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Community Organising for Social Action 

 

 

What is this report about? 

 

At the beginning of July, 57 people came together in Central London to reflect 

on community organising for social action – what we have learnt, what we 

have achieved and the challenges we face going forward.  

 

 

The Aims of the Thinkery 

 identify the commonalities across community practice, 

 examine ways of promoting community organising as a core feature 

of practice; 

 build alliances at a local, national and international level with a view 

to supporting collective action and movement building; 

 build solidarity between local and global social action; 

 challenge ourselves through critical debate. 

 a playlist of all the films from the Thinkery is available here. 

 

 

The day was organised by the international Community Development Journal 

(CDJ).  The intention was to encourage reflection and discussion, so instead 

of the standard academic conference format, it was organised around four 

‘provocations’ with speakers from the UK (Tricia Zipfel), US (Adam Fletcher 

and Tom O’Connell) and India (Pushpesh Kumar).  These speakers reflected 

on several decades of experience in community development and community 

organising and the implications for going forward, provided with new ways of 

thinking about the relationships between community workers and communities  

and about what we understand by community.  

 

The provocations were followed by table discussions where participants had 

the opportunity to address the themes identified by the speakers in small 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLXRRb7aVL-BAz3xbplc5lD9cv3ySeDXca
https://youtu.be/Lk34bHCPKTo
https://youtu.be/KuFR_-q7I5o
https://youtu.be/5TvXM_B_rww
https://youtu.be/0-RlVZAPkbY
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groups.  Both the morning and afternoon sessions ended with a poem [link if 

we have them]. Participants came from a range of different backgrounds, 

practice, policy and academic. The day also benefited greatly from the 

presence of members of the Journal’s International Advisory Board (IAB), who 

had flown in from different parts of the world for a meeting with the UK/Ireland 

CDJ Editorial Board over the following two days. 

 

The feedback from the day was overwhelmingly positive.  Participants valued 

the safe space to think and discuss as well as the opportunity to learn from 

international experience. [see Discussion and Reflection film.] 

 

 

The value of the day 

The opportunity to listen to others, be curious, be listened to, to meet new 

people, make new links, hear alternative views from across the world. 

The international focus, the time and space to think, talk, learn…  

… the diversity in the room brings something magical – those in a position 

of power, those with lived experience and practitioners. 

 

What people took away 

The passion around the country (and the world!) to make a difference. 

The discussion on solidarity was very thought provoking. 

Lots of names, resources and suggested reading to get. 

Inspiration to do more. 

Reflect on how my own perspective influences my work with communities. 

Poems! Fantastic! 

 

 

This report is a summary of the rich conversations that took place over the 

three days.  It highlights the main issues and debates that emerged from the 

Thinkery and is organised thematically.  It also draws on discussions from the 

following two-day meeting between the CDJ Editorial Board and International 

Advisory Board (IAB) to highlight the challenges facing different world regions 

https://youtu.be/AkyJdCxQUo4
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and countries – commonalities and differences. For more detail, readers are 

encouraged to view the Thinkery ‘provocations’ and a selection of the 

presentations from the meeting between the Editorial Board and the IAB at 

[link], along with comments from those participating in the three days. 

 

The themes that emerged were: 

 

The importance of context 

Is it possible to compare across different national contexts – where are 

the similarities and where are the differences? 

The environment in which we work 

What are the trends and issues of most concern to participants? 

What we do 

How do we define community development and community organising 

– are they fundamentally different approaches and what are their 

foundational principles?  

The academic base 

How do practitioners access high quality learning opportunities and is 

there a robust academic base for critical thinking? 

Working with the system 

Is it better to work within, or outside, the system and what are the 

risks? Are we radical enough? 

Who is community? 

Whose voices are heard? Who are the different communities we work 

with? How do we recognise diversity and yet demonstrate solidarity 

when it is needed? 

Mobilisation and democracy 

How do we motivate people to come together? How can community 

development/organising respond to the current crisis in democracy? 

Conflict and difference 

How do we work with disagreement and conflict: the importance of 

shared space. 
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Resident-led 

What is the relationship between paid workers and unpaid community 

members? Should residents always be in the lead? What support do 

they need? 

Think global, act local 

What can we do on the ground to address contemporary global 

challenges? 

What are we achieving? 

The importance of critical reflection. Grounds for hope and how to take 

things forward. 

 

As the section on ‘what we do’ suggests, definitions of community 

development and community organising are themselves contested, so while 

we have tried to be precise about the way different terms were used, we have 

not imposed our own definitions but rather reported the views of participants 

on these terms – their similarities and differences.    
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The importance of context 

The three days provided a significant opportunity to tap into international 

experience. Attendees travelled from Australia, Bangladesh, Bolivia, Hong 

Kong, Ireland, Georgia, and Norway, as well as from India, the US and across 

the UK. Participants also had different backgrounds and roles – as 

practitioners, policy makers and academics. Yet most agreed that discussions 

were productive.  So, what did we have in common and what was different?   

 

Generally speaking, many of the challenges people faced in relation to the 

environment in which we work - and which this report will discuss in more 

detail later - were shared across borders.  However, participants from beyond 

the UK also highlighted the stark inequalities between nations (a legacy of 

colonialism and post colonialism) and the dominance of the ‘Western or 

Northern gaze’, as issues that a global conversation needed to confront. 

Nonetheless, we were told that the influence of the North is ‘not all bad’ – 

Indian participants highlighted the importance of its role in relation to human 

rights, for example. 

 

Despite the commonalities, IAB presentations in particular demonstrated the 

different impact that global issues have in different countries: the particularly 

devastating impact of climate change on coastal regions and small island 

states, for example; the depth of poverty in parts of the global South; the large 

numbers working outside the formal economy in South America, for example : 

the different state-citizen relationship in different countries; mistrust of 

collective action in post Soviet countries; the space or otherwise for dissent 

and the high risks that dissenters in some countries face. Participants from 

the IAB spoke of the challenge to Western aid models; others regretted the 

lack of dialogue between international development and community 

development studies at national level. 

 

 

https://youtu.be/oGcGZ6Yaj88
https://youtu.be/HeUtfH30KjI
https://youtu.be/vTOKFrhHQ34
https://youtu.be/GSJRPT8c2v4
https://youtu.be/IJ1FpUsHon8
https://youtu.be/NiX-zMuFs4I
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The environment in which we work  

Tom O’Connell was positive about the state of organising in the US.  But he 

reminded us that ‘while organising on “bread and butter issues” remains 

vibrant, broader trends are shaping the field of community organising and 

development, including the health of the planet itself’ [link to O’Connell 

presentation]. And these issues, which inevitably hit the poorest communities 

hardest, were very present in the room during the three days.  

 

It is not possible to have peace without climate and social justice. 

 

The presentations and debates highlighted a depressingly familiar list: 

 Climate change – the global response was likened to a frog in water 

that is gradually heating but because this is gradual, it doesn’t 

notice until it is too late;  

 The crisis of democracy – encompassing the withdrawal of the 

state, the shrinking of the public arena and civic space, and the rise 

of populism and the far right; 

 The legacy of neo-liberalism – the hollowing out of the state, 

privatisation in all spheres of life, responsibilisation, individualism, 

rising inequality within and between countries and the disciplining of 

the poor;  

 The ‘unjust influence over society of unaccountable wealth’; 

https://youtu.be/5TvXM_B_rww
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 Austerity, which not only scars the lives of those who are already 

poor but also creates insecurity among the middle classes who are 

‘fearful of being dragged down’; 

 Digital technology and social media – which can be both 

empowering and supremely disempowering; 

 Increasing polarisation, ‘othering’ and the proliferation of outrage; 

 Securitisation: from people wanting and ‘being sold’ security but this 

leading to a culture of surveillance, to barriers between people and 

to the rise of ‘gated’ communities; 

 The changing nature of communities of place, and the way the 

changing housing market in some countries is creating considerable 

population churn and destabilising communities – ‘who can afford to 

live in cities any more?’;  

 Non-citizenship - created through direct exclusion and increasing 

intolerance of refugees and asylum seekers. 

 

From Denmark, we heard how digitisation was being used in health to 

encourage individual self-management and replacing human contact. From 

Australia, we heard how the promotion of volunteering overseas has 

contributed to the money-making industry of ‘orphanages’ – institutions that 

are actually stocked with children from poverty stricken villages who are on 

loan or have been bought from their parents'.   

 

For those working in the community organising and action fields, this is an 

environment that has not only created ever growing challenges but also 

makes it more difficult to address them. Funding is increasingly for short-term 

‘projects’, for example – managing specific situations rather than a long-term 

process.  It is bound up in many places with increasing regulation and 

monitoring - evaluations and performance indicators that measure the quantity 

rather than quality of an intervention, that expect immediate results and create 

an ‘intense target-driven bureaucratic workload’. Pradeep Narayanan spoke of 

how the ‘measurement community perpetuates a projectised, service delivery, 

approach’, failing to keep up with change and development and driving out 

https://youtu.be/GSJRPT8c2v4
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accountability to the community. Several participants were critical of the rise 

of competency based approaches and standards, that in some cases, could 

be ‘incredibly regressive’.  And there was considerable concern over the way 

that community practice was being used to manipulate and appropriate 

communities in a new form of colonialism.  

 

Critical factors identified by IAB participants

Environment 
Conflict and resolution 
Connecting global and local 
Post-colonialism 
Global markets  
Changing contexts – need less dated 
theory 
Cities – who can afford to live in them? 
New enclosures/private space 
CD in decline 
Tokenism and authentic participation – 
cross cultural   
Territorial stigmatisation 

Culture of performance 
Space 
Securitisation 
Islamophobia 
CD not taken seriously and 
mistrust of community 
Digitisation = loneliness 
CD connecting to other 
movements  and how to make a 
difference 
Breakdown of democratic  
institutions 

 
 

What we do 

The Thinkery was about Community Organising for Social Action. This 

triggered debate about the difference between community organising and 

community development as well as other approaches – for example asset 

based models.  But while some participants were disappointed that these 

distinctions had not been clarified, others described the debate as a 

distraction: ‘semantics – meanwhile the world changes around us’.  In any 

case, definitions vary between countries.  In the US, for example, community 

development - often also referred to as community building – is associated 

with approaches that seek to ‘harness the power of capitalism and invest 

some of that money in particular …communities to develop affordable housing 

and economic opportunities’, while community organising is ‘bringing people 

together to confront institutions and change power’ [link to Tom].  Elsewhere, 

in the UK and some other countries, community development was described 

as a broader tradition that encompasses the range of different ‘community’ 

approaches (community organising, action, development, asset-based 

development or community building). This is the way we have used the term 
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in this report, except when specific forms of practice or differences between 

approaches are under discussion.   

 

Several participants stressed the need to focus on ‘identifying and sharing 

commonalities’ rather than engaging in ‘turf wars’. They referred to the 

negative impact of competitive tendering and of a climate where community 

groups were forced to compete for increasingly scarce resources.  They were 

concerned about how different approaches were fragmented, promoted as 

‘brands’ in a market.  Some asked how meaningful these terms are for the 

people in communities themselves.  

 

Competition is not where we should be. 

 

The substance of this debate - whatever the terminology used - centred on 

what many perceived either as a split between two different orientations or as 

a spectrum.  One end of the spectrum was service-oriented, ‘safe’ and 

consensual; the other rights-oriented, ‘edgy’ and confrontational. At one end 

of the spectrum, the work was described as agency-led; at the other more 

akin to social movements.  For some, community development – and 

particularly Asset Based Community Development - was at the consensual, 

‘soft’ end, described by one international participant as ‘NGO language’, while 

community organising was more political – challenging power.  In a number of 

countries, community development and its training, whatever terminology is 

used, is associated with a social work tradition – an exception being Scotland 

where it is associated with education.  However, a narrowing of the social 

work tradition to individual case work and risk assessment in countries where 

this has been community development’s ‘home’ meant that community 

development was being marginalised.  

 

We were reminded that practice can move along this spectrum over time, in 

either direction. But there was pessimism in some quarters about where 

community practice was going – centred on small neighbourhood groups and 

projects, without a longer-term or broader policy focus. Participants also 

warned that more radical community organising was not necessarily 
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progressive. Far right organisations have arguably been quite successful in 

mobilising communities for illiberal and exclusionary goals – triggered by ‘a 

loss of existing privilege, fostering an identity based on resentment’.     

 

 

 

What then did participants see as the central principles and aims of 

community organising and community development? Participants stressed the 

need to base community practice in values such as social justice, as well as 

the importance of its focus on the collective in a climate of increasing 

individualism. Participants spoke of ‘making power more visible and 

accessible in a context of increasing polarisation at every level’, and of 

‘empowering a community with rights, entitlements, services or capacities to 

negotiate power vis-à-vis the wider society’. 

 

Tricia Zipfel argued that the various community approaches that she had 

experienced over the years were united around the same core purpose: 

 

…to create space for community voice to be expressed, to be heard 

and to be respected in order to shift the balance of power in favour of 

https://youtu.be/Lk34bHCPKTo
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local communities, so that they can …..drive and shape the changes 

that are needed.  

 

She [link] stressed the importance of the basic foundational work of listening 

to people in communities – she and others stressed the time and hard work 

this takes but acknowledged that it was difficult to get funding support for what 

was sometimes seen as an ‘old-fashioned’ approach. Another strong theme in 

participants’ discussions was the importance of constructing narratives and 

spaces for critical thinking.  Neoliberalism had ‘colonised people’s minds as 

the only way’.  Community development/organising needed to ‘articulate 

untold stories’ and to ‘construct within communities a critical consciousness 

based on their own interests and values’ [link to Walter].  Participants stressed 

its educational role and referred to the work of Paolo Freire (see, for example, 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Penguin, 1972) in allowing people to situate their 

own experience within a larger frame of the world and to open up dialogue 

about the real roots of their socio-economic condition as well as the larger 

structures that condition their areas.  

 

The academic base 

We heard about a tendency in recent years – particularly in national 

community programmes - to dismiss the community development of the past 

and replace it with ‘shiny new’ terms and approaches. This means that the 

rich body of experience and learning from that past risks being lost.  

 

Participants were also concerned about what was happening to the academic 

base for this work.  They reported a loss or downgrading of training courses 

for community development and organising in many countries. Universities – 

which should provide spaces for independent learning and critical thought – 

are being corporatised and increasingly entrepreneurial, engaging in 

aggressive student recruitment, property development and consultancy.  

Formal community development education is being marginalised – in some 

countries as a subsidiary of social work (Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore, 

for example), in others of youth work (Ireland) – or delivered as part of a 

service provision paradigm. Cuts in community development jobs meanwhile 

https://youtu.be/mmIb01KvgQg
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make it more difficult to recruit and put courses at risk.  In India we were told 

that public universities cannot compete with private think tanks while, here 

and elsewhere, the ‘knowledge certification’ industry has become very 

powerful. Certificated training is also available through national programmes.  

This is variable and cannot always be relied upon to provide the broad base of 

an academic programme.  Longer-term training provision of this kind can, 

however, provide opportunities for critical thinking and there was praise, for 

citizen organising programmes like those based on Saul Alinsky’s work that 

had ‘raised ordinary people to become teachers’. 

 

The academy does not always support practice.  Barriers between the 

‘esoteric world of the academy and radical practice need to be broken down’.  

But its role in advancing knowledge, scholarship and critical reflection in this 

field is under threat.  Research excellence frameworks dictate prestige (and 

where the money goes for research) so all the incentive for career 

advancement is to publish in highly rated scientific journals. These tend to 

favour traditional forms of quantitative research, rather than the approaches – 

including participatory approaches - favoured in community development and 

organising.  

 

Working with the system 

The community is problematised, but ‘who problematises the government’?  

Participants described how community development had been appropriated 

and instrumentalised by the state in a number of countries,. In Ireland, Niamh 

McCrea argued that consultation has replaced what used to be a strong 

commitment to partnership.  Here, community partnerships, which allowed 

significant scope for community-initiated, -led and -owned activity, have been 

replaced by Local Development Companies, administered by local authorities. 

In Pakistan, Niaz Ahmed Khan argued that a commitment to co-management 

often materialised as ‘projectised technical management’.  He saw little 

evidence of a broad-based, inclusive approach.  In India, Pradeep Narayanan 

argued that even rights-based projects are being delivered as services (e.g. 

promoting capacity building) while several participants commented that 

https://youtu.be/GSJRPT8c2v4
https://youtu.be/oGcGZ6Yaj88
https://youtu.be/GSJRPT8c2v4
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community projects in many countries are about employability rather than 

collective power. 

 

Community development becomes a way of working with individuals to 

ensure that they have the capacity to make the ‘right’ choices on this 

own behalf, rendering the idea of collective community decisions 

redundant.  

 

Practitioners needed always to ask themselves whether they were being co-

opted by neoliberal interests or challenging the status quo.  

 

Concern about co-option stimulated a more in-depth discussion about the 

realities and risks and working with (or against) ‘the system’.   At one end of 

the spectrum there are those who will not have any truck with established 

institutions – particular examples given were activists in Hong Kong, some 

indigenous groups in Australia, radical feminists.  At the other end, there is 

manipulation and co-option.  And criticism was not just reserved for 

government institutions.  Mainstream civil society and large regeneration 

programmes were also cited for their lack of transparency and top down 

agendas. 

 

There was a lot of discussion about the risks of working with the system.  

Partnerships had the potential to enable people to access money, ‘but do they 

change anything?’  It can be an enormous project to shift power.  Tricia Zipfel 

argued that, while in the UK the Localism Act had given new powers to 

communities, in practice there were still massive barriers, given the resistance 

of those in power [link], who are fundamentally risk averse, threatened by 

other forms of community leadership and who resist accountability other than 

through the ballot box.  Participants spoke of the role of mainstream civil 

society organisations in normalising privatisation and of the way that 

community development had often been integrated into the system.  What 

governments and funders wanted was often self help rather than community 

organising and much funding was for short-term projects rather than long-term 

processes. Overshadowing all this was the recognition of the declining power 

https://youtu.be/Lk34bHCPKTo
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of the nation state in the face of globalisation/multi-national corporations. 

Privatisation processes have reconfigured the relationship between the state 

and citizens in ways that destabilise traditional community development 

paradigms. 

 

But is working with the system always collusion – or is it pragmatism? While 

we push for change from the bottom up, it also has to happen from the top 

down.  

 

It is impossible to transform an area without partnership, without 

support, without input and collaboration from people with power, 

resources and the capacity to make things happen. 

 

Participants spoke of the danger of making big radical statements that are not 

reflected in practice – a practice that has to make compromises in order to 

survive in a world where government and private corporations dominate.  The 

pushback against demands for change can be very severe and ‘none of us is 

beyond compromise’.  And there were positive stories. Some participants 

reminded us of the positive changes that had come about through working 

with the system, despite the risks of co-option.  Mandy Wilson pointed out that 

some current national programmes in England are very ‘hands-off’ [link]. 

Others spoke of the potential of alliances with sympathetic ‘insiders’ and of 

opportunities for identifying and exploiting the ‘cracks in the system’.   Mae 

Shaw quoted a line from a Leonard Cohen’s Anthem (1995): 

 

There is a crack in everything, that’s where the light gets in.  

 

Who is community? 

In his presentation, Pushpesh Kumar analysed the inclusions and exclusions 

associated with queer politics. He uncovered the many waves of marginality 

and domination within the gay community in India and the gulf between the 

corporate middle class celebrating legislative change with ‘rainbow cake’ and 

those in the transgender and sex worker communities who were ‘hounded out 

and brutalised’.  He encouraged us to ask: Who is community?  Whose voices 

https://youtu.be/mmIb01KvgQg
https://youtu.be/0-RlVZAPkbY
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are privileged in communities?  Who gets to speak, who is in the room, who 

gets to represent whom? [link]  

 

The question of ‘who is community’ provoked considerable discussion. 

 

The collective or the community itself is not a monolith but one that is 

marked by many contradictions and conflicts. 

 

One strand of discussion was concerned with the so-called ‘hard to reach’. 

Undoubtedly there are communities in remote regions who are literally hard to 

reach and Rezaul Islam spoke about the concerted action that was needed to 

ensure their voices are heard. But more generally, the term begs a number of 

questions. Does ‘hard to reach’ really mean ‘easy to ignore’?  Are those who 

are reached those who are easier to identify with?  From whose perspective 

are they ‘hard to reach’? Pushpesh Kumar pointed out that the state can 

mobilise surveillance quite easily when it needs to on some of the most 

excluded (and ‘hard to reach’) people – like sex workers.  Others commented 

that, for most people, it is those in positions of power who are ‘hard to reach’.   

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/dC_R8lcPPe8
https://youtu.be/0-RlVZAPkbY
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The second strand of conversation was concerned with the challenge of 

reconciling place-based work with identity-based work. Participants 

spoke of the power struggles between sub identities within communities.  

They also talked about changing meanings of belonging as societies become 

more pluralistic and diverse and as communities are less spatially bounded. 

Recognising the diversity, inequalities and scope for exclusion within place-

based communities was essential.  But could problematising community and 

asking ‘who isn’t here’ lead to paralysis? 

 

This question raised three further issues.  Firstly, people were concerned that 

too much focus on identity can play into divide and rule politics and could be 

manipulated by power holders. Could it be a block to alliance building? 

Secondly, came the danger of assuming that any community of identity was 

homogenous. The term LGTBQ+ community, for example, could be used to 

gain attention and leverage but was also a fiction in that it ignored the 

diversity within this ‘community’.  Particular problems were raised in relation to 

patriarchy within some minority communities, while in South America, Walter 

Arteaga stressed the differences between nomadic communities and the 

difficulty of bringing nomadic groups together. 

 

The third issue related to class. Tom O’Connell asked whether ‘culture’ had 

trumped ‘economics’, commenting on the way that in the US, demographic 

changes had left many uneasy and threatened in ways that were dividing 

communities – even families. People need to feel valued. He asked whether 

culture and identity had now edged out class and argued for the potential a 

class analysis has to forge commonalities amongst excluded groups [link]. 

 

Mobilisation and democracy 

For Adam Fletcher ‘apathy’ is a word we use to describe people who don’t 

engage on our terms. But apathy is, in itself, a form of resistance.  Community 

organising starts from the premise that organised voices are the most 

powerful but most of us live in a consumerist, individualist society. Even in 

socialist countries like Bolivia we were told that people were retreating into 

individualism.  Participants on one table commented that ‘you can’t force a 

https://youtu.be/5TvXM_B_rww
https://youtu.be/KuFR_-q7I5o
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community to come together’, while others commented that it was hard to 

motivate people who were struggling to survive to come together when their 

energies were consumed with ‘dealing with the grind of the everyday‘. 

 

In Georgia Eka Urushadze argued there is a legacy of mistrust from Soviet 

times which makes it hard to mobilise collective action, especially in rural 

areas.  There, civil society organisations are seen as serving the interests of 

the political parties and religious groups to which they are affiliated rather than 

the interests of ordinary people.  More generally, some participants thought it 

was easier to organise people in the metropolis. But even here the fear of a 

backlash will prevent oppressed people from speaking up.  Tricia Zipfel 

argued that often it needs a dramatic catalyst to get things moving. She gave 

the example of a fire in a Barnet block of flats that had galvanised action and 

made the authorities sit up and take notice.  Participants asked our Hong 

Kong contributors:  ‘How do you get to the point Hong Kong has got to’?  

There has to be certain level of dissatisfaction and anger.  But the costs of 

mobilising and taking action can be high. In Barnet people it took a major fire. 

In Hong Kong, people are taking their own lives. 

 

Meanwhile, there was a strong sense – across all nationalities - that 

democracy is in crisis.  Tom O’Connell commented that questions about 

democracy that used to be a subject of interesting theoretical debates in 

academic journals were now ‘front and centre’, no longer taken for granted.  

Pradeep Narayanan reported that Indian democracy has always bounced 

back from its reversals – but not this time. The rise of the far right and 

populism – of ‘illiberal democracy’ - was a persistent theme.  In the UK, 

austerity was one of many forces that had encouraged its rise. In England and 

Wales, for example, the Brexit vote was seen as a reaction to being ignored – 

people who were tired of not being listened to finally felt they had power.  The 

repercussions continue to be felt across the nation.  

 

Both community development and populism validate the felt concerns 

of those who are facing real material hardship and feel ignored in 

mainstream politics. 

https://youtu.be/mmIb01KvgQg
https://youtu.be/HeUtfH30KjI
https://youtu.be/NiX-zMuFs4I
https://youtu.be/Lk34bHCPKTo
https://youtu.be/5TvXM_B_rww
https://youtu.be/GSJRPT8c2v4
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Then again, non-state actors play an increasing part in defining the role of the 

state-citizen relationship. Neo-liberalism, with the retreat of the state and the 

advance of the market, is closing down civic space and encouraging 

individualism.  Meanwhile, the spaces where people can come together are 

disappearing or being privatised.  And, as Tricia Zipfel reported, local 

government in the UK has itself been stripped of resources and power.  

 

So, we need to talk.  Tom O’Connell spoke of the need for ‘conversation…a 

soft term but at the centre of what we do’ and essential as a foundation for 

community development.  But the medium has shifted ‘from Freire to Stormzy’ 

– from academic writing to popular culture.  Social media offers opportunities 

for new spaces but has also nurtured the capacity for outrage, while the 

closed facebook group turns people inwards.  Participants also pointed out 

that it was owned by unaccountable non-state actors and was ‘connective’ 

rather than ‘collective’.  

 

We are only beginning to understand its paradoxes but it is shaping up 

to be a prime site of struggle in the coming decades.  

 

The need for shared spaces across identities and place is urgent and it was 

clear that community development had an important contribution to make in 

rebuilding democracy from the bottom up.  Indeed, the breakdown of 

traditional democratic institutions offers opportunities and can be the entry 

point for change. But how can community development/organising respond to 

right wing community groups – groups with very different values to those 

underpinning its practice? The point was made that the decline of large 

industries which is a characteristic of so many poorer communities makes it 

harder to apply Alinsky’s workplace model of organising.   

 

On the other hand, participants welcomed new forms of dissent, arguing that 

maybe ‘we are on the cusp of something’ and that community development 

should be linking up to these new social movements.  Tom O’Connell referred 

to cross-class and race coalitions on climate justice – a concept that links the 

https://youtu.be/Lk34bHCPKTo
https://youtu.be/5TvXM_B_rww
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economy, environment and race and is now a major organising focus. 

Participants also cited the actions being taken by young people across the 

globe, through Extinction Rebellion for example, to put climate change on the 

agenda as well as campaigns like #SayHerName. 

 

 

 

Conflict and difference: the importance of shared space.  

Discussions about identity and democracy raised crucial questions about 

negotiating difference. How good are we at working with real conflict? And 

what are the conversations we need to have that recognise difference? What 

happens when we can’t find common ground? 

 

Populism has already been highlighted here.  Participants referred to 

increasing polarisation and division – politics, they argued, is dividing families 

and communities.  They referred to people in their communities who were 

resentful of change, ‘stuck in a culture of complaint….divided and fragmented’ 

[link Tricia], with social resentment seeping up (viz. the gilets jaunes in 

France). They talked about the anger and emotion they encountered: ‘Saying 

we are all in one boat doesn’t cut it – resentment is rife’.  
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But conflict, as Tom O’Connell reminded us, is a property of change. So what 

can community organising do when ‘dialogue is not possible’ – or does not 

appear to be? Ultimately, community development needs to find points of 

solidarity across the fragmentation and division that is becoming all too 

common. Does it need to get better at identifying and sharing the things 

people have in common?  Participants stressed the importance of ‘having 

conversations with people who we imagine to be different’ and the vital 

importance of shared space where different generations and different groups 

can come together. They spoke about the importance of ‘feeling the anger’ 

but focusing it, providing a framework for analysing and understanding it. 

They saw a need for psychological work and creative approaches to enable 

people to have difficult conversations.  Tobba Therkildsen Sudmann from 

Norway drew our attention, for example, to the German initiative: My Country 

Talks (www.mycountrytalks.org), which is an international platform for political 

dialogue. 

 

Participants also emphasised the time it takes to have honest conversations. 

Mandy Wilson gave the example of the films that are being produced as part 

of the evaluation of Big Local [ www.ourbiggerstory.com ].  Getting to a stage 

where people feel they can talk openly/self-critically and give honest feedback 

has taken five years.  

 

Resident-led? 

Mandy Wilson argued that the focus these days on ‘resident-led’ services and 

community initiatives – in some countries at least - sparked another set of 

conversations. In years in England, for example, community development 

workers have been criticised as agents of an agenda created far from the 

community. Here and elsewhere, putting people with ‘lived experience’ at the 

heart of decision-making has become a mantra of community programmes. 

But is this too simplistic? Some participants commented that community 

members can be boxed into ‘lived experience’ as the only thing they have.  

 

https://youtu.be/5TvXM_B_rww
https://youtu.be/vTOKFrhHQ34
http://www.mycountrytalks.org/
http://www.ourbiggerstory.com/
https://youtu.be/mmIb01KvgQg
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People are experts in their own experience but how do you get beyond 

your own experience to understand…… how it might connect with 

others? 

 

The question of ‘who is the community’ reared its head again – it is important 

to ask what mandate community representatives have?  When people talk 

about community ownership, is it just a clique?   

 

Perhaps not surprisingly in this group of participants, there was general 

agreement that people in communities need support.  An example was given 

of how support from outside organisations had increased community power: in 

Bangladesh, this enabled fisher people to build a new community 

infrastructure.  In England nearly all of the resident-led groups in the national 

Big Local programme have employed community workers.  Participants 

stressed the value of community development/organising facilitating 

discussion and debate, challenging narratives and thinking about power.  But 

there was concern about its future. The community sector infrastructure has 

been stripped out in a number of counties by austerity and a neoliberal 

ideology. There are fewer people on the ground and in academic institutions 

to support communities and the ‘anchor organisations’ that that have provided 

a focus for community work and action are no longer there to turn to. 

 

The national architecture of community development in Ireland has 

been taken out and destroyed in just over 10 years [link Niamh] 

 

Adam Fletcher’s presentation provided a framework to think about the 

relationship between workers and community members and the perspectives 

that drive our actions. It had been developed in relation to young people (Y) 

and adults (A) - he introduced us to the concepts of adultism and 

ephebiphobia (fear of young people) in talking about bias and power [link].  

But it was applicable to many different power relationships.  He distinguished 

between four main relationships: apathy; pity; sympathy; empathy and 

solidarity, which comprise different relationships between A and Y [link to 

presentation] and asked where participants would situate their own work.  Our 

https://youtu.be/KuFR_-q7I5o
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perspectives he argued, drive our actions, and we need to reflect on how we 

might be biased.    

 

 Apathy      

  

 

 

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

Solidarity – in the middle represented the point at which it was not possible to 

differentiate between A and Y. 

  

While Adam Fletcher’s implication was that solidarity was the goal, in 

discussion, some participants asked whether solidarity was always possible.  

They warned of a false equivalence where workers or sympathisers failed to 

acknowledge power differences. Others suggested that the idea of reciprocity 

was at least as important as solidarity or wanted to acknowledge something 

between empathy and solidarity. Participants spoke too of the negative 

experiences that some groups had with past solidarity claims, which had led 

them to distance themselves from outside support.  Workers have resources 
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to bring and need to be honest, recognising the responsibility this carries with 

it.   

 

I am here as a resource and sometimes I am going to disagree with 

you.  

If there’s a fire, I’m not going to ask young people to vote on how to get 

out!  

 

Speaking more generally, solidarity in social movements had of course 

achieved a great deal and it was essential to build solidarity across 

boundaries and differences – building a ‘we’.  But sometimes this was easier 

in relation to identifying problems, more difficult to sustain when moving to 

solutions.  

 

There was some discussion of professionalisation and the tension between 

professional boundaries and authenticity.  Should organisers engage in 

authentic dialogue about their values, beliefs and their everyday life?  Or 

should there be some professional detachment?   More generally the view 

was that, while recognition of community development in particular as a 

profession might bolster it as an approach, some felt this would be at a 

significant cost to the role – as an inclusive, emancipating and global project.  

 

Think global, act local 

The Thinkery identified a number of challenges for community work, which are 

reflected in this report. Participants were able to share their experience in 

addressing these, recognising the complex nature of many of the issues they 

were facing at local level. It is important to acknowledge the importance of 

small steps towards change. But while local action is an essential foundation 

for change, it is not sufficient.  

 

Local people are compelled to absorb the impacts of decisions made 

elsewhere.  
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Many of the issues that participants identified are national, or even global, in 

origin.. And nation states themselves find their power decreasing in the face 

of multinational corporations and globalisation. So how can the local be linked 

to the global? Our discussions illustrated that, despite national differences, 

community development encounters many similar issues across the globe. 

Participants discussed the need to demonstrate the connections between 

local issues and their global causes – climate change was one obvious 

example. What are we doing – and what can we do - on the ground to 

address contemporary global challenges?  

 

Reflection 

Participants recognised that the space for reflection and sharing that the 

Thinkery offered was a privileged one. How might community 

development/community organising cultivate spaces for real connection both 

in the longer term and more locally?   

 

There was strong agreement on the need for action to be informed by critical 

reflection – about who we are and how well we understand our own power in 

the system, understanding our own bias. It is easy to talk about community 

change. How does the community development/organising world need to 

change? One of the most important messages of the day came in the 

Collective Poem that closed the morning session: 

  

Never stop challenging what you think is right.   

 

Mae Shaw reminded us of the importance of keeping contestation alive: ‘let us 

not all agree – let the tensions remain’.  

 

If reflection is to be constructive rather than self-destructive, however, 

discomfort needs to be recognised as a means of learning.  Tricia Zipfel 

confessed to some frustration with what community development and 

community organising had achieved over the years in the UK and this was 

echoed by participants from other countries. Given the scale of the challenge 
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in society today, has our approach been radical enough? And if we were what 

would it look like [link to Tricia]?   

 

Participants acknowledged that achieving social change was hard and 

complex.  

 

How do we challenge embedded neoliberalism and the hegemony of 

the market? Can we make an impact on issues like climate change?’ 

 

However, they also found reasons to hope. Several of the presentations 

celebrated the ‘amazing work that is going on’.  As reported earlier, this is 

often on a small-scale but examples of ‘micropower’ are important building 

blocks.  As the Collective Poem again reminded us: 

 

Never forget to celebrate the change you’ve made. 

 

In Ireland, Niamh McCrea celebrated the potential of community arts and the 

success of the abortion rights campaign. In Scotland, Mae Shaw referred to 

co-operative community ownership and plans to set up a Citizens Assembly  

(link). Tricia Zipfel commented on the value of international transfer.  In 

particular she gave the examples of: participatory budgeting, Organisation 

Workshop (http://www.livingleadership.uk.com/the-organisation-

workshop.php), and Training for Transformation  (a series of handbooks for 

practitioners based on models developed in Africa: 

http://velode.blogspot.com/2015/10/pdf-training-for-transformation.html, all of 

which have influenced UK practice. Another example was that of ACORN, 

which has drawn on the experience of its international federation and its 

founding organisation in the US (new.acorninternational.org; 

acorntheunion.org.uk) to run successful direct action campaigns directed at 

banks, estate agents and local landlords in tackling the problems of private 

renting (www.acorntheunion.org.uk ). 

 

Elsewhere participants cited the positive examples of mobilisation provided by 

the movements for climate justice referred to earlier. From Ireland came the 

http://www.livingleadership.uk.com/the-organisation-workshop.php
http://www.livingleadership.uk.com/the-organisation-workshop.php
http://velode.blogspot.com/2015/10/pdf-training-for-transformation.html
http://www.acorntheunion.org.uk/
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example of abortion law reform (Repeal the 8th was – and remains – led by 

women and trans people from the grassroots).  Others cited resistance to 

fracking in the US and beyond.  From England, another promising 

development came in the form of ‘flatpack democracy’ in Frome, which is 

bidding to replace traditional party politics at local level. While these are not 

necessarily the outcomes of community development/community organising, 

they all demonstrate that the energy is out there to tap into. Social movements 

like Occupy have not always been sustained, but, as Tom O’Connell 

observed, there is often a residual core that is energised and politicised.   

 

There is a strong tradition within community organising to build on.  A 

prominent feature of the Thinkery was the River of Organising banner.  This 

was borrowed from Community Organisers and mapped influential individuals 

over the decade from Alinsky onwards. Participants at the Thinkery were 

encouraged to add their own influential individuals. 

 

Moussa Amine Sylla, from Selby Trust in London, explained that as a 

Community Organiser, he believes that change comes with challenging 

power, and that it is therefore important to understand ‘what is power’. For 

Moussa, community organising the community organising mantra is listen, 

power and change. Community organising is about: 

 engaging with individuals – starting systematically from a dialogue and 

listening carefully to people, and helping people to start thinking about 

what they can do about their concerns;  

 working with groups and organisations and help them to understand 

where their agenda lies, and find common ground to start building heir 

power 

 challenging institutions to change things   

 

In this spirit, he has supported the development of ‘Spoken’ - a place where 

people from cultures and different backgrounds come together in a non-

judgmental space and use creative expression to explore societal issues, and 

think about how they can work together.    

https://www.flatpackdemocracy.co.uk/
https://youtu.be/5TvXM_B_rww
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Louise Goldfield, a member of Spoken, then performed a collective poem 

which evolved through a workshop she facilitated at a national Community 

Organisers event (CO19, June 2019).  

 

Collectivism 

 

Collaborate 

Choose your tribe wisely 

Open up, there is strength in vulnerability 

Listen, learn, ask questions 

Be authentic 

Make organised action  

Community-centric 

Recognise your strengths 

Accept your limitations and own it. 

Give truth and transparency  

Expand your horizons  

Stand in solidarity  

Choose humanity over money 

Love over hatred 

For indifference will not drown out injustice but allow space for it 

We must resist, rise up and speak together 

International and intergenerational relationships make us only stronger 

Together we can transform our world for ever  

You can begin today  

It just takes a lot of faith  

Faith in all those times when all seems lost, but still you carried on 

Imagining a better future together and fought to make it happen  

Because uniting under a common goal means never feeling alone 

Which can ignite a fire large enough within to make unstable systems burn 

Trust in each other that you will win  

And if that doesn’t work out, the worst you can do is learn 

Learn and research  
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Education is an investment in knowledge and pays the highest rate of interest 

Rest, rise, repeat 

Never underestimate resting  

It’s not that easy, but it’s a sustainable solution to self-awareness of the 

psyche 

Understanding and empathy to the worrier inside 

Insuring that you master the strength to stand and consistently rise 

Taking a small step of change every day when you feel you’re losing the fight 

Allow others to lend a hand and provide 

Invest in your local assets and then never stop challenging what you think is 

right 

Always look at the bigger picture, which may over time change 

Business can be your friend and principles your most trusted guide 

But listen to experience 

Because you are walking in the footsteps of a long line  

Who trod effective steps towards a better future for their entire lives 

Because community is a basic need and a human right 

Healthy communities depend on equality and social justice  

Austerity is a lie 

But nourish your soul with different perspectives 

Grow your collective power and respect it 

Eat together  

Act together 

Pass it on  

This is a community organised book of revelations  

Revelations 

Remember everyone has value and the power to empower each other 

Leaving no-one behind 

Get to know one another  

A community love triumphs over hate 

Investigate the past 

But only action in the present creates change  

No time like now 

So let’s help communities find a solution  
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To help themselves 

Solutions – see the problem and move towards it  

Own it and know it with precision  

Listen 

Unite with others who share our passion  

And with integrity, together we can make a difference 

Inspire whoever can instigate change by organising realistic aims 

And executing plans made  

But never forget to celebrate the change we have made 

Because tomorrow is another day and we’ll do it all again. 

 

In summary ... 

There was a strong feeling throughout the Thinkery that community 

development and community organising practices are alive and well, that 

there is tangible solidarity in action and that ‘conversations are happening’. 

The legacy of community development and organising over the years can be 

found in the number of communities that have developed enormous 

experience of what works and what doesn’t.  Their potential can be seen in 

‘the calibre of people coming forward, their desire to really connect, their 

anger at being ignored, their willingness to find solutions and ways forward - 

their political sophistication is heartening’.  

 

Tricia Zipfel referred to the ‘critical and edgy time’ we live in.  Overall, the day 

demonstrated what Mae Shaw referred to as the ‘new subjectivities and 

identities for community development practitioners as they navigate a 

troubling and contradictory terrain’. Keeping that contestation alive is a major 

task for the foreseeable future. 

 

For the Community Development Journal the Thinkery provided many useful 

messages.  In particular, it identified the range of common challenges that 

face participants in different parts of the world and the need to provide a 

forum where people can share their responses. It celebrated the importance 

of dialogue across countries, regions and roles. It highlighted the unique 

position of the Journal in facilitating that dialogue and in building essential 

https://youtu.be/5TvXM_B_rww
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bridges between the local and the global. Above all, it underlined the need for 

critical reflection in an environment where it is increasingly difficult to find the 

spaces for this.  This report and the accompanying films are the beginning of 

a process.  We welcome comments and discussion on CDJ Plus that will help 

to inspire us and to inform our future direction.  

 

 

 

 


