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Community Power-Building 
Background 
Community power-building is guided by the principle that community members are experts in their own 
experiences and should have meaningful power over the decisions that affect their lives. It brings together 
people who are directly affected by unjust systems and builds their capacity to shape public debates, 
influence policies and decisions, and transform the systems that create inequities. This resource is designed 
to help coalitions move beyond traditional community engagement—in which community members share 
feedback—and move toward building community power to advance shared goals and lasting change. For 
more information on community engagement, see the Partnering with Communities in Coalition Work 
resource. 

Building Community Power 

Organizing and base-building are foundational to lasting community power. Although your coalition may not 
directly lead community organizing or formal base-building efforts, you are an important part of a power-
building ecosystem. More information on organizing, base-building, and the power-building ecosystem is 
available in the Equity Research Institute primer.  

Coalitions can strengthen community power by aligning strategies, sharing resources, and supporting 
community leadership. The actions below offer concrete ways your coalition can contribute to building the 
community power needed to create meaningful, sustained change. 

Engage community members as partners in defining 
challenges and designing solutions. Community voices 
should be central in shaping decisions and defining 
priorities. Ensure community members play a significant 
role in coalition meetings and conversations. Seek to 
understand which issues and solutions matter most to 
them, and act on what you hear. Coalition priorities may 
not always align with community perspectives; trust and 
respect lived experiences. See the Recruiting and 
Engaging Coalition Members resource for strategies to 
support meaningful participation. Authentic partnership 
requires time, transparency, active listening, and 
sustained trust. It also requires mutual accountability, 
with partners following through on their commitments. 

Key resource: Leading 
Locally: A Community 
Power-Building Approach 
to Structural Change 

The University of Southern California 
Equity Research Institute developed a 
report on community power-building 
across the United States with 
frameworks, recommendations, and 
16 stories of community power. It can 
provide inspiration for your 
community power–building work. 

Develop community leaders. Building community power 
means expanding who holds influence and supporting community members stepping into leadership 
and decision-making roles. Invest in developing skills and capacity of community members to prepare 
community members for leadership. Coalitions can offer training in areas such as strategic 
communication, policy development, and facilitation to strengthen long-term leadership capacity.  

https://dornsife.usc.edu/eri/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/2023/01/Primer_on_Structural_Change_web_lead_local.pdf
https://dornsife.usc.edu/eri/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/2023/01/Leading_Locally_FULL_Report_2020.pdf
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Example. The Grassroots Collaborative in Chicago helped secure appointments to a city committee for 
community members, ensuring residents had a voice in the zoning and development decisions 
affecting their neighborhoods. See the Equity Research Institute report for the full story. 

Shift the public discourse. Transforming structural inequities requires reframing how issues are 
discussed and understood. Coalitions can partner with community members to craft and share 
compelling stories that resonate with different audiences. Together, identify narratives that highlight 
community strengths, elevate community-driven solutions, and articulate a clear vision for the future. 
If your coalition has a large platform, use it intentionally to amplify community voices. See the 
Strategic Communication for Coalitions resource for more information. 

Example. The Southern Maine Workers’ Center in Portland, Maine, trained and organized community 
members so they would be able to effectively share their experiences working without paid sick time. 
Community members then offered testimony at city council hearings about legislation to grant paid sick 
time. See the Equity Research Institute report for the full story. 

Use your institutional power to support community members. Coalitions, particularly those led or 
supported by local health departments, bring resources, influence, and institutional relationships that 
can strengthen community-led efforts. Public health departments, for example, can provide data and 
evidence that validate lived experience and inform decision-making. Use tools such as asset maps to 
identify and use resources that advance community priorities. Institutional power should be used to 
support and not overshadow community leadership. 

Recognize community members as the experts they are. Building community power requires 
challenging traditional dynamics that position public health staff or coalitions as the experts. Engage 
with humility and value the knowledge and experience each community member brings. Coalitions 
can begin to shift power by respecting community-led decisions, formally recognizing community 
members’ roles, and providing appropriate compensation for their time and contributions.   

 
 

Case Study: WeTHRIVE! 

WeTHRIVE! is an initiative of Hamilton County Public Health in Ohio that addresses health and safety 
issues including access to healthy food; physical activity; harm reduction; and emergency preparedness. 
The initiative builds community power by supporting multiple community teams across the county to lead 
programs and make decisions. Key components of its approach include:  

Ceding decision-making to community teams. Community teams set their own priorities, action 
plans, and structure. WeTHRIVE! staff provide guidance based on their experience but leave final 
decisions to the community teams.  

 

 

 

https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/assessment/assessing-community-needs-and-resources/identify-community-assets/main
https://dornsife.usc.edu/eri/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/2023/01/Leading_Locally_FULL_Report_2020.pdf
https://dornsife.usc.edu/eri/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/2023/01/Leading_Locally_FULL_Report_2020.pdf
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Responding to community needs and changing priorities. Staff remain flexible, adapting to 
evolving priorities, timelines, and commitments. If an issue becomes less relevant, staff help the 
team reassess priorities and identify new resources or partners. Meetings are structured to 
ensure meaningful and inclusive participation, including providing translation services when 
needed.  

Developing community leaders. Through its Neighborhood Navigator program, WeTHRIVE! 
provides stipends and leadership training to team leads, empowering them to guide action 
planning and implementation. By investing in leadership development, WeTHRIVE! builds local 
capacity and shifts power to community members.  

Clarifying the health department’s role. Staff provide training, connect teams with partners and 
resources, and offer structure while maintaining team autonomy. Teams can access public health 
data to inform decisions and leverage the department’s networks for funding, education, and 
technical support. 

Building long-term relationships. Staff are assigned to specific regions to foster lasting 
connections with community teams. They attend community events, check in regularly, and 
support members who need to step back–strengthening trust and sustaining engagement over 
time.  

WeTHRIVE!’s approach to community power-building has improved public health outcomes in the county. 
For example, Hamilton County Public Health used its trusted community relationships and increased 
capacity to quickly establish vaccine clinics in higher-need communities during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
You can learn more about WeTHRIVE!’s commitment to building community power on their website and 
in a full case study.  
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