SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE
Community Work: Definition, Meaning & Objectives

1. Introduction

Human beings do not live in isolation — they live in communities. From a small village to a
busy city neighbourhood, people share spaces, problems, and resources. But many
communities face challenges such as poverty, illiteracy, lack of health facilities,
unemployment, and social discrimination. These problems cannot be solved by a single
individual alone.

This is where Community Work steps in. It is one of the three primary methods of Social
Work — alongside Casework and Group Work — and it focuses on the community as a
whole as the unit of attention and change. It is a powerful, people-centred approach that
believes ordinary people, when organised and equipped, can transform their own lives.

2. Definition of Community Work

Various scholars and organisations have defined Community Work from different angles.
Some important definitions are given below:

Murray G. Ross (1955) — Classical Definition

Murray G. Ross (1967) defines community organisation as a “process by which a
community identifies its needs or objectives, gives priority to them, develops confidence
and will to work at them, finds resources (internal and external) to deal with them, and in
doing so, extends and develops cooperative and collaborative attitudes and practices in
the community”

3. Meaning of Community Work

In simple words, Community Work means a planned, organised, and professional effort to
bring about positive social change in a community by working with the people — not for
them. It is NOT charity. It is NOT imposing outside solutions. Instead, it is a collaborative
process where the social worker acts as a facilitator, guide, or enabler — helping the
community to help itself.

Key Characteristics of Community Work

* |t treats the community as the primary client, not any single individual.

» ltis participatory — people are active agents, not passive recipients.

+ ltis a planned, systematic, and professional process.

» It operates at the grassroots level, often with the most marginalised groups.
* It aims at both immediate relief and long-term systemic change.



It combines social, economic, political, and cultural dimensions of development.

4. lllustrative Example

Real-Life Scenario: A School Social Worker in a Rural Village
Imagine a school social worker posted in a village where 40% of children, mostly girls,

drop

out by Class 5. Rather than blaming individual families, the worker takes a

community work approach:

Conducts a needs assessment — visits homes, talks to parents, and identifies
the root cause: parents cannot afford school supplies, and girls are needed at
home.

Organises community meetings — brings parents, teachers, and local leaders to
the same table.

Mobilises resources — links families to the government's Scholarship and Mid-
Day Meal scheme.

Runs awareness sessions on girl child education with self-help groups.

Result: Dropout rate falls significantly — not because the social worker donated
money, but because the community identified and solved its own problem with
guided support.

5. Objectives of Community Work

Community Work is not a random or informal activity. It has clear, structured goals. The
following are the major objectives, explained with practical examples:

m Objective Explanation with Example

Needs To identify the felt and unfelt needs of the community.

Assessment Community workers study what people lack — be it
education, health services, clean water, or livelihood — and
prioritise action accordingly. Example: Conducting surveys in
a village to find out why children drop out of school.

Awareness & To make people aware of their rights, resources, and
Consciousness problems. People often suffer in silence because they do not
Raising know their entitlements. Community work educates them so

they can speak up. Example: Holding workshops in a slum
about the Right to Education Act.

Mobilisation of To help the community gather and use available resources —

Resources human, material, and financial. Community workers link
people with government schemes, NGOs, and local leaders.
Example: Connecting rural women with Self-Help Group
(SHG) loans under government programmes.

Capacity To strengthen the skills and confidence of community
Building & members so they can handle their own affairs. True change



Objective Explanation with Example

Empowerment comes when people lead themselves. Example: Training
local youth as peer educators on health and hygiene.

Social To promote unity, remove discrimination, and build a sense

Integration of togetherness. Community work breaks social barriers
based on caste, gender, or religion. Example: Organising
inter-caste community meals and cultural events in a divided
neighbourhood.

Participation & To ensure every member — especially the marginalised —
Democratic has a voice in decisions affecting their lives. Participation

Decision-Making builds ownership and accountability. Example: Setting up a
Village Development Committee where women and
minorities have equal representation.

Sustainable To bring changes that last beyond the project period.

Development Community work aims for self-reliance, not dependency.
Example: Teaching organic farming techniques so that
farmers can improve yields permanently, without relying on
outside aid.

Social Reform &  To challenge unjust systems and advocate for policies that

Policy Change benefit the community. Community workers engage with
policymakers and document ground realities. Example:
Campaigning for installation of streetlights in a high-crime
area and taking the matter to the local municipal body.

6. Conclusion

Community Work is not just a method — it is a philosophy of social change rooted in the
belief that people have the power to transform their circumstances when they are
organised, informed, and supported. It shifts the focus from individual problems to
collective solutions, and from dependency to self-reliance.

Its objectives — from needs identification to sustainable development — form a
comprehensive framework that addresses social problems at their root. For a social work
practitioner, mastering community work means gaining the tools to bring about real, lasting
change in the lives of communities, especially those who are left behind by mainstream
development.

"The best community work is when the community no longer needs the worker."
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