
Central to most community-bused programs is the goal of improving 
the community’s capacity to address its own problems. Evaluating 
changes in community capacity requires contextualized definitions that 
(1) respect geographic, political, academic, and community 
perspectives and (2) inclusive evaluation approaches. 
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Critical reflection and new opportunities for funding in the field of public 
health have given rise to a number of partnership approaches to research 
and practice (Israel, Schulz, Parker, and Becker, 1998). These approaches, 
often referred to as community based, have called for increased attention to 
the complex issues that compromise the health of people living in margin- 
alized Communities; more integration of research and practice; greater com- 
munity involvement and control; increased sensitivity to and competence 
in working within diverse cultures; expanded use of both qualitative and 
quantitative research methods; and more focus on health and quality of life 
(Israel, Schulz, Parker, and Becker, 1998). 

A central tenet of this emphasis on community-based public health research 
and practice is the importance of building on and enhancing the strengths and 
problem-solving capacity of communities as an objective of interventions aimed 
at promoting health and preventing disease. This recognition of the importance 
of community capacity for health promotion has a long tradition in public 
health, with explication in the 1940s by South Africans Steuart and his col- 
leagues Kark and Cassel (Trostle, 1986). In Steuart’s social change model, 
increasing Community problem-solving capacity to address barriers to good 
health is an objective that is as important as improving health status itself (Eng, 
Salmon, and Mullan, 1992; Steckler, Dawson, Israel, and Eng, 1993; Steuart, 
1993; Trostle, 1986). Despite recognition of the role of community capacity in 
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A third is involved with the development and evaluation of a lay health adviser 
intervention that seeks to reduce sexually transmitted diseases in a rural 
county. Both projects plan to include qualitative and quantitative measures of 
community capacity as part of their evaluation activities. The experiences of 
these two projects, in comparison to the four case examples described in this 
chapter, will provide much-needed information on the challenges and suc- 
cesses associated with evaluating community capacity in relationship to a cat- 
egorical focused health program. 
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