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The community planning and development profession
works from the assumption that the impoverished condi-
tions found in low-income communities can be changed
through deliberate efforts to provide economic opportunities
and rebuild social networks. At the same time, however,
there is widespread uncertainty about what “community-
driven social change” actually means. The concept is not
articulated in the scholarly literature. Philanthropic reports
are inconclusive about the impacts that community
development initiatives have on social change.

A prime example of the fuzziness of this concept is the
ongoing debate over the role in social change played by
today’s community development corporations (CDCs).
Academics and urban experts alike tend to believe that
CDCs have essentially abandoned their original mission to
empower the poor because they no longer advocate for
redistributive justice and government intervention. Yet
interviews with actual practitioners indicate something
different. This data shows that CDC practitioners are self-
consciously pursuing social change within the context of
development projects and programs that empower
individuals and influence local institutions.

This disconnect creates problems for the community develop-

ment industry. Without general agreement on what community-

driven social change actually entails, there is no reliable way to

determine which strategies will lead to change in poor urban

communities and how we will know when they have achieved

that objective. Consequently, practitioners cannot establish the

credibility they need to gain access to more substantial resources,

and educators cannot establish community development as a

distinct field of knowledge.

In light of this dilemma, I decided to devote my doctoral

research to discovering a more nuanced explanation for the role in

social change that CDCs play. By asking 40 CDC directors from

across the U.S. to describe“how” they accomplish social change, I

hoped to discover an understanding of community-driven social

change the critics have overlooked.

What I found was that practitioners don’t think about

community change in terms of a transformation of the economic
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appearance of poor communities – the sort of thing you might

measure in terms of incremental increases in property values,

business starts, diminishing rates of unemployment, and

renovated shopfronts. Rather, practitioners imagine social change

as an endeavour to provide a“continuum” of services and

maintain a“holistic” environment in which low-income families

are encouraged to pull themselves up. Additionally, community-

minded institutions are asked to adopt new ways to operate in

order to assist them in this process.

So if what community change is supposed look like, all

those quantitative measures, while important, still miss the mark.

The most important signs of progress may be far more qualita-

tive in nature: the success-seeking behaviour of the poor and the

supportive activities undertaken by community-minded

institutions. Based on this testimony, as well as the data gathered

by other CDC interviewers (Rubin, 1994a; Geotz and Sidney,

1995; and Clavel, Pit, and Yin, 1997), I decided that evaluating

change in the community is not so much about tracking

numbers. It is about recognizing the social conditions that

catalyze the collective will of poor citizens, community organiza-

tions, and local institutions to undertake social problem-solving.

In a previous issue of (11,2, Summer 2000), several

authors address the difficult issue of how to evaluate the impacts
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Practitioners imagine social change as an
endeavour to provide a “continuum” of services
& maintain a “holistic” environment in which
low-income families are encouraged to pull
themselves up. So all those quantitative
measures, while important, still miss the mark.
The most important signs of progress may be
far more qualitative in nature.
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of community development work. Sherri Torjman argues that the

current obsession to quantify results overlooks the essential role

of community-based organizations to build social capital. This

process goal, she argues, builds the community s“problem-solving

infrastructure”: its capacity to mobilize different sectors of the

community to tackle complex social issues.

In the same edition, Mark Cabaj says that evaluating commu-

nity development work is more complicated than counting

widgets; we in the field need to do a better job of clarifying the

outcomes we hope to achieve. Cabaj recommends Eric Leviten’s

three levels of evaluation (improvements in individuals, organiza-

tions, and overall community environments) as a starting point.

Both of these views correspond well with the qualitative

perspective embraced by practitioners, namely, that community

change is to be found in the details of CDC projects and

programs are administered. In particular, the most relevant

measures of change are those that track the behaviour of

individual participants and of community-minded institutions.

Yet even these insights speak more to the parameters of impact

measurement than they do to the actual substance of evaluation.

The question still remains,“what exactly do we measure if we

want to measure community change?”

A clue may be culled from the interviews that I undertook

with CDC practitioners. They invoked a number of social

empowerment themes when describing their organizations’

daily activities. For them, community change is a dynamic and

ongoing process that is integral to each development project and

program – not a long-term outcome of such initiatives. Further-

more, their descriptions of social change activity typically

arranged these empowerment themes sequentially in a way that

implies how community change transpires:

These six themes represent behaviours that CDCs deliberately

seek to achieve in the course of programs and projects concerned

with affordable housing, sustainable employment, and other

family support services. In fact, CDC practitioners are con-

sciously and systematically engaged in a process of establishing a

culture of possibility; it is a culture that provides the hope, skills,

and physical resources that help program participants achieve

social development outcomes not otherwise attainable. It is a

behavioural approach to community change. As one director said,

“We don’t just come in and build these apartment units.... The

whole premise is to try to get the community involved in ‘we can

do this and we can do that’.” Or in the words of another, it was

’

how

1. Bringing people together
2. Communicating/decision-making with dignity/respect
3. Changing attitudes/mindsets and overcoming barriers
4. Recognizing common goals and creating a vision
5. Building individual/community self-confidence
6. Achieving economic self-sufficiency

Résumé : Comment nous imaginons le

changement communautaire à une importance!

Lorsqu’il a demandé à 40 directions de corporations de
développement communautaire des É-U d’expliquer comment ils
accomplissent le changement social, Noah Dorius à découvert que
leur souci était le changement de comportement : une
transformation de ce que les personnes à faible revenus font, et
dans ce que les institutions font pour les aider.

Pourtant afin de déterminer combien de changement social a eu
lieu, les praticiens ne mesurent pas les comportements, ils
mesurent l’apparence économique d’une communauté pauvre. Les
mesures quantitatives (i.e. valeur des propriétés, démarrages
d’entreprises, taux de chômage) prédominent pour évaluer ce qui
est un processus qualitatif.

Il recommande de choisir des mesures de changement social qui
reflètent ce que les praticiens considèrent essentiel à ce processus.
Par exemple, six thèmes de renforcement local sont invariablement
ressortis dans ses entrevues :

Rassembler les personnes.
Communiquer et prendre des décisions avec dignité.
Changer des attitudes et baisser les barrières.
Reconnaissance des buts communs et la création d’une vision.
Plus grande confiance en soi individuelle et communautaire.
L’atteinte de l’autosuffisance économique.
Si des objectifs et des mesures pour refléter des changements

de comportements tels que ceux-ci étaient inclus dans les
programmes et projets de développement communautaire, les
praticiens pourraient identifier quelles stratégies sont plus efficaces
et auraient donc plus de crédibilité (et de ressources).
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not a matter of just“providing a unit of housing for somebody, …

we are providing the total nonprofit services that they would

need to survive and succeed in the housing.”

Rather than attempting to calculate development impact in terms

of capital inputs and physical results, evaluating

requires us to assess the strength and effect of

resident engagement and skill-building programs and the

demonstrated willingness of local institutions to support

community-building.

In other words, we will know community-building initiatives

are successful when a continuing stream of resident participants

acquire the skills and demonstrate the self-confidence to improve

their own lives by pursuing goals (i.e. education, homeownership,

and employment) that they would otherwise not pursue.

Likewise we will know change is occurring when local financial

institutions and private corporate citizens willingly revisit their

own business practices and make more accessible the resources

that disenfranchised populations require to become viable

candidates for hitherto unattainable occupations and lifestyles.

This is not to reduce the necessity of eliminating the physical

conditions of poverty that inhibit success-seeking behaviour.

Rather, it is just to recognize that such a goal is not sufficient to

actually change or transform a social reality. In order to deter-

mine if the communal forces necessary to accomplish change are

being fully engaged we have to see if low-income people are

overcoming institutionalized barriers and achieving financial

independence.

For example, say a low-income person moves from substan-

dard rental property to a new home of her own. That looks good

on a financial report but it does not demonstrate that the new

homeowner has learned how to set up a household budget,

behavioural change

in the community

Evaluating Qualitative Change

maintain a good credit rating, and hold funds aside for emergency

repairs or future loss of income. The latter behaviours are not

typically learned in poor communities or promoted by conven-

tional institutions. Yet they are essential to homeownership and to

other investments that will provide security for family members.

Similarly, corporate philanthropy is important to community

change. But donating dollars does not involve the commitment of

the man-hours and knowledge assets that private industry and

public bureaucracies could bring to bear on the infrastructure of

social problem-solving. This level of engagement becomes

apparent when the human development objectives of community

development organizations become habitual to the internal

decision-making of local businesses and public agencies. Their

ways of “doing business” change and they begin looking for

opportunities to participate rather than waiting to be asked for

help.

If community development is an effort to achieve change in the

behaviour of individuals and organizations, we must examine the

behavioural objectives built into community development

programs and projects. We should expect to find behavioural

objectives integrated into resident outreach strategies, community

meeting protocols, life skills training curricula, neighbourhood

planning exercises, and corporate fundraising strategies. They

should be part of programs to restore credit ratings, to qualify for

homeownership, to obtain small business loans, and to secure

better street lighting or police protection.

Taking again the six empowerment themes cited by CDC

practitioners, we could evaluate the potential of a particular

lending initiative to change the behaviour of a community

institution. The table below poses strategic questions relative to

each of the six themes.

Measuring Community Change
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OBJECTIVES

1. Bringing people together

2. Decision-making with dignity

3. Changing attitudes

4. Setting common goals

5. Building self-confidence

6. Achieving economic self-sufficiency

OBJECTIVES

1. Bringing people together

2. Decision-making with dignity

3. Changing attitudes

4. Setting common goals

5. Building self-confidence

6. Achieving economic self-sufficiency

OLD HILL HOME LOAN FUND

How does this initiative involve private businesspeople from the community? (How often and
in what capacity?)

Are private institutions represented on the governing board or committees of the community
organization? (Describe.)

Have public and/or private institutions changed their role in the administration and funding
of the Home Loan Fund over time? (Explain how.)

Do public and/or private institutions participate in policy-making in order to oversee the loan
program? (Explain how.)

Has involvement in the loan fund initiative led to other forms of institutional participation in
the projects and programs of the community organization? (Describe them.)

How has the participation of public and/or private institutions led to improvements in the
financial stability of the loan fund? (Provide details.)

OLD HILL HOME LOAN FUND
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Likewise these behavioural objectives can be applied to the

role being played by a community organization. How are

different community interest groups involved in the adminis-

tration of the Old Hill Home Loan Fund? What decision-

making role do these interest groups play and how has their

participation led to other self-help initiatives by the commu-

nity organization? And so on.

The point is that by taking a structured approach to

articulating and evaluating the behavioural objectives of

community development projects and programs, we can get a

better grasp of the actual substance of community change.

Conclusion

Taking a behavioural approach to community development

impact assessment takes us to the heart of how low-income

individuals and community-sensitive institutions are literally

“changed” within the context of community development

projects and programs. Whether you apply the behavioural

objectives I derived from the testimony of CDC practitioners

or some other practice-based analysis is not so important. The

point is that the questions those objectives oblige us to ask

and answer are much more likely to put us in touch with the

substance of community change. Moreover, by making

ourselves more explicit with regard to the community change

we seek, the community development industry can distinguish

its position in urban affairs and establish its own niche

in the social sciences.

NOAH DORIUS has been a community development practitioner since
1978. In 1998 he was selected to be a Community Builder Fellow with
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).
Before going to HUD, Noah was a community organizer and nonprofit
housing developer, a municipal planning official, and a private
affordable housing development consultant in various locations
throughout New England. Reach him at noah.dorius@hud.gov.

In fact, CDC practitioners are engaged in a
process of establishing a culture of possibility;
it is a culture that provides the hope, skills,
& physical resources that help program
participants achieve social development
outcomes not otherwise attainable. It is a
behavioural approach to community change.
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