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Abstract 

Community building is emerging as an increasingly i mportant intervention 

strategy for neighborhood revitalization efforts ac ross the country.  This 

article proposes a framework that models five compo nents that the author 

argues comprise the community building process: res ident engagement, agenda 

building, community organizing, community action, a nd communications and 

message development.  The article is intended to ma ke community building more 

comprehensible as a field of work and study and mor e replicable as an 

intervention strategy. 
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Introduction 

Unlike other contributions to this volume, the disc ussion that follows 

does not address youth directly.  It focuses, inste ad, on the fabric of 

community as the ecological backdrop for youth deve lopment and youth 

participation.  In particular, our discussion focus es on community building as 

the foundation for community-empowered change.   

The article is written in the belief that positive youth development is 

the responsibility of entire communities not just o f parents and youth 

development professionals—and that the phrase commu nity youth development 

refers to the positive engagement of parents, relat ives, friends, neighbors 

and even passersby in creating the programs, opport unities and supportive 

neighborhood environments that young people need. 

The question, however, is how.  How can communities  effectively organize 

and assert themselves to affect positive results fo r their children, their 

families and their neighborhoods?  To address this question, we propose a 

framework that we believe will make community build ing more concrete and 

comprehensible as an approach to resident-driven co mmunity improvement.  The 

framework is put forward in a “generic” form.  The processes it outlines can 

be applied across a variety of community concerns w hether matters of safety, 

housing, policing or traffic patterns.  In the cont ext of this volume however, 

readers are advised to consider both:  how this fra mework might be applied to 

youth development as a community agenda item, and h ow youth might be involved 

as participants in, contributors to, or even as ini tiators of these processes. 

Background 

The American Heritage Dictionary  defines “citizenship” as:  the status 

of a citizen with its duties, rights and privileges .  This paper is written to 

explore an emerging expression of those duties, rig hts and privileges as 

applied in the new change strategies being pursued by increasing numbers of 

neighborhoods and communities in the U.S.  Respondi ng to our decades old and 

largely failed history of narrowly designed, proble m-focused, government 

sponsored social interventions, communities are inc reasingly exploring 
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improvement strategies that are more local, that ar e more comprehensive, and 

that encourage the involvement of community residen ts. 

Community building is a term being used to describe  this new approach.  

It is guided by two fundamental beliefs—that the co mmunity or neighborhood is 

the appropriate focus for revitalization efforts; a nd that enhancing the 

capacity of communities to engage and support resid ents is essential to 

success (Stone, 1996).  Community building assumes that associations within a 

geographic area are important for community well-be ing; that bringing together 

a broad spectrum of stakeholders will provide a bet ter understanding of 

problems; that sustainable solutions are based on k nowing the facts, building 

on assets, and having a shared vision of improvemen t; and that an independent 

community-based capacity for analysis, planning and  convening is essential for 

success (Walsh, 1997). 

As such, this new “field” of work is supported by t he best traditions of 

democracy and citizenship.  The challenge, however,  is figuring out how to 

exercise these beliefs.  How does one enhance a com munity’s ability to engage 

its residents and sustain their involvement in an e ffective community 

improvement effort? 

Currently, the approach is to meet communities on t heir own terms.  

Initiative sponsors start where the communities are —identifying, and then 

building upon, the assets and structures that are a lready there to build new 

and increased capacities for resident engagement, s elf-determination and 

change.  This approach respects the organic and unp redictable nature of 

community processes.  But to be successful in the l ong term, community 

building needs to establish a framework—a set of ax ioms, hypotheses or 

principles that can provide a common language and g uide its actual practice. 

In the following, we will present such a framework drawing heavily on 

notions of social capital and civic engagement.  Mo re precisely, we will 

argue: that community building must begin by buildi ng relationships between 

community residents and that the social capital emb edded in those 

relationships can be used to improve the welfare of  both residents and the 

community.  Subsequently, we will demonstrate how t hese relationships can be 
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channeled for civic purposes and organized and sust ained for community 

efficacy.  The social capital construct is our star ting point. 

Social Capital: What is it?  And how is it Created?  

Robert Putnam's 1995 article, Bowling Alone catapulted the concept of 

social capital into the mainstream of popular langu age, public discourse and 

policy debate.  The construct is enjoying immense p opularity.  It has high 

face validity.  It embodies many of the attributes normally associated with 

American democracy including trust, and individual and group efficacy.  It 

also has the benefit of political correctness and p olitical expediency:  the 

poor are not powerless to change their circumstance s. 

With all of this appeal, social capital is increasi ngly being used as an 

explanation for almost any positive outcome of indi vidual socialization and 

socializing behavior.  In fact, concern for its ove r application led 

Alenjandro Portes to protest that "the point is app roaching at which social 

capital comes to be applied to so many events and i n so many different 

contexts as to lose any distinct meaning (Portes, 1 998)."  It is important 

therefore that we clarify what we mean by the term.  

Portes (1998) attributes the first systematic conte mporary analysis of 

social capital to Pierre Bourdieu (1985) who define d the concept as "the 

aggregate of the actual or potential resources whic h are linked to possession 

of a durable network of more or less institutionali zed relationships of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition."  This definition sug gests that social capital 

has two parts: the relationships that allow individ uals access to resources 

possessed by others, and the amount and quality of the resources themselves. 

James Coleman and Robert Putnam are perhaps the two  best-known 

proponents of social capital in the U.S.  Coleman's  work states, "Social 

capital is created when relations among people chan ge in ways that facilitate 

action" (Colman, 1988).  Putnam, by contrast, belie ves that "social capital 

refers to features of social organization such as n etworks, norms, and social 

trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit" 

(Putnam, 1995). 
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From these interpretations we can infer several thi ngs.  The first is 

that social capital is an asset representing a coll ection of resources.  The 

second inference is that these resources are embedd ed in relationships.  And 

the third element is that social capital is directe d and purposeful.  We will 

combine these insights into a unifying definition: Social capital is an asset 

representing actionable resources that are containe d in, and accessible 

through, a system of relationships . 1 

Civic Engagement as a Precursor to Social Capital  

In Bowling Alone , Putnam explores the role of social capital throug h 

discussions of civic engagement in the U.S.  As exa mples of civic engagement, 

he cites: voter turnout, reading the newspaper, par ticipation in public forums 

such as PTAs, and in private organizations such as choral societies and 

bowling leagues.  These examples suggest that, to q ualify as civic engagement, 

behaviors neither have to involve others, be organi zed in any particular way, 

nor be directed at any particular action, goal or o utcome.  They can proceed 

as independent and autonomous behaviors of individu als.  Indeed, for Putnam, 

civic engagement may merely mean the kind of extern al activity that "gets 

people off the living room couch." 

This formulation suggests that civic engagement is not itself a form of 

social capital.  It requires that, neither relation ships, nor intent to act, 

be in evidence.  For example, neither reading the p aper nor voting presumes 

that social capital has been created.  Indeed, Putn am’s work suggests that 

social capital grows out of "networks" of this civi c engagement—that 

engagement with others offers a forum for relations hip building that 

facilitates access to social assets. 

Civic engagement, then, is a precursor to social ca pital.  We can think 

of it as analogous to static electricity—inert ener gy that has not yet been 

directed into current.  Social capital, on the othe r hand, is created when 

                         

1 We should be clear here that social capital is an asset that can also 

manifest itself in negative ways.  Organized crime,  street gangs and the Klu 

Klux Klan are examples. 
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this civic engagement is "excited" by some catalyti c issue or event and 

directed toward a particular end or purpose.   

Two assumptions are implicit here.  The first is th at, with regard to 

the well being of communities, civic engagement is additive across individuals 

and has positive cumulative impacts.  This simply s uggests that the welfare of 

communities increases with increases in the numbers  of civically engaged 

members.  The second assumption is that a community 's social capital should 

also be expected to increase with increases in civi c engagement.  That is, the 

more inert energy a community has, the easier it ma y be to harness and deploy.  

Simply put, social capital presumes and depends upo n individual civic 

engagement as a vehicle for building relationships,  and, as it relates to 

individual and community welfare, the more the bett er.   

Community Building as the New Foundation for Commun ity Change  

The community-building paradigm that has emerged in  recent decades 

assumes an ability to harness the relationships and  social capital, that 

result from this civic engagement, into a coherent collective and deploy them 

through a focused strategy.  But these community-bu ilding dynamics do not 

occur on their own.  They must be deliberately purs ued.  Indeed, the actual 

practice of community building focuses on enhancing  the abilities of 

communities to function in these ways.  Yet, becaus e of the social, economic, 

political and structural differences between and am ong communities, the 

question of how to build these capacities through d eliberate intervention and 

investment has so far eluded any general formulatio n.  We will offer one 

below. 

The Community-Building Framework presented here off ers a model for how 

communities can increase and sustain the engagement  of residents in a 

community change process.  In doing so, it attempts  to address two major 

questions.  How do the concerns of individual resid ents rise to become foci 

for community-wide concern and action?  And, when t hey do, how can community 

resources be marshaled in a sustainable effort to a ddress them?  The simple 

answer is that, the concerns of individual communit y members must somehow find 

there way into a “community conversation” so they c an resonate with other 
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community members in a way that can gain their supp ort and provoke them to 

action.  Secondly, to effect change, community memb ers and their allies must 

come together to act in a collective effort.  Start ing and maintaining these 

conversations and organizing the community for acti on are major community-

building challenges. 

The Beginnings Of A Framework 

Our framework suggests that how this comes about is  a very complex 

process.  Indeed, as originally constructed, this f ramework may be too complex 

to have practical value to people in the field.  In  order to make it more 

comprehensible, we present the detailed framework i n Figure 1 superimposing 

circles to represent five distinct clusters of acti vity that comprise its 

major components. 

As an overview, Figure 1 suggests a "closed system"  wherein civic 

engagement, is a function of the incentives, human capital, participation 

costs and hierarchical needs that condition individ ual "appetites" and 

preferences for the kinds of "external involvements " that we believe Putnam 

intends by the term "civic engagement." 

The framework further suggests that this civic/exte rnal engagement can 

be converted (appropriated or intentionally organiz ed) into social capital as 

a deliberate response to some catalyst.  Civically engaged individuals may 

decide to come together in response to some issue, event, or need.  Their 

success at coming together creates the social capit al that is then directed 

toward some community action or activity, in an eff ort to achieve an outcome.  

Finally, the outcome, in turn, feeds back into the considerations that 

condition individual appetites for further civic en gagement. 

As such, the framework is an iterative process.  Th e cycle shown in 

Figure 1 can be repeated again and again while focu sing on a different 

community issue each time.  A neighborhood’s concer n for police conduct, gang 

activities, traffic patterns or educational reform might each be a separate 

focus of this community building process.  In the r eal world, however, it is 

likely that several neighborhood issues might be pu rsued simultaneously and 
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that this process may be occurring independently or  in tandem in different 

parts of the same communities. 

We also assume that this framework has cumulative e ffects on 

communities—that is, the strength of the community- building effort should 

increase with every successful iteration.  Every po sitive story arising about 

residents’ experiences and about successful actions  should make it easier to 

organize and sustain community interest in subseque nt community actions and 

activities.  Examining Figure 1 cluster by cluster provides a more detailed 

understanding. 

Cluster I: Resident Engagement  

Rationale:  Community residents have to become more  engaged with each 

other in ways that will facilitate relationships an d the exchange of 

information. 

Cluster I is about resident engagement.  It attempt s to understand what 

determines whether individuals become externally ac tive in their communities.  

Figure 1 hypothesizes that individual preferences f or civic engagement are 

influenced by a combination of the incentives, huma n capital, participation 

costs, and hierarchical needs facing residents as f ollows: 

Incentives.   There are at least two aspects of the incentives issue to 

consider—one is the expected benefit from engagemen t.  For instance, much of 

what we choose to do reflects some calculation of a n expected return—some net 

direct benefit that warrants our investment of time  and effort.  

Alternatively, there may be intrinsic interests whe re we may do something 

because it is the right thing to do; or because the  value we see is in the 

doing of it and not in a consequent return. 

Human Capital.   Preferences for resident engagement can also be 

influenced by one’s personal makeup, particularly b y issues of self-esteem, 

confidence and perceptions that one has something o f value to contribute. 

Participation Costs.   Two components of participation costs are worth 

noting.  One relates to costs or "burden."  Access to transportation, working 

hours, and childcare, as examples, can raise signif icant barriers to 

participation.  The other component is the "opportu nity cost" of alternative 
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uses of leisure time.  This component is difficult to parse because of 

difficulties inherent in assessing valuations of le isure activities.  For 

example, one person may find the opportunity to wat ch a soap opera on TV just 

as compelling as another's opportunity to attend a public hearing. 

Hierarchical Needs.   Finally, there is the issue of the priority peopl e 

attach to civic involvement in the face of other ne eds.  Residents who are 

more secure socially and financially may be better positioned to participate 

in community affairs than lower income residents wh o may be more preoccupied 

with issues of daily survival and family maintenanc e. 

Our framework hypothesizes then that these four con siderations are among 

the determinants of individual preferences for civi c engagement.  There are 

likely other factors such as upbringing, and parent al histories and influences 

that contribute as well to these preferences. 

So, one of the first goals of community building sh ould be to invest in 

strategies that will encourage more social interact ion, engagement and 

exchange in the neighborhood.  Increases in engagem ent should create more 

opportunities for residents to form and strengthen relationships.  

Friendships, kinships and/or acquaintances based on  other functional 

relationships might each be enhanced by more freque nt interaction. 

Cluster II: Agenda Building  

Rationale:  Residents must find or create forums fo r sharing and 

prioritizing their concerns and their aspirations f or the community. 

Cluster 2 focuses on the process by which matters i mportant to 

individuals in the neighborhood become matters of c oncern for an entire 

community.  Community sentiment is not an easy comm odity to arouse.  In fact, 

in our framework, we assume that, given a choice, m ost individuals, because of 

economies of time and effort, would prefer to resol ve issues by themselves.  

Working in groups can be stressful because of its u ncertainties, 

inefficiencies and demands for compromise.  Consequ ently, we presume that an 

individual’s first response and preferred course of  action, given any 

catalytic event or issue, is to “go it alone” and j ust “take care of it.”  In 

developing our framework, it is important to specul ate about the conditions 



 Exploring Social Capital 11 

   

under which individuals would choose the less prefe rred option of involving 

others in addressing their concerns. 

We believe this choice requires that two sets of th reshold conditions be 

met.  The first threshold is reached when an indivi dual feels he or she is 

unlikely to be successful acting alone.  This will occur if the person 

believes: 

• that he or she lacks access—that the jurisdiction, or level of authority 

to which an appeal must be made, lies beyond his/he r reach; or  

• that he or she lacks clout—that the gravity/complex ity of the issue in 

question is too large to be effected by his/her act ions or appeals 

alone. 

If this threshold is reached, the individual may ch oose to abandon the 

cause altogether. 2  Alternatively, he or she may decide join with oth ers in an 

effort to affect the desired change.  But for this joining option to take 

place, a second set of conditions must also hold, i n particular: 

• the catalytic event in question must be deemed sign ificant by some 

critical mass of other community residents who also  see it as beyond 

there abilities to resolve on their own; 3 and, 

• some person(s) or entity(ies) must come forward to assume the leadership 

that will provide a fulcrum for organizing and for channeling community 

energies and action.   

Reaching this second threshold will put an individu al’s issues on the 

community agenda.  So, a second major goal of commu nity builders should be to 

foster ongoing opportunities for broad community co nversations that will 

                         

2 For simplicity’s sake we do not show this option i n Figure 1. 

3 At a micro level of application, say an individual ’s need for 

intervention with a landlord, this second set of co nditions may reduce 

themselves to convincing another third-party indivi dual (to employ his/her 

resources) to intercede on one’s behalf.  At a more  macro level, however, we 

are referring here to a need for community organizi ng.  Either way the goal 

will be to amass an effective set of relationship r esources to deploy. 
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permit the airing and prioritizing of resident conc erns into a community 

agenda for change. 

Cluster III: Community Organizing  

Rationale:  Residents must organize around trusted and capable 

leadership taking stock of their social capital and  other assets. 

Leadership is the first component of our organizing  Cluster precisely 

because community expression needs a center around which to revolve.  Someone 

or something must “stand point” as a receptacle for  community sentiments, a 

fulcrum for community energies, and an interpreter and transmitter of 

community will.  An immediate concern for the succe ss of community building, 

then, is whether there is an ample supply of compet ent and approachable 

leadership around which the community can organize.  

James S. Coleman suggested that communities can org anize themselves and 

their resources in either of two ways:  through int entional organizing and/or 

through “appropriable social organization” (Coleman , 1988).  Appropriable 

social organization refers to organizing efforts th at rely on the 

neighborhood’s ability to adapt or redirect relatio nships that may already 

exist.  As such, it raises questions about whether relationships that are 

grounded in one set of issues or circumstances can be directed to other ends 

and purposes.  So, for instance, a community leader  who wants the city to 

support a summer youth employment program, might at tempt to enlist or 

“appropriate” the support of family and friends or the school PTA in that 

campaign. 

Communities with a wealth of neighborhood groups, v olunteer 

organizations and/or community-based organizations are presumed to have a 

strong latent capacity for this form of organizing.   By contrast, many of the 

communities of concern to community builders may no t.  In these lesser-endowed 

communities, the energy for community-driven change  must be intentionally 

organized.  These intentional efforts force us to c onsider what it takes to 

strengthen the level of organization in places wher e relationships are weak or 

do not exist.  It is a deliberate effort to bolster  relationships and build 

capacity for effective action.  The distinction bet ween these two forms of 
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organizing then relates to the presence and to the strength of organizations 

and relationships in the community.  In practice, w e might expect most 

community-driven change efforts to involve some com bination of both organizing 

types. 

Cluster 3 highlights the resources that are availab le to a community 

once it is organized.  These resources reflect the social capital contained in 

residents relationships as well as other community and organizational assets 

that can be marshaled and deployed in the community ’s behalf. 

Cluster IV: Community Action  

Residents must pool their assets into an action str ategy and build 

bridges to other resources that will be needed for success. 

Community building is about enhancing local capacit ies to act on the 

issues and concerns that affect community welfare.  In this light, one can 

think of all of the framework’s other clusters as p rocesses that support 

Cluster IV.  Indeed, our framework suggests that re sident engagement, agenda 

building and organizing are indispensable component s of community-empowered 

change.  But ultimately, a community’s success in i mproving the welfare of its 

resident families and children will depend on what it actually does and how 

well it does it.  In Cluster IV we focus on issues of resources, planning and 

the execution of strategies. 

Resources:   Community building action strategies require attent ion to 

both the people and the institutional resources tha t may be needed.  There are 

two aspects to the people resources question.  One is the focus we highlighted 

earlier on engaging and organizing some critical ma ss of people to give 

momentum to a shared community change agenda.  Anot her, however, is enlisting 

particular persons both within and outside the comm unity who, by virtue of 

their positions, talent or expertise may be critica l to success. 

Much of a community’s agenda will likely focus on s ecuring a needed 

service, activity, facility of function.  Instituti onal resources, 

particularly those of community-based organizations  (CBOs), will be important 

because these institutions will act as vehicles for  delivering these fought 

for benefits.  As such, the framework’s focus on ha rnessing the social capital 
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resources of residents should not preclude capacity -building efforts among 

local non-profits and entities.  Community builders  may want to support local 

nonprofits in their financial, organizational and s ystems development efforts.  

They might also seek to create more opportunities f or residents to collaborate 

with CBOs as a means of establishing legitimacy and  trust. 

Planning and Execution:   Perhaps most central question in any local 

change effort is: What can and will a community act ually do?  Community 

actions can range from a one-time showing of sentim ents and solidarity to more 

sustained efforts at lobbying, authoring legislativ e proposals and/or 

launching political campaigns and more.  The import ant point is that the 

action that is ultimately taken be driven by a stra tegy and guided by some 

kind of plan—preferably a plan characterized by cle arly stated goals, a 

preferred set of outcomes, criteria for what consti tutes success and some 

mechanism for accountability. 

The effective execution of a community strategy boi ls down to 

accountability and competence.  Do people do what t hey are supposed to do, and 

do they do it well?  If so, we can assume that we h ave maximized our potential 

for impact, given the resources and strategies that  were deployed.  But good 

execution will not, by itself, assure success.  Mis aligned and/or ineffectual 

resources deployed through an ill-conceived plan wi ll likely not produce 

positive results no matter how well the action is e xecuted.  So, investors in 

community-building efforts may wish to provide reso urces for planning and 

technical assistance to enhance the likelihood that  action strategies will 

have desired impacts. 

Cluster V: Communication and Message Development  

Community builders will need to keep an open line o f communications with 

residents and their community partners about all as pects of the change effort 

but particularly as it relates to developing and co mmunicating positive 

messages about progress and results. 

Communications are an integral part of any communit y-building effort.  

How an initiative describes itself, how it position s the issues, how it 

recruits participants, how it publicizes events, an d how it disseminates 



 Exploring Social Capital 15 

   

results, are all important to encouraging and maint aining resident energy and 

engagement.  Skilful communication strategies  can also help energize and engage 

funders, policy makers and other important audience s whose cooperation may be 

needed for community efforts to succeed. 

Indeed, communications is important at every stage of community 

building.  At a very basic level, sharing informati on about what’s going on is 

a fundamental responsibility of the leadership.  Bu t communication about 

methods, operations and progress can also contribut e to long-term learning and 

the accumulation of “best practices.” 

In Cluster V, however, the focus is specifically on  communicating about 

outcomes.  This narrower discussion is particularly  important because of the 

pivotal connections between those outcomes, how the y are received by residents, 

and the initiative’s ability to maintain itself as a community-driven change 

effort.  The focus here is on the potential for usi ng communications strategies 

to nurture and sustain community-building momentum.  

Indeed, sustainability is perhaps the most difficul t challenge facing 

community-building initiatives—how to keep resident  interest going so that they 

continue their engagement with the affairs of the n eighborhood.  Intuitively, 

we suspect that residents will continue being engag ed as long as they can see 

some benefit both for themselves and for their neig hborhoods.  Being clear 

about these direct and neighborhood benefits, and c ommunicating progress toward 

their attainment, is of critical importance to main taining engagement.  Our 

tendency however is often to neglect one in favor o f the other. 

Most of what we regard as outcomes from community-l ed movements consists 

of an issue-oriented scoreboard of wins and losses.   From this perspective, 

the bottom is whether—and how well—an action worked .  Substantive results are 

critically important to resident-driven initiativie s, and rightly so.  After 

all, the principal driver of this new paradigm is t he promise that community 

building will bring greater success in dealing with  persistent social problems 

than did earlier approaches.  Developing and commun icating messages about the 

success of an event can help maintain residents’ co mmitment and keep the 

momentum going. 
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But equally important to sustainability may be the extent to which 

community building provides real and valued rewards  to the individual 

residents who participate.  For example, it can be argued that a primary goal 

of community building should be enhancing the human capital of residents—

increasing their skills, abilities and confidence i n dealing with the issues 

that effect their families and neighborhoods.  Lead ership training for example 

can be transformative in these regards.  So, in add ition to communicating 

“wins” on community issues, community-building init iatives should seek 

opportunities to tell stories about benefits to ind ividual residents and to 

their personal development through participation. 

The intent is to use communications strategies to s ustain the community-

building effort—to influence how residents assess t heir appetites for 

community engagement and encourage them to get invo lved.  Achieving a broad 

recognition that members of the community have bene fited personally and been 

successful in securing benefits for the neighborhoo d is the best marketing 

strategy for the initiative’s continuation. 

As such, our framework is indeed recursive—beginnin g with a concern for 

individual behaviors and the need encourage individ ual residents to become 

engaged with their communities and ending with stra tegies to affect those 

behaviors and offer further encouragement. 

Conclusion 

As an emerging expression of citizenship and Americ an democracy, 

community building is becoming an increasingly popu lar approach to addressing 

social welfare in the U.S.  Intuition tells us that  comprehensive, locally 

focused interventions, that are informed and guided  by the people they are 

intended to serve, may indeed hold more promise tha n earlier approaches.  But 

to prove itself as a replicable intervention strate gy, community building 

needs to become more disciplined.  It needs to clar ify the principles and 

processes that constitute its practice.  And it nee ds to document them as 

practiced in communities in order to evolve as a fi eld of work and study. 

This paper is offered as fodder for that goal. 
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