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Abstract 

Community development has taken prospective strides towards focusing on communities driving the 

developmental process from identifying problems to working on solutions. Alhough these approaches 

may be primarily driven by the community’s socioeconomic status, it also allows communities to take 

control of their own development by building confidence and social capital. Despite a number of 

different campaigns in community development, a majority are founded in the Western world even 

though there is little applicability to the African continent. In this paper, we present a novel 

community development strategy driven by empowerment and fostering a sustainable impact to 

increase social capital. We provide examples of how this strategy has been utilised and how it can be 

reproduced in any community setting including its use as a community engagement strategy in South 

Africa. Much is needed to drive social interaction, engagment and humanitarianism in order for one to 

embrace yet remove their outer veil in society. 
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Introduction 

 

Community Development 

In the last decade there has been prospective strides towards non-profit/governmental 

organisations (NPO/NGO) and various stakeholders increasing their focus towards 

community development strategies emanating from local knowledge, skills and resources 

(Simpson et al., 2003; Binns & Nel, 1992). This shift in the developing world has been forced 

upon by the socioeconomic status of countries such as South Africa where Western strategies 
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are not applicable in the context of great poverty (Dongier et al., 2002, Emmet, 2000). These 

strategies called community-driven or community-based development rather move towards 

focusing on culturally unique objectives than a set of objectives imposed or influenced by the 

Government (Burkey, 1993). They provide control to community groups in making decisions 

as well as treating individuals as assets and key personnel in developing their communities. 

Although the United Nations endorses this cost effective act as a logical way moving forward 

for marginal communities (Gooneratne & Mbilinyi, 1992), it still presents with challenges. 

For South Africa, a country that has been plagued by the Apartheid legacy (Binns & Nel, 

1992), the complexity of communities becomes further challenging (Stock, 1995).  

 

Community Development Strategies 

Community development strategies are vast but the term community is often misleading. A 

‘community’ indicates that a particular group of people from a certain area have a sense of 

identity and are willing to co-operate (Head, 2007). This sadly is not the reality since 

communities are heterogeneous in nature consisting of individuals of different race, gender, 

and their own set of cultural characteristics (Ramphele, 1991). This is very much the situation 

in a diverse country such as South Africa in which communities are further marginalised 

because of the past regime and the current socioeconomic status. Whilst there are many 

approaches to community development that are currently advantageous to the Western world, 

there is a call for radical transformation and the need for alternative ways to satisfy healing 

and living in Africa (Escobar, 1995). 

 

There are different strategies that are used as tools to develop communities ranging from 

sport (Skinner et al., 2008) to art (Kay, 2000) and health education (Noorbhai, 2013; 

Noorbhai et al., 2014) which are applicable to different communities. Though many of these 

strategies overlap one another, there are two distinct categories, namely: the needs-based 

approach and the asset-based approach. The needs-based approach focuses on conducting a 

needs analysis identifying problems and solutions in communities (Kretzmann and 

McKnight, 1993). This approach is much needed in disaster areas filled with conflict and 

whom are in need of basic humanitarian aid. However, if this strategy is carried out in a 

marginalised community, it does not contribute to empowerment which is the emphasis of all 

community development programmes. It rather weakens the relationship of the individuals in 

the community to build confidence in identifying its own problems and solutions. With a 

needs-based approach the main stakeholders involved such as NPO/NGOs are provided 
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funding based on addressing this problems than building social capital and empowerment 

(Binns & Nel, 1992). The alternative approach that seeks to move towards empowerment is 

the asset-based community development approach. 

 

The Asset-Based Approach to Community Development 

An innovative strategy namely the asset-based approach to develop communities emerged as 

a way for communities to actively drive the development process by identifying existing 

assets in the form of social capital. This social asset which is sometimes not recognised draws 

on the attention of the local knowledge, skills and resources of the community that fuels local 

associations and informal networks and stores goodwill and obligations (Mathie & 

Cunningham, 2003). As opposed to the needs-based approach, by building on social capital, 

the relationship between citizens is strengthened by sharing of skills, assets, personal 

attributes and has the potential to drive sustainable livelihood. As such, this strategy further 

enables prosperity and trust beyond the local community (Putnam, 1993). Though this 

approach has many benefits it also has a few barriers.  

 

The question remains whether building social capital through the asset-based approach can 

contribute to social equality. In South Africa, this question becomes increasingly important 

because of its history and although this approach allows the relocation of power from the 

stakeholder to the community, there are several challenges. Firstly, we have identified that 

communities are complex and for this empowerment to occur, the environment must be 

enabling. Secondly, communities must be able to conduct their own development and may 

rely on stakeholder involvement should inclusive participation not be fostered. As such, 

because of the many marginalised communities in South Africa, social capital becomes a 

main focus for community development (Mathie & Cunningham, 2000). Taking into 

consideration the above challenges, the argument by Escobar (1992) becomes increasingly 

clear in that further investigation into transformative strategies are required to develop South 

Africa as a community. In addition, there is a call to focus on capacity building rather than 

the practice of community development (McGinty, 2002). Sustainability is often a term used 

in NPO/NGO work and in order to promote this within communities, there requires a strategy 

that effectively implements this aspect. 

 

The Humanitarians 
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Established in 2014, The Humanitarians is a registered South African organisation (NPO 

135 447) aiming to create a sustainable and innovative society by empowerment through five 

main identified focus areas (The Humanitarians, 2015). These areas include health, 

education, sustainable living, innovation, and sport which is all measured through research 

(Figure 1). The rationale behind the organisation began with the realisation that community 

needs are vast, however empowerment is the key to sustainability and nurturing innovation. 

The organisation is unique in that it focuses on avoiding toxic charity striving to build upon 

social capital within marginalised communities in South Africa. The approaches to empower 

communities are also unique in its design and implementation such as that of the Biokinetic 

Humanitarian Project (Noorbhai, 2013) and Sustainable Dialogue to name a few (The 

Humanitarians, 2016).  

 

The approach to community development has been firstly influenced by the novel technique 

of ‘Sustainable Dialogue’ (SD). This technique is a process where the team facilitate events 

to have the conversations needed to build connection, listening, reflection and action in a 

space to share, think and engage. These groups meet once per week to discuss issues of 

concern which could include racism, sexist, being yourself, children, education, community, 

drugs, gangsterism and other issues commonly shared. One of the main objectives of this 

approach is to sustain a conversation regarding various aspects of life or pertinent issues and 

challenges within the community or their lives. Largely influenced by SD, the community 

development approach the stems from an asset-based strategy that aims to address the several 

challenges outlined above. This innovative strategy not only evokes a sustainability of social 

capital but sets the foundation for further effective community development.  

 

The One-Person-Initiative 

The One-Person-Initiative (OPI) is a novel community engagement strategy that evokes a 

sustainable difference for various individuals and classes of people. There is much emphasis 

(as we experience on a daily basis) on stereotypical behaviour and ‘appearance judgement’. 

The objectives of the OPI is therefore twofold: 

 to eradicate the barrier or guard between two or more complete strangers and embrace 

a sense of calm and how to be approached without any expectations or anxiety. 

 to accept others in your immediate circle and tackle your inner guilt of selective 

socialisation. 
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Figure 2 below shows an example of a population group of 60 million (South Africa’s 

population) and how each person can make a significant impact on the lives of others. It is 

not impossible to recruit and train 10,000 change agents. According to Audrey Hepburn, “the 

word itself says I’m possible”. A good example of change agents (10,000 which is a marginal 

0.016% of the population) can be youth at colleges and universities around South Africa (or 

any other miscellaneous country). Each day, we need to develop a culture for many people to 

try and help and serve five to ten people daily. If we can do that, than a lot of the challenges 

currently faced in South Africa and abroad can be alleviated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual map representing the One-Person-Initiative community development strategy that can 

be used in any community setting 

 

Application of the One-Person-Initiative 

The Humanitarians organisation have used the OPI as a strategy (Figure 3) for both 

community development and community engagement in various settings. Here we present a 

few examples of the communities in which this novel strategy has been used in: 

60 MILLION PEOPLE 

100 000 X 600 DAYS =  

60 MILLION CHANGE AGENTS 

10 000 X 10 PEOPLE PER DAY = 100 000 

10 000 CHANGE AGENTS 

WORK OVER 600 DAYS (~2 YEARS) 

10 PEOPLE PER DAY 
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 Figure 1: Organogram of the Humanitarians showcasing the focus areas (Reproduced from The Humanitarians, 2016)
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Disadvantaged setting: rural, urban and marginalised communities 

In South Africa, there are many poverty stricken areas (Aliber, 2003) and choosing an area 

can be challenging since we would like to help all communities. The area of Bonteheuwel in 

Cape Town, South Africa is of particular interest to the organisation since it is a ‘forgotten 

community’. This small community consists of both a rural and urban settlement and is 

plagued by violence and poverty. Despite this the community and local school strive to 

empower themselves. Although there is a NGO that works in the area, upon observation, it is 

based upon observation and interaction that their efforts do not reach the entire community as 

a whole as well as contribute towards the needs of the community.  

 

When deciding to conduct Humanitarian work, this strategy allows the team to engage and 

effectively empower individuals primarily driven by the community. Even though the 

Humanitarians visit this community regularly the approach is used every time in order to 

increase the relationships and inspire the sustainability of the approach. The vital question 

whenever engaging in community development is how can you develop the community if 

you do not know the propective individuals in that environment? This strategy reminds you 

that humanity comes first and not the gesture of solving the problem. Simply put, each team 

member would aim to engage and interact with at least five to ten people of different gender 

and race on life itself. This would entail a 10-minute informal conversation on the person and 

their life (Figure 3). Once completed the next step would be to increase the relationship 

between neighbours/citizens. It is hoped that once the commonality of humanitarianism is 

shown, the sustainability of building connections and social capital will be easily 

implemented since passion is put before the practice or supercedes certain values and 

principles.  This strategy can also be used in communities that are marginalised. 

 

Such areas that are untouched or overlooked are often the areas that require the most 

assistance. An area that is brought to mind is the central business district of Cape Town. One 

may think that given the nature of the area that there would not be no communities in need of 

development. The Humanitarians were able to engage with communities by using the OPI in 

hopes that the individuals would be reminded that they are not forgotten. This was achieved 

in conjunction with a campaign aiming to provide nutritious sources of food. It was shown 

that once individuals were respected and given just a minute of ‘healing and living’ within a 

conversation, the hostility was removed and they were more open to empowerment. This 

finding was apparent when the Humanitarians spent time in Kleinmond, Western Cape. 
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Kleinmond is a coastal town in the Overberg region of the Western Cape in South Africa. 

Although a small town, it was interesting to note that communities were divided given the 

harsh Apartheid regime in which individuals suffered. The area was visited by the 

Humanitarians a year ago and upon return it was found that the area contained increased 

individuals of different races and gender. When the OPI was initiated the team sought out to 

engage 10 members each of different race and gender and were tasked to share a photograph 

with them.  It must be noted that the strategy was used to simply engage with the community 

and not with humanitarian aid or development in mind as an objective. Several 

Humanitarians were dismissed by the community before they had even begun to engage with 

the individuals. The community had attained the assumption that the Humanitarians had an 

agenda and/or were in need of materials. This assumption was further confirmed when the 

team were approached by policemen whom had thought that the team were ‘trouble-makers’.  

 

Upon completion of the engagement, experiences were shared amongst the team and was 

well received in general. It must also be noted that the strategy has benefits for both 

stakeholder and as a means to develop communities. The Humanitarians had utilised the 

strategy as a team building exercise and to encourage the team to engage and inspire them to 

continue the sustainability of this approach in their work force.  

 

Given these experiences it would prove useful in investigating to what extent this strategy 

empowers individuals and the impact it has on communities. Through the Research sector of 

the Humanitarians, it is envisaged that this can be achieved in order to show the effectiveness 

and inspire other organisations and more importantly humanitarians on using OPI as a 

community development strategy.  

 

Educational institutions 

 

Given that the term ‘community’ is complex in nature as discussed above, the OPI becomes a 

potential strategy to engage and develop social capital within educational institutions. The 

Humanitarians have used this strategy in tertiary institutions to foster and build relationships 

among individuals. Initially it can be challenging and individuals are resistant to engage but 

even a small gesture like a smile can start a conversation. In the same capacity, organisations 

and institutions can use OPI to promote community engagement (CE) which is embedded as 
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social responsiveness in Higher Education in South Africa (Hall, 2010). Though there is 

current debate on measuring the effectiveness of such approaches, we must not forget that we 

all humans first and that passion should be put before principle (Simpson et al., 2003) 

 

 

 

 

                                                  5-10 PEOPLE EACH 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The One-Person-Initiative strategy to engage with communities and foster community development 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

We provide an innovative community development strategy that aims to increase social 

capital and empower individuals. It is of particular value for SA given the socioeconomic 

status and current challenges that the country faces. It is a strategy focusing on humanity and 

that the simplest of actions can bring the greatest reward no matter your individuality. The 

OPI sets the foundation for the next step towards empowerment not only for NGOs but 

institutions and stakeholders alike. With the first World Humanitarian Summit taking place in 

May 2016, it is hoped that this strategy can inspire humanitarianism and empowerment. We 

believe that such a strategy should be used in order to remember that passion comes first 

before principles and that empowement enables communities to thrive and conduct more 

 Smile 

 Greet 

 How are you? How is your 

day / life? 

 What is your occupation? 

 What is ‘missing’ in your 

life? 

 How can I/we help 

(sustainable dialogue)? 

Aim to talk for ~10 minutes 
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activities. Current arguments suggest that CE is more of a publicity stunt as it cannot be 

measured. We argue that more organistions should work with NPOs and focus on measuring 

the effectiveness of their work in a similar manner to the Humanitarians to show the potential 

for sustainability and productivity. Further research should look into this strategy across 

South Africa and Africa as a developing nation to establish its effectiveness to develop 

communities and embrace the ethos of humanitarianism.  
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