
Can existing theories provide an overall

framework for achieving and identifying

strong communities? This article identifies 

the concepts of social cohesion and social

exclusion as providing two theoretical frame-

works whose relevance to Australian policy

deserves greater exploration.
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onsistent with policy initiatives that emphasise
family and community self-reliance, the building
and supporting of “strong communities” has
become a central goal of Australian public policy.
The 2001-2002 federal budget, for example,

announced funding for numerous policies and programs
under the broad aim of strengthening communities. This
policy emphasis upon community strengths also reflects
current trends in academic and community development
fields, that emphasise community empowerment, capacity
and sustainability.

However, the notion of “community strengths” remains
under-defined. While numerous aspects of community life
are well understood, there is no common understanding of
what community strengths are, nor about how such
strengths relate to one another and/or to other factors, nor
about how strong communities might best be facilitated. As
a result, we might well ask: How do we recognise a strong
community when we see one? How can we best facilitate the
development of strong communities?

In attempting to answer such questions, this paper calls
for an overarching framework through which we can iden-
tify the elements of strong communities and understand
the relationships between them. It considers whether
existing frameworks might provide a way of theorising
community strengths. To this end, two existing theoretical
frameworks (or concepts) are identified and their implica-
tions for governance and policy, service delivery and

CC
research, are discussed. The two concepts are presented
not as definitive statements of how community strengths
ought to be understood, but rather as possible ways for-
ward, which warrant exploration and debate. 

In doing so, the paper emphasises the importance of
broadening our understanding of community strengths
from a purely economic one to one which encompasses
“the social”, highlighting the importance of social capital
as well as other resources.

Policy context 
The Stronger Families and Communities Strategy, intro-
duced by the Federal Government in April 2000, is the most
notable reflection in public policy of a general re-emergence
of concern for “community”, and it is this Strategy that has
most strongly promoted the need for strong communities.

The Strategy provides some indication of what commu-
nity strengths might be by proposing that key elements of
strong communities include: capable leadership; skills and
knowledge; partnerships between public and private sec-
tors; and a solid core of volunteers (Howard and Newman
2000: 3). As well, the Strategy emphasises prevention and
early intervention by making explicit the role that families
and communities can play in preventing or alleviating a host
of “problems”, through such things as: nurturing children
via community networks; caring for those in need; helping
people take up opportunities and find work; neighbours and
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families helping each other in times of crisis; and commu-
nity leaders pulling their communities together in times 
of change (Howard and Newman 2000: 2). Implicit in the
prevention and early intervention focus is the assumption
that “self-reliance” is the defining element of a strong 
community. 

Yet, while the Strategy describes what strong (or self-
reliant) families and communities “can do”, and identifies
what some of the key definitional elements of strong com-
munities are, it says little about why these elements and
not others are central to community strengths, how these
elements and capacities operate together, and how com-
munity strengths might be achieved. 

The lack of clarity about what strong communities are
leads to a host of problems. The most important of these is
that without a framework from which to evaluate what
community strengths are, relative to other factors, there is
no way of knowing whether the elements identified as
community strengths are the “right” ones or the only ones;
we lack an understanding of the relationship between
respective strengths, the factors that might lead to them or
undermine them; and we know little about the relationship
between community strengths and other outcomes.

Given the first problem, a further problem for policy
and practice arises. How can governments know how to
allocate funding and resources? Should governments
direct efforts towards one aspect of strong communities, or
should efforts be directed at a host of factors simultane-
ously? Should priority be given to reducing barriers to
strengths, or to building strengths themselves? Here, the
problem is that we need to understand the relationship
between factors we identify as community strengths, or

else our efforts to enhance one aspect of community life
might even undermine another.

In addition, we are likely to encounter a range of
methodological problems as we attempt to research and
evaluate community strengths and the programs designed
to facilitate them. Without a conceptual framework, we
are unlikely to be able to disentangle the relationships
between correlates of strong communities, indicators of
community strengths, and measures of other outcomes. 

The combined sum of these problems is significant.
While there is much support for strengthening communi-
ties, it may in fact be that these efforts do little to support
or sustain strong communities. Indeed, we currently have
little way of knowing whether and how government and
other efforts facilitate or undermine community strengths
or the factors relating to them. Ultimately, while govern-
ment and the community sector might be working in the
right direction, it may be either that these efforts are mis-
placed, or that they are less effective than they might
otherwise be in assisting communities to build on existing
strengths, and/or reduce barriers to community capacity.

Ways forward
To improve our understanding of community strengths,
two approaches are possible. The first is to look to 
other relevant and established concepts to fill the gaps in
our understandings about community strengths. This
approach involves an evaluation of the applicability of
existing conceptual frameworks which might be useful.
This method is “deductive”, and explicitly links observa-
tions from empirical work and practice to an overarching
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• Natural capital: including both renewable and non-
renewable biophysical resources;

• Produced economic capital: including manufactured
products, the built environment, infrastructure and
financial resources;

• Human capital: including knowledge and skills and the
potential for human labour;

• Institutional capital: including institutional structures
and mechanisms within communities, such as the public
sector, the private enterprise sector and the third sector
(non-government, not-for-profit organisations); and

• Social capital.

Social capital is the most elusive of these, yet is sometimes
considered to be the glue that holds communities together.
While there has been much debate about the definition of
social capital (for discussion see Winter 2000), social cap-
ital is a concept that can be understood as networks of
social relations which are characterised by norms of
trust and reciprocity and which lead to outcomes of
mutual benefit. Unlike the other capitals, social capital is
relational, and exists in the interaction between individu-
als and communities. Defined in this way, social capital
can be thought of as a resource to action, which may lead
to a broad range of outcomes. Social capital reflects the
ability of community members to participate, cooperate,
organise and interact (Cavaye 2001).

Recent social capital theory distinguishes between
“bonding”, “bridging” and “linking” social capital (Putnam
1998; Narayan 1999; Woolcock 2000). These terms
describe the respective forms of social capital that tie peo-
ple to close networks, distant and diverse networks, and
institutions of power. Each of these three forms of social
capital are arguably essential to a strong community.
Social capital’s “dark side”, one of the key themes in social
capital discourse, can be understood as the lack of bridging
and linking social capital. This is the idea that the same
strong ties that bring benefits to members of a group can
also exclude others from those benefits (developed in the
work of Portes 1998; Putzel 1997; and in Australia by Eva
Cox – see Cox and Caldwell 2000). 

As described by Ostrom (2000: 172), social capital is a
complement to the other “capitals” and suggests that while
all forms of capital are essential for development, none of
them is sufficient in and of itself. This idea is largely consis-
tent with the work of Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam – some
of the most notable theorists and contemporary writers
about social capital – each of whom is concerned with how
social capital translates into other “outcomes” or resources.

Cavaye (2001: 7) describes how the various “capitals”
might operate to enhance one another within community
life: “Having the physical infrastructure of computers or
specialised machinery is of little use without the human
capital to operate them. Investing financial capital in a
new business will be more efficient if there is the physical
capital of existing infrastructure and the human capital of
skilled employees. Likewise, social capital increases the
efficiency of other forms of capital. A group or community
with high levels of trust is able to be more efficient and can
produce more than a group with low social capital.”

An overarching framework
Having identified resources as critical to strong communi-
ties, the next step towards conceptualising community
strengths is the identification of an overarching framework

and guiding theoretical framework used to interpret those
observations. The second approach is to glean from empir-
ical work and practice those factors that might be related
to or reflect community strengths, and to gather these into
a newly created framework, to be tested against other
empirical observations over time. This approach can be
described as more “inductive” (constructing theory out of
observations).

The inductive approach has guided the development of
the community strengths framework as it currently exists
in Australian public policy, as well as much of the Aus-
tralian research. As discussed above, a number of likely
key elements of strong communities have been identified in
policy documents; however, some questions remain open
about the way the elements of strong communities relate to
one another and to other factors. Most importantly, though,
the inductive approach – as it has been used thus far in the
development of a framework for understanding community
strengths – has failed to make explicit the assumptions
underpinning the community strengths model.

Some of these questions are addressed by the recently
published government report “The Identification and
Analysis of Indicators of Community Strength and Out-
comes” (Black and Hughes 2001). That report reviews
literature on the conceptualisation and measurement of
community strength and its outcomes, and attempts to
distil from this a framework around which indicators are
then evaluated. As such, the Black and Hughes report can
be considered as using a combination of inductive and
deductive approaches, as it reviews and “borrows” from
existing work to produce an evolving framework. 

While the policy framework continues to evolve, it is
nonetheless worth considering at this time what, if any-
thing, might be learned from a more deductive approach.
That is, can existing theories provide an overall framework
from which to understand the processes and linkages
between these elements and other factors as they manifest
in different types of communities?

Towards a theoretical understanding of 
community strengths
The notion that communities require resources for their
development and wellbeing has long featured in commu-
nity development, sociological, public health and related
literature. This notion has traditionally emphasised the
importance of financial capital to community life, and was
based in the idea that economic growth in and of itself
leads to community sustainability. More recent, however,
has been the realisation that economic resources alone
are not sufficient to achieve a range of positive outcomes,
including community transformation and development.
Indeed, we are now witnessing a reassessment of the role of
“community” and ultimately “the social” in community
sustainability (see Gibson and Cameron 2001: 12–13 for
discussion). 

Communities require a mix of resources
This reassessment of “community” includes growing
recognition that a combination of different types of
resources in addition to financial capital are essential for
community life. While there is some debate about the pre-
cise definition of these resources, there is increasing
agreement of the need for some combination of the follow-
ing “capitals” for vibrant community life (defined here
following Black and Hughes 2001; Cavaye 2001): 
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for understanding: the interaction between these resources;
the processes and mechanisms underpinning their facilita-
tion, transference and distribution; and a way of theorising
the links between resources and other aspects of family and
community life.

Two existing theoretical frameworks which are promi-
nent in the international literature might inform how we
think about community strengths. These are the concepts
of social cohesion and social exclusion. The key rationale
for considering these concepts in a resources framework is
that each focuses attention on social structures, social and
political processes and how these impact on levels, distri-
bution and access to resources among individuals and
communities. Importantly also, each provides a way of
interpreting the nexus between individuals, communities
and social systems or structures; is theoretically based;
has an existing or evolving set of indicators; and has been
used as the basis for public policy in other contexts. 

Furthermore, the concepts social cohesion and social
exclusion help further our understanding of why different
forms of capital – including the three forms of social capi-
tal – are important for a strong community, and the
mechanisms by which they are distributed.

Social cohesion 
The concept of social cohesion derives from the work of the
sociologist Emile Durkheim and can be defined as the inter-
dependence between the members of a society, shared
loyalties, and solidarity (Jenson 1998b in Berger-Schmitt
2000: 3). As such, it can be understood as an ordering fea-
ture of society (Jenson 1998b in Berger-Schmitt and Noll
2000: 13). Social cohesion is a characteristic of society
concerned with the connections and relations between
societal units such as individuals, groups, associations
and/or territorial units (McCracken 1998).

A lack of social cohesion is observed when there are
divisions between groups, individuals and systems within
it. The focus has typically been on structures and cleavages
in which there is a division or polarisation of social groups,
or where there is general fragmentation, alienation and/or
anomie. Social exclusion (discussed below) may be seen 
as one threat to social cohesion. Social exclusion describes
a pattern of exclusion of one group of possibly disparate
individuals from an otherwise generally cohesive social
whole. 

According to Berger-Schmitt and Noll (2000), social
cohesion can be considered as having five core dimen-
sions: belonging – shared values, identity, commitment;
inclusion – equal opportunities for access; participation –
engagement in structures and systems; recognition –
respect and tolerance; and legitimacy – pluralism. In sum,
the concept covers three types of issues (O’Connor 1998):
ties that bind; differences and divisions; and social glue.

Thus, analytically, the concept of social cohesion can be
seen as incorporating elements such as social connections,
ties and commitment to a community. The concept is 
also concerned with the reduction of social disparities,
inequalities, breaks and cleavages (Berger- Schmitt and
Noll 2000: 15).

In a European context, the logic of a social cohesion
framework has led to the identification of at least two 
policy aims: first, the reduction of disparities, inequalities
and social exclusion; second, the strengthening of social
relations, interactions and ties (Berger-Schmitt 2000: 28).
These can be thought of as local, national and cross-
national policy objectives.

Social exclusion 
In contrast to the concept of social cohesion, which is a
characteristic of society, the concept of social exclusion
focuses on the individual. While emphasising the experi-
ence of individuals, a social exclusion framework provides
a way of thinking about “community” by taking account of
the relationships between individuals, institutions and sys-
tems that make up communities and societies.

The concept of “social exclusion” has a European and
specifically French origin, but more recently the concept
has become influential in British and European Union pub-
lic policies. It focuses on the link between economic and
social structures and those who are outside them. Social
exclusion is defined as “multidimensional disadvantage,
which is of substantial duration and which involves disso-
ciation from the major social and occupational milieux of
society” (Room 1995: 25). As such, it can be understood as
economic disadvantage combined with the inability to par-
ticipate in social life (socio-political disadvantage)
(Berger-Schmitt and Noll 2000: 17). Because it denotes
multiple and/or cumulative deprivation, it is useful for
understanding the dynamic temporal and spatial patterns
involved in the accumulation or relief of disadvantage. 

The sub-concepts and indicators attached to the con-
cept focus on multidimensional deprivation, including
access to and distribution of resources (emphasised in the
Anglo-Saxon model), as well as integration across a range

of social systems (emphasised in the French model). These
systems may include: the labour market – which promotes
economic integration; the democratic or legal system –
which promotes civic integration; the welfare system –
which promotes social or civic integration; and the family
and community system – interpersonal integration
(Berger-Schmitt & Noll 2000).

Recent initiatives in the United Kingdom demonstrate
what the nature of the public policies and programs focus-
ing upon alleviating social exclusion can lead to. At the
foundation of these policies is an explicit acknowledgment
of the assumption that aspects of social exclusion are inter-
related. There is also a recognition that while social
exclusion can happen to anyone, some people within soci-
ety are most at risk, and people can be most vulnerable to
social exclusion at particular transition times in their lives. 

With these assumptions acknowledged, specific policies
in the UK model include the establishment of one unit to
coordinate policy-making on cross-cutting areas such as
school exclusion and truancy, homelessness, teenage preg-
nancy, youth at risk, and disadvantaged neighbourhoods.
As well, the social exclusion framework has led to an artic-
ulation of the policy aims of: preventing social exclusion in
the first place; reintegrating those who are excluded; and 

Economic resources alone are not sufficient to achieve a range of positive outcomes,
including community transformation and development.



communities which are assumed to enable them to live the
type of lives to which they aspire (Berger-Schmitt and Noll
2000: 9). 

Analytically, therefore, strong communities in this
model are seen as means to other ends, rather than ends in
themselves, as with the notion of capital. This appears to
be in line with the conceptualisation of community
strengths as set out in the Stronger Families and Commu-
nities Strategy. As noted earlier in this paper, implicit in
the Strategy is the sense that self-reliance may be seen as
the primary outcome of both social capital and community
strengths. 

On the other hand, the approach is also in line with
notions of self-determination in much of the community
development literature. The emphasis is on individuals
(and communities) having command over resources
through which they can control and consciously direct
their lives (see discussion in Berger-Schmitt and Noll 2000:
9). This is compatible with a bottom-up approach from
government whereby the government takes a less directive
and more supportive or guiding role, and there is an
emphasis on local solutions to local problems (Pritchard
and McManus 2000: 67). 

In addition to implying a concern with resources and
capabilities, the social cohesion and social exclusion
frameworks present the following implications for gover-
nance and policy, service provision and research.

Implications for governance, policy, and service delivery
The logic of understanding strong communities as socially
cohesive, inclusive communities implies adequate levels
and distribution of human and economic capital and social
capital. For government, this implies an ongoing commit-
ment to the protection of natural capital and the provision
and distribution of human capital (through education,
skills enhancement) and physical capital (including via
facilitating labour market opportunities). As well, the
social exclusion-cohesion approach implies an ongoing
role for government in facilitating the bonding, bridging
and linking capacities of social capital.

While governments have a long tradition of facilitating
economic and human capital, and have more recently
recognised the importance of environmental capital, 
the task of facilitating or “building” social capital is a 
more recently recognised and more challenging task of
government.

The facilitation of social capital through governance
involves inclusive, participatory and locally relevant 
forms of relationships between communities and the state.
These might take the form of high levels of community
involvement in decision making, being inclusive of a 
range of interest groups within communities throughout
processes of governance, and the accommodation of 
local level diversity by commonwealth and other levels of
government.

The task of enhancing social capital represents a chal-
lenge for government in deciding how to act. Service
delivery is often the interface between governments and
communities in which social trust and cooperation can be

providing minimum standards to everyone, including health,
eduction and paid work (Social Exclusion Unit 2001: 5).

Government programs stemming from these include
targeting the identified “risks” and vulnerable persons, in
a “joined up” way, with a focus that includes the local
neighbourhood level.

Strong communities as resourced, cohesive 
and inclusive 
In sum, a resources model focuses on the type and level of
community resources – financial, social and material, and
the concepts social cohesion and social exclusion focus on
the distribution of and access to resources. The concept of
social cohesion emphasises the need for not only adequate
levels of resources, but also the need for equitable distri-
bution of these resources (the bridging of social and
economic divisions). The concept of social exclusion is
concerned with the ability of individuals to access these
different types of resources.

These conceptual frameworks have arisen out of differ-
ent contexts and have different emphases, and while they
have been combined in the European context, the extent

to which they fit together requires further investigation
beyond the bounds of this paper. It is also beyond the
bounds of this paper to outline definitively how they
should inform our understanding of community strengths.
However, it is worth outlining some of the implications and
virtues of adopting a resources model that takes into
account both the types, level and distribution of resources
in communities. 

Assumptions
One of the implications of the resources approach outlined
in this paper regards self-reliance and/or self-determina-
tion and derives from the assumptions it makes about
diversity and individual choice. 

In this model, strong communities are resource-rich
communities that are expected or assumed to produce a
range of positive outcomes – outcomes that may be diverse
and are not necessarily defined in advance. This is why
strong communities have been described in multifarious
ways as “resilient”, “adaptable”, “capable” and “competent”
(see, for example, Lochner et al. 1999; also discussed in
Black and Hughes 2001). These words portray communities
able to weather crises and external pressures and adapt to
change, the nature of which may not be pre-determined. 

Theoretically, this approach is consistent with the capa-
bilities framework developed by Amartya Sen (Sen 1993;
Stewart 1996). Sen (1993) assesses quality of life in terms
of the capabilities of individuals to achieve various “func-
tionings” – not the functionings actually achieved.
Underlying these approaches is the consideration that
individuals (and/or communities) are diverse and have dif-
ferent values and preferences (Sen 1993), and the
assumption that individuals actively and consciously
direct their lives according to their preferences (Berger-
Schmitt and Noll 2000). The approach focuses attention
on the resources and/or characteristics of individuals or

In order to reach a useful, valid framework for achieving strong communities, we ought
also look to existing theories and concepts which might inform our understanding.
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created or undermined. Enhancing social capital through
service delivery implies an approach from government that
is consultative and inclusive, encouraging of community
participation, and promoting of trusting relationships.

In promoting social capital, governments and other
service providers should also be mindful of the mix of
social capital required. As stated above, too much empha-
sis upon what is termed “bonding social capital” might 
not provide communities and their members with the
resources required to be either self-reliant or self-deter-
mining, whereas “bridging” or “cross-cutting” ties are
argued to open opportunities and enable access to greater
and varied resources (Narayan 1999). The logic of under-
standing social capital within a resources framework
implies a need for the facilitation of all of bonding, bridging
and linking forms of social capital.

According to the theoretical models discussed above,
the provision of other forms of resources or “capitals”, and
the facilitation of bonding, bridging and linking forms 
of social capital can, where sufficient levels of other
resources are present, lead to increased levels of social
cohesion and minimise processes of social exclusion
within communities.

Implications for research, evaluation and monitoring
The approach to thinking about community strengths out-
lined in this paper also has implications for the way
research, monitoring and evaluation are undertaken
within communities. Inclusive and participatory models
for research include:

• community-based research, including action research
(involving feedback loops to the community), futures
research (involving the community in goal setting), and
planning processes; and

• social and community audits that build into measures
of service and program delivery evaluation the notions
of community engagement, relevance to community,
and commitment to the long term.

Thinking about community strengths in terms of social
exclusion and/or social cohesion also implies that meas-
ures of each of these concepts need to be considered in any
evaluation of community strengths. Similarly, that these
concepts logically link to resources and capabilities
approaches means that community strengths will differ
from one community to another. Standard measures that
enable inter-community comparisons of what does and
doesn’t work to promote community strengths across a
range of communities in different circumstances are
essential, as is allowing for local level diversity.

Conclusion
This paper has highlighted the need for a theorised, prac-
tical and agreed framework for understanding the notion 
of “community strengths”. To date, understandings of
community strengths in the contemporary Australian 
context have been largely pragmatic and inductive, if not
elusive. 

This paper has argued that in order to reach a useful,
valid framework for achieving strong communities, we
ought also look to existing theories and concepts which
might inform our understanding. To this end, the paper has
identified the concepts of social cohesion and social exclu-
sion as providing two theoretical frameworks whose

relevance to Australian policy deserves greater explo-
ration, given their capacity to inform on community life,
their proven records internationally, and their established
measurement frameworks.

Ultimately, in order to determine which conceptual
framework is best, it is essential that we are explicit 
about the assumptions underlying our own concern with
community strengths, and assess the assumptions under-
pinning existing social theories in relation to these in order
to find the “best fit”. The final test then lies in how well these
concepts help us understand family and comunity life.
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