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Community action as a theory and strategy was formed in Chicago in the 1930’s.  The idea was to bring the various sectors of the community together to implement a strategy to provide opportunities for youth -- to help them connect to society in general and to connect to the workforce in particular.  In the 1950’s and early 1960’s, this idea morphed through the Ford Foundation and the Gray Areas projects in New Haven and Mobilization for Youth in New York City and turned into an anti-delinquency strategy at the Presidents Council on Juvenile Delinquency (Mobilization for Youth in NYC).   

The civil rights movement expanded and LBJ was looking for ways to pursue a set of ideas about equality and ending poverty.  LBJ listed 16 strategies in his War on Poverty speech.  Of the 16, 3 wound up in the new Office of Economic Opportunity.  

1.  YOUTH (Neighborhood Youth Corps and Job Corps)

2.  VOLUNTEERISM (VISTA)

3.  A structure and a COMMUNITY ACTION PROGRAM to coordinate and institutionalize work at the national, state and local levels (through OEO, SEOO’s, CAA’s)  CAA’s then adopted the Chicago theory of community action and expanded it from just youth to cover all poor people.  (Probably more weight than it should have been asked to carry, but that’s another memo.)

AT OEO in the 1960’s our two most important strategies were (1) civil rights (equal opportunity by removing the color barriers) and (2) community engagement at the local level.  The latter is embodied in the STRUCTURE of the CAA by bringing the community together and which is also pursued through various inter-sector and inter-agency arrangements -- to provide opportunities or developmental services or at least anti-destitution services for low-income people.

The early CAA directors were hired because they were already community leaders (religious leaders, labor, civil rights, antiwar, etc).  They led or were very active in the social movements. This new CAA thing both agreed with the purposes of the social movements and provided employment for the people who had been doing much of their social movement activity as volunteers. 

Leaders of social movements are inspired, passionate, committed, dedicated, charismatic and most of all -- persistent.  They will work whatever hours it takes and talk to whomever they have to talk to and challenge whomever they have to challenge to make their social movement succeed.  It is important to realize that most social movements do not realize their hopes, but that many do succeed -- especially those that finally get their goals written into Federal legislation, or that a get a funding stream to pay their adherents.

The sociologists talk about the routine-ization of charisma, especially when the founder dies and the next generation has to take over.  We have routine-ized a lot over the decades, with the bureaucratic grants management approach dominating the operations and the calendar of most CAA executives.  I think this is an inevitable consequence of managing public money.  It has happened in every other network as well, from legal services to community mental health to migrant worker programs etc.  It is universal.  So succession planning in the grants management universe is better management systems and recruiting or training new managers.  We actually do a pretty good job of this.

Some of the other possible permutations for leadership development and succession planning are listed below.

A.  If we are only a social movement, then we must think about either replacing the civil rights social movement with a new one (children? work?) or modifying the founding social movement (civil rights), or expanding it or redefining it or attaching to some other new movement.  CHALLENGE 1.    We have to know what the movement is.  We have to be able to identify, describe, select, co-opt, refine, re-define to create the social movement in which the new leaders will function.  Gary Stokes calls this the WHAT and WHY of leadership, what is it that the leaders are supposed to be leading and why are they willing or driven to do it.  This speaks to the “vision” of the leader or of the shared vision in social movement in which they are operating.

A key element of any social movement is its leaders, so we have to find, hire, develop, inspire, recruit the leaders of the social movement.   CHALLENGE 2.    So we can either make the new leaders, or find and hire the leaders.  BUT -- I don’t think you can make new leaders without first having CHALLENGE # 1 in place.  I think the reason we are having such trouble with developing new leadership is because we are having trouble defining the social movement we hope they will lead.  One of the reasons I am intrigued by and am assisting in Clarence Carter’s “New 21st Century Model” project is because he is trying to clarify or catalyze the vision of the new social movement.   This is hard work, and there is a lot of fog and confusion -- but it is the right work.

B.  If we are a blend of a social movement and a strategy, e.g. equal opportunity or entitlement to benefits or changes in human behavior, then evolution is driven by the strategy and what we learn about it from experience, evaluations, and measurement of outcomes.  The leaders are the ones who do the best job on evaluation and producing the  results.

C. If we are a blend of a social movement and an administrative structure, then we have to be able to talk about how the two relate to each other, about how the business systems help us accomplish the ends of the social movement (or business purpose).  There are 200 books, mostly from the business sector, that try to help us do this.  

D.  If we are a blend of a social movement, a strategy and an administrative structure, 

then just figuring out how these three fit together would go a long way toward helping us recruit or train new leaders.   The problem we (the “we” is all publicly and privately funded anti-poverty efforts) have is that too many strategies for adults have run their course -- they worked for awhile and now are either worn out or are showing their true colors and being low-impact.   Hickman and Mills wrote a book in which they put culture on one axis (from strong to weak) and strategy on the other axis (from strong to weak).   My opinion is that we are a strong culture and weak strategy system.  So the proximate challenge is to develop new and stronger strategies and then figure out the leadership needed to bring them into existence and make them work.

The challenges here for anti-poverty work are that:

a.  Our assessment of American society mis-understands most of the causes of poverty.  We simply do not recognize how the economy, demography and social values PRODUCE most of the poverty because we are stuck on the idea that somehow the individual causes their own poverty.  When we look at poverty in other countries, I come to the conclusion that poverty is a national choice about the allocation of resources for human development and of reward for work and of providing for the helpless.

b.  So, our strategies do not address most of the real causes. When we look at poverty over time, most of the adults who were poor in the 1960’s are dead, and most of the people who are poor today did not have poor parents.  Most causes of poverty are systemic, not individual.

c.  And, we do not have an operational theory of social change.  Some foundations are going back to community organizing, community building and community engagement.  The challenge here are the MOBILITY of poor people and of everybody else in America makes it incredibly difficult to take these strategies to scale.  Some of them work on a small scale IF you have resources and leaders and dedicated people (LA, Dudley Street, etc. etc.) but most of them fail; entropy takes over and they simply disintegrate over time.

You would think after 40 years we would have great clarity about the exact causes of poverty and the precise strategies that eliminate the causes, but I would argue we are not a lot further ahead now than we were in 1964 (culture of poverty, underclass, immoral behavior, lack of jobs, intergenerational poverty, lack of education).  These theories were weak in the 1960’s and as time has passed they have all revealed even more inadequacies.  Where are the sociologists and the political economists when we really need them?

E.  If we are blend of a social movement and an administrative structure and a profession (foster care, child protective services) then it looks like most of the direction and development comes from the profession, i.e. social work, training for ministers, teachers, police.  Some people in our network think we should go with E, a blend of a social movement, administrative structure and a profession.  I think this is where the CCAP pathway takes us.  

For me the policy choice is:  do we treat the network like a social movement (A) and work on the new vision; or do we treat it like a (D) a blend of social movement, strategy and administrative structure, and if we choose D then the focus should be on strategy development because that is where we are weakest.  

My concern with both D and E is that we tried an approach based on some mix of these assumptions two years ago.  Lois Carson, James Norman, Mary Ann Vandermark, John Johnston and I developed a curriculum which I marketed to CAA’s.  It was a leadership knowledge and skills package, but did not focus on WHAT or WHY.  There was not enough of a response to proceed.  I did not pursue grant funding for this because in my opinion a focus on leadership skills alone is too narrow. If people won’t pay for it themselves, then they probably will not use it even if somebody else is paying for it.  

We need to EXPAND the framework of thinking about leadership to include the WHAT is it they are leading us to do and WHY are they doing it.  If we can define the WHAT it is that leaders are supposed to do, then leaders will emerge.

So I would like to focus my attention on A, refining the new social movement, and/or on D, specifically on creating new strategies.  Once we do those, leadership will emerge or be found.

Looks like we have some of the possible approaches covered here (
