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Executive Summary
Communities possess enormous stores of knowledge, experience, relationships, resources, creativity, and 
wisdom, yet these assets are often fragmented across organizations, institutions, neighborhoods, professions, 
families, and individuals. Community Intelligence describes the capacity that emerges when those elements 
become meaningfully connected around the well-being and advancement of a community. It is not simply more 
communication, more data, or more networking. It is the collective capacity to perceive circumstances, understand 
context, connect assets and relationships, learn from experience, make informed choices, and act together toward 
shared outcomes. This paper sets out fifteen principles for developing that capacity and proposes a continuous 
cycle of seeing, understanding, connecting, discerning, acting, learning, and adapting.

Central proposition
A community becomes more intelligent when it becomes 
better able to know itself, connect itself, learn together, and 
act together.

Working definition

The collective capacity of a community to perceive, 
understand, connect, learn, decide, and act in ways that 
strengthen the well-being and potential of the people and 
places within it.

Human center
Community Intelligence treats relationships, trust, dignity, 
agency, lived experience, and shared language as 
foundational infrastructure.

Ultimate measure
Not the amount of information collected, but the increased 
capacity of the community to understand and improve itself.
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1. From Connected Communities to Intelligent Communities
The digital age has given communities unprecedented capacity to communicate. People can publish instantly, 
organizations can promote programs widely, social networks can connect individuals across distance, and data 
systems can collect enormous quantities of information. Yet connectivity alone does not necessarily produce 
community capacity.

A community can be highly connected and poorly coordinated.

A community can have abundant information and little understanding. It can have many organizations addressing 
the same problems while remaining largely unaware of one another. It can have extraordinary volunteers who do 
not know where their skills are needed, or resources available for a challenge while people experiencing that 
challenge remain disconnected from those resources.

The deeper challenge is the ability to transform what a community knows, possesses, and experiences into 
coordinated wisdom and effective action. This is the territory of Community Intelligence.

Community Intelligence asks practical questions about knowledge, experience, assets, relationships, gaps, 
willingness to help, what has already been learned, what should happen next, and how meaningful change will be 
recognized.

The shift is from communication to cognition, from connection to 
coordination, and from activity to collective capacity.

2. A Working Definition

Community Intelligence is the collective capacity of a community to 
perceive, understand, connect, learn, decide, and act in ways that 

strengthen the well-being and potential of the people and places within it.

Collective
Community Intelligence resides in relationships as well as 
individuals; no single person or organization possesses the 
complete picture.

Capacity
It is the repeatable ability to turn knowledge and 
relationships into understanding and action.

Perceive
See needs, opportunities, risks, strengths, and changes that 
may otherwise remain invisible.

Understand Interpret information within context.

Connect
Link people, organizations, resources, knowledge, and 
opportunities in meaningful ways.

Learn Turn experience into shared learning rather than repeatedly 
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losing it.

Decide
Use intelligence to inform priorities, investments, 
relationships, and choices.

Act
Use intelligence to improve outcomes; intelligence is not an 
end in itself.

3. What Community Intelligence Is - and Is Not
Community Intelligence is not synonymous with social media, networking, community engagement, collective 
impact, or organizational collaboration. Social media is primarily designed to facilitate communication and 
interaction; Community Intelligence is concerned with collective understanding and capability.

Social media can generate visibility. Community Intelligence seeks to generate understanding, connection, and 
capacity for action. The distinction matters because communities do not necessarily become stronger simply 
because more people are connected. The quality of the connections, relevance of the information, strength of the 
relationships, capacity to learn, and ability to convert knowledge into action matter most.

Community Intelligence is the capacity that emerges when people, 
relationships, information, organizations, resources, and experience 
become meaningfully connected around community well-being and 

advancement.
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4. Fifteen Principles of Community Intelligence
The following principles provide a foundation for understanding and developing Community Intelligence.

Principle 1 - Every Community Contains Intelligence
Every community already possesses knowledge, experience, relationships, history, skills, creativity, institutions, 
resources, and wisdom. Much of that intelligence is distributed rather than centralized. The task is not to create 
intelligence from nothing, but to discover, connect, organize, and activate what is already present.

The intelligence of a community is already present, even when it is not yet connected.

Principle 2 - Relationships Are Infrastructure
Communities have physical infrastructure, but they also possess relational infrastructure. Trust, friendship, 
mentorship, partnership, institutional relationships, and knowledge of who can help whom are foundational assets. 
When relational infrastructure is weak, even abundant physical and financial resources may fail to produce desired 
outcomes.

Trust, friendship, mentorship, and partnership are community infrastructure.

Principle 3 - Context Turns Information Into Intelligence
Information without context can mislead. Statistics, directories, and demographic profiles become more useful 
when connected to people, place, history, circumstances, and lived experience. The important question is not only 
what we know, but what what we know means in this community, for these people, at this time.

Principle 4 - The Person Is More Than a Need
Administrative categories may be necessary, but they are incomplete descriptions of human beings. Every person 
has needs and also strengths, relationships, interests, experience, aspirations, and potential contributions. 
Community Intelligence seeks to understand the whole person within relationships and community.

Ask not only what a person needs, but what strengths they possess and what 
relationships can expand possibility.

Principle 5 - Assets Must Be Visible
A community cannot effectively mobilize resources it cannot see. Assets include people, skills, knowledge, 
organizations, businesses, facilities, volunteers, relationships, culture, education, expertise, technology, time, 
leadership, and lived experience. Mapping assets matters because visible assets can be connected to needs, 
opportunities, and one another.

Principle 6 - Intelligence Emerges Through Connection
One person may possess knowledge, another a relationship, another resources, another authority to act, and 
another firsthand experience. The breakthrough may occur when those people become connected. The goal is not 
simply to collect more information, but to create meaningful connections among what already exists.

The intelligence of the network may exceed the information possessed by any individual 
member.

Principle 7 - Trust Is a Necessary Condition for Intelligence
Communities do not freely exchange meaningful knowledge without trust. People must believe they will be heard, 
organizations must believe collaboration will not automatically cost them recognition or control, individuals must 
trust that information will be treated responsibly, and partners must believe commitments will be honored. 
Technology can facilitate relationships; it cannot manufacture trust.
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Principle 8 - Shared Intelligence Requires Shared Language
Different sectors often describe the same reality differently. Educators may speak of students, healthcare 
professionals of patients, nonprofits of clients, businesses of customers or employees, governments of residents or 
constituents, and families of people they love. A shared language does not erase professional differences; it 
makes shared understanding possible.

Principle 9 - Communities Must Learn, Not Merely Act
Activity is not the same as progress. Intelligent communities ask what happened, what worked, what did not, who 
benefited, who did not, what surprised them, what they learned, and what should change. Learning transforms 
experience into future capacity.

Without learning, communities repeatedly solve the same problems without 
accumulating wisdom.

Principle 10 - Intelligence Must Lead to Action
The purpose of understanding is not simply to understand; the purpose of connection is not simply to connect; the 
purpose of data is not simply to collect data. Community Intelligence should improve the community's ability to act 
wisely and effectively.

A community that knows and acts intelligently possesses capacity.

Principle 11 - Action Must Remain Adaptive
Communities are living systems. Conditions change, people move, organizations evolve, needs emerge, resources 
disappear, and opportunities appear. No strategy should assume that today's understanding will remain sufficient 
tomorrow. Intelligence requires an ongoing cycle of observation, understanding, connection, decision, action, 
learning, and adaptation.

Principle 12 - Intelligence Must Be Distributed
Community Intelligence should not become another mechanism for concentrating power. No single organization 
should know everything, solve everything, or coordinate everything. Leadership becomes more effective when it 
activates the intelligence of others rather than attempting to substitute for it.

Distribute knowledge and responsibility while improving the connections between 
them.

Principle 13 - The Community Is the Unit of Relationship
Institutions matter because they contribute knowledge, resources, authority, expertise, and capacity. But the 
objective is not institutional connection for its own sake. The deeper purpose is to improve relationships among 
people, families, organizations, and the community they collectively form. This places human flourishing at the 
center of the framework.

Principle 14 - Intelligence Should Increase Agency
A healthy community does not simply do things for people. It creates conditions in which people can increasingly 
participate in shaping their own futures. Community Intelligence should strengthen informed choice, resource 
access, relationship-building, contribution, problem-solving, and the ability to influence the future of one's 
community.

The strongest communities expand people's capacity to participate in creating 
solutions.

Principle 15 - The Measure of Intelligence Is Community Capacity
Outputs such as attendance, services delivered, dollars invested, and programs offered matter, but Community 
Intelligence adds deeper questions: Did relationships strengthen? Did knowledge become more accessible? Did 
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disconnected assets become connected? Did agency increase? Did duplication decrease? Did gaps become 
visible? Did collective response improve?

The ultimate measure is the increased capacity of the community to understand and 
improve itself.

5. The Community Intelligence Cycle
The principles can be understood as a continuous ecosystem of collective intelligence. The cycle is not linear; 
each experience changes the knowledge base from which the next decision is made.

SEE
Recognize people, conditions, assets, needs, relationships, 
opportunities, and emerging challenges.

UNDERSTAND
Place information into context and develop a more complete 
picture.

CONNECT
Bring together the people, organizations, knowledge, 
resources, and relationships that matter.

DISCERN Identify priorities, possibilities, risks, and opportunities.

ACT
Mobilize resources and relationships toward meaningful 
outcomes.

LEARN Capture experience and evaluate what happened.

ADAPT Use new understanding to improve future action.

SEE -> UNDERSTAND -> CONNECT -> DISCERN -> ACT -> LEARN -> ADAPT -> 
SEE

6. From Information to Capability
The significance of Community Intelligence becomes clearer when three levels are distinguished:

Information What do we know?

Intelligence What does what we know mean?

Capability What can we collectively do with what we know?

A community may possess substantial information but limited intelligence if information is fragmented or 
disconnected from context. It may possess intelligence but limited capability if it cannot mobilize relationships, 
resources, leadership, or action.

Information -> Intelligence -> Capability -> Impact
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7. The Role of Technology
Technology can dramatically increase the potential for Community Intelligence, but technology is not Community 
Intelligence itself. Technology can help make relationships visible, organize information, identify assets, coordinate 
volunteers, connect needs with resources, document interactions, facilitate referrals, track commitments, measure 
outcomes, preserve institutional memory, identify patterns, and support decision-making.

The question is not: “What technology can we deploy?” It is: “What does 
our community need to know, connect, learn, and do - and what 

technology can help us accomplish that?”

Technology should amplify community intelligence, not replace it.

8. Implications for Community Development
The traditional model of community development often emphasizes programs. The emerging model must also 
emphasize capacity. Programs, organizations, funding, and policy remain important, but communities increasingly 
need the ability to coordinate these resources around the realities people experience.

Move From Move Toward

from isolated organizations to connected ecosystems

from service inventories to living asset networks

from transactions to relationships

from data collection to shared understanding

from program activity to measurable learning

from dependency to agency

from fragmented effort to collective capability
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9. Research Agenda and Practical Test
If Community Intelligence is to become a meaningful field of study and practice, the paper identifies an 
interdisciplinary research agenda spanning community development, sociology, education, public administration, 
organizational theory, information science, systems thinking, and related fields.

 How can Community Intelligence be measured?
 What characteristics distinguish highly intelligent communities?
 How does trust affect the flow of community knowledge?
 How can relational assets be mapped without reducing relationships to transactions?
 What technologies most effectively support Community Intelligence?
 How does Community Intelligence affect outcomes for individuals and communities?
 How can communities preserve institutional memory?
 How can lived experience be integrated with institutional and quantitative knowledge?
 What organizational structures strengthen distributed leadership?
 How can Community Intelligence be developed ethically while protecting privacy, dignity, and individual 

agency?

A Seven-Question Practical Test
YES / NOT YET   Can we see what is happening?

YES / NOT YET   Can we understand why it is happening?

YES / NOT YET   Can we identify who and what can contribute?

YES / NOT YET   Can we connect those assets effectively?

YES / NOT YET   Can we act together?

YES / NOT YET   Can we learn from what happens?

YES / NOT YET   Can we adapt based upon what we learn?

The more consistently a community can answer “yes,” the greater its 
collective capacity for intelligent action.

10. The Larger Proposition
Communities know more than any individual within them. But knowing is not enough. Community knowledge must 
be connected, relationships strengthened, experience remembered, assets made visible, people empowered, 
organizations able to learn together, and collective knowledge capable of informing action.

Community Intelligence is not about making individual people smarter. It is about creating the conditions in which 
the intelligence already distributed throughout a community can become visible, connected, shared, and 
actionable.

Every community contains more possibility than it can presently see.

The teacher knows something the business leader does not. The parent knows something the institution does not. 
The volunteer knows something the professional does not. A young person may see something an older 
generation overlooks. One organization may possess resources another needs. A neighborhood may possess 
relationships formal systems cannot easily replicate.

The community's greatest untapped resource may therefore not be something that needs to be acquired. It may be 
something that needs to be connected.

Community Intelligence asks communities to see themselves not merely as collections of problems, programs, 
institutions, and populations, but as living networks of people, relationships, knowledge, assets, experience, and 
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potential. When those elements become visible to one another, when relationships become stronger, when 
knowledge becomes shared, when experience becomes learning, and when learning becomes coordinated action, 
something greater than individual intelligence emerges.

A community begins to think together.

And when a community can think together, learn together, and act together, it possesses a powerful new form of 
capacity: Community Intelligence.

About This White Paper
This paper is intended as an evolving framework for discussion, research, experimentation, and practice. 
Community Intelligence is presented as an emerging concept and field of inquiry rather than as a claim that a 
universally accepted academic definition already exists.

Community Mountain invites community leaders, practitioners, researchers, institutions, and others interested in 
strengthening communities to examine, challenge, refine, and build upon these principles.
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