Chapter 10

Case Study Exercise

Instructions: Read the following case study on how Lawrence Community Works developed power for the mutual gain of the Lawrence community. Break into small groups to complete this exercise, and then have a large group discussion to share your answers.

Lawrence Community Works, Lawrence, Massachusetts

One hundred years ago, Lawrence was a major industrial center where some of the nation’s leading textile mills were located. But as industry moved out and factories closed, people and businesses followed. Although Lawrence is only 25 miles from Boston, a major economic center, it remains one of the poorest cities in the country. In addition, the ethnic, racial, and class alignments that once defined civic and political life have changed radically. In the early 1980s, tensions between new immigrants (largely Puerto Rican) and the older, white Irish and Italian population led to riots. Massive white flight followed these riots, and a growing immigrant population, mostly Latino, now dominates the community. At the time, Lawrence had a community development corporation that played a limited role in the community, creating some affordable housing. In 1999, the CDC board took control and decided to rebuild the organization. They hired national consultant William Traynor as their executive director, and Lawrence Community Works was born (Holtzman, 2005).

Today Lawrence Community Works (LCW) is a major community development corporation that has leveraged more than $23 million for neighborhood development. Like many other community development cor­pora­tions, Lawrence Community Works is engaged in physical revitalization through the development of affordable housing and economic development projects. What sets LCW apart, however, is its equal dedication and focus on civic engagement and participation. Lawrence Community Works recognizes that civic participation has decreased nationwide, particularly in urban areas that have never fully recovered from economic disinvestment, white flight, and changing demographics. Their community development strategy focuses on the notion that “community change is powered by people” (W. Traynor personal communication, October 2006).

Lawrence Community Works engages in “network organizing,” a strategy that connects people to each other and to opportunities for participation in public life that are productive and fun (Traynor & Andors, 2005). This theory of organizing focuses on creating a demand environment for change. Instead of being reactive to problems and issues, a demand environment is proactive. Lawrence Community Works invests in the community’s capacity by creating as many opportunities as possible for people to get involved. While traditional CDCs focus on engaging a narrow set of leaders into specific roles and running an organization, network organizing simply views the CDC as one way to get involved.

One way that people in Lawrence get involved is through the Community Works Family Asset Building Department, which offers adult programs such as Individual Development Accounts, English as a Second Language, and computer classes. The organization also holds “network nights,” where people involved in a variety of programs can get together socially just to have fun. Another way is through Neighborhood Circles, small group meetings where people in distinct geographies can discuss neighborhood issues and develop manageable projects while getting to know each other better.

Lawrence Community Works deliberately creates linkages among these various participation venues, specifically trying to move people from activities that develop their personal assets, such as the IDA program, to activities that fosters dialogue among neighbors, such as a study group. The organization uses the unique concept of “weavers,” individuals whose focus is to engage and connect people to the large network of civically engaged citizens in Lawrence. As a team, these weavers are intentional about creating deeper levels of engagement through mechanisms such as the Poder Institute. Poder (the Spanish word for power) is a five-month intensive course in community organizing, power analysis, collaborative government, and facilitation skills. Conceived by Lawrence Community Works, the institute seeks to support the development of community leadership among Lawrence residents who are part of the Community Works network. Poder is a direct response to the epidemic of disengagement that characterizes Lawrence and many urban communities (Traynor & Andors, 2005).

It’s a “grow your own” strategy aimed at creating a new crop of civic leaders for the City of Lawrence. Together, these leaders work to create conditions for self-empowerment and to leverage the wisdom and resources of multiple constituencies by developing their own leadership skills and deepening their understanding of economics and power. Poder leaders work together to make collective change and take on even greater leadership challenges. Each Poder class culminates in a class project. The pilot class organized an action to win better garbage collection for their neighborhood. This experience led the group to be curious about the way city resources were distributed, and the bigger question of how city budget decisions were made. As a result, Lawrence Community Works developed a Fair Budget Campaign to reform the city’s budget process through participatory budgeting. Through the network organizing approach, over 3,000 people are involved with Lawrence Community Works, representing thousands of relationships and connections to create community change. These people are the power behind the success of Lawrence Community Works.

Questions About the Lawrence Community Works Case Study:

1. Is network organizing a good strategy for building power?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. How does participation in a Family Asset Building program build power?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. What similarities do you see between consensus organizing and network organizing? How are they different?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. How does Lawrence Community Works build social capital?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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