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Abstract Community management, a central part of community development, has
gained wide acceptance among service intermediaries as a result of the
failure of the top-down approach to community development. Governmental policy instruments therefore aim at a bottom-up approach in
basic service delivery such as health care, water supply and sanitation
without adequate critique of the circumstances. Operationally, the
extent to which community management can be inserted into development strategies has remained elusive with mixed and often costly results.
This paper critically examines community management and suggests
some recommendations to help service intermediaries in the application
of community management in communities larger than rural villages.

Introduction
The provision of basic services to developing countries has become an
important area of concern and research since the development agenda has
refocused on the urban milieu. Consequently, there is significant international interest in the provision and management of affordable basic
services in developing countries. Despite all the efforts by governments and
donor organizations, the global challenge is still enormous since over 1
billion people of the world’s 6 billion lack access to safe drinking water
whilst twice as much lack access to adequate sanitation (WHO, 2000). It is
estimated that 3.4 million people in developing countries die every year
from diseases due to lack of access to safe drinking water, inadequate
sanitation and poor hygiene. Rapid urbanization coupled with rapid urban
growth has placed extreme strain on governments in their efforts to provide
basic services such as health care, water supply and sanitation. This in
turn has led to widespread environmental problems and raised the incidence of morbidity and mortality among the poor and vulnerable urban
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communities. Adequate community management is therefore important to
health, community development and the sustainability of communities.
In the water sector, the Earth Summits in 1992 and 2002 saw world leaders
committing themselves to a comprehensive programme to bring basic
services to hundreds of millions of people who lacked access by adopting
Agenda 21. A guiding principle of Agenda 21 is community management
of services backed by measures to strengthen local institutions in implementing basic services programmes. It is believed that only when communities are involved in decision-making will there be equitable supply of
services derived from community empowerment (Rifkin, 1990; WegelinSchuringa, 1998; Laverack, 2001; Shortall and Shucksmith, 2001). Vast
documentation exists on the success of community management in rural
areas. However, global population trends depict rapid urbanization and formation of larger communities. The United Nations (2001) observed that
whereas in 1950, 30% of the world’s population lived in urban areas, by 2000
the proportion of urban dwellers had risen to 47% and it is expected to reach
60% by 2030. However, there is a knowledge gap on the boundaries or the
extent to which community management could be applied successfully to
development programmes, especially in larger communities. Can the
success of community management in rural areas be replicated in larger
communities? The lack of knowledge to answer these questions is costly as
service intermediaries continue to promote community management as an
all encompassing solution to rural and larger communities with dire consequences (Briscoe and Ferranti, 1988; Kleemeier, 1995).
The purpose of this paper is to critically examine community management of basic services in developing countries by using water supply as an
example. The research for the paper draws on a review of relevant literature and concept-mapping using an analysis of case studies from Ghana by
the authors. The case studies comprise a study of four communities of
varying population: two rural and two small towns which have been practising community management for at least three years. The water supply
systems were donor-funded so the communities have received similar
training from service intermediaries.
The research methodology which forms part of the doctoral thesis of one
of the authors is summarized in Table 1.

Linkage between community development and community
management
Community is a word with many meanings and uses. It is customary to
view community as a place in which people live (such as a village or city),
or as a population group with similar characteristics (such as rural villagers
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Table 1 Summary of information available in research database

Research strategy

Target

Quantity

Semi-structured interviews
Household survey
Focus group discussions
Survey
Observation
Documents reviewed

Government/policy makers in the water sector
Household heads
Water and sanitation committees (watsan)
Local private companies in the water sector
Water supply systems

10
344
4
20
4
245

or older people), or as a concern people share in common (such as religious
freedom, status or women). It is also viewed in reference to social relations
characterized by personal intimacy, emotional depth, social cohesion, and
continuity in time (Nisbet, 1969). Checkoway (1995) however, define a
community as a unit of solution in society and is a process through which
people take initiative and act collectively. These definitions share the commonality of being about a group of people, with common interests who are
capable of taking collective decision and action for their common good.
According to Laverack (2001) the organizational aspects may act as a proxy
measure for the social aspects of community empowerment. For instance,
the existence of functional leadership supported by established organizational structures with the participation of community members who have
demonstrated the ability to mobilize resources would indicate a community
which already has strong social support elements for community empowerment. Does this apply always, irrespective of the size of the community?
The vehicle through which the collective action is exercised for the
common good is community management. The standpoint of authors is
pragmatic; conventional modes of infrastructure provision have failed
countless millions of urban dwellers and community management offers
the potential alternative solution (Cotton and Tayler, 1994). Wood (1994)
defined community management as management through democratically
elected representatives of the community. Wegelin-Schuringa (1998) considers community management as a form of community participation while
McCommon, Warner and Yohalem (1990) distinguished community
management from community participation by stating that community
management is taken to mean that the beneficiaries of the service have
responsibility, authority and control over the development of such services,
sustainability being the point of emphasis. All the authors have used
different terminology in defining community management but conceptually they are describing the same thing: a bottom-up development approach
where the community members have a say in their own development; and
the community assumes control – managerial, operational and maintenance
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responsibility – for the development scheme in question through their
elected representatives for community development through empowerment.
This leads to the definition of community development. What is community development? In 1955, the United Nations (UN) defined community
development, which was then the widely accepted expression of community participation as a ‘process designed to create conditions of economic
and social progress for the whole community with its active participation’
(Moser, 1989). The problem identified with this definition by Abbot (1996)
was that the extent to which participation can be inserted into development
strategies depended on what is meant by the term and it is apparent that no
clear consensus exists. Nevertheless, community development has been
useful for implementing many development projects for the good of the
target communities under community management. Community development is therefore operationalized through community management. The
major reason for advocating community management is that the people that
the projects are for should have a major say in how the scheme is constructed and managed (McCommon, Warner and Yohalem, 1990; Wood,
1994; Mayo and Craig, 1995). The theory behind community management
as such aims to empower and equip communities to take control of their
own development.

Reflections on community management
The literature identifies divergent views on the use of community management in general. The aim of this paper is not to cite all of them but to show
the diversity.
Evans and Appleton (1993) gave some supporting reasons why the community management approach has been adopted by many governments:
• Reliability, sustainability and replicability
• Stimulus to community development
• It works
Their argument was based on a workshop organized in the Netherlands by
the International Water and Sanitation Centre (IRC) which collated experiences from seven developing countries from Africa, Asia and Latin America,
namely, Cameroon, Guatemala, Honduras, Indonesia, Pakistan, Uganda
and Yemen. The major weakness identified with this study is that it does
not mention the community settings under which community management
works or its boundaries.
Among the authors who have advocated community management as a
means to the empowerment of communities are Roberts and Pietsch (1996).
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In a case study carried out in Australia (Victoria) on a community care
project, it was concluded that community-managed organizations can
respond to aggressive instrumentalism by engaging in effective social
action. Nevertheless, the study strongly suggested that for success, there
needs to be a strong combination of critical ideology, close community
relationships, collective decision-making, and strategic political thinking
that combines structure which encourages participation as crucial ingredients. This study also does not relate the elements of successful community
management to the characteristics of the towns and no mention is made
of the role of the size of the communities and how this is linked to critical
ideology.
Community management has not always lived up to its expectations and
it faces many constraints, many of which the literature does not investigate
adequately. Laryea (1994), while admitting that community management
may hold the key to success in rural water supply, classifies the problems
faced by community management into two broad categories:
• Internal constraints: These include constraints within the rural
setting such as poverty, strong traditions, misplaced priorities and
unfavourable settlement patterns.
• External constraints: These are outside the control of rural communities and include time constraints and sectoral development
plans by External Support Agencies.
At the conclusion of 1990, the target for International Drinking Water and
Sanitation Decade was far from reached and O’Rourke (1992) observes that
community participation and management may be conducive to achieving
the decade’s target, but are not sustainable alternatives to strong local and
national institutions in the water sector.
Many commentators have also blamed the failure of community management to deliver on a lack of feeling of ownership on the part of the community (Knudsen and Tidemand, 1989; Cotton and Tayler, 1994; Bossuyt
and Laporte, 1995). Niedrum (1994) questioned the viability of community
management in some communities by corroborating this with experiences
from Rwanda which showed that community management failed because
of differences in community and project objectives. The research fails to
address what accounts for the use of community management in the operation and maintenance of water supplies in communities larger than rural
communities.
The only true attempt to investigate community management for larger
communities was done by Cotton and Tayler (1994). They investigated the
potential of community management as a means of increasing tertiary
infrastructure coverage in urban settings. They however concluded that a
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household limitation of fifty is needed for community management to be
effective. Due to the small household size, they may in fact have been
investigating rural communities. Evans and Appleton (1993) as well as
McCommon, Warner and Yohalem (1990) recognized that there was a need
for a better understanding and identification of the situations in which
community management is not appropriate and should not be promoted.
This research therefore contributes to a better understanding of the application of community management in communities larger than the typical
rural village.

A model for successful community management
Community management works to some extent in rural villages, but extension into larger communities can produce undesirable and often costly
results as depicted in the previous section. A guide for the implementation
of community management will therefore go a long way in helping our
understanding of the factors that contribute to successful community
management and thereby avoid costly decisions.
We have identified from this research that successful community
management cases have the following in common:
1 The communities are usually rural with a small population and
rudimentary occupation such as farming.
2 Communities participate in the decision-making, planning and the
service establishment.
3 There is a strong presence of social pressures (community cohesion)
which is expressed in ownership of the development project.
From the foregoing, a model for successful community management can be
specified as depicted in Figure 1.
Community characteristic, an independent variable, is an important
aspect about which little is known. However, this research shows that it is
important in the context of community management and development.
Participation and ownership are known to contribute to sustainability of
services but the linkage between the two is poorly understood. Our research
shows that participation and ownership are dependent on the community
characteristic. Participation generates ownership and ownership ensures
participation. The model is applied to the case study in Ghana.

Characteristics of community
The important community characteristics of interest to community management which were isolated by our research are:
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Characteristic of community
•
•
•
•

Population size
Household size
Age of household heads
Occupation of household heads

Participation
•
•

Ownership

Participation in service
establishment
Community meeting
attendance

•
•

Ownership of services
Community cohesion

Successful community management

Figure 1 Components of successful community management

•
•
•
•

Population size
Household size
Age of household heads
Occupation of household heads

Population size: Population size is by far the most important and readily
measurable variable. The case study in Ghana found out that, communities
with populations in the neighbourhood of 1000 or less than 3000 show better
community management of the development project as opposed to larger
ones with population in the tens of thousands.
Household size: Smaller household sizes, especially single-family households, showed more homogeneity which fostered cohesion which is translated into participation at the community level, which in turn supported
community management and development. This was absent in the larger
communities.
Age of household heads: Communities with predominantly older household heads which have mature children, most of whom have left home,
were found to have more time to devote to community development.
Community development was therefore more successful in the smaller communities (rural villages) which had older household heads.
Occupation of household heads: Communities with a predominantly
farming population were found to have more time which they devoted to
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community development. Furthermore, farming communities have
communal days (taboo days) set aside for communal work for community
development.

Participation in the decision-making, planning and the
service establishment
The terms ‘participation’ or ‘participatory development’ are sometimes
ambiguously used. They are used to describe quite different forms and
intensities of involvement – from asking the target group to participate in
certain activities with their labour, time and money; to informing the target
group of decisions made by outsiders on their circumstances; to extracting
information from them without giving them a say in decision-making; to
finally basically leaving everything to the target group with a minimum of
external involvement apart from maybe the provision of funds. The definition can take on radically different forms, on a continuum from spontaneous to coerced, or from active to passive (Khan and Stewart, 1994).
The Danish Development Agency has an apt definition: ‘Participation is
a process, through which stakeholders influence and share control over
project initiatives and the decisions and resources, which affect them’
(Danced, 1998).
Aryeetey (1996) was of the opinion that in the discussion of the concept
of participation, it is often a question of attitude towards the stakeholders
and the tasks to be carried out than a question of tools and techniques. It
must however be noted that both attitude and tools are needed in a participatory process. Many of the issues that complicate the practice of community participation can be linked to a certain degree of ambiguity in the
conception and expectations held by development workers as well as the
communities involved. Participation must, however, not be employed for
its sake. It must have as its end goal empowerment because as Laverack
(2001) puts it ‘empowerment has the objective to bring about social and
political change’ but participation alone in itself may not.
One of the underlying factors that was found to contribute to the success
of community management is participation by the locals or the communities in the development projects themselves. Participation in the service
establishment and attendance at meetings were used as proxies in the
Ghana case study to determine the level of participation of the target group.
The underlying premise is that for community management to work, the
target group or community must be involved in the planning, decisionmaking and contribution of money/labour. If nothing at all, this process
serves the useful purpose of bringing the people together to think about
their own development. Furthermore, in order for community management
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to be sustainable after the projects that established them have ceased, community members must take an active part in issues concerning the water
supply (Rifkin, 1990). The most obvious proxy to use is attendance at water
supply meetings where issues related to the development project are discussed and appropriate actions taken. The results from Ghana confirmed
that a positive relationship exists between the success of community
management and participation by the target group.

Strong sense of ownership and presence of social pressures
Many authors have blamed the failure of community management to
deliver on a lack of feeling of ownership on the part of the community
(Knudsen and Tidemand, 1989; Cotton and Tayler, 1994; Niedrum, 1994;
Bossuyt and Laporte, 1995). What is ownership and to what extent does a
sense of ownership influence the success of community management? In the
case study in Ghana, respondents were asked who they think owned the
water supply systems in their respective towns as a proxy for sense of
ownership. Psychological sense of ownership was found to be much higher
in the smaller communities. To these communities, ownership meant no
more than psychological sense of ownership which was translated positively into good community development: the smaller communities which
showed a much higher sense of ownership also managed their water supply
systems better than the larger communities.
Management institutions (e.g. community management) are property
rights regimes which exist within a particular social context, reflecting the
different understandings of human resource interrelationships, different
cognitive realities of different social groups (Usher, 1983; MacPherson,
1989; Bromley 1991). It has been said that ‘the difference between Indians
and Europeans was not that one had property and the other had none;
rather that, it was that they loved property differently (Cronon, 1983).
Howeve, differences in values and understandings, the way property is
‘loved’ and used are found within and between other social groups as well
(Ebbin, 1998). An example is the Ghana case where the smaller communities, as a result of better community education, ‘love’ the community water
supply more because they think they own it unlike those in larger towns.
This ‘love’ of property was translated into better management of the water
supplies.

Conclusion – implications for community development
This paper aims to investigate the boundaries and limits of community
management in basic service delivery by a case study of the water sector in
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Ghana. The following useful lessons for the planning of community
management can be identified:
• Community management is useful for community development but
one size does not fit all – community management is not equally
applicable in all community settings. Recognition of this fact is an
important step toward developing successful community development projects using alternative approaches.
• Size matters – The size of the community for community management is important. Communities in the tens of thousands in population have a higher probability of failed community management
than smaller ones with populations in the neighbourhood of 1,000.
This is because community management becomes overtly problematic as one seeks to extend the boundary from rural to larger communities of population in the tens of thousands without first
changing the underlying characteristics of the communities.
However this is a difficult task as pointed out by Mazmanian and
Sabatier (1983) who believe that the probability of implementation
failure increases with the amount of behavioural modification
required to achieve statutory objectives and that this is a function of
both the number of people in the target group and the degree of
change required of them.
• A different approach other than community management employing the active involvement of the communities is needed for communities larger than typical rural areas.
• Studying the characteristics of the target population should form a
vital part of any policy formation and implementation for community development and empowerment.
• The interfaces at which different stakeholders physically interact are
critical to promoting wider participation for community development. Studies that identify the constraints to establishing and maintaining the user-implementer relations will provide valuable
lessons.
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