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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT:
Pathways towards socio-ecological change.
Anne Jennings

• COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

• SOCIAL AND ECOLOGICAL JUSTICE

• GRASSROOTS PROJECTS

This article explores community development, 
one element of community services work that is 
supported by the Australian Community Workers 
Association. It has been prepared acknowledging 
that many community work professionals are asked 
to include components of community development 
work in their employment. Such workers include 
those working with children and youth, people with 
disabilities, and families experiencing domestic 
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violence. Some people, however, have not had the 
opportunity to experience and/or train in this type 
of activity, in their professional training and/or their 
workplace.

This article commences by considering community 
development history, covering pre-colonisation, 
post world-war II, and current times. Explorations of 
other themes that adopt community development 
theory and practice are also offered, including 
ecological economics, asset-based community 
development, rural renewal, and community-led 
initiatives. These highlight robust community 
inclusion and involvement in locally generated 
grassroots projects. From this base the article moves 
on to consider community development shifting 
from anthropocentric to eco-centric theory and 
practice that can involve Indigenous knowledges, 
climate change and ecological justice, along 
with social and community advancement. This 
approach involves community people from diverse 
backgrounds and/or workers (paid and voluntary) 
collaborating to generate socio-ecological change for 
their community and planet.

To generate or add to current understandings 
professional community workers are invited to 
examine the following points as they relate to the 
broad field of community development work.
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PRE-COLONISATION

As the ancestral home of Aboriginal1 
peoples Australia continues to be a 
colonising nation. In Northern Australia 
for example Aboriginal people have 
continuously occupied the area for 
at least 65,000 years (Clarkson et al., 
2017). In contrast when considering 
community development it is 
recognised that its foundations are 
in western ideology, with the term 
‘development’ strongly linked to 
industrialisation, and more recently 
to neoliberalism (Bessarab; Forrest 
2017). In Anggaba jina nimoonggoon2: 
Whose knowledge is that? Aboriginal 
perspectives on community 
development, Bessarab and Forrest 
(2017) researched storylines  
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to determine links between the concept 
of community in pre-colonial and 
contemporary Aboriginal society. They 
concluded commonalities relate to 
“groups of people linked through their 
identity of sharing a common language, 
small societies living in specific 
geographical locations, and strong 
spiritual and ceremonial activities 
linking people to the land feature in 
current understandings of community” 
(2017, p. 5). They also noted shared 
aims with western views of community, 
including:

• common people, as distinguished 
from those of rank or authority

• a relatively small society
• the quality of holding something in 

common [and]
• a sense of common identity and 

characteristics.

(Bessarab; & Forrest, 2017, p. 5).

While there are similarities, there are also 
significant cultural differences with western 
views of community, such as those covering 
law and governance. Local Aboriginal people’s 
understandings come from millennia of spirituality, 
culture, knowledge, and science relating to 
Country. Poelina, Taylor and Perdrisat (2019) 
recorded Traditional Custodian’s perspectives 
based on First Law, the Aboriginal system of 
governance and law that places the health and 
well-being of the land, water, and biosphere with 
human interests. Country is understood as a sacred 
living ancestral being, with First Law emphasising 
its important role in maintaining the Earth’s 
balance. This approach calls for holistic approaches 
to earthly stewardship, framed within values 
and ethics of co-management and co-existence. 
These continue to facilitate inter-generational 
relationships through combined ancient and 
contemporary practices (Poelina et al., 2019).

Post-World War II
After World War II Dickie worked with communities 
in Greece and Italy, supporting them re-establishing 
their families, lifestyles, and economy - approaches 
that evolved into early community development 
practice, particularly in his home country of 
Scotland (Dickie, 1968). In recognition of those 
rejuvenation efforts Dickie is remembered as the 
‘Father of Community Development. The United 
Nations (UN) also contributed to the creation of 
community development theory and practice. 
As a component of their post-war programs the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) established an Educational 
Clearing House, regularly publishing reports 

1 In Western Australia Indigenous people prefer to be called Aboriginal people – if citing people from eastern states or
overseas I use the term Indigenous.
2 Anggaba jina nimoonggoon translates to “Whose knowledge is that?” in the Bardi language, spoken in the Kimberley
region of Western Australia.
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including Education for Community Development:  
A Selected Bibliography (UN, 1954). The 
importance placed on community development 
by the UN was evidenced in this publication 
being the fourth in the series of special subjects 
prepared annually since 1950. In the bibliography 
UNESCO defined its understanding of community 
development as being:

[A] generic term covering the various 
processes by which local communities 
can raise their standards of living. 
This process may include, separately 
or together, the organization or 
establishment of services for social 
welfare, health protection, education, 
improvement of agriculture, 
development of small-scale industries, 
housing, local government,  
co-operatives etc. (UNESCO, 1954, p. 1).

This approach also incorporated all-inclusive 
programs for social change based on local self-
help, often supported by external workers 
and professionals, but resolutely based on the 
existing and emerging needs expressed by local 
constituencies. According to UNESCO, the place of 
fundamental education in community development 
is obvious. The term ‘fundamental education’ was 
seen as ways to assist people “to understand the 
problems of their immediate environment and 
their rights and duties as citizens and individuals, 
and to participate more effectively in the economic 
and social progress of their community” (1954, 
p. 1). It was recognised, however, that “after this 
‘fundamental’ educational purpose of awakening 
minds, fostering habits, and imparting basic 

knowledge has been attained, there will still be 
much educational work to be done” (1954, p. 2).

The 1950s definition of community development 
is basically similar today, with the added emphasis 
on later identified and emerging issues, including 
socio-ecological change, diversity and inclusiveness 
(Ife, 2013), although current needs could also be 
read into those early descriptions.

CURRENT TIMES

More recently community development practice 
is characterised by a range of approaches and 
processes, including capacity building, self-help, 
community building, leadership development, 
revitalisation projects, building social capital and 
showcasing successful initiatives (Jennings, 2005).

Ife (2013) recognises community development 
processes are uneasily placed within modernity, in 
characteristics that include certainty, uniformity, 
predictability, and hierarchical organisation. He 
maintains processes are “more compatible with 
postmodern understanding, which not only accept 
difference, chaos and unpredictability but also 
welcome and encourage them”, and “is also very 
compatible with the emphasis … on wisdom and 
change from below” (Ife, 2013, p. 47). Applying this 
to First Nations peoples, Kelly, Kickett; & Bessarab 
explain that “[u]nder postmodernism, different 
views are not only acceptable but are encouraged, 
enabling and affirming Aboriginal people’s multiple 
ways of knowing, being and doing” (2017, p. 94).
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or purpose), community of identity (self or group 
definition) and community of practice (habits or 
systems)”, as well as the more broadly defined 
community of location, that is “geography (spatial 
scale)” (Lachapelle; & Albrecht, 2019, p. 1).

Others provide additional insights, emphasising 
different aspects of theory and on-ground practice.
including identifying “community development 
as a method for empowering communities to 
take collective control and responsibility for their 
own development” (Kenny, 2016, p. 8). Muia 
(2019) enhances this debate by emphasising the 
importance of placing community development 
collectively with people at the community level 
who adopt participatory frameworks to drive local 
agendas aimed at delivering transformational 
outcomes. Ingamells expands definitions by 
acknowledging “[c]ommunity development 
is embedded in many disciplines of practice 
from agriculture and environment through to 
nursing, rehabilitation, engineering and planning, 
education, sports, recreation and the arts” (2010, 
p. 1). This position is not dissimilar to the UN 
definition in 1954.

Approaches to supporting and/or instigating 
change, however, can mean many things to 
many people. The International Association for 
Community Development (IACD), for example, 
defines the process as follows:

Community development is a practice-
based profession and an academic 
discipline that promotes participative 
democracy, sustainable development, 
rights, economic opportunity, 
equality, and social justice, through 
the organisation, education, and 
empowerment of people within their 
communities, whether these be of 
locality, identity, or interest, in urban 
and rural settings (International 
Association of Community 
Development, n.d.).

This definition also refers to the ‘place’ where 
community development is applied. The practice 
(or delivery) can be “community of interest (motive 
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questioning how community development is 
currently being operationalised when compared 
to the radical, transformative practices during the 
1970s. Her research reveals recent examples where 
neoliberalism has led to the misuse of community 
development processes in the interests of top-
down managerialism and calls for alternatives 
that involve cooperating for the common good, 
connecting for change that includes adopting new 
economics and being open to other knowledges, 
including participatory democracy.

Collectively many practitioners and academics 
embrace the theory and practice of community 
development within the principles outlined by 
Shevellar and Westoby (2018):

• Ideological principles: such as working in 
holistic, sustainable ways that embrace diversity 
and balance;

• Social justice principles: such as working 
towards betterment, emancipation and 
empowerment, equity, social justice, self-
determination and the reallocation of resources 
to the greatest social benefit;

• Principles that value the location: including 
valuing local knowledge, culture, resources, 
skills and processes;

• Process principles: linking the immediate goal 
to long-term vision, raising consciousness, 
maximising participation, inclusion, working for 
cooperative structures and moving the private 
concern to political action;

• Global to local principles: understanding 
globalisation and its impact, practising locally, 
and linking to global agendas for change; and

• A relational approach to social change.

(Shevellar and Westoby, 2018, p. 5).

A key to this approach is recognising that local 
people are not recipients of knowledge and 
visions generated elsewhere but are engaged as 

Westoby, Palmer and Lathouras’ 2020 research, 
40 Critical Thinkers in Community Development, 
offers alternative positions, pointing out there 
are hundreds of descriptions of community 
development, with “many [being] contestable, 
representing diverse values, models, and 
traditions” (2020, p. 4). They proffer ‘community’ 
as “something that emerges, as a felt experience, 
or a social phenomenon, when people create it 
together: when they are in relationship with one 
another drawn together by a shared concern … and 
make commitments to act together” (2020, p. 5). 

A further assessment points out the value of 
community lies in its ability to brake systems down 
into smaller components that “enable people to 
participate and direct parts of their public lives that 
otherwise they would be powerless to exercise” 
(Kelly; & Westoby, 2018, p. 10).

Kenny (2019) does, however, point out there are 
a range of contradictions and dilemmas facing 
practitioners in the field, and challenges the IACD 
definition on the issue of narrowing previous 
definitions down to a professional occupation and 
academic discipline. These understandings are not 
necessarily ‘new’. Chodorkoff (1990), for example, 
appraised the community development views 
of social ecology philosopher Murray Bookchin 
(1921-2006), and found Bookchin concluded 
practices should not be grounded in external 
professionals delivering services. Jennings (2021) 
argues excessive use of outside expertise and 
resources can cultivate dependence, hindering 
local leadership, participation, and self-reliance. 
It should be an integrative process that involves 
social, artistic, ethical, and spiritual dimensions 
with other aspects of community living.

Kelly and Westoby (2018) add further caution when 
they imply not everything relating to communities 
is positive and productive, with Ledwith (2020) 
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(ECOLISE). This can involve a range of alternatives 
including permaculture, slow food, the transitions 
movement, and the solidarity economy involving 
cooperatives and social enterprises (ECOLISE, 2019).

Ife points out “[c]ommunity development 
represents a vision of how things might be 
organised differently, so that genuine ecological 
sustainability and social justice, which seem 
unachievable at global or national levels, can be 
realised in the experience of human community 
(2013, p. 2). This implies “change from below, 
valuing the wisdom, expertise and skills of the 
community … and the importance of community 
control” (Ife, 2013, p. 4). Ife also advises against 
single purpose actions, given they are one-
dimensional and unlikely to create significant 
change.

A broad range of community projects developed 
under the ecological economics banner are 
also included in this analysis. Like community 
development, ecological economics has a range of 
definitions, with Faber (2008) noting it is defined 
by its focus on nature and justice and includes 
intergenerational equity and ecological uncertainty. 
Grassroots driven actions can result in local 
peoples’ contribution to the non-monetary and 
ethical monetary ‘wealth’ of their communities 
economically, ecologically, and socially. Their 
activities not only highlight practitioners’ (paid 
and voluntary) high levels of creativity - they also 
exhibit interdependence within and between 
projects and community. This activity strengthens 
the value of cooperation and interconnectedness 
(Jennings, 2020a). Associated outcomes include 
social enterprises, community gardens, local 
markets, mutual aid, and community currency,  
to name just a few.

contributors of knowledge generation, as well as 
beneficiaries of the outcomes they generate – thus 
co-creators of knowledge (Jennings, 2020b).

EXPANDING COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT

Other interconnected support programs and 
pathways closely aligned with community 
development can be added to the discussion so 
far. Kretzmann and McKnight (1993) and others 
contribute further understanding by championing 
the approach of ‘Asset Based Community 
Development’ (ABCD). This has resulted in a 
greater recognition, understanding and inclusion 
of resources available to communities by firstly 
mapping ‘assets’ that include local people and 
their knowledge, skills and lived experiences, 
infrastructure, networks, natural environment and 
more – long before looking for ‘deficits’ that may 
be present. In a similar vein is Kenyon’s (2020) 
Community Development and Rural Renewal, 
locally based self-help approach.

Ledwith and Springett (2010) add to this discussion 
by calling for engagement in transformative practice 
which commences by changing the self, and 
highlights we are part of the process and cannot 
place ourselves outside change activity. Thus 
“engaging in participatory practice is engaging in our 
own transformation” (Ledwith; & Springett, 2010 
p. 201). This supports the view of “a world [that 
is] built on values such as cooperation, equality, 
diversity and human dignity” (2010, p. 189).

Another closely associated approach is 
‘community-led initiatives’ (CLIs), describing 
communities that initiate effective solutions to the 
pressures of climate and ecological breakdowns 
(Esteves, 2020), such as activities identified 
by the European Network for Community-led 
Initiatives on Climate Change and Sustainability 
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To assist clarity of steps towards community 
development a table developed by Mutch (2018), 
with her content shown in Phase 1 to 4 on Table 
1 (below) is provided. It illustrates the levels of 
engagement western communities generally 
strive to attain. Mutch’s table has been developed 
further with Phase 5 being added to include 
Aboriginal knowledge to the appraisal (Jennings, 
2021). A study of Australian communities 
undertaken by Wheeler et al. (2018) concluded 
new community development paradigms may 
be required to address the economic, social, and 
environmental challenges faced today. Integral 
ecology (interconnectedness), a union of ecological 
philosophy and social ecology, has been offered by 
Mickey, Kelly and Robbert (2017) as one method 
that could form a new paradigm. Allied with 
integral ecology, community development could 
also allow spiritual qualities to be integrated within 
generic community actions.

Indigenous researchers contribute their knowledge 
when they highlight:

… the importance of Elders, families 
and communities working together to 
share knowledge, empowering and 
inspiring the next generation to hold 
onto notions of culture, kin, country 
and community. Finding the vision for 
Aboriginal community development 
relies upon a grassroots, yet flexible 
approach that is governed and 
controlled by the community itself, 
and not the top-down approach so 
readily practised by many government 
departments for over more than two 
centuries (Kickett-Tucker, et al., 2017).

Phase 5

Research/ Projects
inclusive of living
cultures and living
country

Community-
affinity with non-
human living
systems

Phase 4

Research/
Projects by
communities

Community-
driven
research/
projects

Phase 3

Research/
Projects with
communities

Community-
centred or - 
guided
research/
projects

Phase 2

Research/
Projects on or
about
communities

Community-
focused
research/
projects

Table 1. Continuum of Engagement with Communities 
[Based on Mutch, (2018, p. 243). Note: ‘Projects’ and ‘Phase 5’ added by Jennings (2021)]

Phase 1

Research/
Projects for
communities

Community-
related
research/
projects
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WHERE TO NEXT?

So far this review of community development 
has mostly been anthropocentric, with some 
suggestions pointing to the need for more 
comprehensive socio-ecological approaches to 
instigate change for people and planet. Challenges 
being faced by all inhabitants of earth today, 
humans, other-than-humans 3 , and nature, are 
immense, ranging from climate change, disasters, 
and pandemics through to greater need for social 
inclusion and ethical justice. Indigenous and non-
Indigenous researchers are seeking new ways 
forward to address the challenges, starting by 
confronting and accepting humanity’s key role in 
crises’ being faced today.

An extensive literature review of publications 
classified as “environmental social work” practice 
was undertaken by Ramsay and Boddy (2017). 
While most literature suggests different ways 
work should operate in the future, nearly all (99%) 
recognised the importance of having the theoretical 
focus of social/community work change to include 
the importance of the natural environment. Being 
interconnected, forming alliances with cultural 
leaders, activists, community leaders, other 
professionals and spiritual advisors was likewise 
recommended in 85% of publications reviewed.

Overall the analysis recognised the need for new 
insights, knowledge, and skills to incorporate social 
with environmental change. Examples of actions 
include recognising the importance of working 
with and for other-than-human inhabitants, while 
humans increased engagement in “community 

Theory and practice of community development 
demonstrated in the projects and activities 
covered here include collaboration; connectivity; 
reciprocity; mutuality; participation; social justice; 
economic and ecological justice; equity, and human 
rights. Importantly Indigenous inclusion further 
expands cultural diversity and spirituality. These 
components can be integrated in a holistic fusion 
of big ideas and local through to global activities, 
enabling these approaches to become new 
community-of-practice methodologies.

Overall, the global to local contrast is 
acknowledged by international organisations 
including the UN in Transforming our world: The 
2030 Agenda for sustainable development (United 
Nations, 2015), which includes the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals. 

Activists, including Klein (2019), call for national 
and international policy and structural changes, 
while at the same time recognising “[t]his is not 
to belittle local activism. Local is critical. Local 
organizing is winning big fights” (Klein, 2019, p. 
134). Further, Klein expounds, “It’s not that one 
sphere is more important than the other. It’s that 
we must do both: the local and the global. The 
resistance and the alternatives” (2019, p. 135).

3 Animals, birds, plants, rivers, landscapes etc are considered co-existing partners with and by Indigenous peoples.
(Poelina, 2020).
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of the Land (Poelina, 2020, p. viii-xii). As Poelina 
explains:

Indigenous people are generous in 
sharing our rich lived experiences which 
comes from our deep intergenerational 
relationships with nature. When we 
are born, we are given a jarriny (totem) 
to give us a place in the universe from 
where we learn the ethics of care, we 
learn to have empathy for all other 
living things: people, animals, plants, 
river and landscape.

Importantly, we learn to co-exist with 
nature and not to own, dominate or 
exploit it (Poelina, 2020, viii).

initiatives such as food cooperatives, combined 
purchase power for fuel or new technologies, 
co- housing, permaculture and local production” 
(Ramsay; & Boddy, 2017, p. 76), considered 
progressive community development initiatives 
(Jennings, 2020a).

Ross et al. (2020) seeks to re-orientate person-
centered approaches to community work practice 
to include recognition of animals, eco-systems, 
and planet Earth as beings of equal intrinsic worth 
and in equal relationship with people. Suggestions 
for this theoretical reorientation are presented in 
Eco-activism and Social Work: New Directions in 
Leadership and Group Work (Ross, et al., 2020). It 
opens with the paper First Law is the Natural Law 
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Poelina also calls for social/community workers to 
adopt Indigenous people’s ideas and knowledges 
and incorporate them into their professional 
practices and personal lives as citizens on this 
planet. In the same publication Brueckner and Ross 
(2020) propose eco-social work should include:

• Anti-oppressive and community development 
skills and processes

• Sustainability and de-growth
• Embracing the interconnectedness of humans 

and the natural world
• Learning from First Nations Peoples’ knowledge 

and ways
• Relational and collective approaches to 

wellbeing.

Calls to reposition social/community work 
with ecological justice are growing, seeking 
collaborative partnerships and creative pathways 
involving people, animals, and the environment, 
to encourage working towards ecological harmony 
(Ross, et al., 2020). During these times of necessity 
for sustainable social, cultural, economic, and 
environmental change can we, as community 
workers/practitioners, paid and volunteers, 
become co-instigators and partners in socio-
ecological change? This is a call for us to work 
together cooperatively, becoming change-makers 
at the local level with a view to progressive flow-on 
to regional, national, and global change.

As anthropologist Margaret Mead (n.d.) clearly 
articulated:

Never doubt that a small group  
of thoughtful, committed citizens  
can change the world: indeed,  
it’s the only thing that ever has.
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