. to register births and apply for 

identity  documents). 65        Some  of  these  issues  are  formally  covered  in  school 

curricula, whilst others are often the subject of mass education initiatives by 

governments and other role-players. 
 

Social education aims to empower citizens with the knowledge, attitudes and skills 

that they require to function effectively as individuals and as collectives.66    The latter 

includes the ability and the position (e.g. as members of councils or committees) to 

take enlightened decisions that would change community life and conditions.67    These 

characteristics make social education an important instrument in community 

empowerment.68
 

 
2.3.2  Mezzo level 

 

On a mezzo level, the community education approach is seen by Homan69 as "...a 

basic  means  for  assisting  the  community  by  bringing  matters  to  the  community's 

attention and preparing it for knowledgeable action".   The approach is based on the 

assumption that - in order to deal with an impediment - members must 

    be aware of the existence of the impediment, 

    understand its nature, causes and consequences, 

    have a clear picture of the community and broader context within which it exists, 

    be  informed  of  available  resources  (including  services  and  fellow  community 

members) and 

    be  knowledgeable about the  procedures that  could  be  followed to  mobilise or 

utilise these resources.70
 

 
The HIV and Aids education programmes that are so widespread in Southern Africa are 

but one example of community education in action. 

 
2.3.3  Micro level 

 
Community education could also be done on a micro level.  It often takes the form of 

life skills and learning skills training. 

    The life skills or personal effectiveness training helps community members to master: 

   relationships skills (e.g. leadership, effective communication, conflict management, 

self-assertiveness and dealing with family relationships and parenthood), 
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   problem-solving  skills  (e.g.  managing  personal  and  family  dysfunction  and 
coping with unemployment), 

   work  and  play  skills  (e.g.  entrepreneurship, money  management  and  using 
recreational options) and/or 

   skills for the development of the self and others (e.g. development of a positive 
self-image, decision making and philanthropy).71 

 

    The  learning  skills  approach  is  basically  aimed  at  filling  the  void  left  by  an 

inadequate or underutilised formal education system.   It includes attempts to 

improve adult community members' functional literacy and numeracy, and in some 

cases research capabilities and computer literacy.72
 

 

All the social education approaches have one premise in common; viz. that the 

effectiveness of people’s functioning will be determined by their individual and 

collective knowledge, attitudes and skills/behaviour (KAS).  Interventions in terms of 

the approaches, therefore, aim to eliminate some or other form of deficiency that 

exists in this regard.  It should be noted that not all of these ‘deficiencies’ fall within 

the domain of social work.   Social workers could, however, create opportunities for 

other role-players to address these in practice. 

 
2.4  THE ORIGINS OF SOCIAL MARKETING THOUGHT 

 

Although social marketing is a relatively recent addition to social work theory,73 some 

of its constituent parts have been seen as functions of social work administration from 

the very beginning. 74      Since the 1980s and because of the works of Kotler, 75
 

Rothman76 and Weyers,77 to name but a few, it has become apparent that it could also 

be transformed and utilised to  effect community change. 78 This gave rise to the 

development of social marketing as a practice model. 
 

Social marketing can be defined as the design, implementation, and control of 

programmes seeking to increase the acceptance of a social idea, a cause, a practice, a 

service, a profession or an organisation by a target group.79     It can be distinguished 

from other forms of marketing in terms of its non-profit nature, its focus on changing 

social attitudes and concomitant behaviour, and its use as an instrument to further broad 

societal goals.80
 

 

Resent developments have indicated that social marketing could, within a community 

work context, be subdivided into three main approaches.   They are so- called idea 

marketing, service marketing and public relations.81
 

    In  idea  marketing,  it  is  believed  that  a  social  cause  and  socially  desirable 

behaviour patterns could and should be marketed in the same basic way as any 

other ‘product’.  This is exemplified in campaigns to promote condom use, to protect 

women and children against abuse (e.g. through the 16 Days of Activism against 

Abuse) and to call upon community participation in various activities.  It could, 

therefore, also be used to create the social climate in which more direct, face-to-

face community education programmes can be launched. 

    The aim of service marketing is to convince the general public, potential 

clients/consumers, referral sources, other organisations, different professions, 

potential employees, donors, volunteers and the government to utilise or support a 

specific service, event or programme.82
 

    McElreath83 defines public relations as a "...function that uses communication to 

facilitate relationships and understanding between an organisation and its many 

publics".84    Its aim is to influence public opinion by 'selling' a positive image of the 

organisation, its services, its ideas or its representatives to those individuals and 

organisations on whose support it relies. 



Chapter 1: Community work: an overview  

 

1
7
 

SCK2601/SCK2602/102 

 

All the approaches that constitute social marketing are based on the central idea that 

the effectiveness of a society’s social functioning is determined by its members’ social 

attitudes and concomitant behaviour.   The latter also includes the extent to which 

they support or utilise social services. 

 

2.5  THE ORIGINS OF SOCIAL ACTION THOUGHT 
 

In contrast to the other macro perceptions, social action has a power instead of a 

problem focus, is conflictual instead of non-conflictual in nature and is mainly aimed 

at structural change.   These are some of the reasons why Barker 85  defines it as a 

"...coordinated effort to achieve institutional change to meet a need, solve a social 

problem, correct an injustice, or enhance the quality of human life", Mitchell86 sees it 

as an "...organized effort directed towards a change in social policy or the creation, 

modification or  elimination  of  a  social  institution"  and  Clegg 87   describes  its  main 

purpose as promoting social reform. 
 

In social action the view is that 'the people' should have their rightful share in and 

access to power and resources, should function in a social dispensation where their 

rights are protected and promoted, and should be seen as victims instead of 

dysfunctional.88    There are various approaches that could be followed to achieve this 

desired result.  Four are of special importance here.  They are the more macro level 

pluralism and popularism and the mezzo level conscientization (popular education) 

and community action approaches. 

 
2.5.1  Macro level 

 

The pluralist approach is non-radical in nature and espouses the idea that democratic 

governments should allow non-governmental bodies to influence public or social policy. 
89     In South Africa this is entrenched in official government policy.   It allows 

participation in the legislative process by providing individuals and groups with the 

opportunity to comment on white papers and draft legislation and even to take 

legislative issues to the Constitutional Court.   In terms of the pluralist approach, 

social change should be brought about through the use of pressure group activities, 

advocacy and lobbying that should result in the reallocation of resources or decision 

making power in favour of the disadvantaged.90
 

 

The populist approach champions “...the cause of ordinary people against the 

establishment, seeks to serve their interests and represents the popular will".91    In its 

various forms, popularism believes in a working class struggle, is anti-establishment, 

advocate the people's interest to secure political power, believes in working class 

leadership, focuses on social and other programmes to consolidate popular support, 

attacks 'big business' and government who they claim are out of touch with people's 

needs and advocates a more equitable distribution of wealth and power.92    Some more 

recent South African examples of this approach can be found in the activities of the 

Landless People’s Movement (LPM), the Social Movements Indaba (SMI) and the Anti- 

Evictions Campaign.93
 

 
2.5.2  Mezzo level 

 

Although the so-called popular education, consciousness-raising or conscientization 

approach as espoused by Paulo Freire could be placed in the social education category, 

its focus on political action and structural change 94  gives it a stronger social action 

character.  In this approach, it is believed that participation in grassroots education, 
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coupled with political sensitisation, "...transforms people's consciousness and leads to a 

process of self-actualization which enables oppressed people to take control of their 

lives, simultaneously challenging the dominating classes and their political regime".95    In 

this approach, grassroots social change is brought about by non-formal and sometimes 

radical adult education that: 

    sees ignorance as the main cause of oppression and exploitation, 

    is characterised by 

   learner participation in training and political action, 

   the use of problem-posing as a means to identify and creatively solve problems and 

   a  focus on relevancy, i.e. on dealing with issues that the local people find 

important or problematic, 

    is mainly aimed at making people on grassroots level self-aware political subjects 

and 

    is built on the principal of 'conscientization' (viz. a viz. the process in which people 

"...achieve a deepening awareness both of the social-cultural reality which shapes 

their lives and of their capacity to transform that reality"96). 
 

The fourth dominant approach - described as either community action (the concept 

preferred  here),  radicalised  community  participation,  radical  populism  or  structured 

conflict97 - has many of the same traits as the other social action approaches. The difference 

is, however, that it represents a more radical view of the required societal change by 

seeking some form of "...restructuring of the economic, political and social systems".98
 

 

All the social action approaches are based on the central idea that social problems 

are often the result of the abuses that stem from the inequitable distribution of power 

and authority within a social system, be it: an organisation, a community, a country or 

globally.   From the  point of  view  of  social work, practitioners should, therefore, 

“...play a more direct role in confronting injustice and advocating the interests of 

oppressed and vulnerable groups.”99
 

 

 
Points to Ponder 1.1 

What are your views? 
It is believed that all practitioners have a personal practice model (PPM).  It, basically, entails their 
conviction of ‘what works and does not work in practice’ and is based more on their own personal en 

work  experiences  than  on  theory. 100      Utilise  the  following  questions  to  clarify  some  of  your  own 
convictions as far as community change is concerned. 

INSTRUCTIONS:  Answer the following seven questions by choosing only one of each option.  Then reflect on 
the reasons for your choice (note: there are no correct or incorrect answers). 

 

1) a) Economic development (e.g. more jobs and 
a higher per capita income) should come 
first and social development will naturally 
follow, vs. 

b)  social development is a prerequisite for 
economic development 

2) The social development of a country 

a) is primarily the responsibility of government 
[i.e. the statist social development view] vs. 

b) is primarily the responsibility of ordinary 
people [i.e. popular participation view] 

3) Social problems are primarily caused: 

a) by individual inadequacies/malfunction [i.e. 
residual view] vs. 

b) by a negative environment and the 
individual’s inability to use services 
effectively [i.e. institutional view] 

4) For community support: 

a) social work services and ideas should be marketed 
in the same way as any other commodity vs. 

b) the good deeds and good intentions of social work 
are enough reasons for the community to support 
it 

5) Social justice in a society can best be achieved: 

a) through the development of appropriate 
government policies and structures [i.e. the 
pluralist view] vs. 

b) it is primarily the responsibility of each citizen to 
stand up for his/her rights [i.e. the populist view] 

6) In achieving a just society: 

a) the ends justify the means (even if it requires 
radical action) vs. 

b) my professional ethics prevent me from becoming 
involved in radical action 
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3. THE NATURE OF COMMUNITY WORK 
 

In order to understand the nature of and terminology used in community work, it is 

first necessary to know some of the constructs on which it and social work are built. 

These include selected core theories, perspectives and models, as well as social work’s 

domain and methods of practice.  Each of these elements will first be covered before 

the basic nature of community work is explored. 

 

3.1  SOME CORE THEORIES, PERSPECTIVES AND MODELS 
 

The  numerous  theories,  models  and  perspectives  contained  in  social  work 

literature are all considered by Sheafor et  al. 101  as being part of the profession’s 

conceptual framework, viz. a viz. as the “...set of concepts, beliefs, values, 

propositions,  assumptions,  hypotheses” 102   that  forms  the  basis  of  practice.    The 

relationships between these different frameworks are illustrated in Figure 1.1.103
 

 
Figure 1.1: Types of conceptual frameworks 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In  this  section,  emphasis  will  be  placed  on  the  theories  for  social  work  and 

especially the practice frameworks.  (Developmental social work as a theory of social 

work will be dealt with in Chapter 2).  Of all the available frameworks, three are 

particularly useful in community work.   They are the ecosystems and strengths 

perspectives and the community change models. 
 

It should be noted that volumes have been written about each of these constructs 

and  that  it  would  be  practically  impossible  to  do  justice  to  them  within  a  few 
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paragraphs. Attention would, consequently, only be given to some of  their basic 

elements that are of particular importance to community work. 

 
3.1.1  The ecosystems perspective 

 

The   ecosystems  perspective  is   one   of   the   most  commonly  used   practice 

perspectives in social work today.   The reason lies in its ability to provide a clear 

‘conceptual  lens’  through  which  human  behaviour  and  social  structures  could  be 

viewed and analysed.104
 

 

This perspective draws on selected concepts from both the sciences of ecology and 

general  systems  theory.   The  latter  enables some 'ordering' of  the  complex and 

multiple  variables  found  within  human  ecological  systems. 105        These  systems  are 

defined as a "…combination of elements with mutual reciprocity and identifiable 

boundaries that form a complex or unitary whole".106    Using this concept, Pincus and 

Minahan, 107   for  example,  developed  a  simple  four-part  social  systems  model.    It 

consists of 

    a change agent system (i.e. the social worker and his employer), 

    a target system (i.e. the system that must change), 

    a  client or  consumer system (i.e.  the  system that  directly benefits from  the 

change) and 

    an action system (i.e. the system - usually including the change agent system - 

that  brings about the necessary change).   This demarcation provided a practical 

and simple way to map the different people that social workers work with and for. 
 

The science of human ecology emphasises the relationship and reciprocal and 

adaptive transactions among ‘organisms’ (e.g. individuals, couples, families, groups, 

organisations and communities) and between these ‘organisms’ and their bio-psycho- 

socio-cultural-economic-political-physical environment. 108        The  resultant  person-in- 

environment (PIE) construct is especially valuable for social work because of its focus 

on  individuals,  their  environment  and  the  transactions/relationships between  the 

two.109    It also explains the nature of social problems as a lack of adaptive fit between 

them.110    This, basically, refers to the inability of some people to adapt to or cope with 

the  demands  of  their  social  and  physical  environment  or  the  existence  of  an 

environment  that  cannot  sufficiently accommodate people's  needs,  capacities  and 

goals. 
 

The  interrelatedness  of  people  and  their  environment  is  illustrated  in  the 

simplified eco-map contained in Figure 1.2.  In this map, the environment is divided 

into two spheres, viz. the nurturing and the sustaining environment.  The nurturing 

environment consists of the systems with whom a person interacts frequently, that 

have a profound effect on his sense of identity and functioning, and that contributes 

to or detract from his social well-being.111    The sustaining environment comprises the 

wide range of institutionalised and other less intimate services, resources and 

opportunities that can sustain, enhance, aid or damage a person’s well-being.112    This 

environment is often typified as 'the community'. 
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Figure 1.2:   The interrelatedness of man and his environment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A characteristic of the community as a social system is that its sub-systems have 

linkages with each other and with other systems outside its borders.  Any change within 

a particular sub-system or the broader society would, therefore, have an impact on all 

the other systems, including each individual.  The opposite is also true.  Think, for 

example, of the negative effect that a serial killer or rapist has on a community as a 

whole.   The community workers also want to create a ‘ripple effect’ throughout the 

system, but in this case, a positive one. 

 
Apart from conceptualisation purposes, the differentiation between the nurturing 

and sustaining environment is also a useful tool to distinguish between the focus points 

of social work interventions.  Individuals and their nurturing environment is mostly the 

focus of micro practice (including clinical/case work services) and the sustaining 

environment that of macro services (including community work). 
 

 

3.1.2 The practice models 
 
 

Although the ecosystems perspective is a useful tool to differentiate between the 

elements and dynamics involved in practice, it is not that helpful when it comes to the 

conceptualisation of intervention.113    This purpose is better served through the use of 

practice models. 

 
The construct 'practice model' basically refers to “a set of concepts and principles 

that guide intervention.” 114      They represent 'ideal types' that are intended to  give 

direction to practitioners' service delivery by bringing order and clarity to the complex 

realities that they face. 115      The idea is not that a  practitioner should become the 

'captive' of one practice model and the ideology that it represents. 116      They should 

rather use their professional objectivity and judgement to creatively mix and phase 

models in the process of addressing each unique practice situation they may face. 
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Of  all  the  practice  models  identified  by  Sheafor  et  al. 117   (see  Fig.  1.1),  the 

community change models are especially useful to differentiate between the forms 

that community work intervention could take.  They are based on the central idea that: 

how you define the target community and their impediments would 

determine how you would wish to change them. 

 
Practice models differ from purely theoretical models in one important way.  A 

theoretician has the freedom to use any set of abstract or concrete criteria to structure a 

theoretical model.  In the case of practice models, however, the selected criterion 

must  cover  those  'things'  that  all  social  workers  would  encounter  in  all  practice 

settings.  These 'things' are known as 'variables' (i.e. perceptions, ideas, behaviour, 

events, objects, etc. that varies from situation to situation).  The variables could, on 

the basis of their most prominent attributes, be grouped into categories to form the 

'practice variables'. 
 

The research undertaken by Rothman,118 Weyers119 and others120 were used to identify 

12 core practice variables that all social workers would encounter in Southern African 

community work practice.  They are different: 

    perceptions of the nature of target communities, 

    suppositions (hypotheses) about the causes or etiologies of communities' 

impediments, 

    goals (or outcomes) that could be pursued in order to eliminate impediments and 

bring about a substantive change in communities' circumstances, 

    objectives that could be linked to the goals, 

    demarcations of the consumer or client systems that would directly benefit from 

the intervention, 

    levels   on   which   intervention  should   take   place   in   order   to   benefit   the 

consumer/client systems directly, 

    strategies that could be followed to achieve the intended goals and objectives, 

    media or instruments that could be used to affect the required change, 

    social work roles that partitioners could have to perform during the 

implementation of the strategies, 

    techniques that they could use, 

    roles that communities could play in the course of events and 

    attitudes towards the power structure. 
 

The 12 core practice variables were used as an organising principle to analyse Southern 

African community work practice and associated literature.121    It showed that local 

practice usually took the form of community development, social planning, community 

education, social marketing and/or social action.  These results were then used to 

demarcate the five practice models that are described in some detail in Part 2 of this 

book. 
 

Although the community change models are helpful to describe and compare the 

different ways in which community work could be done, they do not prescribe how 

people and other systems ought to be perceived.  This ‘angle’ is provided by the strengths 

perspective (cf. Figure 1.1). 
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3.1.3  The strengths perspective 
 

The strengths perspective represents a traditional viewpoint of social work, but one 

that was somewhat lost during the upsurge of the deficit/problem-based/medical 

paradigm of the Freudian era.122    It has recently been reclaimed and updated to meet 

modern demands.123    It is also starting to inform community work thought. 
 

This perception or approach124 represents more of a mindset that the practitioner 

should adopt in all his dealings with and on behalf of the community, than a roadmap 

for intervention.  In terms of it, everything that the social worker does should be based 

on the principal of helping the client system discover, embellish, explore and exploit 

their strengths and resources.  It should assist them to achieve their goals, realize their 

dreams and shed the shackles of their own misgivings and self-perceived weaknesses. 

This  approach  requires  that  all  forms  (e.g.  preventative,  therapeutic  or 

developmental) and all levels of professional intervention (e.g. personal, interpersonal 

and socio-political) should focus on strengths. 
 

Miley et al. 125  define such strengths as “…personal abilities, resourcefulness and 

creativity, as well as resources in interpersonal relationships, culture, organizational 

networks  and  community  connections”.    All  the  various  human  strengths  can  be 

grouped into the following six categories:126
 

    Experience.  This refers to everything that people have learned about themselves, 

others and  their  world as  they struggle, cope  with  and  battle  abuse, trauma, 

illness, confusion, oppression and even their own fallibility.   People do not just 

learn  from  their  successes  but  also  from  their  failures  and  disappointments, 

including the self-imposed ones. 

    Personal qualities, character traits and virtues.   These are sometimes forged in 

situations of trauma and catastrophe.  They might be anything from a sense of humour, 

creativity, patience, loyalty, insight and independence to spirituality and moral 

imagination.   These qualities and characteristics can be sources of energy and 

motivation when working with community members. 

    Knowledge of the world. This category covers all the intellectual knowledge that a 

person has gained during his or her lifetime through both formal and informal 

education and training.  Individuals and groups often have a vast reservoir of such 

knowledge that goes untapped. 

    Talents.   Many people have undiscovered or underdeveloped talents.   Playing a 

musical  instrument,  telling  stories,  cooking,  home  repair,  a  craft,  gardening, 

writing, carpentry, etc. may provide tools and resources to assist individuals or groups 

in reaching their goals.  It is this underutilised pool of talent that is often targeted 

in the income generation projects of community work. 

    Culture.  Folklore and personal and community ‘stories’ can be a profound sources 

of  strength, guidance, stability, comfort or transformation.   Their importance is 

often ignored when mobilising communities for change. 

    The community.  The community in all its variations - for example a clan, the 

neighbourhood, the workplace and the geographical community - are frequently 

overlooked as a physical, interpersonal and institutional environment full of resources 

that can be tapped into.   This environment is a rich milieu filled with people and 

organisations, who, when asked, would provide their time, talents and resources to 

help others. 
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There are five practice principles127 that should form the cornerstones of all strengths- 

based interventions. 

    Principle  1:  Every  individual,  group  and  community  has  strengths.    First  and 

foremost, the strengths approach is about identifying assets, resources, wisdom and 

knowledge, respecting these qualities and believing in their potential power.  All 

humans do thus have the inherent capacity to learn, grow and change.128
 

    Principle 2: Trauma, abuse, illness and struggle may be injurious but could also be 

converted into a source of power.  The 'damaged goods paradigm’ has become 

dominant in the thinking of both the helping professions and the people they serve. 

This often leads to discouragement, pessimism and a victim mindset129 that obscure 

any  strengths  or  possibilities  for  recovery.    This  mindset  can  be  changed  by 

reframing the struggles of the past as victories.  Simply having survived its ordeals 

and beaten its seemingly insurmountable odds could be enough proof of this. 130
 

    Principle 3: Do not underestimate an individual, group or community's capacity for 

growth and change.  Too often professionals assume that a diagnosis or assessment 

is  the  only  parameter  within  which  their  client  systems  can  deal  with  their 

particular issues.   Thus, the diagnosis or assessment becomes a verdict and a 

sentence.    Practitioners  must,  instead,  have  high  expectations  of  their  client 

systems and align their professional opinions with the client’s hopes, visions and 

values. 

    Principle  4:  We  best  serve  the  client  system  by  collaborating  with  them. 

Professionals could get so locked into the role of 'expert' that they forget the 

equally important roles of collaborator and consultant.  The strengths approach is, 

however, predicated on the idea that change can only come about when the social 

worker collaborates with the client, and takes account of the client's aspirations, 

perceptions and strengths. 

    Principle 5: Every environment is full of resources.  The entire community should, 

according to Kisthardt,131 be viewed as an oasis of potential resources that can be 

enlisted on behalf of consumers.  The most important of all these resources, are its 

individual members.  All that is sometimes required is to enable these members to 

play a more direct and active role in enhancing each other’s capacities.  This can 

be  achieved  by  involving  them  in  the  groups  and  organisations  that  shape 

community life.  This pool of resources, however, also goes beyond the borders of a 

community.  There are often a large number of individuals and organisations within 

the broader society, region or even on the international stage whose inputs could 

be taped.  Resent research has, for example, shown that the mobilisation and 

utilisation of such a ‘support community’ is a critical success factor in most 

community work services.132
 

 

Although the majority of strengths-focused researchers tend to delineate their field 

of study to the micro and mezzo levels, the same principles that apply to these systems 

are also found in broader societal and regional settings.  All countries, therefore, do 

have strengths, can covert their struggles into a source of power, do have the capacity 

for  growth and  change, can  collaborate with  internal and  external role-players to 

achieve their goals, and are full of untapped human and physical resources. 
 

A  question  that  flows  from  the  five  practice  principles  is  what,  exactly,  do 

strengths-focused practitioners wish to achieve with their interventions?   Their goal, 
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basically, is to improve the resilience of individuals, groups and communities.  In this 

context, ‘resilience’ can be defined as: 

the process, capacity and outcome of successful adaptation to challenges 

and adversity, sustained competence under threatening circumstances and 

the ability to recover from trauma.133
 

 

The goal of improved resilience should be seen against the backdrop of the fact 

that social workers cannot erase the traumatic events and experiences that individuals 

and communities have suffered in the past, nor can they fully prevent them from occurring 

again in the future.   They can, however, change the way in which people would react 

to such events in future by empowering them with the ability to deal with such challenges 

more effectively.  This is achieved by developing a range of services that would, 

amongst others, enhance their social competencies, problem-solving skills, autonomy, 

sense of purpose and future, and sense of pride. 134
 

 

 
Points to Ponder 1.2135

 

 

The ribbon of power 
 

The idea is sometimes created that empowerment means ‘to give someone power’.  This is not the 

case.  It simply means to put that ‘someone’ in a position where they can discover their own power. 

This principle can be illustrated by the following story. 

In the well-known children’s book, The Wizard of Oz, there is a character called the cowardly 

lion.  One day this lion approached a wizard and asked him for courage.  The wizard went into the 

next room, returned with a ribbon and gave it to him.  When the lion looked at the ribbon he felt as 

if he had power, and when he felt that way he also acted that way.  The wizard then remarked to 

himself: “I don’t know why people always ask me for what they already have.” 136
 

 

 

The place where the conceptual frameworks of community work are positioned within the 

‘bigger picture’ of social work will be looked at next. 

 

3.2  SOCIAL WORK’S DOMAIN OF PRACTICE 

 
The concept ‘domain’, literally, refers to the territory over which rule or control is 

exercised or claimed. If applied to social work, it would indicate the area of the 

‘human condition’ to which the profession would lay primary claim.  The difficulty of 

defining  social  work’s  domain  lies  in  the  fact  that,  as  apposed  to  most  other 

professions,  it  does  not  have  one  primary  domain,  but  three.    These  could  be 

summarised with the concepts 'social functioning', 'social reform' and 'adaptive fit'. 

The three main functions of social work can, consequently, be described as: 

    strengthening  peoples'  role  performance,  problem-solving  skills,  competence, 

coping abilities and developmental capacities (social functioning), 

    promoting social change in order to improve the societal conditions in which people 

live (social reform) and 

    changing the interactions between people and their milieu in such a way that it 

would enable them to perform their life tasks, realise their aspirations and values, 

fulfil their needs, and alleviate their distress (adaptive fit).137
 

 

Although various definitions and descriptions of social functioning have been put 

forward, that of Baker138 probably describes it best.  He sees it as "Fulfilling one's roles 
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in society in general to those in the immediate environment and to oneself.   These 

functions include meeting one's own basic needs and those of one's dependants and making 

positive contributions to society".  In this context, it is social work's first basic function 

to help individuals, groups or communities enhance or restore their capacity for social 

functioning.139
 

 
Social  functioning  is,  however,  only  part  of  the  equation.    Social  work  also 

addresses the societal contexts within which people live.  In this regards, it is the 

profession’s second basic function or mission to change and reform societies in such a 

way that they would provide the opportunities, resources and services that would 

"…enable all people to develop their full potential, enrich their lives, and prevent 

dysfunction."140
 

 
The third and primary focus of social work is on the transactions or relationships 

between individuals and society.  It, therefore, targets "…the interface between or 

meeting place of  person and environment -  at the point where there is or is  not 

matching with all its good and bad consequences for the person and environment".141
 

The third function is, therefore, to improve the matching between people’s needs, 

capacities and goals and the capabilities of  their social and physical environment. 

Stated differently, it implies to enhance the adaptive fit (also known as ‘goodness of fit’) 

between these systems.142
 

 
The tri-focal domain of social work practice could perhaps be best summarised with the 

following figure. 

 
Figure 1.3:   The tri-focal domain of social work practice 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Although community work contributes to all three functions of social work, its primary 

domain is social reform.  It thus aims to change the sustaining environment in such a 

way that it would better ‘fit’ the needs of people. 
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3.3  SOCIAL WORK METHODS 
 

Whereas the ‘domain of practice’ construct provides a way of thinking about the 

demarcation and purpose of social work, the ‘method’ concept helps to conceptualise the 

processes and skills that could be required to bring about the necessary changes in the 

person-in-environment domain.   The concept 'method', however, encompasses a broad 

repertoire of interventions that could be delineated in terms of: 

    the level on which it takes place (i.e. micro, mezzo and macro practice), 

    the form that practice would take (i.e. direct practice in terms of clinical services 

to  individuals, families and groups and indirect practice in terms of working with 

communities and political institutions), 

    the size of the unit that receives attention (e.g. an individual, couple, family, 

small group, organisation, neighbourhood, community or a society as a whole), 

    the type of intervention that is involved (e.g. adoption services, marital therapy, 

assertiveness training, sex education, supportive counselling, the establishment of 

self-help groups and community-based social action), 

    the type of problem or need that is addressed (e.g. crime, child neglect, alcohol 

abuse, unemployment, victimisation and a lack of services and facilities), 

    the type of benefits that would be derived from it (e.g. the rehabilitation of those 

whose  social  functioning has  been  impaired,  self-help,  empowerment, a  more 

caring society and a better quality of life) and 

    the  now  classic  five  distinctive  practice  specialisations, viz.  social  casework/ 

clinical social work, social group work, community work/organisation, 

administration/management and research).143
 

 

In this book, the practice specialisations way of delineating methods will be used. The 

benefits that could spring from intervention will, sometimes, augment this primary 

criterion. 

 

3.4  DEFINING COMMUNITY WORK 

 
Lombard144 has rightly come to the conclusion that there are as many definitions of 

community work  as  there are  authors on  the  subject.   This  case  will  not  be  any 

different because of the necessity to delineate the nature of the concepts that would 

be used in this text. 
 

In defining any concept, it is important to state your point of departure and the 

criteria that will be used to break the entity up into its constituent parts.  In this case, 

the point of departure is that community work refers to the processes and skills that 

could be used by a social worker to bring about the necessary changes in especially the 

environmental facet of the person-in-environment domain of social work.   It would, 

therefore, be used as a collective noun for some of the meanings that are normally 

attributed  to  concepts  such  as  'community  social  work',  ‘community  practice’, 

'community organisation', 'community development', 'community and social action', and 

'social and welfare planning'.145
 

 

The criteria that would be used to demarcate the constituent parts of community 

work, are  the  six  so-called science questions of  "what?", "who?", "where?", "why?", 
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"when?" and "how?"  Based on these six criteria, the following definition was arrived at: 

Community work is the method of social work 

that consists of 

the various processes and helping acts of the social worker 

that is targeted at 

the community system, as well as its sub-systems and certain external systems, 

with the purpose of 

bringing about required social change 

with the help of 

especially  community  development,  social  planning,  community  education, 

social marketing and social action as practice models. 

 
An analysis of the nature and implications of the definition is contained in Table 1.2. 

 
Table 1.2:  The implications of the definition of community work 

 
 

QUESTIONS 

DEFINITI  MUNITY 

WORK 

 

SOME IMPLICATIONS OF THE DEFINITION 

 
WHAT? Community work is the 

method of social work 

that consists of the 

various processes and 
helping acts… 

 

   It is one of the intervention processes or methods that 
are used by social workers. 

   It is a form of service delivery. 
   It consists of certain professional social work (helping) 

acts that mainly take on the form of techniques. 

 

WHO? 
and 
WHERE? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WHY? 
and 
WHEN? 

of the social worker 

that is targeted at 

the community system, as 
well as its sub-systems 

and certain external 
systems,… 
 
 
 
 
with the purpose of 

bringing about required 
social change 

   There are two main types of systems involved in      
    community work, namely the social worker and the      
    community. 
   Intervention is not only targeted at the community as a 

whole, but could also take place on: 
 the micro level (e.g. with individuals in community), 

 the mezzo level (e.g. with community groups and 
organisations) and 

 the macro level (e.g. on a society wide/ 

international basis). 
 

   The basic aim of community work is to bring about 
some form of social change that would, especially, 
develop human potential, provide the resources and 
services that are required to prevent and eliminate 
social dysfunctioning, promote social justice, 
enhancement people's problem-solving, coping and 
interactional capabilities, and to link potential 
consumers with resources and services 

   The intended change thus has a developmental, 
preventative, remedial, reformist, educational and 
linking character. 

   Because of these characteristics, its application is not 
only limited to persons or situations where social 
dysfunctioning has occurred. 

 

HOW? with the help of especially  

 community development,  
 social planning, community  

 education, social marketing  
 and social action as practice  
 models. 

 

   It uses five practice models as a point of departure in 
service delivery 

   These models form the basis on which strategies are 
built 
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3.5  THE PURPOSE, GOALS AND OBJECTIVES OF COMMUNITY WORK 

 
The type of results that community work wishes to achieve can be described in a 

variety of ways and with the aid of various concepts.  Only five will, however, be used 

here.  They are 'vision', 'mission', 'purpose', 'goals' and 'objectives'.  The relationship 

between these concepts is illustrated in Figure 1.5. 

 
Figure 1.5: The relationship between a vision, mission, purpose, goal and objective 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As indicated in Figure 1.5, the vision and mission represents the most abstract view of 

the intended end results of community work, whereas 'objectives' refers to the most 

specific or measurable form that it could take.146    The vision and mission refers to the 

long range and overall intent of the practitioner's efforts and have a more general focus 

or  subject  matter.    At  the  other  end  of  the  continuum,  the  objective  is  more 

immediate in nature and covers a specific subject matter.147
 

 
A way to illustrate the differences between the five concepts, is through the athletics 

metaphor contained in Figure 1.6. 148      It implies that, as in the case of an athlete 

competing in a hurdles race at an Olympic Games, the practitioner: 

    will have to take various, practical steps in order to reach his objectives (i.e. to 

clear each hurdle), 

    once all the objectives have been reached successfully, he could have accomplished 

his goal (i.e. to win the race), 

    if all social workers accomplish their goals successfully, the purpose of community 

work would have been served (i.e. to win the most medals), and 

    if the purpose of community work has been served, it would have contributed to 

the achievement of social work's mission and vision (i.e. to enhance the prestige of 

the country). 
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Figure 1.6:   The difference between a vision, mission, purpose, goal and objective 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How these concepts translate into practice will be looked at next. 
 
 

3.5.1  The vision and mission of community work 

 
Every profession has a vision of what the end results of its efforts should be.   It 

usually entails some or other situation in which their services would no longer be necessary 

(i.e. "the ultimate goal of professionals are to work themselves out of a job").  In 

the case of social work, Bernstein and Gray149  depict this vision as the "good society", 

while others depict is as a "just society".  Such a society would, inter alia, provide for 

everyone: 

    warm and safe housing, 

    an adequate supply of water and nutritious food, 

    challenging jobs, 

    loving and caring friends and family, 

    access to the services and resources they need, 

    the will and skills to deal effectively with life's daily challenges, 

    minimal stress, crime and suffering, 

    the opportunity to participate in the plans and policies that effect their lives, 

    the opportunity to live satisfying and fulfilling lives, and 

    a balance between individual and collective rights and responsibilities.150
 

 
In order to work towards its vision, a profession should be clear about its mission. 

In other words, it should define its central purpose and essentially seek to answer the 

question: What business are we in? 151      As eluded to earlier (see 3.2), social work is 

basically in the trifocal 'business' of enhancing individual's social functioning, reforming 

society and increasing the adapted fit between these two types of systems. 

 
Community work's vision and mission is exactly the same as that of social work.  It, 

in other words, represents only one of the ways in which this profession could produce 

the results it strives for. 
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Points to Ponder 1.3152

 

The 15 blunders 
Mahatma Gandhi once formulated the seven blunders from which grow the violence that plagues the 
world.  These thoughts were added onto by his son, Arun, and finally by Donella Meadows. The 
result was the following 15 blunders which, to a large extent, can also be seen as the facets of 
human life that needs to be altered in order to arrive at a just society. 

 
1.   Wealth without work 

2.   Pleasure without conscience 

3.   Knowledge without character 

4.   Commerce without morality 

5.   Science and technology without humanity 

6.   Worship without sacrifice 

7.   Politics without principles 

8.   Rights without responsibilities 

 
9.   Justice without mercy 

10. Order without freedom 

11. Talking without listening 

12. Stability without change 

13. Private interests without public interests 

14. Liberty without equality 

15. Or, in every case, vice versa 

 

 
3.5.2  The purpose of community work 

 
The specific contribution community work make to achieving the profession's 

envisaged end result (i.e. a ‘good/just society’) entails social change153 on three levels. 

They are: 

    to enhance people's problem-solving, coping and developmental capacities (in order 

to enable them to prevent and eliminate social problems and needs, and to utilise 

their full potential),  

    to create and maintain the opportunities, resources and services that people need 

(to enrich their lives, prevent or deal with dysfunction, and develop their full 

potential) and 

    to link people with the systems that provides them with the required resources, 

services and opportunities.154
 

 
The  essential  difference  between  community  work  and  the  other  social  work 

methods does not lie in the size of the intended target group (it could also be a single 

person or group), nor the level at which intervention takes place (it could also include 

micro practice).   It is who the primary beneficiaries of the intended social change 

would be.  In casework it is primarily the individual client and in group work the 

constituent members of the specially formed group.  In community work the benefits go 

beyond this narrow ambit and directly contribute to the effective social functioning 

and improved living conditions of larger groups, the community and society as a whole. 

 
3.5.3  The goals of community work 

 
As in the case of the other concepts that have been used thus far, various meanings 

could also be ascribed to the concept 'goal'.   For instance, Robbins155  sees it as the 

desired future ends one seeks and Homan156 typifies it as the action-orientated target 

that needs to be reached.  Based on these and other views, a goal could be defined as a 

statement of the intended outcome of a particular intervention process.157    Such an 

outcome should make a contribution to the achievement of community work's purpose. 
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A distinction is often drawn between three types of community work goals.  They 

are  the  so-called task  goals, process goals  and  operational goals. 158      Some of  the 

characteristics of  these  goals  are  illustrated  in  Figure  1.7  and  will  be  explained 

further. 

 
Figure 1.7:   The focal points of intervention objectives 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.5.3.1 Task goals 
 

Task goals essentially denote some type of intended change in the circumstances 

or environment of a community.   They cover, amongst others, the creation of 

circumstances in which community systems are empowered to perform their problem- 

solving, needs fulfilment, resource/service utilisation and environmental modification 

tasks in a more effective way.159
 

 
There is a myriad of goals that could be categorised as ‘situation-changing’ in nature. 

These include those aimed at the: 

    establishment of new or improved social work and other services, 

    development of facilities, infrastructure and resources (e.g. homes for the aged, 

day care centres and emergency relief funds), 

    improvement of co-ordination between existing services and resources and 

    influencing  of  social  and  other  types  of  policies,  as  well  as  the  practices  of 

institutions and organisations.160
 

 
3.5.3.2 Process goals 

 
Process goals essentially denote a 'people-changing' type of outcome.   They 

especially cover the bringing about of some or other form of change in people's ‘KAB’. 

This acronym stands for knowledge (which also covers insight), attitudes (which also 

cover emotions) and behaviour (which also covers practices and skills).161
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As in the case of task goal, process goals can also take on various forms.  These include 

those aimed at: 

    enhancing  people's  problem-solving,  coping,  self-help,  leadership,  negotiation, 

conflict management, entrepreneurial and a wide variety of other skills, 

    changing   people's   feelings   of   apathy,   powerlessness,  insecurity,   fear   and 

irresolution, 

    conscientizing people about their circumstances and empowering them with the 

knowledge and skills they need to change these circumstances, 

    preventing  social  dysfunctioning  by  identifying  and  strengthening  individuals, 

groups and communities inherent potential, 

    improving peoples support for and participation and involvement in groups, 

organisations and community life in general, 

creating and improving intra-organisational, inter-organisational, intergroups and 

interpersonal relationship and co-operation, 

    sensitising  organisations and  government  institutions  to  the  needs  and 

circumstances of communities, 

    educating people with regard to their rights, responsibilities, the nature of their 

communities, their community's latent and active problems and needs and the 

ways in which problems could be prevented and solved, and needs met, 

    marketing services, facilities and ideas and 

    improving the image of social workers, the organisations that employ them and the 

client system that they serve.162
 

 

 

3.5.3.3 Operational goals 
 

 
The operational goals essentially denote the type of change that a practitioner 

needs to bring about in his employer organisation in order to make it a more effective 

service delivery system.  These organisation changing goals are more administrative 

and technical in nature163 and include those aimed at: 

    improving the financing of the organisation and its services, 

    ensuring that the organisation and its services meet legal requirements and are 

managed effectively, 

    changing its services in order to respond more effectively to community needs or 

policy dictates, 

    acquiring appropriate staff and improving their capabilities, and 

    ensuring  that  services  are  of  an  acceptable  standard,  adheres  to  scientific 

principles and is supported by appropriate infrastructure.164
 

 
Although  the  operational  goals  are  highly  administrative  in  nature  and  should 

strictly speaking be seen as part of social work management, they form such an integral 

part of the practitioner's intra-organisation function that they should receive special 

attention in all service delivery.   It is often impossible to achieve output orientated 

task end process goals before first achieving specific operational or input goals. 
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3.5.3.4 Factors that influence the choice of goals 
 

Operational goals would inevitably form part of all community work services, even 

if they only deal with the way in which such a service would be financed.  In the case 

of task and process goals, however, there are certain factors that could influence the 

practitioner’s choice.  Lombard165 identified four such factors.  They are: 

    the urgency of the matter (it usually takes a shorter time-span to reach task goals), 

    the  practitioner's skills,  experience and  available time  (to  reach  process  goals 

usually require a substantial amount of time and skills), 

    the stumbling blocks and opportunities linked to the worker's and his organisation's 

mandate, role and status (e.g. the organisation or community could expect the 

worker to render a task-centred service) and 

    the practice model that the worker would chose as his point of departure (e.g. the 

community development model is mostly process-centred in nature, whereas task 

goals form a substantive part of the social planning model). 

 
3.5.4  The objectives of community work 

 
An objective could be defined as the specific change that the practitioner wants to 

bring about in a person, in a group and/or in their environment by means of a series of 

interdependent, time-limited steps or activities. 166      Because objectives are directly 

linked to goals, it is possible to simply break each goal up into specific task, process or 

operational objectives.167
 

 

4. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COMMUNITY WORK 
AND THE OTHER SOCIAL WORK METHODS 

 
Although the roots of all the social work methods could be traced back to the 

beginnings of the profession itself, their history has been characterised by periods of 

consolidation followed by periods of fragmentation.  At the present stage, which is 

dominated by the ecological approach and the strengths perspective, the methods are 

liken  to  the  points  of  a  five-pointed  star. 168        Each  point  (method)  represents  a 

distinguishable part of an integrated whole.   Without their contribution, the whole 

would not be the same.  Homan's169 analogy of the five-pointed "methods star" has been 

translated into South African terminology and is depicted in Figure 1.8. 

 
Figure 1.8:   Configuration of social work methods 
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The five methods depicted in Figure 1.8 basically entail the following. 
 

"Clinical social work" (also sometimes referred to as ‘social casework’) represents 

the face-to-face contact between the social worker and individuals, as well as 

their ‘significant others’ (especially within the individual's nurturing environment) 

that  is  aimed  at  the  treatment  and  prevention  of  psychosocial  dysfunction, 

disability or impairment. 

    "Social group work" represents the social worker's use of small group dynamics 

and resources in order to assist members to achieve individual and shared goals. 

    "Community work" represents the social worker's act of bringing social systems 

together to utilise their collective potential in order to improve their own or other 

people's (e.g. community's) circumstances. 

    "Social work research" represents the systematic procedures that social workers 

use   in  order  to  seek  facts  or  principles,  develop  and  test  theories  and 

communicate the results to people who could put them to use. 

    "Social  work  management" (that includes administration) represents the tasks 

required to operate a social work service or agency. 

    "Impediments"  represents  any  type  of  social  problem,  social  need  or  un-/ 

underutilised potential that hampers effective social functioning.170
 

 
The word ‘impediment’ is derived from the Latin ‘imped’ meaning an 'obstruction 

or hindrance' and ‘mentum’ implying movement.  Its use in social work can be traced 

back to the development of the force field analysis technique by Kurt Lewin in the 

1950’s.171    This technique provides a framework for looking at the factors (forces) that 

influence a situation by either driving movement toward a goal (‘helping or driving 

forces’)    or    blocking    such    a    movement    (‘hindering/restraining    forces’    or 

‘impediments’).172
 

 
The concept ‘impediments’ is increasingly being used as a collective noun to cover 

all of the different obstacles that could hamper a movement towards effective social 

functioning.  These obstacles can be seated in individuals, in their environment, in the 

transactions between the two or in the service delivery system itself.  In this text it 

would especially be used to refer to the unresolved social problem, unfulfilled needs 

or underutilised potential that exists in communities and that obstructs their ability to 

develop to a higher level of functioning. 

 
An issue that has created some confusion in local practice is which methods could 

‘lay claim’ to each of the various types of groups that are utilised in social work.  Fact 

of the matter is that it all depends on the repertoire of skills that are required to 

work with each group and especially the purposes for which they are employed. However, 

to provide some indicators in this regard, the views of Toseland and Rivas173 and  others  

were  used  to  develop  a  typology  of  groups  and  their  methodological ‘homes’.  This 

typology is contained in Table 1.3.  It does not cover all groups or represent watertight 

compartments and is simply a mechanism to indicate general locality. 
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Table 1.3:  A typology of groups that are used in community work, social group work 
and social work management 

 
 

TYPE PURPOSE METHODS PRIMARILY INVOLVED 

 
 

To change individual behaviour 
   Group work skills used for group 

processes 
 

 
MUTUAL SUPPORT/ 
“SELF-HELP 

GROUPS” 

 

 
To help members cope with 
stressful life events or situations 
 
 
To develop member’s insight and 

   Community work skills used to create 

‘self-help organisations’ (e.g. for 
foster parents) 

   Group work skills used for group 
processes 

GROWTH    Community work skills used to create 
change attitudes and behaviour groups 

To increase communication and 
SOCIALISATION social skills 

To educate through presentations, 

   Group work skills used for group 
processes 

EDUCATION discussions and experiential 
learning 

 
TEAMS (INTERNAL) To engage in collaborative work    Primarily social work management 

skills used to create and utilise 

MULTI- 

PROFESSIONAL 

TEAMS 

To develop, co-ordinate and 
monitor services to specific client 
systems 

groups 

   Community work also uses these 
groups during service delivery 

 

STAFF 

DEVELOPMENT 

To educate members for better 
practice with clients 

 

 
COMMITTEES 

 

 
MANAGEMENT 

To discuss issues and accomplish 
tasks 

 
To enable management to govern 
an organisation or programme 

   Primarily social work management skills    
     used to create and utilise groups 

   Community work also uses these 
groups to manage its services 

 

SOCIAL ACTION 

GROUPS 

 

 
COALITIONS 

To devise and implement social 
change strategies 
 
To exert greater influence by 
sharing resources, expertise and 
power basis 

   Community work skills used to create 
and utilise these groups 

 

COUNCILS/ 
FORUMS 

To represent different 
organisations and other units 

To develop member’s insight and  
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It should be noted that all the social worker’s so-called casework and group work skills 

are also utilised in community work and that the latter would not be possible without social 

work research and management inputs (cf. Figure 1.8). 

 

5. THE NATURE OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
 

As in the case of community work, there is no consensus amongst role-players regarding 

the nature of community development and who should do it.  Some see it as the 

responsibility of every community member, others as the ‘job’ of some or other 

functionary (e.g. community development workers or social workers) and still others as a 

multi-professional team approach to community betterment.174    In this text, the term 

'community development' will be used as an umbrella concept to refer to the conscious 

efforts  of  change  agents  to  bring  about  change  within  the  broad  economic, 

psychosocial, bio-physiological, technological, spiritual-cultural, political, environmental, 

educational and/or other spheres of community life.  This is opposed to 'community work' 

which will specifically refer to the method used by social workers to bring about change 

in especially the social sphere of community life. 
 

In order to arrive at a more substantive explanation of the relationship between 

community work and community development as it will be used in this text, a more 

detailed look into the nature of the latter is a prerequisite.  In this regard, community 

development will, on the one hand, be seen as a natural process and on the other as a 

method of working or a form of intervention. 

 

5.1  COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AS A NATURAL PROCESS 
 

It is generally accepted that there are various forces present in a community that could 

either enhance its progress or lead to disintegration. 
 

The most important positive force is man's inherent drive to improve his own and 

this community's standard of living and quality of life through individual and collective 

actions.175     It is to a larger or lesser degree present in all communities and gives the 

system the innate ability and inclination to develop.176    This force is often countered by a 

variety of natural phenomena and psycho-social, educational, economic and political 

obstacles that hamper development and tend to push the community in the opposite 

direction.177
 

 

A basic question that should be answered is: what 'makes' one community develop 

naturally  and  another  to  stagnate  or  disintegrate?     Seen  from  an  ecosystems 

perspective, the answer especially lies in the extent to which each of its subsystems 

(e.g. each individual, household, family, circle of friends, profession, association, 

organisation, business undertaking, industry, local authority and government institution) 

contribute to the improvement of the community's standard of living and quality of life.  

A 'competent' and therefore self-developing community would be one in which its various 

component parts "…are able to collaborate effectively in identifying the problems and 

needs of the community; can achieve a working consensus on goals and priorities; can 

agree on ways and means to implement the agreed-upon goals; can collaborate effectively 

in the required actions".178
 

 

Simply  attributing  underdevelopment to  some  or  other  form  of  'incompetence' 

would, however, ignore the complexities involved in community functioning and the factors 

that play a  role in keeping it  in a  state of  underdevelopment.   It  would, secondly, 

not provide a sound enough foundation on which to base intervention.  To overcome 

these conceptual difficulties, use will be made of the 'vicious cycles of 

underdevelopment' construct. 
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It is extremely difficult to distinguish clearly between the causes and symptoms of 

underdevelopment.  If it is viewed as solely the result of the legacy of past political 

systems,  then,  for  example,  constitutional  reforms  and  democracy  would  be  the 

panacea for all of a country’s and community's ills.  If it were viewed as the result of a 

lack of resources and economic growth, then increases in productivity, jobs and GDP 

would, amongst others, be the solution.   When a lack of individual empowerment is 

seen as the main cause, development could be achieved entirely through education, 

training, guidance and human resource development.  The fact of the matter is that 

underdevelopment is caused by a myriad of interlinking factors.  These causes could be 

conceptualised as vicious cycles which, when occurring in combination, would impede a 

country's and a community's development. 
 

There are especially eight vicious circles that contribute to underdevelopment.179
 

They  are  the  economic,  psychosocial,  bio-physiological,  spiritual-cultural, 

technological, environmental, educational and  political  cycles.    Some  elements  of 

these cycles were combined to form the model depicted in Figure 1.9. 
 

Figure 1.9:   Model of the vicious cycles of underdevelopment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The concept of ‘vicious cycles’ is a useful tool to illustrate the categories and content 

of factors that are involved in underdevelopment.  When using this model, six aspects 

should, however, be kept in mind.  They are: 

    that the eight cycles represent the most important categories of factors that are 

involved  and  do  not  necessarily  imply  that  other  factors  could  not  also  be 

categorised into cycles, 

    that each cycle do not contain all the relevant factors, 

    that the cycles are not mutually exclusive and that they overlap, 

    that the process that is shown is not necessarily of such a linear nature, 
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    that the cycles do not only occur within the boundaries of the community, but that 

communities could also be negatively effected by external forces, and 

    most important of all, that the cycles do not imply iron rules from which it is 

     impossible to escape.  
 

5.2  COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AS A FORM OF INTERVENTION 
 

During the 1940's it became clear that community development as a natural process had 

serious shortcomings.  These included: 

 that it was a slow process and, therefore, too time consuming,  

    that it often became directionless and landed up in dead ends, 

    that it tended to be a cost-ineffective process because of the same mistakes being 
made over and over again, 

    that some communities or societies simply did not have the ability to 'develop from 

within' and, therefore, remained in the various cycles of underdevelopment and 

    that, even when development occurred, it tended to have distorted results in which 

only certain segments of the community developed while others stagnated.180
 

 

The shortcomings in the natural process of development contributed to the 

establishment of community development as a form of intervention.  Its aim was, 

basically, to speed up the natural process and make it more cost-effective.  From the 

outset, however, this idea ran into various empirical and philosophical difficulties,181 mainly 

due to its complex nature.  It especially did not fit the 'single-solution paradigm' that many 

economists, politicians and even social scientists had espoused.  There is currently, 

however, some  basic  agreement that  it  entails  a  conscious effort  by  a 

‘development agent’  in  which  partnerships among  local  people and  between  

local people  and  external  systems  (e.g.  government,  non-governmental  agencies  

and industry) are established in order to improve the material (e.g. economic and 

infrastructure) as well as the non-material (e.g. social and political) facets of community 

life (see Chap. 1: 3.1.1).  How this intervention could be defined, will be looked at next. 

 

5.3  DEFINING THE CONCEPT 'COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT' 
 

Any definition of community development ought to reflect its multidisciplinary and 

multileveled nature.  Simply seeing it as the strengthening and building of "…satisfying 

communal structures, using available resources to create and energize human 

potentialities" 182          or  as  "…the  conscious  process  wherein  small,  geographically 

contiguous communities are assisted by the more developed community to achieve 

improved standard of social and economic life"183  could thus not fit the bill.  Use will, 

therefore, be  made  of  the  shortcomings of  the  natural development process  as  a 

criterion to demarcate the constituent parts of community development.  With the help of 

this criterion, the following definition was arrived at. 

Community development (CD) is the method, process, programme and strategy by means 

of which change agents, with or without the help of external systems: 

●  speed up the tempo at which a community develops, 

●  provide direction to the development process in order to realise objectives purposefully 

within the economic, psychosocial, bio-physiological, technological, spiritual-cultural, 

political, environmental, educational and other spheres of life, 

●  make   the   goal   attainment   process   as   cost-effective,   streamlined   and 

sustainable as possible so that both human and environmental resources are used 

optimally and 

● contribute to human growth and the unlocking of human potential by empowering 

community members to take responsibility for their own, as well as the whole system's 

development.184
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It does not fall within the scope of this publication to discuss all of the elements of 

this  definition  in  detail.     Some  of  its  most  salient  implications  are,  however, 

summarised in Table 1.4. 

 

Table 1.4:  The implications of the definition of community development 
 

 

DEFINITION OF COMMUNITY 

DEVELOPMENT (CD) 

 

SOME IMPLICATIONS OF THE DEFINITION 

 Community development is the 
method, process, programme, 
strategy and movement by 
means of which… 

  CD is a form of intervention in which a change agent follows 
a set procedure to realise specified objectives (method) 

   CD represents a movement from one state to another in 
which the tempo of change varies from slow to fast (process) 

  CD takes the form of planned change in which the specified 
activities of various role-players are combined in a plan of 
action (programme) 

   CD is a predetermined course of action (strategy) 

 development agents, with or 
without the help of external 
systems: 

   Persons  or  groups  from  within  or  outside  of  the 
community become agents of development or change agents  
when  they  deliberately  start  to  change  the existing 
situation 

   The development process could be completely 

'contained' within community boundaries (the so-called 
"boot-strapping").  More often than not, however, some 
form of external inputs or resources is needed. 

● speed up the tempo at which a 
community develops, 

  CD is intended to accelerate the pace at which a community 
develops, but without affecting traditional community 
structures in  such a way that  they disintegrate or that 
the community rebels against the change process. 

● provide direction to the 
development process in order 
to realise objectives 
purposefully within the 
economic, psychosocial, bio- 
physiological, technological, 
spiritual-cultural, 
environmental, educational, 
institutional, political and 
other spheres of life, 

  CD represents an attempt to consciously bring about 
predetermined, planned change in one or more spheres of 
community life. 

● makes the goal attainment 
process as cost-effective, 
streamlined and sustainable 
as possible so that both human 
and environmental resources 
are used optimally and 

  CD represents an attempt to bring about the optimal 
efficiency and balance between input and output, local 
initiative and external influence, temporary and long- term 
gains, etc. in goal attainment. 

  CD also motivates, co-ordinates and develops ways of 
securing co-operation with external systems in areas of 
common interests. 

● contribute to human growth 

and the unlocking of human 

potential by empowering 

community members to take 

responsibility for their own, as 

well as the whole system's 

development. 

   CD, inter alia, entails the development or stimulation of: 

 leadership, 
 a strong sense of individual and collective 

responsibility, community loyalty and identity, 
 social participation in decision-making and 

implementation, 
 co-operation, involvement and self-help. 
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One of the many conclusions that could be drawn from the definition, is that 

community development is not a social work method.  The abundance of literature on 

the same subject that is produced by various disciplines (e.g. economics, nursing, 

sociology, psychology and development studies) bears witness to this fact.  What is, 

however, also clear is that social work has an important contribution to make to 

community development as a field of practice and especially to the attainment of 

social development objectives.   The contexts of these objectives will be looked at 

next.  

 

5.4  THE PURPOSE, GOALS AND OBJECTIVES OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

 
The purpose of community development could be summarised as the bringing about 

of substantive and sustainable change in all spheres of community life in order to improve 

its members' standard of living and quality of life.185     Within this very broad 

conceptualisation, it is possible to formulate an almost endless list of goals and 

objectives.  These could range from providing one square meal a day to everyone to 

promoting human solidarity and from increasing job  opportunities to  ensuring that 

social justice will prevail. 

 
In the light of the model of the cycles of underdevelopment that is used as the 

point of departure in this text (see Fig. 1.9), it is, however, possible to formulate eight 

categories of goals and objectives.  They are those that are aimed at breaking the 

economic, psychosocial, bio-physiological, technological, spiritual-cultural, political, 

environmental and educational cycles of underdevelopment. 

 
It would not be possible to expand on the contents of the eight categories in detail. 

Therefore, only some general remarks regarding each will have to  suffice.   These 

remarks will focus on the macro or society and the mezzo or community levels of 

development in especially South Africa. 
 

 

5.4.1  Goals pertaining to the economic cycle 
 

In the Southern African sub-region, about 40% of the population lived on less than 

US $1 a day in 2008.  According to the Southern African Regional Poverty Network,186 

inequality in the sub-region is manifested through rising levels of impoverishment, the 

paradox of ‘jobless growth’, entrenched patriarchal systems, rising unemployment and 

the inability of the majority of people to access sources of livelihood or basic services. 

 
There is some consensus that, in order to break an economic cycle of 

underdevelopment on a macro level, a socio-economic plan based on the values of 

democracy, morality, economic justness, innovativeness, and competitiveness must be 

in place.187     The focus of such a plan should be to add value to existing exports, to 

exploit new business opportunities and to create job opportunities.   In South Africa, 

where the current poverty rate is estimated at 24%, an economic growth rate of above 

10% per annum has to be maintained in order to reduce unemployment significantly.188
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In order to achieve this goal, inflation will have to be kept at a minimum, productivity 

and self-sufficiency will have to increase and the country will have to become a player 

in the world market. 
 

On the mezzo level, a dualistic approach will have to be followed.   On the one 

hand, local communities will have to be put in a position to contribute economically to 

the larger society and on the other, become more self-sustaining economic entities. Goals 

that could be formulated in this regard include to: 

    multiply small entrepreneurs and co-operatives, 

    ensure that local needs are met first before excess products are ‘exported’, 

    develop appropriately scaled home and other industries (e.g. community bakeries, 

locally grown produce and brick-making), 

    increase earnings within the community and decreasing expenditure outside of it, 

    ensure that communities invest in themselves, develop a consumer loyalty to local 

products, decrease dependency on external energy and food sources (e.g. by 

developing a local food economy) and focus on renewable local resources and tourism, 

and 

    develop internal capital resources (e.g. through savings, ‘stokvels’ and mutual help).189
 

 
5.4.2  Goals pertaining to the psychosocial cycle 

 
In order to break the psychosocial cycle of underdevelopment, South Africa will 

have to  become a  more ‘active society’.   The ideal state is one  of  high control, 

consensus and activation and low alienation. 190      In order to achieve this ideal, the 

society should: 

    become highly motivated, hard working, productive, self-sufficient, vibrant and 

future orientated, 

    believe in (a) God, civilised humanity, human solidarity and social equity, unity of a 

political nation, consensus democracy, reconciliation and justice, excellence, 

successfulness, morality, caring, innovativeness, competitiveness and the 'Golden 

Rule' (i.e. "Do unto others as you would have others do unto you")191 and 

    develop  a  highly  organised  civil  society  (i.e.  institutions,  organisations  and 

individuals outside of government and including trade unions, consumer organisations, 

the formal and informal welfare sectors, non-governmental organisations [NGO’s], 

community based organisations [CBO’s] and faith based organisations [FBO’s])192 that 

cater for the needs of divergent groups and adheres to the dictum that a well-

organised community is a successful community. 

 
On the micro and mezzo levels, these values boil down to enabling and motivating 

each member of the community to take responsibility for achieving their personal purpose 

in life.193    They should also take responsibility for the wellbeing of neighbours and move 

away from any dependency on external systems such as government (e.g. the so-called 

‘Pretoria-must-provide-syndrome’). Within the ambit of these values lays the essence of 

the goals of individual and communal self-help. 
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5.4.3  Goals pertaining to the bio-physiological cycle 
 

The bio-physiological cycle of underdevelopment in South Africa is characterised by 

the proliferation of disease, a high infant mortality rate, a high HIV invention rate, limited 

preventative and curative medical services and diminished individual capacity due to 

malnutrition. 

 
Malnutrition and some of the diseases in South Africa should be partly blamed on 

poverty and partly on a lack of knowledge.   This makes goals that are aimed at the 

provision of food, the establishment of primary (e.g. clinics) and secondary (e.g. 

hospitals) health services and general health education of great importance.194
 

 
 

5.4.4  Goals pertaining to the technological cycle 
 

If the country wishes to become a role-player in the global marketplace, South 

Africans will have to gain more access to new technology and be trained in its use.  On 

the mezzo level, the goal should be the establishment and use of appropriate 

technology.  In this regard, the thin line between mass production vs. production by 

the masses, consumption vs. environmental sustainability, technology vs. humanity, 

profit vs. job opportunities, and traditional processes vs. new innovations should be 

treated with care.195
 

 
In order to break the technological cycle of underdevelopment at the local/mezzo 

level, more use should have to be made of extension services.   This entails the 

transference of new ideas by trained scientists to local groups and linking these ideas 

to the local group's needs and circumstances.196
 

 
Although extension services have traditionally only been linked to agriculture, the 

need for this type of intervention also exists in other fields (e.g. manufacturing, 

medicine and computing).  In all circumstances, the basic goals remain the same, viz. 

to: 
 

    help people to identify and prioritise their technological needs, 

    instil in them the confidence to start using new technology (including new procedures), 

    show them how to obtain and to use it appropriately and 

    support them in its use. 
 
 

5.4.5  Goals pertaining to the spiritual-cultural cycle 
 

Of all spheres, the breaking of the spiritual-cultural cycle of underdevelopment is 

the most difficult to achieve.  The reason being that it is aimed at changing the 

fundamental world view and value system of people.  If South Africa, however, wishes 

to become a developed country, it would necessitate at least the adaptation of existing 

values, attitudes and behaviour.  What is especially required is a move away from an 

animistic religious  orientation, external locus  of  control, fatalism and  the  lack  of 
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initiative toward a value set characterised by a future-orientated ethos (a belief in a 

positive future) and a belief in man's ability to control his own destiny.197
 

 
On the micro and mezzo levels, the goal of changing the mindset of people would have  

to  focus  on  the  establishment of  a  state  of  self-management.   This  would, basically, 

entail instilling in them the belief that they have the capacity to control their own 

lives. 

 
5.4.6  Goals pertaining to the political cycle 

 
The political cycle of underdevelopment is initially characterised by a lack of vision 

and political will and usually ends with the breakdown of law and order and political 

instability.  Therefore, in order to break this cycle on the macro level, the government 

should have a vision and the will to achieve this vision. 
 

In South Africa, the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) was an 

attempt to provide a socio-economic vision for all.  This vision, inter alia, entailed the 

mobilisation of all people and resources toward the achievement of freedom, and an 

improved standard of living and quality of life within a peaceful and stable society 

characterised by equitable economic growth.198    As such, this vision was a laudable ideal 

to  strive  for  and  possessed  the  innate  power  to  galvanise  the  country  into 

development-centred action. 
 

The RDP and its successors produced mixed results.  Most successes were of a ‘hand- 

out’ nature such as: 

    the child support grant, 

    school feeding schemes, 

    the mass electrification of homes by the state utility ESCOM, 

    numerous programmes to upgrade municipal infrastructures, 

    attempts to promote the small business sector, 

    increased access to water and 

    access to telecommunications for the masses.199
 

 

Attempts to empower people to help themselves were not that overtly successful. The 

situation has been further complicated by an increase in crime, corruption, inefficiency, 

violence, political conflict and the abuse of power.200    What is, therefore, urgently needed 

at the macro level, is the revitalisation of the ideals of the RDP and the political will 

to implement these in practice. 
 

At the mezzo level, the key to breaking the political cycle of underdevelopment 

lies in especially two goal areas.  They are improving citizen participation in local 

government and the establishment of a community vision. 

 
The concept of local citizen participation is based "…on the assumption that the 

best ideas usually come from the people, not the policy-makers".201    Everything possible 

should be done to involve citizens in the planning, implementing and monitoring of 

policies, programmes and projects in a truly democratic way (i.e. ‘politics are too 

important  to  be  left  in  the  hands  of  politicians’).     Therefore,  to  accomplish 

participative or community owned development, leaders must create and maintain a 
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political environment that is based on community members' respect for and trust in one 

another, the tolerance of differences and the acceptance of each individual's right and 

responsibility to participate in the processes that affects him or her. 

 
The second goal area pertains to the establishment of a positive vision of the future 

that is shared by all community members.  This vision should be challenging enough to 

motivate people to become involved in the improvement of their communities, but not 

so unrealistic or idealistic that it would demoralise them. 202      The vision can be the 

rallying point around which community leaders could mobilise community members. 

 
At a micro level it should be remembered that all organisations are also political 

entities.  It is often at this level that policies and practices are most injurious to 

community members. 

 
 

5.4.7  Goals pertaining to the environmental cycle 
 

According  to  Möller, 203   two  factors  lay  at  the  root  of  the  environmental  cycle  of 

underdevelopment. They are population and economic pressures. 

 
It  is  inevitable  that  the  current  size  and  profile  of  South  Africa's  population, 

coupled with a projected population growth rate of more than 2% per annum,204 would 

put a greater burden on the environment.  Even at present, valuable arable land is 

increasingly been used for housing purposes.   This situation, coupled with the 

overpopulation and over utilisation of the deep rural areas, the use of unsustainable 

farming practices (e.g. overgrazing), and mining and manufacturing practices where 

profit is placed before environmental concerns, could spell environmental disaster for 

the country.   On the  macro level, therefore, the answer lays in an effective and 

credible national family planning programme, a national environmental education 

programme and the political will to enforce environmental protection measures. 

 
On the community level, it is important that people should understand, accept 

responsibility for and be held accountable for the maintenance and improvement of 

their  environment. 205       The  basic  goal  should  be  to  leave  to  future  generations  a 

sustained and sustainable environment.206
 

 

 

5.4.8  Goals pertaining to the educational cycle 
 

In order to break the educational cycle of underdevelopment, South Africa must 

invest in  its  people. 207       People ought to  be  central in  development, because it  is 

ultimately concerned with the individual, the quality of his life and his relationships 

with others.208
 

 
On the macro level, there is a need for a new paradigm and approach in which the 

slogan "first education then development" would be widely adopted.209    Without it, the 

present education system cannot win the race against illiteracy in all its forms.210
 



Chapter 1: Community work: an overview  

76 
 
 
 

4
6
 

 
On the mezzo level, the educational goals boil down to empower community members 

with necessary knowledge, willpower (attitude) and skills to manage their own lives 

more effectively and to improve the circumstances of the people around them.   This 

perception is, perhaps, best summarised by the following statement: "if man must 

clearly be the objective and the beneficiary of development, he is in the first place 

its agent".211
 

 
Some  of  the  goals  of  community  development, as  seen  within  an  Afro-centric 

context, are reflected in the following ‘Points to Ponder’. 
 

 
Points to Ponder 1.4212

 

The 7 principles of healthy community living: an Afro-centric 

perspective 
 

The goal of community development is basically to bring about a change in the perceptions of 

people.    Such perceptions should,  however,  fit  local circumstances.   The following Afro- 

centric perspective of healthy community living is a case in point. 
 

1.  UNITY: To strive for and maintain unity 

in the family, community, and nation. 

2   SELF-DETERMINATION: To define ourselves, 

create for ourselves, and speak for 

ourselves. 

3.  COLLECTIVE WORK AND RESPONSIBILITY: To 

build and maintain our community 

together, to believe in the value of 

neighbourliness (ubuntho) and to make 

our brothers’ and sisters’ problems our 

problems, and to solve them together. 

4.  CO-OPERATIVE ECONOMICS: To strive to 

produce as much of its own energy as 

possible, to supply local needs first, to 

strive to increase earnings 

(in whatever form) within the community 

(and decrease expenditures outside the 

community) and to circulate the money paid 

into the local economy within the community 

for as long as possible before it is paid out. 

5.  CREATIVITY: To do always as much as we can, 

in the way that we can, in order to leave our 

community more beautiful than we inherited 

it. 

6.  PURPOSE: To make as our collective vocation 

the building and developing of our 

community and to be in harmony with our 

spiritual purpose. 

7.  FAITH: To believe with all our hearts in our 

parents, our teachers, and our people. 

 
 

 

5.5  CHANGE AGENTS IN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

 
In order to explain the relationship between community work and community 

development, it is also necessary to analyse the roles that different functionaries play 

in their execution.  Within the community development context, it is possible to draw a 

distinction between three types of change agents.   They are so-called generalist 

community development workers, specialist or sectoral developers, and experts and 

consultants.213
 

 
The concept 'generalist community development worker' broadly refers to those 

persons who are employed by government departments (but also some non-government 

organisations and businesses) for the sole purpose of rendering a developmental service 

to communities.  Swanepoel and De Beer214 describe them as: 
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“…workers who usually have a co-ordinating task and who concern 

themselves mostly with the mobilisation of people for development and 

the running of development projects.   These so-called generalists 

[sometimes] comprise… people not trained for a specific task who have been 

appointed to the bottom of the departmental hierarchy by government 

departments and provincial and local governments.” 

 
The second type of change agents are the so-called specialist or sectoral developers.  

This group encompasses persons who - on the basis of the nature of their professions, the 

type of employers in whose service they are and especially the type of services that they 

render - directly contribute to the development of a specific sector or sphere of 

community life.  It could include professionals such as social workers, agricultural 

extension officers, engineers, teachers and nurses.   These professionals will  not  be  

called  community  development  workers,  but  will  operate  under  their ordinary 

occupational titles in the execution of their specialised development centred services. 215      

They can work separately or combine and coordinate their services in various ways. 

 
The views of Swanepoel and De Beer216 imply that social workers would be specialist 

or sectoral developers when they only focus their efforts on the so-called social welfare 

field.   It is only when practitioners move outside this demarcated field and start to 

mobilise people to address other spheres of community life (e.g. the economic, bio- 

physiological, educational and broad psychosocial spheres), that he or she could be called 

a ‘community development worker’. 

 
The third type of change agent is the so-called experts and consultants.  They are 

persons who do not enter into direct interaction with the members of the community, 

but provide expert advice or technical and research assistance to community leaders, 

community  development  workers   and   sectoral  developers.      Such   experts   and 

consultants are employed by various bodies such as national boards, some trade unions, 

the Development Bank of Southern Africa, the Small Business Development Corporation 

(SBDC),  some  state  departments and  a  variety  of  social  work  institutions.    Social 

workers  could,  therefore,  also  function  as  experts  and  consultants  as  far  as 

development issues are concerned. 

 

 

6. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COMMUNITY WORK 
AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

 

 
When the ecosystems perspective is used as a basis to compare community work 

with community development, it becomes apparent that the difference between the 

two is a question of focus and scope. 

 
The domain of social work practice (see Fig. 1.3) implies that it is this profession's 

primary purpose to improve people's social functioning.  In order to achieve this result, 

it has to enable people to fulfil their roles more effectively, reform the environment in 
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which they live and change the transactions between the two.   Community work has 

exactly the same field of practice.  It, therefore, focuses on the psychosocial sphere of 

community life. 

 
Community development does not have such a narrow psychosocial focus.  Its field 

of  practice  rather  encompasses all  eight  spheres  of  community  life.    Its  primary 

purpose is to change the conditions within which people live in order to, basically, 

improve their overall standard of living and quality of life. 

 
The differences in focus between community development and community work are 

illustrated in Figure 1.10. 

 
Figure 1.10: The fields of practice of community work and community development 

 
 

As indicated by Figure 1.10, there is a 'grey area' between some of the purposes of 

community work and community development.  This area will be illustrated with the 

aid of the following fictitious example. 
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A social worker starts to deliver services to a brick making company, the 

largest employer in a small community.   His initial services consist of 

the presentation of a life skills course to employees and targeting them 

in an AIDS awareness campaign.   He, however, discovers that the 

remuneration levels of the employees are far below par and decide to 

mobilise the  workers and  their trade union to  rectify the situation. 

During deliberations with the trade unions he discovers that current 

legal provisions do not protect workers’ rights sufficiently and decides 

to mobilise a power base to address this issue. 

 
Because the educational services and awareness campaign is solely aimed at 

enhancing the employees’ social functioning, it could be typified as community work. 

However, once the practitioner shifts his focus to the labour relations and broader 

economic field, these services would be typified as community development.  The 

empowering of employees and others to work together and to stand up collectively for 

their  rights  falls  somewhere  in  the  ‘grey  area’  between  the  two  or,  if  viewed 

differently, would be part community work (social action) and part community 

development (change in the political sphere). 
 

The example has two important implications. 
 

    The first is that, in order to determine if an intervention is community work or 

community development, the focus and objectives of such a venture will have to 

be used as a criterion. 

    The second is that social workers could still be doing community work if they 

utilise community development as one of their modes of intervention.   The 

precondition, however, would be that this type of involvement must primarily be 

aimed at improving community members' social functioning and that their 

involvement in other spheres should only serve as a mechanism to achieve this 

goal. 
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