
Editors Note: In the latter part of 1994, the National Policy Group of the Centre for Community Enterprise convened a workshop
for the purpose of shaping a second submission to the Parliamentary Committee on Social Security Reform. As part of their
agenda, members of the group (CED practitioners from across Canada) tried to disentwine the social features of CED from its
economic component.

Unlike other models of economic development, CED maintains that economic and social development are inseparable. A
sustainable, equitable development of community economies is possible only through actions which also strengthen the
community’s social fabric.

The attempts of practitioners to explain this relationship and why it is important have not been particularly successful, at least
not with policy-makers. In preparation for the meeting, the participants therefore drafted definitions of the social dimension of
CED and devoted a day of their meeting to debate the issue. In the process, they found themselves obliged to re-examine the
assumptions behind their work.

The following is a paraphrase and synthesis of that unfinished debate. Readers should remember that these passages reflect the
views of about a dozen participants. For ease of reading, we have removed most of the pertinent quotation marks. We hope it is
useful to readers who are trying to educate policy-makers and other parties as to the nature of community economic development,
and to people looking for a little food for thought.

That there is a close relationship be-
tween social development and eco-

nomic development is not news. The
impact that economic change can have
on people’s everyday lives has never
come into question. What is new is the
insistence  of a methodology of eco-
nomic development that the social-eco-
nomic interrelationship be recognized
and respected in order to make econo-
mies serve people, and not vice versa.
That is the philosophical underpinning
of CED.

THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The  social-economic interrelation-
ship is a complex and intimate one. The
economic elements of development
have to do with the creation and alloca-
tion of wealth or assets. By contrast, the
social elements concern arrangements
based on statuses and roles—that is, the
relations of people to each other.

In everyday life, social and  eco-
nomic elements are intertwined and mu-
tually influential. New economic
activity connotes  new  arrangements.
Where one is located in society (i.e.,

one’s status) will affect how one be-
haves vis-à-vis any decision regarding
the creation  or  allocation of wealth.
Conversely, creating or allocating
wealth will establish or change the so-
cietal place of any person that decision
involves or affects.

Social development is only
meaningful when it is part of a
strategy that aims explicitly to

build enterprises, partnerships,
and opportunities for people to

be productive.

By  its very  nature therefore, eco-
nomic development is social develop-
ment; if the  way you  make a  living
changes, your living changes with it.

In addition, economic development
cannot occur unless people do it. It does
not  occur  spontaneously or  automat-
ically. It is a purposeful, planned, and
social activity. It involves goal-setting,
organization, and management—all
processes involving the fundamentally
social occurrence called decision-mak-

ing. The social-economic link is forged
by CED’s concern with where the deci-
sions are made and who makes them.

Increasingly,  decisions are  being
made by people in places far removed
from those decisions’ points of impact.
The community is the arena in which
most people attempt to understand, cope
with, and adapt their lives to macro eco-
nomic change. Communities are the es-
sential bridge between individuals and
the world around them. It has been at the
community level that people have expe-
rienced most intensely the meaning of
“globalization”: the upheavals and dis-
placement that have resulted when
economies have been  restructured to
operate in a planetary marketplace. The
threat that  globalization poses to the
security of individuals is but a sign of
the threat it presents to the community
itself.

CED transfers the locus of the deci-
sion-making process to the community,
where the linkage between the social
and economic aspects of development
are most transparent. Social needs and
goals are integrated into economic goals
and strategies. The strategies pursued
both respond to and change local condi-
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tions as well as community needs and
aspirations. (See cartoon, above.)

As a methodology of economic devel-
opment, then, CED is uniquely important
in a world where economic power is in-
creasingly remote from the daily lives of
most people. It provides a means through
which communities and individuals can
gain a greater degree of self-determina-
tion, self-reliance, and control over their
lives. It enables communities to manage
the current transition

� by mobilizing local human and capi-
tal resources through community en-
terprise,

� by developing accountable institu-
tions,

� and  accordingly, by reducing de-
pendence and contributing to a bal-
ance between external  influences
and local dynamics.

THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF CED

In part, CED realizes an improve-
ment in people’s quality of life through
the achievement of economic goals that
meet select social needs. Thus, enter-
prises are assisted that create local jobs
or contribute to the growth of local in-
stitutions and infrastructure, like health
care facilities, education and training
centres, and housing and daycare facili-
ties.

Beyond that, however, social bene-
fits result from the process of commu-
nity-based economic development
itself. CED locates economic decision-
making in the community by develop-
ing community-based organizations.
These organizations bring a broad sec-
tion of a community into the decision-
making process, specifically the
community members and groups that
have little or no influence in conven-
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tional  economic development.  In  the
course of planning and implementing
CED, local leaders and constituents ac-
quire employment, organizational, and
leadership skills, and greater personal
and community self-esteem.

Empowerment is CED’s dis-
tinctive outcome. Without an in-

crease in the influence which
communities have over the deci-
sion-making process, economic

development will not occur.

Empowerment is thus recognized as
fundamental characteristic of successful
CED. In fact, empowerment is its dis-
tinctive outcome. Without an increase in
the influence which communities have
over the decision-making process
(thereby increasing the participation of
underdeveloped communities in the
creation and distribution of wealth) eco-
nomic development will not occur.

Empowerment can occur at various
levels and by various means. Devolving
more decision-making powers to the lo-
cal level can contribute to empowering
the community. But it can also be merely
a symptom of a “localitis” that disre-
gards the heterogenity of communities,
particularly the people living on the
communities’ economic and political
sidelines.

CED requires that the decision-mak-
ing power and resources are equitably
distributed within the community, not
just to the community. The empower-
ment of marginalized groups and the
poor is essential if the costs and benefits
of restructuring are to be shared equita-
bly by different community sectors.

Rather than get more for the individual,
CED gets more for the community,
which in turn creates a healthier and
more supportive environment for indi-
viduals.

In the process of CED, the interac-
tions of community with individual and
individual with community strengthen
both parties. Community plans and in-
itiatives help to build organizations and
institutions  through which poor  and
marginalized groups can articulate their
interests and act on them. Such venues
link  the marginalized to the  broader
community, integrating their initiatives
into the greater social and economic mi-
lieu.  The social  fabric is “rewoven”
through creating or strengthening com-
munity interrelationships that break
down the barriers of exclusion. The new
partnerships  between individuals, or-
ganizations, and groups within commu-
nit ies “release new energies for
change”—in short, they empower.

“Unless there are real economic
benefits that result from CED ac-
tion, empowerment can become
a hollow catch word. Social de-
velopment  is  only meaningful
when it is part of a strategy that
aims  explicitly to  build enter-
prises, partnerships, and oppor-
tunit ies for people to be
productive. If it is not, people
will do what they must to survive
or, in many cases, resort to the
behaviour of despair that lies at
the root of many social problems
Canadians see growing in their
midst.”

CED & SOCIAL POLICY

Another aspect of the social dimen-
sion of CED is the information link it
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creates between society and social policy-makers. CED or-
ganizations and community-based organizations can provide
the necessary ways and means to facilitate the development
and implementation of effective social policy.

Conventional social policy often centers on individual
“clients” who need assistance to adapt to a changing economic
environment. The CED perspective asserts that many problems
are community ones, not individual ones. Social policy which
focusses on individuals heedless of the context of their lives
misses the mark. Instead of a sustainable livelihood and well-
being, clients receive merely short-term assistance. There are
benefits to derive from actions that emphasize individual re-
sponsibility for the community, and from actions that stress
community responsibility for individuals.

Community-based organizations are the vehicles through
which diverse groups and communities articulate their con-
cerns, interests, and aims. These organizations can provide the
basis for partnerships between governments and communities.

A hindrance to this collaboration has been the matter of
evaluating social benefits. The social and economic dimen-
sions of CED are closely intertwined. Determining its eco-
nomic impact is relatively straightforward. But to extract and
measure its social benefits is a different matter. How are we to
measure increased leadership and organizational skills, indi-
vidual and community self-esteem, improved quality of life,
and more equitable social interaction? In particular, how are
we to measure developments that are long-term, and not likely
to make themselves apparent within four years—the average
mandate of a federal or provincial government?

There is an upside, however. This “failure” of CED to
report in terms that governments can assess or interpret serves
to underline the inadequacy of government programming and
programmers. With time and the rising pressure of community-
based organizations and activists, the onus for this frustration
is beginning to shift away from the supposed “clients” and to
elected representatives and their staff.

WHY THE SOCIAL DIMENSION MATTERS

To a significant degree, situations formerly understood as
the economic difficulties of individuals are coming to be
considered the social problems of communities. Until we stop
talking about individuals in need, and instead take explicit
action to interrupt the pattern of interaction, solutions will
escape us. Without its will to confront the social dimension of
our economic ills, CED would suffer the same limitations that
conventional economic development strategies do.

The local social accountability espoused by CED injects a
note of balance into current notions of economic development.
This balance between quantity of production and quality of
life, between competition and co-operation, between individ-
ual rights and collective responsibilities, between personal and
communal identities, and between local and outside control is
crucial in a world that is running out of accountability—envi-
ronmentally, socially, and politically.�

The CCE National Policy Group would appreciate your comments

on this issue. Please direct them to the editor of Making Waves by

mail, fax, or e-mail at the address cited on page 1.
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