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I. Description of Community Organizing
The goal of community organizing is to bring lots of people together to powerfully solve neighborhood and other problems.  When community organizing works with churches and other local organizations, an additional goal is to strengthen and involve more people in the ongoing life of these organizations.  Community organizing is guided by the values of love, justice, democratic participation, and respect for ethnic, religious, and other forms of diversity.  Community organizing can be done in a large number of contexts and with a variety of constituents:  individual members, organization of organizations, neighborhood or issue based, with religious congregations and/or secular groups, tenants, seniors, youth, etc.  Community organizing includes best practices from its eighty-year tradition in the United States and best practices developed during the past twenty years in Germany and other European countries.

Since a primary goal of community organizing is to powerfully solve neighborhood and other problems, community organizing places great emphasis upon the concept and practice of power.  Power is often viewed in a stereotypical and negative fashion.  In community organizing, however, power is seen as necessary in order to see our important values of compassion, justice, and fairness implemented in the world.  Power manifests itself in society in two primary forms – big money and organized people.  So, for example, if the President of a large corporation comes to visit the Mayor of a city, the Mayor more than likely will welcome this person and ask how the government can be of help.  The President of a large corporation represents the power of big money.  If, on the other hand, a homeless, unemployed, senior citizen, or migrant person comes to visit the Mayor, more than likely the Mayor will not meet or take seriously this person’s concern.  But if a hundred or more citizens have a meeting with the Mayor, he or she is more likely to respond positively because there is power in large numbers of people.  So community organizing is constantly working to involve large numbers of people in order to solve neighborhood and other problems.


Community organizing follows a three-step process.  The first step is to listen to large numbers of neighborhood residents or others to help identify their heart-felt concerns, problems, and visions.  This listening can take two forms.  One form is to have staff and volunteers from a neighborhood organization visit face-to-face with large numbers of residents.  The other form is to hold a series of small group meetings.  In both cases, residents are asked, “What, in your opinion, would make our neighborhood better?”  “What are your problems and visions?”  “What would you like to see changed?”  At the end of such a “listening process”, which usually lasts eight weeks, everyone is invited to a meeting in order to democratically select two or three priority themes, and are also invited to participate in workings groups, which will find solutions to these themes.


The key reason that this first step of listening is so important in community organizing is this:  People are much more likely to participate and get involved in solving problems if they are problems and visions that the people themselves have identified as important!  Also during the listening process, relationships of trust and respect are built, which creates a good working atmosphere among volunteers and staff.


The second step of community organizing is to do research in order to find potential solutions to the prioritized problems and visions.  Often as part of this research, successful examples will be found in other cities, which can be applied to one’s own neighborhood and city.  Other groups and individuals in one’s own neighborhood and city who share concerns about these problems are also identified and invited to participate.  And key governmental or private institutional  leaders are identified who can assist in solving the problems.


The third step of community organizing is to solve the neighborhood problems.  When the staff and volunteers have the skills and resources to solve the problem, we call this a “self-help solution.”  But often, the skills and resources of volunteers are not enough, and they must turn to the government or private sector institutions and leaders for assistance.  The residents meet with these leaders in two ways:  in large public meetings and in smaller negotiating sessions.  Government and private sector leaders will be much more likely to respond positively if they witness the power and unity of the neighborhood in large meetings, as compared with simply a few residents meeting with these leaders.


Community organizing strategies in the United States and Europe have  helped solve problems related to education reform, infrastructure improvements, housing, health care, transportation, youth activities, etc.  And community organizing strategies have engaged large numbers of people in their neighborhoods, parishes, and other organizations.  

II. Important Principals of Community Organizing

A.  Self-Interest and Relationships are the Keys to Participation

A fundamental premise of community organizing is that people participate in their neighborhood and other activities for two primary reasons – self-interest and relationships.  If we want to involve people, we first must listen to their concerns, their visions, and their self-interests.  And at the same time, we need to build relationships of trust and respect.  This is the reason that face-to-face visits with residents is the beginning and foundational strategy in community organizing.  Such visits are the most effective way to identify a person’s self-interests and begin a respectful relationships.

B. Doing With and Not For People

Unlike traditional social work, community organizing emphasizes doing things with rather than for people.  When we do things for people, we often make them dependent, robbing them of the chance to develop their own skills and talents.  When we do things with people, we recognize them as valuable participants with insights and gifts that contribute to their neighborhood and  organization.  Community organizing places emphasis on involving residents in all three phases on the problem solving process – 1. Listening to residents and allowing them to identify which problems to prioritize and solve, 2. Researching potential solutions, and 3. Negotiating with city leaders and others to solve problems.  

C. Building Long-Term, Volunteer-Lead Organizations

Community organizing places emphasis on building long-term  organizations capable of solving numerous problems.  The building of an organization helps insure sustainability and democratic processes.  Volunteers engage in fundraising activities to support a full-time professional community organizer who assists them in all aspects of the organization’s work.
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