
4 SECTION B: COMMUNITY WORK  

4.1 STUDY UNIT 1: An overview of community work 

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". 

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. 

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:  

1) 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.  

2) 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.  

3) 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.  

4) 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 capability, a change 
in technologies, institutions and social values may be required to release people's 
creativity (Griffin & Knight 1990:9).  

  


