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Abstract

This qualitative study explores the challenges in implementing community development interventions in South Africa using asset-based community development (ABCD) and sustainable livelihood (SL) frameworks. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews with 21 purposively selected participants from four development centres in Tshwane, Gauteng. Thematic analysis was employed to interpret responses, ensuring alignment with the study’s focus on empowerment and sustainable growth. Verification was achieved through the triangulation of participant perspectives and theoretical frameworks. Ethical adherence included informed consent, confidentiality and institutional approval. The findings reveal that ABCD and SL approaches foster participatory, relationship-driven change, contrasting with deficit-focused needs-based models. Challenges include a lack of participation, a lack of assets and funds, inadequate capacity building and a lack of sustainability. Participants emphasised the importance of community agency and asset mobilisation over external dependency.

Contribution: The researcher argues that to promote sustainable social change, a shift should take place from focusing on deficiencies and external assets to concentrating on communities’ internal strengths and assets. The focus should be on the discovery and strengthening of community members’ internal assets, capabilities and strengths, thus leveraging these assets with external assets. The implications of the study are that for community development interventions to be sustainable, there is a need to mobilise community participation, strengths and assets of the community members in the quest to empower them to be self-reliant and sustain their livelihoods.
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Introduction

Despite the significant changes and transformations experienced by South African communities, community development interventions remain inadequate in addressing the disparities these communities face (Robert 2017). Many communities continue to struggle with critical issues such as inequality, economic instability, lack of participation and a sense of powerlessness and voicelessness (Patel 2015). According to Goel, Pulla and Francis (eds. 2014), community development projects that lack a long-term vision are under-resourced and do not genuinely include community participation are unlikely to be sustainable. While research (Brooks & Kendall 2013; McKnight & Russell 2018; Serrat 2017) highlights the failures and challenges faced by stakeholders in implementing these projects, the strengths and assets of communities remain untapped by service providers. This observation motivated the researcher to pursue this study.

It is imperative to start this paper with the background or history of community development to lay the foundation for the evolution of this model. It is worth noting that community development remains one of the five main models of community work used in social work practice (Midgley 2014; Patel 2015). It is acknowledged that community development is the best intervention model for involving communities in economic and environmental development, poverty alleviation, economic and environmental development, activism, asset building, community empowerment and poverty reduction (Patel 2015).

The perceived breakdown of society brought about by fast technological advancement, economic upheaval, the breakdown of traditional family and community structures and the expansion of commercial and governmental services into private and family life, which had detrimental effects on individual productivity and community ties, prompted the creation of community development (Putnam & Garrett 2020). The history of community development moved from a liberal interpretation to a radically participatory interpretation. The communities remained voiceless and helpless in matters that affected them. Thus, community development has become a vehicle of neo-liberal governments and developers; it is a mechanism used by the state to surrender its social and welfare obligations towards the communities (Green & Haines 2016).

Community development practitioners (CDPs) use the top-down approach as development is planned by top experts who also lead the process. This is confirmed by Swanepoel and De Beer (2018) and Niesing (2018), who maintain that often community development is used to placate unsatisfied people, get certain infrastructural development done cheaply, soften up the people before the government planners move in and indoctrinate the people to agree to programmes that in the long term have very few benefits for them. It is evident from these authors (Skhosana & Nel 2023) that communities are coerced into accepting unnecessary projects. Given their expertise in community development, it should be recognised that community members must take the lead in their own growth.

The needs-based approach is the most common method of poverty reduction, utilised by both government and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). This traditional approach focuses on a community’s needs and problems (Nel 2015), but critics argue that it can foster a negative self-image and a sense of powerlessness. By concentrating on deficiencies, this top-down method limits sustainability and constrains perceptions of community assets and capabilities (Pretorius & Nel 2012). Therefore, efforts should instead focus on strengthening community assets by developing skills and enhancing access to internal resources, empowering members to create their own projects.

Despite the extensive literature on asset-based community development (ABCD) and sustainable livelihood (SL) approaches, there is little discussion about their integration within community development. The researcher argues that combining these approaches can enhance the social work knowledge base. However, the impact of local contexts and assets on the sustainability and scalability of ABCD remains unclear (Wildman et al. 2019). This paper explores the challenges of implementing community development interventions and proposes an integration of ABCD and SL approaches to foster relationship-driven, participative and sustainable growth. This paper will present a conceptual framework, integration of the ABCD and SL approaches, methods applied, research findings and conclusions. The integration of the ABCD and sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA) will be theoretically and methodologically justified by addressing their complementary strengths and limitations in the next section.

Conceptual framework

There is clear evidence that the ABCD and SL approaches hold promise for sustainable development projects. The two approaches are discussed hereunder.

Overview of the asset-based community development approach

The ABCD approach, develop by Kretzmann and McKnight in 1993, prioritises community assets over conventional focuses on problems and deficiencies. By emphasising successes, it fosters a positive vision for the future (Mathie & Peters 2014; Nel 2018). Kretzmann and McKnight (2005) argue that a community’s strength as a development leader lies in recognising and utilising local strengths. Strong communities effectively identify and value these capacities. The ABCD approach suggests that many social issues stem from unequal asset distribution. Instead of just addressing negatives, it promotes enhancing the community’s positive aspects (Yeneabat & Butterfield 2012).

The ABCD approach is a move from a problem- and needs-based approach to a strength- and asset-based view of communities (Kretzmann & McKnight 1993; Nel 2015). The asset-based approach stands in contrast to the needs-based approach in that ABCD is asset based with a focus on the strengths, assets and capabilities of communities. The asset-based approach is largely positive and can be regarded as a bottom-up approach, shifting the focus away from a passive stance, waiting for ‘expert services’ to move towards an enabling perspective (Kretzmann 2010; Lohoar, Price-Robertson & Nair 2013). Both individuals and communities have needs, but they also have the skills and assets to support their own well-being. However, in order to empower the person and community, these contributing factors must be fully mobilised (World Health Organization [WHO] & United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF] 2020).

Five assets

Various authors (Kramer et al. 2012; Smyth & Vanclay 2017; Zetter & Watson 2016) have alluded to the five assets that make up a livelihood in community development cycles. Assets are typically viewed as stocks of assets that people accumulate and hold over time and that provide for future consumption, as articulated by Nel (2018). Assets can be classified into the following categories, namely: physical assets, human assets, social assets, financial and natural or environmental assets (Zetter & Watson 2016). The researcher believes these assets should be integrated at all levels of intervention, namely the micro, mezzo and macro, as well as in all government departments at national, provincial and local levels. Viewing a community from this perspective could bring about community development through interventions in one or more of the different systems. As such, the ABCD approach can bring sustainable change in the livelihoods of communities.

External versus internal focus

The ABCD approach posits that communities can effectively utilise external resources after mobilising their internal assets. It emphasises that communities should define their own agendas for acquiring additional resources (Kretzmann & McKnight 2005:3). Kramer et al. (2012) argue for independence from external experts to avoid a cycle of dependency. They caution that development initiated by outside forces is often unsustainable; instead, it should come from within the community, with members actively contributing their resources. The first step in an asset-based intervention is identifying and leveraging community assets. This empowers members to start projects based on their concerns, increasing the likelihood that they will continue even after external funding ends.

Moreover, donors and the government will not have the power to dictate, but they will work together with the communities (Kang’ethe & Chivanga 2015; Patel 2015). The fact that this approach is internally focused implies that concerns that need to be addressed and how they need to be addressed are in the hands of community members and not those of external community developers. Chambers (1994) argues that:


[T]he livelihoods of the communities are better understood by the communities themselves. Outsiders can only learn in those situations and provide whatever assistance they can, but they can never be masters of these situations. (p. 2)



In order to address the issues facing the community, community members must decide which resources should be tapped and mobilised (Lohoar et al. 2013; Skhosana & Nel 2024). The researcher contends that the ABCD approach has a significant and sustainable development impact on poverty alleviation as it is an internal, bottom-up approach. It begins with what is present in the community, relying heavily on the assets and strengths of the community. It assists participants in obtaining more insight into their skills, talents, abilities and experiences.

Principles of asset-based community development

The ABCD approach is based on the principle that individuals within a community will become motivated to take control and solve their problems through raising awareness. Once motivated, individuals can develop skills to build a collective community response to an issue. The approach was seen to be ‘citizen-led’ and driven by the community, thus acknowledging and building on what already exists and focusing more on people and not services (Green & Haines 2016). In other words, the approach enables the needs of individuals and communities to be met in a way that allows future generations to meet their needs as well. This emphasises moving away from merely rendering services to the people to engaging directly and purposefully with the people in planning how assets should be allocated to community members. Hence, the researcher maintains that community members and their communities should be regarded as rich in assets and not as problems in need of service.

With the ABCD approach in mind, the SLA is discussed further in the text as the two approaches are interlinked.

Overview of the sustainable livelihoods approach

The SLA originated in the 1980s, influenced by Robert Chambers’ work on poverty and household livelihoods (Nel 2015; Patel 2015; Serrat 2017). It evolved from research emphasising that poverty is multi-dimensional, not merely a lack of income (ed. Hofmeyr 2012). Adopted by the Department of Social Development (DSD) in 2003 as a strategy to alleviate poverty (Kaeane & Ross 2012), the SLA focuses on enhancing community-level institutions and processes (Mclean 2015; Serrat 2010, 2017). Success is measured by sustainable improvements in livelihoods, though thorough analysis often requires more time and resources than many projects can provide (Chauya 2015). Understanding the diverse factors influencing livelihoods is essential for effective community strategies (Gondwe & Ayenagbo 2013).

The SLA emphasises fostering development spending within a broader policy context (ed. Hofmeyr 2012; Nel 2015). Similar to the ABCD approach, it sees low-income individuals as key contributors to their own development and encourages a supportive role for external stakeholders. The SLA focuses on identifying and leveraging people’s strengths to enhance their capabilities and sustain their livelihoods. De Haan (2017) notes the importance of examining the vulnerability context and relevant policies after assessing these assets. Unlike needs-based approaches that focus on what individuals lack, the SLA highlights the specific assets communities can utilise to overcome poverty (Mazibuko 2013; Serrat 2017), emphasising that communities can drive their own development.

There are two key factors for achieving sustainable development, as highlighted by Tango International (2009). Firstly, effective linkages between project components are essential, requiring a holistic approach to community issues. Secondly, active participation from all members is crucial, meaning that multiple factors, including economic, political, social and environmental, must be considered (Chauya 2015). Sustainable livelihoods should be the primary goal for improving lives, as assessed by the community’s standards (DSD 2009). Research by Morse and McNamara (2013) and De Haan (2017) supports this by showing that the SL framework helps households conceptualise their capabilities and assets for sustaining their livelihoods. It clarifies the various factors, assets, capabilities, threats and vulnerabilities across societal dimensions (human, social, political, economic and physical) at all levels that affect households’ sustainable well-being.

Five assets

The SL approach, similar to the ABCD approach, identifies five major assets essential for achieving SL in households and fostering stronger, socially cohesive communities. Authors such as Serrat (2010), Kretzmann and McKnight (1993), Schenck, Nel and Louw (2010), Morse and McNamara (2013) and Patel (2015) have emphasised the importance of these assets in addressing poverty. However, it is important to note that the SLA is more focused on people than on assets.

The first type of asset is human assets, which encompass work experience, skills, talents, knowledge and the creative capabilities of individuals. The second type is natural assets, defined as access to land, water, agriculture and minerals. The third type is physical assets, which include food, livestock, jewellery, tools and machinery. Financial assets refer to money earned through working in the formal or informal sector, savings in the bank or benefiting from state social grants. Finally, social assets refer to social bonds, voluntary associations and the quality of relations among people within communities (Patel 2015). No single asset area can sufficiently increase livelihood outcomes, but a range of assets is needed for people to move towards greater economic sustainability.

Principles of the sustainable livelihoods approach

The SLA focuses on a people-centred, holistic and dynamic development process that leverages community strengths while being sustainable. As described by Patel (2015), this approach promotes citizen participation and amplifies community voices in decision-making, contributing to democratic and accountable institutions. Key to addressing poverty, understanding these principles helps formulate effective interventions (Gambe 2015). The emphasis lies on community experiences, identifying strengths and creating strategies for SLs. Community members should actively recognise important aspects of their livelihoods, while interventions should aim to empower them and address their weaknesses by sharing knowledge and establishing decision-making structures. Development efforts must promote sustainable economic, natural, political, cultural and social environments. The SLA bridges the gap between macro and micro levels, highlighting how macro-level decisions impact individual lives, which is essential for sustainable development.

Integration of the asset-based community development and sustainable livelihoods approaches

Based on the above background, it is evident that the two approaches contribute to the participation of community members and, thus, sustainable interventions. The ABCD approach aligns with the SLA by adopting a partnership model in which development initiatives are co-produced. In this model, community members play vital roles in the governance, design and facilitation of these initiatives (Brooks & Kendall 2013). The integration of the SL and ABCD approaches advocates a shift from the conventional understanding of assets as primarily economy driven, towards a focus on ‘releasing’ assets from people’s lived experiences and psychosocial attributes for poverty alleviation, which can include individual skills and local knowledge (Mathie & Cunningham 2010), individual experiences (Brocklesby & Fisher 2003) and aptitudes (Kretzmann & McKnight 1993). Asset-based community development may, therefore, be seen as offering the prospect of improving support for deprived or neglected communities by adopting a collaborative approach. The main thinking behind SLA and ABCD is the need to understand, build upon and further develop people’s existing strengths. Accordingly, the underlying principles of ABCD and the SLA approaches are complementary (Nel 2015) in that the ABCD approach helps to operationalise the SLA framework that draws from a full range of assets to generate a livelihood. The two approaches do not contradict other current development approaches; rather, they try to combine and take advantage of their strengths.

Limitations of asset-based community development addressed by sustainable livelihoods approach

Asset-based community development’s focus on community strengths (Kretzmann & McKnight 1993) risks neglecting structural barriers like policies or market failures. Sustainable livelihoods approach explicitly incorporates external factors (e.g. institutions, trends, shocks) through its ‘vulnerability context’ (DFID 1998; Scoones 1998), providing a macro-level corrective. While ABCD mobilises assets, it lacks a systematic framework for translating them into livelihood outcomes. Sustainable livelihoods approach’s ‘livelihood pentagon’ (human, social, natural, physical, financial capital) (Chambers & Conway 1992) fills this gap by mapping asset-to-outcome pathways. The ABCD’s optimism about local capacity may underestimate systemic risks (Mathie & Cunningham 2010). Sustainable livelihoods approach’s explicit focus on vulnerability (e.g. climate shocks, economic instability) (ed. Carney 1998) strengthens resilience planning.

Strengths of asset-based community development complementing sustainable livelihoods approach

The SLA’s diagnostic tools can be technocratic (Scoones 2009), whereas ABCD’s participatory methods (e.g. asset mapping, storytelling) foster community agency (Mathie & Cunningham 2010), aligning with SLA’s people-centred goals. Sustainable livelihoods approach acknowledges social capital but often as a static asset and lacks detail on identifying these assets (Nel 2015; Sachikonye, Bvochora & Muchenwa 2016). Asset-based community development’s emphasis on collective action operationalises it dynamically, bridging theory and practice. Asset-based community development’s asset lens counters SLA’s occasional deficit orientation (Green & Haines 2016), ensuring analysis builds on existing successes.

While the limitations and strengths have been identified, the two approaches have the following synergistic benefits. The combined framework offers (Green & Haines 2016; Nel 2015):


	Balanced analysis in that ABCD is more of a local agency, while SLA uses structural analysis.

	Methodological rigour for SLA is a capital matrix, while ABCD uses a participatory tool.

	Policy relevant in that ABCD emphasises grassroots mobilisation while SLA focuses on institutional engagement.



Based on the above exposition, both approaches highlight the importance of considering a project’s impact on community functioning. They emphasise a person-centred perspective, viewing community members as active decision-makers in shaping their livelihoods. This integration is theoretically coherent, addressing critiques of ABCD’s structural blindness and SLA’s occasional detachment from local praxis. Empirical studies (Toner, Franks & Baker 2021) show that such hybrids improve development outcomes by merging empowerment and systemic analysis. This focus is essential for designing support activities that utilise community strengths. This process should be combined with the ABCD approach, allowing communities to recognise their strengths. Therefore, a community-led integrated model that incorporates all these assets is needed.

Research methods and design

The aim of the study was to explore challenges experienced in the implementation of community interventions. The objectives of the study entail:


	To identify key challenges that hinder the successful execution of community development programmes.

	To explore community participation and ownership

	To propose recommendations for improving the design, execution and sustainability of community development initiatives.



This study draws qualitative data from four community development projects in the Tshwane region, Gauteng Province. The skills development projects include welding, computer skills, sewing, beadwork, gardening and bricklaying from the two chosen developmental centres. A sample of 21 participants was purposively selected, and data were collected using semi-structured interviews. The sample includes one supervisor, two CDPs, two development centre managers, four project managers and 12 community members. The criteria for inclusion were that all the participants had to be attached to the SL programmes, should have been involved in the development of interventions for at least 2 years and the organisation had to be under the jurisdiction of the Tshwane Region. It was necessary to obtain permission from DSD for the study. In addition, written consent from the study participants was also required. Ethical clearance was secured from the Faculty of Humanities Research Ethics Committee at the University of Johannesburg (REC-01-0030-2018).

To protect the participants, their names were represented with pseudonyms. The researcher further followed a process where the consent forms were distributed with the invitations to participate in the study. The data were thematically analysed and interpreted against the ABCD and SL approaches as a theoretical framework using Braun and Clarke’s (2012) six steps, which emphasises an active, researcher-driven interpretation rather than a purely descriptive account. The analysis was conducted inductively (themes derived from data) rather than deductively (themes driven by pre-existing theory). The analysed data were compared with existing theories and literature to ensure the study’s credibility by employing the following strategies: credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba 1985). This approach ensured transparency, systematic analysis and meaningful theme development while recognising the researcher’s interpretive role.

Results

From the extensive study, the perusal of the literature and the collected data, the researcher identified that the deficiency-based approach was the main approach promoted by the government. The study’s findings highlight four key challenges in government-funded community projects: lack of participation, lack of assets and funds, inadequate capacity building and lack of sustainability. These challenges suggest a misalignment between the ABCD approach and the SLA, despite their potential synergies. A critical assessment of how the integration of these frameworks performed in addressing the research aim and the challenges encountered is discussed further in the text.

The lack of participation

The first challenge identified was that the community lacked interest and was not fully involved in the projects. In line with this challenge, the participants had the following to say:

The CDP described the main challenge as a lack of participation and had the following to share:


‘Communities are not involved fully, which is why most people are not interested in the project.’ (Busi, Community development practitioner)



The supervisor had the following to add:


‘They only visit the organisation to get something out and not necessarily to be part of … or participate in the running of the organisation.’ (Ayanda, Supervisor)



The observed lack of interest and involvement from community members was because of their exclusion from the initial project stages, resulting in projects that did not meet their needs. Government-funded community projects should be tailored to these needs by involving community members from the beginning. Following the ABCD approach, the emphasis should be on the community’s existing assets, capabilities and skills, which can be mobilised to address challenges (Serrat 2010). The findings indicate how the community members felt neglected as they were not involved in decision-making. One of the community members bemoaned that no one from the government visited the project, although this had happened previously, and they are left to their own devices and have no information:


‘When more people joined, the project was sponsored by the government. We did not understand what was going on or the role of the people from the government in this project. Those people are now gone … nobody is saying anything, and we do not know what is going on … we are left in the dark.’ (Elize, Community member)



One community member bemoaned that no one listened to legitimate concerns:


‘We can try to be involved, but it seems someone owns this organisation, so it is difficult to bring our own opinions. We tried, but nothing came up. I think they undermine us or do not care about us. I do not know what is happening here.’ (Bonolo, Community member)



The community members complained about the lack of involvement and poor communication by management. They were left in the dark because nobody was communicating with them. According to Green and Haines (2016), the community development process is a cycle in which participation should occur at every stage of the development initiative for the interventions to be effective. In summary, the focus should be on two main pillars of ABCD: activating community-driven development by revitalising local assets and connecting these assets to larger, influential structures (Petersen & Pedersen 2010). The ABCD approach emphasises community-driven development that leverages local assets, skills and knowledge for sustainable change. However, the study revealed significant shortcomings: community members were often excluded from decision-making processes, and projects were imposed without proper consultation. This lack of engagement led to poor communication, fostering distrust and dependency within the community. Additionally, the government’s deficiency-based approach, which focuses on identifying needs rather than harnessing assets, contradicts the principles of ABCD. The effective implementation of ABCD requires authentic participation at all stages (Petersen & Pedersen 2010), but the projects in question were largely controlled externally. This undermined the SLA, as beneficiaries were left without a sense of ownership over the initiatives. In conclusion, the integration of these approaches failed because the government did not transition from a top-down to a bottom-up strategy, rendering ABCD ineffective.

Mathie and Cunningham (2010) note that poor communication of project goals contributes to project failures, while the lack of communication between managers and staff fosters fear and distrust, hindering change. Developing innovative partnerships necessitates collaboration between external stakeholders and community initiatives. However, it is essential that the community assumes a leadership role in these efforts (Nel 2018).

Lack of assets and funds

The lack of assets and funds is a challenge in running projects, as mentioned by all participants in the study. One development centre manager lamented that:


‘There was a lack of assets, financial constraints. We still struggle to get training facilitators due to a lack of funding.’ (Willy, Development centre manager)



Another development centre manager continued in this vein:


‘Due to financial constraints, we cannot train the number that is required in a programme, for example, boiler-making, since a lot of people are unemployed. Some of them meet the requirements, but we are not funded for 100s of people.’ (Toppy, Development centre manager)



The lack of funding was confirmed by one of the community members:


‘There is no progress in this project due to a lack of money. People are hungry, and they need money. Before, when we were still paid, the project had more people; now that we are not paid, nobody wants to be part of the project.’ (Fikile, Community member)



The excerpts indicate that progress was stalled because of a lack of funding, resulting in regression despite minor improvements in poverty alleviation. Community members hoped that participation in projects would sustain their livelihoods, but many left without positive changes (Mazibuko 2013). This dissatisfaction highlights that government and non-government organisations often focus solely on economic development while ignoring the broader needs of communities. According to Mazibuko (2013) and Robert (2017), many South Africans feel they lack enough food and income. Additionally, community members frequently overlook their own assets, such as financial resources like stokvels and social grants, and often wait for external assistance instead of utilising these assets.

Both ABCD and SLA recognise the importance of financial, social and human assets. However, communities have primarily relied on government funding instead of mobilising their internal resources, such as stokvels (community savings groups) and skills exchanges. Consequently, projects collapsed when funding was no longer available, indicating a lack of SL strategies. Although ABCD promotes asset mapping, as proposed by Kretzmann and McKnight (1993), this practice was not implemented. Similarly, SLA’s five capital assets, social, natural, financial, physical and human, were largely overlooked. Furthermore, the emphasis was placed on the economic perspective, which ignored the significance of social capital, including community networks. In conclusion, the integration of these approaches was superficial. Projects followed a donor-driven model instead of empowering communities to utilise their existing assets.

From the above discussion, it seems the risk of relying on economic activities as a poverty alleviation strategy is of grave concern. The integration of the ABCD and SL approaches might be the solution to this oversight as the former places more emphasis on social assets because these are what underscore community associations and informal networks and can be instrumental in furthering development activities (Mathie & Cunningham 2010; Mayer, Siegel & Wright 2018).

Lack of adequate capacity building

The development centre managers said that a lesson they had learnt was that the capacity-building of beneficiaries was inadequate, which meant that beneficiaries could not run their businesses. The findings were echoed in the voices of the two development centre managers:


‘It normally takes 1 month for training, but there are others that we try to extend, depending on their nature, e.g. entrepreneurial projects.’ (Willy, Development centre manager)

‘We try to keep the community members for a longer period so that we can incubate those people and assist them in capacity building to run their businesses. Many people fail to run their businesses because of the lack of capacity building and funds.’ (Toppy, Development centre manager)



From the above submission, it was noted that the development centres, as non-government organisations, failed to address poverty and unemployment, let alone capacitate the community members. In some cases, the failure of projects and lack of capacity emanate from the dependency of NGOs on the government regarding funding. The participation and empowerment of communities in the initial approval, planning, execution and evaluation stages of community projects are therefore of paramount importance. The ABCD approach addresses the issues and challenges that communities confront by concentrating on their strengths and assets rather than ignoring the fact that communities characterised by poverty encounter obstacles and difficulties (Skhosana & Nel 2024).

The community members also responded to the question as to how they are being capacitated. In the focus groups, the following storylines emerged. One community member explained that the organisation helps with funding but stated that community members do not know how the funding is managed:


‘The organisation does help with funding, but we do not understand how it is done. We sometimes get resources, sometimes we do not. Nobody tells us anything … we seem not important here. The role of the organisation is to give us jobs, but they do not do so … we do not even get a stipend. we work for free.’ (Hilda, Community member)



Gift supported Hilda’s explanation but added that beneficiaries have little say over how the proceeds are used:


‘We do not have our own bank account. We rely on the organisation for funding. The money that we make from selling, we share with the organisation. In terms of the finances, the organisations call the shots … we do not have much say in that.’ (Gift, Community member)



Participants reported that their involvement in current projects did not lead to positive changes because of a lack of funding and unfulfilled promises. They received no training in financial management, and there was little connection between the technical training and financial practices. Consequently, development centre managers decided to handle funds on behalf of the community.

While both the ABCD and SLA stress the importance of skills development for self-reliance, the training programmes were short term and inadequate, often lasting only 1 month. This led to ongoing dependency and a lack of entrepreneurial support. Additionally, ABCD’s emphasis on local knowledge and leadership was absent, and SLA’s human capital development approach did not yield SLs. In summary, the two frameworks were poorly integrated, with training being externally imposed rather than community driven.

Ravhura (2010) argues that ignoring economic and business management perspectives limits the success of such programmes. A concentrated effort should be made to create assets that benefit the community members, largely by building and tapping into internal assets.

Lack of sustainability

The project coordinators had a different perspective on sustainability and were basically of the opinion that there is a lack of sustainability because of a lack of participation and dependency. In line with this challenge, the project coordinator asserted that:


‘We cannot sustain it because they (community members) are not participating; they are receivers of the benefits … they wait for things to happen.’ (Olga, Project coordinator)



Another project coordinator further explained as follows:


‘It is just a vicious circle – we will give, and you come back, we give you; you come with another need, we give you, and it becomes a lifestyle – dependency – you cannot sustain your life completely … no self-reliance.’ (Thabo, Project coordinator)



The findings reveal that community members often act as recipients rather than change agents, perpetuating a cycle of poverty. They are not taught to provide for themselves but instead rely on government aid. To break this cycle, the focus should be on a community-led development strategy that empowers citizens by leveraging their assets and insights (Kretzmann & McKnight 1993; Mathie & Cunningham 2010). Relying on outsiders for community development can be impractical because of a lack of understanding of local dynamics and poor service coordination. Significant resources are wasted on the same communities instead of reaching other underserved areas (Mazibuko 2013). Both government and NGOs should view community members as equal partners and experts in their situations (Nel & Pretorius 2012). Encouraging community participation from the outset is crucial for programme sustainability, allowing communities to become self-reliant by using their knowledge and skills.

Sustainability requires community ownership through the ABCD approach and resilient livelihood strategies (SLAs). However, the following issues were observed: Projects were dependent on donor funding and lacked self-sustainability, beneficiaries became passive recipients rather than active change agents and there was no long-term planning or exit strategies in place. The principle of mobilising internal assets central to ABCD was overlooked. Additionally, the SLA’s goal of achieving livelihood resilience was not met because of ineffective asset utilisation. Grassroots innovation, as discussed by Seyfang and Smith (2007), was absent. In conclusion, the integration of these strategies failed because the projects were not designed for long-term impact; instead, they reinforced dependency rather than fostering empowerment.

It can be deduced that a bottom-up approach to project development is essential for ensuring sustainable growth in communities. It is important for communities to begin development processes by identifying their specific issues and assets. Seyfang and Smith (2007) emphasise the benefits of involving grassroots groups in addressing community challenges, as these groups can propose effective solutions for the sustainable development issues they face.

Overall evaluation of the asset-based community development-sustainable livelihoods approach integration in the findings

The potential strengths of the theoretical integration in the projects imply that ABCD’s asset-focused approach effectively emphasises the importance of leveraging local resources and strengths, which aligns well with SLA’s livelihood strategies that aim to enhance the capabilities of individuals and communities. When combined, these frameworks have the potential to address poverty in a holistic manner, ensuring that interventions not only improve economic conditions but also foster social empowerment, leading to more resilient and self-sufficient communities.

Notable failures in practice highlight that the top-down implementation of the integration model significantly undermined ABCD’s foundational belief in community-driven initiatives. By imposing strategies from higher levels without adequate input from local stakeholders, the programme lost vital community engagement and ownership. There was a notable overemphasis on financial capital, as promoted by SLA, which often overshadowed the importance of social assets highlighted by ABCD. This imbalance limited the development of community relationships and social networks that are crucial for sustainable growth. The lack of participatory planning meant that community members were largely viewed as passive recipients of aid, rather than as active partners in the decision-making process. This exclusion diminished the relevance and effectiveness of the interventions, as they did not reflect the actual needs and aspirations of the community. The focus on short-term interventions resulted in failure to create lasting livelihood pathways for individuals. Many initiatives were designed for quick results rather than nurturing long-term solutions, leaving communities vulnerable once the initial support was withdrawn.

Discussion

Given the above, the paper explored challenges in implementing community development interventions by integrating the ABCD and SLA as frameworks. Although both frameworks emphasise community agency and participatory development, a significant gap remains between theory and practice. The top-down strategies employed by government and NGOs contradict the principles of ABCD and SLA, which promote community-led decision-making and asset mobilisation. The study finds that projects often fail because of tokenistic participation, treating communities as passive recipients rather than active contributors. This highlights a key issue: while ABCD and SLA prioritise self-reliance and local solutions, external actors still control project ownership and resource allocation. Additionally, overreliance on external funding undermines the SLA’s emphasis on diverse asset bases (Rakodi 2002). Without a genuine shift in power dynamics and a commitment to community participation, true sustainability remains out of reach.

Furthermore, while ABCD’s focus on intrinsic solutions (Ebersöhn & Eloff 2006) and SLA’s multi-dimensional asset approach (Serrat 2017) provide a strong theoretical foundation, their integration does not automatically resolve structural barriers such as institutional resistance to decentralisation. The flexibility of these frameworks, though beneficial for adaptation, may also lead to inconsistent implementation when external actors impose predefined solutions. A critical question emerges: Does the combined use of ABCD and SLA sufficiently address systemic inequities, or does it risk becoming a rhetorical tool rather than a transformative strategy? Future research should explore how power structures can be restructured to align with these frameworks’ empowering ethos.

The above findings reflect the need for community members to be consulted and for the existing assets to be used effectively. However, the notion of involving communities through participation while tapping into their assets seems to be better in theory than in practice. Individuals’ perceived strengths and opportunities are the focus of the development approach rather than their problems and needs (Morse & McNamara 2013).

Recommendations

The study reveals a conceptual mismatch; while ABCD and SLA could theoretically work together, in practice, the government’s deficiency-based approach dominated, rendering the integration ineffective. For future projects, a genuine bottom-up strategy must be adopted, where communities lead development using their own assets and strengths. The following are recommended for effective integration by the government and NGOs:


	Transition from needs-based to asset-based planning (ABCD): Shift the focus from addressing deficits or needs within a community to identifying and utilising existing strengths and resources. This approach will encourage communities to leverage their own assets, such as skills, networks and local organisations, enhancing sustainability and empowerment.

	Combine financial support with the mobilisation of social capital (SLA): Implement financial assistance programmes that are complemented by initiatives aimed at fostering social networks and community relationships. By building trust and collaboration among community members, projects are more likely to be successful and sustainable over time.

	Ensure authentic community participation in all phases of the project: Actively involve community members in the planning, implementation and evaluation stages of projects. Genuine participation means listening to their voices, respecting local knowledge and integrating their insights into decision-making processes, thereby increasing ownership and commitment to the project’s outcomes.

	Focus on long-term capacity building rather than short-term training: Prioritise the development of skills and competencies that empower individuals and communities to thrive in the long run. This involves creating comprehensive training programmes that are ongoing and tailored to the specific needs of the community, rather than one-off workshops that may not lead to lasting change.



Conclusion

The study’s findings highlight significant shortcomings in the implementation of government-funded community development projects. These issues primarily arise from reliance on a deficiency-based approach instead of the intended integration of ABCD and SLA. Ideally, ABCD is designed to leverage local assets, while SLA aims to strengthen livelihood strategies, and both should complement each other. However, in practice, top-down planning, poor communication and a focus on handouts have undermined these frameworks. Instead of empowering communities, the projects have perpetuated cycles of dependency, revealing a critical gap between policy intentions and actual implementation.

This paper argues that communities possess strengths, assets and the capacity to tackle their challenges from their own perspectives and frames of reference. The researcher asserts that when these strengths are combined with various approaches in community development interventions, they lead to significant and sustainable impacts. This process emphasises the importance of community inclusion and participation while helping to identify the different types of assets available within the community. Rather than ignoring problems, vulnerabilities or difficulties, the focus is on addressing these issues positively by identifying, mobilising, and managing community assets and strengths to ensure long-term sustainability.

The application of two approaches is expected to result in more sustainable interventions within communities. This study sheds light on how these approaches can bridge the existing gaps in project development, particularly concerning community participation and sustainability. Both approaches are predicated on the belief that all community members possess assets, strengths and capabilities that allow them to contribute meaningfully to their communities.

Moreover, the findings of this research will empower community members, fostering greater independence and reducing reliance on government support. The researcher concludes that both approaches are critical for community development and serve as vehicles for sustainable change. Every community development initiative in South Africa should be rooted in ABCD and SLA.

Ultimately, effectively integrating ABCD and SL necessitates a shift in perspective from viewing communities as passive recipients to recognising them as active agents of change. Only by adopting this viewpoint can development initiatives evolve from providing temporary relief to facilitating lasting, community-driven transformation.
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