Centering Community:
Shifting Power & Relationships
By Jeanette Bocanegra, José Faus and Josefa Sherer
Driving change that will last requires centering community. But what does that mean? What does it look like
when done well? What are some of the common mistakes systems and organizations make trying to engage and
center community? We came together for a Wellbeing Blueprint event (“Centering Community: Shifting Power &
Relationships”) to offer our perspectives on these questions. This resource is a synthesis of what came out of that
valuable conversation. We hope it can support your efforts to drive change.

What does centering community mean?
• Centering community has to start with valuing the members of the community; getting to know the history, the
stories of the community and not rewriting those stories for them.
• This means the people most impacted by the issues drive the decisions about what the solutions are, the needs
are and what the change process should be — from the beginning. That’s different from just getting people’s
input. It means seeing humans, not problems to be fixed.

Overview

• It means never talking about an unmet need or risk without also talking about the incredible resilience, skills
and assets community members have to offer.

What does this look like when we do it well?
• We are building authentic relationships based on trust, respect and transparency that allow for co-creation and
sharing power with community.
• There’s a willingness to look at what has happened in the past and acknowledge and apologize for harms.
• Community is at the table and resourced with the same information and context that system leaders have so
there is equal footing through all phases of the work.
• There’s a recognition that it takes time and energy outside of professional work hours and schedules.
• There’s a community accountability strategy in place and individuals who are tracking progress and holding
public leaders and systems accountable.

What are common mistakes people in organizations and systems
make when engaging with communities?
• Assuming that all that’s needed is to show up and state what the organization/system is going to do and then
expecting people to be grateful.
• Letting institutional ego get in the way and not being humble.
• Coming into the community as the conqueror or as a colonist imposing outside ideas on the community.
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What are the legacies of White supremacy and colonization in
your field that lead your organization to prescribe solutions for
communities?
• Not taking responsibility for actions. The community knows the difference between people who act authentically and people who are just doing something as a “check-the-list” transaction.
• Not making communities feel welcomed and respected.
• Extracting valuable experience from the community by just inviting the community to “tell their story” without
decision-making power.
• Not engaging community in true partnership.
• Not challenging each other to be much more creative.
• Cutting corners by relying on what regulations require of us instead of taking on the hard work of what we
know in our gut works really well.
• Not recognizing where power imbalance comes into play and how those with power granted to them make
rules and policies that deprive adults of their dignity.
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