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ABSTRACT 
 
 The political engagement of citizens with their democratic government is fraught 

with difficulties of inertia, cynicism, lack of knowledge, access and efficacy.  This 

research attempts to address questions of how people occupying a lower socio-economic 

status (SES) classification might improve their engagement.  The research question is, 

“The motivators and the motivated: what mechanisms do non-profit organizations use to 

motivate individuals to become politically engaged, and, do they work?” 

Through a qualitative exploratory case study of five human social-serving 

nonprofit agencies, and capitalizing on the scholarship of other political scientists, five 

criteria predictive of outcomes for engagement efforts by agency staff attempting to assist 

their clients to express their voice in their own governance is presented.  The findings 

demonstrate that effective recruitment or encouragement of clients, coupled with the 

provision of education and skills, the use of “bridging” social capital, capitalization on 

client’s rational particularistic self-interest and the presence of an effective agency leader 

or internal organizational entrepreneur may combine to produce engagement on the part 

of clients within lower SES classifications. 

 Additionally, the strengths of the exploratory case study method resulted in at 

least six potential future research questions.  As with any research, there are study 

limitations, and this is no exception.  However, some useful broad policy 

recommendations are also provided. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
This work is about political engagement in the American democracy.  It is an 

attempt to address the issue of how groups of people might make the decision to become 

involved in their own governance.  Its significance is rooted in fundamental ideas of how 

democracies work or at least ought to function.  Given existing political polarization, the 

seeming lack of civility or moderation in the public discourse, and the withdrawal of 

large numbers of the electorate from the political process due to cynicism or the rational 

calculation that participation is ineffective, this project is extremely timely and, the 

findings might inject some measure of hope that the grand U.S. democratic experiment is 

not doomed to failure.  

Why might political engagement and participation be important?  From a practical 

standpoint, participation matters.  It matters because, at a minimum, those participating 

may gain an appreciation for the difficult choices that must be made with scarce 

resources and feel more ownership (and support) for those decisions.  Participation 

matters because it may provide some modest input into the policy making process giving 

decisions more legitimacy and making voluntary compliance more likely. 

From a normative view, participation matters.  Democracy, if it is to be legitimate 

at all, should aspire to be inclusive.  Unless what is ostensibly a democracy allows for 

vibrant and engaged participation by all of those impacted by government decisions, then 

the political form called democracy ceases to exist and is replaced by some messy 
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perversion of an ideal.  Legitimacy suffers and one can reliably predict the possibility of 

further withdrawal from engagement and increased rebellion against societal norms. The 

act of participation is one of the defining elements of a healthy democracy.   

Beyond explanations of cynicism and rationality, why don’t more people 

participate? Are there other explanations for nonparticipation, particularly among those 

with fewer resources?  Among others, Rosenstone and Hansen’s work (Rosenstone & 

Hansen, 2003) demonstrated that not only is participation among the poor lower than that 

of higher socio-economic status (SES) citizens, it is cumulative.  That is, lower 

education, minority racial status, and lower income – three key indicators of class – 

combine in a manner that seems to inhibit or at a minimum result in less participation.1  

Throughout America, there are collections of neighborhoods within cities, towns 

and villages that are challenged.2 Some challenges may involve social/cultural issues 

such as accommodating new racial and ethnic immigrant groups or coping with the 

historic legacy of racism and discrimination.3 They may be economic as wage earners 

attempt to cope with the impacts of personal debt and diminishing wages and jobs in a 

global recession.  Some enclaves are confronted by catastrophic combinations of socio-

economic and structural factors leading to downward spirals of crime, despair, and 

growing hopelessness.4  Unfortunately, even in a supposedly more progressive and 

                                                 
1 Pp. 234-248.  Among others, Rosenstone and Hansen quote Jack Walker, V.O. Key, Jr., and E.E. 
Schattschneider to bolster these claims. 
2 This project identified some during the field research. 
3 Conflict among differing groups, including those involving differing racial or ethnic groups is described 
early on by E.E. Schattschneider (Schattschneider, 1960).  Some communities may be welcoming of new 
immigrants while others may feel overwhelmed with rapid changes.  See: Warren (Warren, 2001), 
Ramakrishnan (Ramakrishnan, 2008) and Wong (Wong, 2006) for examples in the immigration literature. 
4 See for example, Dreier et al. (Dreier, Mollenkopf, & Swanstrom, 2004) 
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modern era, these are not new circumstances but with current conditions the U.S. risks an 

even greater decline in participation. 

People within lower SES groups attempting to survive an onslaught of these kinds 

of life tests may justifiably and rationally believe that any attempt to exert any sort of 

political power to improve the quality of their existence is fruitless.   The common 

perception (in colloquial language) is, “Why bother getting involved in any sort of 

politics when the odds are stacked against the poor and in favor of the rich who don’t 

seem to care what happens to ‘the little guy?’”  Further, some with abundant resources 

may seem to be able, in the perception of those within low SES groups, to game “the 

system” to their advantage, continuing to enhance their personal fortune and further 

depriving the poor.   If these citizens disengage from politics and society, the notion of 

voluntary compliance with any set of rules or laws becomes questionable.5  Theoretically, 

the outcome could be coercive measures by government authorities to insure compliance 

which ultimately offends those who believe freedom, liberty, and full and equal 

participation are vital elements of a healthy democracy.6   

Anyone with a capacious view of social justice and holding beliefs of equal 

access or “voice” within American democracy must pause whenever considering the 

abundant research and evidence pointing to the difficulties of those in lower SES status 

communities who might seek to influence policy.  The simple fact that the poor may be 

working multiple jobs in order to provide basic necessities means they have no time 

                                                 
5 See Skocpol and Fiorinia who make a similar prediction. (Skocpol & Fiorina, 1999, p. 2) 
6 See, for example, Margaret Levi’s early version of a seminar work in which she discusses how 
governments depend upon voluntary compliance with regulations – particularly taxing laws – in order to 
continue to function. (Levi, 2000, p. 21) 
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resources available to educate themselves on pending political issues or attend civic 

meetings where such things may be discussed and decided.  Even if they are able to set 

aside time to do so, they risk opprobrium from higher SES persons for their lack of 

educational achievement or finesse in expressing their views.  The emotional courage 

required to participate becomes an insurmountable barrier to any potential sense of civic 

duty. 

 This is not a new concern but we live in a time where these issues appear to be 

more serious.  Apathy and cynicism among all socio-economic classes is at an all-time 

high. Scholars, particularly those within the urban politics sub-field have persuasively 

demonstrated this point.7  However, those with resources are able to “purchase” proxy 

organizations to advocate on their behalf, even if they are cynical about the process or 

outcomes.8  For those within lower SES categories, these kinds of solutions are 

unavailable.  Yet citizens within these lower SES enclaves may be the ones most in need 

of additional resources to correct systemic and structural disparities – all beyond their 

control – which seriously undermine health, safety, education, quality of life, 

employment and other necessary components impeding the “life, liberty and pursuit of 

happiness” of themselves and their children.   

Historically, altruistic Americans attempted to ameliorate deleterious conditions 

through monetary contributions to social service agencies or charitable organizations. 

Churches have provided food and modest social supports to the destitute (and some 

                                                 
7 See Ferman (Ferman, 2007, p. 20). 
8 Here I refer to formal organizations that may be allied with a particular interest set.  One example is the 
varied nationwide organizations devoted to environmental interests.  Citizens may choose to simply pay 
dues to these organizations and believe they have fulfilled a civic duty as those organizations will be active 
in advocating for environmental causes. 
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continue to do so).  Early in American history, there were poor houses (almshouses) and 

later social service entrepreneurs such as Jane Addams at Hull House in Chicago.9  She 

tried to bring “civility” to new immigrants by immersing them in the fine arts and 

providing mothers with skills to improve the health of themselves and their children 

(Elshtain, 2002).  While Jane Addams endeavored to hold the Chicago political machine 

accountable for such mundane services as simply picking up trash in immigrant 

neighborhoods, it wasn’t until later that social service agencies began experimenting with 

the idea of mobilizing clients to parlay their numbers into political power – power which 

could be employed to improve quality of life.  The idea that contemporary social service 

agencies may be one solution to mobilization is the focus of this research. 

 Many individuals within higher SES groups continue to generously give of their 

resources in an attempt to assist fellow citizens and correct inequities.  However, this is 

not enough.  A desire for social justice in an enlightened democracy compels us to 

respect the dignity of the individual and the ability of each to determine what is in their 

best and rational self-interest.  The U.S. democracy must genuinely embrace full 

participation and create structures and incentives for all classes to be politically engaged 

or it risks becoming an historical anomaly.  

In this project I focus on people within low SES groups.  Part of the reason for 

this is normative concerns about the disenfranchisement of a significant portion of our 

citizenry. If some are not part of governing decisions, then ostensibly the social contract 

is broken with unknown and potentially risky outcomes.  Part has to do with the notion 

                                                 
9 Depressingly, Hull House, founded by Jane Addams, recently closed.  1/27/12. 
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that if people within these groups can be mobilized given the inherent challenges to 

participation then perhaps those ideas can be applied to all citizens – particularly those 

assumed to have fewer impediments – to improve their involvement in the U.S. 

democracy, not just those with enough resources to purchase their desired policy results.  

What happened to participation?  Was it ever better than it is now?  History 

provides examples where a variety of mechanisms were used to inspire participation – 

particularly voting.  Ranging from specific incentives (such as cash and liquor) to 

mobilizing efforts of unions, churches, political parties and political machines, our 

country once had more vibrant political engagement.  Some mechanisms, especially in 

the cases of political machines, were designed to increase the vote substantially and thus 

had to rely on the mobilization of people within lower SES groups. That those 

mechanisms have declined (or, thankfully in the case of cash and liquor apparently 

ceased to exist) is indisputable. 

There is a large literature documenting this decline in the traditional mechanisms 

of political mobilization—the church, labor unions, political parties and political 

machines.10   Particularly within the voting sub-field, some have provided a 

contemporary analysis of religious activity and union impacts on voting (Verba, 

Schlozman, & Brady, 1995).  There are well-documented case studies which show the 

impact of black churches on citizen participation in electoral campaigns (Rosenstone & 

Hansen, 2003).  Parties have begun to understand and exploit opportunities within the 

Latino community (Wong, 2006).  Nonetheless, there are also worrying trends reflecting 

                                                 
10 See Macedo (Macedo, 2005) and Rosenstone and Hansen (Rosenstone & Hansen, 2003), for two 
examples.  
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deteriorating participation particularly in urban America (Fung, 2004).  Clearly, what 

once existed to mobilize citizens within lower SES groups seems to be no more, or, at a 

minimum, has lessened. 

Generally beginning with Jane Addams, considered by many to be the founder of 

the modern social work movement,11 social service agencies have long been advocates 

and catalysts for change within poor communities.12  Ranging from the more radical 

movements (some of Alinsky’s progeny, the Catholic Workers Movement and 

ACORN13) to the less radical (such as those designed to encourage citizen participation 

in development decisions14) there is a strong American history of social service agencies 

being change agents in local community life. 

Often defined as “mission-driven” in contrast to “profit-driven” organizations, 

U.S. social service agencies are commonly classed as being in conformance to section 

501(c) (3) of the U.S. tax code.  This designation allows them to solicit and receive tax 

free donations – a benefit to the organizations as well as the givers who may then deduct 

these contributions in the calculations which determine their tax liabilities.  However, 

these organizations must also walk a fine line between advocacy and direct political 

                                                 
11 The Alliance, among other national organizations, celebrated in 2011-2012 100 years of existence and 
reinforced the assertion that Ms. Addams was the founder of the social work movement. 
12 Among others, see Mark Warren’s book documenting the impact of the Industrial Areas Foundations 
(Saul Alinsky’s legacy) in several U.S. communities in mobilizing poor communities (Warren, 2001). 
13 See Robert Fisher’s contribution to DeFillips, et al, for a comprehensive history (DeFilippis, Fisher, & 
Shragge, 2010). 
14 See Gittell and Vidal (Gittell & Vidal, 1998). 
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engagement which could trigger reconsideration by the Internal Revenue Service of their 

tax-exempt status.15 

Scholars have been interested in how social service agencies might impact 

engagement.  Among others, Leroux has suggested in several studies that government 

funding of agencies as well as services those agencies deliver to clients (such as 

education and information sessions) can prompt greater involvement (Leroux, 2007).  

There are others, more fully delineated in chapter two, including Berry, et al (Berry, 

Portney, & Thomson, 1993) and all examine social serving organizations from a variety 

of perspectives.  This project supports previous scholarship, but the findings also 

demonstrate several newer opportunities for further examination.  These include the 

impact of internal agency leaders/entrepreneurs on effective engagement programs, a 

greater focus on local social service organizations within target communities, how 

modest grant funding can spur engagement and finally how self-interest (generally within 

the context of parents  concerned about their child’s education) is a powerful motivator 

prompting those with significant barriers to become engaged. 

In this study, the focus is on agencies affiliated with the Alliance for Children and 

Families.16  These agencies have traditionally delivered social work services to clients in 

communities.  Often focused on individuals rather than groups (providing individuals 

with programs such as marriage and therapeutic counseling), some agencies have recently 

branched into other services such as consumer credit counseling.  Some always had a 

                                                 
15 I have heard conversations expressing these types of concerns at Alliance conferences among agency 
executives.  Although not directly related, the discretionary power of the IRS to institute audits and compel 
organizations to submit substantial documentation to prove their legitimacy has been made clear in the 
recent (2013) news concerning 501(c) (4) political action committees audits. 
16 See page 9 for a fuller explanation of the Alliance and http://alliance1.org/ retrieved 8/19/13. 
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core offering of strategies focused on communities, but often had to diversify and focus 

on delivery of service products where there were revenue streams – most times provided 

through government contracts and grants – in order to survive.  However, their 

independence and organizational cultures encouraging inclusion allows them to consider 

ideas that may be more liberal in nature resulting in efforts to affect structural and social 

changes within communities.  The drawbacks to organizations dependent upon donations 

as well as government funding means they must not be perceived as too radical or risk 

alienation and defunding.  However, their independence, due in some small part to the 

diversity of their revenue streams and community financial and moral support (usually 

through volunteer boards of directors) offers some modest latitude allowing them to 

operate without the kinds of strict legal, bureaucratic structures or path dependence 

endemic to many government organizations.  

Given the vacuum of participation as well as Jane Addams’ earlier experiment the 

question may be posed – is it possible that nonprofit social service agencies, many of 

them customarily situated within low SES communities, replace these traditional 

mechanisms by providing some of the knowledge, skills and educative processes to 

overcome a natural and rational reticence for people within low SES groups to extend 

themselves into the political realm?  Will their efforts result in increased political 

engagement by these groups despite the barriers to participation? 

Setting aside for the moment the powerful argument that some barriers are 

structural and institutional, is it also possible that an examination of the engagement 

activities of people within lower SES groups served by progressive social service 
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agencies might reveal interesting insights applicable to the broader citizenry?  To 

investigate this possibility, I examined the mechanisms used by nonprofit organizations 

(the motivators) to prompt people within these groups (the motivated) to become 

politically engaged.  Secondarily, I examined the effectiveness of those mechanisms. 

The research questions are investigated through an exploratory and comparative 

case study of five social service agencies in five cities.  These cases are culled from a 

larger project of the Alliance for Children and Families (Alliance), a national umbrella 

organization for family and child-serving agencies sited throughout the U.S.  The project, 

initially called “New Voices at the Civic Table” and later simply “Civic Engagement”, 

grew out of a granting project initiated by the Alliance in partnership with several 

foundations – most notably the Annie E. Casey and the W.K. Kellogg Foundations.  

Member agencies competed for some very modest grants to spur civic engagement17 (CE) 

within their service areas.  CE varied in its application in all of the agencies (later 

described further in the data chapters), but most included some staff training, some 

educative processes with clients and occasionally additional support for client’s CE 

efforts. 

Due to a previous volunteer affiliation with the Alliance, I became aware of their 

CE project. After some inquiries, I gleaned additional preliminary information about the 

Alliance’s agencies and their CE efforts.   

                                                 
17 There are a variety of names for what political scientists prefer to call “political engagement.”  While 
some labels have distinctions that are important, throughout this project I use “civic engagement” 
consistent with the Alliance’s usage.  When important, I will elaborate on the differences and elaborate on 
this issue in Chapter 3 – Methodological and Theoretical Issues. 
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I learned that the Alliance provided training to staff of member agencies (the 

“motivators”) who returned to their home locations and employed as well as developed 

“strategies, tactics and mechanisms” to spur engagement among their clients/constituents 

(the “motivated”).  The clients/constituents are often within a lower SES group 

classification that provides for a tough test case based on inherent challenges to 

engagement. Alliance agencies generally limited their efforts to clients/constituents 

within their service area and this might include specific neighborhoods.  The Alliance 

member agencies provide a unique set of accessible cases to explore whether or not 

human service nonprofits might be one answer to improving CE in the U.S.  The hope, 

later determined to be successful, was that these cases would add to existing scholarship 

as well as illuminate additional areas worthy of further exploration. 

The findings in this case demonstrate that previous scholarship supports the 

strategies and tactics of recruitment, education, and social capital “bridging” as 

components of a successful CE effort.  They also illuminate the idea that self-interest, 

particularly for parents of school children, and the presence of an active and effective 

internal social service agency CE leader/entrepreneur contributes to greater engagement.   

 Data collection consisted of semi structured interviews and the examination of 

any supporting documents such as newsletters, grant reports, and, in a couple of cases, 

the attendance at meetings with clients or agency staff.18 Eighty-eight people from the 

social service agencies in the five cities were interviewed. Interviewees were divided into 

three classifications-- staff, clients, and elites.  Generally, “staff” were those employed by 

                                                 
18 I also attended one of the Alliance’s regional training sessions in Kansas City.  See chapter 3 for a more 
thorough discussion of data collection and the research methodology. 
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the agency – most often the ones directly responsible or assigned to the agency CE 

program.  Occasionally, clients would receive employment by the agency but the rule 

was narrowly interpreted and they were classed as “staff” if they were so employed at the 

time of the interviews (even if they were former clients).  The definition of the term 

“clients” is pretty straightforward.  These are the people upon whom CE strategies, 

educative processes and support were focused by the local Alliance agency.  Each client 

interviewed completed a survey that captured socioeconomic information.19  

As described later, I found that the questions developed at the start of the research 

effort (see appendix) were inadequate for getting at the underlying data, assumptions and 

answering the research questions.  “Elites” ended up being operationally defined as 

anyone not employed by the agency and not a recipient of services.  Thus, the category 

included board members, community collaborators as well as the usual higher SES 

definition (including politicians). 

The table below briefly summarizes the “n” of each location20 and the numbers of 

people interviewed. 

 

 

 

                                                 
19 See chapter 3 for more detail and a more comprehensive discussion of the category definitions. 
20 Anonymity was promised for the agencies, their staff, and the interviewees.  I use the convention “site1” 
for the first location, “agency1” for the agency, “state1” where appropriate to substitute for the state.  When 
necessary, I use pseudonyms or fictitious names for individuals, organizations and some locations (such as 
school names).  The dissertation committee had full access to the data including the actual names and 
locations of agencies, staff, and interviewees.   However, I don’t claim to have perfectly shielded 
participants from discovery.  Individual agency staff and others may recognize their site from the specifics 
of the cases. 
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Table 1 Summary of "n" at each site 

Case Staff 
“n” 

Elites 
“n” 

Clients 
“n” 

Total 
“n” 

Site1 9 3 5 17 

Site2 3 4 13 20 

Site4 6 4 8 18 

Site3 4 11 2 17 

Site5 10 0 6 16 

Totals 32 22 34 88 

 

The site visits began in early December, 2010, and concluded in late February, 

2011.21  Site visits lasted four or five days at each location.    

 The study was designed to assess CE activity among clients of social service 

agencies as a result of efforts by those agencies to spur engagement.  The data revealed 

that these organizations employed a variety of strategies including encouragement (to use 

VSB’s22 term, “they were asked”), educative processes, and some logistical support 

(transportation to political venues, day care, introductions, etc.).  As I discuss more fully 

in following chapters there was also “bridging”, that is the introduction of clients by 

agency staff to policy makers or those with political power. 

The project was not designed to assess the depth or amounts of institutional 

barriers to CE.  While there were a few interviews of politicians or policy-makers (which 

generally demonstrated that CE efforts by agency clients had impact), the study design 

                                                 
21 I am grateful to research funding and support received from the Political Science Department and the 
College of Liberal Arts at Temple University.  Funding assisted in paying some of the travel costs to 
conduct the research. 
22 Verba, Schlozman and Brady (Verba, et al., 1995). 
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was not intended to measure the degree to which client’s efforts were limited by 

perceived or real intransigence of governmental bureaucracies, for example.  There was 

also no direct measurement of impact upon policy.  Some data surfaced indicating clients 

were successful in having their voice “heard” by decision-makers they approached but 

there was no attempt at a thorough assessment of effectiveness in changing policy.  Later 

analysis in the two chapters describing the data will elaborate on motivations on the part 

of clients to become civically engaged (appropriate because of the research question) but 

there is no direct intent to measure whether or not their efforts really “worked.” 

What was important and specifically what I was seeking to reveal was how people 

within low SES categories might become engaged through and with the help of social 

service agencies – in this case Alliance organizations.  I sought to determine if there were 

mechanisms that might be employed by others (including political scientists) to enable, 

encourage, and enhance the engagement of Americans in their own governing decisions. 

In chapter two, I discuss the scholarship surrounding the variables traditionally 

encompassing socio-economic status: race and racism, education, and poverty/economic 

barriers.  I highlight it here to illustrate the substantive obstacles confronting low SES 

citizens who may choose to become civically engaged.  Additionally, chapter two 

describes the varying approaches to encouraging mobilization within and among those 

challenged by poverty, lack of education, or the effects of racism.  

 I suggest that social service agencies, in this particular case the Alliance member 

agencies, may act as mobilizers as well as educators and may be part of the answer to the 

democratic participation question.  In fact, I show in later chapters that educative 
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processes coupled with strong encouragement and support by Alliance agencies resulted 

in increased engagement.  I uncovered that successful engagement on the part of agency 

clients most often occurred not only when there were educative processes and direct 

encouragement provided by agency staff, but also when internal agency leadership was 

strong, or there was an internal “entrepreneur.”  Additionally, it was clear from the data 

that bridging by agency staff from clients to policy makers was another important 

element to a successful CE program.  This is new data not fully covered in previous 

scholarship.  Specifically, the idea that agency internal leadership might play a role in a 

successful CE program seems obvious in retrospect, but this was one of the unexpected 

variables that surfaced as a result of the freedom provided by the exploratory research 

methodology.23  Additionally, the data make it very clear that self-interest on the part of 

parents of school age children was a powerful motivator.24 

Chapter three delves into methodological and theoretical issues, in particular the 

rationale for using an exploratory approach.  The chapter also provides a description of 

each of the cases.  Chapters four and five present and discuss the data and chapter six 

discusses the broad implications learned from an analysis of the data in each case.  

Comparisons between the current data and the efforts of previous scholars are made and 

specific recommendations driven by the data are provided for future CE practitioners and 

researchers. 

                                                 
23 See appendix for list of questions for staff prepared ahead of site visits.  There are no specific questions 
surrounding agency leadership – rather this data surfaced as a result of direct observation, follow-up 
questions during interviews as well as spontaneous comments from subordinate staff. 
24 Schools, particularly those in troubled urban areas and even those that are deficient, can be places where 
new immigrants can hope that their children fare better than in their home country as Noguera demonstrates 
(Noguera, 2003, p. 5).  This idea is also supported by Fung’s research (Fung, 2004, p. 115). 
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 The findings of this project demonstrate and support the work of previous 

scholars, provide new emphasis on one dimension and add another variable.  Previous 

work has demonstrated the importance of recruitment (VSB), skills attainment and 

educative processes (Dewey and Horton), and bridging social capital (Putnam).  Self-

interest – commonly the domain of rational choice scholars – mostly within the context of 

advocacy for positive educational outcomes for children of mobilized parents is shown to 

be markedly significant for successful engagement.  The critical role of social service 

agency leaders or internal organizational program entrepreneurs in championing the 

agency’s CE program is demonstrated as a vital additional variable for effective CE 

program outcomes.  While this idea is covered in previous scholarship, particularly in 

Warren’s examination of agency professionals engaged in mobilization activities 

(Warren, 2001), in this case I assert the data demonstrates that in the most successful CE 

programs in Alliance-affiliated agencies these staff were critical to success.   

I began this chapter with a depressing description of the challenges facing U.S. 

citizens who attempt to impact their own democracy.  However, as political scientists, we 

should all remain hopeful of the possibility of improved engagement by people within the 

U.S.  If America has been stereotyped by others as a beacon of democracy our 

professional obligation is to point out where the stereotype is in error as well as offer 

prescriptive recommendations designed to correct practice leading to greater participation 

and ideally a healthier republic.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Everyday Americans are increasingly mere spectators of public affairs….ordinary 
citizens have less and less involvement in shaping our common affairs – and, 
arguably, dwindling leverage over powerful leaders and institutions.  Who knows 
what might happen if times turn bad and America’s leaders need active support 
for decisive steps to cope with social problems (Skocpol & Fiorina, 1999, p. 2)? 

 
 Given the above quote from Skocpol and Fiorina, it seems eerily prescient that 

America may be facing such a time.  Dismal economic news and social unrest (i.e., the 

“Occupy” movements and turmoil in Greece, throughout the Middle East, Africa and 

Europe) lend credence to the idea that increased citizen involvement may provide 

legitimacy to policy decisions. 

There is a diverse body of scholarship and attention surrounding the issue of civic 

and political mobilization.  Ranging from explorations of voting behavior to social capital 

in poor neighborhoods to community organizing, all seek to understand how and in what 

manner persons within a polis, particularly those disadvantaged in education and income, 

might seek to become engaged in expressing their policy preferences to government 

officials.  This chapter will describe the major strains of thought related to the issues 

raised in the project.  That is, how persons might choose to become engaged, what 

mechanisms might prompt them to do so, and what impact or effect human service non-

profit organizations might have on such decisions.     

 Our world, our nation and our political system is nothing if not interesting at this 

time in history.  Political polarization at the national level has widened25 and many 

                                                 
25 See the PEW Research Center, (PEW, 2011) for a poll illustrating this point. 
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citizens seem to be alienated from democratic participation by the relative few who 

loudly voice strident opinions or by extended political campaigns (Macedo, 2005).  The 

popularity of many of our political institutions is at new lows and “faith in government”, 

which is to say the notion that government will do anything of perceived immediate value 

to impact individuals, is weak (Rosenstone & Hansen, 2003, p. 15).26 

 I approach this study with a few normative biases.  First, I assume that the 

American form of republican democracy is, or ought to be, one in which its citizens feel 

they have some efficacy through political engagement in the formative processes of 

policy by expressing preferences.  Secondly, since universal suffrage is commonly cited 

as a critical element of a vibrant democracy, I infer that robust political participation 

should not be limited only to those with wealth and higher education (i.e., higher socio-

economic status – SES) an argument effectively and firmly advanced by Ferman. 

 I would argue that we cannot have strong, effective leadership and well-informed 
and broadly representative policies in the absence of accountability, meaningful 
deliberation, and broad based participation…. Restoring the accountability, 
deliberation and participation upon which effective democratic governance rests 
requires that we re-engage and empower those who have been disenfranchised. 

(Ferman, 2007, p. 2) 
 

Finally, I suggest that impediments to individual political participation may be overcome 

through educative and training processes provided by local social service agencies 

(Horton, Bell, Gaventa, & Peters, 1990), (Putnam, 2000), coupled with effective 

mobilization which is the subject of this inquiry. 

American history furnishes examples of political mobilization of people within 

lower SES groups.  While some efforts were ethically questionable, such as the provision 

                                                 
26 See also Ferman (Ferman, 2007). 
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of whiskey as an inducement to voters to support particular candidates at polls on 

Election Day (effectively “purchasing” their votes or at a minimum making them 

inebriated before they voted) and the use of patronage in the heyday of big city political 

machines, others were more benign.27  Religious institutions, particularly the Roman 

Catholic Church, and labor unions all have effectively mobilized citizens within low SES 

classifications to engage their government either through voting or through legitimate 

forms of action designed to influence policy and outcomes.  VSB, for example, provide a 

contemporary analysis of the impact of religious activity and union membership / 

participation on voting (Verba, et al., 1995).  However, church attendance and influence 

has declined, particularly in the last half-century.  Rosenstone and Hansen (Rosenstone & 

Hansen, 2003) document the involvement of black churches in mobilizing voters during 

some electoral campaigns but the case may be made that there is still a decrease in 

widespread church influence upon mobilization.  Union power has diminished – 

particularly the ability to “control” blocks of union members (and voters). 

Additionally, political parties no longer seem to depend upon a broad 

mobilization of voters (particularly those voters within low SES groups – with the 

possible exception of new young adult voters) to win elections, preferring to mobilize 

frequent and dependable voting supporters (Macedo, 2005, p. 48).28  While parties in 

general have seen some resurgence and there have been substantial grassroots 

mobilization, the reality is that such efforts have generally mobilized only those with 

                                                 
27 Philadelphia history provides but one example of ethically questionable behaviors.  See Abernethy 
(Abernethy, 1963). 
28 See also Rosenstone and Hansen (Rosenstone & Hansen, 2003, p. 166). 
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already high levels of interest (and usually within higher SES groupings or upwardly 

mobile young people).  Wong demonstrates that a recent surge of Latino voters has 

become attractive to political parties and has resulted in some mobilization efforts 

(Wong, 2006, p. 204). 

The argument may be easily made and supported that broad mobilization efforts 

of all citizens, particularly marginalized people within low SES groups, have faded or at a 

minimum are not as strong or healthy as they once were – particularly for churches and 

labor unions.29 So, if traditional organizations and institutions are not mobilizing these 

voters, who will if it is to be done at all?30  In this work, I assert that the Alliance 

agencies (which were the focus of the research) are able to prompt CE that would not 

have occurred but for their efforts. 

The organization of this chapter is as follows.  First, I describe work which tests 

the idea of how individuals might choose to become engaged beginning with an 

examination of Verba, Schlozman and Brady (VSB).  Their three-part construct leading 

to engagement (resources, engagement, and recruitment) sets the stage.  Included is a 

discussion of social capital and the impact on citizen engagement.  Next I examine the 

                                                 
29 To use a more modern example, there is even evidence that the impact of the Christian Right, particularly 
on the conservative elements within the Republican Party, has retreated from its zenith during the early 
George W. Bush years, perhaps to be replaced by “Tea Party” members.  See Fung (Fung, 2004, p. 15) who 
discusses trends in civic deterioration. 
30 Newsworthy developments in 2011 included the so-called “Arab Spring” and the geographic variants of 
the “Occupy Wall Street” movement.  The causes of the international upheavals would seem to be a 
validation of those who would link the power of democratic ideals with deleterious social inequalities.  
Certainly, there may be some justification for the idea that social media and improved technology have 
facilitated communications providing a form of social “lubricant” (and perhaps social capital) leading to 
mass actions.  To use a more American example, the “Occupy Wall Street” movement may be a 
phenomenon of mobilization based on shared perceptions of social inequality in reaction to so-called 
malevolent economic actors (i.e., big corporations).  In any event, while these may be current examples of 
mobilization, they are, as yet, too new to provide good examples of mobilization of marginalized citizens. 
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traditional components of SES as barriers to participation; race, education, and poverty.  

This section is important as the data in this case revealed these barriers were real for 

clients seeking to become civically engaged. The third section describes how some have 

mobilized people within low SES and marginalized groups to become engaged which 

includes an account of how “community organizers” and social service agencies have 

become one answer to the issues found in these communities.  The fourth section expands 

upon the idea that educative and training processes (briefly described as one of the 

barriers to participation) may assist in CE.   

Exercising Voice and Social Capital 
 
 I begin this discussion by describing Verba, Schlozman and Brady’s significant 

contribution to the literature (Verba, et al., 1995).  VSB’s research employed a relatively 

large survey (initial sample [1st stage] n=15,000) method which informed their findings 

that messages sent to political actors were received differently (i.e., unequally) depending 

on who was generating the policy recommendations.  They confirmed existing theory that 

SES, especially educational attainment, had a major impact on engagement. 

 VSB show that there are many options available for citizens to become engaged 

within the American political system either through petitioning, appearances/testimony at 

meetings or legislative sessions or simply calling an elected official.  Of course, that 

doesn’t mean all voices have equal impact upon policy outcomes, all voices are valued 

equally by officials, and there aren’t barriers to participation.  The fact that a policy 

maker listens to a message doesn’t mean action necessarily follows in accordance with 
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the sender’s preferences.31  VSB expand this to show that variances in the forms of 

voluntary (engagement) activity can have a large impact on policy outcomes. 

 Significantly for this project, VSB attempted to explain the rationale why citizens 

might choose to become politically active. 

…we develop an explanatory model of political activity that rests on three factors.  
In thinking about why some people are active while others are not, we find it 
helpful to invert the usual question and to ask instead why people do not take part 
in politics.  Three answers immediately suggest themselves: because they can’t; 
because they don’t want to; or because nobody asked.(Verba, et al., 1995, p. 15) 
 

VSB’s research also addressed local issues and citizen participation at a micro level 

rather than focusing solely on macro or other more large scale participatory activities.  In 

this case, VSB’s explanatory model – based on their three questions and self-evident 

answers – helped guide the approach to the research data as well as provided a useful 

analytical model to elaborate on findings.  There is one difference, however.  That is, 

VSB’s model doesn’t fully address the issue of how bridging, consistent with Putnam’s 

schema, could help with the “can’t” part of their model.  The findings in this case 

demonstrate that bridging was important for a strong CE program.  

 VSB discuss rational choice theory and the “paradox of participation.”  That is, 

why would anyone choose to invest resources (primarily time and money) in participation 

when the theory of collective action suggests that the most rational, efficient way to 

benefit from collective goods is to free ride (Olson, 1965)?  VSB argue persuasively, in 

line with other’s critique of rational choice, that “selective benefits” is a powerful 

                                                 
31 A common example is instances where citizens become engaged due to controversial decisions at local 
school board meetings.  Some boards have chosen to “listen politely” and not respond directly to the 
citizens in the public forum. This seems to have occurred in one of the cases in this study. They then may 
either ignore completely citizen preferences or discount input. 
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motivator to participation.  That is, those  who participate benefit – whether it is in the 

accumulation of benefits simply from feeling good about contributing to civic life, or 

directly in policy outcomes (Verba, et al., 1995, p. 101).   The research in this project 

support VSB’s findings, particularly for parents of school age children, that participation 

resulted in benefits – both in direct policy outcomes (such as keeping a desired 

neighborhood school open) as well as feeling good about their advocacy.  In particular, 

the latter – feeling good about individual advocacy – was strongly evident in the data. 

Resources, engagement, and recruitment make up the triad of components in 

VSB’s Civic Voluntarism Model.  “Resources” refers principally to time and money; 

“engagement” to the “variety of psychological predispositions” that might prompt 

individuals to become politically engaged; “recruitment” could also be labeled 

“mobilization” – that is, the act of asking someone to participate.  While VSB devote 

considerable space and time in their writing to institutions and recruitment (chapter 13), 

their inclusion of community-based nonprofits is primarily limited to a discussion of 

“other” civic/cultural resources and the listing of organizations classed as “charitable, 

social service” in a table.32  I attempt to address this gap in the literature through this 

project. 

VSB demonstrate that participation is unequal, particularly for those most 

disadvantaged in terms of education, economic status as well as minority racial status and 

ethnicity.  Those that are advantaged in regards to SES classifications have greater 

influence and are more likely to have their voice “heard” by policy makers.  This view is 

                                                 
32 Table 13.3. 
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echoed in Jeffrey Berry’s examination of interest groups.  While he documents increasing 

activity of interest groups (primarily supported by the affluent) resulting in enhanced 

representation, he finds “…labor unions and groups focused on economic inequality have 

declined.  The problem with national citizen groups is not that they manifest an erosion of 

civic engagement or social capital, but that they empower only part of the population 

[emphasis mine] (Skocpol & Fiorina, 1999, p. 391).” This study attempts to address this 

absence by focusing on local instead of national citizen groups using the Alliance agency 

clients as a proxy for “groups.”  Additionally, given that a large portion of the 

interviewees were within a lower SES classification the research focuses attention on the 

part of the population largely absent in national citizen groups. 

Given the variety of influences shaping a person’s decision to express their voice, 

or alternatively described as being engaged, it is important to consider how individuals 

relating to each other might impact such choices.  In this case, I refer specifically to those 

who occupy a position of trust in an individual’s social sphere which might encourage or 

influence a decision to engage. I turn now to a discussion of social capital and Putnam’s 

important work (Putnam, 2000) because the concept of social capital may be shown to 

impact VSB’s “engagement” and “recruitment” and potentially provide illumination as to 

reasons for individual decisions to become politically involved (or civically engaged – 

CE) which is one focus of this project. 

Putnam’s theme, symbolically illustrated by his title and the cover art of 

“Bowling Alone” is that previous generations of Americans were motivated, trained, and 

encouraged to participate (become engaged) in the political life of the country.  This 
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occurred as a result of relationships developed and nurtured in bowling leagues, local 

clubs, and similar small associational activities within a community.  However, Putnam 

asserts such activities have declined33 and the social capital of these communities has also 

diminished.  As a result, citizens are not as trustful of each other as they once were with 

corresponding impacts upon political engagement and public policies. 

Putnam describes “bonding” and “bridging” social capital which are useful 

constructs when examining marginalized persons ensconced within communities with 

limited resources.  “Bonding” social capital is, as Putnam describes it, “a kind of 

sociological superglue.”34  That is, it is the kind of capital that two humans might utilize 

based on specific and individualistic actions which improve norms of trust and 

reciprocity and is primarily inward focused.  While it might be asserted to be normatively 

desirable, it does have an exclusionary aspect.  Norms and values between close friends 

and neighbors may contain the potential to exclude those not in the bonded group – 

resulting in further demobilization of others desiring to have a voice in community 

decisions.  This is the “dark side” of social capital.35  Fiorina suggests that one negative 

outcome of such processes may be an impact on civic engagement – “…but when 

engagement is largely the domain of minority viewpoints, obvious problems of 

unrepresentativeness arise.  When they do, civic engagement has a dark side that is not 

sufficiently recognized by its proponents.” (Skocpol & Fiorina, 1999, p. 403). 

                                                 
33 See figure 26, p.112 for the most illustrative graph concerning bowling league membership. 
34 P. 23. 
35 Putnam readily acknowledges the “dark side” in his book, as does his critics.  Fukuyama suggests that a 
“narrow radii of trust may result in negative externalities.” (Fukuyama, 1999, pp. 2-3).  See also Fiorina’s 
description of the dark side of social capital in his case study of Concord (Skocpol & Fiorina, 1999, p. 395). 
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Putnam’s work informed and guided my initial inquiries and semi-structured 

interview questions.  I assumed, based on his work and some of my previous exposure to 

civic engagement that neighborhoods – or place-based relationships – would be vital to 

Alliance clients who might choose to engage.  The data didn’t support that hypothesis but 

that may be due to the restrictions placed on case selection during the initial phase of 

research and limitations on scope.  There was also weak data support for the idea of 

“dark” social capital limited primarily to comments from some clients in the 

Neighborhood2 area.   

Citing Granovetter’s important work (Granovetter, 1973) as an illustration of 

“bridging” capital, Putnam suggests that social relationships are improved when there are 

persons who can bridge to “external assets and for information diffusion.”36  This kind of 

social capital consists of persons in differing “bonded” groups who cross group 

boundaries.  The research in this project demonstrated that social service agency staff 

were effectively acting as bridges between policy-makers and their clients.  In fact, 

“bridging” turned out to be one of the three key elements or strategies that positively 

impacted the strength of CE in the most successful agency programs.37 

Putnam’s thorough work explores just about every conceivable angle of social 

capital, civic participation and the corresponding impacts on democracy and civic life.  

He asserts that the decline in associational life means individuals lack the social and 

emotional support (as well as the power) to effectively gain the ear of policy makers in a 

                                                 
36 P. 22. 
37 I.e., Site3 and Site2. 
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positive way to prompt change.38  This argument may be extended to marginalized people 

whose involvement in any form of associational life is fraught with barriers as was 

illustrated by the data in this project.  

Important for this effort, Putnam suggests that a cynical view from residents 

within low SES (i.e., “marginalized”) neighborhoods may be a barrier to engagement, 

something with which VSB would certainly agree. 

People in high-poverty neighborhoods feel cut off from their political 
representatives and see political and community engagement as futile.  In part a 
realistic assessment of the nation’s long-standing inattention to the truly 
disadvantaged, this alienated apathy also reflects that fact that inner-city 
neighborhoods often lack institutions to mobilize citizens into political action.  In 
other words, people don’t participate because they’re not mobilized, and not 
mobilized, they can never savor the fruits of participation (Putnam, 2000, p. 
343).39 
  
Gittell and Vidal provide a review of the social capital debate and note that critics 

of Putnam have faulted him for failing to recognize the “unique aspects” of social capital 

in poor communities, for the growth in advocacy movements (gay/lesbian rights, 

environmental concerns, women’s rights, among others) and data seeming to contradict 

his thesis (Gittell & Vidal, 1998, p. 30).  Their work provides an important expansion of 

the social capital debate and documents processes used in the field of economic 

development (ED) to engage poor communities.  Clearly, due to the emphasis on ED, 

bridging social capital becomes critical for successful projects.  That is, developers 

(whether public or private – but essentially groups with economic resources and interests) 

                                                 
38 P. 338. 
39 Berry, Portney and Thomson offer a rejoinder. Additionally, Fischer provides a negative critique of 
Putnam’s argument (Fischer, 2001). 
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seeking to improve any community successfully will find that bridging capital is useful to 

gain cooperation and support from marginalized communities.40   

I suggest that Putnam’s dire view of “people in high-poverty neighborhoods” is at 

least partially mistaken.  Specifically, the data in this case shows that with the help of the 

Alliance-affiliated agencies, persons in very disadvantaged neighborhoods were able to 

mobilize effectively and “…savor the fruits of participation.”  This was especially true at 

those sites where clients mobilized to impact school board decisions.  Putnam was correct 

in that many neighborhoods lack the community institutions to support CE and I assert 

that the Alliance agencies were at least partially able to fill his concept of the role of 

community institution.  Finally, there are a number of scholars who have conclusively 

demonstrated that those who reside in Putnam-like “high-poverty neighborhoods” are 

able to mobilize and impact their quality of life, among them Warren  (Warren, 2001), 

and Fung (Fung, 2004). 

Gittell and Vidal reflect upon the confrontational approach of the IAF described 

in Mark Warren’s work (Warren, 2001)41  which explicitly rejects consensus building or 

the employment of “weak” ties and describe how their cases worked to avoid the 

weaknesses that IAF organizers might charge as inherent when marginalized groups seek 

to work with instead of against those with greater resources.42 Their work provides some 

modest framework for understanding how “outside” organizations, which is to say those 

not part of the target communities, might act as catalysts or provides resources important 

                                                 
40 See p. 36. 
41 IAF – Industrial Areas Foundation is an Alinsky-style organization described later in this chapter. 
42 See p. 51 ff.  Alinsky might charge that marginalized groups who work with those with more resources 
run the risk of being coopted in their approach. 
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to assist residents in CE.  The Alliance agencies in this project might view themselves as 

being part of the communities they served, but the reality is (except for some staff and the 

location of some of their facilities) they were not residents.43  Thus, Gittell and Vidal 

illustrate how a social service organization might be useful to residents within low SES 

communities in acquiring resources to help them engage and improve the quality of their 

lives within the neighborhoods. 

Barriers to Participation 
 
 I now move from a focus on how an individual might use social capital as one 

resource to support the decision to engage to the variety of barriers to engagement.  Here 

I structure the argument based on the traditional impediments – that is, the various 

elements of SES; social status, including race; educational achievement; and poverty.44  I 

include a description of scholarship emphasizing the structural barriers to participation as 

well as issues surfaced in an examination of urban politics literature.   

 This discussion is important for this project as much of the data-gathering 

occurred among persons within these SES categories.  For example, clients who were 

interviewed in Site2 clearly were living within an urban enclave that fits the direst 

definition of lower SES neighborhoods.  Based on the data, they were also victimized by 

the pervasive impacts of racism, as were many of the clients in Site5. 

 

 

                                                 
43 It is arguable as to whether or not clients viewed Alliance staff and organizations as peers “living” within 
their domain or as “outside” resources. This question was not explored as part of the data gathering process. 
44 See, for example, Macedo, et al (Macedo, 2005, pp. 78-79). 
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Race and Racism 
 

Minority racial status has been shown as a significant factor which correlates with 

low levels of participation due to the legacy of racism (Dreier, et al., 2004).   Being a 

member of a minority racial group – coupled with discriminatory or exclusionary 

attitudes on the part of the majority group in power – can impact access to necessary and 

needed resources with corresponding negative consequences when groups in power make 

decisions contrary to the interests of those not in power.  While it can be argued that any 

political contest results in “winners” and “losers”, here the argument goes farther than 

simple policy preferences between two relatively equal competitors within the same SES 

status.  The idea is that those in power have structural and historical legacy advantages 

over individuals such as the clients in the Alliance cases that are living within a lower 

SES status and make decisions that may negatively impact quality of life. 

Discriminatory actions by a particular racial group against another, resulting in 

racism, is a topic that continues to be of interest to scholars who are able to show that it 

results in negative outcomes for political participation.  Beginning with V.O. Key, Jr. 

(Key & Heard, 1984) whose magisterial study explored the legacy of slavery in  southern 

politics and continuing through Frymer  (Frymer, 1999) who explored how racial issues 

impacted alliances within political parties, race and racism has been a powerfully 

defining variable within political science as well as the subset of urban politics.45  

                                                 
45 In one sense, the “dark side” of social capital written about by Putnam and his critics is an example of 
how strong social bonds by a dominant majority can exclude “outsiders” (i.e., the less dominant minority) 
through racism. Some political scientists were, of course, products of their age and attitudes.  Kaplan, for 
example, speaks favorably towards government intervention in his work and disparages “Negroes” for 
being impediments to effective urban renewal (Kaplan, 1963).   
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 Dreier et al (Dreier, et al., 2004) demonstrate the cumulative impacts of systemic 

racial and economic segregation upon urban racial enclaves.  Many of the impacts of 

racism overlap into issues of poverty due to the deleterious outcomes of segregation and 

their work documents these issues.  They suggest that historic discriminatory practices, 

primarily through redlining or other housing policies, have created urban ghettos from 

which marginalized persons have little to no chance of escape.  Those that are able to 

gain enough economic freedom through hard work or luck rapidly leave the enclave 

further deteriorating any social capital present and reinforcing the social conditions 

leading to crime and other impacts of poverty.  As described by Dreier, et al, such 

conditions all but make it impossible for individuals living within such situations to 

consider engagement and result in a vicious downward spiraling circle of quality of life 

for residents. 

Venkatesh’s account of gang life in the Chicago housing projects is rife with 

examples of racism run amuck (Venkatesh, 2008) as well as a description of severe 

structural problems within the Chicago Housing Authority which rendered any attempt to 

provide public goods almost laughable.46  His account is all the more interesting given 

the description of how social norms and mores within the community (both for gang 

members and non-gang members) circumscribed the behaviors and activities of the 

residents.  In many ways, this is an outstanding accounting of the “dark side” of social 

capital. 

                                                 
46 In contrast with Fung who documents positive outcomes for other Chicago institutions. (Fung, 2004) 
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Seemingly contradictory early research by Miller et al (Miller, Gurin, Gurin, & 

Malanchuk, 1981) suggests that marginalized groups may cohere as part of a sense of 

shared deprivation and a reaction to injustice offering one response to the conditions 

described in Chicago and Boston.  My assumption is this would apply also to those 

impacted by racism.  

The research presented here reveals that subordinate group members who were 
discontented with the relative power of their groups and who saw an unjust 
system as the explanation for their power disadvantage were motivated to bring 
about change by participating in traditional types of political activities. We can 
infer that disaffected individuals who find the system unyielding to change even 
in the face of collective demands or who do not attribute their subordinate 
position to systemic causes will not participate in these types of activities. Clearly, 
studies relating behavioral consequences and political alienation would be well 
advised to incorporate beliefs that condition the type of behavior that can be 
expected to occur as a response to disaffection.47  
 
I assert within the context of this project, that while the legacy of racism clearly 

impacted communities within which the data was gathered (particularly in the case of 

Neighborhood2), that both the dark side of social capital illustrated by Venkatesh and 

Miller’s marginalized group coherence were present.  That is, in at least one case 

(Neighborhood2), the legacy of racism contributed to the establishment and maintenance 

of a Dreier-like downward spiral of conditions within the neighborhoods which included 

dark side social capital norms among resident gang members.  But, there was a 

corresponding response by residents of pride in the fact that they were able to survive in 

the neighborhood and group coherence in responding to policy-maker’s proposals 

deemed to be unfavorable to residents. 

                                                 
47 P. 508. 
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On a more positive note, Medoff and Sklar provide an intriguing account within 

the city of Boston describing how social entrepreneurs worked with residents to recover 

and restore an old neighborhood decimated by criminal acts (arson), racism, and local 

government negligence and corruption (Medoff & Sklar, 1994).48 Medoff and Sklar 

provide inspiration for Alliance-like efforts. 

Education 
 

Educational achievement has also been shown to have a strong impact on 

engagement.  A variety of studies have demonstrated conclusively that the higher the 

educational attainment, the more likely individuals will be to become engaged.  There is a 

tie between education and income and the research treats these variables separately, but 

the leveraging of both education and income has profound impacts on participation.  For 

example, the more disposable income one has access to, the more likely (at least 

historically) to spend some economic capital on higher education.  The higher the 

education, the more likely there is there will be a higher success rate in occupational life 

and then higher income.  Higher income equals more opportunity to donate to political 

campaigns and higher chance that the individual voice will be heard.49   

 However, it is clear that not all can achieve, or even aspire to, higher education.  

For those,  Fung argues (Fung, 2004, p. 15) that the work of CE (in his terminology – 

civic participation) offers a form of education allowing citizens to conceive of and 

                                                 
48 See also Massey & Denton (Massey & Denton, 1993). 
49 This reasoning is employed by VSB and later summarized by Burns, Schlozman and Verba (Burns, 
Schlozman, & Verba, 2001, p. 365).  Additionally, it would be reasonable to assume that higher income 
will result in increased networking among those of a similar economic class resulting in greater 
opportunities to continue to increase income. 
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potentially acquire social capital and skills necessary to function within groups towards 

shared goals.  Interestingly, while the numbers were small, the data in this project showed 

that there were some clients who had higher levels of education, but were still living in 

poor areas.  Some of that was by choice, but the assumption can be easily made that some 

was not which may have been due to lack of job opportunities commensurate with 

education. 

John Dewey was a significant thinker who inspired further scholarship concerning 

education and citizenship (Dewey, 1938).  Following his tradition, Myles Horton and 

Paulo Freire began as practitioners in establishing “citizenship schools” in an effort to 

improve the education and the consequent empowerment of residents in lower SES 

categories in Appalachia and Brazil, respectively (Horton, et al., 1990).  They show, in a 

series of conversations recorded by supporters, how increasing the positive educative 

experiences for citizens (such as helping them to have power over their own education) 

improved the sense that they were in charge of their own democratic destiny.50   I assert 

that skills building within the context of the Alliance agency efforts follow this pattern 

and clients in this case felt empowered by their successes – particularly in modifying the 

school environment for their children through CE.  

We cannot ignore the impact of civic education as part of educational 

achievement.  For example, Galston, (Galston, 2001) examined civic education in school 

settings. 

                                                 
50 I expand on these ideas and the scholarship further in the section near the end titled “Training and 
Educative Processes.” 
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Recent research indicates that levels of political knowledge affect the acceptance 
of democratic principles, attitudes toward specific issues, and political 
participation. There is evidence that political participation is in part a positional 
good and is shaped by relative as well as absolute levels of educational 
attainment.  Contrary to findings from 30 years ago, recent research suggests that 
traditional classroom-based civic education can significantly raise political 
knowledge. Service learning—a combination of community-based civic 
experience and systematic classroom reflection on that experience—is a 
promising innovation, but program  evaluations have yielded mixed results.51 

 

Poverty / Economic Status 
 

Interwoven throughout the accounts of racism and low education are the strains of 

poverty.  The most common assumption is that poverty disempowers its victims as they 

attempt to survive.  That is, they have no emotional or time resources available to become 

civically engaged since their primary objective is survival.  This leads to further isolation 

between and among the poor living within low SES communities. 

Berry, Portney and Thomson review this idea, proposed by others, including 

William Julius Wilson in the 1980s, and find that the “underclass hypothesis” as they 

label it did not have validity in the cities they investigated (Berry, et al., 1993, pp. 87-89).  

In their study, poor people who participated in neighborhood associations did not “exhibit 

isolation of the sort described by Wilson.”   

However, Gittell and Vidal suggest that developing norms of trust and reciprocity, 

key elements to social capital and presumably CE efforts – particularly those requiring 

group efforts, is extraordinarily difficult in poor neighborhoods.  Partly due to out-

migration of those with resources as well as crime that is often endemic in these 

neighborhoods (echoing Dreier, et al), they explore the idea of linking more prosperous 

                                                 
51 P. 217. 
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neighborhoods with poor enclaves as an empowering mechanism reminiscent of 

Granovetter’s communication links (Gittell & Vidal, 1998, pp. 21-22).  I include this here 

only to illustrate how these kinds of barriers must be addressed in any conceptualization 

of an effective CE program.  While I did not uncover any direct evidence of “more 

prosperous” neighborhoods linking with poorer ones, there was certainly evidence that 

more prosperous agency board members (such as in the Site3 agency) were potential 

bridges or links to resources to benefit clients.  

Mobilization / Engagement and Social Service Agencies 
 
 I now describe some of the work of Mark Warren and other scholars who examine 

community organizing and the impact of social service organizations as a strategy for 

influencing change. 

Warren’s important work examines the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF) in 

Texas (Warren, 2001).  His “political ethnography” has an ambitious goal: “…I seek to 

advance our understanding of how to build social capital, forge multiracial cooperation, 

and revitalize democratic politics in America.”52  Warren appropriately notes the 

foundation of the IAF in the work of Saul Alinsky and provides a summary of his life and 

work which began in Chicago.53 

 Warren’s research focuses on the San Antonio branch of the IAF, COPS 

(Communities Organized for Public Service) and describes the unique linkages between 

IAF, COPS, IAF affiliates and faith-based organizations – including the Catholic Church.  

In addition to faith-based connections, Warren notes the critical importance of 
                                                 
52 P. 10. 
53 Chapter 2, p. 41-49. 
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professional organizers from the IAF organization linking with local participants.  

Leveraging knowledge about how politics actually works and how locals can use that 

knowledge to gain political goals seems very similar to how Alliance agencies broker and 

pass on skills through educative processes to their clients.  Warren suggests it is the 

linkage between “authority” (the professional organizer’s skill sets) and “participation” 

that makes IAF projects successful.  The idea of a professional organizer having 

advanced skills was strongly illustrated in the Site3 case. 

 Finally, Warren notes the importance of a shared identity among local 

participants.  Embedded in discussions of racism and ethnic identity, the story of the IAF 

in Texas seems to provide one answer to the question of how people within lower SES 

groupings can mobilize to affect change, and in the San Antonio case – radical change, in 

local political life.  In fact, early research examining the impact of group consciousness 

suggested that  

…subordinate group members who were discontented with the relative power of 
their groups and who saw an unjust system as the explanation for their power 
disadvantage were motivated to bring about change by participating in traditional 
types of political activities. We can infer that disaffected individuals who find the 
system unyielding to change even in the face of collective demands or who do not 
attribute their subordinate position to systemic causes will not participate in these 
types of activities. (Miller, et al., 1981, p. 508) 
 

 Warren’s study suggests that the combination of a federated organization (to echo 

Skocpol’s work) and their expertise, religious institutions supportive of issues important 

to people within low SES groups, and “new models” of interracial cooperation offers 

hope for restoration of democratic practices.54 

                                                 
54 P. 241. 
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 Alinsky’s approach, typified by the titles of some of his writings, is couched in 

the strong tactics and radical language of his time.  It has been somewhat modified by his 

followers in the Texas IAF, but essentially still consists of “outside the government” 

organizers attempting to generate change and impact the “other” – that is government and 

power elites often, but not always, through confrontational tactics.55  But what happens 

when policy entrepreneurs or enlightened politicians /bureaucrats attempt to embed 

citizens/stakeholders in democratic deliberation?  The answer to the last question is 

partially what Archon Fung describes in his study of the Chicago Police Department 

(CPD) and Chicago Public Schools (CPS) (Fung, 2004).56 

 Fung documents changes to the CPD and CPS as a result of legislative action and 

reform-minded leaders.57  He describes how “Empowered Participatory Governance” was 

able to make large institutions such as CPD/CPS into more responsive partners with 

neighborhoods and was able to overcome traditional barriers to participation for low SES 

residents.  He asserts that,  

The core argument of this book is that troubled public agencies such as urban 
police departments and school systems can become more responsive, fair, 
innovative, and effective by incorporating empowered participation and 
deliberation into their governance structures.58 
 
Fung, in his conclusion, notes four conceptual lessons learned as a result of his 

research.  The third is to pay attention to “institutional designs.”59  This critical 

                                                 
55 See Gittell and Vidal as one example (Gittell & Vidal, 1998) of a different mode of mobilization using 
weak ties and consensus.  Gittell contributes to another work focused on social capital as a key element of 
community organizing (Saegert, Thompson, & Warren, 2001). 
56 Also echoed by Ferman (Ferman, 2007). 
57 P. 3. 
58 P. 4. 
59 P. 232. 
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admonishment points out one of the weaknesses in his case; that is, the critical 

importance that local government institutions (CPD and CPS) played in opening up their 

organizations to outside influence.  This is an important point that Ferman points out in 

her description of Fung’s work. 

Fung quite ably took up the challenge producing a very detailed and insightful 
examination of how institutional design and public policy can foster civic 
participation thereby repairing the rupture between state and society.  While 
Fung’s findings were promising with respect to the levels of engagement among 
low-income residents of color, they may prove the exception to the rule on two 
counts. First, most cities lack the mechanisms [institutional design] for citizen 
input that Fung studied in Chicago.  Second, even when mechanisms to elicit a 
broader base of input are in place, there is no guarantee that we will see more 
involvement among those with fewer resources (Ferman, 2007, p. 7). 
 
Interestingly, in the Site4 case, Fung’s mechanisms seemed to be at work in the 

initial contact by the school district with the local Alliance agency.  In this case, there 

was an effort to contract with the agency to spur greater parent involvement and support 

for the school district’s desire to close down a popular neighborhood school.  The effort, 

however, did not result in the desired (from the school district’s view) outcomes.  Instead, 

parents became mobilized and successfully opposed the school closure.  

Ferman’s ’07 article is useful in that it summarized her previous scholarship in 

which she examines the functions of leadership and autonomy in two large cities.60  Her 

article also highlighted the importance of education and educative processes in improving 

CE.  Based on her extensive experience in working with inner city youth in Philadelphia, 

she asserts that an effective pedagogy can counter negative influences tending to suppress 

                                                 
60 See (Ferman, 1985) and (Ferman, 1996). 
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engagement.61  Clearly, educative processes and skills building are critical in CE as 

previously described in the work of Alinsky, and Dewey and his followers in their 

citizenship schools.  

 While Ferman’s ’07 work doesn’t directly examine the same type of social service 

agency as in this project, she does assert, 

Common to both faith-based and school-based organizing is an emphasis on 
democratic practice, base building and constituency development, leadership 
training and development, and the cultivation of strategic alliances within 
government, the advocacy and non profit communities, and, even within the 
private sector when appropriate.   The goals of both are to democratize decision 
making by including the voices of disenfranchised populations, to reform systems 
and policies that disadvantage those with the least resources, and to hold public 
officials accountable for their actions.  To the extent that their efforts are 
successful, they constitute a viable source for increasing deliberation and 
participation in public decision-making and restoring accountability to 
government. And, they are probably the only efforts that engage disenfranchised 
populations.62 

 
It would seem appropriate to compare and contrast Warren, Fung, and Ferman’s 

work.  These three, and their body of scholarship, were foundational for how I 

approached this project.  What is common between them, what is different and what does 

this project address that may not be a focus of their efforts or may not be addressed? 

All three address in various forms the idea of citizen participation in government 

decisions.  In Fung’s case, there were civic institutions (primarily the schools and the 

police) along with some social service institutions driving engagement.  Fung focuses 

primarily in his work on the impact of governmental officials who opened up their 

agencies to citizen input and how this empowered citizens to participate.  His work 

                                                 
61 P. 10. 
62 Ferman, p. 17 (Ferman, 2007). 
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largely supports and affirms these officials for their efforts as well as demonstrates how 

their willingness to be held accountable resulted in positive CE outcomes (or 

“empowered participation” in his model).   

Warren’s work, while focused primarily on Alinsky-style organizations, illustrates 

how faith-based institutions in communities may mobilize residents to improve living 

conditions in poor neighborhoods.  In his case, I assert this approach is similar to Fung’s 

work in that institutions (either governmental or religious) drove the initiatives to prompt 

engagement.  The differences between the two have to do with the venue chosen (i.e., 

“inside” government – Fung – vs. “outside” government – Warren) to promote citizen 

participation. 

Ferman’s work is spread throughout a productive career which began looking at 

engagement from the standpoint of “top down” (i.e., government elites) leadership, 

moving into “bottom up” (i.e., neighborhoods) initiatives and finally arriving at what she 

calls a “middle ground.”  (Ferman, 2007, p. 3)  In her recent scholarship, she focuses 

much of her attention on the impact of higher educational institutions and the engagement 

of young people.  However, one highly salient point she makes applicable to this effort 

seems very similar to VSB’s resources, engagement and recruitment construct. 

Beginning with three of the most important reasons- lack of knowledge, lack of 
interest, and decline in mobilizing institutions, the tasks become readily apparent: 
developing the kinds of knowledge and skills that enable people to understand the 
issues at hand and to navigate organizational and political systems; providing 
opportunities for meaningful participation that link the concerns of the individual 
to larger systems of power and decision making; and mobilizing individuals to 
engage in collective action.  (Ferman, 2007, p. 8) 
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 Ferman’s thorough engagement scholarship has not focused much, however, on 

human social service agencies such as the Alliance affiliates. She does examine the 

impact of organizing institutions within communities but these generally are not similar 

to the types of agencies examined in this work.  While her work builds on as well as 

magnifies Fung and Warren’s efforts, she differs from them at least in her examination of 

the role of higher institutions as a catalyst for engagement (particularly among the 

young). 

 I conclude this section with a description of scholarship involving the impact of 

social service organizations on CE among residents of poor communities.  I choose to 

focus much of this review on those scholars examining CE from a social work 

perspective since Alliance agencies will usually describe themselves as social work 

practitioners.  Leroux provides a thorough summary of much of the literature and the 

impact of social service organizations (such as Alliance agencies).  Her focus is on efforts 

by these organizations to encourage voting and contacting public officials. 

For some persons, these organizations may serve as their primary link to society. 
Social-service–providing agencies that typically count many poor among their 
clientele represent the only link for some. During the reform era, early pioneers of 
social-welfare provision sought to mobilize the poor politically, believing that 
engaging these persons in the process of democratic citizenship was the key to 
mitigating their circumstances. Among all nonprofit types, social-service 
organizations are the ones most likely to promote political participation, because 
they are the most likely to be poor-serving, and they are also the most likely to 
have sustained relationships with their clientele during the period of time it may 
take to engage people in political processes. (Leroux, 2007, p. 414) 
 

 This project demonstrated the truth of Leroux’s assertions.  I found that there was 

strong support by clients for “their” Alliance agency.  This was especially demonstrated 

in the strongest case – Site3.  Earlier work by Berry, et al (Berry, et al., 1993) who 
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examined neighborhood associations demonstrated these groups had impact on local 

government policies, but the types of groups they examined were very different from 

Alliance agencies. 

 Leroux shows that nonprofit social service agencies located in urban areas can be 

effective catalysts for engagement.  Her findings echo many of the same tactics employed 

by Alliance agencies in spurring CE. 

 Social service organizations may involve themselves in a variety of activities but 

only two are related to this effort.  The first may be loosely described as “community 

organizing”, the second as community advocacy.  The first activity is closely allied with 

the focus of this project as well as the activities of the Alliance agencies examined.  In 

this case I refer to efforts by agency staff to persuade and support clients in CE.  The 

second generally has more to do with communicating client desires (most of the time by 

paid professional agency staff) directly to centers of power having the capability to 

impact policy and improve quality of life.  Because I was more interested in how and 

why people choose to engage, the research methodology and focus developed data 

consistent with that approach.  I did learn that Alliance agencies could be (and were on 

occasion) active in advocacy on behalf of their clients, but this was not the focus of this 

inquiry.    

Hardina (Hardina, 2004) provides a useful summary of how social work relates to 

CE (using the term “empowerment”) and the linkages between political science and good 
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social work advocacy.63  In her historical case study, she links the empowerment-centered 

approach of social work to political engagement.  She reproduces a useful diagram 

(reproduced below) illustrating the dichotomy between traditional therapy and 

empowerment leading to citizen participation in organizational (i.e., social work 

agencies) and community (political) decisions.  The diagram positions engagement on a 

continuum between “manipulation” by therapists or agency staff and “full control” by 

clients.  That is, lower effective participation occurs with manipulation and higher with 

greater citizen/client control.   

64 
 Ohmer’s work (Ohmer, 2008) focuses a social work perspective on neighborhood 

organizations and their impact on resident perceptions.  She finds in an examination of 

                                                 
63 Ohmer also provides good examples within the field of social work. (Ohmer, 2008) (Ohmer, 
Meadowcroft, Freed, & Lewis, 2009) 
64 P. 16. 
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four neighborhood associations in Pennsylvania that residents perceive greater self-

efficacy and satisfaction with their CE efforts when they experience tangible results.  

Significant for this project she describes several strategies for building “…connections 

and [increasing] the capacity of poor communities to address difficult problems” (p. 58).  

She uses different terminology, but describes much of the same kinds of relationships 

inherent in bridging social capital.  Additionally, she finds that educative efforts 

supporting residents are important. 

Training, Educative Processes 
 

I choose to bring the review of previous scholarship to a close by highlighting the 

importance of training and educative practices.  In addition to formal education being one 

critical component of SES measures, it appeared to me that for those facing substantial 

barriers to participation the acquisition of skills was important to facilitate engagement.  

Clearly, previous scholars highlight such issues even when approaching the idea of CE 

from different perspectives and I will not repeat their assertions as I have detailed them 

elsewhere in this chapter.  But, because this project explores the idea of “mechanisms” or 

strategies, it is prudent to review what others have suggested.  

 Ferman notes that in her work she found that educating young people concerning 

the value of their participation as well as providing conflict resolution skills (including 

accepting the idea that competing points of view were desirable in a democracy) were 

important (Ferman, 2007).  In fact, educative processes are highlighted as one of her key 

recommendations for improving democracy and participation.  
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There has been a resurgence of interest in American public school systems 

encouraging young people to be more involved in their communities.  Often described as 

“civic education” (or service learning) some have cynically denigrated the movement as 

one in which young people pad their college admissions applications with instances of 

volunteering at the local soup kitchen to demonstrate their civic mindedness.   

Zukin, et al, make an important contribution to the engagement literature as well 

as addressing some of these concerns (Zukin, Keeter, Andolina, Jenkins, & Delli Carpini, 

2006).  They provide a thorough description of the varying degrees and impacts that 

generational and age-related cohorts have on political attitudes and the resulting 

willingness to be involved in politics.65  While recognizing the value of the service-

learning movement, they nonetheless report a dearth of positive attitudes towards politics 

and political engagement finding that younger cohorts willingly volunteer for 

organizations that provide social benefits to the community and avoid partisan politics.  

Their final prescriptive conclusion suggests that changes in approaches by schools might 

result in greater willingness by younger cohorts to attend to citizenship duties and 

become more politically engaged.66  However, while not directly addressing marginalized 

persons, Zukin et al echo what scholars and activists as varied as Alinsky, Dewey, Horton 

and Friere, as well as Putnam and more modern thinkers (like Ferman) have suggested.  

Ranging from citizenship schools (in the case of Horton and Friere), to pedagogical and 

                                                 
65 Sanchez-Jankowski (Sanchez-Jankowski, 2002) suggests that youth involvement may be influenced by 
more nuanced decisions among various racial and ethnic groups.  He explores the idea of “transfer stations” 
– bridges between the knowledge of how the political system works and the efficacy of engaging the 
system.  These “transfer stations” may include group attitudes, history, and influences other than traditional 
school-based or other institutional approaches and impact whether or not specific groups may choose to 
engage. 
66 P. 205. 
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university-supported efforts (Ferman) to the kinds of experiential approaches documented 

by Fung,67  all suggest that effective educative and training approaches result in 

diminishing or removing the barrier of knowledge and skills preventing people within 

lower SES groups from participating.  The data in this project illustrated that for those 

agencies with strong CE programs, providing skills or educative resources to clients were 

essential. 

 A caution must be given when interpreting the data in this project.  Civic or 

political engagement researchers, when the involvement of traditional social work 

agencies is part of the cases, must exercise diligence in discerning and describing 

precursors to motivation.  In particular, there is a significant social work field norm that 

encourages workers to inspire “clients” to advocate for their own improved living 

conditions.  Thus, what a political scientist might view as good political engagement may 

simply be a social work practice of encouraging advocacy and the motivations may be 

quite different.  Outcomes may be similar, but the spheres (personal vs. political) are 

dissimilar. 

Conclusion 
 

 This chapter has described the previous work by scholars addressing the 

important issues in the project. Exercising voice, the idea that persons wishing to impact 

policy preferences might have the ability to do so, was explored.  Social capital, within 

the context of “voice” as a potential key support for marginalized persons was defined.  

                                                 
67 Fung highlights the “extensive training” provided to “participating residents and street-level officials…” 
(Fung, 2004, p. 7).  He also emphasizes the necessity for external support, p. 6. 
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Putnam’s important work, as well as the substantive criticisms of the social capital 

construct was provided.  The idea of bridging was illustrated as one useful tool to assist 

in CE efforts. 

 Barriers to participation cannot be underemphasized.  The major components of 

socio-economic status were described along with the reaction of some scholars and 

community organizers to those barriers.  Specific remedies for such obstacles in the form 

of encouragement and training were found including some descriptions of the tactics of 

community organizers.  Finally, throughout the chapter, references were made to training 

and educative tactics used to encourage engagement.  

 I suggest that this project provides additional information worthy of further 

exploration. While other scholars have examined and researched many of the same issues 

raised by the research question in this project, I submit that my focus on human-serving 

social service organizations such as the Alliance agencies provides another possibility to 

the answer of declining engagement. 

 VSBs intriguing construct provides a challenge for improving engagement with 

our political system.  They suggest that people are not engaged because they “can’t, don’t 

want to, or aren’t asked.”  The hope is that political science either has or will find the 

answers to that challenge to improve the success and future of American democracy 

particularly among people within low SES or marginalized groups. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGICAL AND THEORETICAL ISSUES 

 
“Scholars turn to methodology for guidance in conducting research that is 
systematic, rigorous, and cumulative.” (Brady & Collier, 2004, p. 21) 

 
If any of the research conducted in this project or any implications and 

conclusions derived from the effort is to have any value, it must be, as Brady and Collier 

suggest, guided by methodological considerations, systematic and rigorous.  Some of the 

work in this project is cumulative – that is, building off of the ideas and efforts of 

previous scholars.  However, because the effort was conceptualized as an exploratory 

case study, there is the assumption (and hope) that new ideas, hypotheses or theory may 

arise.68 

In this chapter I present a defense of my research methods and elaborate on the 

theoretical justifications for an exploratory case study.  I defend the case study method 

employed here which hints, as Gerring might suggest, to variables present “at the scene 

of the crime” leading to outcomes of interest (Gerring, 2004).  I end with a summary 

description of case selection and field research processes. 

The research question is, what mechanisms do non-profit organizations use to 

motivate individuals to become politically engaged, and, secondarily, do they work? 

These questions give rise to testable hypotheses.  The first is the idea that outside 

stimuli will actually result in a response on the part of the person stimulated.  Another is 

                                                 
68 Of course, anyone can always hope that a modest dissertation project might spur others to conduct 
studies building on the work. 
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the notion that a nonprofit organization will want to provide stimuli (for some, as yet 

unspecified, reason believed to be in the organization’s self-interest).  Each of these 

hypotheses is subject to challenge, of course, but they serve as theoretical underpinnings 

for the logic behind the inquiry. 

I suggested that the practice of democracy within the U.S. does not provide 

appropriate opportunity for all citizens, regardless of socio-economic (SES) status, to 

have a voice in their own governance.  I maintain that some of that has to do with 

structural inequities and to inadequate motivation on the part of individuals and groups to 

become engaged.  The source of the “inadequate motivation” is posited to be lack of 

information and knowledge about how to engage as well as simply not being asked.   

Some may be a rational response to perceived and real barriers as a consequence of being 

within a low SES group. 

If persons may be provided with tools, knowledge, and encouragement, i.e., the 

“mechanisms” of nonprofits, then perhaps engagement and participation in our 

democracy increases and legitimacy of policy decisions is strengthened.  (By 

“mechanisms”, I refer to the instrumental actions by nonprofit staff.)  However, these 

assertions must be subjected to empirical observation.  In this instance, the availability of 

data that had modest coherence across cases provided a unique opportunity for an 

exploratory case study.  By coherence across cases, I mean the five sites examined had 

commonalities in the broad association each had within the Alliance for Children and 

Families (Alliance), a common funding stream (grants from the Alliance), a common 

organizational structure (i.e., nonprofit agency) and a general organizational introduction 



51 
 
to civic engagement (CE) through regional training sessions.  The availability of data 

refers to the accessibility to Alliance agencies in order to gather information and conduct 

research. 

Why was the choice made in this instance to engage in an exploratory case study?  

There are several answers.  One of them has already been implicitly presented – that is, 

the type of data, access, and characteristics of the cases suggested this as the best method.  

However, consideration of other approaches to explore the cases is prudent and presented 

as follows. 

Gerring’s important article (Gerring, 2004) suggests there are multiple facets of 

qualitative, exploratory case studies which provide a strong advantage over other 

methods.  He goes so far as to advance the notion that all of social science may be 

divided according to whether or not the research is “…exploratory or 

confirmatory/disconfirmatory” (emphasis his).69  Essentially, especially in this effort, 

exploratory studies seek to uncover new or unexplored issues worthy of evaluation.  

Analysis then may surface new hypotheses or theory to be subjected to confirmatory or 

disconfirmatory processes.   

Among the alleged weaknesses of exploratory case studies is they may select on 

the dependent variable. King, Keohane and Verba, i.e., KKV (King, Keohane, & Verba, 

1994) explore this issue in depth.  They suggest an “obvious rule”, that is, “selection 

should allow for the possibility of at least some variation on the dependent variable. 

                                                 
69 P. 349. 
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[emphases theirs]” 70 The risk in this study is that the small sampling population limits 

variation.  As mentioned in chapter one, I chose agencies (and sites) based on a 

measurement of high, medium and low civic engagement which implies a direct violation 

of the KKV rule.  The potential dependent variable, engagement, varies merely because 

of the specificity of the selection of cases and perhaps not because any potential 

independent variables had impact.  The key to this argument is the “potential independent 

variables.”  Since this is an exploratory case study, part of the hope is that the research 

and findings illuminate the unknown independent variables which become helpful to 

future efforts as well as lending explanations on motivations for engagement. 

Another issue of concern alluded to previously is selection bias.  Because small 

“n” studies cannot usually incorporate random selection of cases and in particular 

because this is by definition an exploratory effort, there is the risk of error in analysis and 

outcomes due to selection bias – something ostensibly avoided in large “N” studies where 

selection bias is less likely to be encountered.  Because the selection was limited to only 

Alliance agencies, only to agencies that were engaged in CE, and only agencies that 

received funding from the Alliance (as well as to a smaller subset that had high to low CE 

outcomes), there is danger that analysis will ultimately provide information specific to 

only these cases and useless in application to the field or other nonprofit organizations (as 

the research question asks). 71 

                                                 
70 P. 129ff 
71 This study, using high, medium and low CE measurements is very similar to the example provided in 
KKV and the obstacles encountered by the IR scholar in that instance.  However, here the issue is an 
exploratory study and the solution presented (widening the study and/or providing a cursory overview of 
similar cases outside of the scope) was not feasible.  See KKV (King, et al., 1994, pp. 125-128). 
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Commonality among cases may mask the influence of a variety of independent 

variables and critics may justifiably charge that nothing has been learned from the effort.  

I maintain that in this effort there was sufficient variety between the cases which served 

as a way of illustrating strategies that worked in various locations.  Although all of the 

cases were Alliance affiliated agencies the variation in site locations as well as in 

populations, demographics, CE program execution and agency cultures contributed data 

worthy of analysis.  The final point for this issue is the depth of the qualitative method.  

The latitude provided by the open-ended questions and interview methods served to 

surface some novel information useful for analysis. 

Related to these problems is Gerring’s concern about case comparability versus 

representativeness (Gerring, 2004, p. 348).  That is, does the homogeneity of these five 

Alliance cases impact the degree to which inferences may be drawn to the larger 

nonprofit world of organizations?  Are the Alliance agencies representative of other 

nonprofits, or are the unique set of circumstances resulting in CE among these agencies 

attributable only to Alliance agencies (and their funding) or may we draw predictions 

about the success of CE in other nonprofit organizations based on the data in these cases?  

I show in later chapters that analysis of the data demonstrates the commonality of 

mechanisms that could easily be employed by other entities (such as non-Alliance 

affiliated nonprofit organizations) to spur CE.  These mechanisms are not dependent 

upon Alliance-specific factors. 

In this study, one criticism might be that engagement increased on the part of 

those motivated by the nonprofits but it cannot be determined whether or not the 
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mechanisms employed by the nonprofits had any impact. The reasoning behind this 

hypothetical is that an individual or group was motivated by some other factor not related 

to the nonprofit’s efforts and engagement occurred by serendipitous happenstance with 

the application of the nonprofit’s stimuli.  The depth of the research in this case, 

specifically the thoroughness of the semi-structured interview process, argues against this 

charge, as well as the fact that five different cases were examined. 

Qualitative research designs have shortcomings, well-documented in the 

literature.  But, they also have strengths and are widely used despite their alleged 

weaknesses.  As a researcher, I was concerned that I might not have sufficient data to be 

able to legitimately claim any findings but I need not have worried.  In actual field 

experience I discovered being directly involved in the interviews, having the freedom to 

insert questions to clarify information or to explore nuances (something that could not 

happen, for instance, in a quantitative study – particularly involving surveys) and to 

compare and contrast information between sources in the moment allowed me to 

demonstrate how each agency and their strategies were useful (or not) in spurring CE.  

All of this occurred, of course, within context.  For example, while the agencies 

might be able to demonstrate some influence over their own staff and clients and internal 

culture, they don’t operate in a vacuum.  Some sites faced challenges in their external 

environment which made CE difficult and motivating engagement especially challenging 

even where the agencies might have done “everything right” in mobilizing clients. These 

factors lead to a richness of data and findings as clients in the various sites had to grapple 

with a variety of influences external to the agencies and their motivating strategies.  Thus, 
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using a qualitative research methodology works to the benefit of understanding variables 

and assessing outcomes that would not be as readily available in a quantitative effort.  

I assert the latitude provided in the exploratory case study approach allowed for 

strong advantages.  While the opportunity to confirm, disconfirm, or falsify hypotheses 

may not be present, the fact that exploratory case studies provide the necessary freedoms 

to delve into the nuances of each case is “…a boon to new conceptualizations just as it is 

a bane to falsification.” (Gerring, 2004, p. 350)   

Finally, the exploratory nature of this research capitalizes upon the strengths of 

Eckstein’s heuristic categorization (Eckstein, 1975).  Here Eckstein posits that case 

studies may be “…deliberately used to stimulate the imagination toward discerning 

important general problems and possible theoretical solutions.  That is the essence of 

heuristic case-studies (heuristic meaning “serving to find out”).”72 

Given the familiar divide and occasional conflict in political science between 

practitioners and advocates for quantitative or qualitative methods, a brief explanation 

justifying the choice of a qualitative approach in this case is appropriate.  I accept as a 

starting point for the discussion that qualitative and quantitative methods each have 

strengths and weaknesses.  As to which method should be used, I accept as well the 

advice given by George and Bennett – that is, there are tradeoffs for each method 

(George & Bennett, 2005).73  George and Bennett’s book provides definitions for 

“quantitative”, “qualitative”, and “case studies” for which I won’t elaborate (George & 

Bennett, 2005, pp. 18-19), except to say that they partially define case studies as a subset 

                                                 
72 P. 104. 
73 See also Mahoney and Mahoney and Goertz (Mahoney, 2007) (Mahoney & Goertz, 2006). 
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of qualitative research.  In their work, they describe the strengths of case studies for 

which I summarize salient points related to this research. 

Conceptual Validity – “Case studies allow a researcher to achieve high levels of 

conceptual validity, or to identify and measure the indicators that best represent the 

theoretical concepts the researcher intends to measure.”74  Because I explored a broad 

concept (civic / political engagement) across a variety of agencies, programs, and 

people,75 the exploratory case study approach allowed me to compare and contrast an 

assortment of indicators within the context of each site in order to refine arguments and 

conduct analysis. 

Deriving New Hypotheses – “Case studies have powerful advantages in the heuristic 

identification of new variables and hypotheses…in the course of field work…”76 I assert 

that the analysis and findings will add to the typical lists of variables and future areas for 

investigation in the broad study of engagement. 

Exploring Causal Mechanisms – “Case studies examine the operation of causal 

mechanisms…in detail.”77  Because the primary research question focuses on what 

mechanisms stimulates engagement, it was important to use a qualitative method to 

capitalize on this strength. Causality can be layered and complex and the cases in this 

study were no exception.  I found that the use of open ended questions in the interviews 

allowed me to explore the motivations behind those clients who became engaged.  One of 

the interviewees, for example, became motivated around the regulation of payday lenders 

                                                 
74 P. 19. 
75 Albeit limited to Alliance affiliated agencies. 
76 P. 20. 
77 P. 21. 
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and despite being within a low SES category, was able to not only lobby the state 

legislature for regulatory actions, but appear in a meeting at the White House with the 

President.  While her actions were interesting, I would not have been able to ask her 

“why?” if not for the use of the qualitative method.  A large “N” quantitative study might 

begin to approach explaining some of the causal factors leading to engagement, but not 

with the depth or detail of an exploratory case study. 

Appropriately, George and Bennett describe the limitations and potential pitfalls 

of case study research.  Selecting on the dependent variable is a limitation present in this 

study, as noted earlier, but is defended using George and Bennett’s approach.  That is,  

selecting on the DV is justified in heuristic case studies where the goal is to attempt to 

discover “…which variables are not necessary or sufficient conditions for the selected 

outcome. (George & Bennett, 2005, p. 23)”78  Ideally, using case study research in this 

project may help identify what is unimportant as well as what is important in promoting 

CE.  In fact, there was an assumption that place-based factors (i.e., neighborhoods) would 

have an impact on CE but a limited assertion may be made that this proved to be 

unimportant. 

The Alliance cases represented a unique opportunity to participate in an 

exploratory case study addressing the research question.  However, in this case because 

of my previous affiliation as a volunteer with the Alliance (detailed below) there is the 

concern of bias being present because of using the methodology of participant 

observation.  There is a large literature on this issue and it is a concern particularly in the 

                                                 
78 Much of their work is a rejoinder to the powerful and influential work done by King, Keohane and Verba 
(King, et al., 1994). 
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field of sociology where this is an often used method.79  One author, a Temple sociology 

professor, wrote an ethnographic study examining the class and cultural issues in 

Philadelphia boys baseball (Grasmuck & Goldwater, 2005, pp. 220-222).  Her solution 

was essentially triangulation – that is, having independent outsiders (but adult 

participants in the boys program) read the manuscript to check for bias. 

I did not employ the method of using independent readers to check for bias.  

However, I argue that a couple of processes and approaches assisted in mitigating against 

bias.  First, while I am still a volunteer with one of the boards in the Alliance nonprofit 

family of companies, I was not at the time of the field research directly associated with 

the Alliance.  Secondly, where possible, I employed triangulation, albeit limited, in 

comparing answers between various interviewees regarding their perceptions and 

observations.  While this doesn’t completely address the concerns about the possibility of 

my bias as a participant observer, it does provide for some checks against personal bias in 

that there would have to be some fairly excessive convolutions to twist data to a personal 

viewpoint.  Finally, while not absolute, I maintain that personal integrity along with 

digital recordings of interviews (which are available to the dissertation committee) 

mitigates against the broad employment of bias. 

I became familiar with the Alliance cases through my volunteer work with the 

Alliance, serving as the chair of the board for a local agency affiliate.  I was aware of the 

                                                 
79 A quick perusal surfaced the following reference: 
http://wps.pearsoned.co.uk/ema_uk_he_plummer_sociology_3/40/10342/2647687.cw/content/index.html 
(retrieved 9/8/12) which provided useful definitions of covert and overt observations.  Because I engaged in 
overt observations, there was the risk of posturing on the part of those observed in an attempt to positively 
influence the observer (me).  For the most part, the substantial number of interviews at each site helped to 
mitigate this concern. 



59 
 
funding provided to the Alliance by foundations to support civic engagement work.  I 

was asked to join the national board and later asked by the then President and CEO, Peter 

Goldberg, to join the Civic Engagement steering committee.  Through this affiliation I 

was informed of the efforts by the Alliance to fund and encourage civic engagement 

programs through its agencies. 

 The CEO of the Alliance and the director of civic engagement, Linda Nguyen, 

were both supportive and interested in the study.  I was given access to the Alliance’s 

network of agencies as well as to grant applications and reports.  Ms. Nguyen was 

gracious enough to provide electronic introductions (through e mail) to agency contacts 

allowing me to have some modest credibility when I contacted the agencies directly. 

Selection of the cases occurred in an iterative manner.  First, I reviewed grant 

applications and associated reports in an effort to determine how robust the CE efforts 

were in the various agencies.  I deselected several cases that focused on encouraging 

young people in civic engagement primarily because I am interested in how adults are 

motivated towards engagement.  I also excluded cases where it was evident the majority 

of the clients involved in CE spoke a language besides English due to the logistics and 

expense of acquiring interpreters.80 

Through phone and in person conversations with Ms. Nguyen, I attempted to 

loosely classify cases as “strong”, or “weak” based on what I could discern were the 

                                                 
80 One interview in Site4 was terminated early due to the client’s inability to speak English and my inability 
to speak fluent Spanish.  Despite the cultural differences, the African clients and interviewees in Site3 were 
all reasonably fluent English speakers. 



60 
 
results of the agency CE program.81  My aim was to acquire a variety of cases within 

those classifications as a possible way of surfacing factors important to CE.  Given that 

each agency strived to represent its CE program as successful in reports in order to justify 

the grant funding provided by the Alliance, the candid conversations with Ms. Nguyen 

were important.82  Ultimately, seven cases were selected – five seemed to be “strong” and 

two seemed to be “weak.”  In this case, “strong” cases were defined as those agencies 

where clients were energized to not only participate in CE programs but to actually 

engage with policy makers outside of the agency (and continue to engage even after 

funding ceased).  In those agencies, local funding usually continued the support of CE 

programs and there seemed to be strong support from administrative leaders.83  “Weak” 

cases were those in which it seemed that the agencies quickly abandoned CE efforts once 

grant funding ceased.  Additionally, it did not appear that these agencies were very 

successful at getting clients engaged while the program existed. 

It may be helpful to the reader moving forward through this project to summarize 

the outcomes of the research structured in a manner that illustrates the independent 

variables84 (and their measurements) along with the expected and actual strength of CE 

(the DV) at each of the five sites.  The research results are explained more fully in the last 

chapter. 
                                                 
81 Of course, from a distance, this was a difficult assessment.  I relied heavily on Ms. Nguyen’s 
observations (she diligently traveled to the various sites and maintained good communications with the 
agencies) and to a much more limited degree grant reports.  I was selecting on the DV.  See Charles Ragin 
in Brady and Collier (Brady & Collier, 2004, p. 128) for a discussion of this issue in case studies. 
82 Ms. Nguyen was not only active at the national headquarters level with the Alliance’s CE efforts, she was 
diligent in her efforts to conduct site visits at the agencies funded and seemingly adept at forging trusting 
relationships with agency contacts. 
83 I was able to interview the CEOs in four of the five agencies. 
84 Consistent with Gerring’s approach, these were the “newly discovered” variables which surfaced during 
the exploratory research.   
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Table 2 Expected and Actual Research Outcomes 

Pre-
research 
Expecta-
tion of 

CE (DV) 
Strength 

Site 
Location 

IV 
Encourage-

ment / 
Recruitment 

IV 
Skills / 

Education 

IV 
Bridging 

IV 
Self-

Interest 

IV 
Agency 
Leader / 

Entrepreneur 

Post-
research 

Evaluation 
of CE  (DV) 

Strength 

Strong Site1 Moderate Moderate Moderate 
Moderate 
to Strong 

Moderate Moderate 

Strong Site2 Strong Strong Strong Moderate Strong Strong 
Strong Site4 Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Weak Moderate 
Weak Site5 Weak Weak Weak Weak Weak Weak 
Strong Site3 Strong Strong Strong Strong Strong Strong 

 

Following this process, I re-contacted Ms. Nguyen and told her which cases had 

been selected for fieldwork.  She agreed to provide an e mail introduction to her agency 

contacts.  I then emailed the agency contacts and set up a time for a phone conversation.  

I spoke with the agency contacts, explained the purpose of my research, promised 

anonymity to assure them that there would be no repercussions from the Alliance (or 

other funding streams) for participation and described my background (with the Alliance 

as well as with Temple University).85  Ultimately, five agencies agreed – four assumed to 

be strong and one weak.86  I scheduled visits beginning with one that I thought might be 

moderately strong.87  In all but one case, my visits lasted five days which was the 

perceived outer limit of what agencies would be willing to tolerate and what I judged 

would provide enough time to complete the tasks. 

                                                 
85 Attached at the end of this work is a short biographical letter as well as a brief description of the research.  
Both documents were provided ahead of time, by e mail, to agency contacts. 
86 At least one agency (judged to be weak) considered allowing me to come to their site, but then declined 
because they couldn’t find anyone internal who remembered what they did to justify receiving a grant for 
civic engagement.  Another agency turned out to be a statewide association of foster care parents.  They 
also declined. 
87 Site1, State1.  While it might have been wise to schedule visits in some sort of deliberate manner (i.e., 
strong to weak), the reality is that I was dependent upon the availability and cooperation of agency 
contacts.  Thus, visits were randomly scheduled based on when the agency was willing to host me. 
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Prior to arrival on site, I submitted to each agency liaison a sample schedule for 

interviews.  I told them that I would be willing to use the “snowball” technique88 for 

surfacing interviewees, but that I would require their support in the form of introductions 

to clients, elites, and staff.  I assumed snowballing would result in the majority of people 

willing to be interviewed, but discovered the opposite to be true.89  In all but one case, 

Site5, my first prescheduled appointment before arrival was with the agency contact to 

introduce myself to them and receive any special instructions or background information 

they wished to provide.90 

In addition to logistical preparations for site visits, I constructed three sets of 

questions to guide my semi-structured interviews.91  Ultimately, I discovered the 

questions prepared ahead of the site visits were useful only as a makeshift check list to 

insure I had covered all of the topics.  The semi-structured nature of interviewing meant 

that answers were often provided to questions ahead of them being asked or, for a variety 

of reasons specific to the person being interviewed, not appropriate to get at the issues 

surrounding the primary research question.  Rather than this being a deterrent to 

gathering data, the fluid and non-rigid nature of the semi-structured interview process 

resulted in surfacing relevant data.   

All interviews, except for a couple that were conducted by telephone, were 

digitally recorded.  Field notes were taken during the interviews on a laptop computer.  

                                                 
88 This is the idea that after interviewing one person, you ask them to refer you (snowball) to another who is 
then interviewed. 
89 All but a couple of the 88 people interviewed were introduced to me by the agencies.   
90 My Site5 liaison felt comfortable enough with me after first meeting me to allow me to start with one of 
his staff members.  I interviewed him in depth later. 
91 Questions were prepared in consultation with Prof. Ferman – I am grateful for her assistance.  See 
attached. 
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The questions prepared ahead of time clearly reflect one specific assumption later shown 

to be unimportant or nonexistent.  I assumed I would be interviewing clients who would 

have a place-based (neighborhood) orientation.  While some came from a surrounding 

neighborhood, most did not have a strong identification with that kind of geographical 

location leading to a motivation for engagement. 

The project was reviewed and approved by Temple University’s Institutional 

Review Board (IRB).  Interviewees were asked to sign consent forms and advised of their 

rights to refuse to be interviewed as well as contact numbers for the IRB.  There was no 

perceived reluctance on the part of any of the interviewed subjects in signing forms or 

giving consent. 

While each site environment was different, I generally conducted interviews in 

rooms provided by the agency.  At some sites, interviews were conducted at locations 

where the agency provided program services.  In Site1, for example, the agency had a 

program affiliated with a local school.  I attended a meeting with clients and agency staff, 

and then interviewed clients in the hallway of the school where there was some minimal 

privacy.  At one site, I conducted an interview in a client’s home.  At another, the 

interview was in a local McDonald’s Restaurant. 

The information presented in Table 2, and later tables presented in the data 

chapters beg the question.  How were the measures of strong, moderate, or weak 

determined for the cases?  I have already suggested how those measures were determined 

pre-research.92  That is, I was guided by Linda Nguyen and her informal assessment as 

                                                 
92 There was no “moderate” measure determined during case selection. 



64 
 
well as a thorough reading of each site’s grant reports.  Clearly, this was a process that 

was less than ideal and the actual data differed from the pre-research DV assessment.  

But, it was all that was available without actually engaging in phone interviews before 

arriving at the sites or being physically present.  

In determining whether a case was in the strong, moderate, or weak category, I 

used intensity and quantity of engagement.  Intensity refers to the degree or depth of 

participation by clients.  For example, a client might simply respond to an invitation to 

show up at a school board meeting (weak intensity) or they may have shown up and 

actively participated in the meeting, voicing their concerns (greater intensity).  By 

quantity, I refer to how many of the clients interviewed reported they responded to the 

local agency’s efforts to prompt them to be engaged.  It was clear from the data that some 

clients felt better than others about extending themselves into the public sphere and did 

so.  Thus, a strong measurement meant that more of the clients that each agency focused 

CE efforts on actually engaged in comparison with those that did not.  For example, at 

Site3 the strongest case, nearly all of the clients interviewed reported being willing and 

actually participating in the CE program (and engaging) in comparison with Site5, the 

weakest case, where there were relatively few that engaged. 

I began this chapter mentioning that some of the work and findings were 

dependent upon the latitude provided in the exploratory case study method.  I discovered 

that “latitude” was necessary in adjusting to the challenges of gathering interview data. 

While an attempt, particularly in the first case, was made to adhere rigidly to asking the 

questions conceptualized before field research began, flexibility and adaptation had to 
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occur in order to gather data that would have any meaning or application to the research 

question.93  Ultimately, as I became more comfortable with the interviews and the initial 

introduction process of the topic to those being interviewed, I became more efficient and 

effective in getting to the heart of the data related to the primary research question.  I 

discovered, as Gerring might suggest, variables “present at the scene of the crime.” 

That there is value in qualitative studies has been demonstrated in several 

important theoretical efforts and writings by scholars.94  There have been efforts to 

provide more rigor to case studies and to suggest that they must conform to the same 

rules and processes as quantitative efforts.95  However, any research method is limited by 

definitional restrictions that may not prove to be productive based on the research 

question as well as the availability (and type) of data.  The exploratory case study 

approach in this effort proved to provide useful data as well as interesting insights. 

  

                                                 
93 After the first field visit, I consulted with Prof. Ferman who assured me this was not an uncommon 
occurrence in qualitative efforts. 
94 See, for example, George and Bennett (George & Bennett, 2005).  McKeown’s chapter in Brady and 
Collier (Brady & Collier, 2004) provides a defensive case study rejoinder to his perception that it is an error 
to “…squeeze all empirical practice in the social sciences into a quantitative mold.”  Here he is responding 
specifically to King, Keohane and Verba (King, et al., 1994). 
95 See, for example Van Evera who provides a dense analysis of the relationship between case studies and 
theory development (Van Evera, 1997). 
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CHAPTER 4 

BEGINNINGS AND CONTRASTS 

 
The data for this project is divided into two chapters, primarily for reasons of 

length.  But, the five sites happen to nicely fit into two broad categories and can be 

described in the same general sequence as the data collected in the field research.  In this 

chapter, I begin with a description of the Alliance’s CE training institute that I attended 

which also documents the strategies and mechanisms (and general philosophy concerning 

CE) communicated by the Alliance to member agencies.  The remainder of this chapter 

discusses the first two site visits (Site1 and Site2) which, as the chapter title suggests, 

provide contrasts useful for understanding CE at the local level.  The two sites also 

represent CE programs at different stages of maturation. 

The data in the next chapter describes the three final site visits, two of which 

extensively involve clients with cultural and ethnic challenges to engagement.  The last 

visit (Site5) describes clients with substantive chemical dependency and social issues 

(such as prostitution histories) at an agency where the CE program is weak. 

While my liaison in Site1 was (and is) a trainer in the Alliance’s regional CE 

training conferences and my liaison in Site2 was a highly respected thought leader within 

the Alliance96, the Site1 case turned out to be relatively weak and the CEOs of both 

agencies less than enthusiastic supporters of CE.97  The Site1 case served as a good 

                                                 
96 He served on the Alliance’s Civic Engagement Steering committee (with me) and I perceived he was 
deeply respected by other committee members for his depth of knowledge and grasp of challenges facing 
lower SES clients within his city. 
97 The Site2 liaison confessed to me in his interview that his agency CEO was not supportive of CE efforts.  
He eventually left the agency to work with others in the Site2 collaborative. 
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example of a CE effort not fully matured.  The Site2 CE program was strong, mature and 

working well in a much challenged part of the city despite minimal support from agency 

leadership.   

The data gathered in these two cities form the foundation of this chapter.  The 

data revealed two very different environments, with different challenges, but with a 

similar focus on engaging clients.  Each showed the most powerful motivator for 

individuals to be mobilized was self-interest and, in these cases as well as some of the 

other sites, a desire to improve educational opportunities for their children.  In general, 

the data on both chapters revealed that the most robust CE programs occurred where 

there was solid support from agency leadership.  While Site2 could arguably represent an 

exception, I contend that the involvement of the liaison, a senior staff member, served as 

a proxy for CEO support.  His later exit from the agency and involvement in a similar 

effort with other community leaders supports that observation. 

The presentation of the data is preceded by a description of Alliance CE training I 

attended in Kansas City, Missouri on July 14-16, 2010.98  I then provide a brief summary 

of on-site practices.  Following that is an explanation of each of the cases, including a 

description of the environment (both organizational as well as city), and an explication of 

the data gathered.  The data includes interview summaries, reviews of any digital or hard 

copy materials provided as well as a description of any related meetings I attended at 

each site.  Interview summaries are divided into the three groups encountered: staff, 

clients and elites.  A summary of the data and findings for each site is provided. 

                                                 
98 I was told by Linda Nguyen this session was typical of all of their regional training conferences (with 
some minor variations).   
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Alliance CE Training Institute 
 
 I attended (as a guest of the Alliance99) a regional training session in Kansas City, 

Missouri, titled “Civic Engagement Training Institute.”  Material distributed at the 

beginning of the session presented the Alliance’s goals as well as the primary purposes of 

the training institutes.100  The goals of CE from the Alliance’s view are:  

…to achieve improved social and economic conditions and quality of life for 
vulnerable children and families.  We believe this can be achieved in part by building 
the capacity of child- and family-serving organizations to facilitate civic engagement 
of their clients and neighbors, which leads to increased access to decision-making and 
improved chances of parity in social institutions that support strong families and 
communities.101 
 

There were two goals for the training.  The first was to assist Alliance member agency 

staff to “incorporate civic engagement principles and practices into their work.”  The 

second was fundamentally appropriate for CE work: “to learn ways to close racial 

gaps.”102  My assessment of the overall training was that they generally achieved both 

goals. It is also important (from the Alliance’s view) to measure participant 

perceptions.103  Participant perceptions are important to this project only in that they 

provide a feedback loop to the Alliance to fine tune subsequent training and also reveal 

their agency-centric approach to CE. 

                                                 
99 I was not charged the customary conference fees, but paid for my own meals, lodging and transportation 
expenses.  Ms. Nguyen and I had talked prior to the conference and I alerted her to the fact (and she 
supported) that I would be conducting research in preparation for site visits.  While I participated in some 
open discussions, most of the time was spent gathering data by taking notes of conference sessions and 
comments as well as interviewing Ms. Nguyen. 
100 Material was distributed electronically and I took field notes beneath each session summary on the 
material. 
101 From handout material (Agenda) distributed at the beginning of the conference.  The Alliance has 
changed their definition of CE (not substantively) based on their web site.  Retrieved, 10/2/2012.  See: 
http://alliance1.org/ce/purpose-and-definition  
102 Agenda from Civic Engagement Training Institute, July 14-16, 2010.   
103 Evidenced by active solicitation of evaluation comments at the end of the institute. 
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 The first session provided an overview of the institute.  It was provided by three 

executives from Alliance agencies and Linda Nguyen, the Alliance’s civic engagement 

director.  We were told that they expected 45 participants and the number of people in the 

main meeting room seemed to approximate that number.  While the introductory session 

was in a hotel conference room, the remainder of the meetings were held in the Kaufman 

conference center – a local foundation-funded organization in Kansas City. 

 The presenters in two of the sessions were cited by the Alliance as important 

examples of CE success.104   Participants included Alliance agency staff and 

administrative employees.  Additionally a few agencies brought along some community 

members. 

 Generally, each session began with a presentation by a speaker, usually (but not 

always) an Alliance agency member presented as an expert in some form of CE followed 

by a question/answer discussion period.  One of the stated goals of the conference was to 

allow Alliance agency members to develop a proposed CE program, present it to the 

training institute participants and receive feedback.  After the introductory meeting the 

remainder of the institute’s sessions was focused on the broad themes of CE case studies, 

challenges to engaging clients based on socio-economic issues (poverty, racism, cultural 

conflicts, youth, education, etc.) and a variety of guest instructors/speakers from the 

Kansas City area. 105  There were several breakout sessions which allowed participants to 

                                                 
104 Joyce Jones from Site1 and John Brown from Site3.  Both were my primary liaisons in their respective 
agencies.  Of course, this supports the notion that tactics and mechanisms to “do” CE was communicated 
implicitly through endorsement. 
105 Topics were: “How Civic Engagement Can Help Us Achieve Social Equity” – Ian Bautista, President, 
United Neighborhood Centers of America (UNCA) ; “Case Study of Family & Children’s Service in 
Minneapolis: How One Family Service  Organization Has Facilitated Civic Engagement – Lessons 
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discuss in small groups a variety of issues and towards the end of the training, time was 

provided for agency staff to prepare and present CE implementation plans for their home 

organization (which was later discussed and critiqued as a group). 

During the training, I was alert to any communication of approved “mechanisms”106 

from the Alliance. The logic behind the research includes the idea that the Alliance 

communicates in some manner some approved or universally applied variant of 

“mechanisms” or “strategies” designed to be adopted by member agency staff and used to 

spur CE.  

There was nothing overtly prescribed by the Alliance, but there were implicit 

endorsements.107  Primarily, this was observed through the presentation of “stories” 

presented by the expert staff member of the affiliate Alliance agency.  There was no 

prescribed CE program presented that was ostensibly approved at the national level.  This 

appears consistent with Alliance practices in a variety of areas where there is reluctance 

to appear to impose any particular policy or practice on member agencies.108 

                                                                                                                                                 
Learned, Challenges, Successes, and Opportunities”; “Nuts and Bolts of Civic Engagement” From 
Community Organizing to Electoral Work”; “An Introduction to Deliberative Democracy and Dialogue”; 
“How to Engage Constituents”; Break Out Discussions: Older Adult Civic Engagement, General Volunteer 
Civic Engagement, Parent/Foster Parent Civic Engagement, Youth Civic Engagement, “How to Address 
Issues”; Break Out Discussions: Education, Health Care, Immigration, Employment, Urban Agriculture; 
“Leadership and Civic Engagement” – Peter Goldberg, President and CEO, Alliance for Children and 
Families; “Building a Race and Class Analysis”; “Funding Civic Engagement”; “Lifting as We Climb: 
Evaluation as an Essential Tool for Civic Engagement in Our Communities”; “Bringing the Work Home, 
Cross Learning and Sharing” (Essentially a reporting out of the participant’s draft CE program plans). 
106 “Mechanisms” in this case refers to the idea that there are specific techniques or processes that could be 
employed to spur CE. 
107 Of course, the funding provided by the Alliance through re-granting is also an incentive for agencies to 
engage in CE. 
108 Based on personal observation as a part of the Alliance organization (as a volunteer) for a number of 
years. 
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During the training institute, a staff member from the Site3 agency was one of the 

first to present the history and evolution of their program at the training institute.  They 

alleged in their presentation that they went from “nothing” to a current program that was 

strong and comprehensive.109  Beginning with an advocate whose job was merely to 

connect clients with their services, eventually they conducted a door-to-door survey 

within their service area to try to do an economic analysis of “where the money was.”  

The purpose here appeared to be to try to demonstrate the economic value of the 

neighborhoods they served to the broader Site3 community.  The agency later started a 

“leadership academy” designed to train clients, primarily low-income renters, to have a 

voice in decisions being made by the redevelopment agency impacting their housing.  

Clients were also trained in methods of advocacy to assist them with acquiring jobs and 

to impact decisions concerning affordable housing issues.110 

The Site3 agency also became involved in assisting their clients, most of them 

immigrants from Southeast Asia and Latin America, to communicate with their local 

schools.  The goal was to support parents in gaining services from the schools that would 

better their children’s educational experience. 

The Site3 presenters acknowledged tension on the part of their organization’s 

governing board between the CE work the staff was doing and the political views of 

board members.  The clear implication is that staff were forging ahead of members on 

                                                 
109 When I later visited their agency as part of my field research, I noted that they prominently displayed a 
change in their mission statement that incorporated civic engagement as a key component. 
110 This is consistent with traditional social work practice norms. 
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socially and politically sensitive issues.111 The Site3 board took a number of votes that 

were not unanimous, but ultimately moved to supporting the CE program within the 

agency.  Staff learned to focus on issues that even politically conservative board members 

could support.  This occurred through a deliberative process called “issue vetting.”  

Eventually, their CE program moved to focusing on advocating (and training clients to 

advocate) around anti-immigration issues which was a natural outgrowth of a large influx 

of new residents from other countries.112 

The data later described demonstrate this (internal organizational impediments or 

reluctance) as one barrier to effective CE programs.  In a few cases, hesitancy on the part 

of the CEO to be more overt in his/her support of CE seemed to be tied to concerns about 

board and elite donor support for the agency.  Site3 demonstrates one way these concerns 

may be ameliorated. 

In a later session, John Brown, one of the key presenters from the Site3 agency 

made a presentation on “how to actually do CE.”  He suggested that there were two 

themes: (1) “you’re probably already doing it”, and (2) “we can always do better.”  He 

posited that CE is “…deeply personal.  People get involved because it is deeply personal 

to them.”  This, of course, relates closely to research that demonstrates that mobilization 

is most effective when there are issues that people care about and, once asked (mobilized 

– usually most effectively by someone they know and trust) will be willing to work 

towards effecting change. 

                                                 
111 Examples include advocating on behalf of the gay and lesbian community for equality, or housing issues 
that may conflict with conservative sentiments about a free market (housing) economy. 
112 Site3 has a very large African immigrant community as well as those from Latin America. 
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 A diagram for how you “do” CE, including a typology of engagement, was 

presented. 

 
Figure 2Typology of Engagement113 

 Mr. Brown’s presentation highlighted his belief that “voting” is the most common 

form of CE in elections.  “Advocacy”, in his view, is defined as “holding decision-

makers accountable.”  Community work (he is a strong proponent of the idea that 

Alliance agency staff members must be visible and active in the communities they serve) 

is “contacting the community.”  He asserted that CE was different from “community 

organizing” because there has to be social and systems change.  “Leadership Training” 

and “Voter Education” are two key components of involving clients in CE. 

 Mr. Brown’s assertion that when things get “personal” people become engaged 

was supported by Joyce Jones, the CE advocate in the Site1, agency.  She related that one 

                                                 
113 Diagram is my rendition of what was shown during the presentation and was not provided in the 
handout materials. 
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of her clients learned the local school district was considering cutting funding for a 

program administered by the Site1 agency addressing issues of sexual abuse prevention.  

This client confessed that her daughter committed suicide due to sexual abuse which was 

undetected until her mother read her journal after her death.  Consequently, the client was 

energized, went through CE training, and advocated for continuation of funding for the 

Alliance agency to support the program. The sexual abuse prevention program was not 

the only program related to CE at this agency.  There was (is) also an after school 

program.  This particular example supports the idea that CE is most effective at engaging 

clients when there is self-interest involved. 

 The after school program focused on teaching parents how to advocate for their 

children.  Initially viewed with some cynicism by local school officials, the program has 

proven to be successful (from the standpoint of having many more parents involved with 

the school than previously) and was still extant when I visited to conduct field research.  

Interestingly (to be described in more detail in the case summary), this program seems to 

have been institutionalized within the agency and does not seem to involve much in the 

way of CE.  Principally, the program is now an educational effort focused on student 

academic success by supporting good parenting – without much in the way of 

approaching or confronting (engaging) school officials. 

 Consistent with the focus presented in the research question, it appeared to me 

that the Alliance, in the manner that they structured the training conference and 

presentations, was intent upon communicating some minimal strategies to the participants 
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for their adoption or to spur additional insights.  That is, through the various presentations 

(essentially at least two case study descriptions), they implied: 

• CE is not difficult – “you” (agency staff) are probably already doing it. 

• Here is what a couple of agencies have done to spur engagement and their tactics 

or strategies could be adopted by your agency. 

• These strategies worked (had the intended effect of promoting CE). 

This did not extend to overt prescriptive strategies for the Alliance agencies.  My 

assumption, which is based on past experience with the Alliance, is they believe that each 

individual agency’s culture and geographic setting is too varied to justify a “one size fits 

all” approach to CE. 

 At about the same time that I was involved in the training conference, I was 

immersed in case selection.  It was helpful at that time to personally converse with Ms. 

Nguyen in Kansas City and acquire additional background information on the cases 

selected.  Following case selection and attendance at the training institute I began the 

field research.  This occurred after the process detailed in chapter three in which I was 

given an electronic introduction by Ms. Nguyen to the agency liaison, proceeded into 

personal phone calls with the liaisons and eventually scheduling visits. 

Case Presentation 
 
 The cases begin with discussions of the overall internal environment of the 

agency as well as the external context within which it operates. This is followed by 

presentation of the data, analysis of the data and a summary of the findings. 
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Site Visit –Site1 

Environment and Context 
 

This agency is located on the northern border of State1, across the River from 

Southern Midwest State.  Most of its services are devoted to the greater Site1 area, but it 

has branches in (and has branched out to) the County, Midwest State area – home of the 

City of New City. 

The agency’s primary mission is: “…to strengthen our community through 

research-based services that heal the trauma of abuse, violence and neglect and promote 

safe, healthy and stable children and families.  The vision of Agency1 is a community 

free from violence, abuse and neglect.”114   

This agency’s premier program is a child abuse (including sexual abuse) 

prevention program.  While on site, I was invited to attend a major fundraising event 

sponsored by the agency designed to keep awareness of child abuse high in the 

community as well as encourage fiscal support.  There were some notable local public 

officials present and a compelling presentation by a local columnist who “came out” 

during the event as an abuse victim. 

While some data reflected programs in Site1 (including the child sexual abuse 

program), the primary point of interest to this research (and most of the interviews) were 

CE programs in the New City school district run by Joyce Jones and her staff.  New City 

is generally divided (at least perceptually by the residents) between the “haves”, the 

“have not-so-much” and the “have-nots.”  The wealthier class lives in an exurb enclave 

                                                 
114 Reference deleted to preserve anonymity. 
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colloquially referred to as “the hills” consisting of some low-lying hills on one portion of 

the town.  I was told that many of these residents were those fleeing from forced school 

busing occurring in the greater Site1 area.  The remainder of the residents live in what is 

called “the valley.”  There are three primary middle schools in New City although 

generally only two were referred to by my respondents.115  Traditionally, or at least 

perceptually, the wealthier or smarter kids were students at Upperclass116 Middle School 

(derisively called “nerd”) and the “valley” students attended Middleclass Middle School 

(nicknamed “hood”).  It is widely believed that the school board sends greater funds and 

more resources to Upperclass, and less to Middleclass.117 One interviewee, a school 

district employee, confirmed this idea and told me that the board justified this on the 

basis of returning tax revenues to those who had paid more.118 

Data 
 

Table 3 Site1 "n" Summary 

 
Case 

Staff 
“n”  

Elites 
“n”  

Clients 
“n”  

Total 
“n”  

Site1 9 3 5 17 
 

 

 

                                                 
115 See [reference deleted]  
116 “Upperclass” and “Middleclass” are pseudonyms. 
117 Confirmed in conversations with several interviewees. 
118 See appendix where I have copied the grant application from Agency1 submitted to the Alliance. It 
contains more detailed information concerning the demographics and cultural specifics of the areas 
involved [appendix deleted to preserve anonymity]. 



78 
 

The table below summarizes the demographics of the clients119: 

Table 4 Site1 Demographics 

Question / Category Answers / Responses 

Gender 
Males=3,  
Females=2 

Race 
White=2,   
Black, African American, or Negro=2,  
Chinese=1 

Age 
36-45=2 
46-55=3 

School Level Completed 
Partial High School=1 
High School Graduate=2 
College Education=2 

Own or Rent Home 
Own=2 
Rent=3 

How long at current 
residence 

10 years,  
6 years 

Household Income 

>$10,000=1 
$15,000 - $24,999=1 
$25,000 - $34,999=2120 
$50,000 - $74,999=1 

Employed? 
Yes=4 
No=1 

Occupation 
Chemist, Lab Tech, Machinist, Cook, 
Home Care 

Full or Part Time 
Full=1 
Part=1 

Marital Status 
Married=3 
Single=1 
Divorced=1 

 

In this case, much of the basis for engagement was structured around a previously 

existing program (and formerly Alliance-sponsored program) called FAST – Families 

                                                 
119 Staff and Elites were not asked to complete the demographic survey form.  Additionally, I did not 
instruct or coach clients on filing out the forms and not all numbers equal five. 
120 At a later site visit, an error on the questionnaire was discovered which inadvertently lumped two 
income categories together (i.e., $15,000 - $24,999 instead of $15,000-$19,999 and then $25,000-$34,999 
instead of $25,000-$29,999).  Thus the income data across all of the cases is not comparable. 
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And Schools Together.  Originally developed and championed some time ago by a social 

entrepreneur within the Alliance network, the program is designed to engage parents in 

their children’s education through facilitated after school programs and sessions.121  

Thus, the primary outcomes were to keep parents involved with kids and the schools – 

less, it appeared on CE or mobilization.  However, a few of the interviewees reported that 

the information they received in the after school sessions had an impact on their desire to 

improve their children’s educational experience and they wanted to do that through 

advocacy – mostly with school officials and/or the school board.    

I learned that some time prior to my arrival, there had been a contentious school 

board meeting where the closure of middle and elementary schools was discussed.  From 

the parents’ perspective, there had not been much participation on their part because the 

decision was already perceived to have been made.  However, some did participate and 

reported they felt energized because even if the decision went against their preferences 

they perceived their voice was “heard.” One couple reported that, among other things, 

this prompted them to become more involved in not only school board political issues, 

but other local issues as well.  They sensed that their participation was important to not 

only express their preferences but to model desired behaviors and traits for their children. 

This one instance offers an example of how self-interest (desire to improve opportunities 

for children) may prompt persons to become engaged beyond the immediate (school 

board) issue.  That is, success – defined here as feeling good about the experience, not 

                                                 
121 See: http://www.familiesandschools.org/ , retrieved 10/30/12. 
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necessarily the policy outcome – at one venue (school board) provides confidence and 

experience to engage at another venue (broader community). 

The “Year One” interim report submitted to the Alliance as part of the grant 

compliance process emphasizes the point that parents became engaged as a result of the 

CE program. 

Our Civic Engagement Initiative began with and constantly revolves around our 
parent forums at Family Nights [at the schools].  Every Wednesday night, families 
come together to share a meal, their stories from the day, and share their concerns 
and thoughts on issues within the surrounding New City community….There 
were quite a few hot issues discussed during these forums, as the school district 
was in the process of a major transition and one that parents were not happy 
about,…We discussed how to insert ourselves in the process in the future; a few 
leaders emerged from these discussions that were able to grasp and run with the 
idea of power in numbers and how to start the long process of making changes in 
the system as a group.122 
 
The staff interviewed (9) ranged from the CEO, to Joyce Jones (the liaison and 

program director for the CE program) to support staff.123  Generally, staff were 

supportive of the CE program.  Some were enthusiastic about the potential for engaging 

clients directly in solving their own problems and impacting their environment. 

The CEO interview was informative.  He admitted he was generally allowing the 

CE program to run without much management intervention and it was not a top priority 

of the agency.  For him, the agency’s premier offering was their child abuse prevention 

program.  He characterized his board as a “policy” and “fundraising” body and told me 

the CE program was not currently part of the board’s discussion.  The CEO indicated that 

                                                 
122 Agency1 Civic Engagement Initiative.  Interim Report: Year One, page 1. 
123 In this site visit, I rigorously followed the IRB sanctioned interview questions.  After conferring with 
Prof. Ferman following this visit, I began relaxing my approach and not being so determined to follow a 
particular script to get at the issues and answers at later sites.  However, in this visit, as in others, I asked 
follow-up questions to get at the issues raised by the research question. 



81 
 
CE was more of a strategy to advance the mission of the agency focused on healing the 

victims of trauma rather than a way to increase client involvement and engagement.124  

To try to get at his or his agency’s approach to CE, I posed a hypothetical question 

designed to push his comfort level about direct client engagement with politicians.125  His 

response was generally that his agency has been cautious about any of their efforts 

resulting in embarrassing any politician.  He said they have been more successful 

“working behind the scenes” (i.e., not being overtly public about issues that might make 

policy makers uncomfortable).  The data in this interview supports my earlier assertion 

concerning the effectiveness of CE in an agency program when the CEO, or agency 

leadership, is concerned about conflict with donors and board members. 

Several staff members commented in their interviews that they appreciated the 

value of their clients “having a voice.”  Many have a traditional social work background 

(either in job experience or education) and echoed what I have heard in other settings 

which emphasized a professional social work practice norm of empowering clients to 

create their own solutions.  Many staff members were more active in getting the students 

involved in service learning opportunities such as volunteering at a local pet shelter or 

assisting in cleaning up a park.  Others interpreted CE within the context of their own 

emphasis or program – such as one staff member directly involved in counseling and 

education for sexual abuse victims who were urging those healthy enough to do so to 

become active in advocacy for program funding. 

                                                 
124 See p. 75 (top) for the mission. 
125 The question had to do with whether or not he thought the agency ought to encourage and/or provide 
skills training to clients to advocate for change with policy makers in public settings.  
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There were three persons interviewed classed in the “elite” category.  All were 

from outside of the agency (consistent with the definition) and one of them worked with 

the local school district.  All were familiar with the FAST program but were less 

cognizant of the CE efforts.  The other two elites were part of other agencies referring 

clients to Agency1 or to the CE program.  There was support for the program, and the 

agency in particular, but not much knowledge of the goals or outcomes of CE. 

The clients were a varied group to explore.  One client was particularly enthused 

about FAST (he is involved in a school in the Site1 area).  He believed the program 

helped him be a better father to his daughter.  He has also become an active and involved 

parent with his daughter’s school and, as he reported, more assertive in dealing with “big 

wigs” at the school.  He reported in receiving basic skills instruction from Joyce Jones in 

how to approach those with influence and power (i.e., school principals and senior staff). 

Probably the best example of CE found among the clients was a single mother I 

interviewed.  She is the client to whom Joyce Jones refers when presenting her version of 

CE training at the Alliance training institutes.  In addition to finding out after her 

daughter’s suicide that her daughter had been abused (from her journal), she reports that 

she lives in an area of Site1 that is troubled by high crime, drug dealing, shootings, and 

low trust in the police.  Because of Joyce Jones’ encouragement and training, she has 

become involved in FAST and is taking her “kids” (her own children as well as nieces 

and nephews) to the after school sessions.  She has started her own neighborhood lawn 

mowing / snow shoveling service by gathering donations from businesses and granting 

organizations to employ neighborhood kids. The purpose of this venture is to provide 
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employment for teenagers to keep them out of trouble and teach them skills useful in later 

life.  She is active as a speaker in the agency child sexual abuse program.  She stays 

active in neighborhood and community issues as a result of the encouragement she has 

received from Joyce Jones and her church pastor. 

Another man was also an interesting interviewee and provides an example of 

someone involved in CE.  As a result of the FAST program and the CE program, he has 

become more engaged in school and community politics.  He is attempting to teach a 

“civics” class to the other parents about how to get involved in the community.126  He 

reported that he has time to become more civically engaged as he is disabled and at home 

a lot of the time.  He commented at the end of the interview, “You have to fight for your 

children’s education – the Hills [the wealthier area of New City] doesn’t have to do that.  

Here you have to fight.  We are fighting for other parents who can’t.  The only obstacle is 

financial and economic – and that determines how smart your kid is.”127 

The remaining two clients were very diverse. The first was an upper middle class 

single mother whose primary focus was educational quality for her kids as well as 

volunteering to help local kids learn to swim.  Her primary link to CE was through FAST.  

The second client was Chinese (emigrated through Vietnam).  While his English was 

sufficient for communication, his answers were less than helpful in getting to his 

knowledge and involvement in CE. 

                                                 
126 The interview took place at a local McDonald’s restaurant with his wife and children (and their friends) 
present.  It seemed during the interview that all of them were interested in CE and how they might get 
involved in their community. 
127 Interview, November 18, 2010. 
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Analysis and Summary of Findings 
 

It appears there is little direct causal link between the Alliance training and 

political engagement outcomes for the clients.  However, the data shows there is 

CE/political engagement and that much – if not most – of this is due to the “motivator’s” 

work on training the parents to have a voice.  This may be due to the maturity of 

previously established social programs (primarily FAST) emanating from the agency and 

the relative immaturity of the CE efforts (as noted by Joyce Jones).  Thus, I cannot 

definitively separate positive CE efforts as spurred by the Alliance from the previously 

existing agency social programs. As noted in the description of the data, an additional 

organizational factor somewhat inhibiting a stronger agency CE program may be the 

lukewarm support by the CEO and the amount of personnel resources allocated to the 

effort. 

There is real support among the clients/constituents for the agency’s programs 

and a genuine feeling the agency is making a difference in their lives and improving their 

condition as well as their voice.  An example of this was the male interviewee in Site1 

and his efforts at his Site1 school.  As he said, FAST “saved his life.”  Within the context 

of the interview, I interpreted that to mean his involvement in his child’s education and 

the training and encouragement he received provided him with substantial emotional and 

social support and made him feel better about himself.  While this is laudable, and from a 

humanistic view should be continued, it did not link directly to strong CE outcomes.  It is 

beyond the scope of this effort, but it may indicate another potential avenue for 

encouraging CE.  That is, once persons feel more confident about their own life 
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circumstances, they may have the necessary emotional reserves to engage with those in 

power.  This observation later is critical in evaluating the Site5 case (next chapter) where 

the clients had some substantive personal problems. 

Most of the formal Alliance training given to staff was received by Joyce Jones 

although one other staff member has attended a training conference.  Joyce has become 

the “de facto” trainer for some of the follow up Alliance training institutes’ sections.  Her 

interview documented that from her perspective her first training institute was less than 

effective.  She said she felt more overwhelmed by the institute’s ideas than inspired and 

empowered.  Some of this may be due to her unique personal situation, but her agency 

supported her attending additional sessions.  Ultimately she traveled to Site3 for a site 

visit and reported she felt better about her program when she learned that some of the 

techniques and strategies employed at that agency were similar to Site1’s. 

Generally, based on my own attendance at the KC training institute as well as 

comments from Joyce Jones, the Alliance training institutes do more towards 

“empowering” the attendees by encouraging and demonstrating to them that they are 

“already conducting” CE work.  There are a couple of specific modules within the 

training institutes that seem to consist of training (communicating tactics and providing 

skills) which seem useful.  For example, each attendee is encouraged to complete a CE 

“plan” by the end of the week and then present it to a roundtable for suggestions and 

friendly critiques.  Additionally, attendees are given examples of models of conflict 

resolution skills to utilize at their home agency. Joyce Jones specifically mentioned this 
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as one way of helping the Middleclass parents decide on what issues they wanted to 

address in their CE efforts. 

There was limited CE on the part of clients except for the Site1 man (modest at 

best) and the single mother– at least outside of the school board conflict and eventual 

resolution.  However, most were interested in engaging with agency staff as well as 

advocating for their children/students with the schools to improve educational outcomes.   

The primary CE motivator for the clients interviewed seems to be the desire to 

improve educational outcomes for their children.  In one case, it was also to close down a 

side road near a school to improve traffic safety for student pedestrians walking home. 

It is clear that a “social entrepreneur” – in this case Joyce Jones – has kept the CE 

program alive and functioning within this agency.  It is also clear that the program may 

be somewhat limited due to the less than enthusiastic support of the CEO as well as not 

having a very clear understanding of CE and the separation of CE from the FAST or 

other agency social programs.  There were isolated instances of clients being moderately 

civically (and politically) engaged and credit for their efforts must be shared between the 

agency, the encouragement of Joyce Jones, and the client’s own personal sense of 

responsibility. 

There is a modest causal link between the Alliance training and engagement in 

this particular case.  While Joyce Jones reported that she was encouraged by the training 

as well as her own site visit to Site3, the application of CE at her agency seems to be a 

combination of the FAST program, encouragement through the modest monetary 

resources provided by the CE grant and her own Alliance contacts to “do” CE, and the 
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personal / internal motivations of some of the clients to improve the educational 

experience for their children.  What is hopeful is that this site provides some potential 

beginning ideas for encouraging more (primarily parents) to be engaged. 

In summary, the data demonstrates either through positive examples or implied 

through weak CE outcomes that self-interest is a key motivator for client involvement in 

CE efforts.  This is particularly true for parents of school age children.  Involvement at 

one level of government may lead to involvement at another, although the data is weak on 

this issue. Organizational support, either in the form of leadership or resource allocation, 

may act to positively influence CE outcomes.  The presence and activities of a “social 

entrepreneur” is helpful.  Below is a tabular summary of the various factors impacting CE 

and the measures of relative strengths and weaknesses (from strong to weak).128   

Table 5 Site1 IV Measurement 

 Encouragement / 
Recruitment129 

Skills / 
Education 

Bridging Self-
Interest 

Agency Leader / 
Entrepreneur 

Site1 Moderate Moderate Moderate 
Moderate 
to Strong 

Moderate 

Site Visit – Site2 

Environment and Context 
 
 This agency is located in the second largest city in State2.  The majority of the 

research took place in Neighborhood2, a traditionally low SES section of the city.  The 

perception of many, including some of those I interviewed, is that the area is one of the 

                                                 
128 The full table summarizing all five cases and the various factors is explained more fully in chapter 6. 
129 Refers to “being asked.”  Explained more fully in chapter two, p. 12, in reference to a discussion of 
VSB’s work. 
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highest crime areas in the city.130  In fact, my normal interview schedule (Monday 

through Friday) was cut short by one day due to the murder the night before of the son of 

one of the people I was scheduled to interview.  However, to counterbalance the dismal 

view, some that I talked to were proud of their neighborhood, of the steps it had taken 

toward revitalization and renewal, and of its history.131   

 I observed within Neighborhood2 several streets that were largely deserted with a 

substantial number of houses that appeared abandoned.  There was a modest amount of 

work being done by contractors, but much of it seemed to be “tear downs.”  I saw piles of 

construction debris and other trash alongside the streets leading to the conclusion that 

appearances in this neighborhood were either not important, not a priority, or not under 

the direct control of the residents. 

 Some time prior to my site visit a young black man – Jay Mason132– was beaten 

by the police.  This was documented by the newspapers and a government investigation 

was taking place to determine if there was culpability on the part of the police 

department.  Based on my interviews, clients clearly felt the beating was racially 

motivated and unjustified.  I was also told the police officers were in plain clothes, asked 

                                                 
130 See, [reference deleted to preserve anonymity].  This is the Site2 police department 2010 annual report 
reflecting the Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) statistics reported to the FBI.  Among other things, it 
reports that an area including Neighborhood2 (p. 51) had the most homicides in the city.  A review of the 
tabular material demonstrates that Neighborhood2 (North, South and West) had a high incidence of Part 1 
offenses including violent crime (p. 60). Anecdotally in support of resident perceptions a recent internet 
search surfaced a forum where the first question was whether or not Neighborhood2 was dangerous to live 
in.  The general consensus was that it is dangerous and “Pimps will tell you that you'd be crazy to move 
into Neighborhood2.”  See: [reference deleted to preserve anonymity] 
131 Assertions made by those in interviews are indicative of their frame of reference.  While factual data 
may, in most cases, be confirmed through triangulation with outside references, what is most important in 
answering the question about motives for engagement is how individuals perceive the opportunities and 
barriers and given those variables whether or not they choose to engage.  The perceptions may not be 
factual, but they bear on the personal decision. 
132 Pseudonym. 
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Jay for his identification, and he ran because the police didn’t identify themselves. I was 

informed that Jay was actually an honor student.  While he dressed to fit in with other 

neighborhood youth, some of whom were gang members, he did not participate in gang 

activities and did not have gang member friends.  He was viewed as someone who was 

going to be a success in life because of his scholastic achievements and those I 

interviewed felt a grievous wrong had been committed against him and the neighborhood.  

Some months later I was back in Site2 and picked up a paper to discover that the issue 

was still present in the media (see editorial cartoon – Figure 2).  It was clear that most of 

the respondents had a dim view of the how the police worked with the community 

meaning that they did not feel that the police particularly cared about keeping peace in 

the neighborhood or working to improve community relations.133  One interviewee 

reported that the most difficult officers to get along with were the black officers because 

it seemed they had to prove themselves to the white officers in policing a predominantly 

African-American community. 

                                                 
133 A search through You Tube video archives using a specific search phrase related to the incident  resulted 
in multiple pages of videos referencing this incident.  Retrieved 11/15/12. 
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Editorial Cartoon Deleted to Preserve Anonymity 
 

Cartoon Shows Picture of Young Black Man Who  
Is Bruised Holding the Scales of Justice 

 

Figure 3- Jay Mason Editorial Cartoon 

 While a few of the interviews took place at agency headquarters (Agency2– 

located nearer to downtown), most time was spent at the Neighborhood2 YMCA or the 

local library.  Both locations seemed cooperative primarily due to the high regard that 

leaders within each organization had for the Alliance affiliate.  My contact, Bill Smith134 

was well known within the community as was his subordinate staff.   

 The principal program administered by the Agency2 involved in CE was titled the 

Agency2 Citizens Program (A2CP).  This program was assisted in its execution by the 

Center for Civic Leadership (CCL).135  The University Of Site2 School Of Social 

                                                 
134 Pseudonym. 
135 See: [reference deleted] retrieved 11/3/12. 
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Work136 has conducted research on the A2CP and the program has functioned through 

several “classes” or cohorts.  The program is described as  

The Agency2 Citizens Program is a program that serves as the primary civic 
engagement and advocacy arm of the Agency2’s Economic Empowerment 
Initiative.  The A2CP is designed to develop and support the capacity of low-
income citizens to actively participate in civic life.  The A2CP is founded on the 
belief that people with limited mean or living in marginalized communities have 
the right and responsibility to be at the forefront of the decision-making process 
regarding conditions and policies that affect their daily lives.137 
 

Participants in A2CP, called “fellows”, receive a modest stipend of $750 over the course 

of the program.   

The fellows are provided training that seemed to be initiated and structured by 

CCL.  Respondents told me the training was centered on small group dynamics, 

organizing, and leadership training.  The fellows are expected as a group to explore, 

select, and implement a project designed to positively impact their Neighborhood2 

neighborhood.  At the time of my visit there was a perception among some that a project 

had been pushed upon them by the sponsors.138  This resulted in reports of some conflict 

and concerns about whether or not the project was what residents really wanted.  

However, I was also told there was some concern among funders of the program that the 

individual projects selected by previous cohorts did not improve the neighborhood.  The 

project selected by the current cohort was the development of a Neighborhood2 

                                                 
136 I was provided with draft copies of two reports describing their investigation and findings (Johnson & 
Soska, undated), and (Soska, Muldowney, & Crowley, 2009).  Copies available in my personal library. 
137 See Johnson and Soska (Johnson & Soska, undated). 
138 Previous fellows in earlier cohorts were allowed to individually select their own project.  This had 
mixed success and the organizers felt that having all fellows focus on one project increased accountability 
and successful completion. 
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Children’s Zone (N2CZ) modeled after a much acclaimed similar project in New York 

City.139  

Data 
Table 6 Site2 "n" Summary 

 

Case Staff 
“n”  

Elites 
“n”  

Clients 
“n”  

Total 
“n”  

Site2 3 4 13 20 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
139 See Tough (Tough, 2008) for a description of the Harlem Children’s Zone. 



93 
 
Client demographics summary:140 

Table 7 Site2 Demographic Summary 

Question / Category Answers / Responses 

Gender 
Males= 5 
Females= 8 

Race 
White= 1 
Black, African-American, Negro = 11 

Age 

26-35= 2 
36-45=3 
46-55=5 
66-75=3  

School Level Completed 

Junior High School/Middle School= 1 
High School Graduate= 2 
Partial College= 2 
College Education= 10 
Graduate Degree= 1 

Own or Rent Home 
Own= 6 
Rent= 6 

How long at current 
residence 

4 years, 6 months, 7 years 

Household Income 

>$10,000= 2 
$10,001-$14,999= 1 
$20,000 - $24,999= 3 
$35,000 - $39,999= 1 
$40,000 - $49,999= 2 
$50,000-$74,999= 3 
$75,000-$99,999= 1 

Employed? 
Yes= 7 
No= 6 

Occupation 

Entrepreneur, Nurse, Teaching Assistant, 
Union Carpenter, Program Support, Minority 
Women’s Specialist, Community Public 
Affairs – Sports, Community Outreach 
Director 

Full or Part Time 
Full= 6 
Part= 2 

Marital Status 

Married= 5 
Single= 4 
Divorced= 3 
Widowed= 1 

 

                                                 
140 Not all respondents answered all questions.  Only clients were given the demographic survey to 
complete. 
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The Site2 agency, the Agency2 (A2), is a relatively large ($12.4 million annual 

budget) agency whose first focus is the prevention of child abuse.141  At the time of my 

site visit, the agency had recently merged with a smaller agency and interviews revealed 

there were still some unsettled concerns about the merger and the impact on staff. 

I did not have the opportunity to interview the CEO of the agency during my visit.  

I received information from my liaison that the CEO was a less than enthusiastic 

supporter of the A2CP (similar to Site1).  At the time I formed the opinion that my liaison 

was high enough in the agency’s organizational structure to adequately cover the 

agency’s overall approach toward the A2CP and their CE efforts.  There was also the 

impression that the CEO was too busy to meet with me.  I learned some time later after 

my visit that the liaison had left the agency and was now working with a group of people 

with whom he had collaborated when the A2CP was first formed.  He later reported to 

me that part of the reason for the separation had to do with the agency’s tepid support for 

his efforts with A2CP. Mr. Smith seemed to have a reputation within the larger Site2 

community for being a collaborator and having a willingness to work with other agencies 

for a larger purpose.  In fact, this was born out by one meeting I attended that was a 

regularly scheduled meeting of social service agencies whose focus was on community 

building and social justice.142 

                                                 
141 See: [reference deleted] retrieved 11/3/12. 
142 Called the Social Justice/Social Capital conversation group (at Site2), I attended their meeting on 
12/10/10. 
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 There were three staff members interviewed, including my liaison.  Mr. Smith is 

certainly knowledgeable143 and thinks carefully about community issues.  His definition 

of CE was thorough and encompassed such ideas as political engagement and social 

capital.  He confirmed what I had observed – he is adept at working in collaboration with 

other like-minded social service professionals.  He was also pretty frank about what he 

saw as the failings of his own organization and the lack of support for A2CP.  Mr. Smith 

acknowledged that he received Alliance CE training and confirmed my observation that 

the training was less about specific tactics and more about empowering participants to go 

back to their agencies and implement the plans they drafted during the training.  It was 

clear that A2CP, as a tactic for getting Neighborhood2 residents politically engaged, was 

successful because of the commitment by Mr. Smith and his colleagues and despite the 

reportedly lukewarm support from the agency’s leadership. 

 Generally among the three staff interviewed, all were supportive of the CE efforts 

of the agency and viewed the A2CP as being an appropriate vehicle to spur engagement.  

One staff member participated in the anti-war movement during the Vietnam era and felt 

that CE was a less-than-ideal way to spur engagement.  As he suggested, the best way to 

get people involved was through “collective power” to challenge the dominant power 

structure.  However, he generally supported the efforts of those involved in A2CP and 

CE.  Two of the staff members were acquainted with Alinsky’s work – either through 

attendance at training sessions or through their own education. 

                                                 
143 His background is in psychology and philosophy.  During our interview he cited Kuhn’s work on 
scientific revolutions. See: Kuhn,(Kuhn, 1970). 
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 Among the elites interviewed was one who was the lead person in the fledgling 

N2CZ initiative.  After finishing her education (ending with a Master’s degree) she spent 

a portion of her life working with her previous husband at elite boarding schools.  She 

moved back to Neighborhood2 and started working with N2CZ.  Funded by donations 

totaling about $2 million, she sees herself as a link between various community 

organizations using the A2CP fellows to help start some solid programs.  She spoke 

positively of the engagement of the A2CP fellows and the efforts of Mr. Smith and A2.   

 Other elites interviewed included the vice president for program development at 

CCL and the chief executive for Neighborhood2 Better Block (N2BB), both partnering 

agencies in the A2CP and CE program at Neighborhood2.144  The VP for program 

development has a PhD in sociology and during the interview talked about 

transformational leadership and development of those within the community.  The N2BB 

CEO also expressed full support for A2CP and the efforts of A2 and indicated that she 

felt that CE was very effective due to the efforts of A2.  She also addressed the conflict I 

perceived among the current cohort of A2CP fellows about this sense that their project 

was picked for them.  She reported that previous fellows in the other cohorts would 

individually choose projects and after the completion of A2CP there was a less-than-ideal 

outcome in follow through on projects.  Some continued and remained involved; others 

ran into roadblocks and simply gave up.  She implied that part of the reason for steering 

the A2CP fellows toward a joint project was the hope that more would remain engaged 

and there would be a project that was successful.  It was clear to me from her interview 

                                                 
144 See: [reference deleted] retrieved 11/15/12 for a review of N2BB’s history and origins. 
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(as well as others) that funders for the N2CZ were eager to see successful outcomes and 

this was driving A2 and their collaborating agencies towards N2CZ. 

 A later review of how this cohort of fellows functioned within the A2CP would be 

useful to determine the impact of individual in contrast to group efforts, but is beyond the 

scope of this project.  Primarily, the interesting question would be if engagement differed 

when involvement was self-directed or group-directed. 

 The last of my interviews was a phone interview with an older woman revered 

within the neighborhood for her longevity and wisdom.  She is classed as elite.  

Described by others as the highest informal leader of Neighborhood2, she was in her 80s 

and was known for her lifelong residency and support of Neighborhood2.  She was proud 

of her role and of her political engagement citing that she had been inducted into a Hall 

of Fame in State Capitol2 for 50 years of voting.  She often referred to issues involving 

African-Americans in her community and emphasized that more needed to be politically 

engaged.  She acknowledged, however, that racial issues could result in push back for 

those that did engage.  Having lived in Neighborhood2 since 1947, she provided a 

thorough history of the neighborhood, racial structures, and the formation of N2BB.  She 

holds a Masters in Public Administration from the University of Site2.  This interviewee 

was dismissive of social workers indicating that all they did was apply band aids over the 

problems in the community.  By implication she was not fully supportive of the A2CP. 

 This research in Site2 resulted in thirteen interviews with clients – the highest 

number in any of the cases.  The clients in this case ranged in classification from low to 
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higher SES.  Among them was an executive with a local professional sports organization 

and a single mother living in a particularly bad neighborhood. 

 The interview with the single mother was illuminating for a variety of reasons, not 

the least being the fact that I interviewed her one evening in her home.145  In route to her 

home for the interview I took a couple of wrong turns and ended up in some very dark 

intersections in abandoned neighborhoods which I perceived to be personally unsafe.  

Upon arrival at her home, I observed there was only one functioning street light within 

view, that her home and her neighbor’s home were the only occupied dwellings on the 

block, and much of the area within several blocks consisted of either dark and seemingly 

abandoned houses, or vacant lots.  There were abandoned garages on one end of her 

block, the doors had been destroyed and they were full of trash and shopping carts.  Her 

and her neighbor’s porch lights were basically the only illumination in her immediate 

area. 

 This interviewee is a A2CP fellow.  While she lives in an economically depressed 

area, she holds an MPA from the University of Site2 and told me that she wants to live in 

Neighborhood2 to be a “support” in the community in which she grew up.  She is 

currently employed for the public school system in a “minority women business 

department.”  

 She reported that she felt responsible for keeping her block clean and safe.  She 

also told me that she didn’t feel there were great opportunities for black people (she is 

                                                 
145 Because of safety and reputational concerns, I avoided doing any home interviews at any of the sites.  In 
this case, she requested that it occur in her home due to scheduling problems with her children’s medical 
appointments.  I reluctantly agreed only because I knew her children would be present in the house. 
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African-American) and it was a challenge to get a job equivalent to one’s education.  She 

related the school district is currently in the midst of reorganizing how students are 

assigned to individual schools, including an experiment in single-gender schools.  In her 

view, there are implementation problems in the schools, many parents don’t understand 

or are confused with what is happening, and she is on a committee to monitor the school 

district’s decisions.  A significant reorganization of the closest high school in the area, is 

in progress but she felt that if her daughter went there her status as an International 

Baccalaureate (IB) would be endangered.  She felt the school reorganization was a great 

idea but there was “lousy follow through.” 

 Her CE began with a block watch program initiated and supported by N2BB.  She 

reported extensive involvement with the community including helping residents get 

important papers notarized.  She is now on the block watch executive board which is 

addressing vacant lots within the area.  

 She was in the first A2CP cohort in 2008.  She recounted the biggest benefit of 

the training she received had to do with how to organize, lead and control community 

meetings.  She believed it helped improve her leadership.  This interviewee felt that 

churches within Neighborhood2 were too busy doing their own “thing” (i.e., being 

focused on their religious work and less on the surrounding community).  She felt 

strongly that if the various groups and individuals within Neighborhood2 would come 

together and get organized, they would be more effective.   

 This interview supports the idea that educative processes (in her case A2CP) are 

useful to prompt engagement.  Based on her self-reporting, her engagement on the block 
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watch board is enhanced by greater self-confidence in leading and participating in group 

meetings. 

 Sadly, her brother was killed in 1986 in the area and a local pastor’s son was also 

murdered.  She concluded our interview by relating that it is going to take more than 

marches and public speaking and meetings to change the area for the better.  “We have to 

show action.  You have to be more responsible people to yourself, your kids and want 

better for yourself.”  She believes that people are being irresponsible and allowing kids to 

bring guns and drugs into the homes.  Residents have to stop some of the activities 

they’re doing and take education (for their children) seriously.  She has the view that she 

can be effective when involved and her interview also supports the idea that self-interest 

(in this case encompassing the whole community) is a motivator for engagement. 

 This interview and the information she provided turned out to be fairly typical of 

the A2CP fellows.  Many were raised in Neighborhood2, left to go to school or pursue 

other opportunities, then returned – some to help aging parents or relatives, others to 

move back into houses owned by family members who gave them to the interviewees.  I 

found (surprisingly, given the demographics of the neighborhood) that several of the 

fellows were not classified as within a lower SES group.  Not only were some able to 

land good jobs with good wages, many were well educated.  There was strong evidence 

in the interviews that many felt some sort of personal obligation to try to improve their 

community and had taken action to do so prior to A2CP involvement (such as being 

active in community organizations).  This supports the assertion of self-interest as a 
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motivator but exhibited within a group setting, i.e., the motivation to “improve the 

neighborhood.”  

It was clear there was discontent among many with the actions and lack of 

responsibility exhibited by their neighbors and fellow community members.  There was 

also distrust and a lack of faith in by some in the ability of local government (whether the 

school board or the city) to make a difference in the community without active 

engagement on the part of the fellows.  On the other hand, some interviewees reported 

positive relationships with individual city workers and appreciation for the ability of the 

city to move expeditiously to clean up abandoned properties. 

Analysis and Summary of Findings 
 
 There was good evidence that the training provided by CCL resulted in the 

fellows feeling like they had better skills in managing group meetings and conflict 

resolution.  One fellow, the baseball executive, demonstrated a substantial increase in CE 

after the training.  He reported that he was much more involved in leveraging his 

influence with political leaders as a result of the training.  As a member of two minority 

groups (disabled and African-American) but having a substantially larger income than 

most, he was not in a lower SES category.  Nonetheless, based on his interview, CE 

increased substantially after his involvement with A2CP. 

 The data also demonstrate that racial issues were a significant source of concern 

to the fellows.  There was a widespread perception that discrimination against blacks was 

no longer overt but still powerfully present.  Many felt that because Neighborhood2 is 

predominantly African-American, it was perceived as a less-desirable place to live and 
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was often deprived of city and governmental resources provided to other (white or more 

affluent) communities.  As noted earlier, the crime statistics bear out the perception of 

higher crime, but the issue of detouring government dollars to affluent communities was 

not explored and would likely be difficult to prove – at least based solely on racial bias. 

It is clear that A2 has leveraged the Alliance resources to improve CE in 

Neighborhood2.  But, it is also clear this was also in large measure due to the 

collaboration that A2 and Bill Smith managed to leverage with CCL and other existing 

community organizations such as N2BB.  To the degree that “strategies, tactics and 

mechanisms” emanating from the Alliance through A2 to spur CE were effective is 

unclear because of the collaboration with other organizations.  Nevertheless, this case 

reveals some tactics that may be employed to spur CE. 

 In summary, educative tactics employed by the Alliance agency (through the 

A2CP program) assists in prompting engagement.146 Leadership within the Alliance 

agency, on the part of Mr. Smith, helped with creating a strong CE program. The usual 

barriers to engagement (low SES, race / cultural issues, high crime) seemed to be 

overcome.  At a minimum, CE occurred despite the barriers. Collaborations with other 

community partners by the Alliance agency seemed to provide resources enhancing 

engagement on the part of the A2CP fellows. There is some evidence that “self-interest” 

as a motivator for CE is more broadly defined than in the previous case – that is, the 

desire to improve the broader community was important and not just a narrow 

particularistic view such as only to improve schools or children’s educational outcomes. 

                                                 
146 The modest stipend probably helps as well, but participants didn’t report this as a motivator. 
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Table 8 Site2 IV Measurement 

 
Encouragement / 

Recruitment 
Skills / 

Education 
Bridging Self-

Interest 

Agency 
Leader / 

Entrepreneur 
Site2 Strong Strong Strong Moderate Strong 

Conclusion 
 
 As I suggested at the beginning, the data in the two cases provide for some 

interesting contexts useful in evaluation.  Both cases are similar in that they involve 

urban areas.  In the Site1 case, there is a lack of deep collaboration with other social 

service agencies and what appears to be diluted attention given to CE because of the 

emphasis on child sexual abuse prevention.  CE occurs because of self-interest on the part 

of parents hoping to improve opportunities for their children and as a result of 

involvement in the FAST program.  While some clients are moderately engaged and 

active, most are not. 

 The Site2 case, while similar to Site1 because of tepid CEO support, demonstrates 

how CE can be quite strong despite a lack of Alliance agency organizational support and 

being sited in a deeply distressed neighborhood.  This is primarily due to the personal 

motivations of the agency staff (Mr. Smith) as well as the deep community collaborations 

with a variety of other social service agencies. In particular, CE training is delivered 

through CCL and support for the fellows originates with embedded neighborhood / 

community organizations.  The fellows are encouraged, supported, and monitored 

towards helping them to become engaged, active and participatory in the life and 
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initiatives of the community.  The data also reveal that CE efforts need an organizational 

champion to be truly effective and that may not necessarily be the agency CEO. 

 Also interesting is to consider the influence of the Alliance on its member 

agencies.  Specifically, many of the same successful tactics employed by agency staff to 

motivate their clients towards greater CE seem to have parallels with Alliance training.  

That is, modest educative processes coupled with encouragement (both emotional as well 

as fiscal) employed by the Alliance resulted in these two agencies (as well as the other 

three in the next chapter) becoming involved in CE with their clients. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DIFFERENT CULTURES AND MAJOR CHALLENGES 

 
While not a direct focus of this research effort, two of the following three cases 

provide some insights into how differing cultural and ethnic groups might respond to 

motivations to engage.  In one case, Site3, the cultural issues are complicated by Africans 

who are new US citizens and are in the process of becoming acculturated to a 

Midwestern-American environment.  The next case, Site4, provides information on how 

American Hispanics respond to encouragement to be involved.   

The final case, Site5, describes how a fledgling CE program struggles to engage 

those with extensive socio-economic barriers – including past histories of prostitution and 

drug use. In this case an agency with a strong history of conforming to social work 

practice norms and a relatively new CEO acquired the grant funds to attempt a CE 

program.147  The data demonstrates that, for the most part, engagement was limited to 

encouraging clients to advocate for themselves to improve housing conditions with their 

landlords. 

The three cases are presented in the same manner as in the previous chapter.  That 

is, the overall internal environment of the agency as well as the external context within 

which it operates is described and summarized after which the data is presented in 

narrative form.  The case closes with an analysis and summary of findings. 

 
                                                 
147 I noted when I attended (August, 2013) a national Alliance meeting that the Site5 agency was being 
featured by the Alliance as an exemplar for one of their engagement efforts.  It appears that either the 
agency has improved its programs, or the Alliance wants to spur (and highlight) this large and influential 
agency to greater success. 
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Site Visit – Site3 
 

This case arguably presents the strongest set of data which illustrates how CE 

works very successfully with a local agency as a catalyst.  While the majority of the 

clients interviewed were new African immigrants and new US citizens, the mechanisms 

employed by the agency, the solid commitment on the part of agency leadership, and the 

passion of the primary staff person responsible for the program all seem to prompt strong 

engagement.  This included not only “civic” engagement, defined in this context as that 

designed to improve the local environment and relationships among those living nearby, 

but political engagement (citizens and clients directly approaching policy makers to 

advocate for substantive policy change).  The fortuitous location of the agency near the 

state capital provided for easy access for clients to engage in advocacy and lobbying.  At 

least on one occasion, the clients appeared able to directly impact proposed state 

legislation (in their favor) deemed to be culturally insensitive. 

 However, caution has to be employed when attempting to draw conclusions from 

the data in this case.  Seventeen persons were interviewed, but only two of them fit the 

definition of “client” (previously described in chapter four).  Eleven persons interviewed 

were classed as “elites” and many of them were former clients of the agency (four staff 

were also interviewed some of whom were previous clients). 
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Environment and Context 
 
 The Agency3 (the local Alliance Agency) had a poster in one of their conference 

rooms.  It read: 

The Agency3 
Counseling, Education, Advocacy 
“Through counseling, education programs, and advocacy, we support families in 
need and empower them to solve their problems.”148 
 

Not atypically, the slogan mirrors what appears to be commonly held views among social 

workers but it seems that this agency has worked hard at incorporating the slogan into 

their organizational culture – particularly when it comes to the idea that clients should be 

“empowered.”   

 The Agency3 (A3) is situated in Site3, State3.  The headquarters building is 

proximate to downtown Site3.  However, the agency has other offices, including one 

where I spent most of my time interviewing.  This satellite office was closer to the 

outskirts of the city and was sited within an ethnically diverse enclave.  I was told that 

Site3 has the highest number of refugees resettled in the country; it has one of the highest 

numbers of African refugees.149  The majority of those interviewed were of African 

origin and most seemed to be devout Muslims as evidenced by their comments and 

conduct as well as their dress.150 

 I was able to interview one member of the state legislature in the state capital in 

nearby State Capital.  The capital is located at a fairly short and convenient drive from 

                                                 
148 The Agency3.  It has been in existence for over 125 years in the  area.  See: [reference deleted] 
149 See: http://www.cis.org/articles/2007/back1007.html retrieved 2/9/11. 
150 This extended to the cultural caution I received from one female African A3 staff member who told me 
not to be offended if women would not shake my hand in greeting as highly religious women were not 
allowed to touch men other than relatives.  Some of the women interviewed were wearing a traditional 
Muslim head covering. 
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the A3 offices.  My liaison at A3 was John Brown (Director of Community and Systems 

Change) whose activities include lobbying state legislators to benefit the A3 agency and 

clients and directing training programs for clients as well as a respected trainer at 

Alliance training seminars. 

 For some, Site3 has had a broad reputation and history of being an area dominated 

by liberal and progressive politics.  However, this area is also home to a district 

represented by a Congressperson, a noted leader in the conservative Tea Party wing of 

the Republican Party.  The stereotypes of political persuasions among the broader 

population were later found to be somewhat mirrored in the makeup of the board of A3 

and resulted in a history of the agency having to accommodate various views as it forged 

ahead in its CE program. 

Data 
Table 9 Site3 "n" Summary 

 

Case Staff 
“n” 

Elites 
“n” 

Clients 
“n” 

Total 
“n” 

Site3 4 11 2 17 
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The table below summarizes the demographics of the clients151: 
 

Table 10 Site3 Demographic Summary 
 

Question / Category Answers / Responses 
Gender Females=2 
Race Black, African American, or Negro=2 

Age 
26-35=1 
56-65=1 

School Level Completed 
High School Graduate=1 
College Education=1 

Own or Rent Home Rent=2 
How long at current 
residence 

10 years,  
6 years 

Household Income 
$30,000 - $34,999=1 
$50,000 - $74,999=1 

Employed? Yes=2 

Occupation 
Interpreter, Social Worker/Family 
Advisor 

Full or Part Time Full=2 
Marital Status Married=2 
 

The Site3 agency has a comprehensive web site which illustrates their 

commitment to CE.152  It includes an extensive section on “Leadership Development & 

Training Programs.”153  There were three programs listed: Community Leadership 

Development Program – “A six-month community action and training program for 

grassroots leaders who are low-income, persons of color, or new immigrants.”; African 

Leadership Development Program – “The first of its kind in the country that is 

specifically for the African community and taught in their native language.  Participants 

learn ways to make their community a better place for all who live there and initiate a 

                                                 
151 Staff and elites were not asked to complete the demographic survey form. I did not instruct or coach 
clients on filing out the forms. 
152 See: [reference deleted] and navigate to “Leadership Development”.  Retrieved 1/29/11. 
153 See Appendix – “List of Training Topics” provided by John Brown, 2/23/11 via e mail. 



110 
 
project aimed at getting others involved to work on issues that affect our neighborhood.”; 

and a Latino Leadership Development Program – “A 12-week program for Latino men 

and women, age 13 and older, which includes a leadership class and the implementation 

of a community organizing project.” 

Also included in the offerings (and significant for political engagement) was 

“Latino Neighborhood Safety Trainings – These trainings work in collaboration with 

police officers to effectively communicate…how to…organize your community to create 

a safer neighborhood to live in and more!”  The web page emphasized that the training 

offerings were available to “…other communities or ethnic groups.” 

 The final note on the web site appears to be a mission statement for Community 

& Systems change: 

Community & Systems Change Initiatives focus on connecting communities and 
building community leadership to achieve racial and economic justice, so families are 
strong and children thrive.  We help change community conditions and address 
disparities, engaging community members to  

• Join together 
• Develop leadership skills 
• Increase civic involvement. 

 
Four staff members were interviewed.  The CEO, Mary Miller, expressed not only 

strong support for John Brown and the program but indicated that CE was an important 

program for the agency.  I have chosen to provide a more extensive description of this 

particular interview as it illustrates how a strong internal CE champion, particularly an 

agency CEO, appears to positively influence CE outcomes.  

Ms. Miller reported that she grew up and came from a “social justice” 

background.  She began her career working with a couple of social service agencies, 
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eventually acquiring a Master’s degree in Social Work. She became CEO when the 

previous leader left after incorporating “strengthening communities” (1992) into their 

organizational mission.  She was wholly supportive of CE and staff even while 

attempting to work with her board members who might have differing and non-

supportive views about some of the agency’s CE efforts. 

In response to questions about how board members could impede a CE program, 

Ms. Miller acknowledged there could be tension between what is viewed as “liberal” 

policy positions taken by the agency and the board and the views of more conservative 

board members.  She reported that on at least two occasions politically conservative 

board members resigned from the organization due to positions adopted by the board or 

advocated by staff.  Nonetheless she believed that the organization remains strong in its 

public policy approach designed to empower clients within the civic (and by implication, 

political) process. 

 Ms. Miller recounted that A3 is the product of a fairly recent merger with another 

organization.  She said that the merged board(s) will be “interesting” in that every merger 

discussion they have had there has been no clear consensus on the importance of policy 

work to the agency.  However, she feels that it is a “core part” of their “brand.” 

 I asked Ms. Miller directly about the research question.  That is, did she feel that 

A3 was effective in motivating CE and what tactics, strategies or mechanisms were 

useful?  By implication and within the context of her answer, she referred to a discussion 

of power and whether or not agency staff (and board members) were able to control the 

outcomes of programs, including CE, or if this was something driven by clients and their 
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needs and desires.  She signaled in her answer that one motivational tactic for engaging 

clients in CE was to focus efforts on their issues rather than those brought to them by the 

staff.  Her perspective provides modest support for the idea that client self-interest, when 

activated, can strengthen CE outcomes. 

 Ms. Miller’s definition of CE was illuminating.  She said that CE included people 

who are aware, involved, and able to influence things that are going on in their external 

lives (neighborhood, schools, etc.).  CE includes understanding that they (clients) have 

the ability to participate whether or not there are barriers.  Ideally clients should know 

from day to day that they can make a difference within systems and they have a voice and 

can exercise that voice.  Her definition included “…understanding, feeling and having a 

sense of responsibility to be involved in your community.”  Assuming that a CEO’s 

position, values, and concerns may have a larger impact on agency and staff culture than 

other staff (which is not a focus of this project nor is it tested), this appears to support the 

assertion that an agency leader/entrepreneur can be important to positive CE outcomes. 

 I asked Ms. Miller “What gets in the way of doing CE in organizations?”  She 

told me that the nature of human services and how the sector is structured works against 

effective CE outcomes.  She said that it can be like “biting the hand that feeds you.”  In 

this answer she implied that agencies like A3 can generate political tension from policy 

makers because they authorize funding from government sources to the agency.  When 

clients go to the capital it is a little “less than”154 because you are getting money from the 

                                                 
154 Here “less than” (within the context of the interview) refers to the devaluation of client and agency 
perspective while engaged in advocacy. 



113 
 
government and there is the sense that taxpayers are inappropriately paying for 

advocacy.155   

 Ms. Miller’s interview supports the conclusion that CEO or agency leadership 

support is critical to the success of CE.  Her background coupled with her current 

position and internal advocacy has clearly provided a solid base of support for staff to 

feel confident about engaging in work that can, at times, be politically risky (particularly 

with conservative board members).  The comparison of this CEO with other CEOs where 

there is weaker CE outcomes lends credence to the idea that CEO support, or at a 

minimum the support of a CE “champion” with some agency authority, is important. 

 Mr. John Brown is the primary senior staff member responsible for CE within the 

agency.  He reported he has held the job at A3 since April, 2008.156  His academic 

background includes a Masters in Public Policy from the University of State3.  He has 

worked in political campaigns and at the time of our interview was active in helping 

another political candidate on his own time. 

 Mr. Brown told me that he came from a family active in politics and that he had 

the opportunity to meet a liberal Senator in ’95 and to coordinate his electoral campaigns 

on college campuses.  His approach to politics was that “If you don’t get involved you’re 

guaranteeing that the people who are involved will always win.” Mr. Brown’s 

background, expressed convictions, and direct experience in politics exceeds the norm for 

most people and certainly appears to be greater than most Alliance affiliated agency staff. 

                                                 
155 Interview, Ms. Miller, CEO of A3.  2/2/11.   
156 Interview, Mr. John Brown, Director of Public Policy and Civic Engagement, A3.  1/31/11. 
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I queried Brown about his approach to working with clients.  This was an attempt 

to explore what strategies or tactics he uses to motivate client CE.  He told me that they 

(A3) always work on the issues the community wants spending time in “community 

centers and church basements” to identify issues.  They (A3) are known as an 

organization that listens and it (their work) starts and ends with community.  Translators 

and community organizers are deliberately recruited from those (ethnic) communities.   

Brown said, “We’re about building power.”  He said this sentiment comes out of 

the McKnight community assets model which is a “strength” based approach.157  The 

interest in their work is systemic change.  The goal is getting families to speak for 

themselves.   

 Brown’s definition of CE is “…when a few things come together.”  This includes 

people being engaged in the electoral process, holding elected officials accountable once 

in office, and community organizing work at the grassroots level.  Brown reports that 

while he and his staff have received CE training at the national level via the Alliance’s 

CE training institutes, A3 also provides a “leadership” training program – for clients – 

that involves a 26 week curriculum in various languages.  He reported they have spent 

some time making the training culturally relevant including asking such questions as 

“What does leadership look like in the African community?”, and “…how does that blend 

with the US system?”     

                                                 
157 See: Kretzman and McKnight (Kretzmann, McKnight, Puntenney, & Northwestern University 
(Evanston Ill.). Asset-Based Community Development Institute., 1999).  Brown also mentioned other 
authors that influenced him (from graduate school) including Alinsky, Freire, and Horton (Horton, et al., 
1990). 
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Not surprisingly, Brown’s CE definition is congruent with Miller’s definition, but 

appears to come from a different perspective.  While Miller’s definition could be 

summarized as helping clients be “aware, involved, and able” (which seems to focus on 

the educative and empowerment aspects of CE), Brown’s is about direct political 

engagement, policy maker accountability to citizens, and grassroots organizing.  This 

appears to be a result of Miller’s CEO position where she is responsible for overall 

outcomes and Brown’s is more instrumental consistent with his organizational position 

and responsibilities.  However, Brown was certainly cognizant of the organizational 

challenges inherent in a nonprofit.  He told me, “The first organizing you’re going to 

have to do is within your own organization to get your execs and boards ‘on board’.” 

 While not a focus of this project, I was intrigued by some data that illustrated 

conflict resolution processes between and among various cultural and ethnic groups the 

agency serves.  Brown reported there was a significant issue that involved the aspirations 

of some LGBT youth wising to be involved in a local community organizing group.  

However, this issue was problematic for conservative Muslim Africans who could not 

(for religious reasons) overtly support a LGBT agenda.  After a vote, the conservative 

Muslim Africans simply agreed to abstain indicating that their religion wouldn’t allow 

them to vote in favor of a perceived homosexual agenda, but they supported and agreed 

with the young people’s right to mobilize around the issue.158 

 Brown reports that over time he and A3 staff have developed a strong voice and 

influence within local political structures.  This is evidenced in that local (city) officials 

                                                 
158 This is a great example of unexpected data in the research that occurred as a result of the exploratory 
method using semi-structured interviews. 
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now know that if they want support from the communities A3 serves, they need to meet 

with their clients in the communities.  By implication, A3 becomes the convener of these 

meetings and the resource for city politicians to connect with these voters.  Additionally, 

they have developed good relationships with state legislators to include having one of the 

representatives (normally known for being politically conservative, extremely adversarial 

and unsympathetic to social issues) support A3’s preferred version of a human trafficking 

bill. 

 Brown reported that a portion of his job (as an agency lobbyist) is to train elected 

officials on how to engage with their clients.  A3 is seen as a resource for politicians who 

want to learn how to serve a diverse constituency.   It is clear to me that Brown’s 

education and experience helps him be a strong internal CE champion.  The fact that his 

position also requires him to be an agency policy advocate (in support of funding for 

agency programs and policies in contract to helping clients advocate for themselves), 

complicates analysis and findings, but he seems to leverage his connections to positively 

impact client CE outcomes.  This is consistent with Warren’s findings that IAF 

organizers who were “professionals” were more adept at mobilizing people to gain 

favorable policy results (Warren, 2001). 

 Brown is a good example of an agency entrepreneur (although he was hired and 

encouraged by the CEO) and how staff such as he can be important for a local agency’s 

CE success.  This is also consistent with findings in the Site1 case where CEO support is 

tepid but there existed another agency entrepreneur who was still able to piece together a 

modest CE program and outcomes.  
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 My on-site interviews revealed that CE is communicated and encouraged by A3 

staff with clients through recruitment of staff from the indigenous communities, training 

of these staff in “community organizing” and then supporting their efforts at engagement.  

There were two staff members (besides Brown) interviewed that were good examples of 

this.  One was African, the other Hispanic.   

 The African staff member arrived in the U.S. in the early 90s.  She is a single 

mother and had some college education in Africa before her arrival.  She has worked at 

A3 since ’06 after working for the local affiliate of ACORN.  Her assessment of A3’s 

relationship with the African community was that it was quite good.  She reported that 

Africans tend to come to A3 because of their CE program. 

 She told me that CE is very important to her community.  Because they came here 

from a dictatorship, they had to learn about the U.S. political and cultural structure.  She 

said that here (U.S.) people have the power and when united can make a difference – in 

marked contrast to her previous authoritarian environment in Africa.  She works as a 

community organizer for A3 and the Africans are “really involved.”159  She was proud 

that her community was the first to elect a Muslim to the State3 state senate – for which 

he (the legislator) credited her community with votes.  She also pointed with pride to the 

election of Barack Obama to the presidency as well as an African to the local school 

board.  This African is illustrative of how people from other cultures and backgrounds 

may be mobilized once educated.  Clearly, culturally relevant skills building is important 

particularly those coming from authoritarian political environments. 

                                                 
159 This and other following references are from the interview held with her in the A3 offices on 2/3/11. 
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 The staff member related one CE “success” story.  In 2009, a state representative 

introduced a bill to ban the traditional Muslim head scarf on the driver’s license photo.   

The staff member went out to the community to inform them and a lot of people came out 

to the capitol to testify in opposition to the bill. The bill was defeated and she believed 

the defeat had to do with its religious significance to devout Muslim women and 

appreciation for religious tolerance among the legislators.  However, she said they 

pointed out in testimony there was a practical matter.  Without the head scarf, their 

appearance was so different it would make them difficult to recognize thus negating the 

supposed benefit of removal.  

The staff member said after that experience and success there was the motivation 

to be more involved.  In fact, they helped organize their first African day at the capitol 

which was an opportunity for members of her community to go to the capitol together to 

meet their representatives and get to know them.   

She attended the CE training institute (one day) provided by A3.  Included in this 

training were skills she acquired in community organizing, working with people to 

determine what their issues were as well as leadership training.  She reported she spends 

a good amount of time convincing Africans to trust government authorities (such as the 

police) which is difficult because of the repressive nature of their home country. 

She talked frankly of conflicts among different ethnic groups.  Among other 

examples, there was a physical fight between African and Native American youth near 

their community.  As a result, tension escalated but the Native American and African 

adult leaders came together to work on decreasing the tension.  Some of this was due to 
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the burgeoning African immigrant population and the perception by Native Americans 

that Africans were displacing them from jobs/businesses and housing.  Now there is a 

monthly “dialogue” occurring between the leaders of the two communities which seem to 

have decreased the tension. 

This staff member illustrates how appropriately trained individuals, encouraged 

and motivated by agency leadership, can be helpful in fostering an atmosphere where CE 

can occur.  Additionally, the data here illustrates how cultural and ethnic differences can 

be overcome to arrive at outcomes beneficial for two very different groups. 

The other staff member was Hispanic. She has been with A3 for 10 years and just 

achieved her GED.  She emigrated from Mexico and started trying to learn English at her 

church.  At about that time, she ran into someone from A3 who was trying to organize the 

community.  She agreed to assist another woman from A3 who eventually offered her a 

job.  She reported having a steep learning curve since she had never even used a 

computer before.  Her primary responsibility at A3 is immigration issues. 

 This staff member reported that her focus is to be present wherever people 

congregate to help organize the community.  She spends time training community 

members as “ambassadors” for their individual groups.  She uses the strategies she has 

learned through Gamaliel160 and the Alinsky IAF organizations.  Her goal is to help the 

immigrant community to see the connection between those with power (policy makers) 

and issues of importance to the community.   

                                                 
160 See: http://www.gamaliel.org/AboutUs.aspx , retrieved 1/22/13.  See also Warren (Warren, 2001). 
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 I asked her about how effective she thinks that A3 (and herself) has been in 

getting the desired political outcomes.  She replied by saying that the “system” was 

created by people and that it can be changed (by people).  Even for undocumented 

immigrants, they can learn to advocate with their fellow citizens in the community and 

encourage them to vote in ways that benefits all.  She reported that when a controversial 

“English only” bill was introduced in the legislature, A3 was able to mobilize groups to 

go to the capital and testify in opposition.  She is convinced that part of her job is 

convincing immigrants (and herself) not to listen to people who imply they have no 

value. 

 This staff member had some serious impediments to success and to CE.  In 

addition to immigrating to this country with no English skills, she was in an abusive 

marriage until she divorced her husband.  Despite these barriers, it appears based on the 

interview that she is able to not only engage with policy makers, but be an effective 

trainer and “encourager” to clients. 

 The staff member reported a variety of tactics to engage with politicians who may 

seek to avoid her clients. This is revealing for this project in that it illustrates some 

relatively modest and basic tactics that could be used by those wishing to spur CE.   For 

example: 

1. The mayor was avoiding meeting with her group.  They discovered he was 

making an appearance at a local church and they showed up to sit with him during 

the worship service. 
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2. City officials may make excuses about not meeting with her group because their 

schedule is too packed – she is able to get her group to pressure them until they 

agree to meet. 

3. One individual decided he wasn’t happy about the policing his area was receiving.  

She helped him get neighborhood safety training from the police and attended the 

police department’s Citizen Police Academy.  He is now a volunteer with the Red 

Cross and organizes the local National Night Out events. 

This staff member believes that community organizing “…is giving people the 

tools so that if they go somewhere else they can do it themselves.”  As a former client she 

appears to be very engaged and encouraging to her current clients in CE.   

I was able to interview a state representative who had been the friendly target of 

advocacy efforts by A3 and their clients.  The interview took place in his office at the 

state capital.  Due to scope limitations, I did not focus within this project on the impact of 

CE efforts on policy makers.  However, this interview provides interesting data about 

what seems to work within an effective CE program. 

The representative reported that he is sympathetic to nonprofit advocacy work as 

he has done this in the past.  He was originally in banking and then moved into work at 

an urban nonprofit.  He worked for policymakers at the local and state level before 

getting elected. 

He reported that advocacy was most effective when organizations like A3 worked 

in collaboration with other nonprofits.  The motives of organizations working in 

collaboration are less suspect than those of a single focus interest group. He said that he 
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depends upon the nonprofit community to keep him informed about issues and implied 

that they were the subject matter experts in areas where he might not be as well-informed 

as he would like. 

 The representative acknowledged the disparate impact of lobbyists – particularly 

those with ample resources.  He told me that not all of the “resources” were necessarily 

money in that some lobbyists were extraordinarily skilled and commanded respect 

because of their knowledge of the subject matter.  However, the impact of John Brown 

and his groups was considerable – partially because of Mr. Brown’s skills but also 

because of the strength of collaboration and the numbers of people involved.  Clearly, he 

felt that if a group of clients was well-organized and trained well, as seems to have 

occurred with A3 clients, they could easily be “in the same room” as professional 

lobbyists and succeed in gaining policy advantages. 

 The representative was easily conversant with the progressive and liberal ideals of 

government being a catalyst for social benefits through the exercise of its fiscal and 

legislative power.  He specifically mentioned the idea that crime could be decreased 

through the creation of jobs (as well as prompting other social benefits).  He also 

commented that the client groups that Mr. Brown brings to the capital have an impact on 

other politicians.  The governor’s office and others notice when they are present and the 

fact that they are engaged and advocating for positions. 

 Too much confidence should not be attributed to a positive assessment indicating 

the CE efforts on the part of A3 and their clients had a direct impact on policy outcomes 
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as a result of the interview with this representative.161  To begin with he is a politician 

with a liberal political philosophy and possibly inclined to be sensitive to the concerns of 

the people within lower SES groups represented by A3.  However, during our interview 

he specifically mentioned working on getting “inclusion language” into a massive state 

bond bill.  This language would specify that contractors work to include women and 

minority-owned businesses incorporated into projects.  He cited this as directly 

benefitting the A3 clients.  I came away from the interview with a favorable impression 

of the successful impacts of A3 CE efforts on this policy maker (again, without enough 

data to demonstrate this resulted in favorable policy outcomes). 

 The two African clients I interviewed spoke very favorably about the CE program 

and the training provided by A3.  One specifically mentioned a positive CE outcome their 

group had on a bureaucratic regulation affecting their public housing.  Evidently, there 

was a rule requiring constant residency in a unit and an absence of several weeks could 

result in the loss of the housing.  This client reported they were able to lobby on behalf of 

the senior Africans who often go on long trips back to Africa to visit.  As a result, the rule 

was modified allowing absences of up to three months. 

 Both clients indicated that the key aspects of the CE training were convincing 

them that their voice had value.  Both clients reported they felt empowered to get fellow 

Africans involved in the political process and to advocate for changes affecting their 

lives. They indicated that because of the CE training and experience they were able to 

successfully interact with school authorities to get positive outcomes for their children. 

                                                 
161 Because of scheduling issues, I was told at the beginning of the interview I would only have 30 minutes 
to spend with the representative. 
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Analysis and Summary of Findings 
 
 It is clear that the geographical location of the local agency near the state capital 

is fortuitous.  It provides opportunity for clients to exercise CE skills provided them by 

the A3 staff and training sessions with relative logistical ease.  However, that is not the 

only explanation for the very strong CE program.  The agency has a dedicated and 

committed staff leader, John Brown, who is well-educated and experienced in political 

settings.  Combined with energetic and passionate staff drawn from the local 

ethnic/cultural groups, a solid and credible positive reputation within the community and 

the strong internal organizational support from an active and effective CEO, this CE 

program is an outstanding exemplar for nonprofits seeking to encourage clients to be 

engaged.  This is occurring within communities consisting of differing ethnic and cultural 

minorities, some with substantial barriers to participation.  The CE program is not only 

effective at the state level, but there was evidence in the interviews that clients were 

engaged with local and school authorities.   

 There is also cultural affinity and cohesion within the African community.  As 

“outsiders” from the dominant culture there are motivations within the group to cohere 

around group goals and issues.  This may mean there is less intragroup conflict when 

working towards agreement on CE efforts and foci, but this was not directly probed in the 

research.  There is certainly some data indicating a Miller-like phenomena occurring 

within this group, but it does not appear there is any overall sense of shared deprivation 
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or injustice motivating coherence among Site3 Africans to the degree described by 

Miller, et al (Miller, et al., 1981).162   

 The evidence in this case demonstrates there were several “mechanisms” 

(referenced in the research question) employed.  This case either demonstrates, or leads 

to the following implications/conclusions.  The retention of staff (CEO and Program 

Director) that is active and passionate about their CE program and the allocation of 

agency resources to support the program seem to support strong CE outcomes. The 

presence and active involvement of an agency entrepreneur (John Brown), particularly 

one with some internal rank, authority, or status seems important. Substantive and 

seemingly effective training provided to agency clients to teach them how to engage with 

political authorities appears to imbue self-confidence and the ability to overcome 

substantive barriers to engagement.  The retention of staff from the local cultural/ethnic 

communities with deep, significant and respected relationships within their own groups 

appears helpful. “Coaching” (i.e., encouragement and emotional support) of clients to 

assist them when they first encounter unfamiliar settings – such as lobbying in groups at 

the state capital during legislative hearings is consistent with other cases where educative 

processes encouraged CE. 

Finally, there was evidence that past successes bred greater success with 

legislators and policy makers.  That is, the size of the local interest group (Africans) as 

well as the fact they were well-organized resulted in office seekers being more eager to 

engage and meet with them. CE can become an important part of the local political 

                                                 
162 See my discussion on p. 30. 
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system as evidenced by anecdotal/interview evidence that policy makers relied upon the 

agency and its clients for votes, influence, and policy information. 

This agency is clearly succeeding at CE if “success” is measured as clients 

engaging with political policymakers and gaining outcomes favorable to clients. 

Table 11 Site3 IV Measurement 

 
Encouragement 
/ Recruitment 

Skills / 
Education 

Bridging Self-
Interest 

Agency 
Leader / 

Entrepreneur 
Site3 Strong Strong Strong Strong Strong 

Site Visit – Site4, State4 
 
 This agency is located close to the headquarters of the Alliance.  There is at least 

one deep connection to the Alliance – a former staff member of the Site4 agency was (at 

the time of the research) an executive with the Alliance.  I was able to interview her and 

gain insights combining her local experience with the perspective of a key Alliance 

executive.  Interestingly, despite this deep connection, the CE program at Agency4 (A4) 

was viewed by my liaison as not very strong.163  

 Consistent with some of the other cases, there was a significant community issue 

concerning a local school that surfaced prior to my arrival.  My research revealed that 

much of A4’s CE centered on mobilizing their clients to advocate with school authorities 

urging them not to close the community school in order save money. 

 

                                                 
163 The liaison left the agency after my site visit to take another position elsewhere. Her assessment is 
detailed later in this chapter, but in brief, her position was changed and she no longer had full time 
responsibility for the CE program. However, her perspective was shared by the former staff person now the 
executive with the Alliance. 
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Environment and Context 
 
 In many ways, Site4 is a bedroom community for a larger nearby city.  Based on 

reporting by my liaison, it is generally conservative politically and some in the local 

Hispanic community (many of whom are undocumented) feel marginalized by the larger 

dominant (mostly white) political structure.  There is a sense that A4 cannot become too 

assertive – either by staff or clients – because of the “push back” by local politicians.  I 

noticed that in their lobby were prominently displayed significant donors to A4 – most of 

who appeared to be Anglo. 

 The agency’s facilities are modern.  I was shown a basement area of the building 

housing a significant number of day care and child facilities for after school programs – 

including a gymnasium.  

 I was provided with copies of several agency documents related to CE.  Relevant 

verbiage is copied below. 

Strategic plan outcomes: 
Strategic Plan Key Result:  
Increased civic participation resulting in public policies that advance the mission 
and vision of A4. 
 
Vision:  
Agency4 has a broad base of advocates who understand and participate in public 
policy activities, vote, and demonstrate the capacity to shape public policy.  
 
Mission:  
To increase the level of public participation of A4’s board, employees, clients, 
and volunteers through civic education, policy analysis, and collective action that 
provides individuals with the information and skills needed to be effective 
advocates for change in the community and fully participate in the public policy 
process [emphases mine].164 
 

                                                 
164 Copy provided during site visit, January, 2011. 
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Civic Engagement  
Agency4 believes that civic engagement is an important part of fully participating 
in society. Voting and constituent participation are instrumental to democracy and 
irreplaceable in shaping good public policy that represents the values of all 
people. Therefore, A4 supports policies and practices that invite civic 
participation and citizen input; and incorporate diversity in public appointments 
and leadership positions.165 
 

 The agency is intentionally focused on meeting the needs of the Latino 

community within Site4 although some of the clients interviewed were either African-

American or of mixed ancestry.  Those that weren’t Hispanic/Latino reported that there 

seemed to be a real divide between themselves and the dominant minority within the 

agency.   My liaison reported that Site4, the county seat, is approximately 11% Hispanic 

and 3% African-American166; the agency’s clientele is about 50% Hispanic and 20% 

African-American. 

Data 
Table 12 Site4 "n" Summary 

 

Case Staff 
“n” 

Elites 
“n” 

Clients 
“n” 

Total 
“n” 

Site4 6 4 8 18 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
165 Position paper provided by agency, January, 2011. 
166 Close to the 2010 census reports of 88% white, 12% Hispanic and 2% Black.  See: [reference deleted] 
retrieved 3/12/13. 
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Client demographics summary: 
 

Table 13 Site4 Demographics Summary 
 
  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My agency liaison, Susan Baker, proved (as did most of the liaisons in this 

research) to be an interesting individual.  Although she is Anglo, her education and 

Question / Category Answers / Responses 

Gender 
Males= 1 
Females= 6 

Race 
White= 2 
Black, African-American, Negro =3 
Hispanic, Latino or Spanish=2 

Age 

18-25=1 
26-35= 2 
36-45=1 
46-55=1 
56-65=1 
66-75=1  

School Level Completed 

High School Graduate= 2 
Partial College= 2 
College Education= 4 
Graduate Degree= 1 

Own or Rent Home 
Own= 1 
Rent= 6 

How long at current 
residence 

6 years, 7 years, 3 years 

Household Income 

>$10,000= 3 
$10,001-$14,999= 1 
$15,000 - $19,999=1 
$30,000 - $34,999=1 
$40,000 - $49,999= 1 

Employed? 
Yes= 5 
No= 2 

Occupation 
Independent Living Assistant, Preschool 
Teacher, Student, Reverend 

Full or Part Time 
Full= 3 
Part= 2 

Marital Status 

Married= 2 
Single= 3 
Divorced= 1 
Widowed= 1 
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experience prior to arrival at A4 resulted in her fluency in Spanish. She holds a Master’s 

degree in urban planning/public administration and an undergraduate degree in Spanish.  

She lived for a time in Spain, adding to her Spanish fluency.   

She reported that the agency had gone through a transition from being pretty 

active in CE to where CE is more of an outgrowth of other activities. She said the 

primary issue seems to be funding in support of a CE program.  Although initially her 

primary job was CE, she is now also responsible for writing proposals for the agency in 

order to acquire funding (something she reported she doesn’t enjoy doing). 

The liaison’s comment about the previous program surfaces a variable not 

examined in this study.  In retrospect, it would be valuable to determine what CE 

programs existed (if any) at all five sites prior to current efforts to examine if this had 

impact on success or failure in subsequent iterations.  The assumption is that 

organizational or staff experience could be cumulative resulting in better CE outcomes in 

comparison with those that had a steeper learning curve before implementation.  At the 

time of the research, CE was relatively new to the Alliance network and other than the 

anecdotal evidence provided by the Site4 liaison, there is limited data indicating other 

agencies were involved in previous efforts.167  However, this would be an important point 

to examine in any follow up research. 

The executive of the Alliance who used to work at A4 was able to add additional 

details on the transition of the agency.  She recounted that the history of the agency 

                                                 
167 Site2, of course, had a previous “class” of CCL fellows who had been mobilized.  The contrasts with the 
previous effort and their current one is discussed in that case study.  Site5 reported they had a previous CE 
effort, but that program was not examined, the CEO and many staff were new, and the current CE program 
was weak.  Additionally, from the data it is not clear if any current staff knew the difference between CE 
and traditional social work advocacy.  See p. 130-131. 
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involved local whites who organized to provide services to the growing Latino 

community.  Early in the agency’s history there was support for CE and getting clients 

more involved in advocating for themselves.  However, at about the time she left the 

agency the CEO began to change the organization to more of a systems advocacy 

approach.  That is, rather than working on CE and educating and encouraging clients on 

how to engage with policy makers, they are now focused on more traditional agency 

advocacy.  Thus, their staff is involved in gaining support from policy makers for 

program funding.  She reported that this was partially a result of their payday lending 

advocacy and push back from the agency board members (many of them politically 

conservative).  The board president reportedly made the comment, “I don’t want to take 

work away from payday lending.”  

 Ms. Baker was the first to tell me about the issue concerning one particular local 

elementary school.  This school was valued by the (A4) community because of its ability 

to relate well to Hispanics, including those that are undocumented.  The school board, on 

the other hand, wanted to close the school due to a lack of funding – along with two other 

schools.  Ms. Baker told me there were no school board members that spoke Spanish and 

there was little support on the board for trying to keep the school open.   

 She said that the school district administration approached A4 to determine if they 

would assist them in communicating to the Hispanic community the rationale for closing 

– expecting that A4 would support their position.  A4 staff began talking to the parents 

and learned that this would not be their desired outcome.  A4 started collecting signatures 

on a petition to keep the school open as well as coaching and encouraging parents to 
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make their wishes known to the school board.  This did not go over well with the school 

authorities but was very popular with A4’s primary client base.  Ms. Baker seemed to feel 

that this was one of their crowning CE achievements.  This was born out with one of the 

interviewees I spoke to who was undocumented, spoke limited English, but felt 

encouraged and supported enough to speak up at a school board meeting concerning the 

proposed closing.  

 The local school issue is similar to other sites in this project where the primary 

motivator for engagement was school issues or issues related to the betterment of 

educational opportunities.  The parents in this site worked to overcome substantial 

barriers to participation when there was the perception that they must be engaged in order 

to guarantee a quality education for their children.  

One exemplar for CE provided to me by my liaison was an African-American 

woman (surprising given A4’s primary client base is Hispanic).  She arrived in the 

service area of A4 and through a series of circumstances in her life became indebted to 

what is known as a “payday lender.”168  Ultimately, through the encouragement of A4 

staff she agreed to testify at the state capital in favor of legislation to curb practices 

damaging to borrowers within low SES categories which led to a meeting at the White 

House on the subject with President Obama.  My interview with her revealed that she felt 

that she had to speak up and do something about the perceived abuse, but held a cynical 

opinion that the legislators in State Capitol4 weren’t interested in her view.  She was 

                                                 
168 Sometimes these for profit companies are the only effective financial institutions in lower SES areas.  
However, they also have the unfortunate reputation of predation upon their clients through the issuance of 
loans with exorbitant interest rates that usually can never be easily repaid (in comparison with traditional 
financial institutions).  Payday lenders may justify their interest rates due to lending to non-credit worthy 
clients who may have a high default rate. 
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proud, however, of her journey to the White House and her participation in that venue.  

My liaison informed me there was pushback from political conservatives in Site4 about 

the agency’s involvement in this issue although predatory lending and the local school 

were their primary CE issues. 

 Ms. Baker related that she believes “deep down” CE is a priority for A4 but it is 

not now a significant program.  She reported the agency keeps starting and then stopping 

their CE programs due to funding constraints and this has the impact of damaging the 

trust between the agency and its clients.  This comment illustrates and supports other 

research indicating that funding support can be critical in achieving consistent success in 

mobilization efforts (Leroux, 2009). 

 The CEO, who was born, educated, and raised outside the U.S. (B.A. and Masters 

in Economics), reported that CE was important to him and his agency.  He acknowledged 

that the agency was not doing any “community organizing” because of the restraint on 

fiscal resources, but generally reported a strong support for social justice programs.  He 

cited the agency’s involvement and advocacy concerning immigration reform.   

I later spoke with an elite outside of the agency who had worked with the agency 

on issues related to CE.  She reported that the CEO had changed from being an advocate 

for client’s involvement in CE to one in which he was more focused on agency fiscal 

support and seeking backing from significant (mostly Anglo) donors.169  This was 

consistent with my limited observations and the data from some interviews although the 

elite’s perception may have been influenced by her extensive exposure to Alinsky’s 

                                                 
169 As she said, “The board is all business people and lawyers…status quo folks.”  Interview 1/18/11. 
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concepts (and involvement in similar movements which are generally more politically 

assertive). 

I was impressed with the serious nature of the social problems confronting the 

clients I interviewed.  They fit a generalized pattern of having significant challenges to 

their survival (i.e., poverty, drug addiction, racial discrimination, criminal histories 

including incarceration) as well as having overcome many of those challenges through 

the effective social work of A4.  One of the interviewees was a single mother who 

seemed to be successfully completing a college education and raising her daughter 

despite the prison record and drug addiction of her mother.  Others reported substantive 

barriers to employment due to being undocumented.  It was clear from my interviews that 

A4 is an important community asset that is meeting many of the social needs of its 

clients. 

One significant interview was conducted in broken Spanish and English and is 

anonymous.  This person reported substantive immigration problems, threatened 

deportation by the U.S. Attorney, problems with raising enough money to pay his 

immigration attorney and frequently being stopped by the police.  He said he used to live 

in Site5 where the law enforcement was much tougher but moved to Site4.  It seems that 

a result of A4’s conversations with the local police, the atmosphere for undocumented 

workers is less strained and he said he is not stopped as frequently.  Despite all of these 

barriers, and because of the encouragement of A4 staff, he was willing to testify at the 

school board meeting addressing the proposed closure of the local school.  His 

experiences were supported by another interview in which I was told that the A4 clients 
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have more trust in government and the police because of the agency’s work in educating 

the clients (as well as the police).  While the A4 program is judged to be moderate to 

weak, this data supports the finding that encouragement, bridging, and skills education 

are important factors in encouraging CE – even among clients facing substantial barriers. 

I also interviewed a local pastor of a small Hispanic church.  He reported very 

favorable experiences at A4 as well as broad community support for the agency.  He was 

also deeply involved in local politics as part of the Republican Party.  He is eager to be 

more involved with Hispanics at the local level because, as he told me, most were 

Democrat (and he hopes to sway them towards the Republican Party).  He invited me to 

attend a local Republican dinner to learn more, but I declined.  This interview helped to 

document that Hispanics, particularly U.S. citizens in Site4, are not monochromatic in 

their political leanings.  It illustrates the challenge that some Alliance agencies face when 

attempting to incorporate CE – particularly if CE is viewed as a “liberal” political 

program. 

Analysis and Summary of Findings 
 
 The A4 agency and this case illustrate the tension that occurs when there is 

conflict between those agency staff who trains clients to become active in CE and the 

interests of those whose political position differs.  This conflict can result, as it seems to 

have occurred here, in retrenchment by agency leadership from an active CE program to 

one in which deference is given to politically conservative board members and outside 

funders.  Since the current fiscal climate is one of scarce resources, I expect this may 

occur widely throughout the Alliance’s network. 
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 This case also brings into sharp relief the considerable barriers to engagement 

faced by many people in a lower SES group.  Significantly, when clients are 

undocumented (in contrast to the Africans in Site3 who essentially are on a sanctioned 

fast track to citizenship) their access to policymakers is limited either through 

enforcement of immigration laws or through self-censorship due to fear.  Despite those 

barriers, the data in this case illustrate how even a modest to weak CE program in an 

Alliance agency can motivate people to become engaged successfully.   

 The strategies, tactics and mechanisms used successfully in Site4 consisted of 

supportive and encouraging (bilingual) staff coupled with key issues (threatened closure 

of the local school and payday lending) of import to clients.  Once educated and 

informed, as well as emotionally supported and encouraged, clients in a weak CE 

program were still able to engage successfully. 

In summary, even with modest to tepid support from agency leadership and 

modest fiscal resources, CE can occur and be effective in generating positive outcomes 

for clients.  While there is no evidence that the visit to the President had a major impact 

on policy, the fact that one of the clients was able to engage in exercising her voice is 

encouraging – although this occurred when the agency’s CE program was stronger. 

Additionally, undocumented status as a barrier may be overcome in order to 

encourage CE when client’s motivations to engage are strong and they are given 

encouragement to do so.  Policy implementers may be influenced by CE on the part of 

agency clients. Even when the political climate may be perceived as inhospitable, agency 
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clients can appear to have an impact on reversing or influencing decisions (local school 

case). 

Table 14 Site4 IV Measurement 

 Encouragement / 
Recruitment 

Skills / 
Education Bridging 

Self-
Interest 

Agency Leader / 
Entrepreneur 

Site4 Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Weak 

Site Visit – Site5 
 
 This agency is located in one of the largest metropolitan areas in the U.S.  The 

agency’s primary offices are downtown.  Some interviews of staff were conducted 

downtown, but most interviews occurred at housing areas where Agency5 (A5 ) had 

small offices.  At the time of the site visit, the agency had recently (within the last two 

years) hired a new CEO whom I perceived to be very sharp and visionary.  She is an 

attorney by training and has previously specialized in health care law. 

However, her staff was still coping with the leadership change.  The previous 

CEO’s background was in social work and at least one staff reported that she felt the new 

CEO did not have the background and experience to understand how the agency should 

deliver its programs. 

Environment and Context 
 
  A5’s primary CE programs seem to be limited to social work program delivery 

within apartment complexes.  I found staff at those locations to be dedicated to their 

clients, but limited in the interviews in their understanding of CE.  Most of the efforts, 

even when I directly questioned them about CE, were restricted to helping their clients 

advocate for improvements in their living conditions – exclusively with the apartment 
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complex management.  One complex, is owned and operated by a for profit corporation.  

A5 contracts with the corporation to manage a housing stability program.  Guidelines 

require that residents (who receive government assistance with their rent) to have 

previously been homeless and have some type of disability (such as mental health issues, 

general health problems, HIV/AIDS, etc.). 

 Most of the A5 staff efforts were to assist residents, as a result of the urging by 

the for profit corporation, to work on reducing their electrical consumption.  The 

corporation was also attempting to get A5 to pay the difference between actual 

consumption and the billed usage. 

 The other complex was similar to the first except that the A5 clients also had 

substance abuse issues. Some clients I interviewed had a previous history of prostitution. 

Data 
Table 15 Site5 "n" Summary 

 

Case Staff 
“n” 

Elites 
“n” 

Clients 
“n” 

Total 
“n” 

Site5 10 0 6 16 
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Client demographics summary: 
 

Table 16 Site5 Demographics Summary 
 

Question / Category Answers / Responses 

Gender 
Males= 0 
Females= 6 

Race Black, African-American, Negro = 6 

Age 
36-45=4 
46-55=2 

School Level Completed 

Junior High School/Middle School= 1 
Partial High School= 1 
High School Graduate= 1 
Partial College= 3 

Own or Rent Home Rent= 6 
How long at current 
residence 

3 months, 3 years, 3 years 

Household Income 
>$10,000= 5 
$25,000 - $29,999= 1 

Employed? 
Yes=0 
No= 6 

Occupation  
Full or Part Time  

Marital Status 
Single= 3 
Divorced= 1 
Widowed= 2 

  
 A5 provided me with copies of documents outlining their agency demographics 

(clients served) as well as their approach to “advocacy.” 170 The agency has a strong 

analytic component demonstrated in the reports I was provided to exhibit their service 

outcomes.171  I concluded that A5 is eager to document results and show transparency in 

                                                 
170 A quote from one of the reports demonstrates the traditional (somewhat paternalistic) approach towards 
serving clients: “We have annual staff input about public issues that they are seeing through working with 
their clients –whatever the service the client is receiving. Our casework direct-services provides the 
experiential knowledge that gives our advocacy work relevance to our client’s needs, and the needs of 
thousands of others who we never will meet that are in the same situation as our clients find themselves.” 
From: “[reference deleted]” – copy of document provided on 2/11/11. 
171 One of the key staff members interviewed is the primary person responsible for aggregating all of the 
data throughout the agency. 
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their operations.  Certainly, this must be attractive to funders keen to show a good return 

on their investment.  Based on these reports and my observations, I am convinced that the 

agency is a valuable resource to their clients many of whom have significant 

impediments.  However, my interviews and the data gathered showed that their CE 

efforts were the weakest of the five sites and consequently not much can be written about 

their program.172 

 Almost uniformly the clients interviewed were struggling with significant social 

issues.  One exception to the weak CE efforts was one of the staff members (previous 

client) interviewed.  This client, a former foster child who had aged out of the system, 

went on to college and was hired by A5.  She is now an advocate for foster children 

within the region.  This is in addition to her job duties which are not related to the 

agency’s foster child program.  This is one example of how a person with a very 

substantive social barrier (being raised in a variety of foster homes) can become engaged 

in the wider world.  What is not clear is whether or not the agency had any direct impact 

on her CE beyond providing her with employment. 

 Another key staff member, who is now responsible for data collection within the 

agency, told me the agency used to have a stronger CE program.  Apparently, the agency 

moved away from it during the CEO transition but is now asking how they can better 

serve clients through CE.  However, it was clear during my interview that the staff 

                                                 
172 It bears repeating that I was in Site5 because A5 had received a modest CE grant from the Alliance.  
However, it does not seem that the grant funds had any long term impact due to the weak CE I observed at 
the time of my visit.  Their funding was awarded in the ’08 grant cycle in order “To engage the community 
in raising public awareness concerning housing issues impacting financially fragile families.” 
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member had limited knowledge of how CE might work and the differences between CE 

and traditional social work advocacy. 

 A staff member who was the internal leader in earlier CE efforts told me that A5 

now has some fairly conservative board members.  His clear implication was that the CE 

efforts of the agency are somewhat stymied because of the political views of the board.  

However, that account must be balanced with that of another staff person who recounted 

mobilizing young people to attend a rally at the state capitol.  He felt that getting young 

people involved in a political rally was an important marker for the agency’s CE efforts. 

 All of the clients interviewed were women with significant social issues which 

qualified them for the housing they were receiving and the program benefits from A5.  

The clients reported satisfaction with the social programs of A5, trust in their A5 case 

managers and workers, and their increasing abilities to advocate for themselves with their 

apartment management.  None had any obvious CE involvement which extended beyond 

advocacy to improve their own housing needs. 

Analysis and Summary of Findings 
 
 Although my visit to A5 was in 2011, and the new CEO had arrived in 2009, it 

was clear that the agency was still coping with the new leadership and probably an 

internal organizational culture change.  I sensed that prior to the new CEO there had been 

some modest CE due to specific staff members who “championed” the program.  

However, at the time of my visit, there was little to no CE. 

 I was favorably impressed with the quality of staff and the important social 

services provided to clients with extensive impediments to success in life.  The fact that 
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the staff were still able to encourage clients to advocate for themselves with their housing 

managers speaks well for their efforts and their noble motives.  However, this case 

illustrates how entropy can result in a nearly non-existent CE program without significant 

agency leadership and funding supports.  It also illustrates the challenges for those who 

might want to spur CE among clients still recovering from chemical dependency, 

alcoholism, abuse, and the long-term personal impacts of involvement in the sex trade. 

In summary, strong, or previously active CE programs may quickly fade due to 

entropy. Even with a perceptive and visionary CEO, a lack of understanding of CE as 

well as limited resources can result in weak or nonexistent CE outcomes.  Finally, clients 

with substantive social impediments – particularly those struggling with simple survival 

and reducing dependence on controlled substances – may have barriers that are simply 

too high to become involved in CE.  However, this case does not provide a good test of 

this idea since the agency’s CE program was so weak. 

Table 17 Site5 IV Measurement 

 Encouragement / 
Recruitment 

Skills / 
Education 

Bridging Self-
Interest 

Agency Leader / 
Entrepreneur 

Site5 Weak Weak Weak Weak Weak 

Conclusion 
 
 Site3, Site4 and Site5 conveniently demonstrate a trajectory of CE success from 

strong to weak.  In the case of Site3, the data demonstrates how one agency is able to use 

modest CE grant monies to produce outstanding results.  The strength of the program, in 

addition to that already described, is also somewhat fortuitously linked with the 

immigration advantages of their African clients (i.e., immigrating with a predetermined 
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and government sanctioned pathway to citizenship in contrast to undocumented – usually 

Hispanic – persons) and proximity to the state capitol.   

 Comparing the Site4 case with Site3, it is clear that there is commonality between 

the two in the sense that each is serving a significant cultural or ethnic minority.  

However, in the Site4 case, the strength of the CE program is somewhat diminished due 

to the tepid support of the program by the CEO and agency.  Nonetheless, there is still 

CE to be observed. 

 Site5 is a clear illustration of how CE is not occurring within an agency that 

claims to have a CE program.  Agency staff were performing admirably in either direct 

advocacy for their clients, or encouraging their clients to advocate with their housing 

managers, but clients were not engaged in CE (as defined for this project). 
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CHAPTER 6 

ANALYSIS, IMPLICATIONS, CONCLUSIONS 

 
The most interesting and significant issues in relationship to this project are the 

substantive and empirically-based research findings in answer to the questions posed in 

the first chapter.  Those issues were introduced as follows,  

…is it possible that nonprofit social service agencies, many of them customarily 
situated within low SES communities, replace these traditional mechanisms by 
providing some of the knowledge, skills and educative processes to overcome a 
natural and rational reticence for people within low SES groups to extend themselves 
into the political realm?  Will their efforts result in increased political engagement by 
these groups despite the barriers to participation?173 
 

 Specifically, the research question asks, positioning the issue within the 

framework of the “motivators” (i.e., Alliance174 agencies) and the “motivated” (i.e., 

clients of these agencies), 

• What mechanisms do nonprofit organizations...use to prompt low SES groups…to 

become politically engaged? 

                                                 
173 P. 8.  See also Berry who extensively explores the relationships between nonprofit agencies and their 
clients as nonprofit employees assist with CE (Berry, 2005). 
174 The Alliance for Children and Families, the national organization examined here that is fostering civic 
engagement (CE) through its member agencies, is on the cusp of a major reorganization (2013).   What 
long term impacts may occur as a result of this restructuring, if any, on CE throughout this social service 
delivery system remains to be seen.  However, it is clear based on recent organizational resource 
investments that CE continues to occupy a significant and important position in the scope of services 
offered by the Alliance.   Additionally, the proposed restructuring will most likely result in a central 
program resource center dedicated to civic engagement.  See, for example: Pinsoneault and Van Hoorn 
(Pinsoneault & Van Hoorn, 2013).  Also, the Alliance has accumulated and produced publications seeking 
to summarize effective CE programs.  See Lefkovitz, et al (Lefkovitz, Pinsoneault, Bonbright, & Nguyen, 
2012), 
http://alliance1.org/sites/default/files/pdf_upload/report/potential_civic_engagement_best_practices.pdf,  
retrieved 3/26/13. 
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• How effective are these mechanisms? 

What are the conclusions? 

This chapter begins with a summary of the research and analysis followed by the 

implications of the findings and how they might impact political science, including some 

recommendations for further research.  The chapter concludes with policy 

recommendations including suggestions for how social service organizations similar to 

Alliance agencies might successfully implement CE as well as broad recommendations 

for how the American political system might encourage political engagement.  The 

limitations of the study are presented followed by conclusions. 

Research Summary / Analysis 
 
 This project consisted of qualitative research conducted at five different sites – all 

at Alliance affiliated agencies.  Besides the commonality of the national affiliation, each 

site was either expending or had recently received and spent modest grant funds acquired 

through the Alliance.   The research suggests that there was sufficient variability among 

the sites to allow for intriguing comparisons between the locations concerning the 

effectiveness of their CE programs.   

 The first chapter contained a number of questions and concerns (normative as 

well as objective).   First, I expressed the concern as to whether or not participation in a 

democracy matters and what the negative impacts might be of (continued) lower 

participation rates – particularly among persons within lower SES groups.  I suggested 

that the employment of an exploratory case study involving Alliance agencies might 

result in interesting evidence and the surfacing of additional variables worthy of further 
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research.  Ideally, the research and findings may also be used to inform decisions by 

those seeking to improve participation (particularly at the local level) and strengthen the 

American democracy. 

Information was gathered from 91 individuals. 175 Persons interviewed were 

categorized as belonging to one of three groups: clients, elites or staff.176  

At the beginning, several assumptions were made.  First, I posited that with 

modest financial support Alliance-affiliated agencies could engage with their clients177 

and assist them to become civically engaged.  Secondly, the assumption was made that 

there would be some sort of skills training presented to clients which would assist in 

motivation.  I assumed that neighborhood or place-based factors would improve or 

impact CE.  I had some awareness that senior agency leadership and support (primarily at 

the CEO level) might have an impact on CE outcomes. 

As mentioned in the review of Gerring’s work in chapter three, I hoped that there 

was the possibility of surfacing undiscovered variables.  For example, one of the 

discoveries in the data was the impact of schools within the communities and how 

school-related issues might be a factor in prompting greater CE due to the activation of 

self-interest.   

                                                 
175 Only 88 are counted in this summary since one interview was anonymous and two were phone 
interviews where there were no IRB forms signed. 
176 As described earlier, there was overlap between the categories.  For example, many staff were hired 
after being clients and their interviews reflected those views and their personal background.  See table 1, p. 
13. 
177 As described previously, the term “clients” is intentional to match the general definition many Alliance 
agencies employ.  This refers to those who are receivers of the social services (including CE) provided by 
the agency. 
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Political scientists can be very curious about the impact of the local political 

system on citizen engagement – either as a barrier or as a motivator.178  I hoped that more 

political elites (such as mayors and city or school bureaucrats or city council members) 

might be interviewed in order to assess this concept but that opportunity was unavailable.  

Nevertheless, there is some modest data providing implications about how policy makers 

and policy implementers were impacted by client advocacy efforts. 

There was the assumption that social capital (particularly that developed within 

cohesive neighborhoods) could be a critical factor in promoting or encouraging 

engagement (Putnam, 2000).  An analysis of the data reveals this (place-based, or 

neighborhood orientations) had minimal to no impact on CE at the five sites.  This is 

despite repeated questions during interviews, including elaborating on and defining the 

concept of “neighborhood” to the clients.  Some admitted that they knew other clients 

because of proximity, but none expressed any real support for the idea of place-based 

social capital as being a motivator.  The one minor exception was the Neighborhood2 

area in Site2 where there was some sense of “us” against “them” (“them” being those 

from outside of the Neighborhood2 area), but no clear indications leading to the 

conclusion that the neighborhood was important – other than modest pride by a few 

interviewees at having been able to successfully survive growing up in 

Neighborhood2.179   

                                                 
178 Fung’s research, for example, focused on Chicago neighborhoods (Fung, 2004) and Warren’s on local 
politics (Warren, 2001).    
179 Although this idea is clearly similar to Warren’s concept of “shared identity” as described in his Chapter 
2 (p. 32). 
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The challenge may be legitimately raised concerning whether or not the null 

finding in relationship to social capital within neighborhoods (i.e., place-based) is an 

important departure from the extensive scholarship surrounding this issue.  Secondly, if 

this is true, why is this different from other studies?  I assert that due to the specific 

contexts of the CE programs sponsored by Alliance agencies in these cases as well as the 

manner in which the data was presented for examination ended up either disguising any 

place-based social capital present or eliminating it as an observed variable.  For example, 

as mentioned earlier one of the strongest cases, Site2, had a CE program focused on a 

specific section of the city – Neighborhood2.  It would seem self-evident that data 

supporting the idea of neighborhood identification (including the development of norms 

of trust and reciprocity between and among clients) would be strong.  In fact, it appeared 

relatively weak and limited primarily to simple pride surviving in a tough neighborhood.  

In the Site2 case, the data demonstrated that the neighborhoods throughout 

Neighborhood2 were so fragmented geographically due to extensive blight, vacant lots 

filled with trash, and abandoned houses that the only real identification the clients had 

were either with their CLI cohorts or other neighborhood institutions (such as the local 

library, Operation Better Block or the YMCA).  This was particularly evident in the case 

of one client I interviewed whose home was essentially the only viable dwelling within a 

block or two except for her immediate neighbor.  Based on the findings of other 

researchers, I assume social capital may have been present in these tough neighborhoods 

and, in the African case in Site3 it was palpably present though not place-based.  

However, the focus of my interview questions and the limited nature of the data (i.e., five 
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Alliance affiliated agencies responding to grant-funded CE programs) make asserting the 

presence of social capital that is not place-based difficult to justify with any confidence. 

Other CE programs such as those in Site1 (schools) and Site5 (apartment 

buildings focused on clients with extensive social issues) had foci that produced data that 

seemed to inhibit any sense that social capital was important to the client’s engagement.  

The strongest case of all, Site3, could be assessed to have a moderate amount of social 

capital present but it was contained within a specific ethnic/cultural group, was not place-

based, and seemed limited to a sense of shared identity among Africans.  While the Site4 

agency was located within a neighborhood, most of the clients identified strongly with 

either the agency or their local school.  I suggest in concluding that the limitations of the 

data (i.e., five cases specifically selected within Alliance-affiliated agencies) and the 

methodology employed which resulted in interviewing primarily agency clients and 

asking questions about their identification with the neighborhoods in which they lived 

meant that any findings would necessarily have been limited in regards to social capital 

and place-based identification (neighborhood) being a critical variable for CE outcomes 

in this study.  Clearly, an expanded research effort which directly targeted CE programs 

that took into account these issues might result in different data supporting previous 

scholarship. 

Finally, in relationship to the overall project, the data illustrated that there were 

strategies employed by the agencies but that there were also pre-existing conditions that 

impacted CE.  These are classified as “context” because in both cases circumstances were 
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either beyond the choice or control of the agency to implement as a specific strategy, or a 

serendipitous outcome of the employment of agency efforts. 

The research conducted at the five sites points to the following broad findings, 

three of which relate to strategic considerations and two to contextual factors.  The first 

three strategies are listed in the order of agency investment.  That is, the stronger CE 

programs were generally strong in all three categories and the agencies invested 

substantial resources in each.  The weak or weaker CE programs might begin with the 

easier and less expensive resource investment of encouragement followed by lessening 

resources to skills/education and bridging.180 

• Strategy – Agency staff members either simply encouraged clients to be involved 

or (more strongly) directly recruited them for CE activities.  This is consistent 

with VSB’s mobilization strategy which demonstrated greater engagement when 

people were “asked” to engage. 

• Strategy – Skills and educative processes provided to clients by agency staff 

increased CE.  This was especially evident in the Site2 and Site3 cases where 

there were some strong and comprehensive CE training programs for clients. 

• Strategy – When agency staff functioned as bridges181 to policy makers – 

providing an opportunity for clients to contact and connect – CE increased. 

• Context – Self-interest, especially for parents of school-age children and their 

child’s academic and scholastic outcomes, is an important motivation for 

                                                 
180 While bridging might not seem to cost much in the way of resources, it may be very expensive for an 
agency to risk alienation for funding or other agency needs. 
181 Putnam’s definition of “bridging” social capital is referenced here. 
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engagement.  Where self-interest is activated, greater engagement occurs.182  This 

was most evident inSite1 and in Site4 and in both cases was coupled with skill 

acquisition / educative processes.  In those cases, activation of self-interest 

occurred when clients were provided with an opportunity (and training) to express 

their voice to school boards.  One way of describing this is clients felt 

“empowered” to act consistent with their desires. 

• Context – Agency leader / entrepreneur - When substantive and genuine 

authoritative agency leadership is supportive of CE, there is greater engagement.  

When agency leadership (most often at the CEO level) was lukewarm, CE could 

still occur as long as there was a passionate or self-motivated internal social 

entrepreneur (staff member) willing to champion CE within the agency and in the 

community of clients.183 

The research also uncovered the following issues that seemed to have a smaller 

impact on CE but were not strategies or significant contexts184: 

• External political realities, often but not always at the local level, can negatively 

impact CE.  However, these obstacles may be overcome – even by those with 

                                                 
182 The reverse may also be confidently asserted.  That is, where there was weak self-interest or the needs 
were overwhelming (as in Site5), there was limited or no engagement. This is consistent with rational 
choice theory.  See Downs (Downs, 1957). 
183 There was evidence in the strong Site3 case that “doubling” these factors (i.e., having both strong CEO 
support as well as the presence of an agency entrepreneur) contributed to stronger CE outcomes.  The 
absence of an agency “champion” (i.e., entrepreneur) and supportive leader was one of the factors resulting 
in weak CE outcomes in the Site5 case. The liaison in the Site4 case had been a strong champion but was 
hampered in her efforts by reassignment of her duties to include grant-writing. 
184 See table 2, p. 61 for a review and summary of the expected and actual research outcomes. 
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substantive barriers to engagement – resulting in favorable (to the clients) policy 

changes.185 

• The results in the Site5 case support the notion that some barriers to engagement 

may simply be too difficult to surmount – especially when the CE program is 

weak.186 

• While not part of the scope nor part of the research question, there is evidence that 

ethnic and cultural barriers to engagement may be overcome through an effective 

CE program – particularly one in which members of the various groups are 

employed by the agency as community organizers and cross cultural issues are 

directly addressed and conflicts resolved instead of being ignored or 

suppressed.187 

Encouragement / Recruitment 
 

The act of agency staff appealing to clients and asking them to become involved 

in advocating for their own desired outcomes is what is meant in this instance by 

encouragement.  As mentioned in the data chapters, this was sometimes confused with 

                                                 
185 For example, the sheriff in Site4 was apparently persuaded to abandon an affiliation with ICE deemed 
insensitive to the Latino population.  The state legislator in Site3 said he was influenced by the agency 
clients and driver’s license photograph regulations proposed that were offensive to Muslims was abandoned 
due to their advocacy.  In both cases there were macro level political forces that encouraged the initial 
concepts but that were in opposition to the two agency interest groups (clients). 
186 See the case description of Site5 where clients with histories of drug addiction and prostitution were 
having difficulty engaging.  This, however, may also be due to the very weak CE program at that agency. 
187 Strongly supported by the data in the Site3 case.  Africans became effective advocates in their own right.  
Additionally, a community conflict between African and Native American youth seems to have been 
ameliorated by the “elders” in each community agreeing to meet together to iron out differences. (It is not 
clear from the data the degree to which agency staff were involved in facilitating these meetings.)  This last 
instance is a good example of how consensus occurs between conflicting groups in order to resolve the 
conflict.  It is described in the literature by Gittell and Vidal (Gittell & Vidal, 1998). 
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traditional social work mores188 but in this case it refers specifically to issues that are 

civic and/or political in nature.  It is clear from the data that any time CE occurred, it 

occurred as a result of encouragement by agency staff with the exception of some of the 

African elites in Site3 that seemed self-motivated (the data cannot be disentangled in 

order to surface how much of the motivation was sui generis internally to the individual 

or part of being exposed to other Africans who were clients of the agency and were 

engaged).   

The idea of “recruitment” is combined with encouragement because in all cases 

the data did not clearly delineate between staff simply urging clients to be involved or 

overtly recruiting.  In some instances, recruitment occurred by other clients (such as with 

the Africans and in other cases by friends of clients who were also agency clients). 

Skills / Education 
 

Skills development (education) in this project ranged from very formal educative 

sessions (Site2’s CLL institute for leadership as well as Site3’s formal skills training) to 

informal discussions (such as the FAST program sessions facilitated by Site1 agency 

staff).  Clearly the more formal skills training required strong fiscal and personnel 

resources which were associated with stronger CE cases. Less formal efforts invariably 

resulted in weaker CE outcomes.  Clients reported in the stronger cases they felt more at 

ease in becoming engaged once they knew how they could do so.  In the Site4 case, the 

data indicated there were some modest training sessions provided on how to talk to the 

school board in a manner that effectively communicated their preferences.  One Site4 
                                                 
188 Such as in the Site5 case where social workers were encouraging clients to advocate for themselves to 
improve living conditions at apartment complexes. 
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client felt confident enough to be able to meet with the President (concerning the payday 

lending issues) and she reported that this was partially due to advance preparation (skills 

training) and experience in speaking with state officials. 

Bridging 
 
  Putnam’s “bridging”189 concept is used intentionally here to describe how agency 

staff were able to help clients navigate barriers endemic to those within low SES groups 

to approach policy makers and other elites. Specifically, clients and staff became part of 

what Putnam would call a “bonded” group.  Staff members were also in some cases 

(especially Site3) members of another bonded group involving policy makers or elites 

(i.e., John Brown as an agency policy advocate working with state legislators) and were 

able to bridge the virtual divide in order to prompt greater CE.190  The active working of 

agency staff in the Site4 school board case as well as in Site1 with school personnel is 

another example.  In the Site4 case, bridging is classed as “moderate” due to the fact that 

agency personnel were initially recruited by the school board to “sell” agency clients on a 

preferred political decision but instead staff chose to advocate on behalf of the clients for 

a position that was in opposition to school board preferences.  Nevertheless, the 

implication is the school board saw agency staff as members of “their” group resulting in 

the initial decision to reach out to them for assistance to further the board’s desired policy 

goal of closing a local school. 

                                                 
189 See Putnam, (Putnam, 2000, p. 22). 
190 Here I am suggesting that agency staff, possibly because of their SES status, could be informal members 
of the same bonded group as policy elites.  They were able to bridge between the groups (elites and clients) 
because they were effectively members of both. 
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Self-Interest 
 

The data illustrates that when self-interest is activated, people in lower SES status 

conditions will become engaged.  As a subset of this, the strongest motivator in this 

project was the desire by parents for their children to have positive educational outcomes.  

While this is presumably present in most parents, the data also indicated that engagement 

would not have occurred but for the activities of agency staff (providing encouragement 

and skills training).191 The data demonstrates that even when substantive barriers were 

present, such as the lack of citizenship or residency documentation for immigrants192, 

parents will (with appropriate skills and agency support) engage with local school boards 

and school staff to achieve desired favorable policy decisions.193 

While this could be described as self-evident, it is included here as a finding 

primarily because agency staff intentionally utilized client’s concerns for their children’s 

well-being to activate engagement in Site1, Site4, and Site3 and to a lesser degree in 

Site2.  Because clients were concerned, they were willing to overcome barriers, acquire 

the necessary skills or education, and engage with policy makers.  This was particularly 

evident in Site4 where even undocumented immigrants were willing to assume the real 

and personally dangerous risk of deportation to speak up against the proposed closure of 

                                                 
191 Parents reported that they either may not have heard in advance of threatened school closures, or would 
not have known how to do anything about it but for information and encouragement from agency staff. 
192 As evidenced in the Site4 case. 
193 Modestly illustrated in the medium strength Site1 case. 
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an elementary school with a historically supportive culture of immigrants and their 

children.194 

Agency Leader / Entrepreneur 
 
 The presence of strong agency advocates inSite1 and Site2, as well as the 

combination of an enthusiastic and supportive CEO/Entrepreneur team in Site3 were in 

clear contrast to the lukewarm or weak leadership in Site4 and Site5195.  The agency 

liaison in Site4 specifically commented on the lack of support by the CEO.  The strong 

agency entrepreneur in Site2 was able to overcome the reported reticence of the CEO to 

support their CE program. The absence of any agency entrepreneur and a CEO in Site5 

that was not wholly committed to CE were linked to the weak CE program at that 

location.   

 The idea that a strong, well-informed, supportive and savvy leader could be 

important for CE is supported by other scholar’s work but is best illustrated by Warren’s 

examination of how the IAF employed “lead organizers” in various localities (Warren, 

2001).  It is also demonstrated in Fung’s research in Chicago albeit with members of the 

school and police departments serving as those encouraging engagement (Fung, 2004).   

 This finding, while predicted by previous scholars, was somewhat surprising.  My 

initial assumption was that an effective agency program administered by conscientious 

staff could result in positive CE outcomes.  My investigation was focused on programs 

                                                 
194 The risk was real.  Agency staff said the Sheriff was considering participating in an ICE program to 
identify and deport undocumented persons. 
195 There is no attempt in this project to assess the personal leadership qualities of individuals.  Rather, the 
adjectives here describe the outcomes of their CE leadership which could be due to personal leadership 
abilities, organizational foci, or a variety of contextual factors. 
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viewed through the lens of strategies and mechanisms and not the personal traits or skill 

sets of agency entrepreneurs / leaders.  This was due partially from the pre-research case 

selection review of the grant requests and reports which were program-centric. The 

discovery that agency leadership was important to CE was an outcome of the data and it 

was not anticipated (pre-research) that this would be a key variable or result in interesting 

research questions. 

 There are a number of questions that arise from this finding.  First, are there 

specific leadership traits or characteristics that would promote greater CE among those 

within a lower SES group?  Secondly, what impact could external influences and political 

realities have on the employment of these hypothetical traits in the promotion of an 

effective CE program?  It is clear from the data that some leaders (as in Site4 and Site1) 

were very conscious of the political realities present in their community and sought to 

make certain their agency’s programs did not cause a loss of funding or other deleterious 

impacts on agency resources or broader community reputation.196 

 On the other hand, the effective leaders in Site3 and Site2 provide some data 

informing future research.  In Site3, the agency CEO as well as program director 

approached CE within their service area with a strong belief which emphasized the 

importance of client perspectives and needs.   Each was united in their overall goal of 

getting clients to advocate for policies that improved, or at least did not inhibit, their 

quality of life.  The Site2 program leader was able to improve the CE program through a 

                                                 
196 Berry’s 2005 article discusses the delicate balance nonprofit leaders must navigate between advocacy 
for clients and the real political and tax issues that arise from dependence on government funding (Berry, 
2005). 
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series of collaborative relationships with other (external) agency’s staff resulting in a 

stronger program – including CE training provided by another agency to their clients as 

well as providing energy and focus to a new neighborhood nonprofit. 

 Of the five broad findings – recruitment/encouragement, bridging, skills/educative 

processes, activation of self-interest, and presence of an agency leader/entrepreneur – I 

argue that the personal traits and skill sets of the strong agency leader/entrepreneur 

seemed to be the most critical at least for the initiation, sustainment and ultimate success 

of CE programs in getting clients involved.  The data and the methodology employed in 

this effort including the preparation of questions prior to starting research, limits the 

reliability of assertions based on “personal traits and skill sets”, but generalized 

impressions were gained as a result of immersion within each site’s CE programs and the 

agencies. 

 I suggest there are some intriguing areas for future research present as a result of 

this finding.  First, what types of leaders are most effective at either encouraging agency 

staff to mobilize clients (in larger agencies) or helping clients to cross substantive barriers 

to engagement (in the case of smaller agencies or subordinate agency staff)?  Is there a 

useful typology? 

 Second, how do nonprofit social service agency leaders differ in either personal 

characteristics or skill sets from other leaders who seek to engage citizens?  How might 

they be different, for example, from political party leaders in training, skills, or leadership 

temperament?  Do the ostensibly more noble motivations have more impact on nonprofit 

leaders than other political operatives? 
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 The data showed in two of the five cases (Site2 and Site3) that the internal leaders 

/ entrepreneurs were collaborative, willing to take moderate personal and organizational 

risks, committed to some common social justice-type mores, and willing to expend the 

resources necessary (and available) to make their CE programs successful.  In the Site3 

case, the CEO was willing to patiently work with her board over a period of time to help 

them move to a more progressive view of CE.  In the Site2 case, the CE entrepreneur 

strongly believed in working in an intentionally collaborative effort with other nonprofit 

leaders in the area.  This may have been due to the lukewarm support from his CEO at 

the time, but it seemed to make the CE program more effective in a very challenged part 

of the city. 

Implications for the Field / Recommendations for Further Research 

 The research in this case has demonstrated that local social service agencies can 

have a positive impact upon engagement.  Additionally, it supports other research efforts 

which demonstrate that people within low SES groups can be mobilized despite 

substantive barriers to their political engagement (Berry, et al., 1993; Ferman, 2007; 

Fung, 2004, Gittell & Vidal, 1998; Leroux, 2007).  

 What was not proven due to the limited scope of the project is that CE efforts on 

the part of clients have a substantial impact on policy makers.  There are certainly strong 

implications that this may be the case here (particularly with school boards and in the 

Site3 case with the Africans) and other political scientists (as well as sociologists like 

Warren) have demonstrated this to be so – for example the success of local organizing 
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(prompted by nonprofit groups) using variants of Alinsky’s methods.197  However, it 

would be telling to measure this impact across a wider spectrum of agencies and clients 

along with a focus on local policy makers.  An additional examination of the CE impacts 

on legislation would be revealing. 

 There was no focused or direct effort to determine how race, culture, and ethnic 

issues affected engagement.  Again, there were implications that any potential barriers 

due to these variables could be overcome, but the results were serendipitous (due to how 

the project was constructed) and insufficiently defined to prove conclusively.  An 

examination of these variables set within the context of social service agencies 

determined to encourage CE could be a fruitful area for future research. 

There was no attempt to assess any long-term impacts of CE upon the clients.  A 

key question for further research should be whether or not the agency efforts were 

episodic and dependent upon the “crisis du jour.”  Does CE persist after local social 

service agency efforts at mobilization work one time?  Will entropy inevitably occur, or 

will clients feel empowered enough that when self-interest is threatened again they can 

self-mobilize (without direct or overt agency support)?  

What this study has done is support the work of others indicating that when asked, 

people – even people within a lower SES demographic status with substantive barriers  – 

will engage (mobilize).  Social service agencies, in this case Alliance-affiliated agencies, 

can be catalysts for engagement assuming they employ the successful strategies used by 

the sites in this study. This, of course, assumes that the strategies are replicable in other 

                                                 
197 See Warren (Warren, 2001). 
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contexts and locations.  However, I assert that the outcomes of the research are strong 

enough to warrant making an informed recommendation in support of the strategies. 

 Finally, one of the benefits of an exploratory case study is the potential of 

uncovering newly discovered variables.  Previously, the findings were separated into 

“strategies” and “contexts.”  The choice of the context label was deliberate because the 

project did not attempt to empirically address these conditions.  While “self-interest” is 

related to rational choice theory, how a client discovers what their self-interest is – within 

the context of clients in lower SES groups being served by human social service agencies 

– could be an interesting variable worthy of further exploration.  This is particularly true 

since those without formal or political power may be subject to the sort of manipulation 

that Lukes referred to in his third face of power (Lukes, 2004).198  While this project was 

inspired by the normative assumption that those who were disadvantaged could become 

engaged, the data in the Site5 case implies there may a critical point where barriers are so 

great they cannot be overcome.  What that “tipping point” may be (and where it might 

exist) is worthy of further inquiry. 

 The business literature is presumably populated by theories and explanations of 

how effective leaders and entrepreneurs increase profitability.  Related would be the 

extensive political science fields addressing the presidency, party leaders, and members 

of congress and how these key leaders can influence politics.   Our field might be well-

served with more well-designed empirical investigations into how political engagement is 

spurred (particularly among people within lower SES categories) by strong and effective 

                                                 
198 That is, some may not know what, out of a range of choices, might be in their best self-interest because 
they are either unfamiliar with the choices or don’t even know they have a choice. 
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leaders within the nonprofit world, particularly by human serving social service agencies.  

Warren’s significant contribution (Warren, 2001) is an important beginning with 

numerous references scattered liberally throughout referencing leadership traits and 

characteristics important to mobilizing efforts. 

 What would be particularly interesting to explore in future investigations is the 

interplay between leadership (broadly speaking, but also in relationship to similar cases 

of clients served by human social service nonprofits) and self-interest.  For example, how 

can leaders use self-interest to mobilize people (or clients) and how can they help them 

identify their self-interest in any given situation?  What kinds of tactics might they 

employ that would help clients make a decision in their own best self-interest and use that 

internal motivator to spur engagement?  What does “leadership” mean in these contexts 

and what are the various traits that might define a leader effective in spurring CE? 

 Related to leadership is the function(s) of agency staff in promoting CE.  What, 

for example, were the skills and attributes of agency staff engaged in implementing the 

CE programs among the five sites (successful as well as those not so successful)?  Does 

agency staff function as street-level bureaucrats / entrepreneurs as Lipsky might suggest 

(Lipsky, 1980)?  Or are they merely cheaper extensions of government programs, or the 

“…administrative arm of the welfare state” as Berry asserts (Berry, 2005, p. 569)? 

 Given that the research design, as previously mentioned, was initially focused on 

programmatic aspects of these five social service agencies, the pre-research questions 

were concentrated primarily on how staff implemented the CE programs.  There were 

questions designed to get at staff background and skills – particularly their experience, 
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knowledge and attitudes towards CE – but these were designed more to gain 

understanding about what staff knew about CE as they went about implementation.  The 

foci related to staff’s perception of CE (particularly within the implicit inquiry about 

political engagement) and less about how whether or not they were functioning to 

advance a government bureaucracy’s programs or goals or in concert or contravention to 

government funding and directives.  In the Site4, Site2, Site3 and Site1 cases (the 

stronger ones) none of the CE efforts aligned with any ostensible government policy 

purpose and there was no discernible government funding directly involved.199 

 Related to the above is the idea that any given human serving social service 

agency operates within a larger context.  For example, there is apparently a long history 

within City2 of city government attempting to encourage engagement, supporting 

nonprofits who aspire to encourage engagement, or allowing access to the city’s 

organizational structure by citizens and organizations in order to attempt to improve 

quality of life.  Due to the nature of the data and the limitations of the research design, 

this was not a variable that was fully explored.  Clearly, context had an impact on some 

of the agencies programs and there are hints of this revealed in the interviews, 

particularly those of agency staff who were worried about funding cuts.  However, the 

idea here comes at that issue from the perspective that external context may be a boon to 

engagement rather than a barrier. 

                                                 
199 The very weak Site5 case involved social workers trying to get tenants of subsidized housing to 
advocate for improved conditions but also to reduce electricity costs.  In this case, the agency staff involved 
in CE were arguably acting as street level bureaucrats. See Lipsky (Lipsky, 1980) as well as Kim (Kim, 
2013). 



164 
 
 What was also not explored was how latent social capital already present within 

troubled areas might help magnify or support the CE efforts of nonprofit agencies.  As 

previously noted, despite a focused effort to uncover place-based social capital impacting 

the CE programs, the data limitations and research design in this project limited any 

positive findings.  However, previous experience makes it clear that social capital may 

exist even in very difficult neighborhoods.200 How can latent201social capital be used to 

magnify or support CE programs? 

 Each of the agencies in this project were nonprofits governed by a board of 

directors.  In at least one site, the data indicated that individual members of the board 

could effectively function as social capital bridges between community and political 

elites and agency program staff or clients.  This might be an interesting focus for future 

research – that is, to what extent could bridging from volunteer board members magnify 

the impact of CE programs? 

 What was not systematically addressed but appears to be an interesting variable 

discovered during the research was how previous CE programs, prior to the iteration 

examined in this project, might impact future efforts.  Do organizations, staff, and clients 

learn from previous experiences?  Or, do previous efforts (assuming they are time and 

energy resource-intensive) deter CE programs and clients?  

 

                                                 
200 This includes Prof. Ferman’s research as well as my own anecdotal experience of discovering “supper 
clubs” functioning in Lancaster, PA.  These clubs operate in a difficult neighborhood but appear to have 
started spontaneously (without any overt prompting by any agency or organization) among neighbors. 
201 In this instance meaning social capital which existed before an outside organization or group attempted 
to encourage formation. 
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Potential Areas for Future Research 
 
 The promise (and hope) was provided earlier that the employment of an 

exploratory case study might result in the uncovering of new variables and fruitful areas 

for future research.202  I suggest there are at least six. 

1. Are nonprofit organizations (more broadly defined than just those affiliated 

with the Alliance) effective in spurring engagement among people in a 

democracy? There is good literature and previous research which demonstrates 

support for the idea that nonprofit organizations can be effective in prompting 

engagement (Leroux, 2007), (Warren, 2001).  What this effort demonstrates is the 

value of continuing that strand of inquiry and diving more deeply into other data. 

2. Does previous success with engagement efforts breed more success or, 

depending on the outcomes (and costs) of the previous programs deter future 

efforts?203  Warren thoroughly documents and describes the history of 

engagement among the various Alinsky-style agencies and locations in his 

important work (Warren, 2001).  What might be illuminating is an examination of 

community-based social service organizations similar to the Alliance agencies 

previously involved with engagement programs.  The employment of a 

longitudinal study may reveal new and important findings particularly in 

                                                 
202 P. 51. 
203 It would seem counterintuitive that success could deter future efforts, but the idea here is that a strong 
CE program may be organizationally costly.  The organization may feel pressure from policymakers and 
funders to abandon a CE program because it causes political discomfort or the organization may simply 
become fatigued due to the high resource costs to keep clients motivated. 
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relationship to what variables were important for success or failure of previous 

programs and their relationship to sustaining later efforts. 

3. Is the Alliance case unique, or would other organizations benefit from the 

findings?  The tactics, strategies and methods employed by the Alliance agencies 

with strong CE programs in this study had a positive impact on producing client 

engagement.  What kind of adjustments made in these CE programs would result 

in greater engagement?  Could other types of nonprofits (such as environmental 

advocacy groups) benefit from using these methods, or is their success due to the 

unique nature of the agencies? 

4. Is significant authoritative agency leadership or the presence of a powerful 

internal entrepreneur critical to success in engagement programs?  The data 

and findings in this particular project certainly demonstrate the importance of this 

factor for positive CE outcomes, but what is testable is whether or not a social 

service agency could deliver an effective engagement program, appropriately 

resourced, without an internal authoritative agency champion / entrepreneurial 

leader.  What kinds of skills, personal traits or characteristics of a social service 

agency leader / entrepreneur enhance CE outcomes?  Are these traits transferable 

to other nonprofit leaders desiring to implement CE-like programs?  Or, is it 

simply a matter of adequate resourcing (i.e., appropriately trained and motivated 

staff)? 

5. How is client background and capacity related to successful CE programs? 

The weak Site5 case here is the catalyst for the theory behind this hypothesis.  
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Could CE have been successful in the very tough Site5 case if the agency had 

deployed a strong CE program and those clients overcame their extraordinarily 

difficult circumstance to engage?  More broadly, this research did not attempt to 

select a suite of cases where all of the clients were similar.  Thus, it would be 

useful to determine whether or not successful engagement efforts are more 

broadly staff, agency leadership and agency-dependent, or if the variabilities 

present in any human (client) population make this untestable. 

6. If a strong internal agency leader / entrepreneur is critical for success, how 

do leaders move from spurring mobilization to sustaining effective CE 

programs?  This question is closely related to the fourth question, but prompts 

consideration of “adaptive” leadership.204  In this instance, adaptive leadership 

refers to the ability of the leader to modify approaches and tactics in order to be 

more effective in a changed environment.  The interesting areas for future 

research include: specifically how do these leaders effectively respond to 

changing environments, and how do the tasks differ for sustainability efforts from 

mobilization?   What aspects of leadership are the most critical for immediate and 

longer-term success? 

Policy Recommendations 
 
 There are two broad areas deserving of recommendations.  The first are primarily 

practice-oriented and focused on human social service agencies similar to the Alliance 

                                                 
204 My thanks to Prof. Bartelt of my defense committee who suggested this idea. 
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entities involved in this project.  The second has to do with structural changes within the 

American democracy. 

 Regarding local agencies, this project has shown that at that level, people may be 

prompted to become engaged if they are encouraged, provided with skills and educative 

processes, and given an entrée into the local political system (i.e., “bridged”).  

Additionally, the data shows that strong agency leadership and support is predictive of 

success. Finally, even with some modest resistance from local political actors, CE by 

persons within lower SES groups can occur with positive political outcomes desired by 

clients. 

The intentional inclusion of local voices in legislative processes may improve the 

quality of the decisions as well as procure greater ownership of the governed over policy 

decisions.205  Perhaps the three strategies already identified (skill building/educative 

processes, bridging, encouragement) could be usefully reinforced through government or 

continued philanthropic funding of mission-based nonprofit organizations focused on CE.  

 Of course, Huntington’s infamous concerns about “too much democracy”206 and 

the proliferation of interest groups must be considered.  I can confidently assert, based on 

immersion within the data in this project, that at the local level these issues were not 

relevant to local policymakers.  If anything, there seemed to be not enough substantive 

participation at the early stages of policy consideration (by either interest groups or 

advocates) resulting in poor initial outcomes that were only mitigated by the input of 

                                                 
205 This research demonstrated how local input (i.e., the Africans) affected proposed driver’s license 
regulations that were not only offensive to devout Muslims, but ultimately impractical from an enforcement 
viewpoint. 
206 See Macedo, et al, (Macedo, 2005) who vigorously defend against Huntington’s (and Schumpeter’s) 
concerns by arguing for more participation. 
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affected people / citizens.  There did not appear to be an overabundance of interest groups 

present at the formulation of policy, nor did “too much democracy” seem to inhibit the 

“business” of government, but these conclusions are arrived at by implication based on 

limited data rather than direct observation or inquiry.  Certainly it could be assumed that 

local policy actors might prefer not to have any interference from interest groups as they 

made and implemented policy decisions – particularly groups that could be assumed to be 

opposed to the position – and this would be an interesting idea for future research.207  

Study Limitations 
 

The limitations of this study are somewhat self-evident and some have been 

described.  The limitation to five sites (mostly in the Eastern or Midwestern U.S.) inhibits 

the generalizability of the findings throughout the American democracy.  A testable 

hypothesis might involve questions about differences between regions.  That is, would 

skills, bridging and encouragement look different on the West Coast than the East?  Also, 

would application of these strategies appear to provide different results in politically 

conservative and liberal locales?  Additionally, the small “n” of the study has the 

potential to magnify error in findings although the qualitative semi-structured method 

employed militates against this.  

Finally, this qualitative study had its limitations which have already been 

described in previous chapters.  Following the well-established tradition of our field, 

recommendations must include employing triangulation through the addition of 

                                                 
207 For example, it would be interesting to directly ask the school district how they felt about the changing 
position of the Site4 agency from being an advocate for the district to being an advocate for their clients 
which were diametrically opposed policy positions. 
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quantitative methods and additional qualitative research.  Of course, broader, and more 

comprehensive qualitative research can overcome the small “n” difficulties previously 

described. 

Conclusions 
 
 In addition to the testable hypotheses raised earlier, there are some intriguing 

challenges which may be brought against this effort.  Do these agencies and their CE 

programs constitute a challenge to democratic theory?  That is, because the Alliance-

affiliated agencies are not democratically elected (although they are ostensibly 

community-based) could they conceivably operate in a manner that result in less 

democracy rather than more? 

 Setting aside for the moment the fact that the agency CE programs were 

deliberately designed to expand the voice of those normally limited by their life 

circumstances which places them within a lower SES status group, the argument could be 

posed that agency staff could act to mobilize clients against the broader will of the 

electorate.  I assert that these efforts, at least theoretically, are no different than those of 

labor union or church leaders both of which have acted to mobilize marginalized groups 

in the past.  Additionally, it is clear that people do mobilize around issues that are 

important to them and this involves competition with other groups.  In this case, I affirm 

that the successful CE programs explored in this effort contribute to a stronger 

democracy and are not inherently undemocratic.  In fact, I would argue that these 

programs helped to redress issues of inequality of access to policy decision-makers which 

improved accountability of the government to the governed.  
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The first paragraph of the first chapter of this work somewhat dismally described 

the nature of the current political climate.  “Political polarization”, “lack of civility”, and 

“…withdrawal of large numbers of the electorate from the political process” were phrases 

used to set the context for a national lack of participation in the U.S. democracy.  In those 

beginning pages there was the warning that continued (although rational) withdrawal by 

people from providing input into policymaking could logically result in a lack of 

ownership and legitimacy of those decisions.  Perhaps some of that has already occurred 

– there are certainly indications this is the case.208   

What does this all mean?  As a result of the interviews conducted with a variety of 

people in the five cities, hope remains that mission-driven, community-based, human 

social service nonprofit organizations may hold a partial answer to the dilemma of 

nonparticipation.  While at times one could be dismayed by responses from some 

interviewees who seemed to be completely disconnected (and uncaring), more often than 

not there was inspiration in the accounts of those, some of whom described their 

experiences as life-changing, who overcame barriers greater than many others have 

encountered in order to advocate with policy makers to improve the quality of their lives.  

Certainly, as previously described, natural parental motives may have been activated as 

they strived to improve future opportunities for their children, but one cannot minimize 

the risks and effort taken to become engaged.   

                                                 
208 This is something Berry also is very concerned about as evidenced by the first several paragraphs in his 
2005 work (Berry, 2005). 
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If nothing else for an optimist (as stated in the beginning of chapter one), “…this 

project’s findings aspire to inject some measure of hope that the grand U.S. democratic 

experiment is not doomed to failure.” 
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APPENDICES 

A. Prepared Questions for Interviews 

 
Introducing myself:  (not a verbatim script, but something along the lines of (modified 
appropriately for each different group of interviewees) 
 
“My name is Wes Farmer.  I’m working on my dissertation.  This research is for my 
dissertation and what I’m interested in is how people get involved in the civic and 
political life of their city.  So that I can get an accurate sense of how different people 
think about these issues, I’d like to ask you some questions.” 
 
 
Research questions for staff: 
 

1. Please tell me a little bit about yourself and your (agency).  What is your 
(agency’s) primary mission and what is your position within the (agency)? 

Follow-up questions if not answered in the first set: How long have they been with the 
agency?  What did they do before?  What is their education level? 

2. Are you part of the (targeted neighborhood/group)?  If so, how do you feel about 
the (agency’s) relationship with the group?  If not, what do you think of the 
(targeted neighborhood/group)? 

3. How would you describe the relationship your agency has with the targeted 
neighborhood/group?  Is it good, bad, indifferent? 

4. Please tell me what you know about the demographics of the targeted 
neighborhood/group.   

5. Did you receive any of the training on civic engagement offered by the Alliance 
for Children and Families?  If so, what did you think of the training?  What was 
most helpful and what was least helpful? 

6. Given your experience, what strategies, tactics or mechanisms did you feel were 
most helpful that you learned from the Alliance training? 

7. Have you had any other experience or training in civic engagement?  If so, what 
was it and what did you think about it?   

8. How would you define civic engagement? 
9. Do you think civic engagement is important for your agency?  For the targeted 

neighborhood/group?  Why? 
10. How did you feel about the relationship the (targeted neighborhood/group) and 

your agency had with the city prior to and after the civic engagement training?  
What were the differences between the two? 
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11. Why did you pick the (targeted neighborhood/group)?  Who within the group did 
you approach first to discuss civic engagement and why? 

12. Was there a particular incident or event that started you and the (targeted group) 
conversing about CE?  If so, please describe it. 

13. How did you explain civic engagement to the (targeted neighborhood/group)?  
Did you or your agency provide any training or assistance related to civic 
engagement?  If so, what was it? 

14. What did the training consist of (content, how long)?  What were the 
goals/expectations of the training and any following project?  What were the 
neighborhood group’s goals? 

15. After providing training/assistance to the neighborhood/group, did individuals 
within the group take any leadership/action?  If so, what were they?  Why do you 
think they did? 

16. How has your city responded to any contacts by the neighborhood/group?  Have 
they been helpful/responsive, or have they erected barriers?   

17. Please tell me a little bit about what you know concerning the relationship of the 
targeted neighborhood/group with other groups within the city.   

18. Who would you recommend that I contact first within the targeted 
neighborhood/group?  Will you introduce me? 

19. Who would you recommend that I talk to within city government or the business 
sector related to the civic engagement project within the targeted neighborhood 
group?  Will you introduce me? 
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Research questions for political elites: 
 

1. Please tell me a little bit about yourself and your position.  (If they are a 
political/bureaucratic – vs. business – elite, then ask:) What motivated you to get 
involved in city government?  How long have you been there? 

2. Does your city have a strategy designed to improve neighborhoods?  If so, what is 
it?  How does the city reconcile differing demands for resources among 
neighborhoods?   

3. What is your definition of civic engagement?  What do you think is the right way 
for citizens to express their preferences?  Should residents leave all decisions up 
to the city “professional” bureaucrats, or should the bureaucrats “jump” every 
time a constituent calls with a request or somewhere in between?  How should a 
city decide to address this issue? 

4. What has your experience been with (agency)?  What kind of role do they play in 
the civic life of the city?  Are they useful, or not useful? 

5. Have there been any individuals from (agency) that you’ve come to know?  If so, 
who are they and what do you think of them? 

6. Are you aware of the (targeted neighborhood/group)?  What is your assessment of 
them?  

Follow-up Questions: What has been the historical relationship between them and the 
city?  Do many of them vote? 

7. Have there been any individuals from (targeted neighborhood/group) that you’ve 
come to know?  If so, who are they and what do you think of them? 

8. I understand (agency) has been involved in providing civic engagement resources 
to (targeted neighborhood/group).  Were you aware of this?  Do you think this is 
helpful or unhelpful?  Have you noticed any differences since the resources have 
been provided?   

9. I understand (“x”) has contacted you (or the city) and asked for (resources).  What 
happened when they did?   

10. What is the relationship between (targeted neighborhood/group) and other groups 
within the city?  Do they “get along” or are there conflicts between the groups? 

11. Who else should I talk to within the city?  Will you introduce me to them? 
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Primary Research Questions, Clients/Neighborhood Members: 
 

1. Please tell me a little bit about yourself and your neighborhood/group. 
2. Do you feel you have close friends or allies within your neighborhood/group?  If 

so, who are they?  If not, why not? 
3. How do you feel about the city you live in?  Has the city been historically 

responsive to your neighborhood/group's concerns?  If so, in what way?  If not, 
why do you think they haven't been responsive? 

4. Tell me about your experience or impressions about (agency)? 
5. Please tell me about (agency) and how it has been involved in your 

neighborhood/group. Has (agency) been helpful to you or your 
neighborhood/group?  If so, in what way? 

6. Do you feel that (agency) has personally helped you with your relationship with 
the city you live in?  If so, how?   

7. Did the (agency) provide any other assistance to your neighborhood/group?  If so, 
what did it consist of? 

8. How did (agency) help your neighborhood/group, or you, relate to your city 
government?  How do you feel about local politics since you've received the 
training/assistance from (agency)?  What did the training/assistance consist of?  
Do you think it was helpful to you?  If so, in what way?  Did it help you decide to 
get more civically or politically involved?  Why?  Have you stayed involved?  If 
so, why, and if not why not? 

9. Has your group decided on any particular goals? 
10. Please tell me about how your neighborhood/group relates to other 

neighborhood/groups within your city?  Do you think there are good relationships 
between various neighborhood/groups? 

11. Is there a “leader” of your group?  If so, who is it and why do you consider them 
to be the leader?  Are they effective as a leader? 

12. Are there other agencies, churches, or groups that seem to be organizing your 
neighborhood/group?  If so, who are they and do you think they are helpful? 

13. Please tell me who else I should talk to within your neighborhood/group.  Will 
you introduce me? 
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B. Short Biographical Introduction 

Short Biographical Introduction 

Temple University 
College of Liberal Arts 
Department of Political Science 

 

      461 Gladfelter Hall 
      Philadelphia, PA  19122 
 
Short Bio – Mr. Wes Farmer 
 
 Wes is completing a PhD in political science with an emphasis on American 
politics.  He is specifically interested in political engagement and the motives and 
motivations for people who chose to engage their local government to improve their 
quality of life. 
 Wes has spent a good portion of his life in public service and is familiar with the 
challenges faced by people living in difficult neighborhoods.  He holds a Masters in 
Public Administration, in addition to his undergraduate degree. 
 Wes’ project is supervised by Prof. Barbara Ferman, a tenured and renowned 
political scientist who specializes in urban politics.  The project has also been approved 
by Temple University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The IRB requires strict 
adherence to processes and guidelines designed to protect “human subjects” during 
research (which includes guarantees of anonymity).  
 There is no cost expected to local agencies or their personnel and 
clients/constituents to participate in the study beyond allowing Wes some time to 
interview them and the provision of copies of historical/explanatory documents, if 
appropriate. 
 Wes has also been active in local and national non-profit organizations as a 
volunteer and a board member. 
 
The project title is:  
 

The “motivators” and the “motivated”: what mechanisms do non-profit 
organizations use to motivate individuals to become politically engaged, and do they 

work? 
 
The expected completion date for data gathering is: Spring, 2011 
 
The expected completion date for the dissertation is:  Fall, 2011 
 
For further questions, please do not hesitate to contact Mr. Farmer directly at: 
wfarmer@temple.edu or, 717 682-7690 (cell) 
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C. Description of Research for Participants 
 

Political Engagement Research – Wes Farmer 
 
 
 Political scientists and interested observers have wondered for some time how and 
why citizens choose to become politically engaged.  Beyond studies of voting behavior, 
which by its very nature is clearly episodic, there have been some robust examinations of 
civic and political participation at the local level. 
 I seek to add to that body of knowledge through an exploratory case study of non-
profit human service agencies scattered throughout the U.S. and affiliated with the 
Alliance for Children and Families.  Due to a volunteer commitment I’ve had for several 
years, I’ve become aware of a suite of programs offered through the Alliance to their 
member agencies designed to encourage and engage individuals within small 
communities to become civically and politically active. 
 Broadly, I will examine the specific strategies employed by the local agencies 
(provided through training by the Alliance) and their effectiveness in engaging 
individuals in civic and political life.     

My primary research question is: The “motivators” and the “motivated”: what 
mechanisms do non-profit organizations use to motivate individuals to become politically 
engaged, and do they work? 
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