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The uses of knowledge in
neighbourhood revitalization

James Fraser and Jonathan Lepofsky

Abstract This paper focuses attention on the ways in which knowledge operates
to structure and limit what can possibly be done in community-building
initiatives. Specifically, we devote attention to the forms of knowledge
either categorized as ‘local’ or ‘expert’. This paper draws out a theor-
etical basis to understand how community-building as a process, and pro-
fessional community-building practitioners themselves, often create,
maintain, and police these epistemological boundaries, and through case
studies illustrate how this impacts people’s access to putting knowledge
into action.

Introduction

Current scholarly work on neighbourhood revitalization and community-
building initiatives often occurs with little critical attention to the role of
different actors engaged in these efforts or the ways in which knowledge(s)
is used within these experiences (Evans, 1994; Talen, 2000).1 In this paper,
we contend that building community without sensitivity to these concerns
fails to notice how these initiatives function with productive force to demar-
cate the horizon of potential processes, actions, and outcomes stemming
from these neighbourhood revitalization efforts. This paper focuses atten-
tion on the ways in which knowledge operates to structure and limit what
can possibly be done in community-building initiatives. Specifically, we
devote attention to the forms of knowledge either categorized as ‘local’ or
‘expert’. This paper draws out a theoretical basis to understand how com-
munity-building as a process, and professional community-building prac-
titioners themselves, often create, maintain and police these epistemological
boundaries, and through case studies illustrate how this impacts people’s
access to putting knowledge into action.

1 We specifically address community-building initiatives in this paper, but employ neighbourhood
revitalization as well suggesting that community-building efforts are currently the dominant form
of neighbourhood revitalization (for documentation on the salience of community-building
initiatives, see Fraser, Lepofsky, Kick, and Williams forthcoming).
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The rise of community-building

Neighbourhood revitalization initiatives that highlight the building of com-
munity as a means to achieve neighbourhood change emphasize the
importance of residents’ ‘local’ knowledge in urban revitalization initiatives
(Connell and Kubisch, 1998; Chaskin, 2001). With the decline of nation-state
level welfare policies in the US, Australia and Western Europe as well as the
rise of neo-liberalist policies that emphasize the increased role of civil society
to fill the void created by this shift, the community-building field has
emerged as a dominant force that has garnered widespread support from
public and private entities (Craig, 1998; Vasta, 2000; Fraser et al., 2003). These
initiatives have gained cache in part because they key into the new responsi-
bilities of neo-liberal citizens, as opposed to the more oppositional, contes-
tative (and at times, revolutionary) community-based efforts of the 1960s
and 1970s with their explicitly political goals (Kubisch, 1996).

The point now is to bridge the resources of those ‘internal’ and ‘external’
to the community being built rather than to create a platform from which
neighbourhood residents can make demands upon a broader social,
political and/or economic structure. Instead, ‘local’ actors are treated as
part of this abstract structure (and therefore responsible for their current
conditions and obliged to change them). Yet this laudable effort often
misses its mark in practice precisely because it has evacuated the politics
from community work: there is a lack of the acknowledged power differ-
ential between different stakeholders which becomes readily apparent
when one examines the role of stakeholders ‘internal’ and ‘external’ to the
community, especially when these labels are bolstered by claims to forms
of expertise.

While we have reviewed community-building in previous work (Fraser,
Kick and Williams, 2002; Fraser et al., 2003; Lepofsky and Fraser, 2003), it is
necessary to reiterate that its proponents note the following characteristics
of these initiatives. Funders’ goals usually initiate these efforts, whether they
are the World Bank, national level organizations, or a host of private foun-
dations or governmental officials that claim responsibility for urban
development efforts. These efforts operate under the assumption that place-
based poverty strategies need to address a wide range of interrelated
domain areas that are causes and consequences of poverty. These efforts are
said to rely on governance structures that highlight the role of residents as
decision-making entities along with other collaborative partners. A central
component of these efforts focuses on building community capacity (i.e. a
learning component) and developing partnerships between residents and
actors defined as ‘external’ sources of political and economic power (i.e.
social capital).
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Two additional principles are central to our thesis. First, a central tenet of
these spatial practices is the role of community-based planning: 

Although CCIs [comprehensive community initiatives] have external
sponsors, their plans usually are developed through an intentional local
process that considers community needs, interests, assets and resources.
The aim is to produce a community-driven strategic plan that guides all
major actions. (Kubisch et al., 2002, p. 13)

Second, it is within this context that these initiatives draw heavily on a wide
‘array of external organizations for technical assistance, research and other
supports’ (Kubisch et al., 2002, p. 13). In other words, community-building
planning and enactment rely not only on residents, who may provide their
experiential knowledge, but also as much on people to provide expert
knowledge and guidance that are not indigenous to the localities being
transformed. What has been lacking is an understanding of how these
groups are articulated and interpellated into various subject positions
during a neighbourhood revitalization initiative.

The development of experts and residents

Community-building operates with a logical contradiction. The ‘local’
knowledge of residents is privileged as the most insightful because it is
generated from experience, however, the very basis of this knowledge, that
these are people living in poverty situations, precludes them from enacting
that knowledge into practical action. Therefore, ‘experts’ are necessary to
transform this potential for change into actualized change. Community-
building experts include those foundation staff or contracted academics that
are credentialled authorities in building community. Since most community-
building efforts spring from public–private partnerships and are given life
in foundation boardrooms, community-building experts are common
stakeholders in attempts to build community (Chaskin and Garg, 1997).
However, this highlights a tension for the community-building field. While
community-building theory and practitioners stress the imperative of
resident-led processes, community-building professionals become essential
in legitimizing resident activities by serving as expert witnesses to com-
munity-building progress or failure (Fischer, 2000).

Although residents’ local knowledge is deemed necessary to understand
the particularities of the local neighbourhood context, it is the community-
building ‘expert’ who holds more expert knowledge in how to build
community and alleviate poverty. The community-building field relies
heavily on experts in place-based initiatives, and experts are often called
upon to determine appropriate neighbourhood-level strategies for building
community (Fraser, Kick and Williams, 2002).
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The ‘local’ knowledge of residents is stabilized and fixed through an
articulation of place and identity. Because one is from a place, one has certain
knowledge and speaks from that place. ‘Expert’ knowledge on the other
hand, appears to transcend these historical-geographic boundaries and
looms as applicable anytime and anywhere by those who have gone through
the process to transcend their own locality (i.e. become experts). While
‘local’ knowledge correlates with a subject position embedded in geography
and history (i.e. a ‘local’ resident), ‘expert’ knowledge appears outside of
history or geography, and the purveyors of this ‘expert’ knowledge (often
bolstered by scientificcredentials and experiences) are treated as having a
universal sense of what is best for any place (Latour, 1987; Haraway, 1997;
Fischer, 2000; Kirsch, 2000).

Rather than question the meaning and productive force implicit in such
distinctions, community-building theory and its practitioners often may
assist in enhancing them, believing that the end result ultimately will be an
improvement. In doing so, community-building serves as a technique to
police and uphold these differences, when, we argue, it should be critically
interrogated to evaluate how such differences (i.e. between local and expert
knowledge) correspond to the greater context in which the distinctions are
made.

One perspective on this phenomenon is that professionals, in the pursuit
of maintaining their privilege, perpetuate the conditions that make it
possible for them to dispense with the views of un-credentialled citizens
(Fischer, 2000). In addition, since many professionals in the community-
building field are migratory, in that they turn from one city to the next in
order to operate different initiatives, they do not engender the type of com-
mitment to the neighbourhood that residents often do. Therefore, they are
not a community-based resource that forms the fabric of neighbourhood
social capital in many instances, but rather a fleeting resource whose
primary commitment is to their organizations and themselves (for dis-
cussion on mobile professionals, see Lasch, 1995). This is one way that
‘external’ stakeholder groups, who even in good faith claim to be concerned
about resident well-being, manifest their power by employing symbolic and
material resources that may perpetuate neighbourhood dependence and
marginalization.

Community-building in practice: case studies in the US and
Europe

We now turn to several accounts in which these issues regarding the pro-
ductive force of knowledge have generated effects either directly counter to,
or distracting from, the primary tenets of community-building initiatives
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(and the overall goal to have impoverished communities become stable, self-
sustaining and no longer poor via the ‘local’ knowledge impoverished resi-
dents maintain). These studies provide examples of how the work of
community becomes less about the improvement in quality of life and more
about the definition of community. These examples are culled from our own
experiences in community building as well as from recent contributions to
the community building literature.

In our own work in Chattanooga, Tennessee, the city planning agency
(itself recently reconstituted as a quasi-public agency) has re-established its
goals. Like many planning agencies in the mid-20th century, this body took
on the task of creating and implementing plans – doing their jobs as know-
ledgeable experts and allowing the lay citizens to reap the consequences of
that work. Recently, following a growing trend in planning (Madanipour,
Hull and Healey, 2001), the Regional Planning Agency has engaged in
numerous attempts to integrate citizens in the planning process. In con-
junction with an ongoing community-building initiative, the planning
agency sees itself as the ‘conduit’ of the voices of the people. In short, the
role of this agency is to listen to the people, summarize what has been said
and enact the collective vision with the tools that planners have. Much of
this effort has conjoined with community-building projects to improve the
worst-off neighbourhoods of the city.

While this democratization of a field of state action that has historically
ignored and even purposefully hurt impoverished communities might seem
all positive, the impact that this shift has on the general role of ‘experts’ in
revitalizing the city has been less clearly beneficial. Since the successful
participatory work of the mid-1980s, community-building based revitaliza-
tion schemes have followed suit to cater to a participatory goal and let resi-
dents drive the conceptualization process. But even as more and more work
is passed off to neighbourhood residents, the city, quasi-public bodies and
the philanthropic sector still hold the power to turn the visions created at
the ‘ground level’ into actualized changes.

In fact, what seems to be happening through the development of the
current community-building program is the strengthening of ‘expert’
knowledge and the roles carved out for those who can demonstrate having
it: it becomes the role of the ‘expert’ not to create plans for community-based
change (for allegedly only ‘local’ knowledge is adequate for such work),
but to manage plans by 1) determining their value (and the value of ‘local’
knowledge) and 2) enacting plans (and controlling processes by which
legitimated, planned action can occur). This is evidenced in the shifting
direction of revitalization in Chattanooga, by which funders and other
‘expert’, non-localized stakeholders are directing attention away from all
of the neighbourhoods involved in the efforts, and towards those 
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neighbourhoods most in line with the vision of these ‘external’ stakehold-
ers (and, coincidentally, those neighbourhoods with the land contiguous to
the central business district) (Fraser et al., 2003). In part, as ‘experts’ hold
onto the ability to transform the potential of ‘local’ knowledge into legiti-
mated action, it is the ‘local’ knowledge that is most aligned with, best
understood – in short, most easily translated into conventional forms of
expertise – that becomes the basis for collaborative planning and ‘resident-
led’ neighbourhood change.

This trend to re-position the role of the expert (and in doing so strengthen
rather than diminish that role) is evidenced in many places attempting com-
munity-building-based revitalization efforts. North and Bruegel (2001) offer
an analysis of partnership practices in England that hegemonically deter-
mine the parameters of community and direct resident stakeholders to shift
direction in order to better align themselves with richer and more powerful
partners. While they focus most in depth upon the advancements of locally
led strategies that do not seek to kowtow to external funders (such as the
growing success of Local Exchange Trading Schemes and other cooperative
ventures without ‘expert’ participation), they point to the need for such
initiatives because the post-Thatcherite local revitalization efforts place
more and more responsibility for revitalization ‘to business-led Regional
Development Agencies’ (North and Bruegel, 2001, p. 176). Thus, even
though the devolution of responsibility has opened the door for more
partnership opportunities, in the end, ‘community organizations are still not
given the time and resources to develop their own agendas, with the result
that the more powerful continue to call the shots within partnerships’
(North and Bruegel, 2001, p. 176). The distinction is maintained between
those that know what needs to be done and those that can do it.

Looking at the realization of these trends in revitalization efforts in
Lexington, Kentucky, McCann offers an analysis of the ‘visioning’ that
occurs to collect ‘local’ knowledge (McCann, 2001). He recognizes that in
the wake of visioning and other participatory techniques, new sites
of contest and concern open up when planning is treated as if all stake-
holders can enter the playing field on the same level, as if power differen-
tials between stakeholders do not exist and true consensus is actually
achieved. But this is never the case, and visioning in Lexington, as in many
other places with community-building revitalization, is informed by the
historical and geographic parameters of the place in which it occurs.
Rather than open up the planning process to all, McCann notes how the
visioning and collaboration served to quell opposition to the goals of
business interests and the contracted experts hired to perform the
visioning. While more people may have got a say, in the end what mattered
was the ability to do something with what had been said, a role
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reserved for the ‘experts’ who knew what is best for the city by seemingly
open attempts to collect ‘local’ knowledge while ‘deploying a rhetoric of
inclusion within an increasingly privatized, tightly controlled planning
process’ (McCann, 2001, p. 7).

In reviewing trends throughout the European Union (with particular
attention to her home city of Newcastle), Healey hopes that ‘a collective
process of “imagining the city” ’ can bridge the fragmented ways in which
cities are understood (as sites of capital accumulation, as places of neigh-
bourliness and community or as spaces for democratic participation)
(Healey, 2002). In pointing to the fact that planners can no longer just
inundate a neighbourhood with plans, but must work to fuse their expert-
ise with local knowledge, Healey offers an optimistic vision of what is hap-
pening in many parts of Europe (and mirrored in the US and Australia).
While she gives a reading of the planning process as one of dynamic flow,
she does contend that this is more a goal of planning than the actual occur-
rence. As now realized, the convergence of local and expert knowledge
through participatory means is a regulated activity that requires the output
of a singular, ‘collective’ vision of the future. While participation efforts
attempt to move experts ‘from a position above and apart from the on-going
flow of imagining and acting, to institutional locations within the flow of
relations which are producing the material and mental experience of urban
life’ (Healey, 2002, p. 1786), this flow is nonetheless directed somewhere and
somehow. In an era of neo-liberalism, privatization, globalization and
overall heightened risk which can be offset by enacting plans, it is the role
of experts to help manage the direction of the flow by maintaining the power
to determine its course.

Conclusion: changing the role of experts and the public

Academic researchers and community-building professionals have a
particular responsibility as participants in ‘resident-driven’ community-
building efforts to ensure that such efforts address and achieve the stated
goals of resident empowerment and positive neighbourhood change for the
people currently living in impoverished areas. Since many ‘experts’ are part
of the professional community-building class that legitimates community-
building practices with their expert knowledge, the role of experts requires
scrutiny in order to understand just how responsive expert activities are to
the needs of neighbourhood residents.

There are several ways in which experts can use their position to pursue
the goals of having resident-driven initiatives improve the quality of life of
impoverished people. These responsibilities can include: 
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• questioning definitions of expert and resident
• legitimizing alternative forms of collective action by neighbourhood

residents that might otherwise fall outside of the community-
building model (i.e. situations whereby ‘experts’ are not always the
intermediaries through which residents must act)

• using research methods that give voice to residents concerns
(particularly as such concerns might conflict with each other and
initiative goals)

• pursuing techniques that identify and utilize forms of knowledge
that are hybrids between ‘expert’ and ‘local’

• documenting the process of the initiatives to understand when prac-
tices are operating progressively to ameliorate poverty and when
they are not.

These activities can contribute to situating community-building experts
more deeply as part of the community they help build, and therefore
increase the responsibility and obligation they feel towards the community,
while increasing the trust residents have towards ‘external’ stakeholders.
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