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Before embarking on any kind of  community work strategy it is vital to  build up an accurate picture of how a  community operates, what internal  strengths, resources and problems it  contains, how the community sees itself  and what external forces are effecting  people in that area or with its identity.

Whichever local council department,  agency or voluntary sector project the  community worker is employed by they  will be based in premises somewhere in  a community, for example, the setting  may be either in a community centre, a  neighbourhood project based in a house,  shop or other premises, council area  offices or even a town hall. Wherever it is  the community worker needs to know  and understand the community they are  working in if they are to be an effective  worker in that community.

In order to make an assessment, you  need to gather information and views  from as wide a range of sources as  possible. These might include official  surveys and reports, talking to a variety  of people with positions in the  community, personal observations,  newspaper cuttings and casual  conversations. All these are valid, but it is  important to recognise that some may be  more reliable and relevant than others.  You need to develop an overview of the  communities needs and resources to  enable you to make recommendations  and to whom; on which issues to take up  and to develop feasible strategies, which  mobilise resources and enable people to  make progress towards their own goals.

AIMS OF THE PROFILE

To enable the community worker to gain the following:

· a "feel" of the community they are working in.

· factual information about the social, political and economic  composition of the community.

· an understanding of some of the issues within the community.  • to allow the community worker to "gain entry" into the  community.

· to give the community worker a view of what services and  resources (and lack of) are available in the community.

· a knowledge of what active community groups there are.

It is essential that at every stage members of the community are  themselves involved in gathering and sifting information and opinion,  and are fully consulted about priorities and strategies for action. 

There are three main methods of community research:

· factual information gathering

· consultation

· participant observation

The data collected in this way can be placed along a continuum  from "hard" (statistics, directories, official reports, etc.) to  "medium" (newspaper articles, community surveys, posters, leaflets,  minutes of meetings, etc.) to "soft" (personal opinion, impressions,  chats, eavesdroppings,etc.)

Be aware of how biases and omissions might distort your research.  These can creep as easily into official reports as personal  conversations. Ensure that you put aside your own prejudices and  political agendas when talking to people, make sure that you meet  with a representative sample of people in the community, taking  into account their age, ethnic background, gender, sexual orientation  and any experience of impairment or mental distress. It is also  important to talk with "key" people in the community, they can  give you useful overview information and it forms part of the process  of building up good working relationships and networks for future  use or help you understand potential obstacles and blocks.

Value the skills, knowledge and experience of people in the  community. Identify the useful organisations for communication,  support and material resources. Build on what already exists, but  also be prepared to challenge how they might currently be accessed  or distributed.

