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preface

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the 
world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.

—Margaret Mead

This text was designed to be a textbook and “how to” reference guide for thoughtful, 
dedicated citizens who are determined to change their world (or at least part of it) 
through their commitment and loyalty to one another and their dedication to fostering 
“common unity.”

This text provides a unique approach to community organizing for the human ser-
vices and social work profession by providing practical tips, templates, and in-text and 
online resources that give future community organizers a road map to navigate a number 
of best practices in the field. While the main theories that support community organiz-
ing are illustrated through an urban and rural community case study approach, the book 
illustrates how these theories inform and can help direct the type of organizing that will 
work best for a specific community based on its personality, needs, and resources. 

This text and its accompanying resources were developed with the following 
 premises:

1. People know what they need and can work together to achieve it when given effec-
tive intellectual tools and analytical frameworks. 

2. Everyone can and should be included in community building.
3. Local action is often the most effective action.

Chapter Themes

•	Chapter 1 provides detailed cases studies based on urban and rural communities, 
and compares and contrasts the complexities of these communities and community 
organizing. 

•	Chapter 2 introduces community organizing thinking, including systems thinking, 
focal systems, and community formation.

•	Chapter 3 introduces the ever-changing kaleidoscopic community and how 
disciplines like cognitive psychology, sociology, and social psychology aid in 
understanding community life.

•	Chapter 4 explores varieties of grassroots community organizing including place-
based relational organizing, social entrepreneurship and innovation, mutual 
economic aid, self-help, community-based advocacy, social movements, and 
collaboration among organizations.

•	Chapter 5 provides an overview of the community organizing cycle by outlining 
the development and function of the leadership team, a participatory approach to 
community research, and participatory approaches to planning, implementation, 
management, and evaluation.
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xv•	Chapter 6 explores how to create and sustain a diverse leadership team to help you 
understand and thrive within these interpersonal dynamics and provides you with 
concrete tools to lead, manage conflict, and successfully navigate challenges. 

•	Chapter 7 provides guidance on how to address inadequate information and an 
inadequate understanding of community assets, weaknesses, and service gaps. (An 
expanded discussion of research strategies appears in Appendix A.)

•	Chapter 8 examines the planning and implementation phases of the community 
organizing cycle, including defining the mission, setting measurable outcomes and 
evaluation criteria, and deciding on the major processes and action steps to begin 
work.

•	Chapter 9 explores ongoing management and evaluation issues such as choosing 
a management approach or approaches and creating a management information 
system.

•	Chapter 10 addresses practical organizational questions including the best ways 
to structure your continuing effort, issues involved with budget development and 
management, fund-raising concerns, financial accountability, and ethical standards 
for financial management and marketing. (An expanded discussion of budgeting 
and fund-raising appears in Appendix B.)

•	Chapter 11 focuses on power and helps you analyze power relationships within 
your focal community, learn to identify and use different kinds of power, and focus 
on ways your organizing team can generate “people power” to gain and maintain 
control of your destinies.

•	Chapter 12 explores policies, politics, laws, and regulations through the analogy of 
a football game to guide you through the political maze of multiple levels of policy, 
the challenges of the legislative process, and the morass of regulation.

•	Chapter 13 focuses on the belief that we can create and sustain healthful, 
attractive geographic communities and emotionally satisfying non-geographically 
based communities by working together locally and networking globally, and it 
guides you through a wide variety of ethical frameworks that undergird effective 
organizing.

•	Chapter 14 provides many practical suggestions for making optimal use of Web 
resources for community organizing and community building and explores the 
many possibilities of online communities and networks.

•	Chapter 15 explores organizations that support community organizing.

online features

There are many features of this text to enhance your experience; however, they are only 
as useful as you make them. By engaging with this text and its resources, you’ll gain a 
variety of community organizing skills through:

•	Web resources, including links to important Web resources for community organizers
•	Online handbooks  addressing topics such as place-based and relational 

organizing, social entrepreneurship and social innovation, economic mutual 
aid, self-help, community-based advocacy, social movements, and interagency 
collaboration.
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xvi learning outcomes

Students will be able to achieve a variety of learning outcomes by using this text and its 
resources, including:

•	Community Organizing skills—students can develop skills involving leadership, 
planning, and implementation.

•	Oral communication skills—students can develop their oral communication skills 
by engaging with others in and out of class to discuss their comprehension of the 
chapter based on the chapter’s learning objectives. 

•	Research skills—students can develop research skills and techniques, including 
how to collect the needed data and assemble the information they will need to 
create a clear, complete picture of the assets, needs, and service gaps of the focal 
community

•	Assessment and writing skills—students can develop their assessment and writing 
skills in preparation for future licensing exams by completing topic-based and 
chapter review assessments for each chapter. 

•	CSHSE national standards—students can develop their understanding and 
mastery of CSHSE’s national standards by discussing the critical thinking questions 
presented in the Standards boxes.

We hope you enjoy using this book and the resources we have prepared as you work 
with other thoughtful, committed people to change the world for the better.
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1

Chapter 1 

A Look at Communities

Learning Objectives

Chapter Outline

•	 Case	Study	1:	The	Smithville	

Neighborhood 2

•	 Case	Study	2:	The	Town	of	Middle	

View 3

•	 Variations	on	the	Theme	 6

•	 Summary 8

What is a community? The word community can be divided into two 
parts: “common” and “unity.” Communities are comprised of people who 
share common bonds, often feel responsible for the well-being of one an-
other, and work together for the betterment of life for all. There are several 
types of communities including geographic, partial, dispersed, interest, and 
virtual, but most community organizing is done in geographic communities.

Geographic communities are places where people live in proxim-
ity to one another and share the experiences of daily life. Geographic 
community organizing involves shared efforts, often over many years, 
by people committed to improving the quality of life for everyone  living 
in a particular geographic locale. Places chosen for community organiz-

ing frequently have a sense of his-
tory. They have names, recognized 
boundaries and enough services to 
enable residents to live comfort-
ably without having to leave the 
area. For instance, many places that 
are suitable for geographic com-
munity  organizing have elementary 
schools, churches and other places 
of worship, doctors’ offices, service 
 organizations, fire and police pro-
tection, municipal governments, 
 grocery stores, and community 

Information 
Management

Understanding and Mastery: Performing elemen-
tary community-needs assessment

Critical	Thinking	Question:	Choose a place with 
which you are already familiar. Drive or walk 
through it, carefully observing its sights, sounds, 
and smells. What are your overall impressions of 
the community’s assets and needs? What led to 
these impressions? What immediately jumps out 
at you as likely to need attention?

Pete Ryan/Nat iona l  Geogr aph ic  Image 
Col lect ion/Alamy
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2 parks. Some examples of geographic places that you might choose as the focus of 
 community organizing include:

•	 City	neighborhoods	consisting	of	several	blocks,	often	with	historical	names	like	
“Little Italy,” “Chinatown,” “the French Quarter,” or “Chelsea.”

•	 Incorporated	towns	and	villages	of	less	than	25,000	people	(larger	cities	seem	to	
work better when organized as neighborhoods).

•	 Rural	school	districts	encompassing	a	large	geographic	area	but	a	relatively	small	
population.

Case Study 1: The Smithville Neighborhood

Imagine that you are walking on a major street in a medium-sized city in the Northeast-
ern United States. You are in the downtown area around 6 p.m. on a warm June evening 
and head west on the way to a friend’s house, passing through a section of city that has 
been gentrified with many bustling small shops, upscale restaurants, and sidewalk cafes. 
A number of well-dressed people chat in front of the gilded entrance of a live theater 
company. There are comfortable benches and flower gardens. Street lights start to come 
on and white lights twinkle from the trees. At the border of the shopping district, reno-
vated brownstones look like upscale single family residences. A uniformed police officer 
says “good evening” as you pass.

As you head further west, you enter Smithville, a so-called inner city neighborhood 
where you note that the ambience is changing. You notice more ethnic groceries, pawn 
shops, and second-hand stores. Most are closed for the evening with steel folding gates 
covering their doors and windows. The curbs and sidewalks are broken; there are no 
trash receptacles, and food wrappers and other small items tumble in the wind. A few 
nearby houses are boarded up. You see several social service agencies, including a lo-
cal homeless shelter, a soup kitchen, a drug rehab center, and a group home for the 
developmentally disabled. Gang graffiti is painted on the corner of a building you pass. 
Although it’s getting dark, many school-aged children are still outside shouting and 
laughing while small groups of young men and women hang out on the street corners. 
An occasional ambulance or police car siren can be heard, along with the sound of fire-
crackers or perhaps gunfire a few streets away. Several people sitting on their front steps 
loudly play the guitar or radio, and gospel music comes from a storefront church.

As you reach the corner, you see a colorful mural depicting smiling people of all 
races. On the next block, you pass a community garden and a small “pick-up” basketball 
game on a litter-strewn city playground. Several mothers with their babies chat as they 
carry clothes into the local laundromat. A family skitters across the street without the 
safety of a crosswalk because there are none in the area. At the end of the street, an el-
derly woman waters a flower box on her porch.

Turning onto a side street toward your friend’s house, you notice that some of the 
houses are well cared for with small, neat front yards while others are boarded up and in 
dire need of repair. Several empty lots are covered with sharp gravel. Next to these single-
family homes are multi-story apartment complexes in the flat-roofed “modern” style that 
now looks outdated. At the first complex, children play in the parking lot next to a swing 
set with no swings while gray-haired folks sit in lawn chairs in front of the second complex. 
Teenage boys and girls walk by hand in hand. Everyone seems to be enjoying the evening.
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3Your friend’s house is tucked away on a small lot toward the end of a one-way street. 
She has invited you over for a cup of coffee and is an active member of the Smithville 
Neighborhood Association. She asks you about your impressions of the neighborhood 
and shares her own, emphasizing its strengths, weaknesses, hopes, and dreams.

She shares some of the history of Smithville and the Neighborhood Organization. 
“Smithville” is a portion of the city named for John Smith who, in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, chose the ten-block-by-fifteen-block area as the site of the first iron furnace and its 
company housing because it was close to a navigable river on the east, a railroad line on 
the west, the city center on the south, and a coach and carriage route on the north. The 
land was empty when Smith chose it, but the Smithville valley was soon identified as a 
city neighborhood. For decades the predominately wooden frame houses were filled with 
Scots-Irish iron and steel workers, later with Eastern Europeans and then Italians. Dur-
ing World War II, these white Europeans were joined by a few African Americans from 
the	Deep	South	who	found	good	jobs	for	the	war	effort.	The	1950s	into	the	late	1970s	
were	prosperous	for	everyone.	The	steel	mills	began	to	fail	in	the	1980s	as	production	was	
moved overseas. The neighborhood declined precipitously after the loss of the steel indus-
try. Many people moved from the neighborhood, abandoning their properties. Those who 
stayed were unable to find good jobs and were unable to maintain their former standard 
of	living.	The	neighborhood	population	dropped	from	25,000	in	the	1960	census	to	just	
15,000	in	the	1980	census,	while	the	real	median	household	income	dropped	$10,000	in	
the	same	period.	In	the	mid-1990s,	a	group	of	concerned	residents	formed	the	Smithville	
Neighborhood Organization. Although things are far from perfect as you noticed in your 
walking tour, things improved somewhat after the turn of the twenty-first century. Air 
and water quality have improved. New jobs have been created in medicine, the arts, and 
clean	energy.	Recently,	immigrants	from	Guyana	and	the	Caribbean	have	been	added	to	
the diverse mix and are known for the improvements they have made in once-abandoned 
properties. The various races and ethnicities get along reasonably well. While there are still 
numerous problems in Smithville, those who are involved with the Neighborhood Organi-
zation are feeling hopeful. Your friend invites you to join their efforts by becoming a paid 
intern through the AmeriCorps and even offers you a place to live in the neighborhood.

When you get home, you take notes on what you have experienced, emphasizing the 
positive aspects of the neighborhood, noting some of the likely challenges, and finally 
considering some of the places where there may be conflict among people or their goals. 
You have made a good start toward an analysis of an urban neighborhood.

Case Study 2: The Town of Middle View

Some time after your visit to the urban Smithville neighborhood, you decide that you 
would like to explore a rural village to compare and contrast urban and rural communi-
ties. You choose to visit the Town of Middle View because you have an older friend who 
has	recently	retired	there.	Middle	View	is	located	in	upstate	New	York.	It	has	4,500	full-
time	residents	with	a	weekend	summer	population	approaching	20,000.	It	is	comprised	
of the central Village of Middle View and several smaller hamlets. It shares a single con-
solidated school district with three other rural towns. You arrive by car at the town limits 
on a crisp clear autumn morning, driving along a two-lane state highway that follows a 
sparkling river. As you drive along, you pass different kinds of rural housing including 
a few prosperous farms with large barns, well-cared-for farm houses and large herds of 
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4 dairy cattle, suburban-style houses set on moderate-size lots, and two mobile home parks. 
The first such park is attractive with mature trees and landscaped flower beds. Its mobile 
homes are set on permanent foundations with large lots. There are outdoor and indoor 
play areas for the children and a small grocery store for staples. The second is far more 
rundown and fits the stereotype of a “trailer park.” The lots are small, the lanes are muddy 
and narrow, and the trailers are set on cement blocks without permanent foundations. 
There has been at least one recent house fire, and some of the remains still stand. As you 
drive near the river, there are advertisements for campgrounds and rental cabins. These 
signs of human habitation are interspersed with long stretches of a colorful mixed hard-
wood forest and dark green pines. You pass through a hamlet with a convenience store/
gasoline station, a community church, a small restaurant, and a cluster of wooden houses.

At last you arrive in the Village of Middle View, an incorporated settlement sur-
rounded	by	the	Town	of	Middle	View.	There	are	about	900	full-time	village	residents.	
From mid-June to Labor Day, the number of Middle View Village residents swells to 
about	4,000	on	weekends	and	2,500	during	the	week.	The	full-time	village	residents	are	
divided into three major groups: “native” families, some of whom have lived in area 
since	before	the	American	Revolution;	a	group	of	solid	citizens;	and	business	people	
who originally moved to the area from Major City and its suburbs twenty-five to thirty 
years ago—although most still speak of themselves as being “from the city.” In addi-
tion, there is a growing group of upper middle class people who are recent retirees and 
have chosen to live in their now winterized “summer” homes. Members of the latter two 
groups see themselves as community leaders and often serve on the town board, the vil-
lage board, and/or the school board, while the “natives” often live back in the mountains 
and live by doing odd jobs. They rarely, if ever, participate directly in civic concerns 
but are often at the heart of informal community caring: holding fund-raising spaghetti 
dinners to raise money to pay for others’ medical bills, participating as volunteer fire-
men	and	emergency	medical	technicians	(EMTs),	swapping	services	such	as	car	repairs,	
checking on the elderly, and dozens of other acts of kindness.

The	village	boasts	five	Protestant	churches,	a	Roman	Catholic	church,	a	bank,	two	or	
three small manufacturing plants, the consolidated school, a modest-sized supermarket, 
several small town parks, a library, a consolidated fire district, the Town Hall, a senior 
citizens’ center, an outreach medical center, two professional offices, two motels, and 
three restaurants. All are strung along the main street that has one traffic light.

Most houses are on side streets. Many are small and rather close together with tidy 
lawns. They are mostly of wood-frame construction and are about one hundred years 
old. Well-cared-for homes are interspersed with dilapidated ones. One subdivision with 
ranch style homes on the outskirts of the village resembles a suburb. At one end of Main 
Street are a few large, restored Victorian homes; two have been converted into bed and 
breakfasts. There is a medium-sized lake connected to a scenic river. Both are suitable 
for fishing and small boats and are surrounded with summer homes and a growing 
number of winterized year-round residences. The village provides two public beaches, 
tennis and basketball courts, and two medium-sized parks with picnic pavilions. There 
are community-wide celebrations scattered throughout the year.

When you reach your friend’s house, she takes you to the local diner for a mid-
afternoon slice of pie and tells you that, although the area seems pristine and beautiful, 
problems lurk literally under the surface. Although there is a village water system, the 
water mains are nearly a century old and periodically break during the harsh winters. 
The whole area depends on antiquated individual septic systems which were not much 
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5of a problem when the permanent population was small, but greater numbers of year-
round residents have put increasing stress on the rocky soil which cannot absorb the 
increased sewage. The water table as well as the lake and river system are threatened. 
Water and sewer needs are aggravated by the bedrock that is located very close to the 
surface and by antiquated state laws and regulations that preclude new approaches to 
processing human waste, such as self-composting toilets.

For many years, lumbering in the forests and paper production in nearby mills pro-
vided a decent income for working class area residents. Most of the paper mills have 
now closed, and much of the lumbering has gone to the Scandinavian countries. Locals 
now make a hand-to-mouth living doing a variety of odd jobs for the summer residents 
and retired people. Businesses have been slowly closing. Most of the campgrounds, mo-
tels, and rental cottages are owned by older couples who are struggling to make a liv-
ing as fewer city families can afford long vacations. Winters with little or no snow have 
ruined businesses that depend on snowmobiling and other winter sports, so seasonal 
businesses that thrive in the summer and early fall struggle to remain open during the 
winter. There are a few economic bright spots, such as an active, informal coalition that 
has	been	working	to	increase	tourism.	Recent	reactivation	of	passenger	train	and	freight	
service after a seventy-year hiatus has increased both summer and winter visitors. On 
balance, the local economy seems to be bobbing up and down as businesses open and 
close without apparent reason.

On the school front, shrinking class sizes and budget limitations make it difficult to 
maintain	high	quality	educational	services.	Two	years	ago,	because	of	a	proposed	12%	
property tax hike, the school district budget failed in the largest voter turnout in school 
district history! As a result, heightening tension now exists between the residents and 
school district, which has trouble getting budgetary support because incomes of young 
families are low and most older homeowners are on fixed incomes with no grandchil-
dren in the schools. The gap between the property owners and the schools is exacer-
bated by the fact that most of the public school teachers live outside of the district and 
are seen as burdens on the shrinking tax base.

There is also a split along economic lines regarding the present and future prospects 
facing teens and young adults of the school district. For many years, a relatively small 
number of talented young adults have participated in school events, have gotten good 
grades, have gone to college, and later have obtained good jobs outside of the area. In 
contrast, students from economically poorer homes have “faded” from school in ninth 
grade, have dropped out as sophomores or juniors, and soon have had children outside 
of committed relationships—thus creating a subgroup of rootless “twenty-somethings” 
and their young children without much hope for the future. Some of these teens and 
young adults have turned to delinquent behaviors. There is a surprising amount of al-
cohol abuse, depression, and vandalism among teens and young adults throughout the 
Town and Village. On a positive note, however, the Middle School has recently initiated 
an after-school program targeted toward at-risk youngsters. Participants in this grant-
based program have shown improvement in their school work.

Unlike Smithville, Middle View does not have a formal community organization. A 
relatively small group of committed citizens are active in local politics, the local churches, 
the Chamber of Commerce, and the local service club. These people know one another 
and are often responsible for new positive initiatives aimed at improving the area.

You stay with your friend for a few days. You tell her that you are tiring of your life 
in Industrial City and are thinking of moving to Middle View. During your visit, the two 
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6 of you attend a Town Council meeting, eat in several of the local restaurants, chat with 
her neighbors, and kayak on the river. You drive back to your home two hours away in 

Industrial City and think about life in Middle View. Once home, 
you write notes on the strengths and weaknesses of the Town and 
Village of Middle View, pose additional questions, and think about 
some possible changes that could improve the lives of its people.

Variations on the Theme

The urban and rural geographic case studies described above pro-
vide rich descriptive illustrations of the many concepts covered in 
this book. However, many of the same principles and practices can 
be applied to partial communities, dispersed communities, com-
munities of interest, and virtual communities. A brief description of 
each of these communities follows.

Although community organizing frequently focuses on “com-
plete	communities”	(places	like	neighborhoods	and	villages	that	
offer most of the goods and services residents need), partial com-
munities	(i.e.,	smaller	residential	areas	and	social	institutions)	may	
also benefit from organizing efforts. Occasionally their residents 
may want to use community organizing techniques to address con-

cerns such as poor maintenance, noise, drug abuse, pets, pest control, rent increases, 
unfair enforcement of rules and regulations, or interpersonal and intergroup conflict. 
On a more positive note, they may want to increase neighborliness, improve the ap-
pearance of the facility, support one another in time of need, or share celebrative events. 
Suitable locations for this kind of partial or limited geographically based organizing 
include:

•	 Apartment	complexes
•	 Mobile	home	parks
•	 Rural	hamlets
•	 Subdivisions
•	 City	blocks
•	 	“Complete	institutions”	(e.g.,	prisons,	college	campuses,	schools,	nursing	homes,	

military installations)

Dispersed communities	(or	diasporas)	are	groups	of	people	who	share	
a common sense of purpose, history, and a sense of duty to one another, 
although they may be scattered across the world. Many ethnic and reli-
gious groups—such as Mennonites, Jews, Muslims, North American First 
Peoples,	Roma,	Africans,	Haitians,	and	Chinese—primarily	identify	them-
selves by their shared heritage, commitment to one another, and sometimes 
their homeland rather than their current geographic locations. Immigrant 
communities have always been characterized by a sense of common culture, 
continuing allegiance to a homeland, and caring networks. Today improved 
communication tools and transportation have made it easier for people to 
retain close ties with their homelands and have made travel between coun-
tries much easier than formerly.

planning and 
evaluating

Understanding and Mastery: Analysis and assess-
ment of the needs of clients or client groups

Critical	Thinking	Question:	Observe a place 
where people live and/or work together in 
close proximity over an extended period of 
time and consider the following questions: How 
does the physical environment impact the sense 
of mutuality or “common-unity”? Who partici-
pates, what do they do, and why do they do it? 
What are some written rules and regulations 
that govern interactions? What “unwritten rules” 
seem to apply? Would you like to live or work 
there? What specific factors led you to your 
conclusion?

Explore more about the 

importance of migrant 

hometown associations. 

Consider how immigrant 

hometown associations 

might be helpful to people 

in the home countries as 

well as migrants dispersed 

throughout the world.
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7The possibility of continuing close ties has, in turn, led to new ways of solidi-
fying the sense of community. Foremost among these are hometown associations, 
membership organizations that enable people to connect their new 
homes	(i.e.,	their	“communities	of	residence”)	with	their	old	homes	
(i.e.,	their	“communities	of	origin”).	Hometown	associations	have	
sprung up all over the world. They connect migrants with one 
 another, provide them with mutual support in their new homes, 
and provide a vehicle to send monetary support back to their 
hometowns. Members quite often think of themselves as belonging 
to a single community that exists in several places: a hometown in 
their country of origin, an ethnic neighborhood in their country of 
residence, and a community of others from their hometown that 
are living in similar ethnic neighborhoods. Hometown associa-
tions are examples of ways migrants organize themselves to main-
tain their culture identity across the miles.

Communities of interest are primarily organized around people 
with shared concerns or interests that are important components of 
their individual identities but are not geographically or culturally bound. Common in-
terests range from recreation and the arts to medical problems and social ills. These 
communities often begin as quasi-groups of people who do not know one another but 
share common characteristics, interests, or concerns. For example, the Harley Davidson  
motorcycle community has “members” all over the world. As individuals, these people 
simply share a common interest, but they become a true community when they begin 
to communicate on a regular basis and develop social ties based on their shared interest 
in Harley Davidson motorcycles. Communities of interest may become formal organi-
zations or remain loosely tied. Members of communities of interest often find ways to 
meet face to face through conventions, conferences, and other means—although face-
to-face interaction is not absolutely necessary.

Explore a community of interest by choosing a personal interest or pas-
sion and using a combination of personal inquiries and Web-based research 
to identify any organizations that are related to it. Pay special attention to the 
factors that led people to develop this community of interest, ways the com-
munity is structured locally and beyond, activities that create a sense of “com-
mon-unity” among members, the processes and methods that are used to 
promote	communication	and	community	building,	and	how	well	(or	poorly)	
the various levels and elements of the community of interest seem to work 
with one another. Consider what this exploration has taught you about the 
nature of communities of interest.

human Systems

Understanding and Mastery: Emphasis on context 
and the role of diversity in determining and  
meeting human needs.

Critical	Thinking	Question:	Explore the experi-
ences of a migrant population that interests 
you. What are the strengths for immigrants of 
maintaining strong ties among people from the 
same hometown? What are the advantages for 
the hometowns? What problems, if any, might 
arise from maintaining strong ties to one’s coun-
try of origin rather than focusing on one’s new 
community?

human Systems

Understanding and Mastery: Organizational structures of communities

Critical	Thinking	Question:	What differentiates a community of interest from an aggregation of people who just 
happen to purchase the same product or attend the same sporting event? What specific processes turn a loosely 
structured group of strangers into a cohesive whole with a sense of their common-unity?

Engage in social networking 

communities such as 

Facebook, LinkedIn, Second 

Life or a specialized network 

devoted to an area of interest. 

Consider ways in which social 

networks are similar to face-

to-face communities as well 

as ways they may differ.
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8 Virtual communities are a new and constantly evolving phenomenon that ex-
ists online and shares some characteristics of all communities, such as formal and 
informal rules of interaction, role expectations, primary relationships, subsystems 
to handle various issues, thematic boundaries, and stability across time. Virtual 
communities do not require face-to-face interaction but can fill many of the func-
tions once reserved for these personal interactions. For instance, you may find that 
Facebook and other social utilities can fulfill part of your individual need for emo-
tional support and friendship.

As virtual communities bring together people with shared interests 
who may live miles apart, participants don’t always have to play their day-
to-day social roles but may rather reinvent themselves or create an avatar 
(visual	representation	of	themselves)	that	participates	with	other	avatars	
in a virtual world. However, virtual communities are relatively new, and so 
insights into how they operate are still emerging.

Summary

In this introductory chapter, you were first introduced to the concept of community 
and then took a virtual tour of two very different fictitious geographic communities: 
Smithville, a city neighborhood, and the rural Town and Village of Middle View. This 
virtual tour is intended to help you imagine what it might feel like to live in these very 
different kinds of communities and begin to think about the kinds of organizing efforts 
that might be needed to improve their quality of life. They will be used as examples and 
illustrations throughout this book.	(Please	note	Smithville	and	Middle	View	are	based	
on many real geographic communities, but they are fictitious so do not attempt to con-
nect them to specific communities, organizations, or people.) The chapter emphasized 
complete geographic communities because they are the most common targets of commu-
nity organizing, although some time was spent on other kinds of communities that can 
also benefit from the ideas and skills you will learn here, including partial geographic 
communities	(e.g.,	blocks,	apartment	complexes,	schools,	and	institutions),	dispersed 
communities (comprised	of	people	who	may	be	scattered	throughout	the	world	but	
who identify with a common “home”), communities of interest (such	as	hobbyists,	co-

religionists, scholars, and others who experience a sense of common-unity 
and belonging through shared commitments and experiences), and virtual 
communities that have emerged with the advent of social networking. In the 
chapters that follow, you will journey through analytical frameworks and 
practical ideas that will enable you to be an active participant in community 
organizing activities wherever you find yourself. 

Assess your comprehension 

of Community Types by 

completing this quiz.

Assess your analysis and 

evaluation of this chapter’s 

contents by completing the 

Chapter Review.
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9
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In Chapter 1, you read two comprehensive community case studies, one 
urban and one rural, and experienced a bit of what it feels like to live in 
each. This chapter introduces systems thinking and the kaleidoscope met-
aphor as useful analytical tools for community organizing. Smithville and 
Middle View will be used as case examples here and throughout this text.

Systems Thinking

Systems thinking is an analytical approach that allows us to perceive 
 relationships and processes among the parts of a whole. It can be and has 
been used as a tool for understanding everything from the interrelation-
ships among the subatomic particles within an atom to the motion of gal-
axies. Here, systems thinking will be introduced as an approach you can 
employ to understand relationships and processes within and beyond the 
focal community system (the community you have identified as in need 
of an organizing effort). You will learn to discern the micro-systems  
(smaller systems) that make up the focal community as well as the 
mezzo-systems (systems just beyond the focal community), the macro-
systems (the systems that encompass the other two layers), and the meta 
or overlapping systems, (the “neighbors” of your focal community sys-
tem). We begin by using a microscope as a metaphor for the analytical 
skills (mental activities) you will need to master systems thinking.

In some ways, your mind can work a little like a standard micro-
scope—such as the one in Figure 2.1—by the way it focuses in and zooms 

Math ias  Rosentha l /Shutter s tock
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10

out. Picture yourself examining a slide of pond water under a standard microscope. The 
microscope has several levels (or powers) of magnification. As you look at your slide 
of pond water through the microscope, the low-power ocular lens gives you a blurry 
image of the whole drop of water. This is comparable to the macro-system in systems 
thinking. In community organizing, the macro-system is the big picture surrounding 
your focal community. In both the Smithville and Middle View examples, the macro-
system level includes the natural, social, cultural, and economic environments of the 
United States in the early twenty-first century. These factors impact both communities, 
but their exact impact is ever-changing and vague.

If you want to know a bit more about the pond water, you would click the revolving 
nosepiece until you reached a second level of magnification, which clarifies a portion 
of the sample a bit more. You then could begin to discern animals, plants, air bubbles, 
and specks of dirt that had been invisible before. In community organizing, this is the 
mezzo-system (or middle level). Like the change in the microscope, the change from 
thinking about the focal community’s macro-system to thinking about its mezzo-system  
feels like a mental “click” that brings a deeper level of detail into focus. For Smithville 
and Middle View, the mezzo-system contains many policies, organizations, and author-
ities that differ for each of them and, therefore, impact them differently. The mezzo-
system includes, laws, governmental structures, non-profit organizations, religious 
denominations, and businesses, all of which are largely designed outside of either focal 
community but nonetheless impact them.

If you wanted to know still more about the pond water, you would increase the mag-
nification to the third level by “clicking” again. The larger bits of matter would fade into 
the background and you would see a whole “community” of very small organisms going 
about their short lives interacting with one another. You might watch in fascination as 

Figure 2.1
Microscope 
Metaphor for 
relationships 
among Systems
Like using a micro-
scope, your mind can 
zoom in and out to 
look at something in 
more or less detail. 

Projection lens

Iris diaphragm

Stage clip-holds

Low-power
objective
lens

Arm-connects the base
and barrel

Fine focus - slightly
moves the stage to sharpen
the image

Coarse focus-raises and
lowers the stage for focusing

Ocular lens

High-power
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Medium-power
objective lens
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11a group of cells clumps together in one corner or as a paramecium swims along with its 
multiple “oars.” If you were a biologist, you would have some idea of each kind or colony 
of creature and their interrelationships with one another. You have reached the focal 
system: life in a focal area of the sample. Community organizers do the same: they study 
human organisms in relationship to one another. For example, the Smithville neighbor-
hood and the Town of Middle View are each likely choices for geographically based 
community organizing efforts with the goal of improving the quality of life for everyone 
in a delimited geographic area. Throughout the text, this level will be referred to as the 
focal community system or sometimes just the focal system. Most of your efforts will be 
concentrated at this level.

If you were actually a biologist looking at the pond water slide, it is likely you would 
“click” again to an even sharper but smaller section of the slide. There you would reach 
the micro-system level where even more little “creepy crawlies” could be seen in detail. 
The clump of cells would differentiate into its individual components. The paramecium 
would become a complex organism with recognizable body parts. In community or-
ganizing, the micro-system level includes a closer view of the separate people, organi-
zations, and associations that make up your focal community system as they interact 
with one another. In both Smithville and Middle View, the micro-systems include: 
various ages, genders, socio-economic groups, clubs, educational institutions, local 
churches, sports clubs, and many other small groupings common to all geographic 
communities in the United States. In Smithville, these generic micro-systems are joined  
by diverse ethnic groups and races. In Middle View, they include the “old-timers” who 
have lived there for generations, the newcomers who live there all year, and 
the summer residents and the tourists who come occasionally.

The microscope metaphor is useful because you and your organizing 
team—the group of community members that shares responsibility for the or-
ganizing venture—can learn to literally focus and refocus your attention on the 
various levels to determine their impact on one another and, especially, on your 
goals for the focal system. Just as the microscope helps a biologist understand  
the ecological complexities in a smear of pond water, periodically moving 
mentally up and down through the focal, micro-, mezzo-, meta-, and macro- 
 systems of a community will help you understand its ever-changing dynamics.

Analyzing Community Systems

Focal community systems are composed of smaller micro-systems, cooperate and  
compete with meta-systems, and relate to various larger mezzo-systems, and all of these 
system levels exist within macro-systems.

Your key task in community organizing is the identification of a focal community 
system that will be the main place you intend to work and the starting point for your 
analysis. Systems thinking enables you to thoroughly understand your focal community 
system and its interrelationships with other systems.

The best choice for a focal community system is a complete community that should 
have most of the following characteristics:

•	 Exist	over	a	reasonable	period	of	time	(i.e.,	longer	than	a	few	hours).
•	 Have	established	roles	through	which	people	interact	in	predictable,	ongoing	patterns.

explore systems thinking 

by accessing the SlideShare 

video introduction to Systems 

Thinking by educational 

consultant Patrick Woessner. 

What are some of the ways 

systems thinking might be  

used to analyze complex 

processes?
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12 •	 Show	evidence	of	established	customs	(behaviors)	and	laws	(policies).
•	 Be	comprised	of	micro-systems	(i.e.,	smaller	divisions)	that	meet	specific	needs	or	

represent specific populations and interests.
•	 Have	an	equilibrium	(or	balance	of	power)	that	is	relatively	stable	over	time.
•	 Have	discernible	boundaries	that	may	be	geographic,	ideological—limited	to	

 adherents of a particular belief system, based on social issues (e.g., the rights of par-
ticular minority groups, instances of injustice, etc.), and/or legally defined (such as 
a political district).

Focal community system boundaries may be well defined or somewhat fuzzy. Usually, 
some functions—that is, activities necessary for community life—are performed within 
its boundaries, some are performed outside its boundaries, and some are performed both 
inside and outside. For example, the Smithville neighborhood has a few small stores, an 
elementary	school,	a	health	clinic,	and	multiple	religious	groups.	But	residents	must	go	
outside of the neighborhood’s boundaries to buy large quantities of groceries, make sub-
stantial purchases such as cars or furniture, see a movie, have major medical tests, or attend  
high school or college. Most jobs require commuting, and all of the major services, such 
as street repairs, are the responsibility of the city. The Town of Middle View, on the other 

hand, is more self-contained. It has a branch of Walmart, a small hospital,  
a consolidated school system serving pre-K to grade 12, various recreation 
venues, two banks, several churches, and effective municipal services. As a 
basis for further investigation and application of systems thinking, choose  
a complete community that you know well and begin to mentally (or physi-
cally) explore it. Jot down some of your observations.

Micro-systems
Micro-systems are the major internal components or parts of a focal system. Micro-
systems are the first “click” of the organizer’s mental microscope below the focal com-
munity system. The micro-systems are where community life is lived.

Micro-systems of geographic focal systems such as Smithville and Middle View can 
be broken down into smaller bits, each of which has a life of its own. Many of the micro-
systems in Smithville are defined by physical proximity, so we will look first at some of its 
geographic micro-systems (e.g., blocks and block clusters). Smithville is a neighborhood 
of Industrial City and is divided by streets, avenues, and alleys. Streets run north/south, 
avenues run east/west, and both have two-way traffic. Alleys are smaller passageways 
that were once used for coal delivery and are now often used for garbage collection. A 
city block includes all the buildings located between two streets and two intersecting ave-
nues; Smithville encompasses approximately 150 city blocks. Some blocks have their own 
unique characteristics and can be considered separate micro-systems. Other blocks share 
many characteristics with nearby blocks and are best viewed together as “block clusters.”

Remember as you walked through Smithville, you noticed that some blocks and 
block clusters had multi-story apartment buildings only a few feet away from large older 
homes with multiple apartments. Some buildings were commercial with only a few 
small apartments over the businesses, but most were single-family homes and duplexes 
with small front yards and back patios. The buildings on some blocks were well kept; 
other blocks were a mixture of well-maintained homes and dilapidated ones; and still 
other blocks were mostly empty, gravel-filled lots with a few run-down buildings.

Assess your comprehension 

of Complete Community 

Systems by completing  

this quiz.
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13On some blocks and block clusters, you saw people of different skin colors speak-
ing many languages and seeming to get along well. Other blocks felt tense, and you saw 
gang symbols, swastikas, and Klan markings on the walls. A few other blocks appeared 
to be culturally homogenous.

A resident with whom you stopped to talk said that Smithville’s blocks and block 
clusters also vary by the general age of the people living there. He noted that a block that 
once rang with children’s laughter may have become quiet and sedate as its residents 
grew older and then once again filled with baby strollers as homes were sold or rented 
to younger people.

While many of the micro-systems in Smithville are based on geographic proxim-
ity, some are related to other shared characteristics such as stage of life. For instance, 
families with children may have concerns regarding the quality of their children’s edu-
cation, street safety, safe play spaces, and access to affordable, family-pleasing food in 
family-size packaging. Older children and teens may want recreational areas—such as: 
basketball courts, swimming pools, and indoor gyms—within a safe walking distance. 
Working people may desire reliable public transportation and high-quality, flexible 
child care. Older folks may want a senior activities center, nearby shopping and phy-
sicians’ offices, convenience stores that sell small portions of food and beverages, and 
shady places to sit and talk. Members of various ethnic and religious groups may want 
to have places for worship and celebrations.

Sometimes, a community’s micro-systems may have similar purposes but differ 
in organizational membership and location. For instance, some but not all blocks and 
block clusters in Smithville have “block clubs” that periodically hold block parties and 
gatherings, represent the interests of their blocks or block clusters to the Smithville 
Neighborhood Organization, or have their own Crime Watch organizations to guard 
one	another’s	properties.	Each	block	club	has	connections	to	all	of	the	others	and	to	the	
Smithville Neighborhood Organization but also maintains its independent identity.

Micro-systems are often strengthened by networking, so they may cooperate with 
one another to benefit the whole neighborhood. For instance, the Smithville Neighbor-
hood Organization—composed of block clubs, businesses, non-profit organizations, 
and individuals—in order to stabilize rents recently petitioned the city to stop neighbor-
hood gentrification. The Neighborhood Organization holds yearly meetings that gener-
ate petitions from the neighborhood to the municipal government, city schools, and 
organizations beyond the neighborhood level. In another example of networking across 
micro-systems,	a	group	of	Middle	View	parents	created	a	town-wide	Youth	Baseball	
League that enables young people from the village, hamlets, and incorporated parts to 
the countryside to compete with one another during the summer months.

While Smithville’s geographic micro-systems usually cooperate with one another in 
helpful ways, they sometimes compete for limited resources. For instance, two block 
clusters may compete with one another for city funding for a new playground, or block 
clubs may even compete with one another over who can give the best block party! In 
the Town of Middle View, the village and hamlets may compete for state-level funding 
for water and sewage projects or for which area of town receives the first high-speed 
Internet service.

A geographic community’s micro-systems also include specific sectors of community 
life so that it is possible to focus on any local organization as a separate micro-system.  
For example, the parents of Smithville elementary school children recently focused on 

M02_MCKN6810_01_SE_C02.indd   13 03/12/13   2:09 PM



14 the elementary school micro-system and advocated for afterschool programs that would 
be located on both sides of a busy street.

Now that you have considered the Smithville and Middle View examples, continue 
to apply what you are learning by once again focusing on a complete community you 
know well. Focus your attention on its component parts (i.e., micro-systems). Identify 
the smaller systems that comprise your focal system. Look for things like differences 

among residential areas and components of the built environment. 
Identify sub-communities by looking for variations in age, socio-
economic class, ethnicity, length of residency, home ownership, em-
ployment patterns, religion, extended family relationships, and any 
other characteristics that seem to differentiate among groups. Pay 
special attention to potential conflicts as well as places where most 
people are likely to be in agreement. Draw a picture or chart of these 
micro-systems and their relationships with one another. You should 
find that a mental picture is emerging that is leading you to a clearer 
understanding of your focal community system.

Cooperation and Conflict among Meta-systems
Meta-systems are other communities that are similar to the focal community, with 
which it must both cooperate and compete as shown in Figure 2.2.

Figure 2.2 represents three systems that are similar to one another and that some-
times cooperate (shown by their overlapping areas) and sometimes compete (shown 
by the areas with no overlap). Let’s use Smithville as an example to demonstrate how 
this works. Smithville borders two other similar urban neighborhoods: Fair Hills and 
Riverview. All three neighborhoods have similar populations, problems, and strengths. 
Sometimes all three neighborhoods cooperate. For instance, leaders of their commu-
nity organizations all participate on the city-wide Association of Neighborhoods and 
cooperatively advocate with city government officials and politicians for the needs of 
all inner-city neighborhoods for better city services, adequate policing, and improved 
neighborhood schools. On the other hand, these same neighborhoods often compete 
for limited resources, such as special funding initiatives for improved housing, a new 
business such as a grocery store, or rehabilitated playgrounds. While community lead-
ers (organizers) are often expected to take part in such cooperative ventures, they are 

also expected to make focal community interests a priority.
Now consider the community system you have been explor-

ing. Identify other systems that are similar to your focal commu-
nity system. Look for the ways these communities are similar to 
your focal system and the ways they differ, especially in terms of 
history, economics, socio-economic and cultural patterns, hous-
ing stock, environmental quality, and relative power. Identify 
ways your focal community system might cooperate with these 
meta-systems as well as ways they compete with you for limited 
resources. Pay special attention to potential conflicts as well as 
places where most people are likely to be in agreement. Draw a 
picture or chart of these meta-systems and their relationships. 
Save all of your material as it will prove useful later.

human Systems

Understanding and Mastery: Emphasis on  context 
and the role of diversity in determining and 
 meeting human needs

Critical	Thinking	Question:	How can com-
munity members embrace and celebrate the 
community’s diverse micro-systems rather than 
allow differences to become a cause of conflict?

System
1

Focal

System
3

System
2

Figure 2.2
Meta-systems
Source: Copyright © by 
Pearson Education,  
Upper Saddle River, NJ.
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15The impact of Mezzo-systems
Mezzo-systems are the political, economic, and cultural systems that surround and sup-
port your focal community system and have a direct or indirect impact on the success 
of your community organizing efforts. Representatives of focal com-
munity systems often must reach beyond the focal system to broader 
mezzo-	systems,	especially	to	various	levels	of	government.	Because	
Smithville is a neighborhood in Industrial City, the Neighborhood 
Organization leaders must go to the city government and its offices 
for intervention in such areas as street cleaning and maintenance, 
housing code enforcement, garbage collection, policing, parks, 
and transportation. Smithville is also part of county government 
so it had to petition county decision makers to prevent the County 
Department of Social Services from locating too many group homes 
in the neighborhood. On the other hand, the Town of Middle View 
has a town supervisor and four elected council members called the 
Town	Board.	Representatives	of	the	village	and	local	hamlets	recently	
petitioned	the	Town	Board	for	an	ordinance	preventing	hydro-fracking	for	natural	gas	
within the bounds of the town. Like Smithville, Middle View is also impacted by the 
county government so its citizens recently formed an ad hoc committee to ensure that 
the	town	is	included	in	the	county’s	comprehensive	recreation	plan.	Both	focal	com-
munities have school districts that handle public education issues. Thus, community 
organizing efforts often address issues in the school district mezzo-system. For instance, 
the Smithville Neighborhood Organization recently petitioned the city-wide school 
board to require students to wear uniforms because organization members believe that 
this would cut down on bullying over clothing and lessen opportunities to display gang 
symbols.

Beyond	these	local	governments,	both	Smithville	and	Middle	View	are	affected	at	the	
mezzo-system level by state and national laws, policies, and policy makers. For example, 
the	Community	Block	Grant	Program	historically	has	been	the	way	for	the	national	gov-
ernment to redistribute tax dollars to cities and, eventually, to distressed areas. A reduc-
tion of these resources at the national level had profound effects on Smithville as the city’s 
promised repairs to sidewalks, curbs, and storm drains were deferred when expected 
Community	Block	Grant	money	became	unavailable.	Meanwhile,	Middle	View’s	proposal	
for a new sewer system—based on the latest in environmentally sustainable technology—
was	refused	by	the	State	Department	of	Environmental	Conservation	because	the	new	
technology was not yet covered under old agency regulations. On a more positive side, 
Smithville received some infrastructure improvements through the President’s job plan 
which was implemented after the 2008 economic crisis. Middle View has benefited from 
state financing of a comprehensive planning effort that will eventually lead to state fund-
ing for a new water system.

In addition to including different levels of government, mezzo systems can some-
times incorporate networks of government, not-for-profit, and private institutions that 
focus on particular aspects of life and are frequently spoken of as systems. Your organiz-
ing team may find yourselves encountering such mezzo-systems as the education sys-
tem, the health care system, the transportation system, and the disaster relief system. 
For example, when Middle View was struck by a “300-year” flood, the focal community 

human Systems

Understanding and Mastery: Processes to  
analyze, interpret, and effect policies and laws at 
local, state, and national levels

Critical	Thinking	Question:	Under what circum-
stances is it appropriate for similar communities 
to be allies in the political process? When, if ever, 
is competition among similar communities  
appropriate? What practical and ethical consider-
ations would you use in making such decisions?
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16 system leaders rallied town government, local churches, public schools, the fire depart-
ment, and willing individuals while simultaneously seeking help from the disaster relief 
mezzo-system, which was comprised of a network of organizations that included local, 
county, and state emergency management resources; the American Red Cross; the util-
ity	companies;	and	a	variety	of	denominational	and	service	organizations.	Each	partner	
in the mezzo-system did its part to restore order and link everyone in town to needed 
services. The process was frustrating because each outside organization had its own 
jurisdiction (i.e., policies, procedures, and personnel that affected the emergency re-
sponse), but in the end everyone managed to work together to ensure recovery.

Now that you have some idea of how mezzo systems impacted Smithville and Middle 
View, identify the various levels of government that most directly affect life in your fo-

cal community system. Pay special attention to the roles of govern-
ment officials, regulatory agencies, enforcement, the judiciary, and 
the	media.	Explore	government	websites,	and	read	documents	such	
as comprehensive plans and zoning maps. Attend a local govern-
ment meeting and observe the political process in action. Talk with 
at least one elected official (or staff member) who represents your 
focal	community	system.	Begin	to	compare	the	goals	and	objectives	
of government officials and agencies with those expressed by com-
munity members. Continually ask yourself what you are learning 
about the way things “really” work in your focal community.

Macro-systems: Broad Natural, economic, Social,  
and Cultural environments
So far, we have moved from the micro-systems that make up a focal system to the meta-
systems that parallel it, and outward to the mezzo-systems, such as municipal govern-
ment, local economics, and service networks, that most directly affect its quality of life. 
We will now focus on macro-systems—the natural, social, and cultural environments 
which surround the focal system and its micro- and mezzo-systems.

The natural environment includes: the air, surface water (rivers, lakes, and streams), 
ground water, forests, soils, minerals, and geologic stability of the focal system, the 
region, the nation, and the world. The natural environment of Smithville and its sur-
rounding region is somewhat degraded because of its history as an industrial and com-
mercial neighborhood and its location in a medium-sized “rust belt” city, surrounded 
by other rust belt cities and former mining operations. This environmental degradation 
has serious implications for neighborhood goals. For instance, the Smithville Neigh-
borhood Organization found that its goal of turning an empty corner lot into a mini-
playground for toddlers and preschoolers was impossible because the lot is polluted 
with used motor oil from its previous use as a car-repair center. Other currently vacant 
lots are polluted with heavy metals that precipitated from the air over years of heavy 
manufacturing. These so-called brown fields are useless for new development without 
extensive restoration. The local rivers are polluted with mine acid, and although the fish 
population is returning, it has been deemed unfit for human consumption. A combina-
tion of toxins—including lead paint in the pre-1950s housing stock, heavy metals, and 
continuing air and water pollution—has been implicated in a higher-than-expected in-
cidence of childhood cancers, miscarriages, and developmental disabilities in Smithville 
and throughout the region.

human Systems

Understanding and Mastery: Processes to  
analyze, interpret, and effect policies and laws at 
local, state, and national levels

Critical	Thinking	Question:	What are the major 
challenges facing local governments today? How 
might these challenges impact the likely success 
or failure of your community organizing efforts?
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17Middle View, on the other hand, has a rather pristine natural environment that is 
being threatened by recreational development and increased year-round residences 
that have taxed the carrying capacity of the soil and have depleted the ground wa-
ter.	Global	climate	change	has	adversely	affected	Middle	View.	As	recent	winters	have	
clearly become warmer, winter sports such as skiing, snowmobiling, and ice fishing—
sources	of	tourist	income	second	only	to	summer	activities—have	decreased.	Even	
summer activities have been adversely affected by climate change as changing weather 
patterns have caused a shift toward more dramatic weather patterns, including high 
straight-line winds and extended periods of dry weather, interspersed with devastat-
ing flooding.

The economic environment (e.g., the meta-system through which the goods and 
services needed for life are obtained) is mostly managed on a global scale. This glo-
balization has led to the centralization of economic power, as well as the globalization 
of distribution and supply, which has sometimes resulted in the loss of local neigh-
borhoods’	economic	strength,	especially	in	rural	areas	and	inner	cities.	Both	Smith-
ville and Middle View have been adversely affected by these trends. For instance, in 
the 1960s, Smithville was a bustling working class neighborhood. Most men worked 
as laborers in the major industry which, in its heyday, employed over 10,000 work-
ers. Those who did not work for this major employer worked for the manufacturers 
and services that supported it. Most women were stay-at-home moms who kept im-
maculate	homes	and	voluntarily	coordinated	most	community	events.	Even	then	the	
neighborhood was somewhat diverse and supported many local businesses and orga-
nizations, from ethnic clubs, such as the Polish-American Club, to ethnic churches, 
such as various  Orthodox denominations. There were many small stores that pro-
vided everything from fresh produce to shoes, furniture, and jewelry. Few people 
owned cars, and those who ventured outside of the neighborhood used either trol-
leys or trains. In the prosperous 1950s and 1960s, the city’s major industry valued its 
skilled workforce and wanted to keep peace with the strong labor unions and so pro-
vided some luxuries, such as community swimming pools and lavish annual picnics 
and	Christmas	parties.	Because	the	major	employer	provided	everything	from	parks	
to medical facilities, there was no need for major community projects. This employer 
also provided many opportunities for specialization beyond high school, so there was 
no need for people to seek higher education. The neighborhood and the surround-
ing city were economically self-sustaining and even a little smug: World War II was 
over and the United States was on a roll! This continued until the early 1980s when 
the major industry decided that U.S. labor was too expensive and moved production 
overseas. In the decade between the 1980 and 1990 census, the median household 
income in the city dropped $10,000. In Smithville, it dropped $15,000. Many longtime 
residents left Smithville, and its population dropped 20% in those ten years. Home-
owners could no longer afford to pay their property taxes. Homes were sold at a loss 
or were simply boarded up and left to the city government for tax sale. City govern-
ment officials attempted to recruit new residents primarily from the Caribbean and 
the	newly	opened	Eastern	European	countries	and	Russia.	These	new	arrivals	added	
to the cultural diversity of Smithville, but their recruitment and (especially) the fi-
nancial incentives given them by the city government bred resentment among the 
“natives.” These economic earthquakes deeply affected the Smithville focal system. 
Where once the neighborhood had been lively and economically self-sustaining with 
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18 many small but prosperous businesses and well-maintained properties, it became a 
peripheral community filled mostly with hopelessness. Community organizing efforts 
like the Smithville Neighborhood Organization are struggling now to bring new life, 
but it often seems like a “two steps forward, one step back” proposition. The future 
is unclear. On the one hand, if the conservative agenda of globalization and the cen-
tralization of the world’s wealth in a relatively few individuals and institutions con-
tinues unchecked, it is likely that Smithville will continue to decline or barely “bob 
along” in its current patterns. On the other hand, the liberal agenda may encourage 
too much dependence on government programs with miles of bureaucratic red tape—
which may likely  result in strangling local creativity. A third way which emphasizes 
(1) sustainability, (2) local or regionalized economics, (3) alternatives for mutual eco-
nomic support, and (4) citizen engagement will be difficult, but it may return power 
to the community and result in a higher quality of life. Community organizers are 
bound to be in the thick of the debate over these alternatives.

Globalization	and	the	centralization	of	economic	power	have	adversely	affected	
Middle View as well. In the 1950s and 1960s, Middle View was very different from what 
it is today. It had four primary economic bases: farming, lumbering, tourism (especially 
that of summer residents), and “main street” businesses. The family farms of yesterday— 
along with farm-based economic efforts such as feed mills, cheese factories, and lo-
cal	dairies—are	largely	in	the	past.	Because	Middle	View	is	located	in	rolling	wooded	
terrain with many wet patches between the hills, it is not suitable for large industrial 
farms or even large herds of dairy cattle. Farms are few and far between, although new 
trends emphasizing localized food purchasing along with “right to farm” legislation 
have begun to help increase their numbers. Although the forests surrounding Middle 
View are verdant, very little lumbering takes place, especially because the once-thriving 
paper-making industries are now nearly non-existent. Paper making has almost entirely  
been moved first to Norway, Sweden, and Finland—and more recently to northern  
Russia and even China and South America—as multi-national companies have searched 
for inexpensive labor and, in some cases, fewer environmental regulations. The loss 
of paper and lumbering has had an impact on Middle View comparable to the loss of 
Smithville’s manufacturing capacity. Reasonably well-paid workers have either moved 
from the area or have been forced to replace their full-time, year-round jobs with odd 
jobs and seasonal labor. The loss of stable jobs, in turn, has affected local retail busi-
nesses, professional practices such as dentistry and law, restaurants and bars, churches, 
and the local school district. The local food pantry has experienced more visits and 
fewer donations.

Historically, Middle View has depended on an influx of summer families. Women 
and children stayed the whole summer while men commuted to the city and returned 
to “the cottage” on weekends. This reliable summer population is now almost non-
existent. Macro-economic changes—especially the decrease in real earned income, in-
creased demands for constant productivity at all levels, and the need for women to enter 
the workforce not by choice but by necessity—have changed the pattern of summer 
residence so that now summer home owners consider themselves fortunate to spend a 
few stolen weekends at camp and, even then, bring their computers. Tourists who once 
spent two weeks or more renting rooms and cottages in the many private motels that 
dot the countryside now usually spend two or three days there at most. These changes 
have further reduced the viability of local stores and services. The central village now 
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19lacks a reasonably sized grocery store, a hardware outlet, or a jewelry store. More and 
more family-owned motels and rental cottages close each summer.

Where Middle View was once economically semi-autonomous and most money 
earned in the community stayed in the community, globalization has impacted the retail 
business. Now the proliferation of so-called Big Box stores, such as Walmart and Home 
Depot, with relatively low prices, has added more nails to the coffin of Main Street  
(locally owned) businesses. In spite of a growing counter-trend toward supporting  
local businesses and increasing numbers of small niche retailers such as Dollar  
General,	locally	owned	Main	Street	retailers	continue	to	struggle.	The	loss	of	community-
minded businesses and professional people, in turn, has adversely affected the volun-
tary sector—such as service clubs that have traditionally supported many charitable,  
educational, and recreational activities.

The social environment refers to the overall patterns of community life shared by 
everyone in the nation and is formally defined by laws, regulations, courts, and founda-
tional documents, such as the U.S. Constitution. Informally it is defined by patterns of 
settlement among different ethnic groups and economic classes. In the United States, 
for example, everyone shares a federal form of government that includes: municipal, 
county, state, and national components. We participate in a representative democracy 
where individuals are elected to speak on our behalf and represent our interests. We 
have freedoms of the press, assembly, and religion and a two-party political system. De-
spite regional differences, most of us can move freely from neighborhood to neighbor-
hood, or from state to state, without having to declare our whereabouts to the police. We 
can	worship	freely	or	choose	not	to	worship	at	all.	But	with	these	rights	come	responsi-
bilities. We have the responsibility to pay taxes, obey the law, and vote. Young men must 
register for the draft. Parents have responsibility for assuring that their children are edu-
cated until at least age 16, and so forth.

The cultural environment, though similar to the social envi-
ronment, usually refers to ways of thinking, acting, believing, and 
behaving that are transmitted through families and religious affilia-
tions over broad geographic areas. In many ways culture and cultural 
change are contradictory. On the one hand, many cultures change 
very slowly and are tenacious across time and space as we observed 
in Chapter 1 in our discussion of diasporic communities and can be 
seen	in	ancient	conflicts	in	regions	of	the	world	like	the	Middle	East.	
On the other hand, at least the superficial aspects of culture such as 
fashions, music, art forms, religious practices, and memes (ideas,  
behaviors, styles, and images that spread rapidly from person to  
person) change quickly, especially since the advent of the Internet.

The United States as a whole is culturally diverse and is becoming more so, but cul-
tural diversity varies widely across geographic regions, as well as among different com-
munity types. Some cultural environments are monocultures, where almost everyone 
shares similar belief systems and practices, while other cultures are very diverse. Middle 
View is located in a mostly rural region of the United States that historically has been 
monocultural. Most residents, not only in Middle View itself but across the region,  
are white, and many have lived in or near their “home territories” for generations.  
They share the same cultural Christianity and have many of the same expectations 
for themselves and their children. Smithville, on the other hand, is like many city 

human Systems

Understanding and Mastery: An understanding of 
capacities, limitations, and resiliency of  
human systems

Critical	Thinking	Question:	How will the  
massive changes occurring in natural, economic, 
social, and cultural macro-systems in our time 
be likely to affect our daily lives and local  
communities?
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20 neighborhoods: it is culturally diverse and becoming more so. It is a mixture of long-
term working class white residents, equally long-term African Americans, and newer 
Hispanics, Caribbean peoples, and Russians. While there is some tension among the 
various ethnic groups and generations, most everyone gets along well and seems to 
enjoy sharing one another’s cuisines, recreation, and viewpoints. These diverse people 
are likely to organize around common concerns such as garbage pick-up, policing, and 
shared pleasures like block parties where everyone brings samples of ethnic foods, 
dancing, and music.

Now that you have explored ways macro-systems impact Smithville and Middle 
View, turn your thoughts to your focal community. Identify key strengths and weak-
nesses of the natural environment that impact or may impact your focal community 
system in the future. Consider geographic features, weather patterns, and air and wa-
ter quality. What effects is climate change likely to have? Identify global economic fac-
tors that affect the well-being of members of your focal community. How do factors 
such as globalization affect people on a day-to-day basis? Identify key political poli-
cies at the national and international level that affect the quality of life in your target 
community. What opportunities and threats do they represent? Culture in the broadest 

sense refers to values and the practices, policies, objects, and materials that 
support them. Identify major national and global values, beliefs, practices, 
and communication patterns that impact your focal community or its major 
micro-systems. How do these macro-level cultural changes affect values and 
behaviors at the local level? Continue thinking about these issues, and be 
sure to share your concerns with others in your focal community.

Kaleidoscopic Community Systems

Although the art and science of community systems analysis including the ability to 
mentally move among the various levels is extremely important, you will spend most 
of your time working to perfect your understanding of the focal community system. 
The image of a kaleidoscope—which creates new colored patterns whenever the tube is 
moved or shaken—captures the continual shifts in the roles and relationships of com-
munity members that characterize community decision making and action.1

Just as the beauty and fascination of a kaleidoscope depends on its varied pieces, 
their relation to one another, and the light shown on the whole process, a focal commu-
nity system can best be understood through (1) identifying its various people, groups, 
associations, and formal organizations; (2) observing their interactions at different 
times and in various circumstances; and (3) shining the light of both analytical reason 
and creativity on the whole process. Let’s turn first to the human components of this 
metaphor.

Individuals are the building blocks of community. They vary in age, socioeconomic 
status, gender, occupation, level of education, ethnicity, personal preferences, and hun-
dreds of other ways that make each person different from another. Individuals are very 
often focused on the challenges and joys of daily life, including their personal physi-
cal and mental health, care for family members, work obligations, varying schedules, 
and many other distractions that isolate them from others and from full engagement 
in community life. Additionally, the individualistic nature of U.S. society makes it easy 
for individuals to feel lonely, isolated, and despairing of the efficacy of collective efforts, 

Assess your comprehension  

of Micro-, Mezzo-, Meta-,  

and Macro Systems by 

completing this quiz.
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21or, conversely, leads them to competition and conflict in the struggle to “make it.” Al-
though sometimes they seem buried in the everydayness of life, everyone in every focal 
community system has unique talents, perspectives, and traits that add richness, variety, 
and beauty to the quality of community life. Some have amazing talents. For example,  
Smithville is home to several renowned jazz musicians, a legendary movie star, an expert 
on African-American history, a visual artist known for her murals, and the inventor of 
several patented electrical products. Middle View is home to an expert on wildflowers 
and edible plants, a celebrated sculptor, the author of several classic books for children, 
and a once notorious bank robber turned bar owner. These individuals, as well as the 
hundreds of people with more ordinary talents, make each community a fascinating 
place to live—and many of them want to contribute to the place they call home.

Quasi-groups (or “almost” groups) are composed of members who share com-
mon characteristics, have an emerging awareness of shared interests, and may eventu-
ally decide to act together—especially if brought together by a community organizer. 
In Smithville, for instance, parents of small children are a quasi-group because they 
share	common	interests	and	challenges.	But	until	they	recognize	common	interests	and	
concerns, they will remain a very loosely connected collection of individuals. However, 
when common concerns emerge—such as the need for an easily accessible, clean mini-
park—and the need for the mini-park begins to be addressed, then group formation will 
begin. As group formation continues, other shared needs and possible solutions may 
emerge and multi-faceted friendships (primary group relationships) may develop. Ad-
ditional projects may be initiated and, eventually, a formal organization may emerge. A 
similar movement from quasi-group to formal organization took place in Middle View 
among individuals who enjoyed snowmobiling. At first, these intrepid winter sports en-
thusiasts met casually on the trails and in their favorite local hang-outs. As they became 
better acquainted, they realized that they shared many concerns such as maintaining 
positive relationships with private property owners, keeping bridges and trails in rea-
sonable repair, and ensuring everyone’s safety. As these shared goals became apparent 
and their friendships grew, their quasi-group became a formal club that has now existed 
for many years.

Primary groups (e.g., extended families and friendship circles) are characterized 
by close emotional ties. They give meaning to life and define our sense of personal 
worth. Primary groups are durable and dedicated, but they can be closed, which makes 
it difficult for newcomers to gain entrance or influence the group. Primary groups are 
extremely important in all community organizing efforts because loving relationships 
provide the motivation and stamina to continue even difficult or threatening ventures, 
as well as the trust which is at the heart of all successful ventures. The importance of 
primary groups and relationships can be seen by comparing two attempts at developing 
a community center in Middle View. In the first attempt, the town supervisor formed 
a high-level collaboration with the County Human Services administrator, the direc-
tor of the County Community Action Agency, and the superintendent of the school 
department to obtain state and federal funding to develop a school-based community 
center. The County Community Action Agency took the lead in the project and hired 
an	outside	director	to	manage	it.	Even	though	the	initial	effort	had	significant	grant	
funding from the county, state, and local levels—and the director had a masters’ de-
gree in human services management—the center’s first year was a disaster and its first 
director left. The center was about to close but, in a last, almost half-hearted attempt, 
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22 Community Action hired a new director whose position was supplemented by two local 
Americorps workers. The two Americorps workers already had primary connections in 
Middle View. The older of the two was a 52-year-old mother (and now a grandmother) 
who had lived in Middle View all of her life. The younger worker was a recent graduate 
of	Middle	View	High.	Both	women	had	dozens	of	long-term	friends	and	family	mem-
bers in both the Town and Village of Middle View. They knew the focal community 
(and most of its micro-systems), respected one another, and had the trust of the new 
director. Within a few short months, the community center blossomed with activities 
for all ages and economic levels. These activities greatly enhanced the quality of life for 
everyone in Middle View. Residents of Middle View have since embraced the center and 
have formed the Friends of Middle View Community Center to ensure its continuation 
even after the grant funding runs out. As an added bonus, the center’s success has so im-
pressed the original funders and other outside resources that it is likely that the center 
will have a long, healthy, and useful life.

In Smithville, primary groups are often women-centered and are held together by 
a network of blood-related extended family members (aunts, mothers, grandmothers, 
sisters, nieces, etc.), as well as “honorary” extended family members who are usually 
given family-like titles of aunt, grandmother, or sister and slightly more formal relation-
ships such as the women that African-American churches often identify as “mothers of 
the church.” Although such women are often identified with African-American culture, 
they also exist among working class white families, the Hispanic and Caribbean com-
munities, and other ethnic groups. Often the matriarchs of different ethnicities know 
one another and work together well for community betterment. (In fact, the only place 
they do not exist is among the upper middle class of mostly white people who have 
been buying condominiums and gentrifying the neighborhood.) These community-
based women’s networks have done amazing things in Smithville. They have cleaned up 
a neighborhood park once given over to the drug trade, prostitution, and gang connec-
tions and have stormed City Hall and forced the city to repair curbs and storm drains 
and add crosswalks at dangerous intersections. Although they feel great compassion for 
people, they also have joined together to prevent the neighborhood from becoming the 
city’s only location for various group homes and halfway houses. Individually and to-
gether, they have linked hundreds of young families to needed food, clothing, medi-
cal care, and educational opportunities. Their relationships with one another—as well 
as their connections throughout the community—make them a force to be reckoned 
with.	Gang	leaders,	police	officers,	and	mayors	have	been	known	to	tremble	when	these	
women confront them. The women have backbone, courage, and hope. Working with 
and through them is absolutely vital to successful inner-city organizing.

Associations have relatively informal organizational structures and are focused on 
specific and rather limited shared interests. Focal communities are alive with such asso-
ciations—just listen to cancellations on a snowy day anywhere in the northern or mid-
western United States! Smithville brims with associations, including the Thursday Night 
Cooking	Club,	the	Community	Gardening	Group,	the	Wednesday	Night	Prayer	Cir-
cle	at	the	African	Methodist	Episcopal	Church,	the	salsa	group	at	the	Polish	Club,	the	
Guyanese	Cricket	Club,	the	“Bar-b-quers”	who	meet	monthly	at	one	another’s	homes	
for	ribs	and	beer,	and	the	Teen	Hip-Hop	Ensemble.	More	threatening	associations	in-
clude three local gangs and at least one petty theft ring. The list could go on and on. 
Middle View has a local Mothers of Preschoolers (MOPS) chapter, the Middle View 

M02_MCKN6810_01_SE_C02.indd   22 03/12/13   2:09 PM



23Community	Choir,	an	Alzheimer’s	Support	Group,	a	boating	club,	a	Lakefront	Home-
owners Association, two bowling leagues, a mountain bikers association, the Middle 
View	Blue	Bells	(a	women’s	singing	group),	a	local	garden	club,	and	is	rumored	to	have	a	
loose association of drug dealers, a clique of spouse swappers, and an ongoing network 
of teens and young adults who meet weekly on a deserted beach for beer, bonfires, and 
sex. Associations are somewhat hard for outsiders or newcomers to find because they 
usually lack formal listings in the telephone book or on the Internet. The lists above are 
a sample of associations that are fairly typical of focal communities. If you want to locate 
one, ask a local person whom you trust (and who trusts you) to find leads to it.

Formal organizations have clear legal structures and exist for limited purposes. 
Generally,	participants	only	interact	with	each	other	within	the	context	of	the	group	
or organization. They are formally organized, usually hierarchically structured, and fo-
cused on a particular mission, goal, or function. A formal organization is usually char-
acterized by an organizational charter, a proprietor or a board of directors, an executive 
director, and, often, paid staff members. Formal organizations are often the most visible 
part of a focal community system. Smithville and Middle View are a study in contrasts. 
Smithville’s organizations include, but are not limited to, education-related organiza-
tions from preschools and child-care programs to a branch office of the community 
college and medical care offered in places as varied as a free clinic housed in the local 
YMCA to private offices where practitioners offer everything from traditional medicine 
and conventional medical care to holistic alternatives. Places of worship include Chris-
tian churches that vary in size, theology, and architecture—from small storefronts to 
imposing old edifices, a small synagogue, a mosque, and a Hindu temple. Human ser-
vice needs are met through branches and central offices of a wide variety of non-profit, 
for benefit, and public human services organizations. Shopping opportunities and fi-
nancial service needs are addressed by individual entrepreneurs, thrift shops, pawn 
shops, branches of downtown banks, local credit unions, several currency exchanges, 
and ATM machines that are everywhere. In short, these formal organizations and more 
make it possible to live a full life without ever leaving the neighborhood.

While Smithville sometimes feels overcrowded with formal organizations, life in 
Middle View sometimes feels as if formal organizations are few and far between and 
that many are missing. Primary medical care is offered at a small local clinic in Middle 
View village, but most medical services require at least a thirty-minute trip to the local 
regional hospital or to its surrounding specialists. There are few child-care programs 
or preschools. Most child care is provided by family members and friends. The consol-
idated school district covers many miles of forested land. It is not unusual for children 
to have two-hour bus rides each way. The nearest vocational school and community 
college is thirty minutes away, just like the regional hospital. While Department of So-
cial Service representatives come to Middle View Village once a month, most human 
services must be accessed in the same larger town that’s thirty minutes (and three to 
five gallons of gas) away. There is only limited public transportation. Only 
Christian worship is formally available. There are four mainline Protestant 
churches, three independent congregations (two of which are located on 
back roads), and a small Roman Catholic Church. There is a local funeral 
home, one general store, two convenience stores, six restaurants, and five 
bars. The local post office has been threatened with closure but so far has 
avoided that fate.
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24 Now that you have taken a look at the different people and groups who interact 
in the kaleidoscopic focal community, you can begin to trace some typical interactions 
among them. Table 2.1 provides a brief view of these interactions.

Each	of	these	individuals	and	groups	can	potentially	impact	the	quality	of	life	 
in your focal community as they live their daily lives and communicate with one 
another.

table 2.1 Interactions among Community Members

individuals Quasi-groups Primary groups Associations
Formal 
Organizations

in
di

vi
du

al
s

Initiate informal  
discussions of  
community needs.

Talk with others and 
learns of common 
concerns and the 
possibility of  
mutual action.

Make family and 
friends aware of an 
issue, encourages 
them to “do 
something.”

Look for like-minded 
people who are 
already beginning 
to address the 
individual’s interests 
and concerns.

Form a new  
organization to 
accomplish  
desired goals.

Q
ua

si
-g

ro
up

s

People with 
common concerns 
find one another 
and begin to talk 
and organize.

Members of two 
or more informal 
groups recognize 
concerns that link 
them.

Members begin to 
share their concerns 
with close family and 
friends who may join 
the effort.

Begin to look for 
existing informal 
associations that 
may want to join 
forces or give 
guidance in forming 
an association.

Emerging group 
expresses its 
concerns to an 
existing organization 
and solicits its help 
or challenges it 
for an appropriate 
response.

P
ri

m
ar

y 
gr

o
up

s

Face an issue  
that adversely  
affects one of their 
members and 
recruit individuals 
to help.

Reach beyond their 
immediate support 
networks to others 
who are facing 
similar concerns and 
draw them into the 
circle of friendship

Seek other primary 
groups within the 
community for 
mutual aid, such 
as when a whole 
community raises 
funds for a family in 
distress.

Learn from existing 
associations how 
to move to the 
next level without 
sacrificing love and 
caring.

Provide moral 
support to 
representatives 
or go as a group 
to solicit help 
from existing 
organizations or 
challenge them 
for an appropriate 
response.

A
ss

o
ci

at
io

ns

Recruit like-minded 
people to support 
the emerging cause 
and seek their 
unique contributions.

Identify quasi-
groups that share 
the association’s 
interests for 
recruitment and 
networking

Add personal 
contacts to 
those related to 
association work, 
such as shared 
meals, long talks on 
matters with deep 
personal meaning, 
share hugs, smiles 
and other tokens of 
friendship.

Join with other 
associations in 
shared efforts for 
the good of the 
focal community. 
Strategically oppose 
associations who 
oppose their goals.

Join with formal 
organizations in 
shared efforts for 
the community 
good.
Engage in social 
action efforts as in 
opposing threats 
from powerful 
formal organizations.

Fo
rm

al
  

o
rg

an
iz

at
io

ns

Recruit individuals 
to contribute their 
goods or services 
and to volunteer.

Target segments 
of the population 
for advertising/
marketing efforts.

Make primary 
groups aware of 
goods and services.

Solicit assistance 
from associations 
that may further 
their organizational 
missions.

Collaborate with 
other formal 
organizations on 
broad initiatives.

Source: Copyright © by Pearson Education, Upper Saddle River, NJ.
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25Let’s use Smithville and Middle View to show how various community members 
and groups can connect with specific neighborhood efforts which fit their interests 
and talents, thus adding to the individual’s sense of engagement, self-worth, self-es-
teem, and self-actualization. Linking individuals with neighborhood needs provides 
an inexpensive solution and creates a win–win situation for both the community 
and individual. Here’s a helpful tip: once an individual volunteer is drafted, engage 
that person right away because no one likes to offer his or her services and then be 
ignored.

Now let’s look at some examples of engagement in the Smithville neighborhood and 
the Town of Middle View, based on the categories in Table 2.1.

individuals to Other groups and Organizations
Mary Smith is a middle-aged woman who lives in a neatly kept apartment in the heart 
of Smithville. She has lived there for many years and has raised five children as a single 
parent after her husband died of a stroke at age forty. Three of her adult children still 
live in the neighborhood. She is considered one of the mothers of her church. People 
often seek out her assistance because of her innate wisdom and inspirational faith. Mary 
owns a small second-hand store where she sells her own baked goods and handcrafts. 
Mary has contacts at all of the various levels shown in Table 2.1. She has befriended 
many people—from the children who drop by her store for a cookie and a hug to her 
senior	citizen	neighbor	to	whom	she	daily	takes	supper.	Even	local	gang	members	know	
that they can count on “Mother Mary” for a smile, a meal, and good advice. Mary is 
especially friendly with other women who share her concerns about the quality of life 
for neighborhood children. Recently, the women have been talking about how danger-
ous the local park has become and what action they might take on this issue. They are 
a quasi-group that is about to become a more formal organization composed of Mary’s 
women friends and her family members. She has been elected president of the new or-
ganization. The quasi-group has identified various organizations in the focal commu-
nity and its mezzo-systems with decision-making power, so Mary visits their leaders 
and makes her case.

Quasi-groups to Other individuals, groups, and Organizations
In Middle View, a quasi-group of local parents is concerned that there are few, if any, safe 
and inexpensive after-school activities for their teens. Several mothers who have been 
talking for some time about their younger teens have formed an organization that they 
tentatively call the Teen Connection. They have recruited members of their immediate 
and extended families, including some of the teens, and have taken steps toward becom-
ing a not-for-profit organization. They have recently identified a group of parents and 
grandparents of older teens and young adults who are interested in some of the same 
issues. The two quasi-groups have decided to remain separate but to work together on 
issues of common interest. The Teen Connection has identified several formal organi-
zations in Middle View and has spoken with the YMCA, the community youth group, 
and the local schools about creating and posting a common calendar of teen events on 
Facebook. Members also have been exploring financial and planning resources available 
from the county, state, and national governments and international service clubs. Prog-
ress is slow but members of the original quasi-organization are pleased with the results 
thus far.
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26 Primary groups to individuals, groups, and Organizations
On a cold December evening, a Smithville mother and her seven children, ages thirteen 
months to thirteen years, were attempting to cross a major street dividing the neighbor-
hood, which had no traffic light and no crosswalk for six blocks in either direction. A 
speeding pick-up truck came screeching around the corner and hit the mother and four 
of the children, permanently disabling a ten-year-old girl. Immediately, a quasi-group 
formed to collect money for the family (who had no health insurance) and to provide 
Christmas presents and holiday food. Members of a local church visited the family, 
regularly drove the mother to the regional medical center, and provided child care for 
the younger children. Formal organizations, such as the Salvation Army, provided other 
assistance, and the local Neighborhood Watch built a ramp so the little girl could re-
turn home in her wheelchair. Once the immediate emergency had passed, the family 
petitioned the Neighborhood Organization to confront the city government with the 
dangers of the crosswalk situation. The Neighborhood Organization discovered several 
similar incidents had occurred over the years and contacted members of these extended 
families who were willing to tell their own stories to the press and city government. The 
efforts of these multiple families (aided by the Neighborhood Organization) resulted in 
the creation of at least one new crosswalk.

Associations to individuals, Quasi-groups, Primary groups,  
and Formal Organizations
In	Smithville,	the	Wednesday	Night	Prayer	Group	at	the	African	Methodist	Episcopal	
Church began to share their concerns about their adult children and their adult chil-
dren’s friends. Several ladies asked for prayer for young women who were single par-
ents with limited incomes who seemed to be alternating between moderate stability 
and homelessness and desperation. Several of these young women were involved 
in abusive relationships; they often struggled to put nutritious food on the table or 
clothing on their children’s backs. Several prayer group members decided to put their 
prayers	into	action.	Each	prayer	group	member	agreed	to	contact	several	of	these	
young women (who were a quasi-group because they shared many characteristics in 
common, but they were not yet particularly bonded together) to join them at a potluck 
dinner that would include home-style cooking and child care. Periodically, the prayer 
group women would invite these young ladies (many of whom were directly or indi-
rectly related to prayer group members who considered all of them “family”) to join 
with the older women periodically for such potluck dinners. The members thought 
that these initial potlucks might lead to an ongoing informal association which could 
link young women with older ones. It was hoped that the older women would help 
with child care, listen to relationship concerns, and mentor the young women in 
practical skills, such as homemaking. The younger women would, in turn, provide 
the older women with friendship, respect, and at times assistance with the struggles 
of	growing	older.	Everyone	would	be	encouraged	to	support	one	another	physically,	
practically, emotionally, and spiritually. The idea was a success, and the informal as-
sociation went on for some time. Friendships deepened among all the women. They 
toyed with the idea of continuing as an informal association under the church’s char-
ter but decided to become a formal non-profit organization that would provide men-
toring and various kinds of support services to Smithville women of all ages. They 
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27formed	a	steering	committee,	recruited	a	preliminary	Board	of	Directors,	created	by-
laws, found a skilled attorney willing to offer probono (free) services, and incorporated 
as a non-profit corporation under state and national law. They still meet weekly for 
prayer and have very close personal ties with one another, but now their formal or-
ganization annually serves hundreds of Smithville women, as well as many who live 
elsewhere in Industrial City.

Formal Organizations to individuals, groups, and Organizations
At the time of the May 2011 “Three-Hundred-Year flood” in the Town of Middle View, 
employees and volunteers from several formal organizations saw the need to contact 
and help affected residents. Various organizations jointly prepared a flyer that described 
available services, contact information, and face-to-face meeting sites. Members mailed 
the flyers to all residents; dropped them off at local convenience stores, laundromats, 
bars and restaurants; and distributed them through the local service clubs, schools, and 
churches. Individuals told their families and close friends. Quasi-groups of volunteers 
and associations—such as the volunteer fire company and snowmobile club—spread 
the word about available services. When the crisis was over, the 
county emergency management authority held an open meeting for 
individuals, extended families and friends, quasi-groups, and formal 
organizations to provide feedback on the emergency response to 
help improve services. This information was added to a national and 
international emergency response database to use for planning and 
training purposes worldwide.

Although Table 2.1 depicts a somewhat linear world with logi-
cal connections among the various parts, the kaleidoscope metaphor 
and vignettes above remind us that these interactions are non-linear, 
occur simultaneously, and may impact other constituencies in sur-
prising ways.

As you have seen in these examples, the “kaleidoscopic community” is comprised 
of interactions among individuals, quasi-groups, primary groups, associations, and  
formal organizations. Reflect on your exploration of your focal community 
system. Create a table listing key components of each category, the strengths 
or threats each brings to the overall quality of community life, and questions 
you would like to ask about each of them. (Note: This list will grow constantly 
as you continue your exploration and will become an important resource for 
further research.)

Bringing People Together

One of a community organizer’s most important roles is to weave various participants of 
the community into interactional patterns that result in concrete improvements in the 
quality of life and create a sense of contentment and belonging. Weaving is a non-linear 
process that eventually becomes part of your thinking and behavior as a community 
organizer. Although difficult, this process involves keeping a “mental filing system” of 
the participants you encounter and making connections between people who help one 
another or share common interests, as well as among associations and institutions. This 
process is more art than science because you can’t predict the outcome of the links you’ll 

Assess your comprehension 

of the interactions Among 

Community Components by 

completing this quiz.

human Systems

Understanding and Mastery: Organizational 
 structures of communities

Critical	Thinking	Question:	What tools and 
techniques might be needed to enable  
community organizing teams to keep track  
of the important components of their  
kaleidoscopic community and facilitate  
networking among them?
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28 make or where such important links will be made. Therefore, you may need to intro-
duce people through formal and informal meetings, make individual and conference 
telephone calls, host social or educational events, and use listservs (computerized mail-
ing services) and various social networking sites.

Ultimately, your mental filing system will provide opportunities for linking partici-
pants and promoting listening and summative reflections. After that, step back and see 
what happens. These interactions may lead to wonderful connections or go nowhere. 
In the long run, a focus on positives rather than negatives—and on ways people can 
work together rather than on conflicts—can make a major difference in their quality 
of life.

Kaleidoscopic, Non-geographic Communities

While most of this chapter has focused on geographic communities—which are the 
most frequent targets of community organization efforts—many of the organizing prin-
ciples can be applied to the dispersed communities, communities of interest, and virtual 
communities that were mentioned in Chapter 1.

Many immigrant groups and refugees are spread across the world in dispersed com-
munities. These diasporas occur for a variety of economic and social reasons, but all are 
characterized by geographic dispersion coupled with cultural unity. Not too many years 
ago, dispersion meant that clusters of displaced people would settle in ethnic neigh-
borhoods where they would keep the “old” ways and traditions but would be forever 
isolated from their original homelands. Rapid communication and global travel have 
changed this reality so that clusters of people who share a similar culture now live in 
diverse communities all over the world.

Many individuals and families in Smithville participate in ethnic-based micro-, 
 focal-, mezzo-, and macro-systems simultaneously. For example, Freya Jones (not a 
real name) is twenty-four years old and the daughter of Jamaican immigrants who 
moved to New York City when Freya was two years old. Her family settled in a 
Jamaican	area	of	the	Borough	of	Queens.	Her	parents	found	it	hard	to	buy	a	home	in	
New York City, so when some of their friends and extended family members found 
that inexpensive homes were available in Smithville, they took a chance and moved 
there when Freya was ten. At first Freya’s family stayed with her aunt until they were 
able to obtain first-time homeowners’ loans from the city. Freya and her parents 
have lived in Smithville for fourteen years. While they mostly socialize with other 
Jamaicans in Smithville and other city neighborhoods, they also actively participate 
with their diverse Smithville neighbors and feel at home there. In spite of their feel-
ing of comfort in Smithville, they miss Jamaica, Jamaican culture, and widespread 
friends and family. As a result, they frequently visit other Jamaicans in New York City, 
Toronto, London, and Jamaica itself and are in constant touch on Facebook and via 
telephone. For several summers, Freya was sent to her grandparents in Jamaica and 
even today she says that she feels she has a Jamaican self and a U.S. self. Freya’s par-
ents, Freya, and indeed almost every Jamaican in Smithville is concerned about the 
way	Caribbean	immigrants	are	treated	in	the	United	States,	Canada,	and	Europe	and	
about ongoing struggles in Jamaica itself. Many send money to relatives when they can 
and support projects there. Freya, especially, feels strongly that all of the Caribbean 
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29peoples suffer from historical trauma that originated in slavery, and she has been 
working for social justice for the people of the region whether they live in Jamaica or 
are scattered across the world. She celebrates her unity with cultural Jamaicans every-
where by wearing her hair in dreadlocks, listening to Jamaican music, and practicing  
Rastafarianism.	She	dreams	of	going	to	Ethiopia	one	day	because	she	believes	her	real	
roots are in Africa. Members of every ethnic group in Smithville have similar stories 
and connections.

Communities of interest
Communities of interest share many of the characteristics of geographic and dispersed 
communities but are bound together by shared concerns, beliefs, and values rather than 
geographic proximity or cultural origin. Communities of interest often develop over 
many years through writing, discussion, and connected knowledge that provides a broad 
consensus about what it means to be part of that community, especially in relationship 
to other communities with differing values. For some, membership in a community of 
interest is an important part of how they define themselves personally and socially. It 
can even become their master status, meaning that almost everything they say or do 
is done in association with their community-of-interest identity. Other members may 
participate in several different communities of interest and may not be very attached 
to any of them. Despite individual variations in the centrality of their commitment, all 
members within a community of interest are characterized by their acknowledgement 
of participation and their investment in their community through time, money, energy, 
and care for other members.

Communities of interest depend on “safe spaces” where people with common in-
terests meet comfortably, become acquainted, and develop strong ties that are charac-
teristic of true communities. Such a community of interest was developed in Middle 
View several years ago when two lesbians moved into the area and found that they 
were lonely and ostracized for their life-style. Quietly, they learned of other lesbians 
in the area and, in informal conversations, learned that these women were also very 
lonely and felt a need for a place to gather in safety. They decided to turn a few rooms 
of their rambling farmhouse into a bookstore and tea room. They furnished it with 
comfortable sofas and chairs, made both tea and coffee available for nominal sums, 
and stocked their shelves with lesbian-related books and other items. They did not 
advertise publicly, but the word soon spread that their home/bookstore was a safe place 
to gather. Newcomers to the area and women exploring their sexual preferences often 
came to the bookstore—nervously at first—but most made it their “second home,” a 
place to be comfortably themselves. As the years have gone by, some women no longer 
frequent the store as much as they did earlier in their lives, but when interviewed by 
an outside researcher, all expressed their appreciation for the role of the bookstore at 
crucial times in their lives.2

Virtual Communities
Virtual communities are an emerging phenomenon, and there has been much debate 
over whether communities can really exist without face-to-face contact. Although many 
people associate virtual communities with social networks such as Facebook, MySpace, 
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Twitter, and LinkedIn; dating sites such as eHarmony and Match.com; and forums or 
blogs, these only begin to scratch the surface of virtual communities. In fact, all of the 

systems and kaleidoscopic attributes that affect geographic focal communi-
ties can and do affect virtual communities. Table 2.2 compares virtual and 
real communities on several dimensions.

Much to many people’s surprise, there are very few important differ-
ences between real communities and virtual ones—and a few distinct advan-
tages that include low impact on the environment and increased diversity of 
participation.

table 2.2 Comparison of Virtual and real Communities

real Virtual

System Dynamics Characterized by four levels: micro, 
focal, mezzo, and macro.

Also true of virtual communities.

Components Individuals, quasi-groups, primary 
groups, associations, and formal 
organizations but with relatively 
finite space boundaries and 
numbers of participants.

Also true of virtual communities 
but special boundaries are 
enlarged and numbers of 
participants and potential 
participants may number in the 
millions.

Kaleidoscopic  
Attributes

The above components interact in 
ever-changing, creative ways.

Also true of virtual communities, 
but the process is faster and 
possibly less predictable.

intents or Purposes Betterment of a geographic 
area, friendship, professional 
connections, shared interests, social 
action/advocacy, linking those of 
common ethnic/racial or religious 
origin, helping people with physical, 
emotional or relationship issues.

Also true of virtual communities.

Communication 
Structures

Face-to-face encounters, formal 
meetings, committees, telephone 
trees, community forums.

There are now at least partial 
electronic means for all of these 
purposes.

Leadership Usually a small core group which 
may be formally constituted with 
officers or a steering committee. 
Leaders are facilitators who 
ensure that goals are accomplished 
in a civil manner and take care of 
details.

Virtual communities often have 
similar structures. Moderators 
often ensure goal accomplishment, 
encourage civil communications, 
and care for administrative details.

inclusiveness Usually attempt to be inclusive 
but can be blocked by a variety 
of tangential issues, related to 
economic status, such as time, 
place and expense of meetings.

Same is true but inclusiveness 
may be globally hampered by an 
ongoing digital divide between rich 
and poor.

Level of individual 
engagement and  
Sense of Belonging

Varies from having a central 
position to being relatively 
unimportant.

Also true of virtual communities.

Source: Copyright © by Pearson Education, Upper Saddle River, NJ.
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31Summary

Over the course of your professional and personal life, you will participate in many geo-
graphic communities and communities of interest. Communities are ever-changing, 
which makes community organizing both challenging and engaging.

In this chapter, we explored the individual and interrelationships within communi-
ties. The focus on systems thinking and the microscope metaphor laid the groundwork 
for	community	analysis.	By	identifying	a	focal	system	and	understanding	its	related	 
micro-, mezzo-, and macro-systems, we were able to take a closer look at the Smithville 
and Middle View focal community systems and begin to discern how their interrela-
tionships are kaleidoscopic (or constantly changing). As we carried the kaleidoscope 
metaphor forward, we defined several levels of social reality which include individuals, 
quasi-groups, primary groups, associations, and formal organizations. We then explored 
the interrelationships among these groups through illustrations from the Smithville and 
Middle View cases.

We examined dispersed communities and communities of interest and 
compared real and virtual communities. This chapter focused on the ques-
tion “What is a community?” and responded by providing a systemic view 
and frameworks to aid in your understanding of community and community 
organizing, as well as to lay the groundwork for the chapters to follow.

Notes

Assess your analysis and 

evaluation of this chapter’s 

content by completing the 

Chapter review.
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