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Understanding Communities Understanding Communities 
and their Dynamicsand their Dynamics

Basic Understanding of Community

Community Demographics

Community Economics

Community Power Structure

Natural Resources and Sustainability

Community Situational Analysis

Community Development Process
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Traditional Characteristics Traditional Characteristics 
of Power Actorsof Power Actors
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Community Power Community Power 
Actors DetermineActors Determine……
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Importance of Understanding Importance of Understanding 
Community Power DynamicsCommunity Power Dynamics

In order to develop more inclusive, effective community 
programs, we need to know…

• Who has the authority to make community decisions.

• Who controls/influences resources.

• Who is not part of the decision making process that 
ought to be there.

• How to build community power from both within and 
outside the community.
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Community InvolvementCommunity Involvement
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Identifying Community Identifying Community 
Power ActorsPower Actors
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Community Power Community Power 
StructuresStructures
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Power StructuresPower Structures
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Types of Community Types of Community 
Power StructuresPower Structures
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Power StructuresPower Structures
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External PowerExternal Power
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Concepts Have ChangedConcepts Have Changed

How we think about power and leadership has 
changed over the last few decades. Technology, 
the Internet and the globalization of our world have 
affected our lives in many ways, including 
leadership.
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Traditional LeadershipTraditional Leadership

• Focus on individual or few people with power

• More emphasis on authority of individual/position

• More homogeneous population

• Change occurred over longer time periods

• Limited involvement by residents  

• Information not shared/processes not open 

• Decisions made by those in authority
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Community Issues TodayCommunity Issues Today

• Rapid change

• Complex – no simple solutions, multi-party

• Controversial – many perspectives

• Cross multiple jurisdictions – “no one in charge”

• Different levels of power exercised

• Different levels of knowledge exercised

• Strongly held values

• Largely left unmanaged
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Contemporary LeadershipContemporary Leadership
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Contemporary LeadershipContemporary Leadership

“Leadership is the inspiration and mobilization of 
others to undertake collective action in the 

pursuit of the common good.”

-- John M. Bryson and Barbara C. Crosby

Leadership for the Common Good Fieldbook
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Shifts in Key Concepts Shifts in Key Concepts ----
AuthorityAuthority

Related to the concept of power is authority. 

Authority entails the rights, expectations, and 
responsibilities given to a person who occupies a 
position. 

Examples: Mayor, county commissioner, editor of local 
newspaper. These individuals are frequently referred to 
as community leaders.
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Shifts in Key Concepts Shifts in Key Concepts ----
AuthorityAuthority

Ronald Heifetz at Harvard says that those in positions 
of authority often find it difficult to be a leader because 
of the expectations that person and others have of the 
position and the resistance to change.

Authority is a position; leadership is a process.
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Shifts in Key Concepts Shifts in Key Concepts ----
PowerPower

Power – a definition…

The ability to control or influence the decisions 
and/or actions of others.

The concept of power over others has changed to 
shared power with others.
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Shifts in Key Concepts Shifts in Key Concepts ----
PowerPower

Power…

the ability to do, to act.

Motivation + Resources = Power
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Shifts in Key Concepts Shifts in Key Concepts ----
PowerPower

What might motivate a person to get involved in the 
community?

• Be involved with others; socialize

• Do something important; make a difference

• Obligation/expected – the “right” thing to do

• Feels good to help others; learn something new

• Other reasons?



11

Community Development 
Core Competencies 
for Extension 
Professionals in the 
North Central Region
© 2005 NCRCRD

SLIDE 31

Shifts in Key Concepts Shifts in Key Concepts ----
PowerPower

Community resources might include:

• Volunteers, knowledge, skills, talents, time, labor

• Money, grants, loans

• Networks with resources outside community

• Natural resources 

• Physical resources

• Moral standards

• Political connections

• Other resources?
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Power Exists Power Exists 
Within Many Entities Within Many Entities 

• Individuals

• Families

• Groups

• Organizations

• Agencies/institutions

• Community – the network/relationships among these 
units is referred to as social capital
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Social CapitalSocial Capital

The ability of a community to address its important 
issues, to take collective action, is related to the 
levels of relationships and trust that exist between 
individuals and organizations in the community.

Fundamental to effective community development work 
is the ability to engage more and diverse people who 
are motivated and with skills & knowledge to be able 
to participate effectively.
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Community InvolvementCommunity Involvement
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Why Do So Why Do So 
Few Participate?Few Participate?
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Why Do So Why Do So 
Few Participate?Few Participate?
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Community Power Community Power 
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External PowerExternal Power
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Leadership Concepts & Leadership Concepts & 
Community InstitutionsCommunity Institutions

• While individuals may embrace new concepts of 
leadership and power, they may not know how to put 
the concept into action. Different skills are needed 
today.

• Institutions are slow to change and may be based on 
traditional models.

• Communities are composed of both, creating a 
disconnect between talk and action.
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Does a Community Have Does a Community Have 
Power? Power? 
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Collaboration Collaboration –– A Way to A Way to 
Build Community PowerBuild Community Power
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Criteria for Successful Criteria for Successful 
CollaborationCollaboration
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Community Development Community Development 
Challenges Challenges 
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Community Development Community Development 
Challenges Challenges 
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Foundations of PracticeFoundations of Practice

8
���������
��6��'���7 9��
����
�'����%��
		��

�	��������

��:�����������	
����
������
����������
���;<<=�

� ����������;�.�����

�
/��

� ����������>�.�����
�
$�'��(
���
�
�	�������
��

�����
/�



16

Community Development 
Core Competencies 
for Extension 
Professionals in the 
North Central Region
© 2005 NCRCRD

SLIDE 46

ResourcesResources
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Next SessionNext Session

Natural Resources and Sustainability

October 17 and October 18, 2006
1:30 to 3 p.m. CST

The ability to understand the impact of decisions on the 
quality of natural resources and the long-term 
sustainability of the environment is an important 
component of community development.

Mary Emery


