
community-based economic development

Understanding Community-Based Economic
Development

In an increasingly interconnected world, the strength and resilience of local
economies are paramount. Community-based economic development (CBED) emerges
as a powerful and enduring strategy to foster sustainable growth from the
ground up. This approach prioritizes the unique needs, assets, and
aspirations of a specific geographic area and its residents, moving beyond
top-down, externally driven initiatives. By empowering local stakeholders to
identify challenges, leverage existing resources, and implement tailored
solutions, CBED cultivates vibrant and self-sufficient communities. This
comprehensive article will delve into the multifaceted world of community-
based economic development, exploring its core principles, key strategies,
implementation challenges, and the profound impact it has on local prosperity
and well-being.
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What is Community-Based Economic Development?

Community-based economic development, often abbreviated as CBED, is a process
that mobilizes and empowers local residents and organizations to take
ownership of their economic futures. It is fundamentally about building
capacity within a community to identify opportunities, overcome obstacles,
and create sustainable economic growth that benefits everyone. Unlike
traditional economic development models that might focus on attracting
external investment or large corporations, CBED centers on nurturing and
growing local enterprises, fostering local ownership, and ensuring that
economic benefits remain within the community. This means investing in local



talent, supporting small businesses, developing local supply chains, and
creating jobs that offer fair wages and good working conditions.

The essence of community-based economic development lies in its participatory
nature. It is driven by the people who live and work in the community,
ensuring that development efforts are aligned with local values and
priorities. This bottom-up approach contrasts with top-down models where
decisions are made by external agencies or distant authorities, often leading
to solutions that are not a good fit for the specific context. By placing
community members at the heart of the process, CBED fosters a sense of
ownership, commitment, and long-term sustainability.

Core Principles of Community-Based Economic
Development

Several fundamental principles guide effective community-based economic
development initiatives. These tenets ensure that efforts are ethical,
sustainable, and truly beneficial to the community. Understanding these core
ideas is crucial for anyone involved in or seeking to implement CBED
strategies.

Local Ownership and Empowerment

A cornerstone of CBED is ensuring that the community itself has ownership and
control over the economic development process. This means empowering local
residents, organizations, and businesses to lead, make decisions, and benefit
directly from the outcomes. Empowerment involves building local capacity
through training, education, and access to resources, enabling individuals
and groups to take on leadership roles and drive initiatives forward. When
communities are empowered, they are more likely to invest their time and
energy into projects that they believe in and that reflect their unique
needs.

Asset-Based Approach

CBED emphasizes identifying and leveraging the existing assets within a
community. This includes not only financial resources but also human capital,
social networks, cultural heritage, natural resources, and physical
infrastructure. Instead of solely focusing on deficits or what the community
lacks, an asset-based approach recognizes and builds upon the strengths that
are already present. This can involve supporting local artisans, revitalizing
historic buildings, promoting local tourism based on unique cultural
attractions, or utilizing local agricultural products.

Sustainability and Long-Term Viability

Sustainability is a critical principle, ensuring that the economic activities
and benefits generated are long-lasting and do not deplete resources or harm
the environment. This includes promoting environmentally sound practices,
fostering circular economies, and ensuring that businesses are financially
stable and can continue to operate and provide employment over time. Long-



term viability also means building resilience within the community to
withstand economic fluctuations and external shocks.

Inclusivity and Equity

Effective CBED strives to be inclusive and equitable, ensuring that all
members of the community, regardless of their background, have the
opportunity to participate and benefit from economic development. This means
actively engaging marginalized groups, addressing systemic inequalities, and
ensuring that the distribution of economic benefits is fair and just.
Inclusivity fosters social cohesion and strengthens the overall fabric of the
community.

Collaboration and Partnerships

CBED thrives on collaboration and the formation of strong partnerships. This
involves bringing together diverse stakeholders, including local residents,
businesses, non-profit organizations, government agencies, educational
institutions, and financial institutions. By working together, these entities
can pool resources, share expertise, and create synergistic solutions that
are more impactful than individual efforts. Building trust and fostering open
communication are vital for successful partnerships.

Key Strategies in Community-Based Economic
Development

A variety of strategies can be employed to achieve community-based economic
development goals. These strategies are often interconnected and should be
tailored to the specific context and opportunities of the community.

Support for Local Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises
(SMEs)

Nurturing and growing local businesses is a primary focus of CBED. This can
involve providing access to affordable capital through community loan funds
or credit unions, offering business development services such as mentorship,
training, and marketing assistance, and creating supportive environments for
entrepreneurship. Initiatives like business incubators and accelerators play
a crucial role in helping new businesses get off the ground and scale
successfully. Supporting local procurement policies, where public and private
entities prioritize purchasing from local businesses, also significantly
bolsters this strategy.

Development of Local Supply Chains

Strengthening local supply chains means facilitating connections between
local producers and consumers, ensuring that more of the money spent within
the community circulates locally. This can involve creating networks for
local farmers, artisans, and manufacturers to connect with restaurants,



retailers, and institutions. By reducing reliance on external supply chains,
communities can build greater economic resilience and capture more economic
value internally. Examples include farmers' markets, local food hubs, and
business-to-business networking events.

Investment in Local Human Capital

Investing in the skills and knowledge of community members is essential for
creating a robust local workforce. This includes providing access to quality
education and vocational training programs that align with local economic
opportunities. Apprenticeship programs, skills development workshops, and
lifelong learning initiatives empower residents to fill available jobs and
create new economic ventures. Partnerships with local educational
institutions are key to developing relevant and accessible training programs.

Development of Social Enterprises

Social enterprises are businesses that have a primary social or environmental
mission. They blend commercial principles with a commitment to community
benefit. Supporting the development of social enterprises can address social
needs while creating jobs and economic activity. Examples include
organizations focused on affordable housing, job training for underserved
populations, or environmental conservation projects that also generate
revenue. These enterprises often reinvest their profits back into the
community.

Community Ownership and Cooperative Models

Models of community ownership, such as cooperatives, employee-owned
businesses, and community land trusts, ensure that economic benefits are
shared more broadly among community members. Cooperatives, for instance,
allow members to collectively own and operate businesses, giving them a voice
in decision-making and a stake in the profits. Community land trusts can
ensure permanently affordable housing and support the development of
community-serving businesses. These models promote democratic control and
equitable wealth distribution.

Place-Based Tourism and Cultural Heritage Development

Leveraging a community's unique cultural heritage and natural assets can be a
powerful economic development strategy. This involves developing tourism
initiatives that highlight local history, traditions, arts, and natural
beauty. By creating authentic experiences that appeal to visitors,
communities can generate revenue, create jobs for local guides, artisans, and
hospitality workers, and foster pride in their local identity. This approach
requires careful planning to ensure that tourism benefits the community and
does not lead to negative impacts like displacement or environmental
degradation.



The Role of Stakeholders in Community-Based
Economic Development

The success of community-based economic development hinges on the active
participation and collaboration of a diverse range of stakeholders. Each
group brings unique perspectives, resources, and influence to the table.

Local Residents

Residents are the primary beneficiaries and drivers of CBED. Their
involvement is crucial for identifying community needs, contributing ideas,
and participating in decision-making processes. Their local knowledge,
experiences, and commitment are invaluable assets. Community organizing and
engagement efforts are vital to ensure broad resident participation.

Local Businesses and Entrepreneurs

Small and medium-sized businesses are the backbone of most local economies.
Local entrepreneurs often have innovative ideas and a deep understanding of
the local market. Supporting their growth, fostering collaboration among
them, and encouraging them to source locally are key to strengthening the
economic base. They can also serve as mentors to emerging businesses.

Non-Profit Organizations and Community Development
Corporations (CDCs)

Non-profit organizations and CDCs often play a central role in facilitating
CBED initiatives. They can act as conveners, provide technical assistance,
manage community assets, and access funding from various sources. Their
mission-driven focus aligns well with the goals of community benefit and
sustainability.

Local Government and Public Agencies

Local government can create an enabling environment for CBED through
supportive policies, zoning regulations, access to public infrastructure, and
funding opportunities. Public agencies can also provide data, research, and
technical expertise. Strong partnerships between community organizations and
local government are essential for effective implementation.

Financial Institutions and Investors

Access to capital is critical for business development and community
projects. Local banks, credit unions, community development financial
institutions (CDFIs), and impact investors can provide crucial funding
through loans, investments, and grants. Encouraging these institutions to
invest in local enterprises and community assets is a vital component of
CBED.



Educational Institutions and Workforce Development
Agencies

Colleges, universities, vocational schools, and workforce development
agencies are essential for building local human capital. They can provide
training programs, conduct research, and connect businesses with skilled
workers. Partnerships ensure that education and training are aligned with the
evolving needs of the local economy.

Implementing Community-Based Economic
Development Projects

Successfully implementing CBED projects requires a structured and strategic
approach, from initial planning to ongoing evaluation. It is a cyclical
process that demands adaptability and continuous improvement.

Community Needs Assessment and Asset Mapping

The first step in any CBED initiative is to thoroughly understand the
community's specific needs, challenges, and existing assets. This involves
conducting comprehensive needs assessments, often through surveys, focus
groups, and community meetings. Asset mapping helps to identify available
resources, including human capital, financial resources, social networks, and
physical infrastructure. This foundational work ensures that initiatives are
relevant and responsive to the community's unique context.

Developing a Strategic Plan

Based on the needs assessment and asset mapping, a strategic plan should be
developed. This plan outlines the community's economic development goals,
identifies specific strategies and activities, sets realistic timelines, and
defines roles and responsibilities for various stakeholders. The plan should
be a living document, subject to review and adaptation as circumstances
change. It is crucial to ensure the plan is developed with broad community
input.

Securing Funding and Resources

CBED projects often require significant financial resources. Strategies for
securing funding include seeking grants from foundations and government
agencies, developing community loan funds, attracting private investment, and
engaging in crowdfunding or other innovative financing mechanisms. Building
strong relationships with potential funders and demonstrating a clear return
on investment, both financial and social, are key to securing necessary
resources.

Building Capacity and Providing Technical Assistance

To ensure the success of local businesses and initiatives, it is important to



provide ongoing support and technical assistance. This can include business
coaching, financial literacy training, marketing support, and assistance with
navigating regulatory processes. Capacity building also extends to
strengthening the organizational capacity of community-based organizations
involved in CBED.

Monitoring and Evaluation

Continuous monitoring and evaluation are essential to track progress, assess
the impact of initiatives, and make necessary adjustments. This involves
establishing clear metrics and indicators to measure economic outcomes,
social benefits, and environmental impacts. Regular reporting and feedback
loops with the community are vital for ensuring accountability and
transparency. Evaluating what works and what doesn't allows for continuous
learning and improvement.

Measuring the Success of Community-Based
Economic Development

Measuring the success of CBED goes beyond traditional economic indicators. It
requires a holistic approach that considers both quantitative and qualitative
outcomes, reflecting the multifaceted nature of community well-being.

Economic Indicators

Job creation and retention

Increase in local business revenue and profitability

Growth in the number of local businesses

Increase in median household income

Growth in local tax base

Reduction in unemployment rates

Increase in local investment and capital formation

Social and Community Indicators

Improved access to affordable housing

Enhanced community cohesion and social capital

Increased civic engagement and participation

Improved access to education and training



Reduced poverty rates

Increased sense of community pride and identity

Improved public health outcomes

Environmental Indicators

Adoption of sustainable business practices

Reduction in environmental impact

Preservation of natural resources

Development of green infrastructure

A robust evaluation framework will combine these various indicators to
provide a comprehensive picture of the impact of CBED efforts. It is
important to collect data regularly and use it to inform future strategies
and investments.

Challenges and Opportunities in Community-Based
Economic Development

While community-based economic development offers significant potential, it
also presents a unique set of challenges that must be navigated effectively.
Recognizing these challenges and leveraging the associated opportunities is
key to successful implementation.

Challenges

Securing adequate and sustainable funding

Building and maintaining broad community consensus and engagement

Overcoming resistance to change from established interests

Accessing technical expertise and business development support

Navigating complex regulatory environments

Addressing systemic inequalities and historical disadvantages

Measuring intangible social impacts

Capacity limitations within community organizations



Opportunities

Fostering greater economic resilience and self-sufficiency

Creating locally rooted and equitable economic opportunities

Enhancing community pride and social cohesion

Developing innovative solutions tailored to local needs

Empowering marginalized communities and promoting social justice

Building stronger and more sustainable local economies

Attracting mission-aligned investment

Leveraging digital technologies for outreach and business support

Addressing these challenges often involves strategic partnerships, creative
problem-solving, and a commitment to long-term vision. The opportunities
presented by CBED are substantial, offering a pathway to more inclusive and
sustainable prosperity.

The Future of Community-Based Economic
Development

The field of community-based economic development is constantly evolving,
adapting to new economic realities, technological advancements, and emerging
social priorities. The future of CBED is likely to be shaped by several key
trends and innovations.

Increased Focus on the Green Economy and
Sustainability

As concerns about climate change and environmental sustainability grow, CBED
will increasingly focus on developing green businesses, promoting renewable
energy, and fostering circular economy models within local communities. This
includes supporting businesses that reduce waste, conserve resources, and
create green jobs.

Leveraging Technology and Digital Platforms

Technology will play an even greater role in CBED, enabling wider outreach,
more efficient data collection and analysis, and innovative business models.
Online platforms can connect local producers with consumers, facilitate
crowdfunding for community projects, and provide virtual business incubation
and mentorship programs. Digital tools can enhance collaboration and expand
the reach of CBED initiatives.



Emphasis on Social Impact Investing

There will be a growing demand for investments that generate both financial
returns and positive social or environmental impact. CBED practitioners will
increasingly seek out and collaborate with social impact investors who align
with their community development goals. This trend can unlock new sources of
capital for local initiatives.

Greater Integration of Housing and Economic
Development

Recognizing the interconnectedness of housing affordability and economic
opportunity, future CBED efforts will likely see a stronger integration of
housing development strategies with broader economic development goals. This
can involve community land trusts, affordable housing cooperatives, and
policies that ensure local residents can afford to live in the communities
where they work.

Resilience and Preparedness in a Changing World

The increasing frequency of global crises, from pandemics to climate-related
disasters, underscores the importance of building resilient local economies.
CBED will be crucial in developing local supply chains, supporting diverse
economic sectors, and fostering community networks that can withstand shocks
and adapt to changing circumstances. Local self-sufficiency and preparedness
will be paramount.

Conclusion

Community-based economic development represents a vital and effective
approach to fostering sustainable and equitable prosperity from the ground
up. By prioritizing local ownership, leveraging community assets, and
fostering collaboration among diverse stakeholders, CBED empowers communities
to shape their own economic destinies. The strategies discussed, from
supporting local businesses and developing local supply chains to investing
in human capital and promoting cooperative models, offer tangible pathways to
enhanced economic vitality and social well-being. While challenges exist, the
opportunities for building resilient, inclusive, and thriving local economies
are immense. As we look to the future, a continued commitment to community-
based economic development principles will be essential for creating a more
just and prosperous world for all.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to community-based economic development:

1.

The New Localism: How Cities Can Thrive in the Age of



Populism
This book explores how local governments and communities are becoming
increasingly important in addressing complex economic and social challenges.
It highlights innovative approaches to governance, public services, and
economic strategy that are rooted in local context and citizen engagement.
The authors argue that by empowering local institutions, cities can build
more resilient and equitable economies.

2.

Good Jobs and a Livable Wage: Creating a New Economic
Commons
This title delves into the creation of sustainable and fair employment
opportunities within local economies. It advocates for policies and practices
that prioritize worker well-being and livable wages, fostering a more
inclusive economic landscape. The book examines how communities can build a
"new economic commons" where shared prosperity is a central goal.

3.

Place-Based Economic Development: Connecting Local
Assets to Global Markets
This book focuses on leveraging unique local assets and strengths to achieve
economic growth. It outlines strategies for identifying and capitalizing on a
region's distinct advantages, whether they be natural resources, cultural
heritage, or specific industries. The aim is to connect these local resources
to broader market opportunities, creating sustainable economic vitality.

4.

Building Local Wealth and Community Power: Strategies
for Economic Resilience
This work presents practical strategies for communities to build their own
wealth and increase their collective power. It emphasizes methods like local
purchasing, community land trusts, and worker cooperatives that keep economic
benefits within the community. The book is a guide to fostering greater
economic self-determination and resilience.

5.

The Economics of Belonging: A Capitalist’s Case for
the Community Economy
This title offers a compelling argument for the economic benefits of strong
community ties and local investment. It posits that a focus on community-
driven economic activity can lead to greater stability and prosperity for all
involved. The book makes the case that embracing community economics is not
only socially responsible but also economically sound.

6.



Localizing the Global Economy: A Guide to Community-
Based Economic Strategies
This book provides a practical framework for communities seeking to navigate
and benefit from globalization at the local level. It explores how to foster
local businesses, support regional supply chains, and create economic
policies that align with community values. The guide offers actionable steps
for achieving economic self-sufficiency and relevance.

7.

From the Ground Up: Community-Based Strategies for
Economic Development
This title highlights the power of grassroots initiatives in driving economic
change. It showcases successful examples of community-led projects and
outlines the principles behind their effectiveness. The book emphasizes the
importance of local knowledge, participation, and ownership in achieving
sustainable economic development.

8.

Shared Prosperity: How Communities Can Create
Economic Opportunity for All
This book explores the concept of shared prosperity and how communities can
actively cultivate it. It examines various economic development models that
prioritize inclusivity and equitable distribution of benefits. The work
offers insights into building economies where everyone has a chance to
succeed.

9.

The Community Economic Development Handbook:
Strategies for Building Stronger Economies
This comprehensive handbook serves as a practical resource for individuals
and organizations involved in community economic development. It covers a
wide range of strategies, tools, and best practices for revitalizing local
economies. The book is designed to equip readers with the knowledge and
skills needed to foster economic growth from the ground up.
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