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A role might be defined as a work  function which encapsulates a particular  approach or set of tasks which others  can reasonably expect the worker to  perform. The community worker has a  variety of roles, which can be broadly  categorised into five main functions:  organiser, advocate, challenger,  developer and supporter. These can be  arranged on a continuum from directive  intervention to an active, but non​directive approach. The role which the  worker plays on any occasion depends  on a range of factors in the situation, but  most importantly on how she can help  other people to get things done.

ORGANISER  

In the initial stages of helping a group to set up, the community  worker might adopt the rather directive role of organiser, taking  on responsibility for getting things started by arranging meetings,  sending out publicity, organising positive action measures, such as  childcare and interpreting arrangements.

Often community workers will do much of the "behind the scenes"  organisation for a group, following up contacts, undertaking  administrative tasks, such as book-keeping, servicing meetings,  producing a newsletter or generally ensuring that the group members maintain contact with one another.

ADVOCATE  

This should be a rare role for community workers, whose aim is  usually to enable people to speak for themselves and develop a  collective voice in negotiating situations. Sometimes, however, there  are constraints or pressures which justify the worker speaking on  behalf of others to argue for a position based on a degree of  consultation and consensus. Circumstances which might support  this option might be lack of time in the decision-matring process  before the people affected by a decision have had time to gain the  confidence and skills to articulate their own views in what might be  an intimidating forum. Or there might be access issues, which cannot  be overcome with the time and resources currently available. This  may particularly affect work with disabled people or people whose  first language is not English.

The worker should be careful in the role of advocate that they do  not go beyond their mandate to represent the views of others.  

CHALLENGER

One of the chief purposes of community work is to change things,  particularly to question and combat current inequalities in the  distribution of power and resources. The worker therefore  sometimes has a role to play in challenging prejudices, practices or  policies which have the affect of discriminating against some sections  of society.

People often hold attitudes and assumptions about themselves and  others which perpetuate disadvantage and oppression. These might  be expressed through language which is offensive or through hostile  or patronising behaviour. The community worker should challenge  these (and enable others to do so for themselves) in a variety of  ways, including humour, private discussion, open debate, policy  proposals and modelling anti-oppressive practices. In adopting this

role, the worker must also be prepared to deal with any conflicts,  resentment or feelings of disempowerment that result and to  recognise that the role of challenger can be both uncomfortable  and controversial.

DEVELOPER  

However, the community worker should usually be trying to move  their professional relationship with users to be more that of  developer. The key aspect to this role is that the worker is enabling  the people she is working with to acquire new capabilities and to  enhance their existing skills, knowledge and understanding.

This process might be through encouraging people to share these  with others in the group, learning through role play or observation  or through more formal training opportunities. Often this involves  working closely alongside individual members of a group on a  particular task, giving practical advice, support and feedback so  that they eventually feel confident to perform the task on their own.  Informal discussions or workshops also provide opportunities for  people to share and develop their knowledge by reflecting on their  own experience and gaining information on specific areas on public  life (such as the workings of local government).

SUPPORTER  

This role involves more interpersonal methods of working, such as  counselling, advising, building self-esteem and generally  encouraging people to work through difficult situations. It might  include talking through an idea or a problem with an individual or  group, listening to someone's grievances, staying in touch with a  member of a group who is experiencing difficulties in their life and  not able to attend regularly, being a friendly and accessible point of  contact between people in the community and your employing  organisation or simply ensuring that people can make use of facilities  and resources that they need in their work (such as use of a  telephone, photocopier or meeting space.)

When in the role of supporter, contact between the worker and  community users will normally be on the initiative and terms of the  user. As such the worker will not have specific goals other than to  provide emotional and practical support for the user in their chosen  course of action.

