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The Promise Of 
Community Action

Community Action changes 
people’s lives, embodies the 

spirit of hope, improves 
communities, and makes 

America a better place to live. 
We care about the entire 
community and we are 

dedicated to helping people 
help themselves and each other.



Agenda

Community Action Foundations: Engaging the People We 
Serve

Authentic Engagement Practices & Principles

Practical Considerations

Resources 



WHEN YOU 
HEAR THE TERM 

“CUSTOMER 
ENGAGEMENT”, 
WHAT DO YOU 

THINK OF?



August 1964-Signing of the Economic 
Opportunity Act

“maximum feasible participation”



CSBG Act

• Concept of Maximum 
Feasible Participation 
continues





CSBG Organizational Standards
Established in CSBG IM 138: 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ocs/im_138_csbg_organizational_standards_fy_2
015.pdf 

Organized into three thematic groups:

Maximum 
Feasible 

Participation

Consumer 
input and 

involvement

Community 
engagement

Community 
assessment

Vision and 
Direction

Organizational 
leadership

Board 
governance

Strategic 
planning

Operations 
and 

Accountability

Human 
resource 

management

Financial 
operations 

and oversight

Data and 
analysis

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ocs/im_138_csbg_organizational_standards_fy_2015.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ocs/im_138_csbg_organizational_standards_fy_2015.pdf


It’s about more than Compliance…

• Community Action Agencies have many 
requirements around engagement:

– Tripartite Board

– Community Needs Assessment

– Customer Satisfaction Survey

The people and communities we serve deserve 
authentic engagement – this requires thinking of 

engagement beyond the frame of compliance



Mark Rank on Poverty 

Lacking the basic 
necessities to 

maintain a minimally 
adequate life.  

Shortage-To be poor 
is often to live on the 
outskirts of society.



Mark Rank on Poverty 

• A lack of basic capabilities, overall absence of 
individual freedom and agency. Individuals in 
poverty are less able to exert control over their 
lives. They are more likely to be stigmatized 
and discriminated against, and less likely to be 
able to take advantage of certain fundamental 
rights, such as voting, plagued by lower life 
expectancy, and other constraints. 

 The Poverty Paradox, Mark Robert Rank



We seek to build power and justice with the 
people and communities we serve. 

Agency/Choice/Freedom

 Dignity  Justice

POWER



SEM Framework

Source: U.S. Partnership on Mobility from Poverty

Being valued in community:  
Feeling the respect, dignity,            
and sense of belonging that 
come from contributing to   
one’s community. 

Economic success: 
Having rising income and assets. 

Power and autonomy: Having 
control over one’s life, the 
ability to make choices, and 
the collective capacity to 
influence larger policies and 
actions that affect one’s future.

https://www.mobilitypartnership.org/restoring-american-dream


Discussion

• Think of a time your 
expertise was sought 
and you were 
listened to. 
– How did it feel to be 

sought out for your 
expertise?

– What was the 
outcome? How did 
the project/situation 
unfold as a result of 
your expertise?



What does Authentic Engagement Look 
Like?

Families and Communities are the respected 
experts

Nothing about people without people

Start with Equity

More than a seat at the table 



LIVING INTO THE PRINCIPLES OF 
AUTHENTIC ENGAGEMENT



Community Action 
Fundamentals: 
Customer Voice

Families and Communities are the experts in their own lives



Where do we need customer voice?

• Anywhere that the people, families, and communities we 
serve are impacted
– Nothing about people without people! 

• Customer Voice mechanisms:
– Tripartite Board
– Advisory Councils/Boards
– Community Needs Assessment
– Community Forums
– Customer Satisfaction Surveys
– Program Committees 

• Customer voice not just within the agency, but also                          
within the Community 



Start with Equity…

Intentional Consideration & Design

• Who in the community is impacted by this 
program/issue/need/opportunity?

• Whose voice is underrepresented/not at the table?

• Who has barriers to engagement?

• What is needed for engagement?

• What are the costs of engagement?

• What are the benefits of engagement?

Think explicitly about Racial Equity



More than a Seat at the 
Table…

– Voice

– Power & Respect

– Leadership





Empowering Community Through 
Engagement

Source: Community Engagement Toolkit, US Dept. of Housing and Urban 
Development 

Community-focused Community-centered Community-led Community-empowered

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Community-Engagement-Toolkit.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Community-Engagement-Toolkit.pdf


The Citizen 
Participation 
Continuum 

The specific roles that community-
development corporations (CDCs) 

and community-based organizations 
(CBOs) play in facilitating the 

participation of community members 
in local school, civic, or municipal 

decision-making.

References
Silverman, R. M. (2005).



Compensation for Expertise

The people, families, and communities we 
serve are experts in their experiences & lives

• This expertise is valuable and should be fairly compensated

Compensation Considerations

• Relevant

• Meaningful

Board members should not be compensated financially 
for service 



Source: Equitable Compensation for Community Engagement Guidebook, Urban Institute

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2023-08/Equitable%20Compensation%20for%20Community%20Engagement%20Guidebook.pdf


PRACTICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 



Connection is the Foundation of Resilience 
 Put emphasis on these domains that undermine the 

experience of trauma:

Is the agency a safe place for customers? 

Can staff be trustworthy / transparent? 

Do staff provide peer support to customers?  

Do customers have choices? 

Is there opportunity to collaborate with customers? 

Do you empower / give voice to customers?



Customer 
Voice in 
Services: 

Values and 
Principles

Centers 
on 

Families

Recognizes & 
Respects Families 

as Experts

Ownership

Fluid Approach

Bakes in Racial 
Equity

Removes Barriers

Transformational 
Not Transactional



Reflection: Transactional vs 
Transformational Engagement

• Transactional – Task-
focused; process; 
limited

• Transformational – 
Person-focused; 
Holistic; capacity-
building



Coaching Tools and Resources

• The Prosperity Agenda: Family-Center Coaching
– https://familycenteredcoaching.org/develop-a-practice-of-coaching/#get-

to-know-family-centered-coaching 

https://familycenteredcoaching.org/develop-a-practice-of-coaching/#get-to-know-family-centered-coaching
https://familycenteredcoaching.org/develop-a-practice-of-coaching/#get-to-know-family-centered-coaching


Customer Voice in Services

Service DesignService Design

• Prescribed services & goals vs family-driven

• Who delivers programs?

• Representation matters

Service DeliveryService Delivery

• Surveys

• Focus Groups

Service EvaluationService Evaluation



Practical Considerations:
Advisory Committees

Augment the voice of community & voice of community members 
with low-incomes on the board to enhance communication & better 

inform the board of constituent issues and needs.

Does the Advisory Committee Exercise True Power?

• Formally adopted/appointed by the board (recognized role)

• Committees make recommendations to the board (committee 
agency)

• Board takes action based on recommendations (expectation of 
action)

Standard of Excellence 1.4 – External Advisory Committees



Barriers & Barrier Removal

• We do not all have the same opportunity to 
engage
– Engagement does not cost everyone the same, or 

provide the same value

– What are the costs/barriers/value of your 
engagements?
• Focus Groups
• Community Meetings
• Advisory Council
• Head Start Services
• Tripartite Board



Building Capacity & Offering Support 

• Supports Needed

– Transactional:

• Compensation

• Barrier Removal

– Transformational:

• Mentoring

• Leadership Development

• Training



Equitable Engagement Practices

• Intentional engagement design & facilitation
– Engagement timing 

• Days of the week / hours of the day

– Engagement methods / structure
• In-person? Virtual?

• Interpretation & Language

– Engagement leadership
• Who leads? Who has power?

– Engagement Onboarding
• Set people up for success



Practical Considerations: 
Tripartite Board

• Ensure the board is trained on 
fundamentals of Customer Voice

• Ensure recruitment processes have 
intentional outreach/ engagement 
of customers & community
– Racial equity 

– Engagement of those not represented

• Structure & Facilitation
– Committees

• Leadership & Membership

– Facilitation 

• Languages

• Culture

• Meeting process/procedure



Practical Considerations:
Community Assessment 

• Assessment OF the Community vs Assessment BY 
the Community
– Not just customer input on needs; go deeper by 

including the community in the interpretation of 
results & priorities 

– How will you “close the loop” with the community 
after the assessment is complete?

• Community Needs Assessment as an opportunity 
to hire Community Members

• Compensation for expertise
– Relevant & Proportional   



WHAT IS A NEW STRATEGY OR 
APPROACH YOU WILL USE IN YOUR 
ENGAGEMENT EFFORTS? 



RESOURCES



International Association of Public 
Participation – Spectrum of Participation



T/A Guides, Toolkits, and Webinars
 for Each of the Nine Categories

• Additional Guidance

– Definition

– Compliance

– Document

• Beyond Compliance

• Resources

• Assessment Scales



From meeting to 
exceeding standards…

Category 1: 
Organizational 

Leadership



From meeting to 
exceeding standards…

Category 3: 
Customer, 

Constituent 
and Partner 

Focus



From meeting to 
exceeding standards…

Category 5: 
Human 

Resource 
Focus 



Whole Family Approach Resources



Whole Family Approach Resources



Executive Director
 &

Board Chair Symposium

June 26th & 27th 

St. Paul, MN
LEARN MORE 

AND REGISTER!



Professional Certification for 
Leaders

CCAP@CommunityActionpartnership.com

in America’s anti-poverty movement

• Verified, professional recognition of your knowledge & 
ability to apply that knowledge effectively

• Attractive to Community Action and other Employers 
nationwide

• Valid for 4 years and can be renewed with continued 
Community Action engagement

The Premier 

Learn More: https://communityactionpartnership.com/ccap/ 

https://communityactionpartnership.com/ccap/






Thank You!
The National Community Action Partnership is 
YOUR partnership and is always ready to 
support your organization in any way. 

Contact us at any time!

Maribeth Schneber-Rhemrev | Director, Organizational 
Capacity Building
Mschneberrhemrev@communityactionpartnership.com

mailto:Mschneberrhemrev@communityactionpartnership.com
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