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Executive Summary 

“A community’s greatest resource is its people—and the 
relationships among them.” 

Community Intelligence becomes actionable when people and organizations can recognize what exists, 
understand one another, establish trust, exchange knowledge, and act together. The Community Relationship 
Framework (CRF) describes the relational foundation through which community needs can be connected with 
community capacity. 

The CRF is not primarily a technology framework. It is a human framework. Technology can help a community 
see, organize, strengthen, and activate relationships, but the relationship itself remains the essential unit. 

At the center of the framework is a practical proposition: communities often possess more capacity than they 
can presently mobilize. The missing element is frequently the relationship that connects a need with a person, 
organization, resource, skill, or network able and willing to respond. 

Central Proposition 

NEED 
What requires attention? 

RELATIONSHIP 
Who can connect need with capacity? 

CAPACITY 
Who has the willingness, knowledge, 

skills, resources, or influence to respond? 

Key ideas 

• Relationships are infrastructure: trust, mentorship, friendship, partnership, and knowledge of who can help 
whom are community assets. 

• Not every connection is a relationship, and not every relationship produces collaboration. Community 
Intelligence grows as communities intentionally deepen relational capacity. 

• Service can create new community capacity. A person receiving help today may become a volunteer, mentor, 
advocate, or partner tomorrow. 

• People and organizations are multidimensional. They may need support in one area while possessing 
significant capacity in another. 

• Healthy relationships preserve community memory, reduce duplication, strengthen referrals, and accelerate 
learning. 

• The goal is not to control relationships but to make them more visible, meaningful, purposeful, and actionable 
while preserving their human character. 
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The Framework in One Sentence 

Community capacity is not fully realized until relationships connect what a 
community needs with what its people are able and willing to contribute.  
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1. The Relationship Problem 
Most communities do not suffer from a complete absence of resources. They suffer from disconnection. A tutor 
may be available while a student needs help. A mentor may be willing while a young person remains unseen. An 
organization may have volunteers while another has an unmet need. A business may have opportunity while a 
resident possesses the needed skills. 

In each case, the potential for impact already exists. The missing element is often the relationship that connects 
need with capacity. 

2. From Individuals to Relationships 
Traditional approaches often organize information around individuals, organizations, programs, or services. The 
CRF asks a different question: Who is connected to whom, and why does that relationship matter? 

A person is more than a record. 

An organization is more than a service provider. 

A volunteer is more than a resource. 

A need is more than a case. 

Each exists within a network of relationships. The CRF therefore treats the relationship as a fundamental unit of 
community capacity. 

3. The Central Relationship 

NEED  ↔  RELATIONSHIP  ↔  CAPACITY 

On one side is a person, family, organization, or community with a need. On the other is a person, organization, 
or network possessing the willingness, knowledge, skills, resources, or influence to respond. Between them is 
the relationship—the mechanism that makes coordinated action possible. 

People → Relationships → Trust → Knowledge → Collaboration → Action → Learning 
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4. Human Relationships and Trust 
Information alone does not create collaboration. A database may identify compatible skills; it cannot create 
trust. A directory may identify a service; it cannot create confidence that the service will respond appropriately. A 
social network can create a connection; it does not necessarily create a relationship. 

Trust develops through human experience. It grows when people: 

• keep commitments 

• communicate honestly 

• demonstrate competence 

• respect one another 

• protect appropriate boundaries 

• listen and respond consistently 

• recognize one another’s dignity 

• act in the interests of the people and communities they serve 

Trust is not an accessory to Community Intelligence. Trust is one of its enabling 
conditions. 

5. Relationships Are More Than Connections 

Stage Meaning 

Awareness I know this person or organization exists. 

Connection I have a way to reach them. 

Interaction We have communicated or worked together. 

Relationship We have an ongoing connection with mutual understanding and purpose. 

Trust I have sufficient confidence to share, refer, collaborate, or act. 

Collaboration We can work together toward a shared outcome. 

Collective Action We coordinate capabilities to address something larger than either could 
accomplish alone. 
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6. The Community Relationship Network 
Relationships rarely exist in isolation. A person may be connected to family, neighbors, teachers, coaches, 
mentors, employers, faith communities, nonprofits, healthcare providers, government agencies, businesses, 
and other community members. The result is not a collection of separate programs; it is a community 
relationship network. 

The strength of that network depends not simply on the number of connections, but on their quality, relevance, 
trustworthiness, and usefulness. 

Recognize → Understand → Connect → Coordinate → Act → Learn 

7. From Service Delivery to Relationship Development 

Traditional service model Need → Program → Service → Case Closed 

Relational model Need → Relationship → Trust → Service → 
Collaboration → Continued Connection → Learning 

The difference is significant. The goal is not simply to solve an isolated problem; it is to strengthen a person’s 
connection to the community. Service can create new community capacity: a recipient may become a volunteer, 
a student may become a mentor, an organization receiving support may later become a partner, and a 
community member may become an advocate. 

8. Reciprocity 
The CRF challenges the assumption that community relationships divide neatly into “those who need” and 
“those who serve.” People may occupy both roles at different times. Someone may need assistance in one area 
while possessing significant capacity in another. Organizations are similarly multidimensional—providing 
services while also needing volunteers, funding, facilities, referrals, or expertise. 

People are not merely recipients. People are not merely resources. They are 
participants in a living network of relationships. 
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9. Relationships Create Community Memory 
When relationships are disconnected, communities repeatedly rediscover the same information: Who knows 
this family? Who has worked with this organization? Who has experience solving this problem? Who has already 
tried this? Who has the trust of the people involved? 

Relationship-centered communities develop institutional and social memory. That memory can reduce 
duplication, improve referrals, accelerate collaboration, and help communities learn from experience. 

A community becomes more intelligent when it can retain and responsibly apply 
what it has learned through its relationships. 

10. The Role of Organizations 
The CRF does not diminish organizations. It places them within the broader community relationship network. 
Organizations bring expertise, infrastructure, staff, volunteers, funding, facilities, programs, institutional 
knowledge, credibility, and relationships. 

Yet organizations are ultimately composed of people. Effective collaboration often occurs because people within 
organizations develop relationships with one another. That encourages communities to ask not only “Which 
organization provides this service?” but also “Who knows the person who can help?” 
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11. From Relationships to Action 
Relationships have value in themselves, but Community Intelligence ultimately concerns the capacity to act 
wisely together. The CRF follows a learning relationship cycle: 

 Step Purpose 

1 Recognize Identify a person, need, opportunity, or capability. 

2 Connect Identify people or organizations with relevant relationships or 
capacity. 

3 Engage Create meaningful communication. 

4 Establish Trust Develop sufficient confidence for deeper interaction. 

5 Understand Exchange information, experience, and context. 

6 Collaborate Develop a shared response. 

7 Act Mobilize people and resources. 

8 Learn Understand what happened and what can be improved. 

9 Strengthen the Network Use what was learned to improve future relationships and 
responses. 
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12. The Community Relationship Framework 
The CRF can be summarized through seven interconnected elements: 

PEOPLE Who is present? 

NEEDS What requires attention? 

CAPACITY Who has the knowledge, skills, relationships, resources, or willingness to 
respond? 

RELATIONSHIPS Who can connect people and capacity? 

TRUST What makes meaningful collaboration possible? 

COLLABORATION What can we accomplish together? 

ACTION & LEARNING What happened, what changed, and what did we learn? 

The learning generated through this process becomes new community knowledge. That knowledge strengthens 
future relationships, and stronger relationships increase the community’s capacity to respond. 
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13. The CRF and Community Intelligence 
The Community Relationship Framework provides a relational foundation for Community Intelligence. It explains 
why Community Intelligence cannot be created simply by collecting more information. A community may 
possess enormous amounts of data and still lack the ability to act intelligently. Conversely, a community with 
strong relationships may possess extraordinary knowledge that has never been formally documented. 

The CRF provides a bridge between what a community knows and what a 
community can do. 

Technology becomes valuable not as a substitute for relationships, but as an instrument for helping 
communities see, strengthen, coordinate, and learn from them. 

14. A Living Framework 
The CRF should not be understood as a rigid diagram. Communities are living systems. Relationships change. 
People move. Organizations evolve. Needs emerge. Capabilities develop. Trust can be strengthened or 
damaged. New leaders appear, old relationships are renewed, and opportunities emerge from unexpected 
connections. 

Its purpose is not to control relationships. Its purpose is to make relationships 
more visible, meaningful, purposeful, and actionable while preserving their human 

character. 
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15. The Larger Community Intelligence Project 
The Community Relationship Framework is the third paper in the emerging Community Intelligence Project. 
Paper 1, What Is Community Intelligence?, introduced Community Intelligence as a framework for understanding 
how communities develop the capacity to know, connect, learn, decide, act, and adapt together. Paper 2, 
Principles of Community Intelligence, explored the principles that guide this emerging field. 

This paper establishes a central proposition: Community Intelligence is 
relational. 

Future work will explore how communities can measure collective intelligence, assess maturity, develop 
operating structures, and responsibly apply Community Intelligence across different sectors and settings. 

Conclusion 
Every community contains people who need help. Every community contains people who want to help. Between 
those two realities lies one of the greatest opportunities—and one of the greatest challenges—of community 
development: connection. 

The CRF begins with the conviction that people should not be reduced to needs, services, profiles, or 
transactions. They are participants in relationships. Those relationships create trust. Trust enables the exchange 
of knowledge. Knowledge enables collaboration. Collaboration enables action. Action creates experience. 
Experience creates learning. And learning strengthens the community’s ability to respond the next time. 

A community becomes more intelligent when its people become better 
able to know one another, trust one another, connect needs with capacity, 

learn together, and act together. 

The intelligence of a community is not merely found in what its people 
know. It is found in what their relationships make possible. 
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