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Community development aims to identify  and nurture leadership qualities within  people who are rooted within  neighbourhoods or communities of  interest. Leadership might be defined as  "the use of authority or influence within a  group or community to help it achieve its  aims", and equally refers to the role  played by a single individual (paid or  unpaid) or where responsibilities are  shared collectively and more or less  equally by members of a group.

Leadership is an important concept in  community work in helping to understand  the power dynamics that are operating in  a particular situation, and to intervene in  ways which help a group to function more  effectively and democratically.

Positive leadership of a group has two aspects - managing internal  and external relationships.

It helps people to focus their thinking on a particular issue, to share  ideas and information creatively, and to deal with internal conflicts  and disagreements constructively.

Leadership facilitates communication of the group's identity with  the outside world. This might involve representing collective  opinion to authority in order to influence decision-making in the  interests of the group, or simply acting as an information channel  between members of the group and other agencies.

In many communities "leaders" emerge either through a process of  self-selection or they are appointed as unofficial spokespeople by  media journalists, anxious to find a "personality" who may be both  controversial and readily available.

Sometimes individuals may find themselves in a leadership role,  by virtue of their professional or religious status (e.g. the Imam at  the local mosque, the head teacher, community worker, etc.) or,  more rarely, they may be democratically elected to a position in the  community (such as councillor, chair of the tenants' association)  with the expectations that they will represent the whole community  on a wide range of issues and concerns.

Although community workers may find themselves in certain  circumstances in positions of leadership, their role is rather:

• to identify and nurture potential or embryonic leaders,

• to support existing leaders who are using that role  constructively or democratically, or

• to challenge examples of authoritarian or unaccountable  leadership.

A fundamental principle of community work is a more egalitarian  distribution of power within and between groups. This can often  involve the process of empowerment of people who experience  discrimination, whilst challenging those styles of leadership which  perpetuate oppression and disadvantage.

This redistribution of power can be achieved in a variety of ways.

Positive measures such as:

• encouragement, confidence-building, skills training, (e.g. in  assertiveness or chairing),

• making space for people to explore options,

• giving constructive feedback after meetings and other forms  of informal support can all contribute to enabling someone to  take on and sustain a leadership role.

It is equally important for a community worker to be able to "help"  an individual either to:

• withdraw from a leadership position which is having  damaging consequences for themselves or others in the  community,

• or to adapt to a less oppressive style.

The methods used might include acknowledging that someone is  "burnt out" or generally over-burdened with commitments, thus  giving them "permission" to resign, or questioning how they feel  about their role as leader.

Critical feedback should always be constructive, and wherever  possible support and training offered so that the person has an  opportunity to change their approach.

Leadership is a set of functions, rather than a role.

It is about facilitating participation in decision making processes,  and it is about the development of positive and co-operative working  relations within the group and with the outside world.

There needs to be a balance between the needs of the group, the  needs of individual members and the achievement of agreed  collective goals.

Good leadership will manage these competing demands on time  and resources, and may require skills in listening, negotiation,  organising, group work, communication, advocacy, and facilitation.

QUALITIES OF LEADERS

Charisma, knowledge and wisdom, experience of achieving change,  confidence, good communication skills, "in touch", strong  commitment and motivation, ability to inspire respect, trust and  loyalty, sense of fairness objectivity, strategic thinking, etc., etc.  These qualities may not reside in just one individual and the notion  of collective or shared leadership has several advantages.

It allows for skills, ideas, information and knowledge to be shared  within a group.

It distributes the tasks more evenly, so that the workload does not  fali on just one person or core group.

It recognises that a group may go through phases during which  different capabilities may be more relevant or the group may set  itself other priorities.

A collective sense of leadership will tend to accommodate these  changes more flexibly and allow for differences of opinion to be  more openly expressed in decision making.

Some points that should be considered in relationship to leadership  include:

IDENTIFYING "NATURAL LEADERS - WHO DEFINES WHO  AND WHEN?

Evidence:  responses and references by others in the group or community; a  person's own behaviour, articulateness, body language and  willingness to take on responsibilities. Beware the power seeking  individual, but value those who are prepared to accept leadership  roles.

OPPORTUNITIES AND PROBLEMS ARISING WITH  COMMUNITY LEADERS.

Positive:  source of knowledge and opinion, endorsement of new proposals  and change, respected influence (opinion-former).

Negative:  leaders can often reflect oppressions in society, isolation/  detachment of leaders from the "led", loss of leaders due to "burn  out", removal, discrediting or a coup.

