
 

From volunteering to profession: The importance of
professional community development

Historically, community development was synonymous with volunteerism. It was a heartfelt endeavor driven by individuals
who wanted to bring about change in their communities.

But in recent years, a shift has occurred in South Africa, transforming
community development into a recognised profession. No longer is it
solely reliant on the goodwill of volunteers; it has become a career path
that combines the desire to make a difference with the opportunity to earn
a decent living.

This evolution has granted community development a newfound sense of
respect and dignity. It is no longer seen as the stepchild of social services
but as a legitimate field with its standards and regulations. The
professionalisation of community development ensures practitioners have
the necessary skills and knowledge to optimise their work, lending further

legitimacy to their efforts.

The importance of community development as a profession cannot be overstated. Practitioners play a vital role in
addressing social issues and promoting social justice. They work directly with individuals and communities to identify the
underlying causes of problems such as poverty, inequality, discrimination, and lack of access to resources.

They can develop strategies and interventions to bring about positive change by actively engaging with the community.
Empowerment lies at the heart of community development. Practitioners provide individuals and communities with the tools
they need to take control of their own lives. They act as advocates and support systems, helping people navigate complex
systems, access services, and build their capacity to make informed decisions. This empowerment fosters self-reliance
and resilience within communities, promoting social cohesion and strengthening the fabric of society.

Community workers foster a sense of belonging, trust, and collective identity by facilitating collaboration, participation, and
dialogue among community members. They create opportunities for people from diverse backgrounds to come together,
share experiences, and work towards common goals, building more robust and inclusive communities.

Furthermore, they adopt a preventive approach, proactively addressing underlying issues before they escalate into more
significant social problems. Providing education, support, and early intervention services, they help individuals and
communities develop resilience and prevent crises. These practitioners are agents of social change. They challenge unjust
systems and policies, advocate for marginalized groups, and strive to create a fairer, more equitable society.

Through grassroots efforts, they influence public opinion, raise awareness, and mobilize communities to take collective
action on issues that matter to them. Community development is not just about addressing immediate concerns but about
building sustainable communities that can thrive in the long term. Community workers achieve this by involving community
members in decision-making, supporting local initiatives, and nurturing local economies. Their holistic approach ensures
that community development is sustainable and caters to the needs of both present and future generations.

Community development as a profession is crucial. It tackles social issues, empowers individuals and communities,
enhances social cohesion, prevents problems, promotes social change, and builds sustainable communities. Practitioners
in this field play a vital role in creating positive social impact and contributing to society’s overall well-being.
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It has transitioned from purely voluntary endeavors to an organised and essential profession recognised for its immense
value in creating a better world.
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