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Abstract 

There are a lot of versions in the scientific literature on how we can 

explain the concept of the community social work. Traditionally excepted 

approaches suggest to consider it as a method of social work which is 

directed towards helping the whole community in overcoming its social 

problems. In this case the main goal of the community social work 

becomes the promotion of the needed social changes in community 

organizations, services, or networks. But there is another way to interpret 

the community social work as well. According to it, community social 

work means the complex of the professional interventions directed 

towards assisting the community members based on the community 

resources and its capacities.  

This article aims at studying those main two approaches and justifying 

the importance of using them both in order to be able to promote the 

realization of the “whole package” of the community social work’s 

opportunities and capabilitiess. 

Community and social work 

Community and social work are closely related.   

Community has a real influence on the social work as it is a 

considerable source of the social assistance and service provision to the 

community members. Besides, it also creates socio-cultural environment 

for the community members to carry out their everyday life. Social worker 

should take that environment into account while working with the 
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beneficiaries. We should also emphasize that the community has its own 

problems that consider working with the community as an entire system.  

But how we can define the community and based on that definition 

what main characteristics can be stressed?  

Definitions of the community 

There are several approaches for defining the community.  

One of those is a legal approach, which is basically refers to the 

definitions that are presented in the legislations of the exact countries. For 

example, in the legislation of Armenia, particularly in the law “On Local 

self-government”, adopted in 2016, community is defined as a legal entity 

that disposes its property independently and has its budget. 

According to the political sciences, community is a cradle of the 

democracy, as it makes possible direct participation of all members of the 

community in the processes of community governance. 

Public administration is another approach of the definition and it 

considers the community as a unit of the public administration procedures. 

For instance, in Armenia two main units of public administration are 

defined: regions and communities.  

Sociology provides its own vision to the definition of the community 

as well. It “suggests” viewing the latter as one of the social systems that is 

crucial in the societies. According to the sociology community is a system 

of interactions, human behaviors that have meaning and experience 

between its members.  This perspective lies on the social work 

methodology bases as it promotes deeper and broader understanding of 

the community in contrast to the interpretations that perceive community 

mainly as a territorial unit or shape it only with its borders. This 

perspective helps to see the layer of the social relationships, the causal 

links of the social problems and envisages intensive work directed towards 

revealing the main needs of the community and mobilizing its resources 

for satisfying those needs. 

Community as a social system 

Analysis of the community as a social system, points out its structural 

and functional peculiarities. Thus, the community as a social system 
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conducts the following social functions: provision of social services and 

social assistance, economic activity, socialization of its members, social 

control and social inclusion. These functions ensures the important role of 

the community in the society as it, in line with other social systems, 

promotes society’s normal functioning in behalf of adequate 

implementation of its functions. 

Community as a social system has also its structural components: 

Those are: 

✓ inhabitants of the community, 

✓ community services and institutions, 

✓ social relationships in the community between its members 

and institutions, 

✓ social norms and values that have considerable influence on 

the community life and relations. 

Community as a social system is described also with its resources that 

can be financial, physical, human and natural potential and abilities. The 

community usually faces many social problems, which usually affect the 

living activities of the residents, and overcoming them requires working 

with the whole community.   

Hence, in terms of helping effectively those members of the 

community or the entire community as a social system, reference to the 

community’s resources is inevitable. This is crucial in social work. 

Community social work as a method of social work 

The first initiatives for the development of community social work 

were made at the beginning of the formation of the profession. However, 

experts still find it difficult to present the exact and exhaustive definition 

of the concept of "community social work". And the problem is not at all 

that community social work is not studied or defined. Exactly the opposite: 

it is interpreted within different theoretical approaches and studied from 

different perspectives. Due to this, many definitions of community social 

work have been formed. Some of them characterize it as a basic method 

of social work, others as an inseparable part of community practice. In 

some definitions, community social work, particularly community 
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development and organization, is considered a form of the group social 

work. According to one of the opinions, community social work can be 

interpreted as a completely independent direction of macro practice of 

social work. Although these definitions do not contradict each other, but 

while offering different approaches to study, they make the work of 

community social workers more difficult, presenting a wide range of 

choice of work direction and methodology. 

The purpose of its interpretation can be the main guideline for the exact 

definition of the "community social work" notion. Since community social 

work is aimed at solving the social problems of the community and its 

individual residents, and for this purpose a whole "arsenal" of professional 

work is offered, it can be justified to consider it as one of the main methods 

of social work and define it as a set of appropriate processes and 

procedures that are used to promote the wellbeing and normal functioning 

of the community.  

Regarding to the social work methods, it should be mentioned that 

those are formal ways of solving social problems. Their main feature is 

that they are clearly defined and presented. Thus, in social work, methods 

are used: 

in order to recognize social reality and enrich the theoretical 

foundations of social work, 

to solve the problems of the object of social work. 

Based on this circumstance, they are divided into the following two 

groups: 

▪ scientific-cognitive methods of social work, 

▪ methods of social work practice. 

The first group is the ways and means of social reality recognition and 

scientific studies. Moreover, depending on the circumstance in which 

discipline they were formed, they are divided into the following 

subgroups: 

- universal methods that were developed in the discipline of philosophy 

and are widely used in all social sciences, for example, the epistemological 

method of cognition, the dialectical method, etc., 
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- general scientific methods, which are the "birth" of various social 

sciences, are used in a number of this type disciplines, including social 

work. As such methods we can mention, for example, social modeling, 

and various methods of sociological research: questionnaire survey, 

interviews, scientific experiment, etc. 

- specific methods of social work, which were formed in order to solve 

the problems of the science of social work. Among them are, for example, 

need assessment, biographical analysis, the study of social networks, 

psychosocial diagnostic methods, etc.  

Methods of social work practice are classified according to several 

criteria. 

If the criterion for the classification of methods is the direction of work, 

then such methods of social work as socio-economic, socio-pedagogical, 

socio-psychological, organizational, distributive, etc. can be 

distinguished. 

Another criterion for the classification of methods in the practice of 

social work is the object, that is, the "target" to which the activity of the 

social worker is directed. According to this criterion, the methods of social 

work are individual, group and community. Their separation derives from 

the main goals of social work, which involve preventing or neutralizing 

the harmful effects of crisis situations and social injustices, as well as 

overcoming obstacles to the healthy development of individuals, groups 

and communities. 

Thus, community social work is one of the traditional methods, which 

aims to assist the community to solve the problems that have made its life 

difficult. 

The leading international experience shows that community social 

workers are involved in the development of community infrastructure, 

improvement of the activities of community institutions, activation of 

cooperation between community services and other similar processes. 

At first glance, it may seem that the mentioned processes are not 

directly related to social work, but if we look deeper, we will understand 

that the social needs of the community, unresolved issues that concern the 
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entire population of the community or most of them, significantly affect 

their quality of life and social welfare. That is why the community social 

worker directs his activities to increase the quality of life and social well-

being of the residents by causing systemic changes. The task of 

community social work is also to improve community relations, contribute 

to the resolution of conflicts and support the improvement of the 

efficiency of community management processes.  

However, in professional literature there is also the opinion that 

community social work is work with individuals or groups in need of 

social support in the community. 

Community social work: social work within the community or with the 

community? 

The idea of organizing and providing social work services in the 

community is not new. In the early days of the formation of the profession, 

it was important to provide social support to vulnerable members of the 

population in the places of residence. According to the well-known 

theorist of community social work D. Hardcastle, the totality of these 

forms of professional work is community social work, because it is carried 

out in the immediate environment of the beneficiaries' living activities and 

implies solving the beneficiary's problems and satisfying social needs with 

the effective use of community potential and abilities. 

Thus, the question of who or what is the object of community social 

work is still not clear. The whole community with its common problems, 

or those groups of community residents who have various social problems 

and needs, and therefore also feel the need for the support of a social 

worker? To overcome the confusion related to the description of 

community social work, sometimes professionals use the concept of 

“community social work'', referring to the use of the community's 

potential in solving the beneficiary's problems. However, this does not 

remove from the agenda the question whether community social work is 

an activity with the community as a beneficiary or work in the immediate 

social environment of the beneficiary. 
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According to the Armenian professional community, there are two 

ways to resolve the situation: either by “community social work” we mean 

the method of intervention of a social worker in the life of an individual 

beneficiary, i.e. the work carried out in the community to support the 

beneficiary, and in that case social work with the community is seen as a 

part of individual social work, or we acknowledge that the classic method 

of community social work has two types: work in the community and work 

with the community.  

In order to solve the created methodological and terminological 

confusion, we consider the second option applicable, according to which 

community social work is viewed as a method that has two separate types: 

work in the community and with the community. Giving preference to this 

approach is due to the purpose of reflecting a clear connection between 

the community and the work carried out in the community with some 

groups of the residents. Finally, social work with the community, aimed 

at solving the community's social problems, also implies solving the 

group, environmental, systemic problems of its residents and thus 

improving their living conditions. 

Therefore, the concept of "community social work" should be 

interpreted as a method of social work aimed at supporting both the entire 

community to solve its problems and, based on the potential and 

capabilities of the community, and those members or families of the 

community who have social support need. 

As the international experience of community social work shows, these 

two main types are not used separately, but jointly and complementing 

each other. Only thanks to such systematic and complex work, it is 

possible to achieve the use of real opportunities of community social work 

and the realization of its main goals. Therefore, this definition enables a 

comprehensive approach to the interpretation of community social work. 

When community social work services are organized to provide social 

support to individual members of the community or their groups, and the 

community is seen as the environment in which all this is carried out, we 

are dealing with the community social work method, and when the goal is 
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to develop the capacity of the community and improving the lives of 

residents through problem solving, then the specialist's activity is directed 

to work with the community. In the latter case, the community becomes a 

collective individual with its own difficulties.  

Referring to the this approach of the community social work method, 

it is necessary to note that it is often interpreted as a separate branch of 

social work macro practice, the task of which is to bring about desired 

changes in communities or create the necessary prerequisites for them by 

carrying out pre-planned and targeted activities.  

Social work with the community, as a part of macro practice, implies 

the identification and in-depth study of community problems, the 

consolidation and development of community resources, the development 

of strategies aimed at overcoming common problems, etc. Based on the 

many directions of social work with the community, several approaches 

to it are distinguished, and sometimes types, models, styles, etc. of 

community social work are also presented.  For example one of the first 

theorists of community social work, Murray Ross, in one of his famous 

works, grouped and presented three main approaches to community social 

work, tentatively calling them "reform-oriented", "planning-oriented" and 

"process-oriented". According to Ross, the reform-oriented approach of 

community social work emphasizes the procedures for developing and 

implementing social policy in the community. In the planning approach, 

emphasis is placed on the development and efficient use of community 

resources to achieve certain changes. And the regulation of processes 

implies active involvement of community members and their associations 

and direct participation in solving community problems. Ross believes 

that choosing and applying any approach to community social work is 

determined by the goals of community social work and the problems faced 

by the professional. 

J. Rotman singles out the approaches of community development, 

social planning and social action among the main approaches of 

community social work intervention. And Weil and Gamble suggest that 

community social work should be guided by such approaches as: 
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community organization, community social and economic development, 

community functioning improvement, social planning, social service 

implementation and development, strengthening community ties and 

formation of associations, political and social action performance, 

development of social movements in the community. 

Analyzing the opinions formed about community social worker 

intervention approaches in the professional literature, we can note that 

they, along with the key differences on various issues and procedures, also 

have essential commonalities and are closely connected to each other in a 

logical chain. Based on the fact that the activity of community social 

workers has historically had three main goals: community planning, 

organization, development, we can state that these are the main and key 

approaches of community social work, among which it is possible to 

classify and characterize others. Moreover, we consider it appropriate to 

characterize community planning, organization and development not as a 

"community social work approach" but as a "community social work 

model" because, as community social work theorist Elaine Netting points 

out, the model is a social is the orientation of the worker's intervention, 

which clearly guides his actions and work in certain situations, and the 

approach offers a general perspective for responding to similar problems. 

Since these approaches of community social work have the ability to direct 

and orient the activity of a specialist, we think it would be justified to 

consider them as a model of community social work. In that case, we will 

be able to first clarify the terminological system of community social 

work, and then also create methodological foundations to ensure the 

application of theoretical achievements in the field of community social 

work in practice.  
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