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About Change Elemental

Change Elemental partners across sectors to 

disrupt and transform systems of inequity and 

create powerful vehicles for justice. 

Combining wisdom and experimentation, 

experience and reflection, we join with our 

clients and partners to imagine and co-create 

transformative approaches to change that 

include necessary shifts in what we do, how 

we do it, and who we are while we are doing it. 

Our approach is rooted in our values, guiding 

principles, and the elements of a thriving justice 

ecosystem.

We envision a world where the planet and all 

who inhabit it experience love, dignity, and 

justice, and where resources and power are 

shared in ways that provide everyone the 

opportunity to realize their potential, live life 

fully, and contribute to the well-being of people 

and planet.

We are collaborators and companions, 

conveners and practitioners, co-conspirators 

and healers, living into the possibility of the 

world we are trying to create. Together, we 

connect across divides and overcome habits, 

conditions, and mindsets that hold us back. 

Together, we reimagine and remake systems to 

ensure the well-being of all—our organizations, 

our movements, our world. 
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Introduction
The capacities essential to 
building community power 

This report shares the wisdom and 

experience of community power building 
organizations (CPBOs) on the capacities 

uniquely needed to build community 

power. CPBOs are organizations, networks, 

and individuals that are organizing and 

supporting the people who are most affected 

by inequitable systems. CPBOs support 

community members to become decision 

makers, leaders, advocates, and guides that 

intentionally transform systems, redistribute 

power, and shift community conditions.a CPBOs 

may be identified by geography (local, state, 

regional, national), demography (e.g., youth, 

workers, multi-racial), or issue(s) (e.g., workers’ 

rights, environmental justice, multi-issue), 

and conduct a range of activities, including 

base building. What distinguishes all CPBOs 

from organizations that otherwise engage or 

educate community members is their ability to 

interweave capacities to organize communities, 

deepen equity, and cultivate leadership  

and leaders.b  

a By “guide” we refer to people who facilitate transformation and healing within individuals and groups. Guides often channel spiritual, artistic, creative, 

Indigenous, and/or ancestral wisdom.

b We define and discuss these capacities in the sections “The Capacity to Organize Communities,” “The Capacity to Deepen Equity,” and “The Capacity to 

Cultivate Leadership and Leaders.”

c See Glossary: capacities, community power, community power building.

By capacities, we mean patterns of thinking, 

behaving, feeling, and being along with the ca-

pabilities, knowledge, and resources needed for 

building community power.c  Through research 

and conversations with 40 local CPBOs that 

participated in Lead Local: Community Driven 
Change and Power of Collective Action, we 

learned about the types and combinations of 

capacities unique to building power that are 

manifesting within an ecosystem to transform 

systems and conditions towards equity. 

Ten capacities for building community 

power emerged from stories and interviews 

with CPBOs. These capacities can be found 

at different levels throughout a community, 

including individual, organizational, and 

network. Some capacities, like the capacity to 

organize communities, are particular to CPBOs. 

Other capacities have aspects that are specific 

to CPBOs; for example, network weaving that 

centers equity and trust is a critical facet of 

the capacity to nurture and sustain networks 

among CPBOs.

 

 

1

https://changeelemental.org/


W H A T  I S  N E E D E D  T O  B U I L D  C O M M U N I T Y  P O W E R ?

 
 

 
  

 

What does it take for CPBOs to build enough community power to 
transform the systems and conditions needed for healthy, equitable 
communities, while centering those who have been most affected, 
particularly Black and Indigenous peoples?

These ten capacities do not constitute a single 

static framework with rigid definitions for each 

capacity. Frameworks are effective tools for 

sensemaking in complicated environments, 

but capacities for building community power 

are complex.1  Instead, CPBOs hold that the 

capacities for building power are overlapping, 

interconnected, and constantly changing. 

They weave and work together as a whole. 

For instance, the capacities to organize 

communities, deepen equity, and cultivate 

leadership and leaders combine in ways that 

distinguish CPBOs from other groups that 

engage community members.

There are also variations in how these 

capacities show up across geography and 

time. CPBOs make different decisions about 

which capacities are most critical, what a 

strong capacity looks like for them, the extent 

to which they strengthen a particular capacity, 

how deeply they integrate it into their work at 

every level (i.e., individual, team, organization, 

network), and how they build each capacity. 

Thus, there are different combinations and 

types of capacities that manifest in each 

community. For example, one CPBO shared 

that in a multi-ethnic city such as Minneapolis, 

they are deepening equity by unraveling  

a See Glossary: oppression.

b See Glossary: privilege.

c See the principle of equity discussed in the section “What is community power building?” for more information about why we center  

Black and Indigenous peoples.

d See Glossary: ally.

internalized oppression and building solidarity 

among people of color.a  Another local CPBO 

shared that in Seattle, which has many white 

liberals, they are deepening equity by educating 

white people about their privilege and how to  

be an ally. b 

Our report describes these ten capacities in 

detail and concludes with implications for 

potential partners who want to strengthen 

capacities for community power building. 

Partners can forge long-term, trusting, 

equitable relationships with CPBOs. They  

can invest in CPBOs by valuing their expertise 

and funding their work. They can shift the 

structures, policies, practices, and cultures 

of non-CPBOs and funders to align with 

the capacities that are essential to building 

community power. They can center Black and 

Indigenous communities in their own program 

strategies and theories of change.c  Finally, they 

can disrupt the role of nonprofits, funders, and 

public agencies in sustaining health inequities. 

In sharing emerging insights, we invite those 

who care about advancing health equity to 

reimagine the ways they support, invest in, 

and ally with CPBOs.d 

Why building community 
power advances health equity

Health equity recognizes that the “mechanisms 

that organize the distribution of power and 

resources differentially across . . . dimensions 

of individual and group identity . . . manifest in 

unequal social, economic, and environmental 

conditions, also called the social determinants 

of health.”a  These social determinants of health 

are not accidental conditions.b Rather, these 

conditions are the intentional product of 

inequitable systems (i.e., structures, policies, 

and culture reinforced at the individual, 

community, and societal levels over 

generations). Not only do inequitable systems 

give rise to inequitable conditions, but also the 

conditions sustain and exponentially magnify 

inequitable systems. This vicious reinforcing 

cycle between conditions and systems 

underlies inequitable communities. 

Crises like the COVID-19 pandemic reveal 

how systems are designed to disproportion-

ately impact and harm people who have been 

excluded from creating and leading systems.

The pandemic has raised awareness of the 

connections among areas such as child and 

elder care, workers’ rights, food systems, public 

health, criminal justice, and immigration. It also 

a See Glossary: health equity; James N. Weinstein et al., “The Root Causes of Health Inequity—Communities in Action,” Communities in Action: Pathways to 

Health Equity (National Academic Press, 2017).

b See Glossary: social determinants of health.

c See https://righteousrageinstitute.org/our-voices-our-schools/ for more information about OVOS.

has provided evidence of disparities based on 

class, immigration status, race, disability status, 

and age.2 

Achieving health equity requires shifting 

the social determinants of health as well as 

multiple systems of distributing power and 

resources (e.g., in housing, health care, labor, 

education, safety, etc.). These shifts cannot 

be achieved without building community 

power among those who are most impacted.3  

Whether they are community members 

demanding the early release of prisoners or 

voters electing tribal leaders who create and 

enforce community safety regulations, people 

with enough power can influence, make, and 

implement decisions that fundamentally shift 

social, economic, and environmental conditions 

and the mechanisms that created them. As 

Hasira “Soul” Ashemu, Founder and Chief 

Visionary Officer of Our Voice Our Schools 

(OVOS), shared, “There is no such thing as a 

healthy community without power.”c 

“There is no such thing as  
a healthy community  
without power.”

3
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workers and residents to pass living wage 

ordinances, beginning with ordinances limited 

to public contracts in places like Des Moines, 

IA in 1988 and Baltimore, MD in 1994.8 By 

the early 2000s, communities were trying to 

pass citywide ordinances that applied to more 

employees. In 2003, the local Green Party, 

unions, and CPBOs organizing low-income 

residents influenced the Santa Fe city council 

to pass one of the first citywide living wage 

ordinances that affected all businesses with 

more than 25 employees.a  The community 

effort to pass this ordinance was a model for 

dozens of municipalities across the country 

and, ultimately, the long history of living 

wage organizing grew into the Fight for $15 

movement to restructure the labor market and 

raise wages above state and federal levels.9  

CPBOs work year round and year after year 

to build trusting relationships, support people 

to develop their own leadership to advance 

equitable systems change, and innovate 

systems alternatives. They can be nimble 

in moments of crisis to meet communities 

where they are while also continuing to 

pursue equitable systems change over the 

long term. One example is activists asking for 

the early release of those who are in prisons 

and detention centers during the COVID-19 

pandemic and, at the same time, working 

towards long-term reform of the prison and 

detention system. Over time, CPBOs build 

the people power necessary to redistribute 

a The first citywide living wage ordinance was passed in 2002 in New Orleans, LA; Tina Griego, “Santa Fe Hiked Worker Pay. What Happened Next Is . . . 

unclear.,” The Washington Post, August 4, 2014.

power and resources, shift conditions, and 

create healthy, equitable communities.  

 

Moreover, CPBOs have a holistic approach 

to building community power. They are not 

only reforming systems and conditions so 

they are more equitable, but also dismantling 

harmful systems and building alternatives that 

prefigure what a healthy, equitable community 

could be in the future. The work of CPBOs in 

transforming communities requires aligning 

both interior conditions (i.e., the strength inside 

organizations, networks and individuals) and 

outer conditions (i.e., the change CPBOs seek to 

inspire out in the world). This approach requires 

a unique set of capacities that contribute 

to and amplify community power building, 

which CPBOs continuously develop within an 

ecosystem of partners—including advocates, 

national civic networks, funders, and more.

Why CPBOs are critical to 
building community power

CPBOs have a long successful history of 

removing barriers to equity (i.e., discrimination, 

poverty, and power imbalances) and of creating 

innovative alternatives to inequitable systems. 

Nationally, decades of work by CPBOs have 

resulted in the Fair Labor Standards Act 

(1938), Civil Rights Act (1964), Americans with 

Disabilities Act (1990), Patient Protection 

and Affordable Care Act (2010), and so much 

more.4 More recent organizing efforts—such 

as the Movement for Black Lives and the Mní 

Wicóni (Water is Life) Movement at Standing 

Rock—have strengthened community relation-

ships based on cultural, ancestral, and spiritual 

practices and have brought attention to issues 

such as ending police brutality and respecting 

tribal sovereignty. 

Mainstream narratives about historic 

legislative wins often focus on decades of 

research and policy work catalyzed by a 

few isolated moments of spontaneous mass 

mobilization or individual acts of resistance. 

Mass mobilization, however, is not a random 

product of the collective zeitgeist, but instead 

the result of decades of power-building work 

led by CPBOs building the relationships, trust, 

and skills to challenge deep-seated injustice.5 

a See https://www.chainbreaker.org for more information about Chainbreaker.

For example, the March on Washington in 

1963 was the result of months of collective 

efforts of organizers who built an alliance of 

civil rights, labor, and religious organizations. 

Similarly, Rosa Parks was not an independent 

actor in the civil rights  movement, but rather 

attended nonviolent direct action trainings 

along with other civil rights activists and 

organizers four months prior to refusing to give 

up her seat in the front of the bus. This action 

was part of a larger strategy, supported by 

CPBOs, that included the 382-day Montgomery 

Bus Boycott.6  CPBOs including the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) 

and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) 

also played integral roles in coordinating the 

Freedom Rides, which lasted seven months, 

along with many other actions that ultimately 

contributed to fundamental changes in law  

and policy.7 

  

Locally, CPBOs not only advance equity in their 

communities but also affect other communities 

and states. For example, Chainbreaker, an 

economic and environmental CPBO in Santa 

Fe, New Mexico, shared, “We have one of the 
first, . . . strongest, [and] most comprehensive 
living wage laws. . . . I think people pay attention 
to what happens in Santa Fe and a lot of times 
people look to us in terms of a progressive city 
that can be a model for the country.”a  Since 

the late 1980s, CPBOs have been organizing 

CPBOs fill an essential and critical function: building the people 
power necessary to create healthy, equitable communities. 

P H OTO  B Y  O U R  VO I C E ,  O U R  S C H O O L S
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Methodology
Research

From January 2019–September 2020, 40 

field partners (local CPBOs) participated in 

Lead Local: Community Driven Change and Power 
of Collective Action, supported by the Robert 

Wood Johnson Foundation. They represented 

CPBOs that are 501(c)3 nonprofits in 16 places:

• Small to midsize cities (with populations 

between 50,000 and 500,000)—Atlanta, 

Des Moines, Eau Claire, Miami, 

Minneapolis, Portland (Maine), Rochester 

(New York), Santa Ana, and Santa Fe

• Larger cities (with populations over 

500,000)—Chicago, Detroit, and Denver

• Four states—Kentucky, Oregon, Texas, and 

Washington 

This report is based on the following research 

with these Lead Local field partners, referred to 

as local CPBOs:

• Interviews conducted by USC Equity 

Research Institute, Change Elemental, Right 

to the City, Human Impact Partners, and 

Caring Across Generations

• Workshops on capacities for community 

power building during the November 2019 

Lead Local convening with all 40 local CPBOs 

• Gatherings with 19 of the 40 local CPBOs, 

who volunteered to share more detailed 

stories and lessons learned on capacities 

for community power building through the 

following activities:

 • A full-day session in March 2020

 •  Follow-up conversations and feedback 

from April to June 2020

 •  A review of organizational websites, 

social media, and online reports  

and news

Unless otherwise identified, the quotes shared 

in this report are from the local CPBOs.

In addition, we conducted a literature review 

on CPBO capacities and drew on Change 

Elemental’s prior research and work with 

CPBOs. The findings from these sources were 

consistent with what was shared by the 40 local 

CPBOs. Thus, we feel confident in synthesizing 

the findings across various sources and general-

izing to CPBOs more broadly. 

Limitations

The 40 local CPBOs are an incredible sample  

of the community power building field working 

on a range of issues in many communities,  

and there were still groups that were  

under-represented. These missing categories 

of CPBOs include those led by and serving 

Indigenous peoples, LGBTQ populations, and 

people with disabilities—though many CPBOs 

have staff and members that hold these 

identities. Also missing are CPBOs that are 

smaller, emerging, or volunteer-led, particularly 

those with the primary purpose of creating 

alternative equitable systems in the here and 

now. Finally, Lead Local focused on organiza-

tions that originated in and are still rooted in 

local communities, which excluded networked 

CPBOs that are state or national networks 

of organizations (e.g., Center for Popular 

Democracy, Community Change, or People’s 

Action) as well as CPBOs that are the national 

hub for activists that form community groups 

(e.g., Movimiento Cosecha, The Movement for 

Black Lives, or Indivisible). a

a A national network may organize, recruit, or create affiliated nonprofits that are located in different communities or states (e.g., People’s Action, Com-

munity Change, or Center for Popular Democracy). Alternatively, local nonprofits may organize themselves, creating a formal structure to connect across 

different communities (e.g., California Calls). Finally, community members may self-organize informal local groups that come together loosely through a 

national or global hub, as discussed in Blueprints for Change’s “Distributed Organizing ”  

(e.g., Movimiento Cosecha, The Movement for Black Lives, or Indivisible).

Even with one to four CPBOs in each location, 

we did not have a sufficient sample to 

determine the nuances of capacities within 

each community. We cannot distinguish the 

capacities that are predominant in Des Moines, 

for instance, from those in Rochester. We also 

cannot say, for example, that the way that 

building collective power through story in 

one city emphasizes ancestral wisdom while 

in another city looks more like embodied 

practices. Thus, we do not claim to describe all 

the particular nuances of capacities utilized 

within specific locations.

At the same time, we generalize from the local 

CPBOs to capacities among CPBOs broadly 

because there are commonalities across a 

larger set of CPBOs that we have worked  

with, and because local CPBOs across 16  

places indicated that the findings reflect their  

understandings of themselves and of strong 

CPBOs overall.  

P H O T O  B Y  U N I T E D  F O R  A  N E W  E C O N O M Y
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The Capacities Essential to 
Community Power Building
What is community power? 

Many characteristics collectively define 

power.10  Local community power building 

organizations (CPBOs) talked about developing 

a clear vision and values, setting the agenda 

for decisions that affect communities, building 

momentum, influencing policy decisions, 

changing culture, shaping worldviews, and 

dismantling systems.a  CPBOs also see 

different types of power.b  For instance, “power 

over” refers to how institutions and decision 

makers wield the power to make decisions 

for communities. “Power within” refers to 

strength within each individual to make their 

own choices, persist, and thrive. “Power with” 

refers to the collective power that comes from 

collaborating with those who influence healthy 

communities. Moreover, local CPBOs identified 

three purposes for building community  

power (which are neither exhaustive nor 

mutually exclusive):

a Some of these ideas are based on the applied theory of the Grassroots Policy Project (GPP), which works with CPBOs to build power. GPP defines 

power as the ability to influence policy decisions, determine policy agendas, and shape worldviews. 

b For additional information about power, please see Cyndi Suarez, The Power Manual (New Society Publishers, 2018); Graeme Stuart, “4 Types of Power: 

What are power over; power with; power to and power within?”; National Community Development Institute, “Sources of Power.”

c By systems, we mean structures, policies, and cultures reinforced at the individual, community, and societal levels over generations. By conditions, we 

mean the social determinants of health (see Glossary: social determinants of health). In this report, we shorthand the idea in this sentence in multiple ways: 

“reforming and transforming systems and conditions,” “reforming systems and conditions and innovating transformative alternatives,” “changing systems 

and conditions,” and “shifting systems and conditions.”

• To win policies, legislation, budget 

allocations, judicial precedents, corporate 

concessions, etc. 

• To govern by changing the rules that 

determine who becomes the decision 

makers, becoming decision makers inside 

systems, and building mutual accountability 

between decision makers and communities 

• To transform culture, ideologies, 

worldviews, our relationships, and our 

 inner selves

Ultimately, CPBOs are building power to 

reform and repair systems and conditions so 

they are more equitable as well as transform 

them by dismantling harmful systems and 

creating alternatives that prefigure what a 

healthy, equitable community could be in  

the future.c  

According to the USC Equity Research 

Institute, community power is the ability of 

communities most impacted by structural 

inequity to develop, sustain, and grow an 

organized base of people who act together 

through democratic structures to set agendas, 

shift public discourse, influence who makes 

decisions, and cultivate ongoing relationships 

of mutual accountability with decision makers 

that change systems and advance health equity. 

For the purposes of this report, what is most 

important about this definition is the ability 

of people together to create the conditions 

and self-determine the systems (i.e., cultures, 

structures, and policies) necessary for 

healthy, equitable communities. As local 

CPBOs note, community power is an infinite 

resource—dynamically evolving over time as 

relationships multiply and shift—not a fixed 

characteristic or outcome. 

9
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What is community  
power building? 

According to the USC Equity Research 

Institute, community power building is the 

set of strategies used by communities most 

impacted by structural inequity to develop, 

sustain, and grow an organized base of 

people who act together through democratic 

structures to set agendas, shift public 

discourse, influence who makes decisions, 

and cultivate ongoing relationships of mutual 

accountability with decision makers that 

change systems and advance health equity. 

Community power building is particularly 

critical for underserved, underrepresented, 

and historically marginalized communities who 

have been excluded from decision-making on 

the policies and practices that impact their 

health and the health of their communities. 

When we talk about community power building 

in the context of CPBOs, we are referring 

to community organizing and those groups 

that are building bases of people in local 

communities specifically.a  Without community 

organizing, it is not possible to build power. 

There are many other functions represented 

within an ecosystem that contribute to 

and amplify community power building, as 

a See Glossary: community power building organizations (CPBOs).

b CPBOs follow different historical organizing traditions. A few examples of these are the Alinsky model like Industrial Areas Foundation, civil rights 

model like SNCC, and digital organizing model like Occupy Wallstreet. They organize in different communities, in different places (e.g., schools, workplaces, 

faith-based institutions), and at different levels (city, region, state, etc.). They organize on different issues and on multiple issues. They focus on different 

identity groups (e.g., Black, Indigenous, LGBTQ, people with disabilities, etc.). Finally, they organize individuals directly or sometimes indirectly through 

institutions (e.g., faith-based institutions that enlist congregants). See Richard Moser, “Principles of Organizing,” Be Freedom, March 2018.

diagrammed above. There are advocates, 

researchers, and lawyers who affect policies; 

communicators, artists, and media that affect 

culture; backbone groups that weave networks, 

alliances, and coalitions; intermediaries who 

build capacity; funders who provide resources; 

and service providers who meet the needs of 

the members of CPBOs. CPBOs may fulfill 

these functions themselves and/or they 

may partner with others who fulfill these 

functions in the community.

We recognize that CPBOs have many traditions 

and understandings of community organizing, 

and we embrace them all in this report 

(e.g., electoral organizing, transformational 

organizing, Alinsky organizing, distributed 

organizing, and others).b  We distinguish 

community organizing from community 

Organizing and 
Base-Building

Policy Advocacy, 
Research,  

& Law

Networks,  
Alliances,  

& Coalitions

Culture,  
Narrative, & 

Communications
Funders

Service  
Providers

Intermediaries 
(Organization  

& Leader  
Development)

engagement, community planning, community 

development, collective impact initiatives, and 

mobilizing community members for discrete 

actions—even though CPBOs may be involved 

in these efforts as well. CPBOs are unique in 

three ways:  

1. their intention to build community power;a  

2. their ability to intertwine capacities to 

organize communities, deepen equity, and 

cultivate leadership and leaders;b and 

3. in three principles that are core to CPBOs’ 

impactful work, which are democracy, 

equity, and community rootedness.

Democracy

The principle of democracy means that people 

who are most affected by today’s intractable 

problems, define the problems, determine the 

appropriate solutions, and determine the ways 

of getting to those solutions. As a local CPBO 

shared at the 2019 Lead Local Community 

Power for Health Equity Symposium, “Power is 
the voice, ownership, and ability for a neighbor-
hood to say what it wants and to work together to 
drive the change they seek.” It is not enough to 

get input from community members. It is not 

enough to ask community members to innovate 

solutions to a problem defined by experts. It 

is not enough to offer community members a 

a See Glossary: community power, community power building.

b See Glossary: capacities. We define and discuss these capacities in the sections “The Capacity to Organize Communities,” “The Capacity to Deepen 

Equity,” and “The Capacity to Cultivate Leadership and Leaders.”

c “Center” means to lift up the stories and voices of those most impacted (ideally in direct partnership with those centered), prioritize and address the 

disproportionate or unjust impacts on those centered and the sub-groups within those centered, and understand and change the ways inequitable systems 

affect both those centered and other community members; Meredith Minkler et al., “Growing Equity and Health Equity in Perilous Times: Lessons From 

Community Organizers,” Health Education & Behavior 46, no. 1S (October, 2019).

d US laws, policies, and practices “justified” the theft of Indigenous land and genocide of Indigenous people as well as the theft of Black bodies and free-

dom with the design and persistence of chattel slavery and criminalization of Black people.

choice among options short-listed by external 

leaders. Instead, the most effective form of 

democracy is when community members  

are the agents of change, leaders, and 

decision makers.

Equity

A core aspect of equity means that efforts 

to advance equitable systems change center 

those who are most impacted such as Black, 

Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC).c  

In the context of the US, in particular, it 

is important to center the experiences of 

Black and Indigenous peoples when working 

towards equity.11  Black and Indigenous 

communities have survived centuries of 

state-directed oppression—written into the 

policies, laws, and practices of this country.d  

This violence has accumulated over time and 

continues to persist today, embedded in our 

systems (i.e., structures, policies, and cultures 

reinforced at the individual, community, and 

societal levels over time). While Black and 

Indigenous communities are disproportionately 

harmed, the impact of this history affects  

all communities.12  

Our systems sustain oppressive conditions 

that harm many other groups such as people 

of color, people who are LGBTQ, immigrants 

1 1W H A T  I S  N E E D E D  T O  B U I L D  C O M M U N I T Y  P O W E R ?

Adapted from the Power Building Ecosystem diagram in:  
Manuel Pastor, et al., A Primer on Community Power, Place, and 

Structural Change, (USC Dornsife Equity Research Institute, 2020).  

https://befreedom.co/on-organizing/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1090198119852995
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1090198119852995
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without documents, people with disabilities, 

and people who have low income and limited 

financial wealth. Many people live at the 

intersections of these groups where race-based 

inequity is compounded by other inequities 

rooted in gender, class, sexuality, disability 

status, etc.a Further, anti-Black racism specif-

ically has been used as a wedge to preclude 

building power with low-income white people. 

A focus on equity can lead to healing and 

reconciliation that supports multi-racial power 

building over time.

Community rootedness

The principle of community rootedness 

recognizes that community power must 

be based in local communities.b  Efforts to 

advance social change regularly fail because 

they are driven by leaders who are no longer 

or never were part of a community, rather 

than being led by people with current lived 

experience in a community. These external 

leaders may attempt to create blanket solutions 

that aren’t appropriate or effective in local 

communities. They likely will not address root 

causes (i.e., inequitable conditions and systems) 

that affect local communities. CPBOs offer 

an alternative by organizing people to drive 

a See Glossary: intersectionality.

b Among CPBOs, there is a spectrum regarding the leadership of community members. For some CPBOs, community members lead campaigns and 

external work. For other CPBOs, community members lead external work and internal work as staff, board, and volunteers. Mujeres Unidas and Roadmap 

have referred to this spectrum as “member-based to member-led” (see “Shifting Power from the Inside Out: Lessons on Becoming Member-Led from 

Mujeres Unidas y Activas”).

c It is not “community rootedness” to cultivate leaders as a pipeline to other geographies, requiring them to move, lose their relationship to the communi-

ty, and stop serving, supporting, or representing the community in order to move up to higher or better-paid leadership positions. Rather, the intention of 

“community rootedness” is to build power that stays focused on advancing equitable systems change in the local community.

d For more information, see  SpiritHouse.

larger systemic change; that is, CPBOs reveal 

and build power within communities, and 

leadership arises from these communities.

In addition, building community power in 

place can ripple out to other geographies 

and populations. CPBOs nurture community 

leaders who also lead their cities, states, and 

the nation.c  CPBOs can work together to pass 

a state law and then work within their local 

community to influence implementation (e.g., 

inform local ordinances or set up oversight 

committees). CPBOs can also create a local 

systemic change or alternative models that 

can be replicated in other communities or 

statewide change (e.g., SpiritHouse’s  

Harm Free Zones). d 

Finally, the principle of community rootedness 

recognizes that community power building 

will be unique to each place. Every community 

has a distinct history, demographic patterns, 

political and social context, and combination 

of conditions. As a result, building community 

power in Atlanta, Georgia will need to be and 

will look different from building community 

power in Portland, Oregon. 

W H A T  I S  N E E D E D  T O  B U I L D  C O M M U N I T Y  P O W E R ?

What are the capacities for  
community power building?

Just as achieving health equity is a function of 

both internal conditions (the health of our mind 

and bodies)a and external conditions (social 

determinants of health),  building community 

power is an exercise in CPBOs aligning 

both inner work (strengthening individuals, 

organizations, and networks) and outer work 

(changing systems and conditions) and honing 

the unique capacities to build power in this way.

Capacities help answer the question, “What 

does it take for CPBOs to build enough 

community power to transform the systems 

and conditions needed for healthy, equitable 

communities, while centering those who have 

been most affected, particularly Black and 

Indigenous peoples?”b Capacities are patterns 

of thinking, behaving, feeling, and being along 

a See Glossary: health equity, social determinants of health.

b See the principle of equity discussed in the section “What is community power building?” for more information about why we center Black and  

Indigenous peoples.

c See Glossary: capacities.

d For examples of the ways that capacities have been grouped, please see My Healthy Organization, the OMT, the Advocacy CCAT, and version 1 and 2 of 

the OCAT.

with the capabilities, knowledge, and resources 

needed for building community power.c 

 

In the past, the capacity-building field has 

structured capacities into distinct categories. 

Capacities have been grouped in the  

following ways:d

• Structure (e.g., capacities for the human 

resources or communications department) 

• Function (e.g., capacities to be able to 

manage or to lead)

• Program (e.g., capacities for effective 

integrated voter engagement programs)

• Questions (e.g., capacities needed to answer 

the question, “What is our strategy?”)

• Goals (e.g., capacities needed to  

strengthen organizational resiliency or to 

build a movement)

• Type of organization (e.g., capacities for 

advocacy organizations or for a network) 

Capacities are patterns of thinking, behaving, feeling, and 
being along with the capabilities, knowledge, and resources 
needed for building community power.

http://mujeresunidas.net/futurofuerte/
http://mujeresunidas.net/futurofuerte/
https://www.spirithouse-nc.org/harm-free-zone
https://myhealthyorganization.roadmapconsulting.org/
https://www.fordfoundation.org/work/our-grants/building-institutions-and-networks/organizational-mapping-tool/
https://www.tccgrp.com/resource/advocacy-core-capacity-assessment-tool-advocacy-ccat/
https://www.socialventurepartners.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/OCAT-Process-and-Version-1-and-2-Comparison.pdf
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These categories reveal insights about different 

aspects of CPBOs. At the same time, simple 

frameworks fail to capture the complexities 

of CPBOs’ experiences in part because of the 

following reasons:

• There are multiple ways to disaggregate 

each capacity into many components. For 

instance, within management capacity, one 

framework may include people, program, 

and financial management, while another 

framework may include staff supervision, 

volunteer management, and program 

planning. Similarly, each component can be 

clustered within multiple larger capacities 

or be lifted up as its own capacity. For 

instance, we include healing justice within 

the capacity to cultivate leadership and 

leaders, but we could have placed it within 

the capacity to deepen equity; meanwhile, 

others have combined healing justice and 

holistic security into one large capacity.13 

• Over time, new capacities emerge and old 

capacities are redefined.a For instance, 

Social Venture Partners has added 

“advocacy capacity” and shifted “leadership 

capacity” to include “adaptive leadership.”14 

• The same capacity manifests differently at 

various levels of a community or movement.b  

For instance, strong leadership capacity for 

an individual may emphasize personal and 

collective transformation, whereas an orga-

nization may emphasize leadership teams, 

a This is based on how capacity building assessments have changed over time. For instance, the Ford Foundation’s Organizational Mapping Tool includes 

safety and security, and TCC Group’s CCAT has amplified the importance of relational capacity.

b See Glossary: movements.

c These capacities also reflect the experiences of CPBOs in other networks such as the Northstar Network.

d See Glossary: deep equity.

and a network may emphasize generative 

conflict resolution. 

• Frameworks are effective tools for 

sensemaking in complicated environments, 

but the work of capacities for building 

community power is complex.15  Capacities 

can include patterns, capabilities, 

knowledge, and resources, but to create a 

simple taxonomy, frameworks often focus 

on one of these categories of capacity and 

overlook others.

It makes sense, then, that the local  

CPBOs who participated in this research 

talked about capacities as overlapping,  

interconnected, mutually reinforcing,  

and constantly changing. 

We asked the local CPBOs: Which capacities 

are uniquely important for community power 

building today? Below are the capacities that 

CPBOs identified as most essential for building 

community power;c  we describe them more 

fully in subsequent sections of this report: 

• Deepening equity: to bring about deep 
equity that centers Black and Indigenous 

peoplesd 

• Organizing communities: to recruit,  

retain, and support people to develop  

their own leadership to actively reform 

systems and conditions and/or innovate  

transformative alternatives

• Cultivating leadership and leaders:  

to develop an emergent set of people who 

are advancing a common vision, aligning 

values with actions, and continually building 

and sharing power

• Strengthening power-building  

institutions: to nourish and evolve 

equitable, sustainable, and powerful 

CPBOs (including 501(c)3 organizations, 

self-organized volunteer groups, fiscally 

sponsored groups, 501(c)4 organizations, 

PACs, networks, coalitions, and for-profit 

businesses like LLCs, among others)

• Nurturing and sustaining networks: to 

nurture trusting relationships, distribute 

resources and power equitably, and forge 

enough shared identity to advance a vision 

to reform and transform systems and 

conditions over the long term 

• Generating financial resources: to 

expand and sustain financial resources for 

community power building

• Working emergently in a complex 

context: to be grounded in purpose and 

values while evolving emergent strategy to 

transform systems and conditions

• Changing culture and narratives:  

to continually iterate a culture-change 

strategy, support community members to 

tell their stories to change public narratives, 

and partner with artists, cultural producers, 

and others to communicate in a variety  

of ways

• Carrying out research, advocacy, and 

implementation of policy, regulation, and 

law: to ensure that the communities most 

impacted drive and are centered in policy 

research, advocacy, and implementation

• Providing services and mutual aid:  

to meet the needs of community members  

and create alternative systems and 

conditions today 

There are variations in how a capacity 

manifests over time as CPBOs and contexts 

continually evolve. For example, CPBOs may 

be at different points in their life cycles (which 

are iterative and non-linear). Some CPBOs 

are strengthening their network capacity 

to support movement building, while other 

CPBOs are strengthening their institutional 

capacity to meet the needs of members. As 

another example, existing strong capacities 

may become less relevant and need to be 

rebuilt so that they become strong again in 

a different way. Imagine a CPBO that has 

developed a strong community-engaged 

governance structure. As the CPBO builds 

community power, the structure may expand 

to other community stakeholders and decision 

makers. Later, the CPBO may work with others 

to develop a separate 501(c)4 and strong 

governance may shift to align two separate 

governing bodies. Lastly, there may be changes 

in external conditions that redefine what a 

capacity should look like. For example, as a 

result of the COVID pandemic, many  

CPBOs are developing their capacities for  

equity-aligned digital organizing and remote  

work, whereas before they focused on 

in-person organizing. 
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https://www.fordfoundation.org/work/our-grants/building-institutions-and-networks/organizational-mapping-tool/
https://www.tccgrp.com/resource/relational-capacity-a-new-approach-to-capacity-building-in-philanthropy/
https://network.stproject.org/


1 9

There are also variations in how a capacity 

manifests by place. For example, one local 

CPBO shared that in a multi-ethnic city such 

as Minneapolis, they are deepening equity by 

unraveling internalized oppression and building 

solidarity among people of color. Another local 

CPBO shared that in Seattle, which has many 

white liberals, they are deepening equity by 

educating white people about their privilege and 

how to be an ally.a  

While all the capacities are essential to 

building community power, there will be 

different levels of attention to specific 

capacities based on each community’s 

context and the goals of CPBOs. For  

instance, a CPBO that focuses on immigration 

policy change in Chicago may engage in  

multi-generational community organizing, 

cultivating leadership, and service provision, 

while still tending to the other capacities.  

A CPBO that focuses on creating a culture of 

community-led safety in Minneapolis may lift 

up changing culture, nurturing networks,  

and deepening equity, while tending to the 

other capacities.

a See Glossary: ally, privilege.

At the same time, local CPBOs particularly 

spoke to how they deeply intertwine three 

capacities: deepening equity, organizing 

communities, and cultivating leadership 

and leaders. Just as strong leadership and 

organizing the people most impacted are 

necessary for achieving deep equity and 

equitable communities, organizing communities 

would be impossible absent effective 

cultivation of leaders and attention to  

deep equity.

CPBOs make different decisions about which 

capacities are most critical, what a strong 

capacity looks like for them, how much they 

want to strengthen a capacity, how deep 

they want to integrate it into their work at 

every level (i.e., individual, team, organization, 

network), and how they want to build their 

capacities. It is necessary for CPBOs to focus 

on those capacities and ways of developing 

the capacities that make sense for their 

community, given their contexts  

and histories.
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The Capacity to Deepen Equity

What is the capacity to  
deepen equity?

Deep equity, as defined by Change Elemental 

and affirmed by the local CPBOs’ stories, 

has several interlinked components:

• Addressing the current and historic 

causes of inequity at multiple levels 

(personal, interpersonal, institutional,  

and structural)

• Healing trauma and not recreating harm

• Holding intersectionality and the 

assumption that there are multiple beliefs 

and perspectives that are simultaneously 

true among peoplea 

• Eliminating disparities in outcomes 

a See Glossary: intersectionality.

b See Glossary: oppression, privilege.

associated with dimensions of identity (e.g., 

the higher proportion of COVID-related 

deaths among Black, Indigenous, and  

people of color relative to deaths among 

white people)

• Advancing just outcomes (outcomes that 

ensure all people thrive, e.g., health care  

for all)

• Unleashing people’s full potential and 

gifts in service of and in partnership 

with others16  (which requires removing 

or compensating for barriers placed by 

oppression; sharing the shortcuts created 

by privilege;b  and each person having what 

they need mentally, physically, materially, 

and spiritually to be successful as they 

define it)

to bring about deep equity that centers Black and  
Indigenous peoples
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The capacity to deepen equity refers to 

the patterns (of thinking, behaving, feeling, 

and being), capabilities, knowledge, and 

resources needed to bring about deep equity 

that centers Black and Indigenous peoples.a  

Without the capacity to deepen equity, efforts 

to transform systems and conditions will not 

a In the sections “Why building community power advances health equity” and “What is community power building?” we shared a definition of health 

equity and described a principle of equity that distinguishes CPBOs. These two concepts could be considered part of the broader concept of deep equity.

be sufficient to bring about healthy, equitable 

communities and may even sustain or magnify 

inequities. Thus, CPBOs intentionally and 

continually evolve how they infuse deep equity 

into everything they do and their relationships 

with communities. 

“Equity is not reflected in talking about Equity, creating committees 
to get people to talk about Equity, attending workshops to discuss 
Equity, gathering input from affected communities, writing shiny 
data reports with lots of statistics and charts, etc. These things are 
necessary, but they are not enough, and when we think they are, 
we are guilty of Fakequity and will never reach our goal.”17   
– Vu Le, Nonprofit AF
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What does this capacity look 
like among CPBOs?

Many local CPBOs shared stories of what it 

takes to bring about deep equity, which we 

distilled into three facets that are part of the 

capacity to deepen equity:

• Nurturing inner work

• Embracing love-based approaches

• Adopting practices of liberation

This list is not exhaustive; rather, it represents 

those aspects of the capacity to deepen equity 

that local CPBOs identified as most essential 

to building community power.a  There are other 

components such as understanding the levels 

and history of racism (and other oppressions)  

or developing shared language, values, and  

a vision of deep equity.b  

Nurturing inner work

Inner work means being “attentive to the 

relationship between healing, wellness and 

equity via sacred or secular practices engaged 

with depth and regularity.”c Inner work can be, 

but is not necessarily, faith-based, spiritually, 

a See Glossary: community power, community power building, community power-building organizations.

b For organizations that would like to learn more about deep equity capacity, please see the following resources:

       • Definition of racism: Dismantling Racism Works Web Workbook or Racial Equity Tools

       •  Equity in the Center’s materials on developing a race equity culture with the “proactive counteraction of race inequities inside and outside of an 

organization,” Building a Race Equity Culture in the Social Sector and Awake to Woke to Work: Building a Race Equity Culture.

       •  Advancing Racial Equity and Transforming Government: A Resource Guide to Put Ideas into Action (Government Alliance on Race and Equity, 2015)

c  Sheryl Petty and Mark Leach, Systems Change & Deep Equity: Pathways Toward Sustainable Impact, Beyond “Eureka!,” Unawareness & Unwitting 

Harm (Change Elemental, 2020). Inner work is sometimes confused with self-care or community care. These are important practices among CPBOs, but 

are not the same as inner work. For more information on self-care, community care, and inner work, see:

       •  Taueret Davis, “Breaking Isolation: Self Care and Community Care Tools for Our People”

       • Heather Dockray, “Self-Care Isn’t Enough. We Need Community Care to Thrive”

       • Sheryl Petty et al., “Toward Love, Healing, Resilience & Alignment: The Inner Work of Social Transformation & Justice”

d See Glossary: somatics.

e See the section “The Capacity to Organize Communities” for information on systems, political, and power analyses.

f Movement Strategy Center, which incubates and strategizes with CPBOs, has documented many other impacts of nurturing inner work on CPBOs; see 

Kristen Zimmerman et al., Out of the Spiritual Closet: Organizers Transforming the Practice of Social Justice (Movement Strategy Center, 2010).

or religiously rooted. As an example, somatics 

can be used to nurture inner work.d  According 

to Generative Somatics, “Somatic Awareness 

develops our ability to feel and work with 

sensation, emotions, and aliveness in the felt 

senses. . . . Through [Somatic] Practice, we train 

new skills into our nervous systems so that we 

have these as a choice, even under pressure. . . 

. Somatic Opening is deconstructing embodied 

habits and getting to heal and attend to what 

they have been taking care of.”18  When coupled 

with a political analysis and attention to deep 

equity,e  somatics can also be used by CPBOs to 

nurture the inner work of groups in ways that 

align with and support external transformation. 

For CPBOs, nurturing inner work enables 

people to stay energized and centered while 

navigating change and challenges. Inner work 

also supports personal and collective  

transformation, which we discuss in the section, 

“The Capacity to Cultivate Leadership and 

Leaders.” Finally, inner work integrates inner 

transformation (of individuals, organizations, 

and networks) with the external work to 

transform equitable systems and conditions.f   

Staying energized and centered

By nurturing inner work, people and groups 

are able to tap an inner reservoir of energy 

and “[clear, channel and focus] intense 

emotional energy for grounding and trans-

formation.”19  Individuals can strengthen their 

relationships to themselves and to others and 

connect to something larger than themselves. 

CPBOs can stay centered on their purpose 

(i.e., community members and their vision 

for change) as they fight for community lives 

every day and when communities experience 

setbacks, conflicts, and crises. 

In Strategies for Building an Organization with a 
Soul, Hope Chigudu and Rudo Chigudu explain: 

“The work of activism is heavy, on a daily 

basis we are immersed in a horrifying picture 

of humanity at the edge of an abyss . . . so we 

absorb all the negative energy that comes from 

such work. . . . Our inner power begins to shrivel 

and with it our collective power. We stop seeing 

all we are capable of because we have loved the 

self out of us leaving us with little if anything at 

all to give. . . . We need to continue learning to 

reclaim our power to love ourselves, to fight for 

our wellness and our right to happiness, to work 

in nurturing and supportive environments. . . . 

If we are unsettled internally, we will not have 

the security and the power we need for the 

external battle.”20  

Interconnecting internal transforma-
tion and external transformation

Aja Couchois Duncan, an Ojibwe, French, and 

Scottish poet, has observed that Indigenous 

teachings hold that people create a balance in 

the self in order to be in balance with others 

and the planet.21 As Chicana American activist 

and author Gloria Anzaldúa wrote in her 

essay La Prieta, “I believe that by changing 

ourselves we change the world, that traveling 

El Mundo Zurdo path is the path of a two-way 

movement—a going deep into the self and an 

expanding out into the world, a simultaneous 

recreation of the self and a reconstruction 

of society.”22  By nurturing inner work, people 

are able to heal individuals, organizations, and 

networks; build alignment and synergy across 

groups while centering equity; and act with 

love and compassion to challenge people to 

transform without demonizing them.

CPBO leader Eric Mann has similarly said that 

transformation is simultaneous and mutually 

reinforcing at multiple levels: organizer, 

community member, and the system.23  Ai-Jen 

Poo, Director, shares what this means for 

Caring Across Generations and associated 

CPBOs: “There’s the change that you’re trying to 
make in the system, the way that it works. And 
you’re also trying to transform the movement to 
be more dynamic. And you’re trying to transform 
your own organization to be stronger, and then to 

“[When you experience domestic violence] you feel like your whole 
world is crushing around you. This [inner work] gives you options. 
It gives you hope to want to continue to organize and tell your 
story when you’re ready.” – Trenise Bryant, Miami Workers Center

https://www.dismantlingracism.org/racism-defined.html
https://www.racialequitytools.org/fundamentals/core-concepts/racism
https://www.equityinthecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ProInspire-Equity-in-Center-2019infographic-leadership-final.pdf
https://www.equityinthecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Equity-in-Center-Awake-Woke-Work-2019-final-1.pdf
https://www.racialequityalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/GARE-Resource_Guide.pdf
https://changeelemental.org/resources/systems-change-and-deep-equity-monograph/
https://changeelemental.org/resources/systems-change-and-deep-equity-monograph/
https://alp.org/breaking-isolation-self-care-and-community-care-tools-our-people
https://mashable.com/article/community-care-versus-self-care/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/toward-love-healing-resilience-alignment-inner-work-social-transformation-justice/
https://movementstrategy.org/b/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/MSC-Out_of_the_Spiritual_Closet.pdf
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transform yourself, to learn, grow, be better in the 
world, be better at what you do.”24

 
Embracing love-centered  
approaches

CPBOs embrace love-centered approaches 

such as strengthening solidarity and facilitating 

racial healing among communities. The core 

of love-centered organizing, according to 

Yoojin Lee, the former Executive Director of 

the Boston-area Youth Organizing Project, is 

practicing compassion at all levels of building 

community power.25  It includes what Valarie 

Kaur has called revolutionary love—loving 

oneself, loving others, and loving opponents.26  

It also includes what Movement Strategy 

Center, an incubator of and strategic partner 

to CPBOs, calls radical connection: “a mix of 

unbending honesty about injustice and its 

causes, balanced by the openness and humility 

required to understand the motivations of 

other people and find ways through the forest 

of competing interests.”27  As Adam Mason, 

State Policy Director of Iowa Citizens for 

Community Improvement, stated, “We’re 
entering into a relationship with people in a way 
that’s clear about our vision and our values. And 
at the root of those values is that we all do better 
when we all do better. . . . [Our relationships 
are] rooted in love and hope for a future that is 
equitable for all.”a  This type of love embraces 

differences, generates healing and new  

possibilities from conflicts, and is accountable 

for repairing and preventing harm.

Strengthening solidarity within and 
across communities

Local CPBOs tap into a sense of shared 

humanity by drawing connections across 

different experiences between and within 

groups and lifting up interdependencies. 

Several local CPBOs discussed the use of 

culturally rooted food, rituals, and celebra-

tions to bring community members together. 

They also use storytelling to help community 

members explore and develop compassion 

around differences within a community (e.g., 

Latina/o/x members sharing their different 

immigration experiences). Finally, local 

CPBOs that are not Black-led shared how 

they are strengthening solidarity with Black 

communities by recognizing their complicity in 

historic and current oppression of Black people, 

identifying areas of intersectionality,b  and taking 

concrete actions to dismantle anti-Black racism 

internally and in their community. As one local 

CPBO shared, “Black people need to be uplifted 
in all our roles in order for all of us to win. We need 

a Adam Mason (State Policy Director, Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement), Lead Local interview, 2019.

b See Glossary: intersectionality.

c See Glossary: oppression.

to get through the era of ‘People of Color’ and to 
center Blackness. When Black women win, all  
of us win.” 

Facilitating racial healing

Racial healing tends to the similarities and 

differences in histories of violence, racism, 

colonialism, and oppression among groups 

within the community.c  It goes further to 

challenge people to address the present-day 

impact of this oppression and rectify and 

prevent harm. Racial healing builds inter-

generational relationships across racial and 

ethnic identities, which can support and hold a 

community accountable to deep equity.28 

Many local CPBOs work in environments that 

are multi-racial, multi-class, and multilingual, 

among other differences. Their members 

reflect the inequities, tensions, and biases 

that exist in the broader community, and each 

person can experience and also inflict racialized 

harm. Local CPBOs embed racial healing 

into equity trainings, healing circles, and 

day-to-day organizing to heal members who 

have been harmed and support members 

to repair and rectify the harm they have 

caused. For example, one local CPBO discussed 

how, in their city, Black-brown tensions were 

rooted in inequitable systems and historic 

distrust around who gets jobs. They are forging 

Black-brown alliances to “break down artificial 
barriers . . . and be thoughtful about how we build 

Trenise Bryant, Board Chair of the Miami 

Workers Center (MWC), is deeply familiar 

with the connection between inner and outer 

transformation. She describes the ways in 

which making space for personal healing and 

growth is central to the MWC’s work in shifting 

the systems that harm predominantly Black and 

brown women and girls.

The MWC members are primarily domestic 

workers who Bryant describes as “the most 
marginalized folks. They are fighting eviction, 
unemployment, and not being paid what they’re 
worth.” MWC organizes Women’s Circles for 

members. Bryant shares that these circles 

are where “we talk about things that are heavy 
on our hearts” like experiences with domestic 

violence and other harms. The circles become 

spaces where members share their personal 

experiences, heal, and create space for hope. 

When describing why these circles are so 

integral to moving forward the MWC’s systems 

change agenda, Bryant explains that for both 

members and staff of the Miami Workers 

Center, “It makes us stronger. It makes us feel like 
we’re not in this alone. It gives you hope and a 
sense of a way out. [When you experience domestic 
violence] you feel like your whole world is crushing 
around you. This gives you options. It gives you 
hope to want to continue to organize and tell 
your story when you’re ready.” Over the years, 

members have told their stories to legislators  

at the capitol in Tallahassee. In 2019,  

legislation was passed to protect victims of 

domestic abuse by granting them access to 

unemployment benefits when violence  

disrupts their livelihoods.

Today, thanks to the continued work of staff 

and former Executive Director Marcia Olivo, 

the Miami Workers Center nurtures inner 

work like this within individuals, across the 

organization, and in its networks to support 

power building to both reform and transform 

systems. Connecting inner work to their outer 

transformation agenda has helped them build 

more creative alliances, shift their targets, and 

set strategy in new ways. 

Linking Inner & Outer Transformation
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together.” As another example, one local CPBO 

discussed confronting bias, stereotypes, and 

discrimination in a multi-racial community: 

“When we take a stand on something like Black 
Lives Matter, which we do, we will have to manage 
the counter reaction of . . . whole sets of people 
internally [who may not support our position], 
but that is actually a part of the work [so they 
understand anti-Black racism and commit to 
dismantling it in themselves and our community].”

Adopting practices of  
liberation

Monica Dennis, Co-Director of Move to 

End Violence, has developed and shared a 

framework for liberatory practices that is now 

used by many CPBOs and intermediaries. 

Liberatory practices transform oppressive 

systems by reconnecting people to their 

spiritual source, reclaiming people’s bodies, 

reengaging people’s emotions, and restoring 

people’s stories.a For example, one local CPBO 

works with community members to nurture 

“this relationship with elders, this love and  
understanding of your history and who you are and 
where you come from.” There are three ways that 

local CPBOs that have the capacity to deepen 

equity are adopting practices of liberation.

First, they are decolonizing communities, 

networks, organizations, and individuals. 

a For more information about liberatory practices, see Move to End Violence’s Racial Equity & Liberation Virtual Learning Series, facilitated by  

Monica Dennis and Rachael Ibrahim.

b Reyna Lopez Osuna (Executive Director, Pineros y Campesinos Unidos del Noroeste), Lead Local interview, 2019.

c Hasira “Soul” Ashemu (Founder and Chief Visionary Officer, Our Voice Our Schools [OVOS]), Lead Local Capacity Workshop, March 2020.

To decolonize is to assert people’s power 

to transform the harm from colonization 

in which settlers stole and decimated land, 

raped and killed Indigenous people, and 

forcibly assimilated Indigenous people 

through boarding schools, criminalization of 

spiritual practices, and other acts of violence. 

It can include recentering Indigenous values, 

reparations for harm over time, and rejecting 

settlement and assimilation mindsets.29  As 

Reyna Lopez Osuna Executive Director of 

PCUN explained, “[We are] creating these healing 
spaces based on our Indigenous healing practices 
because for a long time, those things were taken 
away from us. . . . For us, that’s something that is 
such an important piece of starting to decolonize, 
not just our practices, but to decolonize our 
minds.”b  Hasira “Soul” Ashemu (OVOS) also 

reiterated, “The way that we engage these 
oppressive systems has to be through our joy, it 
has to be through our art, it has to be through our 
music and leaning on those traditional elements to 
help decolonize ourselves while at the same time 
it strikes a blow into the systems of oppression 
that we‘re dealing with.”c These local CPBOs 

are dismantling structures and processes that 

replicate unjust and inequitable outcomes. 

They are creating innovative alternative 

systems that are rooted in cultural, spiritual, 

and ancestral traditions.

Second, they are disrupting habits of white 

supremacy culture within CPBOs, their 

networks, and communities.30  Many local 

CPBOs recognize that the dominant culture 

in the United States stems from the cultures 

of white colonialists. Tema Okun and Kenneth 

Jones popularized the concept of white 

supremacy culture, “the idea (ideology) that 

white people and the ideas, thoughts, beliefs, 

and actions of white people are superior to 

People of Color and their ideas, thoughts, beliefs, 

and actions.”31 An example of white supremacy 

culture is how people have been enculturated 

to value productivity and efficiency in schools 

and at work such that it is the expected norm for 

everyone. To disrupt white supremacy culture, 

local CPBOs are lifting up and reimagining habits 

based in non-dominant culture in a variety of 

ways, such as:

• Moving from being comfortable with 

all-white leadership to expecting and  

having multi-racial leadership that 

represents the community

• Shifting from focusing on bigger and 

bigger campaigns, to thinking about 

success in more expansive, sustainable, 

and non-numeric ways (e.g., shifting from 

counting the number of laws that prohibit 

law enforcement from using chokeholds 

and strangleholds to understanding the 

depth of experience and experimentation 

with community safety and investment)

• Valuing the various ways that leaders of 

color think, feel, behave, or be, instead of 

a See the section “What is community power building?” for a description of these principles and functions.

assessing leaders of color based on how 

well they conform to white dominant norms

Finally, CPBOs are infusing the principles 

of democracy, equity, and community 

rootedness into other functions within an 

ecosystem that contribute to and amplify 

community power building.a  Local CPBOs 

report that policy research and advocacy 

organizations, community development orga-

nizations, and other groups that could support 

power building are often disconnected from 

the lived experiences of community members. 

Some local CPBOs are leveraging power across 

CPBOs to influence and hold accountable 

these types of organizations. As one partner 

shared, “These other organizations have the 
capacity to write the bills but they don’t have a 
power-building lens. . . . The policy organizations 
are led by white folks and the base building groups 
are led by women of color. . . . We are trying to 
increase power to get what we need and build 
the scaffolding.” Other local CPBOs are moving 

these functions into their organizations so that 

they will be community driven and aligned with 

building community power. For example, one 

local CPBO described how “We’re going to have 
our own legal team . . . to build these capacities in 
our own community or else we will always [be in] 
service to other people’s power.” 
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The Capacity to Organize 
Communities

What is the capacity to  
organize communities?

Community organizing is the primary work 

of CPBOs. The capacity to organize 

communities refers to the patterns (of 

thinking, behaving, feeling, and being), 

capabilities, knowledge, and resources 

needed to recruit, retain, and support people 

to develop their own leadership to actively 

reform systems and conditions and/or 

innovate transformative alternatives. This is 

not a capacity that can be lightly or temporarily 

developed. To achieve its full power-building 

potential, the capacity to organize communities 

needs to be permanent, sustained year round, 

and year after year. It also needs to embody the 

principles of democracy, equity, and community 

rootedness that are described in the section 

“What is community power building?” Without 

partnering with CPBOs or having a strong 

capacity to organize communities, non-CPBOs 

are unlikely to build the community power 

a See Glossary: community power, community power building, community power-building organizations.

necessary to create healthy, equitable commu-

nities.a Non-CPBOs may even engage people in 

ways that have negative impacts (e.g., enlisting 

people in top-down solutions that do not 

address root causes or reinforcing oppressive 

practices that keep people out of leadership).

What does this capacity look 
like among CPBOs?

All the local CPBOs shared stories of what it 

takes to recruit, retain, and support people 

to develop their own leadership to actively 

reform systems and conditions and/or innovate 

transformative alternatives. We distilled 

these stories into five facets that make up the 

capacity to organize communities: 

• Base building

• Building collective power through story

• Systems, political, and power analyses

• Bold vision for transformation

• Integrated voter engagement 

It bears repeating that these are artificial 

categories and each CPBO will have a different 

way of describing the capacity to organize 

based on how they prioritize these facets, how 

these facets are adapted to their context,  

and additional facets that may not be  

captured here. 

Base building

According to USC Equity Research Institute, 

base building refers to a diverse set of strategies 

and methods to support community members 

to: be in relationship with one another; invest 

in each other’s leadership; share a common 

identity shaped by similar experiences and 

an understanding of the root causes of their 

conditions; and use their collective analysis to 

create solutions and strategize to achieve them. 

Base building is at the core of the capacity to 

organize communities and is central to the set 

of functions that contribute to and amplify 

community power building within  

an ecosystem.a 

CPBOs recruit people who make up what 

CPBOs call a “base” and continuously engage 

them in organizing campaigns and realizing 

transformative alternatives.b The more people 

a See the section “What is community power building?” for more information on the functions within an ecosystem.

b Some CPBOs have a formal membership whereby people join and sometimes pay a member fee to be part of the base. Other CPBOs do not have a 

formal membership that people join, but they still have ongoing relationships with community members who compose their base.

c See Glossary: community power. CPBOs have a range of ways to measure power in addition to size of base. For in-depth analysis of community power 

and how it is measured, see Paul W. Speer, Jyoti Gupta, and Krista Haapanen, Developing Community Power for Health Equity: A Landscape Analysis of Current 

Research and Theory (Vanderbilt University, 2020). 

d For instance, worker centers focus on the depth of leadership development in addition to the breadth of membership bases. Janice Fine,  

Worker centers: Organizing communities at the edge of the dream (Economic Policy Institute, 2005).

e See Glossary: movements.

who are part of a base, the more people who 

turnout for actions, and the more people 

who move into leadership, the more power 

communities have. CPBOs have different 

theories of change about how the size of a base 

translates into more community power that 

results in changing systems and conditions (e.g., 

more people leads to more civic participation 

and influence with elected officials, more 

people leads to a critical mass to shift public 

perception, etc.).c  

CPBOs also recognize that the size of a base is 

not enough to change systems and conditions 

(e.g., decision makers may not be influenced 

or selected by a critical mass of people). They 

explore ways to deepen the based in addition 

to broadening the base.  Deepening means 

that people self-identify with the CPBO and 

larger movement and contribute to actions 

over time.e Success is less about the number 

of people recruited or involved and more 

about building community: forging sustained, 

trusting, equitable relationships with and 

among community members who transform 

themselves, their communities, and society. 

The capacities to deepen equity, cultivate 

leadership and leaders, and nurture and sustain 

networks are ways that local CPBOs are 

deepening base building. 

“Groups . . . don’t understand how much work it takes to go out and find . . . 
people, develop good relationships with them, build their trust, get them to  
not be so scared about approaching powerful people, and help them 
understand how their situation is . . . related to a broader system.”  
– local CPBO representativeto recruit, retain, and support people to develop their own 

leadership to actively reform systems and conditions  
and/or innovate transformative alternatives
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Building collective power  
through story

Another key aspect of the capacity to organize 

communities is building collective power 

through story. Drawing on their own wisdom, 

members need to understand how their 

individual struggles connect to systemic issues, 

connect to other people in their community, 

and build a public narrative around their shared 

experience. While non-CPBOs (e.g., charities 

and disaster relief agencies) may leverage 

storytelling to connect individuals to the public 

sphere, CPBOs are unique in building power to 

transform systems and conditions. Ultimately, 

CPBOs shift community members’ hearts and 

minds—transforming people’s sense of hope-

lessness, anger, and resignation with “what is” 

to a sense of hope and power to bring about 

“what should be.” 

Understanding how individual strug-
gles connect to systemic issues

CPBOs support members in deepening 

their individual connection to their identity, 

history, and interests and, through a process 

called political education, connect individual 

experiences to systemic issues. As one local 

CPBO explained, “[Community members have] 

been systematically oppressed. . . . When it’s a 

day-to-day treatment that you’re feeling, you begin 

to believe that you deserve it. . . . I think our role 

as an organization is to point out that these life 

a “Theater of the Oppressed provides tools for people to explore collective struggles, analyze their history and present circumstances, and 

then experiment with inventing a new future together through theater.” Levana Saxon, “Theater of the Oppressed,” Beautiful Trouble.  

See Glossary: somatics.

experiences, while they feel incredibly unique, are 

part of a larger systemic issue, and that it’s not your 

bad decisions necessarily. You’re given poor choices 

to begin with. . . .Being able to watch people move 

out of their shame into a healing place where  

they are powerful people is one of the most 

rewarding things.” 

Political education is rarely an academic inquiry. 

Instead, CPBOs draw on the ways that people 

naturally learn, such as storytelling, theater 

of the oppressed, somatics, connecting to 

ancestral spirits, and studying religious texts, 

to name a few.a  Maine People’s Alliance, for 

example, used videos while organizing farmers 

to protect Medicaid: “I was able to show him [a 

community member] the video of the other farmer, 

and it was like a light bulb went off and he’s like, 

‘Oh, this isn’t a mistake that I made. This isn’t 

something I’ve done wrong. This is something  

that is hard for farmers.’ . . . He was able to make 

that connection.”  
 
“Organizing is being like,  
‘Oh, my lived experience should 
be policy. I have power here.  
I have to learn about how 
power works so that we can 
change those structures, as 
opposed to trying to influence 
people in power.’” – Lili Hoag, 
Family Forward Oregon

Connecting to other  
community members

Storytelling helps people to understand 

themselves in new ways, connect to different 

issues, and build trust and relationships 

across generations. One person shared that 

they were able to accept themselves and learn 

their true history—different from what they’d 

learned in schools—through conversations 

with elders about culture and ancestry. They 

were then able to connect their own story 

to community issues and it motivated them 

to get involved in a different way. Another 

local CPBO, AFIRE, discussed how older and 

younger generations within their community 

were able to forge unity through storytelling: 
“For a lot of our elders, pronouns and trans 
identities are new and difficult, but hearing about 

a HL Doruelo (Grant and Program Consultant, Alliance of Filipinos for Immigrant Rights and Empowerment), Lead Local Capacity Workshop,  

March 2020.

the struggles directly helped leaders understand 
why it’s important for the organization to support 
trans people. . . . [We] struggled together through 
differences . . . [and transformed] internally to push 
externally.”a  

Building a public narrative

Marshall Ganz, a former United Farm 

Workers leader, has trained many CPBOs and 

organizers on the power of story for community 

organizing.32  According to Ganz, public 

narrative links the story of “self” (i.e., what is 

my purpose), story of “us” (i.e., what do we want 

to change), and story of “now” (i.e., why is this 

change urgent now). As one local CPBO shared, 

“It is a process of uncovering and unpacking and 
retelling my story of who I am in the world and who 
we are in the world and what’s possible.”

P H OTO  B Y 

P U G E T  S O U N D  S AG E
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Systems, political, and  
power analyses

Systems, political, and power analyses 

are essential to the capacity to organize 

communities, especially, according to a few 

local CPBOs, if CPBOs are in places without 

a significant shared history of community 

organizing. When used dynamically and 

iteratively, systems, political and power 

analyses help CPBOs to continuously learn 

how to change systems and conditions,  

as follows: 

• A systems analysis reveals opportunities 

to transform root causes of inequities.33  

It analyzes the interconnections among 

issues, how different groups of people 

affect and are impacted by these issues, and 

the complex and unpredictable ways issues 

and communities evolve over time, given 

dynamics like racism and other forms of 

oppression.

• A political analysis, which applies to all 

sectors of society (not just government), 

reveals how to build power, influence 

decision makers, and govern over policy-

making and implementation. It analyzes 

the mechanisms for distributing power and 

resources and the potential for different 

power-building strategies to transform 

systems and conditions. There are many 

approaches to political analysis. For 

instance, some local CPBOs have used USC 

Equity Research Institute’s Changing States 

framework to understand the conditions, 

arenas, and capacities for building 

governing power within a state.34   

As another example, some local CPBOs 

have attended annual issue-based 

conferences to assess the opportunities and 

gaps for building movements. 

• Popularized by Anthony Thigpenn, SCOPE 

Founder and President, and current 

Executive Director of California Calls, a 

power analysis reveals key decision makers 

and their influencers, what is needed to 

shift the balance of political power in favor 

of CPBOs and the communities they work 

in, and who could be organized by and 

partner with CPBOs to advance a specific 

position or campaign.35  It analyzes stake-

holders in terms of how much power and 

influence they have and how much their 

interest is aligned with or opposed to  

the CPBOs. 

While many organizations may conduct 

systems, political, and power analyses, CPBOs 

have a unique approach. First, while these 

analyses can be non-partisan, they are not 

neutral. CPBOs’ analyses and strategies in 

transforming systems and conditions are 

relative to their bold vision for change. Second, 

CPBOs conduct the analyses from the point 

of view of people living at the intersection of 

multiple oppressions.a Third and finally, these 

analyses are done with and by community 

members. Local CPBOs shared that it is 

critical to engage people in both defining the 

problems impacting them and generating 

possible solutions and strategies. Based on 

local CPBOs’ experience, forging a shared 

understanding encourages solidarity across 

interests, sustains engagement of community 

members, and acknowledges and addresses 

historic oppression and harm. 

Bold vision for transformation

Another aspect of the capacity to organize 

communities is using a bold vision for transfor-

mation to guide efforts to reform and transform 

systems and conditions. 

A bold vision is a vivid description of what 

equitable communities could blossom into 

given a community’s unique history and 

context, which necessarily holds the intersect-

ing identities of people and an analysis of whole 

systems.36  No matter how bold or big the 

vision is, CPBOs believe that this vision is not 

a utopian ideal but a real possibility over the 

a See Glossary: intersectionality.

b See Glossary: seven generations.

c An example of an ideology is that government should use tax dollars to provide free health insurance for all. An alternative ideology is that  

government should require all people to pay for their own market-based health insurance. For more information on ideology, see Richard Healey,  

Organizing for Governing Power (Grassroots Policy Project, 2015).

d  We purposefully do not use terms like transformative justice, restorative justice, or transformative organizing in this report. There are many ways of 

defining these terms among CPBOs, and rather than draw clear boundaries and pit these approaches against each other, we are trying to transcend and 

connect them. In fact, local CPBOs shared stories about how they are moving forward bold transformative visions that encompass aspects of all these 

terms. For more information on these terms see:

       •  Robert Gass, What Is Transformation? And How It Advances Social Change (Social Transformation Project, 2011) 

       •  The Practices of Transformative Movements (Movement Strategy Center, 2016) 

       •  Howard Zehr, “Restorative or Transformative Justice?“ (Zehr Institute for Transformative Justice, 2011)

course of twenty years or seven generations.b 

For example, one local CPBO shared, “Vision . . . 
[is] not, can we get an earned income tax credit this 
year, but what is the tax system we would want to 
have.” CPBOs couple this bold vision with:

• Values (e.g., equity and justice) 

• Ideologies about how society, government, 

the economy, and the planet should 

functionc  

• A long-term agenda of changes that are 

required to achieve the vision 

There is a healthy tension between efforts to 

reform systems incrementally over time and 

efforts to dismantle and create new systems 

now, which can exist between and within 

CPBOs.d  Reform efforts are based on what 

is feasible, practical, or proven by academic 

evidence to have worked before. These 

reforms can be a series of steps that add up 

to a larger change to systems and conditions. 

Efforts to dismantle systems and create 

innovative transformative alternatives are 

based on what is imaginable, learned from 

ancestors and natural systems, or necessitat-

ed when systems fail or harm communities.  

As Caring Across Generations has said, the 

work of developing these transformative 

alternatives “invites us to dream, ideate, 
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https://emu.edu/now/restorative-justice/2011/03/10/restorative-or-transformative-justice/


and innovate—to push past what we think is 

currently possible—and to seize actual opportu-

nities to live in the world we want to create.”37 

While each CPBO may have its own bold 

vision for transformation, these visions 

can sometimes help to link reforming and 

dismantling approaches across a movement 

or community.a  CPBOs can see their efforts 

a Sometimes CPBOs may have visions that mistake reforms as the end goal or that are not transformative (e.g., not holding intersectional identities 

and whole systems), in which case they are less likely to link efforts to reform with efforts to dismantle and create systems.

for reform on a pathway towards transforma-

tion and, more importantly, make sure that  

any reforms support transformative  

alternatives rather than delaying or derailing 

the vision. CPBOs can also see their efforts to 

dismantle and create new systems as seeds for 

transformation and consider incremental 

changes that provide nutrients to help 

these seeds take root and grow.

Campaign Zero, led by DeRay Mckesson 

and Samuel Singyangwe, has identified eight 

evidence-based police reforms (e.g., banning 

chokeholds and strangleholds) that cities have 

adopted.40  In response to pressure from other 

organizers, and with belief in a transformative 

vision that moves beyond policing, Campaign 

Zero recognized and apologized for launching 

the #8CANTWAIT campaign for reforms 

because it distracted from the bold transforma-

tive vision of police abolition.a They also added 

calls for harm reduction, community safety 

alternatives, and abolition to their campaign.

The relationship between reforming and 

dismantling systems is further apparent in 

Minneapolis, where many CPBOs have bold 

visions for transformation (e.g., police-free 

community safety, Black liberation, etc.). 

The work of CPBOs over many years (done 

independently and in concert with each other), 

along with the efforts of many other organiza-

tions and individuals, led to the Minneapolis 

city council voting to disband the police 

department and replace it with a community 

safety department.41  Even if widespread 

attention on this issue shifts and as institutions 

with power try to return to the status quo,b 

CPBOs will continue to organize people and 

sustain momentum. 

Here are some examples of how Minneapolis 

and St. Paul CPBOs, staying true to their  

bold visions, have supported each other  

across the spectrum of reforming and 

dismantling systems: 

a For another example of what changes are aligned with a bold vision for abolition and what changes impede this vision, please see this handout from 

Critical Resistance: “Reformist Reforms vs. Abolitionist Steps in Policing.”

b For example, the state legislature may try to block or delay any efforts to dismantle the police. See Jack Healey and Nicholas Bogel-Burroughs, 

 “Calls for Transforming Police Run Into Realities of Governing in Minnesota,”The New York Times, June 12, 2020.

c See Glossary: healing justice.

 

• MPD 150 uses participatory action 

research to understand the oppressive 

history of the police, document community 

impacts today, and imagine a police-free 

Minneapolis. 

• Reclaim the Block organizes people to 

reallocate the city budget from police to 

other areas that support community health 

and safety. 

• Black Visions Collective organizes Black 

LGBTQ residents to build community, 

advance healing justice, and participate in 

direct actions together. c 

• ISAIAH has called for justice in the killing of 

George Floyd and the complete overhaul of 

policing and community safety. ISAIAH will 

focus on deep, community-based organizing 

with African-Americans and Somali 

Muslims, as well as white residents, around 

imagining a new vision for community 

safety in order to build public support for a 

new community safety department. 

• TakeAction Minnesota is a 501(c)4 CPBO 

that works to elect and train elected 

officials, organize communities, and 

advance policy reforms. These elected 

officials can then support dismantling and 

creating new systems. For instance, one 

Minneapolis representative who has been 

trained by TakeAction has discussed why 

police abolition is preferable to reform, 

the need to defund police budgets as a first 

step, and the opportunity to reimagine 

community safety. 

Linking Efforts to Reform and Dismantle/Create Systems

The Movement for Black Lives provides a vivid 

example of how efforts to reform, in this case 

reforming police departments, and efforts 

to dismantle and create systems, in this case 

police-free community safety, can stay aligned 

when CPBOs and activists have bold transfor-

mative visions and hold each other accountable 

to them. This story shares the authors’ 

perspective on a moment in time within a 

movement that is continuously evolving and 

changing as of this writing.

On May 25, 2020, George Floyd was killed 

by police in Minneapolis. This act of police 

brutality—one amidst a long history of police 

violence against Black bodies—brought 

widespread attention and new supporters to 

the movement for Black lives. There have been 

numerous calls for changes over decades that 

Black activists have been demanding including 

dismantling and defunding police departments 

as well as reforming police departments. 

In the words of Ruth Wilson Gilmore, 

“Abolition is deliberately everything-ist; it’s 

about the entirety of human-environmental 

relations.” It involves reimagining a world that 

divests from prisons and police and invests 

in community well being as a long-term goal, 

with practical policy changes and government 

investment in jobs, housing and health.38  Philip 

McHarris and Thenjiwe McHarris, Co-Founder 

of Blackbird, have written about defunding the 

police and reallocating those resources to other 

forms of public safety, like violence interruption 

programs.39  In advocating for defunding the 

police and creating new systems, they point 

out that the Minneapolis Police Department is 

a model for police reforms (e.g., de-escalation 

and bias training) and still is complicit in killing 

George Floyd, Philando Castile, and many other 

Black people. 
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https://transformharm.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/CR_NoCops_reform_vs_abolition_CRside.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/12/us/minneapolis-police-defunding.html
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Realizing bold visions by leading  
organizing campaigns

Organizing campaigns are specific initiatives to 

leverage the power of the base to set agendas, 

shift public discourse, influence decision 

makers, make decisions, and ensure account-

ability for implementation. Campaigns are often 

done in partnership with organizations across 

an ecosystem for building community power. 

Many local CPBOs shared success stories 

that demonstrate their strength in developing 

and running campaigns that have concrete 

goals (e.g., changing a housing public policy or 

creating a housing trust), specific targets  

(e.g., corporate boards), and strategies to shift 

the balance of power. Local CPBOs named 

a range of strategies they employ such as 

inside-outside influence, multi-generational 

organizing, networking CPBOs across regions, 

leveraging movement moments, building public 

narratives, and guiding public agencies on 

policy implementation, among many others.

Realizing bold visions by innovating 
transformative alternatives

CPBOs are experimenting with many ways to 

bring about transformative alternatives. Like 

the CPBOs in Minneapolis, they are not only 

a  There is a large field of organizations, including CPBOs as well as non-CPBOs, that are working to advance a new economy, otherwise known as the 

solidarity economy. The field has decades of experience in innovating transformative alternatives. For information on this history and examples of 

transformative alternatives see:

       •  Global Vision for a Solidarity Economy (U.S. Solidarity Economy Network, 2015)

       •  Gar Alperovitz and Steve Dubb, The New Alliance: Organizing for Economic Justice, Building a New Economy (The Democracy Collaborative, 2013)

       •  Emily Kawano, Solidarity Economy: Building an Economy for People and Planet (The Democracy Collaborative, 2018)

campaigning to reform existing systems but 

are developing and implementing alternatives. 

Some CPBOs are structured and function to 

engage their base in co-leading and experienc-

ing the transformative alternatives they desire 

today. For example, some worker cooperatives, 

community land trusts, and collective farms 

combine community organizing and new 

economic models.a

Other CPBOs create alternatives when the 

opportunity or need arises. For example, 

in April 2019, white supremacists set fire 

to the Highlander Research and Education 

Center and destroyed its main office and part 

of the archives.42  Shortly after the attack, 

the Highlander Center, which has served 

as a catalyst, convening space, and training 

ground for civil rights movements in the South 

and Appalachia, partnered with community 

members to reimagine what a public safety plan 

might look like. Rather than increasing police 

and armed guard presence on the campus, the 

Highlander Center built community safety 

teams of primarily white people who were 

trained to survey the grounds, deescalate 

harmful situations, and keep BIPOC (Black, 

Indigenous, and people of color) and other 

people from impacted communities safe.

Integrated voter engagement

Many local CPBOs discussed how integrated 

voter engagement (IVE) is essential to 

community power building; it goes hand in hand 

with the capacity to organize communities. 

According to the USC Equity Research 

Institute, “IVE is the strategic intention to 

leverage important political moments— 

particularly elections—to build a permanent  

movement-building infrastructure that shifts 

political debates, shapes public policy, and 

moves voters at scale to affect long-term 

change.”43  This has concrete impacts on 

communities; for instance, “voting. . . [is] a way 

to protect sovereignty and to ‘hold the line’ on 

continued attacks against Indian nations.”44  

IVE combines community organizing with 

voter and civic engagement in ways that 

bolster turnout in the short term while also 

building power for the long-term vision.45  

Without organizing to engage people year 

round in nonpartisan issues, policy advocacy, 

etc., there would not be a base of voters to turn 

out during elections. Without IVE, it would be 

hard to hold elected officials accountable or 

enforce the implementation of policies that 

have been won. 

Alongside IVE, many local CPBOs shared 

that they are working with others to develop 

501(c)4 organizations, PACs, and other legal 

structures that can support candidates and 

ballot measures, lobby, and otherwise engage 

in politics in ways that 501(c)3 organizations 

are limited to do. As one example, a local 

CPBO shared that through a combination of 

IVE efforts by 501(c)3 and 501(c)4 organiza-

tions, there are now more housing activists 

and immigrants elected and appointed to 

government positions.

IVE includes civic learning and engagement 

to develop a community member’s ability to 

participate in democracy. By understanding 

the systems and mechanisms for change, 

people can more strategically and effectively 

engage even if they are not able to vote (e.g., 

people without documents, people under 18 

“Whereas what political parties tend to do is go to the doors of people 
who are already high propensity voters who are likely to vote and say, 
‘Hey, vote for this candidate,’ what we do is we go to the people who 
don’t usually vote . . . and say, ‘What are the issues that are important 
to you? What would make your life easier? What’s a policy change that 
would help? . . . [And] could we give you a ride to the poll?”  
– local CPBO representative

https://ussen.org/portfolio/global-vision-for-a-social-solidarity-economy/
https://democracycollaborative.org/learn/publication/new-alliance-organizing-economic-justice-building-new-economy
https://thenextsystem.org/learn/stories/solidarity-economy-building-economy-people-planet


years old, people in some states who have 

felony convictions, etc.). Some CPBOs have 

developed a range of programs to support civic 

learning such as alternative media (e.g., comic 

books), school-based civic education, service 

learning, and youth development programs. 

IVE also includes voter engagement to 

increase participation in underrepresented 

communities. It requires actions that increase 

the number of voters who register, turn out to 

a For more information on IVE, see May Lin et al., Vote, Organize, Transform, Engage: New Frontiers in Integrated Voter Engagement (IVE) 

(USC Dornsife Equity Research Institute [formerly Program for Environmental and Regional Equity], 2019).

vote, and then vote in ways that lead to policy 

changes and/or changes in representation. 

This requires voter engagement technologies 

to increase scale and reach (e.g., enhanced 

voter files, phone banking, canvassing, digital 

outreach, etc.), tools and staff for tracking 

engagement systematically year-round, and 

the other facets of community organizing that 

educate the electorate.a  

“The Native American Voters Alliance Education Project in New 
Mexico has been effective in tying issue-based organizing with voter 
engagement activities. By working with the community to conduct 
a power analysis on issues of concern, . . .community members are 
taught to see where the power lies and the strategies which affect 
change. Voting is one of those ways. . . . The Native vote represents 
more than just turnout numbers and power. . . . ‘The work in this 
arena is an extension of ways practiced since time immemorial: 
taking care of Mother Earth and families. It is about building 
communities and strong relationships. It is about embracing and 
exercising a collective political voice.’”46 – Louis T. Delgado  

The Capacity to Cultivate 
Leadership and Leaders

6

What is the capacity to 
cultivate leadership and 
leaders?

The capacity to cultivate leadership and 

leaders refers to the patterns (of thinking, 

behaving, feeling, and being), capabilities, 

knowledge, and resources needed to develop 

an emergent set of people who are advancing 

a common vision, aligning values with actions, 

and continually building and sharing power.a 

The capacity encompasses the structures, 

processes, cultures, and relationships that 

make up a system of leadership as well as the 

leaders themselves.

a See Glossary: capacities.

Leadership refers to aligning, propelling, 

and supporting a critical mass of community 

members to reform and transform systems 

and conditions. Reflecting on birds in flight, 

adrienne maree brown provides this vivid 

description of leadership: “There is a right 

relationship, a right distance between them—

too close and they crash, too far away and they 

can’t feel the micro-adaptations of the other 

bodies. Each creature is shifting direction, 

speed, and proximity based on the information 

of the other creatures’ bodies. There is a deep 

trust in this: to lift because the birds around 

you are lifting, to live based on your collective 

real-time adaptations. In this way thousands of 

3 7

to develop an emergent set of people who are advancing a 
common vision, aligning values with actions, and continually 
building and sharing power
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https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/USC_Oct_2019_VOTE_REPORT_9-26_v4.pdf


  

 

birds or fish or bees can move together, each 

empowered with basic rules and a vision to 

live. Imagine our movements cultivating this 

type of trust and depth with each other, having 

strategic flocking in our playbooks. . . . No one 

bears the burden alone of figuring out the next 

move and muscling towards it.”47  

Non-CPBOs are recognizing what CPBOs 

have known for a long time: leadership is not 

rooted in specific people or the characteristics 

of leaders (e.g., the charismatic leader). Instead, 

leadership is shared among a set of leaders 

with relationships across an ecosystem for 

building community power.a Leadership 

emerges as people develop common vision and 

values, share decision-making and power, and 

coordinate individual and collective action.48  

a USC Dornsife Equity Research Institute [formerly Program for Environmental and Regional Equity] has referred to this ecosystem as leadership lattices 

and ladders. Also see Aja Couchois Duncan et al., “Cultivating Leaderful Ecosystems,” Nonprofit Quarterly, April 21, 2017.

b People can serve multiple roles simultaneously and iteratively. Each role requires specific competencies. The roles are not necessarily hierarchical, nor 

are they sequenced into a pipeline.

c See Glossary: movements.

What does this capacity look 
like among CPBOs?

“Power building [is] about the process of leadership 
development and transformation more than 
winning campaigns,” according to one local 

CPBO. Over a lifetime, a community member 

may become a volunteer, activist, organizer, 

network leader, educator, staff member, board 

member, elected or appointed official, union 

leader, faith leader, etc.b Kentuckians for the 

Commonwealth (KFTC) shared the story of 

one volunteer who, for instance, started as a 

community activist, became Chair of the KFTC 

Steering Committee, and later (separate from 

KFTC) became a city commissioner.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CPBOs support community members and 

also staff and board members as they grow 

into multiple leadership roles—whether 

that is in the CPBO, community (e.g., in a 

local business or government agency), or 

movement.c  Furthermore, while there are 

many leadership, youth, and community 

development institutions, Alliance for Justice’s 

community organizing scan found that CPBOs 

“Power building [is] about 
the process of leadership 
development and 
transformation more than 
winning campaigns.”

are unique in equipping leaders to reveal, grow, 

and wield power to create equitable systems 

and conditions.a They support individuals to 

connect their personal stories with systems, 

political, and power analyses, and deepen their 

engagement in bringing about change as their 

lives and the challenges they face shift.

Local CPBOs have a holistic approach to 

cultivating leadership and leaders within the 

community in that these groups influence 

both an individual’s being and their doing.49  

According to transformational coach Ana 

Polanco, being refers to one’s inner state and the 

way it manifests in how one relates to actions, 

events, and other people. CPBOs support 

community members’ being in many ways, 

including (but not limited to) supporting personal 

and collective transformation (which we discuss 

later in this section); building collective power 

through story; and nurturing inner work. Doing 

refers to one’s actions, behaviors, and habits. 

CPBOs support community members’ doing 
through trainings and hands-on experiences 

that build competencies across a range of 

topics such as base building, campaign planning, 

coalition building, policymaking, fundraising, 

public speaking, meeting facilitation, conflict 

resolution, media or cultural production, and 

budgeting, among many others.b  

All the local CPBOs shared stories of what 

it takes to develop a set of people who are 

advancing a common vision, aligning values with 

a “Two of the key features that distinguish community organizing from other types of change efforts are its focus on developing leadership and 

developing constituents’ sense of purpose and power.” Bolder Advocacy, “Core Components of Community Organizing Evaluation.” 

b A competency refers to a “combination of skills, knowledge, behaviors, and personal mindsets” (The Management Center).

c See Glossary: community power, community power building, community power-building organizations.

actions, and continually building and sharing 

power. CPBOs take the time to root leadership 

deep into the community and unearth the power 

needed for transformational change. They 

support people to play different roles within a 

set of leaders across an ecosystem for building 

community power: influencing decision makers 

and decision-making processes, leading CPBOs 

as staff and board members, co-governing as 

decision makers, and self-governing transforma-

tive alternatives. Finally, CPBOs are continually 

innovating systems and ways to share leadership 

that sustain even when people change. 

In sum, there are four facets of the capacity 

to cultivate leadership and leaders that local 

CPBOs identified as critical to community 

power building:c 

• Centering the leadership of those  

most impacted

• Supporting personal and collective  

transformation

• Supporting a set of leaders across  

an ecosystem

• Innovating systems and ways to  

sustain leadership 

Over a lifetime, a community 
member may become a volunteer, 
activist, organizer, network leader, 
educator, staff member, board 
member, elected or appointed  
official, union leader, faith leader, etc.

P H O T O  B Y  O U R  V O I C E ,  O U R  S C H O O L S
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https://nonprofitquarterly.org/cultivating-leaderful-ecosystems/
https://bolderadvocacy.org/community-organizing/core-components-of-community-organizing-evaluation/
https://www.managementcenter.org/resources/how-to-build-a-career-pathways-tool-examples-and-template/


Centering the leadership of 
those most impacted

One key difference between CPBOs and 

non-CPBOs is that CPBOs focus on leaders 

who reflect the most impacted communities. 

As one local CPBO explained, “Grassroots 
members are Black, Indigenous [and] people of 
color, those that are really on the ground feeling the 
most hurt. These are the folks that we really invest 
a lot of our time developing into leaders—into 
shaping the policy not only based on their lived 
experience, but on what they believe will alleviate 
their social justice issue.” 

Several local CPBOs further specified that 

more Black women and trans and non-binary 

people need to be in leadership roles: “I want 
to really lift up the work of Black women who have 
been holding that space to say we don’t need to 
push each other aside. . . . When Black women 
climb they lift everybody up. They don’t push 
people to the side. So I think, recognizing that 
there’s still a lot more multicultural work we need 
to do, . . .[we need to] recognize that Black women 
are also holding it down—to elbow that space for 
the rest of us.”

For local CPBOs, centering the leadership of 

those most impacted also requires challenging 

dominant norms around successful leadership. 

a CPBOs with the capacity to cultivate leadership and leaders stay focused on what the leader needs to wield power equitably (which is often but not 

always appreciation of non-dominant norms). In some cases, leaders from the most impacted communities follow dominant norms regarding leadership. 

They may face a situation where people assume that leadership will be different, and so undermine and challenge their leadership (which is additionally 

harmful given the biases and discrimination these leaders experience already). In this case, the work of CPBOs could be to challenge people’s assumptions 

to ensure that the leader is accepted and supported in their particular style of leadership while working together to shift the organization’s culture.

No one wants community members to be 

tokenized, but several CPBOs reflected that 

it does happen and is very detrimental. As one 

person said pointedly, “[It is] in the culture of 
[our] state. . . . We want people of color to lead, 
but we want them to lead in the same white way 
that we’ve been doing. . . . You actually didn’t want 
my type of leadership. You wanted me to run it 
the exact same way, but just with my person of 
color face.” To counter tokenization, CPBOs 

challenge formal institutions of power to 

adopt non-dominant standards of good or 

effective leadership.a  For example, CPBOs 

may take time to build trusting relationships, 

intentionally shift power dynamics, and work 

through differences rather than focusing on 

efficiency, which in its speed toward solutions, 

overrides building the relationships and 

trust needed to affect long-term, meaningful 

outcomes. Or as another example, CPBOs 

encourage formal institutions of power to 

consider non-traditional evidence such as 

storytelling, ancestral wisdom, and artistic 

interpretations (and value the leaders who 

draw on these sources of truth) alongside more 

academic forms of evidence.

“Bring us to the table. If we  
aren’t there, you aren’t making  
a decision for us, you are making 
a decision about yourself.”  
– local CPBO representative
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Supporting personal and  
collective transformation

Racism and other forms of oppression are an 

enduring part of life for people from the most 

impacted communities (e.g., Black, Indigenous, 

people of color [BIPOC]; women [trans- and 

cis-gendered]; trans and gender non-con-

forming people; poor people; people without 

documents; people who are or have been 

incarcerated; people with disabilities; etc.).a  

The Grassroots Institute for Fundraising 

Training shared this simple framework to 

understand how oppression affects BIPOC and 

other impacted people:b 

• Ideological: when society believes the idea 

that one (or more) group(s) is better and has 

some right to control other groups

• Institutional: when institutions formally 

embed discrimination and privilege through 

laws, policies, practices, etc.c 

• Interpersonal: when individuals within 

a group hold feelings of hatred, biases, 

prejudices, and/or stereotypes, and mistreat 

individuals in other groups (consciously or 

unconsciously)

• Internalized: when negative messages 

and experiences over generations become 

internalized by individuals from impacted 

communities, who then hold those beliefs or 

stereotypes about themselves

An example of oppression is how decision 

makers require precise language and academic 

a See Glossary: oppression.

b Adapted from “The Four I’s of Oppression” (The Grassroots Institute for Fundraising Training, 2012). See also: “General Terms & Forms of Oppression” 

(Chinook Fund).

c See Glossary: privilege.

research before they can believe and respond 

to what people from impacted communities say 

they experience. 

There is increasing evidence that racism and 

other forms of oppression have material, 

mental, physical, and emotional impacts on 

community members50  and that trauma can 

pass down through generations.51  Personal 

and collective transformation is one facet of 

the capacity to cultivate leadership and leaders 

that is essential to address these impacts 

and reconnect people to their own power. 

Many local CPBOs shared how they support 

personal and collective transformation by 

facilitating healing justice; building people’s 

resiliency; connecting people to their 

purpose, values, and their whole selves;  

and fostering a sense of personal and 

collective agency.

“Older women . . . [have] lived a 
lifetime of being told, ‘You are 
not important. Your voice is not 
important. I don’t want to do 
anything for you.’ If you’ve been 
told that your whole life, [you 
may have] lots of internalized 
oppression.” – Lori Clark, Jane 
Addams Senior Caucus

“We don’t believe that wellness kits or pop-up clinics will bring an 
end to these cages, these concrete buildings, but they are a form 
of showing up in protest. Through our presence we are stating that 
instead of these jails, this is what we believe in. We believe in healing 
together, coming together in community, sharing meals together. We 
share water. We share stories. We write songs together. This is how 
we heal and this is how we organize.”52 – Guadalupe Rocio Chavez, 
Dignity and Power Now

4 3

Facilitating healing justice

Coined by Cara Page and the Kindred Healing 

Justice Collective in 2006, healing justice is “a 

framework to identify how we can holistically 

respond to and intervene on generational 

trauma and violence, lifting up individual and 

collective practices that can transform oppression 

in our collective bodies and lives, particular to the 

experience of living in the U.S. Southeast and the 

Global South.”53  CPBOs across the United States 

have adopted healing practices that resonate with 

this framework.

For example, Our Voice Our Schools facilitates 

emancipation circles for healing trauma within 

Black communities in Denver. They create the 

heart space for people to identify, express, and 

heal from the range of emotions associated with 

the trauma of oppression. They create the somatic 

space for people to recognize and shift how 

trauma lives in people’s bodies.a They create the 

spiritual space for people to ground in a source 

a See Glossary: somatics.

that supports their resilience and transformation. 

Finally, they create the headspace for people to 

reconnect to their culture, history, and story, and 

write new stories about their power. 

This is another example from a local CPBO that 

invests four hours every other week to support 

healing among staff: “Why and what is it that makes 
somebody begin to imagine themselves as somebody 
who can lead or somebody who can make a difference 
or somebody who’s an agent of change? . . . That is a 
complex and powerful and transformative process. So, 
we’ve spent a lot of time on that question. Like, why do 
I feel like I can’t lead, and what happens inside me that 
makes me believe that, and who put that idea there? 
Like some of that might come from my family or it 
came from being a woman or it came from being Black 
in this county, regardless it came from experiencing 
differentials in power that were painful. So, that pain 
inhibits my capacity to see myself as somebody who 
could lead. . . . You can’t do that deep work with other 
people if you’re not doing that deep work yourself . . . 
If you don’t cross that bridge, how is anyone else going 
to cross that bridge?”

http://www.grassrootsfundraising.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/THE-FOUR-IS-OF-OPPRESSION-1.pdf
https://chinookfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Supplemental-Information-for-Funding-Guidelines.pdf
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“Does our healing work really meet the power building that is necessary 
to respond to the political agendas that are trying to deplete our lives? 
. . . Politicized healing does that. It gives us a framework to say, ‘Yes, 
we can do healing work’ within our organizations, and . . . let’s be clear 
around how it builds power, in what ways does it create more capacity 
for our leaders [and] more opportunity for folks to be engaged and to 
sustain their engagement?”55  – Mark-Anthony Clayton-Johnson, 
Frontline Wellness Network
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P H OTO  B Y  P C U N

Healing justice is essential to community 

power building for at least four reasons. First, it 

restores and transforms the emotional, mental, 

physical, and spiritual well-being of individuals 

and communities so that people can experience 

and practice what it means to be in a healthy 

equitable community today. Second, it fosters 

a sense of community where people feel heard 

(sometimes for the first time), feel connected 

rather than isolated, and feel supported 

in their transformation. Third, it supports 

people’s well-being, safety, and resiliency so 

that they can participate in building power. 

Fourth, healing justice enables both internal 

and external transformation; for instance, 

CPBOs can identify and transform institutions 

that interrupt and undermine individual and 

collective abilities to heal.

a “White privilege [is] an invisible package of unearned assets that I can count on cashing in each day, but about which I was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious. 

White privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools and blank checks.” Peggy 

McIntosh, “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.”

b “From birth, those of us with privileged identities are socialized to internalize dominance. We come to believe that our privilege, or even superiority, is 

natural and that all opportunities are granted based on individual merit.” Coming Out for Racial Justice: An Anti-Racist Organizational Development Toolkit for 

LGBTQ Groups and Activists 2nd Ed. (Basic Rights, 2015).

c “However, if and when an educational program does directly address racism and the privileging of whites, common white responses include anger, 

withdrawal, emotional incapacitation, guilt, argumentation, and cognitive dissonance (all of which reinforce the pressure on facilitators to avoid directly 

addressing racism). So-called progressive whites may not respond with anger, but may still insulate themselves via claims that they are beyond the need for 

engaging with the content because they ‘already had a class on this’ or ‘already know this.’ These reactions are often seen in anti-racist education endeavors 

as forms of resistance to the challenge of internalized dominance (Whitehead & Wittig, 2005; Horton & Scott, 2004; McGowan, 2000; O’Donnell, 1998). 

These reactions do indeed function as resistance, but it may be useful to also conceptualize them as the result of the reduced psychosocial stamina that 

racial insulation inculcates. I call this lack of racial stamina ‘White Fragility.’” Robin DiAngelo, White Fragility: Why It‘s so Hard for White People to Talk about 

Racism (Boston: Beacon, 2018).

d See Glossary: ally.

Related to healing justice is the work that 

local CPBOs are doing with white people to 

recognize the privileges afforded by whiteness,a  

heal from “internalized dominance”b (also 

called internalized entitlement or internalized 

supremacy), and address white fragility.c  

Through personal transformation, white people 

recognize their history, shift their beliefs and 

feelings, stop microaggressions,54  and show up 

more boldly as anti-racist allies.d  Without this 

transformation, “when push comes to shove, or 
when people have to take action, they’re [i.e., white 
people are] not actually willing to take the risk and 
put themselves on the line for their values.” 

https://nationalseedproject.org/images/documents/Knapsack_plus_Notes-Peggy_McIntosh.pdf
http://www.basicrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Coming-Out-For-Racial-Justice.pdf
http://www.basicrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Coming-Out-For-Racial-Justice.pdf
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Nurturing people’s resilience 

Organizers facilitate healing as they organize 

other community members. Supporting other 

people’s healing is essential to the collective 

transformation of communities, but it requires 

time and emotional labor and has the potential 

to retraumatize organizers. Local CPBOs 

are exploring what it takes to nurture these 

organizers’ resilience. Resilience refers to 

people’s innate ability and practices (e.g., 

being creative, learning and adapting, 

building supportive relationships, etc.) 

that resource people to bounce back from 

setbacks, thrive in the face of challenges, and 

engage in transformation. 56

 

In terms of time and emotional labor, some 

local CPBOs have supervisors support 

volunteer and staff organizers. For example, 

Claire Zautke (Citizen Action of Wisconsin), 

shared that: “A lot is emotionally laborious. . . . [An 
organizer may] be like, ‘Oh my gosh, this person’s 
story was so complicated and so sad. . .’ [I] hold 
that space with them [i.e., the organizer] and allow 
them to feel whatever they’re feeling, because 
they had to keep it together . . . while sharing this 
really emotional story.”a Some local CPBOs have 

been able to compensate people for this labor. 

For instance at United for a New Economy: 

“[We are] not expecting oppressed identities in the 
organization to lead this aspect of the work. . . . 
[We have] a budget line item so that we’re able to 
bring in contractors and elders . . . that can lead us 
through that process, ‘cause we also think that that 

a Claire Zautke (Health Care for All Director, Citizen Action of Wisconsin), Lead Local interview, 2019.

b Carmen Medrano (Executive Director, United for a New Economy), Lead Local interview, 2019.

work should be paid. People should not be coming 
in and having to do it for free.”b 

In terms of the potential to retraumatize 

organizers, managers at CPBOs are learning 

how to take care of people emotionally while 

at the same time building their own and 

community members’ resilience. As one local 

CPBO explained, “Because she’s [the organizer’s] 
directly impacted by the issue that we’re organizing 
on, having all of that trauma, [she] continues to get 
re-traumatized every time you have a conversation 
with another member. And because we hire from 
the community, . . . we have staff that are impacted 
by addiction and by abuse and violence. . . . Giving 
the space for people to be real and humans . . . is 
hard on an organization, and we know that if we 
don’t heal here, where?” Community leaders have 

to be good listeners but, as one local CPBO 

shared, they should not be “sponges of all the 
traumatic stories that they’re hearing. . . . What 
is that mesh shield that you’re putting around 
yourself where those stories can go through you, 
but they’re not just getting absorbed by you?”
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“We have staff that are 
impacted by addiction and 
by abuse and violence. . . . 
Giving the space for people 
to be real and humans . . . 
is hard on an organization, 
and we know that if we 
don’t heal here, where?”

Connecting people to purpose,  
values, and their whole selves

Many CPBO executives and senior leaders 

have gone through leadership development 

programs like the Rockwood Leadership 

Institute, which focuses on purpose, vision, 

values, emotional intelligence, transformational 

relationships, and other aspects of personal 

and collective transformation.57  Some local 

CPBOs also host programs (which could be 

in-house, by a network partner like the National 

Domestic Workers Alliance’s SOL Initiative, 

or through intermediaries like BOLD) that 

connect community members to their purpose 

and values.a  These programs instill a sense 

that people are whole and complete as they 

are (rather than somebody who needs to be 

fixed, improved, or different). They support 

people to see how they are nested within a web 

of relationships and how the CPBO is part of 

a larger movement context.b These leadership 

development programs nurture people’s 

identity as powerful community leaders and 

movement leaders. 

Fostering a sense of individual and 
collective agency

Doran Schrantz, Executive Director of ISAIAH, 

shared that the role of community organizing 

is to resource individuals in the journey 

towards seeing themselves as part of the 

public sphere and see and experience their 

a See here for more information on BOLD. See here for more information about SOL.

b See Glossary: movements

c Non-CPBOs (e.g., charities and disaster relief agencies) also connect individuals to the public sphere. However, CPBOs are unique in building power to 

transform systems and conditions.

own power to influence that public sphere.c 

The belief that I can bring about change is 

what we mean by individual agency. Collective 

agency is the belief that people together can 

bring about change. 

 

 

 

 

 

Local CPBOs use stories to instill people 

with a sense of agency. These stories share 

the experiences of community members in 

changing inequitable systems and conditions. 

For instance, one local CPBO shared, “There’s a 
lot of our elders who maintained those organizing 
practices when they came [to the US]. . . . Them 
being able to share the lessons that they’ve learned 
over the years and . . . meld that with current 
developments in the field of organizing . . . [is] this 
constant building [of momentum].” 

Local CPBOs also support community members 

in getting practical experience with effecting 

change. As one local CPBO said, “I think it’s 
possible to teach people skills to be organizers and 
that is super necessary. [But] what we’re doing has 
another piece to it . . . that’s about people being 
able to experience their own power. . . .  
The way that we’re approaching leadership 
development is . . . actually about that.” 
 

“People being able to 
experience their own power:  
. . . leadership development is 
. . . actually about that.” 

https://boldorganizing.org/history-timeline/
http://www.soltransforminglives.org/pdf/sol-transforming-lives-executive-summary-4.pdf
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Supporting a set of leaders 
across an ecosystem

Another facet of the capacity to cultivate 

leadership and leaders is supporting people 

to shift between and fulfill different roles 

within a set of leaders across an ecosystem for 

building community power. This facet includes 

influencing decision makers and decision- 

making processes, leading CPBOs as staff 

and board members, co-governing as decision 

makers, and self-governing transformative 

alternatives. Local CPBOs build people’s  

competencies in practical, concrete ways  

while simultaneously reinforcing personal  

and collective transformation.a 

Influencing decision makers and 
decision-making processes

CPBOs train community members on base 
building, organizing, campaigning, leadership 

transformation, and other skills and issues that 

are critical to building power.b As their abilities 

and, quite frankly, passion for organizing 

grows, CPBOs provide a series of leadership 

opportunities with different types of re-

sponsibilities that influence decision makers 

(e.g., going door-to-door to talk to community 

members, having conversations with decision 

makers, managing a community meeting, 

developing a campaign plan, etc.). Community 

a An evaluation of 23 grassroots organizing groups by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation found that skills training is most effective when focused on what 

leaders need to fulfill their current or upcoming role. See Grassroots Leadership Development: Workbook for Aspiring or Current Grassroots Leaders  

(W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 2013).

b See Glossary: base building.

members can then experience their own power 

as they bring people together to advocate for 

policies, bargain and strike for workers’ rights, 

overcome voter suppression, and otherwise 

influence decision makers and decision-making 

processes. These experiences instill a sense 

of personal and collective agency among 

community members. 

Leading CPBOs as staff  
and board members

CPBOs are also building a pipeline of 

community members who are recruited as 

staff and serve as board members. As one local 

CPBO said, “It’s important to us that the people 
that are impacted by our work are [in] leadership 
on all levels. . . . That is our staff. That’s our board.” 

Having community members as staff is  

a common practice for CPBOs. According to 

one local CPBO, it can be easier for staff who 

are from the community, relative to staff from 

outside a community, to understand and build 

relationships with community members. Also, 

if these staff have emerged from the many 

ways that CPBOs cultivate leadership, new 

staff are already leaders who are inculcated in 

the ways that the CPBO works. Finally, having 

community members as staff can further ensure 

that the CPBO is community-rooted (i.e., driven 

by and accountable to the community).

CPBOs provide training, coaching, and 

hands-on opportunities to grow the staff’s 

management and leadership skills in ways 

that are unique to community power building. 

For example, as staff become supervisors, they 

learn to shift from fighting power externally to 

leveraging power in equitable ways internally. 

As another example, senior staff are growing 

as movement leaders by meeting other CPBOs 

through study tours to other communities, 

annual conferences, and cross-movement 

trainings as well as by participating in and 

leading networks.a 

Having community members as board 

members is less of a norm within CPBOs, but 

can strengthen a CPBO’s responsiveness 

and accountability to the community.b Local 

CPBOs did not discuss how they develop the 

leadership of boards, but it likely includes some 

components that are general to nonprofit 

boards and other components that are specific 

to community power building. In terms of the 

former, one partner shared, “Our board members 
. . . have never seen a budget before, and they don‘t 
know what a profit and loss report is. So it’s not 
really fair for us to say, ‘You should be the treasurer 
and . . . now you’re a leader’ without giving those 
skills on some level.”
 

a See the section “The Capacity to Nurture and Sustain Networks” for more information on networks.

b Community-engaged governance incorporates community members (and other stakeholders) into governing an organization. In a pilot with over 100 

nonprofits, the model was found to support organizations in being nimble. See Judy Freiwirth, “Community-Engagement Governance: Systems-Wide 

Governance in Action,” Nonprofit Quarterly, May 9, 2011.

c There is a long history of exploration of co-governance by researchers and CPBOs. See John Ackerman, “Co-Governance for Accountability:  

Beyond ‘Exit’ and ‘Voice’” World Development 32, no. 3 (March 2004).

d Reyna Lopez Osuna (Executive Director, Pineros y Campesinos Unidos del Noroeste), Lead Local interview, 2019.

Co-governing as decision makers

While 501(c)3 organizations are limited in  

their ability to engage in political and electoral 

strategies, there are many ways that they  

and other types of CPBOs can engage in  

co-governing communities.Co-governance 

refers to a more integrated relationship 

between government and community, where 

there is direct and shared decision-making 

and accountability.c  

CPBOs support community members to take 

leadership positions in the community so 

that they can make decisions themselves. 

Members may join commissions, committees, 

boards, appointed positions, or even (on their 

own) elected offices. As Reyna Lopez Osuna, 

Executive Director of PCUN, explained, “If we 
can add Latinx voices to these decision-making 
tables, we can really reshape systems in a way that 
can improve the prosperity of everybody.”d When 

members of the community see themselves 

reflected in leadership, one local CPBO added, 

they can see what is possible for themselves  

as leaders. 
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https://www.racialequitytools.org/resourcefiles/kellogg.pdf
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/community-engagement-governance-systems-wide-governance-in-action/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/community-engagement-governance-systems-wide-governance-in-action/
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0305750X03002341
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0305750X03002341


CPBOs educate and support the leadership 

of people who are in decision-making 

positions to wield governing power. There 

is a growing body of work and experiences on 

how to exercise governing power.a For example, 

through the 1000 Leaders Project, Partnership 

for Working Families collaborates with several 

local CPBOs to cultivate leadership and 

leaders locally to wield governing power.58  

The 1000 Leaders Project supports personal 

and collective transformation for community 

members who are decision makers in formal 

positions of power. Community leaders learn 

how to forge shared values (e.g., racial equity) 

and align with these values even when there 

is a transactional give-and-take. They learn 

how to build coalitions to govern that center 

racial equity and reject wedge issues (i.e., when 

competing interests are used to turn potential 

allies against each other). They also build 

the technical skills to maneuver politics and 

a For an explanation of governing power, see California Health and Justice for All Power-Building Landscape: A Preliminary Assessment (USC Dornsife Equity 

Research Institute [formerly Program for Environmental and Regional Equity], 2018).

organize people within government bureaucra-

cies to move equitable policies forward.

CPBOs also forge mutually accountable 

relationships with decision-makers. Members 

who take decision-making positions may feel 

isolated and disconnected from the CPBOs 

that cultivated their leadership.  These 

decision-makers want ways to be in constant 

communication with their community, and the 

community wants ways to hold decision-makers 

accountable.  Feedback loops between CPBOs 

and decision-makers, which are legally feasible, 

are important to ensure that ongoing decisions 

and implementation align with the community 

members’ emerging needs, interests, and 

proposed changes. 

The Denver Community Education Coalition 

consists of a range of CPBOs including 501(c)4 

organizations that engage in political and 

electoral strategies and 501(c)3 organizations 

that can engage in purpose-related advocacy 

as well as other strategies like educating 

decision-makers. In 2019, the coalition suc-

cessfully elected three school board members 

and shifted the composition of the Denver 

school board to be more representative of 

the communities served by the district and 

less linked to charter schools. Local CPBO 

Our Voice Our Schools (OVOS) is a 501(c)3 

nonprofit and member of this coalition. The 

new school board members participated in 

OVOS’s programming and an equity tour, which 

supported them in navigating the education 

system and learning how to exert influence to 

reform the school district. 

Hasira “Soul” Ashemu, OVOS Founder and 

Chief Visionary Officer, shares this reflection: 

“We [The community] have become good at being 
oppositional to power, but once we have the reins, 
what do we do with it? . . . Now the work is to 
organize the school board and educate them about 
the power they wield and how to do it. If you aren’t 
on that outside anymore but now on the inside, it’s 
a mind flip. [And we are doing that] while keeping 
parents involved [to] keep the pressure on elected 
board members.”

Self-governing transformative  
alternatives 

Based on Change Elemental’s experience, 

many CPBOs are also learning how to support 

leaders in self-governing transformative 

alternatives. These CPBOs are often grounded 

in Indigenous, ecological, and embodied 

practices that transform relationships with 

oneself, with others, and with the planet. 

Leaders are network weavers who create a 

sacred and creative space for people to try 

new things, be their full and whole selves, 

and leverage tensions to deepen equity.a They 

are healers who are nurturing inner work so 

that communities have the depth of power 

needed to dismantle and create new systems 

and conditions that are equitable.b They also 

engage in direct democracy and other ways 

to self-govern alongside the operations and 

a See Glossary: deep equity. See also: Weaving Together a World without Violence: A Collection of Principles, Practices, and Recipes for Healing  

(Change Elemental, Network Weaver Learning Lab, 2019).

b See Glossary: inner work.

management needed to bring to life their  

own solutions (e.g., cooperative farming,  

land trusts, etc.).

For example, Movement Generation shares 

the story of the Black Mesa Water Coalition’s 

Just Transition strategy. This CPBO has a 

“visionary path out of economic depression 

and towards a local, living, loving economy.”59  

They are drawing on ancestral farming 

practices to restore the land. They are using 

sheep herding to strengthen a cooperative 

and intergenerational wool economy. Finally, 

they are organizing for solar power owned 

by the community to replace the recently 

closed coal-fired power plant. Their leadership 

is “rooted in our Indigenous teaching of 

Hozho—to ensure respectful, self-determined, 

and engaged communities . . . [and] restore and 

maintain our relationship to Mother Earth as a 

sacred being.”60 

Linking Decision-Makers and Community Members to Co-Govern
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https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/TCE_PLA_Memo2_FINAL.pdf
https://changeelemental.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Weaving-Together-a-World-Without-Violence-Healing-Cookbook.pdf
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Innovating systems and ways 
to sustain leadership

“Bayanihan is this idea that every single person 
in the village will use their capacity to benefit the 
shared collective. It’s about everybody picking up 
. . . this hut together and bringing it into . . . safety. 
. . . It’s this idea that many hands are stronger 
than one. It’s the strength in collectiveness. It’s the 
strength in our shared capacity, in our communal 
unity.” Offered by Hannah Lea Doruelo, 

Community Organizer at AFIRE Chicago, this 

vivid description of a system where leadership 

is shared by many people was echoed by many 

local CPBOs.

For CPBOs, the staff, board, and members are in 

constant flux as people’s lives, the organization, 

and the community change. Thus, a leadership 

system goes beyond the people involved to 

the culture, structures, and processes that 

sustain as individuals come in and out of 

the organization. Examples of structure are 

an organizing committee or senior leadership 

team that continually builds authentic, trusting 

relationships.61  An example of a process is a 

restorative justice circle to surface and navigate 

differences of opinion, tensions, and conflicts, 

a SEEDS is an example of an organization that provides training for restorative justice processes;  

see Glossary: privilege.

b Nicole Keenan-Lai (former Policy Director, Puget Sound Sage, and current Senior Development Manager at The Partnership for Working Families), 

Lead Local interview, 2019.

especially those around race, power, and 

privilege.a An example of culture is when norms, 

beliefs, and practices lift up and celebrate the 

different wisdoms and contributions of people 

from the most impacted communities, particu-

larly Black and Indigenous peoples.62

A system of leadership holds that leadership 

is not about one person or one set of skills or 

knowledge. Rather, it is about the quality of 

relationships between and among people 

who lead together. Local CPBOs discussed 

how these relationships enable people who 

are sharing leadership to be flexible. As one 

partner encapsulated, “Sometimes you have to be 
the legs, sometimes you have to be the leader, and 
sometimes you have to be the arms and just . . . pull 
everybody together and be that coalition builder.” 

As another local CPBO said, “Leaderfulness is 
really about . . . knowing what you can‘t do. And 
then being like, ‘actually, I can’t do that and I don’t 
want to, but this other person is going to be great 
for that.’”b In other words, people can shift into 

leadership and also cede leadership to others 

without ego and power struggles. This fluidity 

is not reliant on individuals’ proclivities but 

instead is built into a system of leadership that 

is mutually supportive, mutually accountable, 

and highly equitable.

“Bayanihan is this idea that every single person in the village  
will use their capacity to benefit the shared collective.”  
– Hannah Lea Doruelo, AFIRE Chicago 

The Capacity to Strengthen 
Power-Building Institutions

7

What is the capacity to 
strengthen power-building 
institutions?

The capacity to strengthen power-build-

ing institutions refers to the patterns 

(of thinking, behaving, feeling, and being), 

capabilities, knowledge, and resources 

needed to nourish and evolve equitable, 

sustainable, and powerful CPBOs. It is an 

ongoing process to align structures, processes, 

a See Glossary: deep equity. 

people, and cultures so that institutions can 

deepen equity internally and externally;a sustain 

their work and their relationships with staff, 

board, community members, and partners; and 

build power in ways that are aligned with their 

values and that lead to their bold vision. These 

institutions take many forms such as 501(c)3 

organizations, self-organized volunteer  

groups, fiscally sponsored groups, 501(c)4 

organizations, PACs, networks, coalitions, and 

for-profit businesses like LLCs, among others. 

to nourish and evolve equitable, sustainable, and powerful CPBOs 
(including 501(c)3 organizations, self-organized volunteer groups, 
fiscally sponsored groups, 501(c)4 organizations, PACs, networks, 
coalitions, and for-profit businesses like LLCs, among others)
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Some CPBOs further seek to operate in trans-

formative ways—that is, in ways that represent 

the change they seek in the world, which may 

augment, reprioritize, or replace traditional 

ways that nonprofits operate. As one local 

CPBO encapsulated, “One of our core principles 
as an organization is the way that we work as an 
organization, we would want others to [work.]” 

9to5 Colorado, for example, has policies to 

support sustainability (e.g., work from home, 

flex and comp time, family leave bank, etc.) and 

practices to ensure people feel safe and valued 

as they are (e.g., respect statement, conflict 

resolution tools, lunch sessions to talk about 

anti-oppression, etc.).63  As another example, 

Soul Fire Farm is a community-owned farm and 

CPBO that is transforming what it means to 

strengthen power-building institutions: “In line 

with our work to advance healing justice and 

liberation in the wider community, we commit 

to an internal team culture that uplifts compas-

sionate communication, ample rest, distributed 

leadership, fair compensation, and investment 

in personal and professional development as 

well as adequate infrastructure to support our 

team and community’s well being.”64

a For more information on facets of the capacity to strengthen power-building institutions, please see My Healthy Organization, the MCAT, the OMT, 

and the Advocacy CCAT, to name a few.

What does this capacity  
look like among CPBOs?

Based on the stories that local CPBOs shared 

about what it takes to nourish and evolve 

equitable, sustainable, and powerful CPBOs, we 

identified five facets that make up the capacity 

to strengthen power-building institutions:

• Deepening equity

• Leading

• Managing

• Connecting

• Resourcing

These facets may be analogous to what many 

organizations and businesses need to thrive. 

Thus, we focus only on those aspects that local 

CPBOs lifted up as essential to community 

power building.a Many of these aspects 

are similar to and interwoven with other 

community power building capacities. 

Deepening equity

Strong power-building institutions deepen 

equity throughout programs, operations, and 

cultures.a Several local CPBOs discussed how 

the “lack of equity . . . in the world [shows] up in our 
organizations. . . . How [can] we have the skills to 
show up to the ways that that can be challenging 
and painful?” Local CPBOs are creating internal 

systems and policies that are more equitable 

(e.g., compensation, flexible work schedules, 

healthcare coverage, etc.). They are nurturing 

liberatory practices (e.g., healing justice and de-

emphasizing habits of white supremacy culture 

like perfectionism).65  They are also supporting 

the emotional labor of staff who simultaneously 

experience oppression and fight oppression in the 

community and the organization.b 

Leading

Local CPBOs lifted up the importance of  

having institutional values and teams 

of leaders that bring these values to life; 

connecting strategy (i.e., analyses, visions, 

and agendas) to movements;c managing power, 

conflict, and polarities in ways that deepen 

equity within the institution; and creating 

equitable systems to share leadership that 

sustain as leaders transition.

Local CPBOs also shared how strong  

power-building institutions need to be nimble. 

Power building is not a linear process. Power  

a For more information on how nonprofits more broadly are deepening equity within organizations, please see Awake to Woke to Work: Building a Race 

Equity Culture (Equity in the Center, 2019). 

b See Glossary: oppression.

c See Glossary: movements.

 

building happens in a complex, changing 

environment with opportunities and needs 

emerging and disappearing rapidly (e.g., the 

COVID-19 pandemic raising awareness of 

the importance of caregiving). Power building 

happens in communities with inequitable 

systems that are set up to maintain the status 

quo (e.g., systems morphing from slavery to Jim 

Crow laws to mass incarceration to oppress 

Black people).66 Local CPBOs are in two-way 

strategic conversations with community 

members and partners to understand what 

is emerging in their communities and pivot 

when there are surprises. Some local CPBOs 

also use an intentional experimentation process 

to innovate as conditions change. As one local 

CPBO shared, “We’re experimenting with doing 
direct organizing of parents . . . and how to build 
a distributive leadership model of parents [in 
multiple places] to try to . . . understand both what 
is working about where we’re at now [and] what are 
all those changes that need to come into play to  
. . . win the power that we all need [given our vision 
and the shifts we want to make].”

“One of our core principles as an organization is the 
way that we work as an organization, we would want 
others to [work.]”

“It’s important that we’re 
building an organization that 
is not recreating the same 
oppressive structures.” – 
Michelle Keenan-Lai, Texas 
Organizing Project
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https://myhealthyorganization.roadmapconsulting.org
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/mcat/#download-tool
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Finally, a few local CPBOs reflected on the 

challenge of leading institutions when power 

is distributed inside (among members, staff, 

and board) and outside (among partners and 

networks) the CPBO. To ensure that boards 

do not hold power in ways that replicate 

inequities, CPBOs are adding community 

members to boards or exploring other forms 

of community-engaged governance.a To ensure 

that community members from the most 

impacted communities drive decision-making, 

CPBOs are modeling democratic processes 

such as elections or consensus.67  To ensure 

that networks do not exploit CPBOs and their 

communities, CPBOs are making sure that 

BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people of  

color) have an influential voice within  

network leadership. 

Managing

Local CPBOs lifted up three aspects of 

managing strong power-building institutions 

that are unique to community power building: 

managing people, managing multiple lines of 

work, and managing data.

First, related to managing people, many 

local CPBOs are navigating staffing cycles 

that continually shrink and grow  Some 

local CPBOs noted that, while it is hard to 

get resources for their own permanent staff, 

many larger institutions receive funding for 

a Community-engaged governance incorporates community members (and other stakeholders) into governing an organization. In a pilot with over 100 

nonprofits, the model was found to support organizations in being nimble. See Judy Freiwirth, “Community-Engagement Governance: Systems-Wide 

Governance in Action,” Nonprofit Quarterly, May 9, 2011.

temporary staff that they place at local and 

state CPBOs with which they affiliate. One local 

CPBO shared, for example, that they doubled 

their staff size through affiliations with three 

national networks during the last election cycle. 

This means that local leaders are managing staff 

who are accountable to the local CPBO and to 

the institution paying for their time, managing 

relationships with multiple CPBOs that are 

funding these positions, and supporting their 

core staff to transition as staff size fluctuates 

up and down.

In addition, many local CPBOs are addressing 

staff turnover, which is rooted in a number of 

issues such as low compensation, how hard the 

work is, and structural obstacles that BIPOC 

(Black, Indigenous, and people of color) and 

other impacted individuals face within the 

nonprofit sector.68  As one local CPBO shared, 

it takes an emotional, mental, and physical toll 

to fight oppression, surface and resolve conflict, 

and facilitate racial healing and transformation 

every day. In many regions, white nationalists 

and other oppressive forces also create safety 

threats including physical violence, social 

retaliation, loss of livelihood, and cyber attacks. 

Despite being under-resourced and facing 

urgent needs within the community, local 

CPBOs are trying to tend to the humanity and 

wholeness of staff and ensure safety. Some 

CPBOs provide better compensation and 

benefits. Others are creating space for inner 

work to prevent burnout and provide healing;a 

they additionally encourage self-care and 

collective care practices. CPBOs have also 

learned to provide adequate onboarding and 

training that help retain staff.

Second, local CPBOs are managing multiple 

lines of work. Many local CPBOs are managing 

different types of programs, convening 

various coalitions and networks, and starting 

new organizations. Examples of these lines of 

work include community organizing, leadership 

development, community-driven policy 

research, narrative-shifting communications, 

coalition-led campaigns, and support for 

co-governance. In addition, the field of CPBOs 

is getting more complex with a growth in 

501(c)4, LLCs, PACs, and other types of  

organizations. Compared to 501(c)3  

organizations, these alternative legal 

structures have unique management needs  

to navigate complex rules and laws and to  

align across multiple types of CPBOs.

Finally, although CPBOs are rich in data from 

sources like community member experiences 

and ancestral traditions, many CPBOs want 

a See Glossary: inner work.

b Groundswell, a funder of CPBOs, invested in a cohort of nonprofits to incubate integrated voter engagement, expand organizing training, and work in 

a network for policy and systems change in Florida. They found that it was difficult to obtain data about the most impacted communities (i.e., communities 

of color, naturalized citizens, and infrequent voters), particularly given people’s fear to share data when the government has used data against them (e.g., 

for ICE raids and deportations). Also, staff were stretched to use data collection and management tools systematically. See Groundswell Fund’s Capacity 

Building Program Report (2016).

to strengthen their ability to collect, use, and 

own more traditional research data. Local 

CPBOs are developing systems to manage 

data that informs various analyses; tracks 

community member engagement to support 

them as leaders; and strengthens specific 

strategies like integrated voter engagement and 

communications framing.b As one local CPBO 

explained, “We just don’t have the resources to 
access more up-to-date data. . . . If we are talking 
about building capacity and building power, we 
are going to have to have access to some of those 
more higher-level resources in order to really be 
intentional and more strategic.”
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Connecting

Strong power-building institutions are political 

homes that connect people to the CPBO, to 

each other, and to feeling inspired to bring 

about a shared vision. Specifically, local CPBOs 

nurture long-term, trusting, equitable rela-

tionships with community members, network 

partners, and staff and board. At a Southern 

Vision Alliance convening in 2019 on building 

the capacity of Southern grassroots organiza-

tions, participants dreamed of relationships 

that could transcend different ideologies, 

historic conflicts, and different priorities so that 

people could count on each other to transform 

systems and conditions in the long term and 

support the most impacted communities in the 

current moment.a 

Resourcing

The most essential way to strengthen  

power-building institutions is to expand 

staffing and systems. The capacities we 

have discussed so far require time-intensive, 

prolonged, and deep efforts that non-CPBOs 

often undervalue. Yet, these capacities are 

what enable CPBOs to go from 1) a cycle of 

rebuilding staff, partners, and community 

members anew to win one campaign at a time 

to 2) building a long-term base that governs and 

transforms systems and conditions. 

a In this case, the conversation centered trans and gender non-binary people of color.

Without sufficient resources, local CPBOs 

shared that they don’t have the opportunity to 

develop fully the capacities that are essential 

to community power building. Frequently 

staff work long hours, wear multiple hats, and 

turn over quickly. They have to be creative 

to make the best out of what they have; for 

example, figuring out how to engage community 

residents when you don’t have a data 

management system or accurate data to inform 

engagement efforts. To add insult to injury, 

community-based CPBOs have to prove that 

they have the capacity and quality to deliver 

a large, quick win before they are funded, 

while watching larger service organizations, 

national networks, and others repeatedly get 

large amounts of resources to parachute into 

communities in ways that are inconsistent with 

power building—the result being that no one 

can deliver on the full transformation needed to 

bring about equitable systems and conditions.69  

The most essential way to 
strengthen power-building 
institutions is to expand staffing 
and systems. 

The Capacity to Nurture and 
Sustain Networks

What is the capacity 
to nurture and sustain 
networks?

The capacity to nurture and sustain 

networks refers to the patterns (of 

thinking, behaving, feeling, and being),  

capabilities, knowledge, and resources 

needed to nurture trusting relationships, 

distribute resources and power equitably, 

and forge enough shared identity to advance 

a vision to transform systems and conditions 

over the long term. According to Nonprofit 

Quarterly, “Very loosely described, networks 

consist of entities (nodes) in relationship with 

one another, and the flows (ties) that exist 

between them.”70  A network is porous in that 

a In some locations, individuals and informal groups of people are doing this work. Thus, in this report, CPBOs refer both to formal organizations and 

networks and to individuals and informal groups. On the formal side, organizations and networks may be non-profits (e.g., (c)3 and (c)4), LLCs, PACs, or 

public agencies.

the boundaries that define who is in or out  

of the network are fuzzy and can change.  

A network is dynamic in that the groups that 

make up a network change over time. Networks 

can be regional, statewide, national, and global  

in scope.

More specific to community power building, a 

network refers to multiple groups that connect 

with each other (formally or informally) to 

reform and transform systems and conditions 

over time.a Networks include coalitions, 

alliances, state tables, sector- or field-wide 

initiatives, associations, and other configu-

rations. They include a range of participants 

that support power building (both CPBOs and 

non-CPBOs like advocates, research centers, 

funders, etc.). Networks are the infrastructure 

to nurture trusting relationships, distribute resources and power 
equitably, and forge enough shared identity to advance a vision to 
transform systems and conditions over the long term

8
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needed to build power to transform systems 

and conditions at all levels (e.g., community 

or movement).a As one local CPBO said, “We 
can’t actually do this work without partnering with 
people. We don’t have that kind of power. We don’t 
have those kinds of resources. And we don’t actually 
have the full analysis.” 

What does this capacity look 
like among CPBOs?

A majority of local CPBOs shared stories of 

what it takes to nurture trusting relationships, 

distribute resources and power equitably, and 

forge enough shared identity to advance a bold 

vision with other organizations. We distilled 

these stories into four facets that contribute to 

the capacity to nurture and sustain networks:

• Network weaving that centers equity  

and trust

• Shared vision, values, and theory of change

• Power, conflict, and polarity management

• Iterative analyses and strategies

These four facets align with a significant body 

of research on networks, network mindsets, 

and network capacities.b We focus on those 

aspects that local CPBOs discussed as essential 

to building community power. In addition, at the 

a See Glossary: movements.

b See the following resources on networks:

        •  Curtis Ogden, “Network Thinking” (Interaction Institute for Social Change)

        •   Claire Reinelt, “Visualizing the Landscape of Action Networks: An Application of Social Network Analysis”

        •   Deborah Meehan et al., Leadership & Networks: New Ways of Developing Leadership in a Highly Connected World

       •  The work of Jane Wei-Skillern and June Holley

       •   Engage: How Funders Can Support and Leverage Networks for Social Impact (The Rockefeller Foundation)

c June Holley, a thought leader on networks, has identified six behaviors that strengthen trust: reliability, reciprocity, openness, honesty, acceptance, and 

appreciation. See Trust: Foundation of Effective Networks (Network Weavers, 2018).

end of this section, we share another four facets 

of the capacity to nurture and sustain networks 

that a few local CPBOs identified but did not 

describe more fully.

Network weaving that  
centers equity and trust

Network weaving refers to expanding and 

strengthening relationships within a network. 

It requires building trust and centering equity.

“People are not gonna work with you, and they’re 
not gonna share power and grow power, if they 
don’t trust the people that they’re working with,” 
explained one local CPBO. There are many 

drivers of trust in networks.c One driver is 

alignment on values, vision, and theory of 

change. Another driver is what CPBOs call 

solidarity, defined by one partner as “showing 

up for each other even if it’s not your main thing 

“[We make] sure that we’re 
connected to all of the groups 
working locally, . . . being a 
facilitative leader, if you  
will, to the movement 
community locally.”

because . . . when you ask for help, you want 

them to come for you.” Finally, a third driver is 

confidence that your interests will be upheld 

over the long term. 

Caring Across Generations (CAG) started in 

2011 as a joint campaign of Jobs With Justice 

and National Domestic Workers Alliance and has 

since grown into a networked movement orga-

nization with over 100 partners. Reflecting on 

the formation of CAG, co-founder Sarita Gupta 

shared, “[CAG] had to start from a place of trust, 

that we’re actually all wanting the same thing, 

but we have to have a multifaceted way in which 

we’re getting there and we have to trust that 

we’re going to be there together through every 

aspect of this to make sure it doesn’t become the 

either/or or that the campaign is done when the 

workers get what they want.”71

In 2012, public schools in Chicago were in crisis. 

The city was targeting low-income public schools 

and shutting them down in favor of privately 

owned charters. As described in When We Fight 

We Win!, the Kenwood Oakland Community 

Organization was ignited by a proposal to 

close Dyett High School.72  They asked the 

Chicago Teachers Union (CTU) to join them in 

a March in support of Dyett and its students. 

The teachers—demoralized by the city—were 

initially reluctant to join the march. Eventually, 

they agreed to participate in the walk from Dyett 

High School to Mayor Rahm Emanuel’s home by 

Lakeview High School, which served a wealthier 

and whiter neighborhood. The walk underscored 

the disparities between the two schools for 

marchers and helped teachers connect more 

deeply with caregivers. The Chicago Teachers 

Union leaders said the march was the “best 

thing they ever did.” This personal transforma-

tion taking place across teachers, caregivers 

and students not only shifted individuals but 

transformed the CTU as a whole and bucked 

traditional assumptions that labor organizations 

and the community couldn’t work together. 

Later, when CTU called a strike for higher wages, 

the community of caregivers, who are often 

critical of strikes that impact their children, came 

out in support of teachers. Many caregivers even 

joined them on the picket line.

The trust forged in 2012 has grown over time. 

In 2019, CTU went on strike again. This time 

they partnered with CPBOs like Grassroots 

Collaborative to demand the type of schools 

that children deserve. CTU, Grassroots Collab-

orative, and other partners exposed deterio-

rating conditions within the schools, the racial 

inequities of under-resourcing schools, and how 

the city government purposefully chose not to 

fund schools in favor of subsidizing development 

and other issues. As a strong network focused 

on supporting the common good (i.e., equitable 

education for the community), they were able to 

win structural reforms across schools in Chicago.

Linking CPBOs and Labor by Deepening Trust and Equity
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For local CPBOs, some of the aspects of deep 
equity that are critical for networks include the 

following:a 

• Centering the most impacted 

communities, particularly Black and 

Indigenous peoples. Many local CPBOs 

said that people of color and white people 

need to demonstrate that they will do 

the work to center Black and Indigenous 

peoples in networks. As one partner shared, 

“There are so few organizations that are led 
by and serve and organize communities of 
color. All coalitions just kind of aim for one per 
coalition, which is such an unfair weight to 
carry in coalition work.”

• Centering CPBOs within a network. If a 

network has both CPBOs and non-CPBOs, 

often non-CPBOs have more power and 

influence on the network. Centering CPBOs 

within a network ensures that the network 

will be more community-rooted. As one 

local CPBO shared, “Organizations that are 
deep into base building are NOT resourced to 
lead the tables and it becomes de facto hard 
to ensure things are done equitably and that 
the most impacted are leading with solutions.” 
Another local CPBO added, “The policy or-
ganizations are led by white folks and the base 
building groups are led by women of color. The 
way we enter is not equitable [so sometimes 
we need to shift] a table that has already come 
into existence.”b 

a See Glossary: deep equity.

b Carmen Medrano (Executive Director, United for a New Economy), Lead Local interview, 2019.

c Reyna Lopez Osuna (Executive Director, Pineros y Campesinos Unidos del Noroeste), Lead Local interview, 2019.

d Lili Hoag (Senior Political and Advocacy Director, Family Forward Oregon), Lead Local interview, 2019.

• Making differences explicit. “One of the 
biggest lessons [for a collaborative event] was 
that . . . we needed to start from not just talking 
about what are commonalities, but talking 
about what are differences . . . cause we’re 
different,” explained one local CPBO.c  Some 

of these differences are related to organiza-

tions (e.g., strategic goals) and some may be 

embedded within communities (e.g., cultural 

practices and power). Networks need to 

recognize and grapple with differences 

across participating organizations in order 

to align and support each other. In addition, 

partners need to support their membership 

bases to embrace differences through 

practices like racial healing. As one partner 

explained, “What we [CPBOs] have in common 
. . . is that we all center communities of color 
in our work, and that’s not true in the labor 
movement. . . . We’re all limited by where our 
memberships are” and we need to educate 

and bring along members who may be less 

accepting of differences.

• Creating new models of equitable 

networks. Family Forward Oregon shared 

one example of this: “we had norms around 
how you share, what you share, not having to 
be right or perfect, or allowing for there to be 
children in meetings.”d  

We discuss additional aspects of deep equity in 

the section on “The Capacity to Deepen Equity.”

Shared vision, values, and 
theory of change

One local CPBO asked the question, “Are we 
really ready to share power among each other? 
What would it take to do that?” Several local 

CPBOs said that it starts with alignment 

around vision and values, which is different 

than specific campaigns. A network vision is 

long term—looking 20 years, 50 years, or seven 
generations forward—and includes multiple 

issues that impact a community, such as 

education, health, and the economy.a It is bold 

and transformative, enabling those that are 

dismantling and creating equitable alternatives 

and those that are reforming systems and 

conditions to support each other towards a 

common purpose. In the context of community 

power building, network values represent the 

core agreements for how people relate to each 

other, prioritize decisions, and act. These are 

agreements that network members will stick 

with even if it means losing some short-term 

objectives. 

In addition to vision and values, networks 

support CPBOs to get “aligned in our theory of 
change [so we] are thinking about these issues . . . 
[and see the] path to power in the same way. . . . [For 
example,] how do we get to scale on building out 
care work and more distributed organizing?” one 

a See Glossary: seven generations.

b To learn more about arenas, geographic strategies, and power-building functions, please see Manuel Pastor et al., Changing States: A Framework for 

Progressive Governance (USC Dornsife Equity Research Institute [formerly Program for Environmental and Regional Equity], 2016).

c See Glossary: privilege.

partner explained. Networks identify arenas 

for making change (e.g., corporate or judicial), 

geographic strategies (e.g., advance regional 

change that enables community change),  

power-building functions (e.g., influencing 

narratives and conducting policy research), and 

ways to resource and build capacity across the 

network to advance the theory of change.b 

Power, conflict, and polarity  
management

The very nature of networks—their diversity of 

actors and approaches; their fluid boundaries 

of structure and membership; differentials in 

resources and capacity; and dynamics of race, 

ethnicity, gender and class—make certain 

tensions and power imbalances inevitable.  

Local CPBOs noted that some network members 

have more privilege and power than others 

(e.g., larger, white-led, or policy advocacy 

organizations).c They shared stories about 

conflicts around people’s egos, organizational 

turf, racialized harm, etc. that have torn apart 

networks. Finally, CPBOs struggled with 

polarities, which are differences that seem like 

opposite ends of a spectrum (e.g., campaigns to 

reform policies on one side of a spectrum and 

movement-building to transform society on the 

other side of a spectrum). 73
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An important aspect of the capacity to nurture 

and sustain networks, therefore, is learning to 

name and reconcile these tensions, realign 

and heal networks, and find innovative ways 

to unify or leverage polarities. CPBOs that 

have the capacity to deepen equity refer to 

this aspect as lifting up “generative tension” 

or “both/and thinking rather than either/or 

thinking.” As one example, some of the local 

CPBOs have been trained in Forward Stance, 

developed by Norma Wong and Eveline Shen. 

Forward Stance is a mind-body practice 

that, as Eveline shares, enables people to 

“address conflict head-on without damaging 

the person, the organization or the entity 

that you disagree with. . . . We don’t have to 

engage in politics of destruction if we have 

very different points of view. . . . You can stick 

to your own principles and disagree in this 

very big way and . . . you don’t have to demean 

yourself or other people.”74  As network leaders 

practice the 10-step form of Tai Ji that make 

up Forward Stance, they experience alignment 

and misalignment and reflect on how to address 

tensions within the network.75 

In addition to navigating tensions within 

networks, local CPBOs shared that they also 

reconcile differences between networks. Local 

CPBOs lead and participate in multiple national 

networks, state tables, regional alliances, 

city coalitions, and other formations. Some 

networks are short term and others are long 

term. Some networks are focused on discrete 

changes (e.g., policy campaigns) and others are 

focused on movement building. Some networks 

don’t discuss power building and others are 

explicit about building power. Local CPBOs lift 

up community power building across all these 

networks. As one local CPBO shared, “I think 
we helped to shape and shift that culture because 
people would just do their own thing: if you were 
in the reproductive justice coalitions, you just did 
reproductive justice stuff; if you were in criminal 
justice reform, you just did that; if you were in labor, 
labor stayed to themselves. So we’re kind of the 
bridge between a lot of coalitions and a lot  
of movements.”

Iterative analyses  
and strategies

Another facet of the capacity to nurture and 

sustain networks is facilitating iterative 

processes to both develop systemic, political, 

and power analyses at the movement 

level and also experiment with strategies 

to build community power that amplifies 

movements.76  To this end, a few local CPBOs 

shared that they create spaces for leaders of 

different community groups to come together 

frequently for peer support, information 

sharing, coordination, and learning. As one 

group said, “[We make] sure that we’re connected 
to all of the groups working locally, . . . being a 
facilitative leader, if you will, to the movement 
community locally.” 

Several local CPBOs participate in or lead 

regional alliances that tailor power-building 

strategies to their communities.77 These 

alliances conduct community-driven policy 

research, build multi-sector and multi-issue 

networks that center CPBOs and include labor, 

and engage in action learning to develop and 

implement power-building strategies. For 

example, a CPBO that is a 501(c)4 shared that 

they learned about how important the city 

council was in their community and how there 

are different power-building strategies to win a 

council seat, move policies as a council member, 

and hold council members accountable to their 

promises after an election.

Furthermore, some local CPBOs participate 

in national opportunities to develop shared 

analyses and continually clarify how 

community power building contributes to 

movements and how movements contribute 

to community power building. For example, 

Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement 

participated in Momentum, a movement 

training for community organizers,a  and learned 

that “Whether you look at Occupy, or Standing 
Rock, or the Green New Deal . . . there also has 
to be place-based organizing happening that is 
there to capture that momentum and hold that 
space after that movement moment ends.”b  

Now the local CPBO intentionally recruits 

members during movement moments and 

keeps them engaged on how issues manifest 

in the community. As another example, Right 

to the City has supported local CPBOs to 

develop regional analyses on how to create just, 

a See Glossary: community organizer. 

b Adam Mason (State Policy Director, Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement), Lead Local interview, 2019.

c These facets have been identified by network researchers and practitioners more broadly as well. For more information, take the virtual course:  

“7 Elements of an Advocacy Network” (Netcentric Campaigns).

democratic, and sustainable 21st century cities. 

CPBOs then engage in campaign strategies 

together that could not have been done by a 

CPBO on its own.

Additional facets of  
this capacity

A few local CPBOs mentioned other facets of 

the capacity to nurture and sustain networks:c 

• Network leadership that supports adapt-

ability (i.e., being nimble enough to pivot as 

things emerge), accountability (i.e., having 

integrity with commitments), and boldness 

(i.e., not devolving to the lowest common 

denominator or a weak compromise)

• Resource sharing that embraces a sense 

of abundance to increase funding overall, 

rejects competition that arises from a fear 

of scarce resources, and develops equitable 

(not equal) ways to distribute resources 

among network members

• Communication flows across network 

members and within each network member 

that support alignment with the vision, 

values, and theory of change

• Common language and shared identity 

across the network

W H A T  I S  N E E D E D  T O  B U I L D  C O M M U N I T Y  P O W E R

“Whether you look at Occupy, or Standing Rock, or the Green New 
Deal . . . there also has to be place-based organizing happening 
that is there to capture that momentum and hold that space after 
that movement moment ends.” – Adam Mason, Iowa Citizens  
for Community Improvement
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The Capacity to Generate 
Financial Resources

What is the capacity to  
generate financial resources?

The capacity to generate financial 

resources refers to the patterns (of 

thinking, behaving, feeling, and being),  

capabilities, knowledge, and resources 

needed to expand and sustain the financial 

resources for community power building.a  

CPBOs that center the most impacted 

communities are subject to the same inequities 

that impact their communities. Groups that are 

led by BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people 

of color), trans and gender non-binary people, 

and other impacted individuals may not have 

strong ties to funders, may need to translate 

their work and provide additional evidence 

a See Glossary: capacities.

that conforms to white dominant expectations 

in philanthropy, and may face other barriers 

to securing resources. Despite these systemic 

obstacles, these CPBOs persist and sustain—so 

imagine what they could do if they were 

adequately resourced. 

CPBOs want to generate sustained  

unrestricted financial resources. Right now, 

many CPBOs are under-resourced, subject to 

sporadic infusions of restricted funding given 

election cycles and disaster relief efforts, and at 

the mercy of changing foundation strategy and 

donor whims. CPBOs also want to secure risk 

capital and capital investments. With so little 

available for community power building, it is 

hard to find additional resources to experiment 

with new power-building strategies and 

strengthen the capacities to build community 

power. Further, and perhaps most importantly, 

CPBOs want to decolonize wealth.a Today, 

philanthropy is not accountable for its 

oppressive historic roots and its present-day 

negative impact on community power 

building.78  

Small CPBOs face additional barriers. As one 

local CPBO shared, “You see groups start and we 
try to support them . . . and then they can’t sustain 
themselves. And that’s a real thing: [a] severe lack 
of funding for community organizing in our state.” 

Southern Vision Alliance, an intermediary that 

supports CPBOs in the South, has found that 

small CPBOs often subsidize the basic needs 

of community members such as transit costs, 

child care, legal support, etc. that are barriers to 

participation—while at the same time building 

community power to change the systems and 

conditions that are the root cause of these 

a See “Adopting practices of liberation” for an explanation of decolonization.

unmet needs. Small CPBOs also have their own 

basic needs as organizations such as paying a 

fiscal sponsor for back office support, renting 

a community space, and travel to network 

meetings, etc. Small CPBOs have a hard time 

finding adequate funding for these urgent 

community and organizational needs.

The capacity to generate financial resources 

requires an abundance of resources for a 

range of CPBOs including small groups, 

emerging start-ups, groups that choose to stay 

small, groups that choose to get larger, and 

groups that are already large. There need to 

be more resources for community power 

building overall and there need to be just and 

equitable ways to distribute those resources 

that do not rely on trickle-down from larger 

to smaller groups.

There need to be more resources for community power building 
overall and there need to be just and equitable ways to distribute 
those resources that do not rely on trickle-down from larger to 
smaller groups.
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to expand and sustain the financial resources for community 
power building
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What does this capacity look 
like among CPBOs?

Based on the stories that local CPBOs shared 

about what it takes to expand and sustain 

the financial resources for community power 

building, we identified three facets that make up 

the capacity to generate financial resources:

• Creative use of existing resources

• Decolonization of wealth

• Independent revenue generation

As with other capacities, there are many more 

facets to generating resources that did not 

emerge in this research or were not unique to 

building community power.

Creative use of  
existing resources

Local CPBOs piece together tangible resources 

from many different sources. One local CPBO, 

for instance, attended a training with a national 

network and then incorporated it into their 

training for community members. Other local 

CPBOs use networks for joint fundraising and 

to divide up work across multiple organizations. 

As Cassandra Johnson, Chief Strategy Officer of 

OVOS, said, “What you can’t do with money, you 
have to do with people.”a A different local CPBO 

shared this example: “[because of] staff members 
from all of these [three] organizations working 
together . . . we were able to sort of get by without 

a Cassandra Johnson (Chief Strategy Officer, Our Voice Our Schools [OVOS]), Lead Local interview, 2019.

b See “Adopting practices of liberation” for an explanation of white supremacy culture.

c Michelle Tremillo (Executive Director, Texas Organizing Project), Lead Local interview, 2019.

a really formal organizing structure.” Lastly, local 

CPBOs develop tangential lines of work (such as 

training other CPBOs or doing policy research) 

that are well resourced and can subsidize 

community organizing.

Decolonization of wealth

In Decolonizing Wealth, Edgar Villanueva demon-

strates how philanthropy is rooted in white 

supremacy culture, which perpetuates harm to 

grantees and communities.b Many local CPBOs 

shared stories of how philanthropic culture 

limits community power building. Here are 

three examples:

• “Funding is still very tied to what you can 
deliver, and what you can deliver is still heavily 
metric-driven and oftentimes about policies,” 
explained Michelle Tremillo, Executive 

Director of the Texas Organizing Project.c 

This focus on short-term deliverables 

prevents CPBOs from investing in long-term 

transformative work. It incentivizes them to 

perform in ways that manufacture positive 

relationships with gatekeepers, including 

funders and regranting intermediaries.  

It also forces CPBOs to emphasize  

academic evidence over spiritual, ancestral, 

intuitive, relational, or cultural ways to 

understand progress. 

• “Because you get project-specific grant dollars,” 
another local CPBO explained, “you have to 
track every hour you spend on that grant and 
restrict those dollars. . . . That actually gets in 

the way of . . . creating a culture around work/
life balance and . . . all sorts of things that would 
actually better suit my organization, our values, 
and our staff”—things like investing in inner 

work, cross-training, and building capacity. 

• One local CPBO shared that “funders 
[perpetuate] white supremacy culture by 
saying ‘Your board doesn’t have the resume 
to command the amount of money.’ The way 
[philanthropy defines] a successful resume is off. 
[They are] looking for the wrong things.” Local 

CPBOs that don’t conform to philanthropic 

standards can be excluded from funding. 

Many of the local CPBOs want philanthropy 

to use a more trust-based approacha and be 

more intentional about how they are building, 

sharing, and wielding power.79  As one partner 

said, “I want funders to just trust that we know 
how to do the work and that the challenge is really 
about that capacity. . . . We’re going to do it anyway 
so it would make our lives easier if we didn’t have 
to scramble for the resources to make it happen.” 
Said another partner, “We value partnerships with 
funders who are willing to invest in us and . . . give us 
some time to do that testing and learn what works.”b 

Other local CPBOs are investing in transfor-

mative alternatives to traditional philanthro-

py, such as independent revenue generation 

discussed next. The community power building 

field is also working to reclaim wealth that was 

a Trust-based philanthropy includes a set of principles that funders might practice to be in right relationship with grantees and align actions with values 

rooted in trust, transparency, and managing power differentials between funder and grantee. See “Trust-based Philanthropy,” The Whitman Institute.

b Adam Mason (State Policy Director, Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement), Lead Local interview, 2019.

c Some examples of groups working with CPBOs to decolonize wealth include:

       •  Resource Generation (see “Can Rich Millennials Be Convinced to Give Their Money Away?” The Atlantic, November 20, 2017)  

       • Regenerative Finance

       • Wealth Reclamation Academy of Practioners

 

stolen through exploitation of BIPOC (Black, 

Indigenous, and people of color) communities 

and inequitable tax systems, to ensure that 

financial investments are aligned with equity, 

and to develop a generation of equitable 

individual donors.c 

Independent revenue  
generation

One local CPBO encapsulated independent 

revenue generations as follows: “We need to be 
able to fund our work. . . . Foundations will only get 
you so far. And so we really do need to be building . 
. . independent people power [and] people-funded 
infrastructure, [identifying] innovative revenue 
streams, [and leveraging] people-centered 
governments to actually fund the things their 
communities need. We need money.” Financial 

resources need to be steady over years. 

Otherwise, CPBOs face cycles of growth and 

contraction that both limit continuity  

and narrow the focus of staffing, organizing, 

and relationships.
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“We need to be able to fund our 
work. . . . Foundations will only 
get you so far.”

https://trustbasedphilanthropy.org/
https://resourcegeneration.org
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2017/11/resource-generation-philanthropy/546350/
http://regenerativefinance.com/values/
https://www.reclaimcommunitywealth.org/about
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Solidago Foundation along with several other 

funders sponsored the Independent Revenue 

Generation Hub to learn how CPBOs are 

innovating ongoing, sustainable, unrestricted 

revenue streams.a With CPBOs, they identified 

these four streams that warrant continued 

exploration:

• Member-based funding (e.g., membership 

dues, union dues, individual giving, canvas, 

special events, major donor giving, online 

fundraising)b —for example, OVOS started 

the Lauren Watson Legacy Tribute for 

a See https://solidago.org/publications/irghub/ for more information on the Independent Revenue Generation Hub.

b Canvas refers to asking people directly as they pass by fundraisers on the street. It can also refer to phone banking or going door-to-door to ask people 

to make a contribution and join the organization.

c Seed Commons, for example, is a network of local loan funds for cooperative businesses.

individual contributions in order to honor 

Waston’s legacy as the founder of the Black 

Panther Party of Denver

• Philanthropic funding (e.g., foundation 

grants, union support, corporate sponsor-

ships, in-kind support, and major political 

donor giving)

• Government funding (e.g., program 

contracts and service reimbursements as 

well as government bonds, taxes, and fines)

• Market-based sources (e.g., fee-for-service, 

earned income businesses, sales, advertising, 

and non-extractive loan funds)c 

Additional Capacities for 
Community Power Building
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“Intentional adaptation is the 
heart of emergent strategy. 
How we live and grow and stay 
purposeful in the face of constant 
change actually does determine 
both the quality of our lives, and 
the impact that we can have when 
we move into action together.”80  
– adrienne maree brown  

There are four additional capacities that 

local CPBOs named as essential to building 

community power:

• Working emergently in a complex context

• Changing culture and narratives

• Carrying out research, advocacy, and imple-

mentation of policy, regulation, and law

• Providing services and mutual aid 

Working emergently in a  
complex context

CPBOs operate in volatile, unpredictable, 

complex, and ambiguous environments that 

require constant pivots to meet community 

needs and take advantage of emergent oppor-

tunities.81  They are birthing transformation 

at multiple levels simultaneously: individual, 

organization, community, and society. They 

are also often under-resourced relative to 

the community power they want to build to 

achieve their bold visions for healthy, equitable 

communities. In this context, CPBOs have had 

to learn how to continually hone strategies for 

building community power.  

a See Glossary: capacities; see also: adrienne maree brown, Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds (AK Press, 2017).

b See Glossary: movements

The capacity to work emergently in a 

complex context refers to the patterns 

(of thinking, behaving, feeling, and being), 

capabilities, knowledge, and resources 

needed to be grounded in purpose and 

values while evolving emergent strategy 

to transform systems and conditions.a This 

includes clarifying the purpose and values 

that serve as a North Star to guide CPBOs 

and movements.b It includes iterating systems, 

political, and power analyses as individuals, 

organizations, and networks. It also requires 

centering the perspective of the most

https://solidago.org/publications/irghub/
https://www.theworkingworld.org/us/peer-network/
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impacted communities, and drawing on the 

many sources of knowledge they value (e.g., 

ancestral wisdom, intuition, gut feelings, 

spiritual callings, human-centered design 

experiments, artistic insights, etc.) to inform 

strategic choices. Finally, it includes adopting 

practices that support learning and strategiz-

ing in real time for CPBOs and networks.

Solidarity Is and Building Movement Project 

facilitated a webinar series on how CPBOs, like 

Detroit People’s Platform (DPP), are pivoting 

during the COVID-19 pandemic.82  Linda 

Campbell of DPP shared how Detroit is the 

epicenter in Michigan, that Black Americans 

are disproportionately affected in terms of 

infections and deaths, and how this inequity 

is exacerbated by the Detroit bankruptcy 

that reduced services and access to water 

to residents and by the high cost of housing 

that forces generations to live together and 

household members to keep or take jobs as 

essential workers. Most of DPP’s work is “in the 
community face-to-face . . . so this [pandemic] is a 
major disruption to the way that we do our work.” 
Because they have trusting relationships with 

community members, DPP has been able to 

strategically pivot to supporting social service 

partners, pushing out rapid response grants to 

community members, holding the government 

accountable for transparent communications, 

and ensuring post-disaster recovery rebuilds 

social infrastructure and invests in groups led 

by women of color.  

 

a See Caring Across Generation’s forthcoming Lead Local report on their work changing culture and narratives (September 2020).

Changing culture and  
narratives

Changing culture and narratives includes and 

is more than communications, media, or art. It 

rewrites the public narratives and social norms 

that people believe. It shifts the hearts and 

minds of community members to align with 

the bold visions and values of CPBOs. For 

example, Gaby Pacheco started in Miami to 

support undocumented people—many who live 

in silence and fear—in telling their stories. The 

use of “coming out” language in these stories 

helped link the fight for immigrant rights to  

LGBTQ rights and reframe a common struggle 

around being a whole person.83  Gaby also 

co-led the Trail of Dreams to raise visibility 

nationally and later became the Director of 

Advocacy and Policy at United We Dream. 

Overall, United We Dream and its partners suc-

cessfully shifted the narrative of undocumented 

immigrants as “illegal” to friends, neighbors, and 

community members who people were inspired 

to support.84  

The capacity to change culture and narratives 

refers to the patterns (of thinking, behaving, 

feeling, and being), capabilities, knowledge, 

and resources needed to continually iterate a 

culture-change strategy, support community 

members to tell their stories to change public 

narratives, and partner with artists, cultural 

producers, and others to communicate in 

a variety of ways.a This capacity includes 

technical aspects like communications research 

(e.g., on frames, messages, and public opinion), 

leveraging a variety of ways to influence culture 

(e.g., storytelling, art, ancestral practices, 

faith-based ritual, branding, etc.), and utilizing 

multimedia platforms. It also includes the 

infrastructure needed to change culture and 

narratives, such as resourced, networked, 

skilled people and technology to scale, segment, 

immerse, and converse with people across place 

and time.85 

Carrying out research, advo-
cacy, and implementation of 
policy, regulation, and law

Local CPBOs shared that as they are expanding 

the purpose of community power building from 

winning campaigns to governing and trans-

forming systems, CPBOs need direct access to 

policy research and data, the opportunity to 

make sense of it, and the authority to create 

and implement new policies and practices. 

As one partner shared, “The process of alignment 
and moving towards governing power requires 
certain kinds of resources that are much harder for 
base organizations to get access to . . . like experts 
of various kinds. [Unfortunately,] a lot of times 
those people don’t even have a lot of capacity to 
think politically . . . [and] have not thought about 
. . . ‘how am I bringing my legal expertise or my 
policy expertise or communications expertise to be 
with people who are trying to move a strategy?’” 

Particularly where these technical advisors 

a An example of the last is The Center on Race, Poverty, & the Environment, based in Oakland and Delano, California that combines legal services and 

community organizing. It believes that “legal advocacy needs to be community based. . . . Lawyers should be ‘on tap, not on top.’” Another example is the 

Burns Institute, a policy research institute that centers and engages young people, families, and communities of color. It works with jurisdictions and 

youth-serving organizations to address racial disparities and supports the Community Justice Network for Youth that connects CPBOs and others.

see themselves as the experts rather than 

community members, it can be a significant 

investment of time, energy, and emotional 

labor simply to shift their orientation towards 

building power and transforming systems.

The capacity to carry out research, advocacy, 

and implementation of policy, regulation, 

and law refers to the patterns (of thinking, 

behaving, feeling, and being), capabilities, 

knowledge, and resources needed to ensure 

that the communities most impacted drive 

and are centered in policy research, advocacy, 

and implementation. As one local CPBO 

explained, “The idea around [having our own 
capacity is that] . . . those tools [are] in service 
of the people driving their own agenda and not 
. . . using the people as instruments to drive [a] 
policy agenda.” Some local CPBOs are building 

this capacity in-house, others are working 

in networks that have this capacity, and yet 

others partner with non-CPBOs that have 

a deep understanding of equity, power, and 

systems and are committed to the community 

rooted, democratic participation of community 

members from the most impacted communities.a 

“The idea around [having 
our own capacity is that] . . . 
those tools [are] in service of 
the people driving their own 
agenda and not . . . using the 
people as instruments to drive 
[a] policy agenda.”

https://crpe-ej.org/
http://www.burnsinstitute.org/our-work/


An Invitation to Potential 
Partners
Now that we’ve shared the experience and 

insights of CPBOs on what it takes to 

build enough community power to transform 

the systems and conditions needed for healthy, 

equitable communities, while centering those 

who have been most affected, particularly Black 

and Indigenous peoples, what are the implica-

tions for potential partners?a The following 

are recommendations for those who care 

about advancing health equity to reimagine 

the ways they support, invest in, and ally 

with CPBOs to create healthy, equitable 

communities. As you read these recommen-

dations, we encourage you to think about what 

you could deepen or start and also how you 

can proactively overcome any reasons to delay 

(e.g., desires for more information or evidence, 

uncertainty about whether you can take these 

steps or what the first step is, feeling pressed  

by other priorities, lack of time to do more, etc.). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has shown us that  

we can pivot quickly and with depth.  

We can continue to do this now to build 

community power.

a See Glossary: community power, community power building, community power-building organizations.

b This phrase was popularized by activist and author, adrienne maree brown.

c See Glossary: community organizer, capacities.

Support CPBOs

Forge long-term, trusting, equitable 
relationships where possible. 

Partner with CPBOs by centering equity and 

shared values in relationships, honoring (rather 

than co-opting) the contributions of CPBOs, 

and understanding complementary strengths 

and differences. These relationships require 

moving at “the speed of trust” building  

among partners.b 

Partner with CPBOs to organize  
communities.

 Do not become community organizers—unless 

you are committed to organizational transfor-

mation and developing the depth of expertise 

and capacity that CPBOs have to build 

community power.c  Rather than partnering 

with a large organization that is not committed 

to the principles of democracy, equity, and 

community rootedness, partner with and trust 
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What happens when CPBOs have a strong 

capacity to carry out research, advocacy, 

and implementation of policy, regulation, 

and law? Research is designed by community 

members. Community members are seen 

as the experts, and their time and insights 

are valued and compensated. The research 

process strengthens community organizing, 

cultivates leaders, and supports solidarity 

across communities. The base-led policy 

analysis incorporates systems, political, and 

power analyses; is asset based; and combines 

quantitative data with stories and other forms 

of data. Policy advocacy and legal actions are 

based on community members’ experiences and 

analyses. Community members are in  

decision-making positions and have the skills 

and knowledge to influence decisions—and 

there are community-led accountability 

mechanisms for implementation.

Providing services and  
mutual aid

For some CPBOs, the lines are blurry between 

community organizing and providing services 

and mutual aid. First, community members 

have real barriers to participation, such as 

transit costs, childcare needs, legal support 

when there are direct actions, and more. 

CPBOs may cover the costs to overcome 

a A recent study by the Ms. Foundation found that many organizations by and for women of color in the South combine service delivery with community 

power building. The study provides examples such as a youth organizing group that includes health and wellness opportunities or an organization working 

with women living with HIV that combines cooking classes, leadership development, and policy advocacy.

these barriers to participation. Second, 

members of the most impacted communities 

have immediate needs for them to thrive in 

their daily lives. CPBOs try to meet these 

immediate community needs while they 

simultaneously organize to address the root 

causes of these needs and increase resources 

to their communities.a CPBOs may provide 

food and home supplies, bail out people from 

jails, run mutual aid funds, facilitate mental 

health support groups, provide citizenship 

classes, subsidize the cost of abortions, offer 

legal support for those who are detained or 

those fighting evictions, and much more. In 

addition to providing tangible resources, local 

CPBOs like the Detroit People’s Platform also 

advocate to ensure that resources reach their 

communities and are equitably distributed. 

Third and lastly, some services offered by 

CPBOs are actually in themselves dismantling 

and creating alternative systems and 

conditions. For instance, some community land 

trusts, artist collectives, housing cooperatives, 

and community-led safety initiatives combine 

service provision and community organizing as 

a microcosm for healthy, equitable communities 

today. The capacity to provide services and 

mutual aid refers to the patterns (of thinking, 

behaving, feeling, and being), capabilities, 

knowledge, and resources needed to meet 

the needs of community members and create 

alternative systems and conditions today.
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https://forwomen.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/pocket_change_061620.pdf
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community-based CPBOs to figure out how 

to scale community power building work if 

needed. Also, compensate CPBOs for their time 

and emotional labor. 

Shift the structures, policies,  
practices and culture of non-CPBOs 
to align with the capacities that are es-
sential to building community power. 

If partners of CPBOs embody some of 

these capacities, it will help all stakeholders 

understand each other and trust that people 

will show up with a shared vision to advance 

healthy, equitable communities. Of course, 

what the capacities look like among non-CPBOs 

will be different than how they manifest among 

CPBOs. For example, Human Impact Partners 

has worked with public health agencies to 

identify capacities such as allocating resources, 

developing a shared analysis, sharing power 

with communities, and building a health  

equity movement that have parallels among  

the essential capacities for community  

power building.a  

Invest in CPBOs

Value CPBOs and community  
members and lift them up as  
authorities. 

CPBOs are committed to long-term trans-

formation at multiple levels (i.e., individuals, 

organizations, networks, communities, and 

society). They have developed unique capacities 

that are essential to building community power. 

They also have a specialized understanding of 

a See Glossary: health equity. See also: “Strategic Practices,” HealthEquityGuide.

the capacities, outcomes, and timeframes for 

building community power. Non-CPBOs cannot 

easily replicate or replace the unique value 

CPBOs offer. Those who care about advancing 

equity could engage with CPBOs as experts, 

raise the visibility of CPBOs in the field, and 

amplify the voices of CPBOs among  

decision makers.

Fund CPBOs. 

CPBOs need resources, time, and space to 

re-imagine what is possible when power is 

redistributed such that the communities 

most impacted are able to go beyond winning 

reforms to governing existing systems and 

creating transformative alternatives. They need 

resources, time and space to amplify capacities 

that are essential to building community power. 

Finally, they need resources, time, and space to 

network and partner with others in the larger 

ecosystem. There are multiple ways partners 

can fund CPBOs to expand resources, times  

and space:

• Invest in long-term general operating 

support, which strengthens year-round 

community organizing and organizational 

sustainability. Capacity building support is 

not a replacement for general  

operating support.

• Invest in deepening and expanding 

CPBOs’ capacity to build community 

power. Capacity-building investments 

should go directly to the CPBOs and  

values-aligned networks that know how 

to and are amplifying capacities that are 

essential to community power building. 

“As these [power-building] strategies gain traction with funders, well-
funded, white-led organizations that dismissed these approaches and 
the people of color who developed them are now declaring to funders, 
‘Look! we have a new innovation!’ . . . The idea that philanthropy can 
simply fund people of color via white-led organizations and fuel the 
boldness that people of color are generating is false.”86   
– Vanessa Daniel, Groundswell Fund
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• Invest in strengthening infrastructure at 

the network, community, and movement 

levels.a  For example, reinforce an abundant 

and collaborative environment by funding 

small and mid-sized CPBOs that are not 

affiliated with networks along with funding 

regional networks and state tables to 

regrant to affiliates. As another example, 

deepen capacity across communities or 

movements by funding a self-defined 

ecosystem of individuals, organizations  

and networks. Local CPBO United for a 

New Economy, for instance, hosted the 

Transformative Leadership for Change 

Fellowship to build a network of leaders of 

color across Colorado.87

• Collaborate with philanthropists 

to expand the pool of resources for 

communities and movements and equitably 

and strategically distribute these 

resources to communities most impacted, 

particularly Black and Indigenous peoples. 

Collaborations can bring in new funders 

and donors who would not be able to 

fund CPBOs directly. Collaborations can 

invest in ways that would not be possible 

for some participating funders and 

donors (e.g., supporting immigrant rights). 

Collaborations can also create the space 

a See Glossary: movements.

b See Glossary: seven generations.

for experimentation and learning. Finally, 

collaborations can reduce the risk of one 

funder pivoting strategically and leaving 

CPBOs with an abrupt drop in funding.

Shift the structures, policies, prac-
tices and cultures of funders to align 
with the capacities that are essential 
to building community power. 

Redefine grantmaking strategies and success 

metrics based on changing systems and 

conditions over seven generations.b Align values, 

competencies, and practices with healthy, 

equitable communities.88 Adopt trust-based 

philanthropy,89 which means trusting CPBOs 

as experts in building community power, being 

more intentional about building, sharing and 

wielding power,90 and minimizing the burden 

in how groups must apply for and account for 

distributed funds. Trust-based philanthropy 

requires less evidence to prove what the 

systemic problems are and how the delivera-

bles will solve these problems. Instead there is 

mutual accountability for reasonable outcomes 

defined by CPBOs and with flexibility to adjust 

these over time. Finally, offer a just transition 

over time when it is time to sunset grantmaking.

https://healthequityguide.org/strategic-practices/
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Ally with CPBOs

Being an ally with CPBOs means leveraging 

power and privilege to be in solidarity on issues 

that matter to the communities most impacted;a  

taking on the risk of holding one’s own insti-

tutions and peers accountable for equitable 

change; and giving up some formal power and 

decision-making authority. Local CPBOs noted 

that there are two key ways to ally with CPBOs: 

center Black and Indigenous communities in 

program strategies and theories of change, 

and disrupt the role of nonprofits, funders, and 

public agencies in sustaining health inequities.

Center Black and Indigenous  
communities in program strategies  
and theories of change. 

Our systems sustain oppressive conditions 

that harm many other groups such as people 

of color, people who are LGBTQ, immigrants 

without documents, people with disabili-

ties, and people who have low income and 

limited financial wealth. Many people live 

at the intersection of these groups where 

race-based inequity is compounded by other 

inequities rooted in gender, class, sexuality, 

disability status, etc.b In the context of the 

US, in particular, it is important to center 

the experiences of Black and Indigenous 

a See Glossary: ally, privilege.

b See Glossary: intersectionality.

c US laws, policies, and practices “justified” the theft of Indigenous land and genocide of Indigenous people as well as the theft of Black bodies and  

freedom with the design and persistence of chattel slavery and criminalization of Black people; see Glossary: oppression.

d See the section “What is community power building?” for more information on centering Black and Indigenous communities.

e See Glossary: deep equity.

people when working towards equity. Black 

and Indigenous communities have survived 

centuries of state-directed oppression—written 

into the policies, law and practices of this 

country.c This violence has accumulated over 

time and continues to persist today, embedded 

in our systems (i.e., structures, policies, and 

culture reinforced at the individual, community, 

and societal levels over time).d 

Non-CPBOs need the capacity to deepen equity 

in order to prioritize equity and commit to 

centering Black and Indigenous communities.e  

Non-CPBOs also need to understand what 

power is, learn from community members 

what it will take to create healthy, equitable 

communities (using stories, poetry, insights 

from the natural world, and other sources), and 

articulate their role in dismantling inequitable 

systems and conditions.

Disrupt the role of nonprofits, 
funders, and public agencies in  
sustaining health inequities. 

Institutions can uphold or exacerbate inequities 

in systems and conditions. Being an ally means 

examining the impact of policies, practices, 

and norms on equity and identifying ways 

that the institution can more actively shift the 

balance of power to those most impacted and 
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their efforts to build community power. Some 

examples of disrupting inequity include (but are 

not limited to) the following:

• CPBOs and community members have been 

exploited historically. For example, they 

have been used for research on systemic 

issues, evidence on policy outcomes, access 

to community members, etc. One way to 

disrupt this is to ensure that CPBOs have 

autonomy, credit, and just compensation 

when supporting non-CPBOs. 

• Non-CPBOs may support CPBOs based 

on best practices for nonprofits. They may 

exclude CPBOs that do not comply with 

these standards or may persuade CPBOs 

to adopt best practices that do not make 

sense for their communities. One way to 

disrupt this is both to understand how a 

CPBO operates and why and to co-create 

practices that fit the community context 

and support building community power.

• Non-CPBOs may have programs that 

assume or reinforce the status quo. One 

way to disrupt this is to do systems, 

political, and power analyses to identify 

ways to dismantle systems and create 

transformative alternatives. For example, 

in Calhoun County, Michigan homeless 

shelters were set up for short-term, 

transient housing. When the community 

stepped back to look at systems, they 

identified new ways to transition towards 

permanent housing.91 

• Non-CPBOs may have financial investments 

in institutions that harm or have harmed the 

most impacted communities. One way to 

disrupt this is to divest and reinvest assets 

in socially responsible alternatives. 

In Sum

CPBOs have a unique set of capacities that 

are essential to building community power, 

and building community power is the only 

way to redistribute power, shift conditions, 

and reform and transform systems. CPBOs, 

however, cannot reveal and build the power 

within communities alone. They organize and 

network community members, other CPBOs, 

and non-CPBOs across communities and 

movements. Government agencies, policy 

advocates, national civic organizations, law 

firms, arts and culture organizations, service 

providers, intermediaries, funders, academic 

research centers, and other non-CPBOs 

can play an important role by supporting, 

investing in, and allying with CPBOs to create 

healthy, equitable communities.
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Appendix:  
Lead Local Field Partners (Local CPBOs)

Glossary of Terms

Cities

Atlanta, GA
Georgia Strategic Alliance for New Directions and Unified 

Policies (Georgia STAND-UP)
Housing Justice League

The New Georgia Project

Chicago, IL
Illinois Alliance for Retired Americans

Jane Addams Senior Caucus
Grassroots Collaborative

Alliance of Filipinos for Immigrant Rights and Empowerment 
(AFIRE Chicago)

Des Moines, IA
Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement (Iowa CCI)

Eau Claire, WI
Citizen Action of Wisconsin

Minneapolis, MN
ISAIAH

Inquilinxs Unidxs Por Justicia (United Renters for Justice)
TakeAction Minnesota

Portland, ME
Maine People’s Alliance

Southern Maine Workers’ Center

Rochester, NY 
City-wide Tenant Union of Rochester

Miami, FL 
Miami Workers Center

Struggle for Miami’s Affordable and Sustainable Housing 
(SMASH)

Farmworker Association of Florida

Santa Ana, CA 
El Centro Cultural de México

Resilience Orange County (Resilience O.C.)

Santa Fe, NM
Chainbreaker Collective
Somos Un Pueblo Unido

Metro Areas

Denver, CO
Our Voice Our Schools

United for a New Economy
9to5 Colorado

Detroit, MI 
Michigan United

Detroit People’s Platform
 
 

States

Kentucky 
Kentuckians for the Commonwealth

Oregon
Family Forward Oregon

Community Alliance of Tenants
Pineros y Campesinos Unidos del Noroeste (PCUN)

Texas
Workers Defense Project

BASTA
Texas Organizing Project

Washington
Washingtonians for a Responsible Future

Tenant Union of Washington State
Washington Community Action Network

Puget Sound Sage
 
 

Other

Jews for Economic and Racial Justice (JFREJ)
Hand in Hand

ally: In this report, we use the term ally with the definition that CPBOs with the capacity to deepen equity use for “co-con-
spirators”—those who leverage power and privilege to be in solidarity on issues that matter to Black, Indigenous, and people 
of color (BIPOC), taking on the risk of holding systems and people with power accountable for equitable change, and giving 
up some formal power. (See Bettina Love, “We Want to Do More Than Survive: Co-Conspirators ”) 

base building: A diverse set of strategies and methods to support community members to: be in relationship with one 
another; invest in each other’s leadership; share a common identity shaped by similar experiences and an understanding of 
the root causes of their conditions; and use their collective analysis to create solutions and strategize to achieve them. (USC 
Equity Research Institute)

capacities: Patterns of thinking, behaving, feeling, and being along with the capabilities, knowledge, and resources needed 
for building community power. Thinking refers to one’s mindsets and assumptions. Behaving refers to one’s actions, 
behaviors, and habits. Feeling refers to one’s emotions. According to transformational coach Ana Polanco, “being” refers to 
one’s inner state and how one relates to actions, events, and other people. (Adapted from Strengthening Nonprofit Capacity: 
Core Concepts in Capacity Building, Grantmakers for Effective Organizations, 2016.)

community organizer: Community organizers, one type of staff person working at CPBOs, bring the most impacted 
communities together—through door knocking in neighborhoods and apartment buildings and through institutions like 
schools and churches—to learn and strategize about how to make, as multiple interviewees described, “material changes 
in their living conditions.” While organizers across place and issue employ diverse ranges of tactics and strategies—from 
leadership development trainings to political education curricula to healing circles—it’s about bringing people together to 
help them make connections across their lived experiences and conditions. (USC Equity Research Institute)

community power: Community power is the ability of communities most impacted by structural inequity to develop, 
sustain, and grow an organized base of people who act together through democratic structures to set agendas, shift public 
discourse, influence who makes decisions, and cultivate ongoing relationships of mutual accountability with decision makers 
that change systems and advance health equity. (USC Equity Research Institute)

community power building: Community power building is the set of strategies used by communities most impacted 
by structural inequity to develop, sustain, and grow an organized base of people who act together through democratic 
structures to set agendas, shift public discourse, influence who makes decisions, and cultivate ongoing relationships of 
mutual accountability with decision makers that change systems and advance health equity. Community power building is 
particularly critical for underserved, underrepresented, and historically marginalized communities who have been excluded 
from decision-making on the policies and practices that impact their health and the health of their communities. (USC Equity 
Research Institute)

community power building organizations (CPBOs): Networks, organizations, and individuals that are organizing and 
supporting the people who are most affected by inequitable systems. CPBOs support community members to become 
decision makers, leaders, advocates, and guides that intentionally transform systems, redistribute power, and shift 
community conditions. They may be identified by geography (local, state, regional, national), demography (e.g., youth, 
workers, multi-racial) or issue(s) (e.g., workers’ rights, environmental justice, multi-issue) and conduct a range of activities 
including base building. 

Other terms sometimes used to describe CPBOs include but are not limited to: grassroots organizing groups, social 
movement groups, movement-building organizations , community-based organizations, community organizing groups, and 
base building groups. Moreover, in some regions, particularly in the South, individuals and informal groups of people are 
building power. Thus, in this report, CPBOs refers both to formal organizations and networks and to individuals and informal 
groups. On the formal side, organizations and networks may be non-profits (e.g., (c)3 and (c)4), LLCs, PACs, or public agencies.

deep equity: A process of addressing current and historic causes of inequity at multiple levels (personal, interpersonal, 
institutional, and structural), healing trauma and not recreating harm, holding intersectionality, eliminating disparities in 
outcomes, advancing just outcomes, and unleashing people’s full potential and gifts in service of and in partnership with 
others. (Sheryl Petty and Amy Dean, “Five Elements of a Thriving Justice Ecosystem: Pursuing Deep Equity”)

healing justice: Coined by Cara Page and the Kindred Healing Justice Collective in 2006, healing justice is “a framework 
to identify how we can holistically respond to and intervene on generational trauma and violence, lifting up individual and 
collective practices that can transform oppression in our collective bodies and lives, particular to the experience of living in 
the U.S. Southeast and the Global South.” (Susan Raffo, “Healing Justice and Holistic Security Frameworks”)
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health equity: “Health equity means that everyone has a fair and just opportunity to be as healthy as possible. This requires removing 
obstacles to health such as poverty, discrimination, and their consequences, including powerlessness and lack of access to good jobs 
with fair pay, quality education and housing, safe environments, and health care.” (Paula Braveman et al., What is Health Equity?)

inner work: Being “attentive to the relationship between healing, wellness and equity via sacred or secular practices engaged with 
depth and regularity.” Inner work can be, but is not necessarily, faith-based, spiritually, or religiously rooted. (Sheryl Petty and Mark 
Leach, Systems Change and Deep Equity)

intersectionality: Developed and promulgated by Kimberle Crenshaw and the Combahee River Collective, intersectionality recognizes 
that people have multiple identities (e.g., Black, lesbian, cis-woman, etc.), they experience oppression associated with each identity, and 
they also experience additional distinct oppression at the intersection of these identities. (Kimberle Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the 
Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics ”)

movements: Movements are when a critical mass of people self-identify with and contribute to sustained actions that irreversibly 
alter the fabric of society. “Movements must be large scale, multiracial, multidimensional, multisector, and multi-issue. . . . Policy change 
is a means to a broader social change goal; it is not the goal itself.” The movement for marriage equality, for instance, encompassed 
litigation, ballot initiatives, and community organizing, among other strategies, to change marriage laws and shift public opinion. 
(Barbara Masters and Torie Osborn, “Social Movements and Philanthropy: How Foundations Can Support Movement Building ”)

oppression: The use of power to subjugate one (or more) group(s). Ideologically, it is when society believes the idea that one (or more) 
groups is better and has some right to control other groups. Institutionally, it is when institutions formally embed discrimination and 
privilege through laws, policies, practices, etc. Interpersonally, it is when individuals within a group hold feelings of hatred, biases, 
prejudices, and stereotypes about and mistreat individuals in other groups (consciously or unconsciously). Individually, it is when 
negative messages and experiences over generations become internalized by individuals from impacted communities, who then hold 
those beliefs or stereotypes about themselves. (Adapted from The Grassroots Institute for Fundraising Training’s “The Four I’s of 
Oppression.” See also: Chinook Fund’s “General Terms & Forms of Oppression”)

privilege: The set of benefits, advantages, entitlements, and other things of value that should be available to all people but are 
attributed to one group to the exclusion of other groups. People often are not aware of their privileges. Whether recognized or not, 
privilege gives people power, meaning they have an advantage to get things they want or to do what they want to do. (Allan G. Johnson, 
“The Trouble We’re In: Privilege, Power, and Difference ”)

seven generations: The principle of seven generations, rooted in the Constitution of the Iroquois Nation, is widely held among 
Indigenous peoples (Seven Generations International Foundation). David Wilkins discusses how each generation needs to care for 
three generations before it, itself, and three generations in the future (Indian Country Today). Judith LeBlanc, Director of the Native 
Organizers Alliance, shares how communities need to consider the impact of decisions on seven generations into the future  
(Alliance for a Just Society). 

social determinants of health: Commonly referred to as the social determinants of health, these are the “conditions in the environ-
ments in which people are born, live, learn, work, play, worship, and age” that influence health (World Health Organization). Such 
conditions include “economic stability, education, social and community context, health and health care, and neighborhood and built 
environment” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services). Political and economic factors, power imbalances (for example, racism, 
sexism, xenophobia, homophobia, and ableism), and systemic injustice also constitute the conditions that determine health inequity 
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine).

somatics: “Somatics is the name given to the field of western mind-body methods, encompassing ways of working with the body that 
are therapeutic, educational, artistic, and physically expressive.” (Kelly Mullan, “The Art and Science of Somatics: Theory, History and 
Scientific Foundations”)

Notes14

1 Mark Leach and Natasha Winegar, “Complexity Theory 101 for Social Justice Leaders,” Change Elemental, October 27, 2015,  
https://changeelemental.org/resources/complexity-theory-101-for-social-justice-leaders/.

2 Rick Jervis, “People with Disabilities Are Afraid They Will Be Denied Health Care Because of Coronavirus,”  
USA Today, Gannett Satellite Information Network, March 26, 2020, https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/03/26/
coronavirus-crisis-people-with-disabilities-discriminate/5082197002/; Ibram X. Kendi, “What the Racial Data Show,” The Atlantic, April 
6, 2020, https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/04/coronavirus-exposing-our-racial-divides/609526/.

3 Manuel Pastor et al., Story of Place: Community Power and Healthy Communities, (USC Dornsife Equity Research Institute, 2020).

4 Arlene Mayerson, “The History of the Americans with Disabilities Act: A Movement Perspective,” Disability Rights Education & 
Defense Fund, https://dredf.org/about-us/publications/the-history-of-the-ada/.

5 Paul Engler and Mark Engler, This Is an Uprising: How Nonviolent Revolt Is Shaping the Twenty-first Century (New York: Bold Type, 
2016).

6 “Highlander Folk School,” Martin Luther King, Jr. Encyclopedia, The Martin Luther King, Jr. Research and Education Institute,  
Stanford University, https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/highlander-folk-school.

7 “Freedom Riders,” History.com, last modified February 10, 2020, https://www.history.com/topics/black-history/freedom-rides.

8 Harry J. Holzer, “Living Wage Laws: How Much Do (Can) They Matter?,” Urban Institute, October 30 2008,  
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/living-wage-laws.

9 Clayton P. Gillette, Local Redistribution and Local Democracy: Interest Groups and the Courts (Yale University Press, 2011).

10 Paul W. Speer, Jyoti Gupta, and Krista Haapanen, Developing Community Power for Health Equity: A Landscape Analysis of Current 
Research and Theory, (Vanderbilt University, 2020).

11 Janani, “What‘s Wrong With the Term ‘Person of Color’,” BGD Blog, March 20, 2013,  
http://www.bgdblog.org/2013/03/2013321whats-wrong-with-the-term-person-of-color/.

12 Resmaa Menakem, My Grandmother‘s Hands: Racialized Trauma and the Pathway to Mending Our Hearts and Bodies (Central Recovery 
Press, 2017).

13 Susan Raffo, “Healing Justice and Holistic Security Frameworks,” Healing Justice: Building Power, Transforming Movements (Astraea 
Lesbian Foundation for Justice, 2019), http://www.astraeafoundation.org/microsites/healingjustice/02-frameworks.

14 “OCAT Process and Version 1 and 2 Comparison,” Social Venture Partners, April 2017,  
https://www.socialventurepartners.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/OCAT-Process-and-Version-1-and-2-Comparison.pdf.

15 Mark Leach and Natasha Winegar, “Complexity Theory 101 for Social Justice Leaders,” Change Elemental, October 27, 2015, 
https://changeelemental.org/resources/complexity-theory-101-for-social-justice-leaders/.

16 Elissa Sloan Perry, “Equity Values in Action: Learnings from a Lab,” Change Elemental (blog), November 18, 2019, 
https://changeelemental.org/resources/equity-values-in-action/.

17 Vu Le, “Are you guilty of Fakequity? If so, what to do about it.,” Nonprofit AF, March 30, 2015,  
https://nonprofitaf.com/2015/03/are-you-guilty-of-fakequity-if-so-what-to-do-about-it/.

18 “Somatic Theory,” Generative Somatics, https://generativesomatics.org/our-strategy/#_why-_somatics-for-_organizing__002c-_
movement-_building__002c-__0026-_action__003f.

19 Sheryl Petty et al., “Toward Love, Healing, Resilience & Alignment: The Inner Work of Social Transformation & Justice,” Nonprofit Quar-
terly, May 12, 2017, https://nonprofitquarterly.org/toward-love-healing-resilience-alignment-inner-work-social-transformation-justice/.

20 Hope Chigudu and Rudo Chigudu, Strategies for Building an Organization with a Soul (African Institute for integrated Responses to 
VAWG & HIV/AIDS (AIR), 2015), http://airforafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Strategies-for-Building-an-Organisation-with-
Soul-for-web1.pdf.

21 Aja Couchois Duncan et al., “Practicing the Elements of a Liberating Ecosystem,” Change Elemental (blog), January 24, 2019,  
https://changeelemental.org/resources/practicing-the-elements-of-a-liberating-ecosystem/.

22 Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, eds., This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (State University of New 
York (SUNY) Press, 2015).

23 Eric Mann, The 7 Components of Transformative Organizing Theory (Frontlines Press, 2010).

W H A T  I S  N E E D E D  T O  B U I L D  C O M M U N I T Y  P O W E R ?

https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/research/2017/05/what-is-health-equity-.html
https://changeelemental.org/resources/systems-change-and-deep-equity-monograph/
http://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf
http://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr/vol2/iss2/3/
http://www.grassrootsfundraising.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/THE-FOUR-IS-OF-OPPRESSION-1.pdf
http://www.grassrootsfundraising.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/THE-FOUR-IS-OF-OPPRESSION-1.pdf
https://chinookfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Supplemental-Information-for-Funding-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.maryville.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Article-JohnsonTheTroubleWereIn-.pdf
http://7genfoundation.org/7th-generation/
https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/how-to-honor-the-seven-generations-0UNiIfbN5UOL36SXV6rIiQ
http://allianceforajustsociety.org/indian-peoples-action-conducts-youth-training/
https://www.who.int/social_determinants/sdh_definition/en/
https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/topics-objectives/topic/social-determinants-of-health#:~:text=Social%20determinants%20of%20health%20are,of%2Dlife%20outcomes%20and%20risks
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK425845/
https://creativematter.skidmore.edu/mals_stu_schol/89/
https://creativematter.skidmore.edu/mals_stu_schol/89/
https://changeelemental.org/resources/complexity-theory-101-for-social-justice-leaders/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/03/26/coronavirus-crisis-people-with-disabilities-discriminate/5082197002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/03/26/coronavirus-crisis-people-with-disabilities-discriminate/5082197002/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/04/coronavirus-exposing-our-racial-divides/609526/
https://dredf.org/about-us/publications/the-history-of-the-ada/
https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/highlander-folk-school
https://www.history.com/topics/black-history/freedom-rides
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/living-wage-laws
http://www.bgdblog.org/2013/03 /2013321whats-wrong-with-the-term-person-of-color/
http://www.astraeafoundation.org/microsites/healingjustice/02-frameworks
https://www.socialventurepartners.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/OCAT-Process-and-Version-1-and-2-Comparison.pdf
https://www.socialventurepartners .org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/OCAT-Process-and-Version-1-and-2-Comparison.pdf
https://changeelemental.org/resources/complexity-theory-101-for-social-justice-leaders/
https:// changeelemental.org/resources/equity-values-in-action/
https://nonprofitaf.com/2015/03/are-you-guilty-of-fakequity-if-so-what-to-do-about-it/
https://generativesomatics.org/our-strategy/#_why-_somatics-for-_organizing__002c-_movement-_building__002c-__0026-_action__003f
https://generativesomatics.org/our-strategy/#_why-_somatics-for-_organizing__002c-_movement-_building__002c-__0026-_action__003f
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/toward-love-healing-resilience-alignment-inner-work-social-transformation-justice/
http://airforafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Strategies-for-Building-an-Organisation-with-Soul-for-web1.pdf
http://airforafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Strategies-for-Building-an-Organisation-with-Soul-for-web1.pdf
https://changeelemental.org/resources/practicing-the-elements-of-a-liberating-ecosystem/


W H A T  I S  N E E D E D  T O  B U I L D  C O M M U N I T Y  P O W E R ?

24 “Transformative Organizing Theory Panel,” Organizing Upgrade, August 1, 2010, http://archive.organizingupgrade.com/index.php/
modules-menu/community-organizing/item/65-transformative-organizing-theory-panel.

25 Yoojin Janice Lee, “Love with Power,” September 2017,  
https://myemail.constantcontact.com/Sept-2017-Love-with-Power--Yoojin-Lee.html?soid=1111910354296&aid=aUvE5jR4Od4.

26 Valarie Kaur, “3 Lessons of Revolutionary Love in a Time of Rage,” TEDWomen, 2017, https://www.ted.com/talks/valarie_kaur_3_
lessons_of_revolutionary_love_in_a_time_of_rage?language=en; “3 Ways to Practice Revolutionary Love with Valarie Kaur,” Bioneers, 
https://bioneers.org/3-ways-to-practice-revolutionary-love-ze0z1912/.

27 Kristen Zimmerman, “Forget Empathy—It‘s Time for Radical Connection,” openDemocracy, September 4, 2013,  
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/transformation/forget-empathy-its-time-for-radical-connection/.

28 Restoring to Wholeness: Racial Healing for Ourselves, Our Relationships and Our Communities (W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 2017),  
www.ala.org/tools/sites/ala.org.tools/files/content/Restoring%20to%20Wholeness%20WKKF%20Racial%20Healing%20Publication.pdf.

29 Edgar Villanueva, Decolonizing Wealth: Indigenous Wisdom to Heal Divides and Restore Balance (Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 
2018); Edgar Villanueva, “The Colonizer Virus,” Decolonizing Wealth, September 7, 2018,  https://www.decolonizingwealth.com/
blog/2019/2/11/the-colonizer-virus; Tina Curiel-Allen, “What Decolonization Is, and What It Means to Me,” Teen Vogue, March 5, 2018, 
www.teenvogue.com/story/what-decolonization-is-and-what-it-means-to-me.

30 Tema Okun and Kenneth Jones, “White Dominant Culture & Something Different (Worksheet),” Dismantling Racism Works Web 
Workbook, www.cacgrants.org/assets/ce/Documents/2019/WhiteDominantCulture.pdf.

31 “White Supremacy Culture,” Dismantling Racism Works Web Workbook, last modified June 2020,  
https://www.cacgrants.org/assets/ce/Documents/2019/WhiteDominantCulture.pdf.

32 Marshall Ganz, What is Public Narrative: Self, Us & Now, (John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University, 2009),  
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:30760283; Marshall Ganz, “Leading Change: Leadership, Organization, and Social Move-
ments,” Handbook of Leadership Theory and Practice, Nitin Nohria and Rakesh Khurana, eds. (Harvard Business Review Press, 2014),  
https://marshallganz.usmblogs.com/files/2012/08/Chapter-19-Leading-Change-Leadership-Organization-and-Social-Movements.pdf.

33 Susan Misra and Natasha Winegar, Systems Grantmaking Resource Guide (Change Elemental, 2016), https://changeelemental.org/
resources/systems-grantmaking-resource-guide/.

34 Manuel Pastor et al., Changing States: A Framework for Progressive Governance (USC Equity Research Institute 
[formerly Program for Environmental and Regional Equity], 2016),  
https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/PERE_Changing_States_Framework_Final_WebPDF.pdf.

35 Deepak Pateriya and Patricia Castellanos, Power Tools: A Manual for Organizations Fighting for Justice (Strategic Concepts in  
Organizing and Policy Education, 2003).

36 The Practices of Transformative Movements (Movement Strategy Center, 2016),  
https://movementstrategy.org/b/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/MSC-Practices_of_Transformative_Movements-WEB.pdf.

37 M. Pastor, J. Ito, and M. Wander, Story of Place: Community Power and Healthy Communities, (USC Dornsife Equity  
Research Institute, 2020).

38 Rachel Kushner, “Is Prison Necessary? Ruth Wilson Gilmore Might Change Your Mind,” The New York Times Magazine, Apr 17, 2019, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/17/magazine/prison-abolition-ruth-wilson-gilmore.html.

39 Philip V. McHarris and Thenjiwe McHarris, “No More Money for the Police,” The New York Times, May 30, 2020, Opinion,  
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/30/opinion/george-floyd-police-funding.html.

40 “8 Can’t Wait,” Campaign Zero, http://8cantwait.org/.

41 Agence France-Presse, “Minneapolis Council Agrees to Replace Police with Community Model,” The Guardian Nigeria News - Nigeria 
and World News, June 13, 2020, World, https://guardian.ng/news/minneapolis-council-agrees-to-replace-police-with-community-model/.

42 Sarah Mervosh, “‘White Power’ Symbol Was Found at Site of Fire, Civil Rights Center Says,” The New York Times, April 3, 2019, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/03/us/civil-rights-center-fire.html.

43 Manuel Pastor et al., Moments, Movements, and Momentum: Engaging Voters, Scaling Power, Making Change  (USC Equity Research 
Institute [formerly Program for Environmental and Regional Equity], 2013), https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/M3_web.pdf.

44 Louis T. Delgado et al., Native Voices Rising: A Case for Funding Native-Led Change (Common Counsel Foundation/Native Americans in 
Philanthropy, 2013), http://www.nativevoicesrising.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Full-Report-NVR.pdf.

45 Natasha Winger and Susan Misra, Building Political Influence and Power: Spotlight on The Irvine Foundation’s Voter & Civic Engagement 
Initiative (unpublished manuscript, August 2019).

46 Louis T. Delgado et al., Native Voices Rising: A Case for Funding Native-Led Change (Common Counsel Foundation/Native Americans in 
Philanthropy, 2013), http://www.nativevoicesrising.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Full-Report-NVR.pdf.

47 adrienne maree brown, Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds (AK Press, 2017).

48 Robert Chlala et al., 1000 Leaders (and More) Rising: Developing a New Generation for Progressive Governance, (USC Dornsife 
Equity Research Institute [formerly Program for Environmental and Regional Equity], 2019), 
https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/USC_1000_LEADERS_final.pdf.

49 Deborah Rowland, “Why Leadership Development Isn‘t Developing Leaders,” Harvard Business Review, October 14, 2016,  
https://hbr.org/2016/10/why-leadership-development-isnt-developing-leaders.

50 Naa Oyo A Kwate and Melody S Goodman, “Cross-sectional and longitudinal effects of racism on mental health among  
residents of Black neighborhoods in New York City,” American Journal of Public Health 105, no. 4 (April 2015),  
https://ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4358177/.

51 Meeri Kim, “Study Finds That Fear Can Travel Quickly through Generations of Mice DNA,” The Washington Post, WP Company, 
December 7, 2013, https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/study-finds-that-fear-can-travel-quickly-through-genera-
tions-of-mice-dna/2013/12/07/94dc97f2-5e8e-11e3-bc56-c6ca94801fac_story.html .

52 Susan Raffo, Healing Justice: Building Power, Transforming Movements (Astraea Lesbian Foundation for Justice, 2019),  
https://s3.amazonaws.com/astraea.production/app/asset/uploads/2019/05/Astraea-Healing-Justice-Report-2019-v7.pdf.

53 Susan Raffo, “Healing Justice and Holistic Security Frameworks,” Healing Justice: Building Power, Transforming Movements (Astraea 
Lesbian Foundation for Justice, 2019), http://www.astraeafoundation.org/microsites/healingjustice/02-frameworks.

54 Danni Roseman, “How I Explained Microaggressions to My Non-Black Partner With 4 Simple Truths,” Everyday Feminism, July 16, 
2016, https://everydayfeminism.com/2016/07/explain-microaggressions-partner/.

55 Mark-Anthony Clayton-Johnson, Prentis Hemphill, Francisca Porchas, “Politicized Healing to Build Power” (online workshop), 
2020 Hispanics In Philanthropy Virtual Leadership Summit, https://hipconference.pathable.co/meetings/virtual/RHY252kNiNejcfzdp.

56 Dusya Vera et al., “Resilience as thriving: The role of positive leadership practices,” Organizational Dynamics 49, no. 3, (Published 
ahead of print, August 14, 2020), https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7426701/.

57 Alison Spasser, Empower Change Transform: A Guide to Building a Successful Leadership Development Program (The Charles and Lynn Schus-
terman Family Foundation and Rockwood Leadership Institute, 2019), https://rockwoodleadership.org/leadership-development-guide/.

58 Robert Chlala et al., 1000 Leaders (and More) Rising: Developing a New Generation for Progressive Governance, (USC Dornsife 
Equity Research Institute [formerly Program for Environmental and Regional Equity], 2019),  
https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/USC_1000_LEADERS_final.pdf.

59 “The Work of Love and the Love of Work: Resilience-Based Organizing as a Path Forward.” Movement Generation Justice & Ecology 
Project, 2013, https://movementgeneration.org/the-work-of-love-and-the-love-of-work-resilience-based-organizing-as-a-path-forward/.

60 Jihan R. Gearon, “Strategies for Healing Our Movements,” Last Real Indians, March 1, 2015,  https://lastrealindians.com/
news/2015/3/1/mar-1-2015-strategies-for-healing-our-movements-by-jihan-r-gearon ; “Black Mesa Water Coalition,” US Water  
Alliance, http://uswateralliance.org/content/black-mesa-water-coalition.

61 Michael Allison et al., “Doing More with More: Putting Shared Leadership into Practice.” Nonprofit Quarterly, January 25, 2018, 
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/doing-more-with-more-putting-shared-leadership-into-practice/.

62 Sean Thomas-Breitfeld and Frances Kunreuther, Race to Lead: Confronting the Nonprofit Racial Leadership Gap (Building Movement Project, 2017),  
https://buildingmovement.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Race-to-Lead-Confronting-the-Nonprofit-Racial-Leadership-Gap.pdf.

8 5

http://archive.organizingupgrade.com/index.php/modules-menu/community-organizing/item/65-transformative-organizing-theory-panel
http://archive.organizingupgrade.com/index.php/modules-menu/community-organizing/item/65-transformative-organizing-theory-panel
https://myemail.constantcontact.com/Sept-2017-Love-with-Power--Yoojin-Lee.html?soid=1111910354296&aid=aUvE5jR4Od4
https://www.ted.com/talks/valarie_kaur_3_lessons_of_revolutionary_love_in_a_time_of_rage?language=en;
https://www.ted.com/talks/valarie_kaur_3_lessons_of_revolutionary_love_in_a_time_of_rage?language=en;
https://bioneers.org/3-ways-to-practice-revolutionary-love-ze0z1912/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/transformation/forget-empathy-its-time-for-radical-connection/
http://www.ala.org/tools/sites/ala.org.tools/files/content/Restoring%20to%20Wholeness%20WKKF%20Racial%20Healing%20Publication.pdf
https://www.decolonizingwealth.com/blog/2019/2/11/the-colonizer-virus
https://www.decolonizingwealth.com/blog/2019/2/11/the-colonizer-virus
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/what-decolonization-is-and-what-it-means-to-me
https://www.cacgrants.org/assets/ce/Documents/2019/WhiteDominantCulture.pdf
https://www.cacgrants.org/assets/ce/Documents/2019/WhiteDominantCulture.pdf
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:30760283
https://marshallganz.usmblogs.com/files/2012/08/Chapter-19-Leading-Change-Leadership-Organization-and-Social-Movements.pdf
https://changeelemental.org/resources/systems-grantmaking-resource-guide/.
https://changeelemental.org/resources/systems-grantmaking-resource-guide/.
https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/PERE_Changing_States_Framework_Final_WebPDF.pdf
https://movementstrategy.org/b/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/MSC-Practices_of_Transformative_Movements-WEB.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/17/magazine/prison-abolition-ruth-wilson-gilmore.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/30/opinion/george-floyd-police-funding.html
http://8cantwait.org/
https://guardian.ng/news/minneapolis-council-agrees-to-replace-police-with-community-model/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/03/us/civil-rights-center-fire.html
https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/M3_web.pdf
http://www.nativevoicesrising.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Full-Report-NVR.pdf
http://www.nativevoicesrising.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Full-Report-NVR.pdf
https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/USC_1000_LEADERS_final.pdf
http://Harvard Business Review
https://hbr.org/2016/10/why-leadership-development-isnt-developing-leaders
https://ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4358177/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/study-finds-that-fear-can-travel-quickly-through-generations-of-mice-dna/2013/12/07/94dc97f2-5e8e-11e3-bc56-c6ca94801fac_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/study-finds-that-fear-can-travel-quickly-through-generations-of-mice-dna/2013/12/07/94dc97f2-5e8e-11e3-bc56-c6ca94801fac_story.html
https://s3.amazonaws.com/astraea.production/app/asset/uploads/2019/05/Astraea-Healing-Justice-Report-2019-v7.pdf
http://www.astraeafoundation.org/microsites/healingjustice/02-frameworks
https://everydayfeminism.com/2016/07/explain-microaggressions-partner/
https://hipconference.pathable.co/meetings/virtual/RHY252kNiNejcfzdp
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7426701/
https://rockwoodleadership.org/leadership-development-guide/
https://rockwoodleadership.org/leadership-development-guide/
https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/USC_1000_LEADERS_final.pdf
https://movementgeneration.org/the-work-of-love-and-the-love-of-work-resilience-based-organizing-as-a-path-forward/
https://lastrealindians.com/news/2015/3/1/mar-1-2015-strategies-for-healing-our-movements-by-jihan-r-gearon
https://lastrealindians.com/news/2015/3/1/mar-1-2015-strategies-for-healing-our-movements-by-jihan-r-gearon
http://uswateralliance.org/content/black-mesa-water-coalition
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/doing-more-with-more-putting-shared-leadership-into-practice/
https://buildingmovement.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Race-to-Lead-Confronting-the-Nonprofit-Racial-Leadership-Gap.pdf


W H A T  I S  N E E D E D  T O  B U I L D  C O M M U N I T Y  P O W E R ?

63 Robert Gass, Transforming Organizations: A Guide to Creating Effective Social Change Organizations (Social Transformation Project, 
2014), http://stproject.org/resources/publications/transforming-organizations/.

64 “Strategic Goals,” Soul Fire Farm, https://www.soulfirefarm.org/about/goals/.

65 Susan Raffo, “Healing Justice and Holistic Security Frameworks,” Healing Justice: Building Power, Transforming Movements (Astraea 
Lesbian Foundation for Justice, 2019), http://www.astraeafoundation.org/microsites/healingjustice/02-frameworks; Tema Okun and 
Kenneth Jones, “White Dominant Culture & Something Different (Worksheet),” Dismantling Racism Works Web Workbook,  
www.cacgrants.org/assets/ce/Documents/2019/WhiteDominantCulture.pdf.

66 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New Press, 2012).

67 Monica Regan et al., Shifting Power from the Inside Out: Lessons on Becoming Member-Led from Mujeres Unidas y Activas (Roadmap 
Consulting , 2018), http://mujeresunidas.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/RM-MUA-FF-Report-2018-Final-Web-1-1.pdf.

68 Race to Lead: Confronting the Nonprofit Racial Leadership Gap: Executive Summary (Building Movement Project, 2017),  
https://buildingmovement.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Race-to-Lead-Confronting-the-Nonprofit-Racial-Leadership-Gap-Executive-Summary.pdf .

69 Louis T. Delgado et al., Native Voices Rising: A Case for Funding Native-Led Change (Common Counsel Foundation/Native Americans in 
Philanthropy, 2013), http://www.nativevoicesrising.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Full-Report-NVR.pdf.

70 “A Network Way of Working: A Compilation of Considerations about Effectiveness in Networks,” Nonprofit Quarterly, December 
30, 2013, https://nonprofitquarterly.org/a-network-way-of-working-a-compilation-of-considerations-about-effectiveness-in-networks/.

71 Movement Network Leader Case Study: Sarita Gupta (Change Elemental [formerly Management Assistance Group], 2013),  
https://changeelemental.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/NLILCaseStorySaritaGupta.pdf.

72 Greg Jobin-Leeds and AgitArte, When We Fight, We Win!: Twenty-First-Century Social Movements and the Activists That Are  
Transforming Our World (The New Press, 2016).

73 Laurie Mazur and Mark Leach, “Creating Culture: Promising Practices of Successful Movement Networks,” Nonprofit Quarterly, 
December 23, 2013, https://nonprofitquarterly.org/creating-culture-promising-practices-of-successful-movement-networks/.

74 Movement Network Leader Case Study: Eveline Lin (Change Elemental [formerly Management Assistance Group], 2012).

75 “60/40 Stance™: Forward Stance + Transformation,” Move to End Violence, May 6, 2015, 
 https://movetoendviolence.org/resources/6040-stance-forward-stance-transformation/.

76 Robin Katcher, “Iterative Strategy: From Competition to Alignment,” Change Elemental (blog), July 16, 2015,  
https://changeelemental.org/resources/iterative-strategy/.

77 Amy B. Dean and David B. Reynolds, A New New Deal: How Regional Activism Will Reshape the American Labor Movement,  
(ILR Press, 2010).

78 Edgar Villanueva, Decolonizing Wealth: Indigenous Wisdom to Heal Divides and Restore Balance (Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2018).

79 Lisa Ranghelli et al., Power Moves: Your essential philanthropy assessment guide for equity and justice (National Committee for  
Responsive Philanthropy, 2018), http://www.ncrp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Power-Moves-Philanthropy.pdf.

80 adrienne maree brown, Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds (AK Press, 2017).

81 Nathan Bennett and G. James Lemoine, “What VUCA Really Means for You,” Harvard Business Review, January 1, 2014, 
https://hbr.org/2014/01/what-vuca-really-means-for-you.

82 “A Conversation with Movement Leaders on COVID-19: Challenges and Opportunities,” Building Movement Project, April 14, 
2020, https://buildingmovement.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/BMP-Sol-Is-COVID-Webinar-Transcript.pdf; “Three Takeaways 
from ‘We‘ve Been Here Before: Community-Based Nonprofits Confront Crises’,” Building Movement Project, May 26, 2020,  
https://buildingmovement.org/blog/three-takeaways-weve-been-here-before-covid19-webinar/.

83 Greg Jobin-Leeds and AgitArte, When We Fight, We Win: Twenty-First-Century Social Movements and the Activists That Are  
Transforming Our World (The New Press, 2016).

84 Sarah Illing et al., Demanding Dignity by Speaking Truth to Power: How United We Dream Network (UWDN)  
Accelerated the Immigrant Youth Movement (Learning for Action, 2015), https://www.unboundphilanthropy.org/sites/de-
fault/files/UWDN Case Study 2015_Final for Public Dissemination.pdf.

85 Rashad Robinson, “Changing Our Narrative about Narrative: The Infrastructure Required for Building Narrative Power,” 
Nonprofit Quarterly, July 17, 2020, https://nonprofitquarterly.org/changing-our-narrative-about-narrative-the-infrastructure-re-
quired-for-building-narrative-power-2/?utm_content=134928316&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter&hss_chan-
nel=tw-61206610.

86 Vanessa Daniel, “The gentrification of movements: 4 Ways funders can stop putting raisins in the potato salad,” Responsive 
Philanthropy, September 24, 2018, https://www.ncrp.org/publication/responsive-philanthropy-september-2018/the-gentrifica-
tion-of-movements-4-ways-funders-can-stop-putting-raisins-in-the-potato-salad.  

87 “Our Beginnings.” Transformative Leadership for Change, 2017, www.transformativeleadershipforchange.org/about/.

88 Choir Book: A Framework for Social Justice Philanthropy (Justice Funders), http://justicefunders.org/choir-book/.

89 “Trust-Based Philanthropy: An Approach.” Trust-Based Philanthropy Project, https://trustbasedphilanthropy.org/.

90 Lisa Ranghelli et al., Power Moves: Your essential philanthropy assessment guide for equity and justice (National Committee for 
Responsive Philanthropy, 2018), http://www.ncrp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Power-Moves-Philanthropy.pdf.

91 David Peter Stroh and Michael Goodman, “A Systemic Approach to Ending Homelessness,” Applied Systems Thinking,  
October 7, 2007, https://www.appliedsystemsthinking.com/supporting_documents/TopicalHomelessness.pdf.

8 7

http://stproject.org/resources/publications/transforming-organizations/
https://www.soulfirefarm.org/about/goals/
http://www.astraeafoundation.org/microsites/healingjustice/02-frameworks
https://www.cacgrants.org/assets/ce/Documents/2019/WhiteDominantCulture.pdf
http://mujeresunidas.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/RM-MUA-FF-Report-2018-Final-Web-1-1.pdf
https://buildingmovement.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Race-to-Lead-Confronting-the-Nonprofit-Racial-Leadership-Gap-Executive-Summary.pdf
http://www.nativevoicesrising.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Full-Report-NVR.pdf
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/a-network-way-of-working-a-compilation-of-considerations-about-effectiveness-in-networks/
https://changeelemental.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/NLILCaseStorySaritaGupta.pdf
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/creating-culture-promising-practices-of-successful-movement-networks/
https://movetoendviolence.org/resources/6040-stance-forward-stance-transformation/.  
https://changeelemental.org/resources/iterative-strategy/.  
http://www.ncrp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Power-Moves-Philanthropy.pdf
https://hbr.org/2014/01/what-vuca-really-means-for-you
https://buildingmovement.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/BMP-Sol-Is-COVID-Webinar-Transcript.pdf
https://buildingmovement.org/blog/three-takeaways-weve-been-here-before-covid19-webinar/
https://www.unboundphilanthropy.org/sites/default/files/UWDN%20Case%20Study%202015_Final%20for%20Public%20Dissemination.pdf
https://www.unboundphilanthropy.org/sites/default/files/UWDN%20Case%20Study%202015_Final%20for%20Public%20Dissemination.pdf
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/changing-our-narrative-about-narrative-the-infrastructure-required-for-building-narrative-power-2/?utm_content=134928316&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter&hss_channel=tw-61206610
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/changing-our-narrative-about-narrative-the-infrastructure-required-for-building-narrative-power-2/?utm_content=134928316&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter&hss_channel=tw-61206610
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/changing-our-narrative-about-narrative-the-infrastructure-required-for-building-narrative-power-2/?utm_content=134928316&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter&hss_channel=tw-61206610
https://www.ncrp.org/publication/responsive-philanthropy-september-2018/the-gentrification-of-movements-4-ways-funders-can-stop-putting-raisins-in-the-potato-salad
https://www.ncrp.org/publication/responsive-philanthropy-september-2018/the-gentrification-of-movements-4-ways-funders-can-stop-putting-raisins-in-the-potato-salad
http://www.transformativeleadershipforchange.org/about/
http://justicefunders.org/choir-book/
https://trustbasedphilanthropy.org/
https://www.ncrp.org/publication/responsive-philanthropy-september-2018/the-gentrification-of-movements-4-ways-funders-can-stop-putting-raisins-in-the-potato-salad
https://www.appliedsystemsthinking.com/supporting_documents/TopicalHomelessness.pdf



