
1 
 

EFFECTIVE COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP: A BUILDING 
BLOCK FOR COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

 
 

 By  
 
 

JOSEPHINE A. ONYIDO, (Ph.D) 
Department of Educational Foundations, 

University of Port Harcourt, 
Choba, Rivers State. 

 
And  

 
INEMESIT ESSIET UMOFIA 

Department of Adult and Non-Formal Education, 
University of Port Harcourt, 

Choba, Rivers State. 
 
 
Abstract 
This paper discusses the role of community leadership as a building block for 
community development.  It delves into community leadership as a concept and 
discusses the grassroots leadership structures in Nigeria. In addition, this paper points 
out who community leaders are, the functions they perform, and the handicaps that 
hinder these functions.  Furthermore, some preventive strategies to help curb these 
handicaps are discussed with emphasis on the need for leadership training and 
development.  It concludes by stating that community leadership is the bedrock on which 
community development lies.  Thus, there is a need for potential leaders to be properly 
trained before being put at the helm of affairs. 
 
 
 A nation can only be built by the people who have identified themselves as its 
citizens.  Therefore, a community can only exist based on the united efforts of its 
members.  For development to thrive, there must be effective leadership in the 
community.  In other words, the people must work side by side with their leaders.  
Banyai (2009:241) described leadership as a “channel through which the characteristics 
to improve the community capacity flow.”  Therefore, leadership is a driving force 
which facilitates development and the daily activities of the community members.  As 
long as the efforts of the people are united, community development can occur.   
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Thus, it is important to identify the roles leaders play in community 
development, their shortcomings, and the significance of effective community 
leadership in community development. 

 
The Meaning of Community Leadership 
 Community Leadership refers to the socio-political structure of a particular 
sphere of authority (e.g. territory) which directs and influences the affairs of the people 
within it, towards the achievement of shared goals. 
According to Langone (2009:1) 
 

“Community Leadership is that which involves influence, power, and input into 
public decision-making over one or more spheres of activity.  The spheres of 
activity may include an organization, an area of interest, an institution, a town, 
a county, or a region”. 

 
In Kuponiyi’s view, community leadership is synonymous with community 

power structure.  According to him, “Community power structure is the complex 
network of relationships between the recognized power holders (leaders) and the 
interplay of their roles in a community”. 

 
Jibowo (1992) in Kuponiyi (2008: 239) describes power structure as a 

“patterned distribution of authority and influence among various actors in a group or 
community.” 
 In her definition, Banyai (2009:241) took a more descriptive approach.  
According to her,  
 

“Community leadership is about councils, both councilors and officers, 
enabling local communities to steer their own future.  It is not traditional, top-
down leadership, but involves councilors and officers using all the tools at their 
disposal to engage communities in making their own difference.  It promotes 
partnership of shared commitment to promote a shared vision for the locality”. 

 
As stated by the United Nations in Oyeozu (2007:20), community development 

can be defined as a process of social action, a movement, and as an educational method. 
 
Who is a Leader? 
 A leader is a person who is in charge of a particular situation, or one who directs 
the activities of a group of people.  Kouzes and Posner (2004: 1) defined leaders as 
“agents of change” while Kuponiyi (2008: 239) is of the view that leaders are the 
“power holders.” 
 In his definition, Ekong (2003) in Kuponiyi (2008: 239) noted that leadership is 
synonymous with decision-making.  Therefore, community leaders are none other than 
the “decision-makers.”  He went further to say that “an effective means of identifying 
leaders should include a systematic observation of who the decision-makers are for 
various community issues.” 
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 In every capacity they serve, leaders are known by different names.  In 
corporate organizations, they are usually called chief executive officers, managing 
directors, etc, while in the political sector, they are called local government chairmen, 
governors, presidents, prime ministers, etc.  In educational institutions, leaders are called 
principals, vice chancellors, deans, heads of departments, administrators, etc. 
 Examples of leaders as cited by Deekor and Nnodim (2005:24) include:  
traditional leaders and chiefs, religious leaders, professional leaders, youth leaders, 
women leaders, etc. 
 
Functions of a Leader 
 Oyebamiji and Adekola (2008:73) cited four basic roles expected of a leader.  
They include: 

1. The leader is the group’s spokesman i.e. the mouthpiece 
2. The leader is a group harmonizer and an enabler 
3. The leader is a group educator or an expert. 
4. The leader is a symbol of group ideals and an agent of control. 

 
Armstrong and Stephens (2005) in Oyebamiji and Adekola (2008: 73) 

Listed three major roles a leader must perform to achieve group goals.   
1. Define the task – They have to make it clear what the group is expected to do. 
2. Achieve the task – That is why the group exists.  Leaders ensure that the group’s 

purpose is fulfilled. 
3. Maintain effective relationships between themselves and the members of the 

group and between the people within the group. 
 

Kouzes and Posner (2004: 1) also set forth the five fundamental practices of 
exemplary leaders.  According to them, successful leaders: 

1.  Challenge the process i.e. they act as pioneers 
2.  Inspire a shared vision 
3.  Enable others to act 
4.  Model the way 
5.  Encourage the heart 

 
The Community Leader 
 As mentioned earlier by Ekong (2003) in Kuponiyi (2008: 239), community 
leaders are none other than the decision-makers in the community.  They are very 
crucial for the survival of any community, be it rural or urban, because they carry the 
welfare of the people in their hands, and facilitate community development.  The 
traditional duties of a community leader as noted by Deekor and Nnodim (2005: 24) 
include the settlement of disputes, mobilization and collection of levies, hearing of civil 
cases, maintenance of peace and order, etc.  Other functions include: 

1. Education and Awareness 
2. Spokesman and Role Model of the people 
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3. Legitimization of Projects 
4. Planning and Execution of Development Programmes 

 
Grassroots Leadership Structures in Nigeria 
 There are Four major models of leadership structures in Nigeria according to 
Omoagene (1976) in Onyeozu (2007: 87).  They include: 
 
1. Traditional Leadership (Model 1) 

Since the pre-colonial era, traditional leaders have been at the helm of affairs in 
most Nigerian communities and have enjoyed total monopoly of leadership in 
nearly every part of Nigeria.  They contributed immensely in the building of 
modern infrastructure in their various communities.  However, due to the high 
rate of illiteracy among traditional leaders, there was a growing tendency for the 
people to disregard them and work independently.  Consequently, the influence 
of traditional leaders was weakened, which led to the emergence of other 
leadership structures. 
 

2. The Local Elite (Model 2) 
The local elites were the next leadership structure to emerge.  They were the 
educated or well-to-do opinion leaders in the locality, among which were 
returnee soldiers of the 2nd world war who had traveled far and wide and were 
knowledgeable.  They were bold, out-spoken, and had previously worked as 
teachers in mission schools or as clerks in government offices.  The local elites 
were prominent during the fifties and early sixties, and posed great challenges to 
the existing traditional leaders.  Some took up chieftaincy titles and became 
more popular especially among the younger generation. 

 
3. External Elite (Model 3) 

The external elites comprise the influential sons and daughters of the 
community who are city-based, but committed to development efforts in their 
local communities.  This group of leaders arose at the end of the Nigerian civil 
war in the early seventies.  This was fuelled by the new spirit of self-
development for the newly created states and they grew more popular with the 
creation of more states by the Federal government of Nigeria.  The external elite 
constitute a very powerful group of highly respected, influential people from 
various professions in different works of life.  They are more enlightened and 
have traveled further than members of their individual families. 
 

4. Agents of Government Working within the Community (Model 4) 
This is the newest group to appear on the leadership scene in the various 
Nigerian communities.  They arose mainly with the creation of local 
governments and all the complements of staff and agents.  The chairman is now 
seen as an epitome of power within his local government. The police, traffic 
wardens, and all security officials within that local government were considered 
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subordinate to the chairman of the council. Therefore, council members, local 
government staff, officials of the ruling political party, other government 
functionaries such as health officials, education officials, teachers, etc. all share 
varying levels of power within a new emergent grassroots power structure of 
each community. 

 
Handicaps of Leadership 
 Although effective community leadership is the driving force behind community 
development, it is not an easy task.  As long as leaders are human beings, they are 
subject to characteristic flaws and can easily make mistakes, which could hinder 
community development.  There will always be moments of friction either between the 
leaders themselves or with their followers.  One major handicap of community leaders 
as noted by Onyeozu (2007) is illiteracy.  For effective leadership to occur the 
community leader must be intelligent and well educated, otherwise his followers will 
disregard his ideas and opinions, due to their superior knowledge. 
 McCall and Lombardo (1983) in Deekor and Nnodim (2005: 30) indicated six 
basic flaws among leaders who derail from their duties. 

1. Problems with interpersonal relationships: This could result from over 
ambition, leading to alienating others on the way up, or worrying more 
about personal gains.  Another problem under this is independence, the 
feeling of being a know-it-all or isolation from others and abrasiveness – 
insensitivity, bullying or lack of caring, being volatile and unpredictable 
towards others. 

 
2. Difficulties selecting and building a team: This involves selection or 

choosing a team in one’s own image, being dictatorial with team members 
or leaving conflicts unresolved among team members. 

 
3. Problem of transition from technical/tactical level to the general/strategic 

level.  This involves: 
 

a) folding under the pressure of the ambiguity and frustrations of  higher levels 
of leadership; 

b) not being able to overcome complexity, but becoming entangled in tactical 
issues or coming up with simplistic agenda. 

c) failing to make the mental transition from doing to seeing that things are 
done. 

 
4. Lack of follow-through: This reflects: 
a) lack of attention to detail, which creates a trail of unresolved little  problems 

and disorganization. 
b) moving too fast, which frequently result in not really finishing a job or 

leaving people dangling due to unmet promises. 
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5. Over dependence:  This includes: 
a) Staying with the same mentor or supervisor until people wonder if the 

leader can stand alone; 
b) Losing a mentor or supervisor who had previously covered up or  

compensated for the leader’s weak spots; 
c) Relying too much on a personal strength such as a skill, natural  talent or 

raw energy. 
 
6. Strategic differences with management: This has to do mostly with business 

organizations.  This involves: 
a)    The inability to persuade one’s superiors concerning a particular position. 
b)    The inability to adapt to a supervisor with a difference. 

 
Preventive Strategies 
 Deekor and Nnodim (2005: 31) discussed the following preventive strategies: 

1) Leaders need the support of every member to succeed and therefore, members 
should make sure that their leader is receiving all sorts of support including 
prayers from them.  There should be resources – both human and material at 
their disposal, enough budgets and technological resources for their tasks. 

 
2) Leaders should attend seminars, workshops, retreats, etc. in order to promote 

balance between the spiritual, personal, family, and leisure in their lives. 
 

3) Leaders should be encouraged to maintain their integrity by leading the group 
according to laid down rules without bending it.  The group purposes should 
mirror the belief in leadership integrity and make it possible for leaders to 
succeed.   

 
4) Leaders should be exposed to diverse experiences and challenges early in their 

careers.  They should attend workshop, symposia, leadership retreats, etc. to 
gain experience. 
 

5) Leaders should be encouraged to learn continuously through feedback,   formal 
training and coursework, mentoring, etc. to enable them grow, which is 
necessary especially during mental transition to higher levels of leadership. 

 
6) Leaders should know their strengths and weaknesses, and take them seriously.  

They need close confidants, such as wives, friends, colleagues, and external 
experts, who will always tell them the truth. 

 
7) Get the right leaders in the first place.  Do not select a leader you will quickly 

remove when his tenure has not ended to avoid crises in the organization. 
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8) Leaders must know whom they are leading or serving.  The understanding of the 
group whom one is leading is a step towards success. Different groups require 
different patterns or styles of leadership.  The style of leading a group of 
intellectuals may be different from that of illiterates, as the language and 
medium of communication varies.  Such understanding of who one is leading is 
paramount in avoiding leadership derailment. 

 
Leadership Training 
 This is the most important preventive strategy.  There is a pressing need for 
potential leaders to be properly trained before taking on the heavy responsibility of 
leadership.   In most corporate organizations, employees are subjected to trainings 
before they assume their duties.  The major purpose of these trainings is to build 
experience and knowledge of what the job is about, its purpose, and how to handle it 
effectively. 
 As Ntor-ue (1993: 203) rightly put it,  

“the rulers need to be better informed on government policies, 
principles, programmes and objectives so as to readily educate and 
inform their subjects.” 

 
 This shows that leadership training is desperately needed at the grassroots level, 
and can go a long way to curbing the handicap of illiteracy, thereby fostering 
community development.  Even Kuponiyi (2008: 241) agreed that “…identifying and 
training of potential leaders is part of rural community development efforts…” 
 According to Deekor and Nnodim (2005: 33) leadership development in the 
community starts with the identification of potential leaders, grouping them into areas of 
need, and providing training.  The objective of leadership training is to identify each 
leader’s style of interaction with others in a group and to mould a person, giving them 
strength in their individual areas of weakness.   
 It is important to note here that leadership training programmes could either be 
formal or non-formal.  Either way, it must be properly organized and tailored towards 
achieving its set goals.  Community leaders can be trained through the following 
programmes as cited by Deekor and Nnodim (2005: 34). 

1. Chamber of Commerce Leadership Training 
2. Leadership Retreats  
3. Skill Training 

 
Benefits of Leadership Training 
 Apparently, there is a lot to be gained through proper leadership training.  At the 
forefront of these benefits is community development.  As noted by Langone (2009: 1), 
a community leadership training programme can have a positive impact on the counties, 
residents, and local Extension Service.  This positive impact can be found in the 
following areas: 

1. Networking 
2. The role of Extension 
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3. Creating a unified spirit 
4. Involvement 

 
 Therefore, leadership training programmes play a major role in fostering 
community development in the sense that, it motivates the participants to become more 
active in local as well as state affairs, instead of remaining dormant and leaving 
everything to the ‘power holders.’ 
 
Community Leadership as a Building Block for Community Development 
 Community development, particularly at the grassroot level can never succeed 
without effective community leadership.  Therefore, community leadership is the 
bedrock on which community development lies.  This is because the community leaders 
are the ones who approve and champion the course of community development.  In the 
process, the people are motivated to take the initiative, according to their shared vision 
of what they want to do, and facilitate the achievement of their common goals.  As 
Kuponiyi (2008: 242) rightly put it, “actual participation of the leaders in the execution 
of the projects could be a strong indicator for the participation of the subjects.”  
Therefore, the major role that community leadership plays in community development 
can not be overemphasized. 
 
 Kolawole (1982) in Onyeozu (2007: 92) was of the view that at the grassroot 
levels, the major problem bedeviling self-help programmes in many communities in 
Nigeria and indeed other developing countries today is effective leadership.  Therefore, 
Onyeozu (2007: 92) emphasized that “The first major requirement for successful work 
in the community is to enlist the support and blessing of the leaders of that community.” 
 Community leadership can only foster community development when it is 
grounded in, and guided by the cardinal principles of community development.  These 
principles as noted by Onyeozu (2007) and Ogili (2004) include: felt need, self-help, and 
citizen participation.  An effective community leader must take the following steps as 
noted by Ogili (2004: 135) and Oyebamiji and Adekola (2008: 74) 
 

1) He should be able to study his community and identify its felt needs.  He must 
assist the people to identify the problems retarding their development, and get 
them prepared to solve those problems.  

  
2) He should organize and contribute human, material, and financial resources to 

meet social needs.  
  

3) He must physically participate in the execution and evaluation of community 
development projects.  He should promote team spirit in the citizens, and assure 
them that success can be achieved when they willingly cooperate to achieve 
their goal. 
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4) He should promote self-help, which is the end product of community 
development.  He should encourage the people to rely on their own resources 
which would otherwise lie dormant and be wasted.  This in turn promotes self-
growth.  As Anyanwu (1992) noted in Oyebamiji and Adekola (2008: 74), “The 
principle of self-help makes use of under-utilized labour and in this regard, can 
foster the competence of a community in managing its affairs.” 

 
Conclusion 
 This paper has succeeded in emphasizing the strong line of connection between 
community leadership and community development.  As long as a community leader is 
guided by, and dedicated to promoting the fundamental principles of community 
development, his leadership structure will be effective.  It is an undisputed fact that the 
success of community development depends solely on the united efforts of the people.  
However, there is a pressing need for an effective leader to help mobilize them into 
action, thereby enabling them to improve themselves as well as their environment.  The 
absence of a good leader promotes an atmosphere of confusion, disorganization, and 
friction among the people.  No meaningful development can thrive in such an 
atmosphere, or under a corrupt and inexperienced leader.  Hence, there is a need for 
potential leaders to be properly trained before being put at the helm of affairs.  This goes 
a long way to prevent the aforementioned handicaps of leadership, thereby fostering 
community development. 
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