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ABSTRACT. Neighborhood-based community building has been posi-
tioned as an effective strategy for combating urban poverty in America.
This paper considers three predominant models of community building in
America, and focuses particularly on a contemporary derivative of these–
community-building initiatives that claim to address the circumstances of
urban poverty through people- and place-based neighborhood revitaliza-
tion. The empirical evidence shows that the impacts of community building
on poverty often are left undocumented. Community-building initiatives
can increase neighborhood organization, connect neighborhood actors with
existing political-economic structures at the city level, enhance neighbor-
hood-level infrastructural development, increase community surveillance
of crime and provide new homeownership opportunities. Yet tensions ap-
pear to exist around economic, political and land-use issues, in part due to
“consensus-based” planning that actually limits residential involvement
in a variety of ways. Further, when taken as a whole, community-building
initiatives in some respects serve the already advantaged, instead of be-
ing a new agenda for political-economic changes that aid the urban poor.
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Throughout the 20th century neighborhoods and their constituent communi-
ties in America have been the locus of poverty-ameliorating efforts that depend
on different configurations of market, state and civil society linkages. Preferred
models of intervention have been implemented across several historical periods,
each with a different set of structural arrangements and accompanying conse-
quences for poverty reduction. Most recently, community building has been
framed as anti-poverty work with a heavy component of civic responsibility.
Communities and residents are viewed as ultimately responsible for improving
their quality of life in the context of a market economy with increasingly limited
state support for social welfare interventions. This contrasts markedly with
models of benefits provision for the poor characteristic of earlier decades, and
with models of community building that historically have advocated for the or-
ganized resistance of the urban poor against market forces and dominant politi-
cal-economic and cultural practices that were disadvantaging.

The purpose of this paper is to examine the structure and plausible conse-
quences of one contemporary form of community building that has gained
widespread public and private support in America since the 1980s–comprehen-
sive community-building initiatives (CCIs). A review of the literature on orga-
nizing communities over the last century demonstrates how these efforts have
had different impacts on neighborhood residents and how some organizing ef-
forts have attempted to move beyond the scale of the neighborhood to make
claims on broader processes that shape life opportunities for social groups.
Current community-building initiatives, like their predecessors, originate in
institutional arrangements between government, market forces, and civil soci-
ety organizations that range from neighborhood churches and associations to
private foundations, and international-level non-governmental organizations.
We provide a brief history of different types of neighborhood-based organiz-
ing as a prelude to our focus on contemporary configurations. We draw later
on a range of empirical studies to document the structures and outcomes of
community building in U.S. cities today.

APPROACHES TO ORGANIZING COMMUNITY
IN NEIGHBORHOODS

Despite some optimism that inroads were made in reducing poverty in the
United States during the 1990s, data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2002)
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show that official poverty has increased in recent years with 34.6 million peo-
ple now living in poverty. Of this group nearly 26 million reside in metropoli-
tan neighborhoods, with the number of central city high-poverty tracts
increasing from 2595 in 1980 to 3221 in the year 2000. Residents of urban
high-poverty tracts were over three times more likely than those in other city
neighborhoods to receive public assistance, and one and one-half times more
likely to be unemployed. Over 40% of adults in high-poverty urban neighbor-
hoods do not even hold a high school degree (Kingsley, Johnson, and Pettit
2003, Urban Institute).

Persistent urban poverty is not new on the American landscape. Indeed,
Fisher (1996) posits that issues of poverty have motivated three primary forms
of organizing neighborhood community in the United States since the 1800s.
As a necessary preliminary to subsequent discussion we summarize these
forms next, respectively labeling them as “social work,” “neighborhood main-
tenance,” and “political activist” approaches.

The social work approach has focused on service delivery through neigh-
borhood-based organizations. At the end of the nineteenth century, localized
efforts such as the settlement house movement were designed to provide
neighborhood-level social services to combat the problems associated with
poverty. Reformers helped impoverished individuals and marginalized groups
while seeking modest structural changes related to the production of poverty.
Significant resources were provided to low-income families, including
day-to-day maintenance services, human capital development opportunities
(e.g., education) and opportunities for activity in political and intellectual
movements centered on issues of race, class, and gender (McCree and Davis
1990). Led by the Progressives, such as Robert Wood and Jane Addams, the
social work approach identified the neighborhood as an appropriate level at
which to organize and test social reforms, but in many ways it left the politics
of reconciliation between labor and capital to others. The relationship of this
form of community to the state has been characterized as consensual, gradual-
ist, and working within the power structure (Fisher 1996).

The social work approach expanded in scope during the twentieth century
as the federal government increased its role in providing resources for differ-
ent sectors of society including the wealthy as well as the poor. With the onset
of the Great Depression, a broad set of actors operating in the public and pri-
vate sectors began to acknowledge poverty as a social problem that needed to
be dealt with to a greater extent by the federal government. Led by President
Roosevelt, the New Deal was a process of building up a set of government in-
stitutions that would come to form what many refer to as the Welfare State.
These included the Civil Works Administration in 1933, National Housing
Act of 1934, Works Progress Administration in 1935, and the Social Security

Jim Fraser and Edward Kick 25



Act of 1935. While there has been debate as to whether the unfolding of the
New Deal programs sustained corporate domination over workers or repre-
sented the correct balance between the public and private sectors, it did usher
in job creation and public housing programs, among many others, that were
organized and financed at a level unthinkable at the individual neighborhood
or city. Many of these federal programs have been society-wide approaches to
social welfare provision, but many spokes on the federal policy wheel have
been implemented at the scales of the city and neighborhood (O’Conner
1999).1

The neighborhood maintenance approach has focused on protecting neigh-
borhoods from perceived and actual threats. With an increase in normative
consensus and social organization in a neighborhood there is an increase in its
ability to respond effectively to “change triggers,” whether the origin of these
are internal or external to the built community (Schwirian and Mesch 1993).
Some strategies community groups have employed include peer pressure, po-
litical lobbying, and legal-juridical action. The organizing of community for
neighborhood-level improvement and maintenance has been a strategy to as-
sist middle and upper classes as well as in lower-income areas. Regardless of
the type of neighborhood, organizing community towards enhancing, main-
taining, and protecting neighborhood space has been tied closely to land-use
decision making and enforcement.

Since the 1960s, an increasing number of Americans have been living in
neighborhoods with private community associations. In part, this has repre-
sented a shift in governance from the public sector to privatized collective
ownership. Especially in affluent neighborhoods, new homeowners have been
required to join homeowners’ associations and sign restrictive covenants used
to determine appropriate land use patterns. An estimated one-third of new
housing units built in the U.S. since 1970 have included some form of privat-
ized community association (Nelson 2001). In lower-income neighborhoods
community-based organizations have organized against unwanted land use as
well. Many of these battles have been a response to external threats such as en-
vironmental hazards, unwanted development, and lack of city services, while
some have emanated from neighborhood property owners who are absentee
landlords or have left their parcels dilapidated and in disrepair.

The political activist approach has focused on changing the institutional
structures that are viewed as causing poverty and the declining conditions of
neighborhoods.2 These more critical strategies, including those employed by
Chicago sociology graduate Saul Alinsky, have called for a look outside the
neighborhood for sources of distress and targets of change. Not infrequently
they have challenged the existing power structure by developing a community
based upon socioeconomic “class consciousness” or based on other identities
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that have not been expressed spatially in terms of a geographical neighbor-
hood.

While this has been the case, for example, in some efforts at organizing la-
bor globally, a convincing case also is made for action at the neighborhood
scale because the relationship between the global and local is theorized as mu-
tually constituted (i.e., global processes must actually exist somewhere). The
increasing polarization between affluent suburbs and declining inner-city
neighborhoods has produced jobless neighborhoods isolated from wealth,
mainstream institutions, and social networks that provide mobility and status
attainment opportunities (Wilson 1987). Isolation and poverty have combined
to produce other disadvantages to neighborhood residents (such as decreased
social infrastructure) leading to a host of negative outcomes (Ellen and Turner
1997; Jencks and Mayer 1990; Coulton et al. 1996; Taylor and Covington
1993; Land, McCall, and Cohen 1991). Urban poverty has been more spatially
concentrated, especially for poor African-Americans (Jargowsky 1996).
Minority group members living in areas of isolated poverty have had fewer
economic opportunities, exacerbating economic disparities between these
neighborhoods and their more affluent counterparts, reinforcing segregation
(Farley 1997; Massey and Denton 1993).

Proponents of the political activist approach suggest that while organizing
community at the neighborhood scale has been an important response to
place-based inequities, ultimately the transformation of these place-based ef-
forts into broader scalar politics has been necessary in order to address the con-
ditions creating distressed neighborhoods and poverty. As Harvey (2001:191)
has claimed,

The evidence suggests that insurgent and transformative politics are
constantly intermingling with local mobilizations. An understanding of
how local solidarities and political cohesions are or can be constructed
(particularly in today’s unruly urban settings) is essential for thinking
through how proposals for social change (particularly those emanating
from ideological, political, and intellectual circles) might become a real-
ity.

Recent research on neighborhood revitalization initiatives conceptualizes the
ways in which different communities of social actors articulate their interests
and projects with other groups at different scales. This scalar flexibility is an
emergent topic of inquiry in mobilizing social movements more generally, and
has offered a promising area of inquiry regarding the effectiveness of local-
ity-based efforts at broadening their strategies toward building alliances (i.e.,
global community).3
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Situating Current Community Organizing Efforts

While all three approaches to organizing neighborhood community co-ex-
isted during the 1900s, now they have been especially salient in different histori-
cal periods. The social work approach to building neighborhood community
flourished principally during a period of industrial capitalist expansion and
mass immigration. The projects associated with it were geared towards the
working class and provided basic services that the pre-New Deal state did not.
The neighborhood maintenance approach was primarily popularized in the
emerging white and upper middle-class suburbs that developed from the late
nineteenth century and has become an even more prevalent mode of organiz-
ing since then in these types of neighborhoods.

In contrast, the political activist approach ascended in the 1930s and also
during the 1960s-early 1970s. In the 1960s and early 1970s, the U.S. federal
government’s War on Poverty also created programmatic efforts that specifi-
cally sought to increase neighborhood-based representation in local gover-
nance (i.e., community action agencies) within the context of increasing urban
unrest and demands for civil rights. In part, political activism grew as a result
of ongoing social injustices that racial minorities and the poor endured, such
as urban renewal programs that destroyed countless inner-city neighborhoods
in the service of city elites and suburbanites.4

As Judd and Swanstrom (1998) note, over 1000 community action agencies
operated in cities across the country during the 1960s. These groups received di-
rect funds from the federal government, bypassing city government. Some of
these agencies actually organized against local institutions including local hous-
ing authorities, school boards, and even city halls. Mayors, in response, pres-
sured the federal government to amend the appropriations bill, and effectively
rerouted funds through city hall. They also were able to appoint members to the
boards of the community action agencies, which basically provided mayors
with political leverage over neighborhood-based organizations. This was a fore-
shadowing of the emergence of “contest federalism,” which Bockmeyer (2003)
characterizes as the increased competition between not-for-profit institutions at
the neighborhood level to secure in-demand resources from city elites. In effect,
she found that this shift has destabilized the ability of neighborhood-based com-
munities to engage in political activism, lest they become marginalized by the
urban political regimes that have increasingly determined the distribution of
federal and state block grants. Likewise Stoecker (2003) posits that a dialectical
relationship has existed between community development efforts and commu-
nity organizing in its more political representations.

The political activist approach to organizing neighborhood community has
arguably declined in prevalence since the 1970s, as global recession motivated
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U.S. corporations to move offshore, and the state began to dismantle social wel-
fare programs (i.e., emergent neoliberalism). In accord with the neoliberalist re-
sponse to urban problems in the late 1970s and 1980s, the state has significantly
decreased funding for programmatic efforts aimed at inner-city neighborhoods
specifically, and urban areas more generally (Judd and Swanstrom 1998). Since
the beginning of this political-economic retrenchment cities have been pres-
sured to compete with each other by enacting market-led forms of development
aimed at drawing in capital investment as well as the populations necessary for
growth in the service and symbolic analyst sectors.5 Together, these factors
have shaped current configurations of neighborhood-based organizing, spurring
community building as the dominant strand of supported neighborhood orga-
nizing.

Current Community-Building Initiatives

Given their economic situation many cities have used community-building
initiatives as a strategy to improve neighborhoods for purposes other than pro-
viding targeted opportunities for the low-income people living in them. Indeed,
many cities have attempted to (re)claim low-income, inner-city neighborhoods
not only to alleviate place-based poverty, but to create housing or entertainment
options suiting the sensibilities of populations and businesses city elites wish to
attract. Thus, poverty amelioration work and the legacy of neighborhood-based
community organizing continue, but primarily as part of a different politi-
cal-economic and cultural context than in prior historical moments. Recently,
there has been a great deal of literature devoted to understanding this change,
much of which has spoken in terms of the processes of neoliberalization.

Neoliberalist thought centers on the view the market should lead urban re-
vitalization and poverty amelioration, while the state should play a supporting
role through the provision of incentives to induce private investment. In this
conceptualization, citizens in the form of neighborhood-based community
groups need to provide additional labor and input to guide these efforts, espe-
cially in relation to promoting beneficial neighborhood change (Fraser et al.
2003; Jessop 2002; Gough 2002). An indicator of this in practice is the in-
creased role of citizens in urban revitalization processes. More and more fed-
eral policies and programmatic efforts require municipal organizations and
neighborhood-based communities to take primary responsibility for caring for
themselves and their residents. Many of these initiatives that have been spon-
sored by the government agencies require private sector buy-in and support as
well.6 The actual neoliberalization of poverty programs in the U.S. has been
embraced by virtually all federal, philanthropic, and other nonprofit organiza-
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tions which frame their efforts in terms of public-private ventures that are en-
gaged in poverty work through building neighborhood-based community.

In part, comprehensive community building has been constructed as an ef-
fort to build the capacity of residents to transform their neighborhoods by de-
veloping effective linkages with other stakeholders that operate in the city.
This is expressed in much of the literature as building social capital at multiple
scales, within target neighborhoods, and between neighborhood-based groups
and other organizations. That is, building community entails bonding and or-
ganization within a neighborhood and then expressions of willingness to col-
laborate with other stakeholders who have resources and, we hasten to add,
diverse agendas for neighborhood space. While the specific characteristics of
current neighborhood-based comprehensive community-building initiatives
are recited in numerous publications, it is useful to identify some of its most
typical and salient features here. Community-building initiatives are compre-
hensive in scope due to the interrelated nature of the social problems that im-
poverished neighborhoods face. They are undertaken based on the assets that
already exist in neighborhoods, for reasons of economy and in the hope that
extant resources are well-matched to future directions. They are based on the
goals of collaborative partnerships emphasizing the need for citizen participa-
tion as opposed to top-down programmatic efforts. Further, the initiatives are
flexible in nature in order to validate intra-neighborhood differences, and ac-
countable in that they provide tangible resources and effects related to im-
provement on a range of people- and place-based indicators (Stagner and
Duran 1997; Kubisch 1996).

It is hypothesized that when community capacity increases and is mobilized,
positive neighborhood outcomes may be achieved. This happens through
“bridging social capital,” the linking up of neighborhood-based groups with polit-
ical and economic elites, to channel neighborhood capacity towards cooperative
engagement with the multiple stakeholders operating in urban environments. Out-
comes ideally include effective neighborhood governing entities with the capacity
to navigate the social terrain of the larger metropolitan area, advocating for their
residents (Vidal 1997; Chaskin 2001). Given this focus, organizing neighbor-
hood-based community now is one of the most respected large-scale, public-pri-
vate mechanisms for poverty amelioration.

Community building of this type is popular today because it is aligned well
with the neoliberal goals of governmental downsizing of social welfare pro-
grams, while fostering public-private decision-making groups which identify
state-sponsored low-cost mechanisms to provide service delivery to low-in-
come neighborhoods, transforming these areas through economic develop-
ment. Moreover, this type of community building parallels the self-help
preference that many Americans report on national social surveys (Fraser et al.
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2003). That said, while community-building initiatives have received wide-
spread support there has been a growing concern about what community ini-
tiatives to date actually have provided to different sets of social actors
including low-income residents and city and economic elites.

EVALUATING THE EFFECTS OF ORGANIZING
NEIGHBORHOOD-BASED COMMUNITY

An examination of the expansive literature on community-building efforts
suggests that there is little by way of definitive data or conclusive summary
findings showing that comprehensive community initiatives are effective in
combating poverty (Stagner and Duran 1997:133). To better address its effects
we draw boundaries between the types of efforts we cover and those that may
be related but are beyond the scope of this review. As a consequence, our re-
view focuses on neighborhood-based, comprehensive community-building
initiatives sponsored by public or private entities with the aim of building
community capacity and those social networks between neighborhoods and
other stakeholders that promise to lead to a host of desired people and
place-based outcomes. Desired financial outcomes include economic devel-
opment and asset accumulation; neighborhood infrastructural development
and improving housing stock and opportunities for low-income families to ac-
cess affordable housing. Other key outcomes include service provision in the
areas of education, health, and other relevant social services. Typically this ap-
proach is guided by holistic themes (Fulbright-Anderson, Kubisch, and
Connell 1998) as well as widespread public participation and resident decision
making (Kretzman and McKnight 1993; Chaskin et al. 2001; Green and
Haines 2002). These initiatives do not preclude grassroots efforts, as some
have their origin in grassroots neighborhood organizing, but the large majority
are initiated by government agencies and philanthropic organizations. Of
course, there is widespread acceptance in the community development field
that comprehensive community building from any of these origins needs to
promote community empowerment (Aspen 2002).7

FINDINGS

Our specific findings in providing generalizations about community build-
ing revolve heavily on the impact of economic forces, cultural chasms and
power asymmetries between stakeholders in these efforts. Thus, consistently
provided resources from public and private sector organizations are necessary
for community-building efforts to have long-term sustainability. The efficacy
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of these economic resources is partially based on successfully negotiated op-
erating definitions of the situation shared by neighborhoods and other stake-
holders which depend on social ties between residents and other sets of
stakeholders, especially funders. These “definitions of the situation” include
mutual cultural understandings about poverty, neighborhood, and the role of
community in relation to the state and market. Further, the impacts of these
characteristics of initiatives on poverty are further mediated by power rela-
tionships that structure the process of community building.

The Challenge of Community Building: Significant Factors

The effectiveness of community-building initiatives often depends on hav-
ing a long-term, dependable source of funding. For example, a study of a
Lima, Ohio, initiative found that while initial efforts were successful in terms
of specific wins in infrastructure improvement, housing rehabilitation, neigh-
borhood information services and cultural outcomes, these effects were not
long-lasting. Once government funding for the process dried up, the neighbor-
hood once again began to deteriorate (Li 1996). To achieve long-term poverty
amelioration goals, funders must either have a plan for helping communities
continue their work after the funding has disappeared, or commit to the neigh-
borhood indefinitely.

In the related case of the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI) in
Boston, the long-term dedication of the sponsoring foundation continues to
ensure real success in neighborhood stabilization and improvement. DSNI
residents initially adopted a political activist stance, arguing that they collec-
tively suffered environmental injustices due to the City of Boston’s contrac-
tual relationships with waste disposal contractors. Significant organizing by
residents was a tradition in the Dudley Street neighborhood area, and it has in-
cluded the diverse representation of the subpopulations that live and work in
the neighborhood (Medoff and Sklar 1994). While championed by virtually all
members of the community-building network in the United States as an exam-
ple of the poverty ameliorating outcomes that can be produced by building
community, the reality is that heterogeneous and empowered mobilizations in
low-income neighborhoods are comparatively rare in America.

Evidence further shows that resource allocation is affected by the orienta-
tions funders bring to such efforts, which are intimately tied to the dual goals
of supporting neighborhood improvement while satisfying the interests of
foundation board members and city elites, many of whom operate according to
market dictates rather than a social welfare logic (Fraser et al. 2003). In the
context of larger societal shifts such as the dismantling of the welfare state and
implementation of neoliberalist-based strategies for addressing poverty, the
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practical reality for funders is that they select sites in which they think they can
be most effective, and not necessarily the sites that are objectively in the most
need. Foundations can become skittish after they gain an awareness of the full
complexity of the problems in the sites in which they have chosen to work. In a
case reported recently in The New York Times, a community-building initia-
tive in Washington State’s impoverished Yakima County fell apart after the
funder decided the local community was too fragmented to benefit from the
project, and withdrew its promised support. Such an unexpected removal of
funding angered community members and generated suspicion of any future
initiatives (Strom 2003). If community building is to be effective, funders
must carefully research their sites of intervention, and then wholeheartedly
commit to the process, knowing that setbacks and frustrations will inevitably
occur along the way. In addition, a realistic accounting needs to be openly un-
dertaken of the multiple and dissimilar goals of stakeholders hoping to build
neighborhood-based community. Poverty amelioration and preparing a neigh-
borhood for capitalist investment can be antithetical agendas, reflected in
dysjunctures between the ways that residents define the situation and the un-
derstandings that are adopted in city halls and foundations (Fraser et al. 2003).

This is itself an example of the bridging social capital, defined as the insti-
tuting of trusting networks of relationships between neighborhoods and other
stakeholders (Chaskin et al. 2001). Social capital goals are challenged by rela-
tionships structured in terms of power asymmetries. Instead of being a bot-
tom-up approach to providing solutions for the challenging and unique
circumstances individual cities and neighborhoods face, initiatives can be-
come more about the funder’s needs rather than those of the neighborhood. An
example of this was found in Chattanooga, Tennessee, where a consortium of
funders formed the Community Impact Fund (CIF) to revitalize five inner-city
neighborhoods. After a year, the CIF board ordered program staff and neigh-
borhoods to either start “picking low-lying fruit” or be sidelined. In the end,
the lead foundation supported a supply-side revitalization policy that focused
on acquiring most of the land in two of the neighborhoods in order to develop
market rate housing stock. By fulfilling its own needs, the funders alienated
and displaced residents during the community-building initiative, although
neighborhood enhancements made them attractive to investors and more af-
fluent newcomers purchasing homes (Fraser and Kick 2000; Kick, Lepofsky
and Fraser, 2002).

Because it is typically initiated from outside the targeted neighborhood in
question, community building can reduce community solidarity and under-
mine local autonomy. A study of community-based redevelopment in Minne-
apolis and Toledo concluded that efforts that rely in large part on professional
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expertise, external political power and an infusion of funding can “create
problems in communities where organizing against external foes has been the
means to solidarity” (Stoecker 1995). Community building’s emphasis on
forging partnerships with those in power goes against the conflict-based orga-
nizing that exists in low-income communities, in which anger against wealthy
and powerful outsiders can be used as a driving force for change (Alinsky
1971).

A related study of South Apopka, Florida, addressed the question of how
communities can secure necessary resources for social change while still
maintaining autonomy in terms of making decisions and setting priorities. The
authors conclude that it is, in fact, possible to craft a “teamed approach” of
funding sources and neighborhood residents in order to encourage community
development, but success apparently depends on the specific nature of each
case. In South Apopka, the teamed approach was successful for several
case-specific reasons. Residents felt their situation was so desperate that they
were determined to see change happen. The community was relatively ho-
mogenous, which meant resident values and goals were similar. Moreover, the
neighborhood-based group receiving funding was not internally divided, and
the source of funding in this case, the county government, was particularly re-
sponsive to community demands. Under other circumstances than these, com-
munity building can damage local autonomy, undermine social capital
formation, and adversely impact community welfare (Glaser et al. 1996).

Another more commonly recognized danger of community building is that
it can lead to gentrification and displacement of long-time residents. A study
of a Chicago neighborhood initiative discovered that community building ef-
forts made the area more attractive for different kinds of investment and rede-
velopment, some of which resulted in destabilization and displacement of
low-income residents (Sites 1998). Similar concerns plague a range of other cit-
ies, where neighborhood improvement efforts in central neighborhoods drive up
property values and displace the very people the initiative was designed to bene-
fit (Weber 2002). The provision of capital, based on a market logic, increases in-
vestment patterns that can stray from serving the poverty-related needs of
low-income families, and instead serve middle-class newcomer groups and
more powerful investors in the neighborhood and city.

The Promise of Community Building: Significant Factors

Case studies of community building highlight the challenges these efforts
face and the need for stakeholder groups seeking poverty amelioration to view
it as intersecting with much broader dynamics beyond poverty work. As inter-
relationships between economic, political, social, and cultural domains are
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more fully mined, valuable information can emerge to motivate more success-
ful, or at least open, understandings of the ways in which community-building
efforts operate. Yet, we point with some optimism to recent discussions of
these very issues.

The Aspen Institute’s Roundtable on Comprehensive Community-Build-
ing Initiatives published a volume Voices from the Field II (Aspen Institute
2002) that collects the viewpoints of funders, practitioners, and neighborhood
residents who initiate dialogue on ways to build upon the first generation of
community-building efforts undertaken since the late 1980s. Many roundtable
interviewees recognize that neighborhood-level organizing in the form of
community building may be most effective when a broader analysis of the
problem and potential solutions is conducted. Indeed they argue that stake-
holders must develop a more nuanced understanding of how residents in that
neighborhood articulate with state and market forces, leading to a political
consciousness about the multiple forces that intersect in a neighborhood.
Roundtable interviewees (2002) advocate for deeper relationship building be-
tween low-income neighbors (i.e., civil society), local government (i.e., the
state) and market forces to assist neighborhoods in connecting with “public
funding streams that come into neighborhoods” (p. 90) and “mainstream capi-
tal markets in ways that do not disrupt the community” (p. 93).

Challenges to the scale at which community-building initiatives operate are
reminiscent of the more political activist approaches discussed earlier. Yet the
Voices volume cautions against a narrow reading of community activism as
rabble rousing. It cautions that “[C]ommunity organizing runs the gamut from
‘hell raising’ to ‘relationship building,’ and observers suggest the need for
both ends of the spectrum” (2002:87). Our review of community-building suc-
cesses and failures, as well as our own work, indicate that one of the more dif-
ficult tasks for neighborhood residents and organizations is to accurately
identify those institutions, events, and spaces for consensus building and those
which need more conflict-oriented expressions of neighborhood solidarity
(Fraser and Kick 2002; Fraser et al. 2002; Fraser et al. 2003; Lepofsky and
Fraser 2003; Fraser and Lepofsky 2004).

A recent case study on the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s multisite Making
Connections initiative, Not Quite Chaos: Toward a More Disciplined Ap-
proach to Community Building, led Hyman (2002) to draw concrete sugges-
tions from participants at the Denver site about building a process that holds
stakeholders accountable for their words and actions. In order to increase the
likelihood that all neighborhood subpopulations and interest groups are rep-
resented in the community-building effort the Denver site engaged in
broad-based leadership training. By developing a wide range of community
leaders, these organizers felt that they were keeping a check on internal

Jim Fraser and Edward Kick 35



gatekeeping stated as “the possibility that one person might define, control, or
promote an agenda that reflects his or her own interests rather than those of the
neighborhood” (p. 35). Theoretically, this should also decrease the likelihood
that a certain subpopulation of residents would be able to covertly partner with
outside stakeholders at a cost to others.

A concrete example of how neighborhood residents can develop a mecha-
nism to hold other stakeholders accountable is to reevaluate the relationships
they have with the local nonprofit sector to better examine how this sector can
best support resident-driven efforts. In part, this can be achieved by keeping
meetings closed from these institutions until some neighborhood priorities
had been documented by residents. While these are concrete activities to
achieve goals of internal representation and the rebuilding of relationships
with other stakeholder groups, Hyman (2002) notes that eventually conflicts
will emerge when stakeholders with dissimilar agendas for neighborhood re-
vitalization clash.

Balancing these tendencies are conditions that foster cooperation between
low-income neighborhoods and other stakeholders. When a neighborhood com-
munity can articulate its concerns as being similar to the concerns of other city
stakeholders, then community building provides a basis for the development of
successful strategies. A case study in Louisville, Kentucky, shows how resi-
dents and neighborhood-based organizations mobilized city resources by taking
photographs of blighted neighborhood property while outlining the significant
problems poverty caused for residents (Singh 2003). When data and findings
were presented to city officials, a collective plan was developed which led to
parcel-level improvements. Another example from the same study was the cre-
ation of the Louisville Coalition of Neighborhoods, which linked organizations
across the city to begin developing collective strategies to share resources and to
strengthen the voice of neighborhoods in local government decision making.
This “scaling up” of activities from focusing solely on individual neighborhood
issues to developing a broader political consciousness had the effect of building
trusting relationships, however imperfect, to address common issues of concern,
especially ameliorating the effects of poverty.

Both examples in Denver and Louisville point toward the promise of com-
prehensive community-building initiatives, and provide examples of political
activism connecting neighborhood circumstances to broader social forces that
couple with them. An intersection of neighborhood community goals with
other stakeholder concerns is premised on the building of civic infrastructure
between neighborhoods and the public and private sectors. In a set of case
studies conducted in Kansas City, Missouri, the National Civic League (2001)
found that some leaders in the field felt that “government has to be a key part
of community problem solving efforts and that the nonprofit sector and neigh-
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borhood organizations must approach government with a collaborative mindset.
That is, there is a perception that in the past, citizen participation in community
decision making often has taken an adversarial tone, and this power has been
largely negative” (2001:23). Community builders increasingly appear to em-
phasize that the promise of community building hinges on a delicate balance be-
tween collaboration and conflict or that community building must move to a
consensus-based platform for organizing. Rarely is it true today that community
builders aim to transform the underlying structural features of society that ini-
tially create and sustain poverty and its pernicious consequences (Fraser et al.
2003). For many advocates the promise of consensus-based community-build-
ing is that common ground can be built between stakeholders with diverse inter-
ests in neighborhoods. This sentiment is reflected in the words of one
community-building leader cited in the report on Kansas City’s experiences
with neighborhood revitalization that “shared interests and values should be
acted upon” (2001:29).

Developing a shared vision requires that major stakeholders inside and out-
side neighborhoods align in terms of the process that is to be implemented to
identify and achieve people and place-based changes. Walsh (1997) conducted
case studies in five cities in her report to the Rockefeller Foundation, Stories of
Renewal: Community Building and the Future of Urban America, and she iden-
tifies key areas that community building must focus on to achieve successes.
Among these are: engaging government systems to develop more neighborhood-
oriented service delivery systems that highlight the use of community-based or-
ganizations, the actual building and strengthening of local institutions from the
assets of a neighborhood, developing effective outreach and organizing strate-
gies to achieve resident-driven agendas for neighborhood change, and involving
the corporate sector support especially in the area of providing labor market
connections. Walsh concludes that there are “five pillars of community build-
ing” that affect positive neighborhood change–leadership, patience, high but
realistic expectations, community-wide capacity building, and courage and can-
dor about race. In consonance with conclusions from virtually all of the case
studies we have reviewed, she suggests that the promise of community building
is about building on these themes in the context of developing collaborative
partnerships between local, metropolitan, regional, and even national stake-
holders who can respond effectively to neighborhood poverty.

CONCLUSION

While the expressed goals of most current community-building initiatives
in the United States are laudable, experts recognize that tensions exist across
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the multiple dimensions of community-building initiatives. Contemporary
initiatives are impacted by global and local dynamics related to neoliberalism
such as the devolution of responsibility and penetration of market forces.
These have reconceptualized the roles of the state, market, and civil society.
As well, initiatives continue to be influenced by the past experiences of people
organizing in neighborhoods, and legacies of the welfare and community ac-
tivism. The reality of the new generation of community-building initiatives is
that these efforts are reliant on neighborhood-based communities being able to
develop acumen in working with the local government and the private sector.

The challenges of community development and urban poverty work in-
clude developing a sufficiently shared “definition of the situation” among the
variety of stakeholders who themselves bring diverse agendas to the table so
that poverty amelioration is truly one of emergent visions. This underlies the
interplay between economic, political, cultural, and environmental factors that
affect the successes experienced during community-building initiatives. A
tension clearly exists between a neighborhood defining and actuating its own
agenda while at the same time garnering access to needed resources from
those stakeholders with different visions of how a neighborhood should
achieve its goals. This has been referred to in the urban geography literature as
the “politics of place.” Some of our case studies illustrate the consequences of
differing “geographical imaginations of place” when, for example, public and
private partners in Chattanooga, Tennessee, were more interested in develop-
ing neighborhoods for capital investment than providing a process for low-in-
come residents to directly control decisions in their neighborhoods. Yakima
Valley illustrates the impacts of funders pulling out of community-building
efforts after determining that change was not happening at the desired pace.
The latter case highlights the unfortunate reality that “[t]he temporal horizons
of investors, developers, and residents rarely coincide” (Weber 2002:519).

While many neighborhoods involved in comprehensive community-build-
ing initiatives have experienced setbacks and unfavorable consequences, there
are also examples of the promise community building holds for revitalizing
neighborhoods in tandem with ameliorating poverty. For example, more criti-
cal work is coming out of the community-building field that addresses ways in
which neighborhood communities strike a delicate balance between consen-
sus organizing and conflict approaches leading to positive outcomes. The case
studies in Denver and Louisville, as well as a range of other cities across the
country, show that while tensions exist between neighborhoods and different
stakeholder groups, tangible practices are being employed which provide resi-
dents with greater decision-making authority. Moreover, neighborhoods have
coordinated effectively with local governmental and the private sector to
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achieve mutually overlapping goals. The question remains, are these cases a
harbinger of things to come or will more political activist strategies need to be
embraced when differences in stakeholder visions arise?

Community-building practitioners, urban geographers, sociologists, and
planners who highlight the spatial dimensions of community building are be-
ginning to provide an alternative scenario. When neighborhood communities
broaden the scale of their analysis and activities related to poverty and qual-
ity-of-life issues, then political consciousness may be built between multiple
neighborhoods, cities, and even more globally. This does not necessarily have
to be done with a solely conflict-oriented tone. Scholarship identifying the
identity movements that drive community building beyond neighborhood
boundaries may be a fruitful avenue for research and practical application. As
Harvey (2001) notes, it is the intermingling of the “local solidarities and politi-
cal cohesions” that need to be understood in order to promote social change.
Community-building initiatives over the next decades will be a site for such
praxis. So much is at stake and being invested in the community-building ap-
proach across the United States, in terms of financial support and time and hu-
man effort, that it is imperative we engage in a critique of the process as it
progresses. It is precisely because community building is such a significant
long-term endeavor that evaluative research must be conducted in the very
midst of the process.

NOTES

1. For a review of federal policies, see “Swimming Against the Tide: A Brief His-
tory of Federal Policy in Poor Communities” in Ferguson and Dickens (eds.) Urban
Problems and Community Development (1999).

2. As a result of the federal government’s urban renewal and interstate highway
programs an estimated 3.8 million people were displaced. This not only had direct eco-
nomic consequences, for people went uncompensated for the cost of relocation, but
neighborhood-based communities were also pulled apart (Judd and Swanstrom 2002a).

3. Neil Smith speaks of “jumping scales” referring to the work that social actors en-
gage to accomplish goals. “Far from neutral and fixed, geographical scales are the
products of economic, political and social activities and relationships; as such, they are
as changeable as those relationships themselves. At the very least, different kinds of so-
ciety produce different kinds of geographical scale for containing and enabling particu-
lar forms of social interaction” (Smith 1995:60-61).

4. As a result of the federal government’s urban renewal and interstate highway
programs an estimated 3.8 million people were displaced. This not only had direct eco-
nomic consequences, for people went uncompensated for the cost of relocation, but
neighborhood-based communities were also pulled apart (Judd and Swanstrom 1998).

5. For an interesting perspective on the intersection between business and targeted
population growth see Richard Florida’s work on the creative class. He argues that cit-
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ies need to attract academics, artists, scientists, and others who create knowledge and
cultural amenities in order to solidify the cities position as a “place of choice” in a
post-industrial economy (Florida 2002).

6. For example, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s HOPE
VI program and Revitalization Communities initiative both focus on the need for the
private sector to make commitments, thereby influencing the ways in which these pro-
grams are conducted and governed.

7. We do address government-sponsored efforts that are largely in areas of housing
or economic development that do not rely on the building of neighborhood-based com-
munity as the catalyst. Some examples of these include the U.S. Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development’s HOPE VI and Renewal Community programs that
include community components but largely focus on housing and economic stimulus,
respectively, to improve neighborhoods and opportunities for people. Similarly, there
are a variety of foundation initiatives that may include a community component but
largely involve activities like weatherization of homes or improvement of housing
stock in targeted neighborhoods. While the distinction made between the types of ini-
tiatives that situate community building at the center versus those efforts that may only
include a community involvement component is not meant to suggest that there are al-
ways clear lines of demarcation, since initiatives may be cast in multiple ways depend-
ing on the individual or organization providing the description, it does provide a
heuristic device to temporarily cordon off a segment of efforts that espouse the central-
ity of neighborhood-based community for poverty amelioration.
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