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Editorial
Mark Creyton, Director of Education, Research and 
Policy, Volunteering Queensland Inc.

Capacity Building is generally accepted as an 
essential part of the core business of working with 
and in communities and community groups.  Like 
inclusion, social capital and community engagement, 
it is part of the community worker’s standard 
discourse. Yet the term is so widely used and is 
applied in so many different ways it has lost much of 
its power to excite, to impact and to challenge. This 
has meant that the focus of discussion has turned 
to concepts such as adaption and resilience which 
seem to hold more promise, or more worryingly to 
the language of business and enterprise. Yet I would 
argue that adaptive and resilient communities are 
often an outcome of capacity building; and perhaps 
community capacity building is simply a method of 
effective community development. 

If we are to rescue capacity building from platitude, 
we will need to start considering what it actually 
means for each of us and the work we undertake 
in and with our communities. We will need to more 
thoughtfully consider what is our approach to 
building capacity, reimagine our practices in ways 
which excite, impact and challenge and look more 
critically at how we use the term. Most importantly 
we need to consider the critical questions: capacity 
building for and by whom? for what purpose? and 
in what ways? 

This issue of our Innovate Research Bulletin 
provides a series of perspectives on capacity 
building. I asked a number of colleagues what is 
capacity building to you? They provided a variety 
of responses which approach the topic both at a 
theoretical and practical level and at a community 
level and at an individual level. I hope this starts 
some conversations. 

Too Much Capacity; Too Many 
Bystanders

Jelenko Dragisic is a collaboration strategist and 
the founder of ROADMENDER (roadmender.net). 
As a resilience building advisor, he has also created 
RESILIENCE REPORTER (resiliencereporter.com), 
a daily chronicle of resilience related articles. Jelenko 
is a member of the Inclusive Brisbane Board and a 
member of the advisory council for the Cities, Securities 
and Resilience Networks. 

Building capacity has for some time become a 
dominant form of thinking, conceptualising and 
engaging with the world for many who saw their 
mission to make the local place, remote community 
and global world a better and more equitable place.  
Anyone reading anything on capacity building 
would instantly recognise what it is, where it came 
from and why it is still unavoidable in the day to day 
work of a sizable section of society and economy.  
Governments in Australia have trained themselves 
to think this way and have accordingly adjusted the 
many presumptions that guide policy, particularly in 
the way they deal with social issues that they like to 
term ‘wicked problems’.  
What exactly does capacity building mean today, 
when we are nearing the end of information age 
dominance and when we see many societal needs 
transform from the material into intangibles? Let’s 
be clear about one thing; global inequality, poverty, 
internal displacement, and lack of clean water and 
air are only an introduction to a whole range of 
challenges that mainstream western society has 
accepted almost laconically as being normal. Can 
capacity building continue to be the way forward in 
the hope that two decades from now generations 
of people across the globe will not be subjects of 
government programs, charities good will or other 
causes for a philanthropist in search of meaning?  
There were times when I considered that a 
revolutionary change would be the only way to move 
forward when things progress too slowly.  Today I 
am more tempered. I see that everything that was 
accomplished yesterday has some value.  However, 
building on past achievements is slightly harder as 
it requires first understanding, and then reconciling, 
our own world view of the past. This inevitably leads 
to the proposition that, whilst capacity building has 
been a sound framework to date, its future capability 
needs an addendum of sorts.  
In considering what that could transpire in the 
context of emerging factors that are shaping the 
world, I would first point to the fact that time and 
space are becoming flatter. History and the future 
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are not as distinct as they once were; geographies 
are not local and global but a mixture of both. This 
means that we are here and everywhere, now and 
yesterday. Our experiences are guided by pervasive 
beliefs and desires that are challenged at every 
step we make. Consider this simple life experience; 
we virtually cannot get any basic service unless we 
are in some way engaged with people who live in 
faraway places (continents) and in different time 
zones. We do not see those instances as too much 
of a hurdle, but the fact remains, we are engaged 
in the world differently and that has to have some 
impact on the way we see the world and ourselves 
in it.  
So, why would this be of relevance to capacity 
building? There are several reasons.  

Firstly, capacity building emerged from an era when 
there was much more clarity in terms of socio-
economic identity between those whose capacity 
needed to be improved and those who acted as 
agents of development. Those relationships are 
now neither as clear nor satisfactory. Some may 
recall a real world example a couple of years 
ago when the government of India, an emerging 
economy, refused to accept foreign aid from its 
long term donor, the UK. The argument, if memory 
serves me right, was that aid was damaging the 
entrepreneurial attitude and the brand that India 
wanted to nurture, and along with it nurture itself 
from the depths of the issues that were affecting a 
large portion of its society. 
Secondly, new technologies are allowing capacity 
building to be defined by those with a direct need 
for it. Technology is not to be assumed as the 
perfect answer, but as far as infrastructure goes it 
has made a visible difference. The capacity builder 
of the past was better informed, better connected, 
better resourced and better supported than those 
needing improved development. All those factors 
meant a huge difference. Today, those differences 
may not be so effective. Millions of people in need 
of development are better connected and in closer 
proximity to information. This effectively challenges 
the balance between those who are used to being 
in the position of capacity builder and those who 
may or may not need it.  

A critical issue for the future of capacity building 
is that it has to be a different experience for all 
concerned.  It has to offer more room for imagination 
as an essential ingredient of capacity development.  
Otherwise capacity building will be akin to teaching 
kids how to read whilst ignoring the fact that literacy 
in today’s world has to include coding skills as well.

Capacity Building as Fostering 
Critical Spaces
Mark Creyton is Director Education, Research and 
Policy of Volunteering Queensland Inc. He has over 
twenty years’ experience as an educator and consultant 
working with a range of voluntary and non-profit 
organisations and groups. He has particular interest 
in supporting social innovation and smaller voluntary 
organisations and groups and their role in creating a 
strong and vital civil society. He is currently working 
with a range of young leaders, new organisations and 
initiatives and universities exploring new models of 
engagement, leadership and sustainability. He leads a 
range of research initiatives in this area.

Too often the discussion around community capacity 
building focuses solely on the larger agencies and 
organisations delivering community, health and 
social services. The role of grassroots groups, social 
initiatives, movements and community gatherings 
are little acknowledged or understood. Too often 
the discussion is focused on fostering one civil 
society / common sphere, an idealised community 
in which issues of inclusion and difference are 
addressed through collaboration and common 
interest. Capacity building is seen mostly in relation 
to up-skilling, engagement and better provision of 
services. Most of my working life has been focused 
on a different type of capacity building – which I 
would consider as fostering critical spaces. 
Cohen and Arato (1992) have suggested that in 
addition to the involvement of citizens and provision 
of services, civil society has two other critical roles 
that we need to recognise and foster:  advocacy and 
defense. Advocacy consists of raising and fighting 
for those who are marginalised, discriminated 
against and/or simply left out of our communities.  
Groups we consider engaged in social action, 
citizen action, influence and civil disobedience fit 
into this category. Defense is the role many groups 
play in supporting and celebrating alternative ideas 
and identities and providing spaces of solidarity 
for those who are different to the mainstream. This 
could be in regard to culture, ethnicity, sexuality, 
etc. but also for those who think differently or have 
different values to the majority. 

The groups which challenge the majority view 
and support alternatives are essential in creating 
communities which are more fair and just, which 
explore richer ideas of what is the good life and 
how we live, which offer different ways for us to 
think about ourselves and others. These are critical 
spaces and capacity building with these groups is 
a unique and challenging adventure. Each initiative 
is unique and focused on working with rather than 



prescribing, valuing the very differences that often 
community building seeks to move away from, 
working with leaders to enhance their capacities 
and approaches in ways which acknowledge the 
uniqueness of their circumstances.

The most exciting work is bringing these groups 
together to explore strategies and ways of working 
and share ideas and explore the different values 
and practices embedded in these groups. Boym 
(2010) argues that we need to let go of ideas of 
utopian freedom and singular visions of community 
and consider an approach which is about contacts, 
contamination (of ideas and perspectives) and 
border crossing. Volunteering Queensland Inc 
is about to launch its new community leadership 
program in the Moreton Bay region after over 30 
different programs across the state. These programs 
aim to support and enhance the roles of grassroots 
and community leaders and at best offer the chance 
to foster existing and new critical spaces.

Capacity Building

Rebecca McIntosh graduated from QUT with a Bachelor 
of Business Communications and Master of Arts in 
Digital Media. She has lived and worked overseas, 
managing a council-wide youth project in Scotland 
and a UK-wide European youth information service 
part-funded by the European Commission. Rebecca is 
currently a Career Advisor at University of Queensland, 
mother of 2 small children, qualified yoga instructor and 
founder of an entrepreneurial start-up.

For me capacity building is all about reflecting, 
connecting and growing. Whether your program 
audience is youth workers, carers, or community 
health workers. It’s often a program that 
acknowledges the value of a group or individuals 
with their current or potential role in the community.  
The program acknowledges the role of influencer, 
and provides them with the opportunity to adapt and 
grow. A great capacity building program empowers 
individuals to see their own life and their community 
through new eyes.

Reflecting: Capacity building provides individuals 

or groups with the tools to reflect on their roles, 
personal abilities, values, aptitude and knowledge.  
It acknowledges their skills and value they add to 
the community and their ability to influence others.

Connecting: Capacity building relies on an 
individual or community sharing messages or 
stories to impact themselves or their community 
in a positive way. It starts with an individual and 
embeds in them the confidence and tools to grow 
themselves or their community.

Growing: I don’t want to use the word change, 
as it would indicate an individual or group couldn’t 
stay the same and just adapt and grow. Growing 
is an evolutionary process that occurs in the right 
conditions, with the right combinations of influences, 
factors or ingredients. It allows an individual to grow 
personally, it can allow structures or systems to grow 
or adapt. To ensure optimal growth the individuals 
use their community networks or structures. The 
process of growing also means there is a succession 
plan in built. There are seeds scattered to pass on 
the blueprint for the next generation, the legacy.

For me a capacity building program is little like 
building a virus, a good virus. You build your 
knowledge of the individual or community you are 
targeting and identify the weak points. The virus is 
built targeting the weak points, going right to the 
core of the weakness. The virus is of little value 
isolated and becomes powerful when spread. It 
has just the right elements to change slightly to suit 
each individual or community. 

Moving on from the virus analogy the best ways 
to measure capacity building I’ve seen has been 
distance travelled. We mapped a range of skills and 
abilities, which were developed around our project 
outcomes and measured them at the start of the 
project, mid way through, and at the end. When I was 
in Scotland I worked with a group of young people 
that came from a wide variety of backgrounds who 
came together to work towards a youth exchange 
with a group in Norway. Skills improvements were 
seen across communication, emotional intelligence 
and networks and we used a tool developed by a 
Falkirk Council called SCAT (Social Competence 
Assessment Tool). In the project I worked on, the 
young people wouldn’t even speak to kids in the next 
village but having had the exchange opportunity, the 
work developed around the topic and the exposure 
of an international experience it redefined their 
concept of ‘community’. They identified with their 
community as a whole and explored ideas around 
national and European identity. 



Capacity building is a development tool and 
any type of development takes time and can be 
measured in a whole range of ways to demonstrate 
its effectiveness. If the purpose of the project is to 
create attitudinal change, this may not be seen until 
the next generational grow, but it doesn’t mean you 
can’t measure the small outcomes. Often the way 
you measure is predominantly determined by your 
funding body, but for the sake of your sanity and a 
great promotion to your supporters I would definitely 
collect some of the stories, testimonials on distance 
travelled as these are truly powerful ways to tell 
your organisation’s story. 

The Key to Good Cross-Cultural 
Relationships is Inwards... A 
Practioner’s Perspective 

Dulcinea has over 15 years’ experience working 
in state government and the non-profit sector as a 
change manager, community engagement. During her 
work with settling newly arrived migrants, refugees and 
asylum seekers she gained insight into what it means 
to see the world from other individuals’ perspective. 
In this thinking piece she explains the importance of 
self-reflection before understanding others cultures, 
which she believes is the bases of providing cultural 
responsible services to CALD communities and 
individuals.

Given the complex, ever changing mosaic 
of cultures, languages and religions in our 
communities, we as Community Capacity Building 
Practitioners are being challenged and provided 
with a rich opportunity like never before to provide 
cultural appropriate services which are responsive, 
effective, and meet the needs of the Culturally and 
Linguistically Diverse (CALD) communities we 
serve. 

Cultural responsive practice requires that 
practitioners are open and seek to understand the 
various dynamics that play into the community-
practitioner relationship such as: (1) variation in 
communication styles; (2) diverse belief systems; 
(3) different understanding in the client-practitioner 
relationship; and (4) difference in relationship 
building. 

Cultural competency therefore is the way we 
can begin to prepare to ensure our community 
development or community capacity building 
practices are culturally responsive to the needs of 
the CALD communities. 
The good news is that effective cross-cultural 
relationships aren’t dependent on you knowing 

everything about the cultural practices, protocols 
and customs of all the communities you support.  
However, a cultural competent practitioner has to 
have the ability to understand, communicate with, 
and effectively interact with people across cultures 
(Betancourt et al, 2003). 
According to Betancourt et al (2003) cultural 
competence refers to the process by which 
individuals and systems respond respectfully and 
effectively to people of all cultures, languages, 
classes, races, ethnic backgrounds, religions, and 
other diversity factors in a manner that recognises, 
affirms, and values the worth of individuals, families, 
and communities and protects and preserves the 
dignity of each and strives to achieve equality.  
You can find more detailed information and 
resources about cultural competency at the Ethnic 
Communities Council of Queensland website. 

When working with CALD communities from 
a community capacity building framework, 
practitioners must become cultural competent which 
means looking inward and being able to self-reflect.  
Cultural competence requires more than practicing 
tolerance. We need to explore our own historical 
roots, beliefs and values. It is about developing 
empathy and connected knowledge, the ability to 
see the world through another’s eyes or at the very 
least, to recognise that others may view the world 
through different cultural lenses (Bentley, McCarthy 
& Mean 2003). 
Through the process of self-reflection or exploration 
we can become aware and address our own biases, 
prejudices and stereotypes before we can work 
to increase the communities’ assets and ability to 
improve their lives. 

For example, there are many stereotypes, 
cultural polarisations and stigma attached to 
African communities as a whole. It is vital that as 
practitioners we don’t only see Africa from one angle 
– that of suffering, poverty and war. But also view it 
as place with histories, skills, talents, knowledge, 
rich cultures and with highly resilient individual and 
communities. 

http://www.eccq.com.au/category/resources/multicultural-communities/cultural-competency
http://www.eccq.com.au/category/resources/multicultural-communities/cultural-competency


I am not in any way minimising the challenges that the 
African communities are facing, but I am highlighting 
how such a one dimensional view of the continent 
and its people will influence our stereotypes, and 
therefore impact on our relationships with our 
clients. 
As service providers we need to be aware that 
one size doesn’t fit all when it comes to CALD 
communities, you will find that there are differences 
within every cultural group just as there is differences 
within the mainstream community. While achieving 
equality is a key goal of cultural competence, 
treating people the same based on the assumption 
that everyone is the same and have the same needs 
does not address the barriers to access of services 
and information faced by CALD communities.  
Equity on the other hand recognises that in order 
to achieve real equality it is important to take into 
account the different histories, experiences and 
needs of different groups which may mean treating 
people differently based on their different needs in 
order to ensure their equality of access to services, 
information and resources.  
Indeed undergoing the process of becoming 
culturally competent for practitioners is to have the 
fundamental attitudes of empathy, curiosity, and 
respect that are constantly being reshaped by self-
reflection. We can further solidify our commitment 
to culturally competent practice by ensuring that our 
office environment and protocols are inclusive and 
respectful of other cultures. This demonstration of 
cultural competency by community organisations 
and individual workers builds trust and a vital bridge 
between the communities that we serve and engage 
as practitioners.

Building the Capacity of Small 
Community Groups in Queensland
Shelley Dunlop has been working with Volunteering 
Queensland Inc for the past year to develop a series of 
informational handbooks for small community groups. 
She has a background in community engagement and 
education for sustainability.

At the moment, I am working with Volunteering 
Queensland Inc to develop a series of informational 
handbooks for small community groups. My 
perspective on capacity building is based on the 
development of these guides, as well as on my own 
work with small community groups in Brisbane. 

Capacity building is a concept with a lot of promise 
and many meanings. The terms it brings to my 
mind are partnership and innovation - assisting 
community groups to cooperate on exciting projects 

to achieve fantastic outcomes. It is the idea of 
working with the strengths and assets of community 
groups, building on what is already there in order 
to create opportunities for these groups to realise 
their full potential. There are a lot of exciting ways 
in which small community groups can build their 
capacity, creating effective and innovative projects 
that have a real benefit for the community.

However, it is my experience that most of the 
people who volunteer for small community groups 
are intelligent, creative and experienced. They 
are passionate and driven people who give their 
time to make a difference in their community, 
often at the same time as working or attending to 
other commitments. It is not the capacity to find 
innovative solutions, new ideas or projects that they 
are lacking, it is the time to implement them. 
Most of the volunteers I have come across signed 
up to use their often extensive skills for the good of 
their chosen cause (which they certainly achieve), 
but they also spend a lot of time filling in paperwork, 
seeking funding and dealing with troublesome 
group members. With limited time left to do the ‘real’ 
work of their group, they then rarely have time for 
extra activities like attending forums, undertaking 
training, or reading articles on effective community 
development. They would love to develop 
partnerships, networks and innovative projects, but 
don’t have the energy to consider them. Instead their 
sights are set on using their limited and precious 
time to raise funds, recruit volunteers, promote their 
cause and overcome bureaucratic obstacles. 
Lack of time seems to be an issue in all community 
groups I have come across, compounded by the 
fact that the basic information these groups need 
is not readily available, so they have to reinvent the 
wheel and discover everything for themselves. For 
example, the Volunteering Queensland call centre 
receives most of its enquiries from small community 
groups on topics such as conflict resolution, 
workplace health and safety obligations, fundraising 
or incorporation. In order to really build the capacity 
of community groups we first need to remove these 
obstacles and free up the volunteers’ time to work 
on the projects that are important to them.
That is the aim of the handbook series we are 
developing at Volunteering Queensland Inc. The 
handbooks will provide a first point of reference for 
groups starting or running a small community group 
- to help them find information on their pressing 
questions and issues; as well as bringing up issues 
they might not have yet considered, which might 
help avoid problems down the track. They will cover 
a broad range of topics from starting a community 



group and risk management, to effective leadership 
and partnership development. 
These handbooks are not a stand-alone measure 
of course, but a good resource for volunteers, 
assisting them to run an effective and cohesive 
community group while also demonstrating to them 
that they are valued by their community, and that 
they have the support of larger institutions. In their 
own way the handbooks aim to build community 
capacity, by providing the basic building blocks of an 
effective volunteer group through increasing skills 
and knowledge. This will help free up the precious 
time of dedicated volunteers, allowing them to work 
on concrete projects that make a real difference to 
our communities, and allowing them the space to 
develop new partnerships and strategies they may 
not have previously had the time to consider.
volunteeringqld.org.au/communityhandbooks

Community Capacity Building - 
The Road to Community Resilience 
Tal Fitzpatrick, Leadership Coordinator, Volunteering 
Queensland Inc. Since 2011, as part of the Education, 
Research and Policy team, Tal has developed and 
delivered a range of training programs, leadership and 
creative engagement programs. Tal graduated in 2009 
from Griffith University with a Bachelor of Arts degree 
and 1st class honours majoring in Contemporary Art 
and Creative Arts Industries. She has a long history 
of volunteering and social engagement in the arts and 
community sectors.

As the coordinator and facilitator of the Natural 
Disaster Resilience Leadership Project it has 
been my role over the past two and a half years 
to support community leaders to build and enhance 
community resilience at a local grassroots level. 
During this time I have focused on exploring how to 
build the capacity of community leaders in order to 
enable them to move from discussion to action. The 
following will expand on this idea and discuss the 
importance of building community capacity in order 
to achieve sustainable community resilience. 
The project is delivered in the context of enabling 
communities to be better equipped to cope with 
natural disasters however it takes a very holistic 
approach to this directive. Delivered over four full 
days of training, this capacity building initiative 
brings together on average 30 community leaders 
and covers a wide range of topics based around the 
four adaptive capacities of a resilient community: 
Information and communication, Community 
Competence, Economic Development, Social 
Capital (Norris 2007). It aims to sow the seeds for 
behavioural and social changes which will increase 

a community’s capacity to be self-reliant, adapt to 
changes, mitigate threats and be prepared as part 
of an all-hazards approach as well as build the 
groundwork for a swift and sensitive response and 
recovery from any disaster events.  

One of the consistent challenges cited by the 
community leaders engaged through this project is 
the adaptive challenge of overcoming apathy in the 
community and of moving people from discussion to 
action. As Mark Creyton and I discussed in Edition 
6 of the Innovate Research Bulletin in our piece on 
‘Adaptive Leadership for Volunteer Managers’:
“The key to successful leadership is the ability to 
engage all stakeholder groups in the process of 
change, from the first step of naming the adaptive 
challenge through to the implementation of change 
strategies. Without this broad scale engagement 
and involvement, adaptive leadership cannot be 
successful. It relies on stakeholders to come up 
with strategies, and to adopt them and create the 
change through their actions.”

In acknowledgment of this, the Resilience 
Leadership Project focuses heavily on building 
adaptive leadership skills and culminates in a 
facilitated project-planning session where each 
participant is supported to develop an ‘action plan’.  
This group process of designing an ‘action plan’ is 
grounded in the content covered in the project and 
requires participants to integrate the understandings 
they have gained on emergency management, 
community resilience and the local context during 
the training. This process is the key to the project’s 
success and it is these action plans that pave the 
road to wider community resilience.
The action plans that have been developed by 
participants of the project are extremely diverse, 
ranging from individual actions such as: “establish 
a relationship with my immediate neighbours”; to 
actions taken within workplaces such as: “develop 
strategies to inform staff and patrons about 
disaster preparedness” or running one-off events to 
“establish stronger social connectedness”; right up 
to more complex inter-agency collaborative projects 
that “engage the public in educational campaigns” 

http://volunteeringqld.org.au/communityhandbooks
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or “deliver new services to address the needs of 
vulnerable community members”. Often participants 
develop their action plans in partnership or in 
parallel with the other participants in the group, a 
process which has undoubtedly resulted in better 
informed and collaborative ideas. 
In broader terms through building the participants 
capacity to design and implement these action plans 
the Resilience Leadership Project is successfully 
building widespread community resilience through 
a domino effect where participants go on to share 
their learning’s and instigate change. Participants 
are empowered to become ‘resilience ambassadors’ 
through the knowledge, networks, connections and 
skills they develop during the training and in this way 
the investment of up-skilling a small group of leaders 
actually has a large impact on the community as 
part this knock on effect.

Listening is Not the Same as 
Hearing... A Critical Skill for 
Innovators in Any Sector
Lana de Kort is an experienced manager who has 
worked in senior positions within government, business, 
industry and the community sector for the last 10 
years. Lana is the Director, Strategy with Volunteering 
Queensland Inc. In her role, Lana contributes to the 
development of effective cross-sector partnerships that 
promote different models of volunteering, including 
project management and corporate volunteering.

In an environment where speed, technology and 
economics seem to have shaped how businesses 
of any kind operate, a simple human skill may be the 
most vital asset you have to successfully innovate 
- listening.
Listening is the ability to accurately receive 
messages in the communication process. Listening 
is key to all effective communication, without the 
ability to listen effectively messages are easily 
misunderstood, communication breaks down and 
the sender of the message can easily become 
frustrated or irritated.
“The most basic and powerful way to connect to 

another person is to listen. Just listen. Perhaps the 
most important thing we ever give each other is our 
attention.” Rachel Naomi Remen 
In a world over reliant on technology for 
communication, the temptation to stop listening 
is seductive. The volume of communication that 
bombards managers in all sectors is unprecedented 
and thanks to smart technology, is no longer 
confined to our offices where we are best able to 
concentrate. Instead now we work in public places, 
communicate with people at all hours and rely on 
a myriad of devices to draw our attention to getting 
the tasks we need done in the most effective and 
efficient way. It is almost subliminal, as if we’ve 
become Pavlov’s dogs, hearing the email come 
through without necessarily listening to what the 
communication may truly mean or present.
Hearing is about sound, and is inherently reactive.  
We hear something and we respond. In the case 
of an email, we simply reply, hit send and thank 
god our inbox is now smaller. Listening requires 
more focus, asking you to attune to not only what 
is being communicated (irrespective of how) but 
also the peripheral indicators. When we used to 
communicate more face to face, this would mean 
paying attention not only to the story, but how it is 
told, the use of language and voice, and how the 
other person uses his or her body. Technology has 
impeded this, with many people mistakenly thinking 
that many of these cues no longer exist. Wrong.

How a person writes an email tells a story in itself.  
The detail provided, the length, the formality or 
informality, the spelling and grammar, when it was 
drafted and how quickly the person replied. All these 
paint a picture and are keys to not only listening; 
but to building an effective relationship with them.  
The same logic applies to telephone conversations.  
Listen wisely and opportunities to innovate and 
collaborate emerge unexpectedly.

In Australia’s current economic climate, the 
importance of collaboration has emerged as one of 
the more dominant drivers of sustainability. Being 
able to work together, especially in a joint intellectual 
effort is going to make the difference between 
extinction and survival for some businesses; 
certainly this is a reality many grassroots not-for-
profits are facing.  
Old ways of relationship building; such as attending 
many, and lengthy meetings; and flying about the 
country negotiating partnerships face-to-face, 
simply aren’t economically viable all the time.  
Instead other ways of introducing yourself, getting 
to know each other and building trust to foster 



exchange need to be found, and it seems to me a 
simple human skill is the key - listening.
Many successful leaders and entrepreneurs agree 
with me. Indeed, many of these business leaders 
credit their success to effective listening skills.  
Richard Branson frequently quotes listening as one 
of the main factors behind the success of Virgin.  
This is not surprising when you consider that 
good listening skills can lead to better customer 
satisfaction, greater productivity with fewer 
mistakes, increased sharing of information that in 
turn can lead to more creative and innovative work.
Despite this, few people have the time or space 
to really consider the importance of listening. The 
sound of an incoming email calls, the telephone 
rings or we have another meeting to attend. In 
fact, the average person spends 70% of their time 
communicating. 45% of that is spent listening. 
Don’t waste it, and instead, turn it to your advantage 
and you will find that innovation and collaboration 
will follow.

Are you using your listening time wisely? Adults 
spend an average of 70% of their time engaged in 
some sort of communication, of this an average of 
45% is spent listening (or simply hearing) compared 
to 30% speaking, 16% reading and 9% writing. 

What Makes a Good Leader? 
Understanding Community 
Leadership 

Amida Cumming was a Project Officer with Volunteering 
Queensland Inc.  After completing studies in community 
development and anthropology at UQ, she joined the 
Education, Research and Policy unit to pursue further 
research on community resilience and grassroots 
leadership. She is now working for the International 
Organisation of Migration in Vietnam. (This article first 
appeared in Innovate Research Bulletin No. 6).

Community leadership is increasingly recognised 
as fundamental for the health, resilience and 
development of communities, yet despite this, 
community leadership is not particularly well 
understood. Community leadership is not defined 
by formal positions, and important aspects of 
community leadership work can go unrecognised 
as it may not exhibit the ‘heroic individualism’ of our 
traditional ideas of leadership. The community is a 
unique leadership context without the support “of 
bureaucratic boundaries and hierarchies to channel 
and control the exercise of power, community 
leaders must work within overlapping layers and 
shifting sources of influence, resistance, and 

negotiation” (Schweigert 2007). Community leaders 
are authorised by the actions of their community, who 
freely choose whether or not to act with them. Thus, 
leadership in this context is deeply collaborative; a 
collective process. 
Reviewing the relatively scarce research on 
community leadership, we found that community 
leadership can be seen as a quality of a whole 
community, rather than resting with one individual.  
It is developed by people who work with their 
community in particular ways. These can be broken 
into four key aspects of leadership work: vision, 
collaboration, empowerment and innovation. 
Community leaders engage in work which creates:
“…a social space in which citizens can recognize 
their own interests, assess the community’s needs 
and opportunities, share their beliefs and ideas, and 
create a pathway to put shared beliefs into action in 
pursuing the good.” (Schweigert 2007)

VISION
Vision has long been recognised as a fundamental 
aspect of leadership. Identification with core values 
and vision provides the belonging and inspiration 
that drives individuals to engage in collective action, 
and is the basis for commitment to community 
interests. However, unlike traditional ideas of 
leadership, community leadership does not rely 
on the charismatic vision of a single individual 
(Hernandez et al 2011).

Community leaders do not create the vision – 
they build a ‘passionate consensus’:  Community 
leadership deals with diverse interests on issues 
all community members have personal, emotional 
stakes and often strident opinions. A community 
vision needs to be built collectively, yet there is 
likely to be passionate disagreement about some 
aspects. Community leaders facilitate the process 
of building consensus through deep, reflective 
listening and respectful negotiation (Temkin 2011).

Build an inclusive, accommodating vision: The 
vision that is built through this process must be: 
“…a compelling and shared community vision that 
is grounded in people’s combined experiences, 
articulates their mutual concerns, reflects their 
collective wisdom, and points toward a more 
rewarding future.” (Borda 2010)

Commit to core values:  Community leaders commit 
to core values of equity, inclusion and democratic 
governance as the basis for their leadership work, 
and enact these values in the development of 
community consensus (MDC 2003).



COLLABORATION
Community leaders support community collaboration 
by embracing difference, surfacing conflict and 
building connections.

Building connections: Community leaders bring 
together diverse actors and facilitate their joint work.  
They leverage the strategic power of difference 
by building relationships across differences at 
the personal or organisational level. Building 
connections between groups, and linking self-
interest with others’ concerns, which encourages 
a shift in thinking, to see ‘their problem’ as ‘our 
problem’ (Ospina & Foldy 2010a, Bordas 2010). 

Embracing difference: Community leaders 
create dialogue around difference. “Emphasizing 
similarities at the expense of differences simply 
doesn’t work. Creating convergence requires 
identifying divergence” (Ospina & Foldy 2010a). 

Creating dialogue around difference: Identifying 
and talking about difference is key to the mutual 
exchange of understanding in which community 
members appreciate difference and are empowered 
by others’ appreciation of their identity.

Establishing inclusive decision-making: 
ensuring community decision making processes 
represent the diversity of the community and 
consider multiple perspectives in the decision 
process is key to bridging difference.

Surfacing conflict: Community leaders surface 
rather than minimise conflict to bring community 
issues to light. Addressing conflict is supported 
by the appreciation of diversity and core values of 
equity – community leaders give conflict back to the 
community to address by reframing it as a mutual 
problem to be solved in collaboration. Dialogue 
around difference helps individuals in conflict 
identify common interests (Ospina & Foldy 2010a, 
Plowman et al 2007). 

EMPOWERMENT
Community leadership supports the community to 
take ownership of issues and recognise its capacity 
to create change. At its base, community leadership 
asserts the interests of the community in relation 
to other narrower interests within and outside the 
community (Pigg 1999), and leverages the capacity 
of the community pursue its interests (Ospina & 
Foldy 2010a).

One among equals: One among equals implies 
preparing other people to lead and then providing 
opportunities for them to exercise their abilities.  

Community leaders support and value the 
contribution each person makes to the leadership 
work of the community and emphasise their 
leadership capacity (Bordas 2010).

Honouring community knowledge: Community 
leaders recognise that the best judge of needs 
and solutions are the people who live amidst the 
problems and opportunities (Legerton 2002).  
Community leaders recognise multiple ways of 
knowing, and foster opportunities for community 
members to engage in collective learning and 
knowledge sharing.

Understanding the roots: Community leaders 
engage the community in critical reflection and 
advocate for individuals to understand the roots 
of issues they face. Leaders support individuals to 
identify their own capacity to change their situation 
(MDC 2003). 

INNOVATION
Social innovation and change is a complex process, 
but one which is key to community development, 
and a key function of community leadership.  
Here, effective community leadership differs most 
significantly from traditional ideas of leadership as 
control. Other leadership practices, such as bridging 
difference and establishing core values contribute 
to innovation, as well as:

Disrupting established frames: Community 
leaders challenge assumptions and create space 
for others to do the same. Community leaders 
reframe issues to open space for new solutions and 
engage people with alternative meanings (Ospina 
& Foldy 2010). This includes challenging dominant 
frames which reinforce disempowerment within 
the community, as well as assumptions underlying 
existing approaches to problems (Plowman et al 
2007).

Flexibility in a framework of meaning: Leaders 
emphasise core values and highlight meaning 
in community actions, but leave the means of 
achieving values open to negotiation and novelty 
(Plowman et al 2007).

Embracing uncertainty and disorganisation:  
Community leaders do not seek to control the 
uncertainty or instability of trying new ideas, but 
allow new ideas to develop organically with the 
input of all stakeholders (Plowman et al 2007, MDC 
2003).

Encourage information sharing and diverse 
interaction: Community leaders create opportunities 



Edited by
Collated and edited by Mark Creyton, Director of Education, Research and Policy, Volunteering Queensland Inc.

Contributions
We are actively seeking contributions from researchers and practitioners which provide new understandings and 
approaches to the field of volunteering. Find out more, email mark.creyton@volunteeringqld.org.au

Volunteering Qld

for sustained interaction between diverse actors in 
the community and support the environment for 
sharing of information throughout the community.  
These ongoing exchanges generate the conditions 
for new and different ideas to develop (Plowman et 
al 2007).
“It is not the leader who creates leadership, it is 
leadership that creates leaders.” (Pigg 1999)
It may be accepted that no individual undertakes 
every one of these activities to be a community 
leader. Rather, individuals provide leadership as 
and when they undertake these actions. These 
are practices which multiple community members 
undertake at different times, in various contexts.  
Thus community members may move in and out of 
leadership roles. Importantly, the specific actions of 
leaders must adapt to the actors and situation at 
a given time and will change through the process 
of developing community leadership. Disrupting 
established frames within a new grassroots 
organisation may require a different approach than 
doing so in the local chamber of business. Different 
leaders may therefore adopt different leadership 
approaches at various times and places, while 
still providing effective community leadership.  
Nonetheless, this collection of practices helps us 
understand how various individuals support the 
processes which contribute to the collaborative, 
collective quality of leadership within a community.
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