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ABSTRACT

Background/Context:

Theory suggests that improving the education system and improvement of
educational outcomes will require collective action generated by cross-sector
partnerships. Yet as multi-sector groups attempt to pursue collective work,
understanding the connection between collective commitment, collective action,

and the role of race may be paramount to realizing change.

Purpose/Focus of Study:

The purpose of this study was to examine how collective action (via cross-sector
partnership work) has been and could be used to address large social problems, and
how collective commitment contributes to the success (or lack of success) of the
collective action pursued by cross-sector initiatives aiming to make change in

communities of color.

Research Design:

[ first present a review and synthesis of four historical cases that examine how
collective commitment and action was established and pursued within two
grassroots (community-based) initiatives and two grass-high initiatives (initiatives
started or charged by those with high influence and power). [ drew data from
primary and secondary sources that spoke of and/or provided an evaluation of
these initiatives and conducted a two-phased analysis of each case first focusing on
the contexts and mechanisms through which collective action was pursued with

what outcomes and second on the role that collective commitment played. I then

vii



present a narrative of each case using these frameworks, followed by a cross-case

analysis.

Second, I provide an extended case study of a local grass-high initiative--Highland
County My Brother’s Keeper-- where I spent a year researching and working with
the initiative as it evolved. | addressed the same questions as with the historical
cases, using participatory ethnographic methods, and drawing on data from audio
recordings of 13 team meetings, team meeting notes, 30 interviews with
participants, fieldnotes of informal interactions, personal reflections, artifacts

developed, and electronic communications.

Lastly, I use critical race theory (CRT) to challenge the narrative of all cases, and
examine evidence of how White interest-convergence was employed as a racial

negotiation strategy across all 5 cases.

Conclusions/Implications:

[ find that the grass-high initiatives attracted powerful people to the table, yet the
initiatives pursued by the grassroots cases were more sustainable, and these groups
were also more successful in developing collective commitment. Analysis also
revealed that race was indeed crucial to the ways in which commitments were
acquired. Whereas all partnerships showed evidence of using White interest-
convergence as a racial negotiation strategy, this tactic did not guarantee successful
outcomes. Rather, creating spaces that privileged the voice, needs, and desires of
communities of color, as each grassroots initiative did to some extent, appeared to
make a critical difference in the collective commitment that was garnered and
collective action they accomplished. This work and findings are significant because
they challenge cross-sector leaders to consider whose interests are truly being
served and think about the intricate connection between collective commitment,

race, and power in a praxis-based way.
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Chapter I. Introduction
Purpose

The purpose of this study was to examine how collective action (via cross-
sector partnership work) has been and could be used to address large social
problems, and how collective commitment contributes to the success (or lack of
success) of the collective action pursued by cross-sector initiatives aiming to make
change in communities of color!. I use realist synthesis (Pawson & Bellamy, 2006) to
evaluate prior cases in which collective action was employed to pursue social
change, and participatory ethnography informed by realist evaluation (Pawson &
Tilley, 2004 ) to empirically investigate a local My Brother’s Keeper community,
former President Obama's initiative aiming to address persistent opportunity gaps
for boys and young men of color. This inquiry is significant because theory suggests
that improving the education system and improvement of educational outcomes will
require the collective action and commitment of those across many sectors (Kania &
Kramer, 2011; Seitanidi, 2008; Selsky & Parker, 2005). Understanding the
connection between collective commitment, collective action, and the role of race
may be paramount to realizing change.

Throughout the dissertation, I conceptualize collective commitment and

1 While race was not initially foregrounded in my study, it emerged as a critical factor, and I later analyze it as
central to answering my research questions.



collective action as mutually reinforcing mechanisms. This concept develops from
the premise that patterns of individual commitment and collective commitment
continuously affect each other and similarly reconcile as they’re developed from
interactions and shared feeling within a collective group (Gardner, Wright, &
Moynihan, 2011; Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). I also use the cases studies and
empirical work to examine how grassroots partnerships and grass-high
partnerships connect to individuals’ values and beliefs, and foster, detract, or
sustain these commitments towards the collective level. I then theorize and evaluate
how group environments foster, contribute, and sustain collective commitment
during the early phases of their initiative. Lastly, [ investigate how race and power
intersect and are negotiated in the process of developing collective commitment
towards collective action.

[ find that vision, trust, and space to learn are critical elements towards
fostering collective commitment, and consequently are critical towards achieving
collective action. Grassroots initiatives are more likely to develop and foster
collective commitment, and ultimately employ collective commitment to galvanize
towards collective action. I also find that racial dynamics are central to groups’

ability to realize collective commitment and action.

Motivating Concerns

Structural inequity is not uncommon in American systems, in particular its
public systems. Consequently, individuals, organizations, and systems have long

attempted to address inequity through programs, interventions, public policies, the



court of law, and social movements. Yet as social problems and inequity rises from
the interplay and behaviors of multiple public, private, and nonprofit entities, theory
speculates that the isolated impact of one sector, program, institution, or system
cannot address multi-system failures (Kania & Kramer, 2011). Rather, this theory
purports that “large-scale social change comes from better cross-sector
coordination rather than from the isolated intervention of individual organizations”
(Kania & Kramer, 2011, p. 38).

Some educational scholars have extended this ideology, and see schools and
educational leaders at the forefront of such social change and collaborative
partnerships (Anyon, 2014; Elmore, 2000; M. Fullan, 1993; Payne, 2008). M. Fullan
(1993) contends that education is the only societal institution that has the potential
promise of contributing to the goal of cultivating dynamic citizens who proactively
deal with change both individually and collaboratively (p. 15). In contrast, some
organizational and public policy scholars have conceptualized collaborative cross-
sector work as a retroactive response to system failures, including the failure of the
educational system (Bryson, Crosby, & Stone, 2006). From this perspective, cross-
sector partners “fail” into collaborative work (Bryson et al., 2006; Hudson, Hardy,
Henwood, & Wistow, 1999; Roberts, 2001).

Yet cross-sector partnerships that arise to ‘fix’ social ills vary in mission,
structure, process, the sectors they engage, and even subnational level of operation.
Moreover, the theory of change each partnership uses to achieve its desired
outcome varies, and also has deep implications for how the group builds and

connects to the mission and commitment of individuals involved.



These variations lead to the two particular concerns that motivate this study.

Concern 1: The constant attempt to evaluate and understand ‘what works’.

Perhaps one of the most prevalent policy questions of our time is the
relentless pursuit and questioning of ‘what works?’. Program and policy makers
alike attempt to understand what programs, partnerships, tactics, policies will ‘fix’ a
particular social problem, and if and how these things can be replicated in other
spaces to produce similar results.

This question and pursuit has led to a variety of program evaluations,
research, reports, and attempts to find ‘silver bullets’ that can holistically fix social
ills. An example of this can be observed in the rhetoric used throughout the My
Brother’s Keeper Initiative, which provides communities with a loose framework to
“...identify, invest, and build what works” (Taylor & Johnson, 2017, p. np). While
communities are given freedom to explore solutions that seem appropriate towards
addressing local issues, the rhetoric of lifting up what works and replicating
successful programs from one area to the next suggests an attempt to find panaceas
for social barriers inhibiting young men of color. Others, such as Whitehurst and
Croft (2010), have critiqued this notion-

“President Obama was a community organizer before he was a politician, so

it is natural that his instincts are to invest in community programs. But

President Obama has repeatedly called for what works. Doing what works

depends on evidence not instincts” (p. 9).



Further critique of this criticism would likewise question the types of data
and evidence used to assess ‘what works’. Whitehurst and Croft (2010) and
guidebooks used to help establish the initiatives [ investigate here in this
dissertation assert that strong evidence comes from “studies with designs that can
support causal conclusions” ("Evidence-Based Practice: A Primer for Promise
Neighborhoods," 2015, p. 1). Yet these studies often exclude an understanding the
environments in which interventions, programs, and practices flourish, as well as
the critical lens as to how crucial factors such as race and power play a role in the
process of program creation, engagement, and implementation.

Nevertheless, many of the social ills we’ve attempted to programmatically
solve persist. This brings a question of whether we’ve yet to find ‘real solutions’, or,
if we’ve fallen short of asking better and more critical questions, aiming for more
meaningful outcomes, and addressing the confounding individual, institutional, and

systemic barriers of change.

Concern 2: Insufficient understanding of how change is made within collective

spaces

Multi-sector partnerships require collaborative effort and the use of
collective action to achieve collective outcomes or goals. Yet effective collective
action within these spaces requires both individual and collective commitments.
Precisely, “the commitment of organizational participants- to each other and the

organization itself- becomes a critical, and at times, even necessary mechanism for



directing their behavior towards collective goal accomplishment” (Robertson &
Tang, 1995, p. 67). This notion is further complicated by how race and power are
negotiated within these spaces, as the initiatives I study all use a multi-sector space
to pursue change in areas, neighborhoods, or schools that primarily serve people of
color.

Given this framework, both effective collective action and collective
commitment can be understood as essential tools towards achieving change within
complex problems. Consequently, understanding collective action (i.e. what is it
about it that works, for whom, in what circumstances, and why), in addition to
collective commitment (how it’s formed, its contributors, detractors, and sustainers)
are imperative inquiries towards the task of comprehending theories about change
making in collaborative spaces.

This dissertation takes up both areas of concern. First, it examines cross-
sector partnership work and its use of collective action to address complex social
problems. The historical case studies and empirical case for this study highlight the
interworking of collective work by examining their various theories of change,
contexts, mechanisms, and observed outcomes. Secondly, it attempts to understand
the ways in which collective commitment and collective action interact within
collective spaces. In particular, it examines the dynamic ways in which individual
level values, beliefs, and commitments matriculate and are fostered (or not) at the

collective level, and how race and power are represented in this process.



Research Questions

The primary questions for this study were:

1) How does collective action work, for whom, in what circumstances, and why
when addressing large social problems?

2) How does collective commitment contribute to the success (or lack of success) of
the collective action pursued by cross-sector partnerships aiming to make
change in communities of color?

i.  What are the ways in which the partnership does/does not connect to
individuals’ values, beliefs, and ideologies; and what are the conditions and
mechanisms through which those individual commitments are fostered,
detracted from, or sustained towards the collective level?

ii. How are race and power represented and negotiated in these collective
spaces, particularly in the process of achieving collective action and

commitment?

Definition of Terms

As stated, this study investigates how those working in collaborative spaces
use collective action to carry out social change for underserved communities and
people of color. Before presenting a theoretical framework for this study, I identify

and define the terms and ideas that are significant in this project.



Cross-Sector Partnerships?2. A cross-sector partnership can broadly be
defined as “...the linking or sharing of information, resources, activities, and
capabilities by organizations in two or more sectors to achieve jointly an outcome
that could not be achieved by organizations in one sector separately” (Bryson et al,,
2006, p. 44). S. A. Waddock (1991) also provides an early definition for particular
cross-sector partnerships that attempt to organize and collectively work around
large social problems as-

“Voluntary collaborative efforts of actors from organizations in two or more

economic sectors in a forum in which they cooperatively attempt to solve a

problem or issues of mutual concern that is in some way identified with a

public policy agenda item” (Selsky & Parker, 2005, p. 850).

Multi-sector work that addresses social problems can take a variety of
organizational forms. Some of these forms include funder collaboratives, social
sector networks, public-private partnerships, and collective impact initiatives
(Kania & Kramer, 2011). Warren (1998) and Campbell (1994) also provide
examples as to how grassroots organizations navigate cross-sector spaces and
engage multiple organizations to realize change.

Organizational theorists, scholars in public management, and change-making
practitioners all suggest that cross-sector collaborations are often the response of
those who realize addressing complex problems may not be accomplished by the
efforts of one separate sector (Bryson et al., 2006; Kania & Kramer, 2011; Selsky &

Parker, 2005, 2010; White, 2001). Moreover, just as M. G. Fullan (1996) suggests

2 1 will use the terms cross-sector partnerships/collaboration, and multi-sector partnerships/collaboration
interchangeably throughout the dissertation.



that systems are infamous for maintaining the status quo, cross-sector partnerships
are often acknowledged as crucial to change and addressing social challenges, as
they propose to combine and improve resources, capabilities, and communication
across sectors (Austin, 2000; Seitanidi, 2008; Selsky & Parker, 2005; S. Waddock &
Smith, 2000; S. A. Waddock, 1991).

Yet partnerships across sector lines provide a keen acknowledgement of the
intricacy and interwoven nature of complex social issues. As cross-sector
collaborative take on the intricacies and dynamics of multiple structures,
organizations, systems, people, and- in this study- cities, they often do so in order to
address large problems that impact people, organizations, and systems represented
within and outside of the collaborative. Bryson et al. (2006) state that “people who
want to tackle tough social problems and achieve beneficial community outcomes
are beginning to understand that multiple sectors of a democratic society- business,
nonprofits and philanthropies, the media the community, and government- must
collaborate to deal effectively and humanely with the challenges” (p. 44). As a result,
Seitanidi (2008) suggests that cross-sector partnerships can also serve as a form of
social entrepreneurship, as they have potential to be innovative social processes
that provide bridges across organizational boundaries and deliver change.

Yet fewer acknowledgements have been given to the role of race in these
cross-sector spaces. While proponents of multi-sector collaborative readily
emphasize that “authentic engagement with people who are experiencing the
problem first hand is critical to ensuring that strategies are effective”, the race of

those “experiencing the problem first hand” is often omitted, and most often they



are Black and Latino/a (Kania, Hanleybrown, & Splansky Juster, 2014, p. 3).
Moreover, these partnerships often give little consideration to the historic struggle
for civil and human rights communities of color have engaged in for many years, and
the systematic ways people of color have been underserved. While McAfee,
Blackwell, and Bell (2015) attempt to highlight the role of equity in collective action
and impact work by emphasizing the importance of race in these conversations and
spaces, further consideration is needed.

Collective Action. While collective action has and can be used to infer many
things, in this work, [ will utilize to Robertson and Tang’s (1995) definition of
collective action, stating “collective action refers to activities that require
cooperation among individuals to achieve desirable outcomes” (p. 78). Given this
definition, I conceptualize collective action as the mechanisms groups use to achieve
their desired outcomes. As Pawson and Tilley (2004) suggest via their definition of
mechanisms, collective action is then an act/acts, or processes that is used to bring
about change, or in these specific cases, social change.

Collective action in cross-sector work proves to be a significant concept as
those working in various sectors and systems see the limitations of isolated work,
and see value in strategic partnerships. Yet collective action is not always
conceptualized as a mechanism, or a process that can be used to leverage change.
This conceptualization requires one to consider relationships between people,
organizations, and progress that is (or isn’t) made towards shared objectives, and
the potential tools and resources that are leveraged to reach these objectives (Kania

& Kramer, 2011). One key resource and tool is that of collective commitment.



Collective Commitment. A simplistic understanding of collective
commitment revolves around the notion of “individual commitments multiplied”, as
Evans (1996) indicates that collective action towards real change is first
accomplished person by person (p. 71). Yet throughout the dissertation, [ adopt a
definition of collective commitment from Gardner et al. (2011), which defines
collective commitment as “a shared mindset and shared psychological state among a
delimited collective of individuals regarding their employer typified by feelings of
loyalty and a desire to invest mental and physical energy in helping the organization
achieve its goals” (p. 318)3.

Robertson and Tang (1995) illuminate the two dominant perspectives on
commitment in collective settings; one originating from literature on organizational
behavior (OB), and the other stemming from rational choice literature often used in
theories of economic behavior. While the two perspectives differ in how they define
collective commitment and its role in collective action spaces, the authors point to a
point of consensus that asserts the importance of collective commitment in such
collaborative settings-

“Both the OB and rational choice perspective share in common the belief that
commitment is an important factor affecting collective action systems.
Furthermore, implicit in both perspectives is the notion that individuals with
higher levels of commitment will be more likely to engage in behaviors

oriented toward the good of the collective. In other words, commitment can

3 Gardner et al. (2011) use this definition to define collective affective commitment, which [ explain in Chapter 2.
Moreover, I recognize that the cross-sector partnerships and groups studied in this dissertation do not all serve
as employers of the individuals within the collectives/groups I investigate. However, this definition does present
an insightful perspective as to the connection between the individual and collective levels of commitment, and
commitment as it’s directed towards outcomes and action.
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”

motivate individuals to act cooperatively in pursuit of shared collective ends

(p. 69).
Collective commitment also bears importance from the perspectives of realist
evaluation and theories on race and commitment. Realist evaluation purports that
social change is triggered by the thinking, doing, and resource employment of those
involved and affected by the intervention (Pawson & Tilley, 2004). This perspective
consequently purports that collectively achieving a desired outcome is highly
dependent on the active engagement and commitment of individuals involved in the
group. Moreover, studies have also shown that perceiving one’s group as
disadvantaged and the racial composition of a working group compels the
commitment of those that share that identity (Frankenberg, Taylor, & Merseth,
2010; Zaal, Van Laar, Stahl, Ellemers, & Derks, 2012). Examining collective
commitment from a realist perspective and also looking at how race is represented
in these collective spaces adds to a deeper understanding of commitment and its

connection to action.

Overview of the Dissertation

This dissertation has two major sections. Chapter 2 begins with a theoretical
and conceptual framework for both sections. I ground the research synthesis and
empirical work in theory from public management. Yet, I also draw heavily from
scholarship in education, social innovation, psychology, and human resourcing.
Chapter 3 presents the first major section, which includes a research synthesis of

historical cases of cross-sector partnerships. The methodology used to examine

11



these cases is included in this chapter. Nonetheless, these studies were
systematically selected and serve as examples of cross-sector partnerships that
attempt to create change for underserved communities and people of color. [ pay
particular attention to the early stages of collective action, as well as the power-
origin of these cases; delineating between cases that are grass-high initiatives (or
initiatives started or charged by those with high influence and power) and those
that I consider grassroots initiatives. In addition to charting themes and variations
across these categories, I also (a) use realist evaluation to evaluate the theories of
action, context, mechanisms and intended outcomes across these cases; and (b)
evaluate how and if groups foster and sustain individual commitment towards a
collective level, as well as create an environment that fosters collective commitment.
[ also provide a cross-case analysis of the grassroots cases, and later the grass-high
cases.

The second section begins in Chapter 4 where I present empirical data in the
form of a realist participatory ethnography. In this study, I examine how Highland
County My Brother’s Keeper (HMBK), a countywide multi-sector collaboration,
attempts to make change for young men of color within the county. As alocal
community associated with of the larger grass-high My Brother’s Keeper (MBK)
Community Challenge initiated by former President Obama, MBK charges local
communities to “...convene leaders, identify effect strategies, and to work together”
to address barriers of opportunity for young men of color ("MBK community
challenge for action," 2014).

[ spent a year within this group space as a researcher and group participant,

12



collecting data in the form of interviews, fields notes, recordings of group meetings,
reflective memos, and artifacts created by or for the group. Similar to the case
studies, [ employ realist evaluation to evaluate the theories of action, context,
mechanisms and intended outcomes of HMBK and evaluate if and how collective
action and commitment is used and formed among the group.

Chapter 5 presents a second analysis that centers race and the
representation of race in the cases I previously reviewed. Originally, race served as
an aspect of the selection criteria I used to solidify the cases I would study, but it
was not initially foregrounded. However, race emerged as a critical factor as |
studied the development of collective commitment and the progress towards
collective action for these cases. Consequently, Chapter 5 uses critical race theory to
evaluate how race is represented and negotiated in the process of attaining (or not
attaining) collective commitment towards collective action. In particular, | examine
the function of White interest-convergence and its use as an intentional strategy
within each case. Chapter 6 then concludes the dissertation with a summary of the

findings.

Logic of Inquiry for the Dissertation

Methodologically, I employ realist synthesis (Pawson & Bellamy, 2006) to
unveil how social change is conceptualized and enacted by those involved in the
initiative. Realist evaluation and synthesis acknowledges that social change is
contingent on “the social circumstances” of those involved in the initiative, and as

such, change cannot be built on an assumption that intervention resources spur
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transformation (Pawson & Tilley, 2004, p. 4). Consequently, the realist approach
intentionally investigates contextual characteristics, relationships, and the
positionality of organizations and individuals involved (Pawson & Tilley, 2004).
I concur with Kania and Kramer (2011) that simply encouraging more partnership
and collaborative work won’t produce the radical change sought by those involved
in change-making work. Consequently, this dissertation unwraps the particular
theories that drive the work of multi-sector collaborative groups that seek to
change, evaluates their realization and progress towards change through a realist
lens, and critically examines how race is reflected and negotiated in this process.
As previously stated, the purpose of this project was to evaluate and
understand how collective action (as carried out through multi-sector initiatives)
has been and could be used to address large social problems, and how collective
commitment contributes to the collective work that is pursued. Here, I should note
that in both the synthesis and empirical analysis, my intent is not to make the work
and collaborative space of the initiatives studied appear neater than they actually
were. Moreover, even in studying the contexts, mechanisms, and outcomes of these
initiatives, [ cannot make claim to the total reasoning as to why things worked in the
ways it did. However, in evaluating each case from a realist perspective, considering
collective commitment as a crucial resource towards collective action, and later
appraising findings from a critical race perspective, I do intend to add to the
literature that elucidates how effective change can be made. Furthermore, I seek to
shed light on the contributors, detractors, and sustainers of collective commitment

in these spaces.

14



[ am also very aware that my personal identity and the role that I took on
during the empirical project greatly influenced my perspective in this work.  am a
Midwestern Black woman that attended public schools serving predominately
Latino/a students for my K-12 education, and later attended a predominately White
university for undergraduate education. I spent my early career years working as a
college counselor at an all boys high school on the south side of Chicago, and later a
program manager for a cross-sector mentorship program for Chicago Public School
students. These experiences not only refined my skills around teaching and learning,
but also illuminated as to how (often broken) systems join forces with each other to
treat their ills.

These experiences also led me to my doctoral program, and a quest to
understand why those working in difficult educational spaces chose to work in
those settings, and why they remained committed. [ conducted a study during this
time on highly committed educational leaders that purposefully work in challenging
contexts. My findings from this study showed that while the Black educators and
White educators I interviewed stated they were committed to different things, both
the actions and thoughts about their work proved very similar*.

In addition, my personal commitment to practice and research application
drew me to working with my local school district while I pursued by doctoral
program, and later the county school district that led much of the collaborative work

among the local districts. As a district consultant, [ worked on the strategic plan for

4 Similar actions included each participant’s long tenure in their school, their purposefully supporting Black,
Brown, and other vulnerable students within the school, and the time they spent in their schools on a daily basis.
Similar “thinking about their work” was exemplified through acknowledging their commitment as a sacrifice
they were willing to make, as well as acknowledging that their role allowed them to give marginalized students
voice and power.

15



the merging of two financially unstable local districts, as well as strategic plans for
the county district’s focus and priority schools5. When I came to the point of
designing a study for my dissertation work, I naturally sought insight from leaders
within the district as to questions they had and wanted to explore through research.
Their insight and own inquiries led to the county’s My Brother’s Keeper project, an
emerging cross-sector partnership focused on addressing barriers for young men of
color within the county. The district had embraced the effort, but was unsure of the
best ways to support.

Consequently, I was contracted to consult as a partnership facilitator for the
effort. In this role, I directly connected with stakeholders and partners that were a
part of the initiative, facilitated conversations around strategic decisions, and
managed the work of two AmeriCorp VISTAs that were also hired to work on the
initiative. Hence, the perspectives I take reflect my views as both a facilitator and

participant in the effort, and also a researcher studying on the project.

5 Priority schools are schools located in Washington’s bottom 5% in academic performance indicators. Focus
schools are schools that have large achievement gaps across various categories of students (i.e. race,
socioeconomic status, ESL and Non-ESL, etc.).
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Chapter II. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

This study investigates how those working in cross-sector spaces use
collective action and collective commitment to address large social problems. Here, |
identify, define, and explain the use of particular terms and ideas that are significant

in this project and clarify how these concepts connect to one another.

Collective Action

As stated, I am using Robertson and Tang (1995) definition of collective
action which states “collective action refers to activities that require cooperation
among individuals to achieve desirable outcomes” (p. 78). I intellectualize collective
action to be the mechanism that cross-sector groups use to achieve their desired
outcomes. Yet how and why these groups are formed, and the perceived and
enacted power of individuals and the group all have implications as to the how the
group proceeds, the theory of change it utilizes, the type of action it pursues, how it
is able to accomplish it’s desired outcomes, and much more. Consequently, I've
organized the historical cases in terms of power-origin and dynamics as a means to
specifically understand how power is reflected and negotiated in collective action

spaces.
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Theories on How Power is Negotiated and Reflected in the Process of
Achieving Collective Action

Collective Action via Grassroots Organizing

In their introduction to community organizing, Schutz and Sandy (2011)
affirm that in comparison to other approaches to change, “...[community] organizers
believe that significant social change only comes through conflict with the
entrenches interests of the status quo” (p. 12). In similar light, Moses and Cobb Jr
(2001) emphasize the need for demand in organizing. As systems depend on the
lack of voice and demand from the bottom, in order for change to occur, “...the
system has to be challenged” (Moses & Cobb Jr, 2001, p. 4). Hence, organizing
groups apply pressure to powerful institutions and individuals by bringing
“...masses of people together in actions where they make demands through their
leaders in a collective voice” (Schutz & Sandy, 2011, p. 12). While the idea of
“community” within community organizing is often misunderstood, Warren and
Mapp (2011) suggest that strong forms of community organizing preference the
perspective of “engaging people through their shared connections” rather than
approaching people as “isolated individuals” needing to join for a common purpose
(p. 19).

Setting the agenda. In community organizing groups, ‘organizers’ are
generally paid staff that are tasked with the day-to-day operations of the
organization, including supporting campaigns and training leaders. In contrast,
‘leaders’ serve as the face of organized work and are more often unpaid volunteers.

They direct the organizing group, decide which issues will be worked on, and will
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speak on behalf of the group in public settings (Schutz & Sandy, 2011, p. 24). Hence,
it is important to note that the majority of those participating in collective work via
community organizing/grassroots work are volunteers, and are not compensated by
the organization for their participation.

Players at the table. Grassroots organizers and leaders use large, public,
democratically structured meetings, which allow group members to vote on the
actions and pursuits of the group. However decisions made in these larger meetings
reflect direction-setting and the decision-making of a smaller group of organizers
and leaders (Schutz & Sandy, 2011). Traditional grassroots organizing also
emphasizes the importance of context and leaders working within communities
they work and live (Moses & Cobb Jr, 2001).

Strategy. Warren and Mapp (2011) suggest that organizing begins with
relationship building, as “organizers seek to connect people to each other for the
purposes of taking public action” (p. 24). Strategically, leaders within organizing
groups use tactics such as house meetings and interviews to remain connected to
the interests and needs of their large constituencies. Community organizing groups
also employ the following strategies to accomplish their goal of shifting relational
power-

o increasing their membership

o nurturing and training leaders

o gaining a reputation for canny strategy

o demonstrating a capacity to get large numbers of people out to public

action (Schutz & Sandy, 2011, p. 12).
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Potential challenges in grassroots organizing. One potential challenge in
organizing at the grassroots is what Moses and Cobb Jr (2001) call “dealing with the
particulars of time and space” (p. 3). Understanding how to build and work within
the time (i.e. current events and current political agendas) and space (i.e. political
and geographic issues, local resources available) in order to reach where power is
can often be a challenge for community organizing groups, and particularly for
young and inexperienced groups (Moses & Cobb Jr, 2001). Warren and Mapp (2011)
also note potential challenges in knowledge and know-how on building various
kinds of social capital, navigating unequal power relations, and resource acquisition
via staffing and budgeting.

Collective Action via Grass-High Approaches

Another method to organizing towards collective action is through grass-
high approaches. [ am defining grass-high approaches as initiatives started or
charged by those with high influence and/or power®. While grass-high initiatives
may use similar strategies and tactics to those of grassroots organizing groups,
there is a distinct difference in the origin of the initiative, as well as how those with
power are involved in the decision-making process of the collaborative effort. In
their seminal piece on collective impact, Kania and Kramer (2011) provide a brief
index of frameworks for grass-high collaborations, including funder collaboratives,
public-private partnerships, multi-stakeholder initiatives, social sector networks,

and collective impact initiatives. While the authors argue that the sustainability of

6 ] was first introduced to this terminology in an interaction with Dr. Kristie Dotson, an epistemologist and
philosopher at Michigan State University. While the term (as defined) does not appear in scholarly literature,
given its importance to this project, | believe it is important to share where my interaction with the concept was
initiated.
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these efforts vary, they recognize that large, complex social issues require “...a
systematic approach to social impact that focuses on the relationships between
organizations and the progress towards shared objectives” (Kania & Kramer, 2011,
p. 39). Given that empirical work for this project and another historical case
example attempt to utilize the collective impact approach to organize their
collective work, I concentrate on the features of this framework in the descriptions
below.

Setting the agenda. Agenda setting varies across the type of collaboration
and goals that are pursued in the collective group. Yet most frameworks recognize
that “...transformative work in communities requires the participation and
alignment of many people, organizations, and sectors... “ (McAfee et al., 2015, p.
463). In attempt to help nascent collective impact groups move their work forward,
Hanleybrown, Kania, and Kramer (2012) investigate the critical preconditions for
collective work in grass-high spaces. They find that one critical necessity for multi-
stakeholder groups was the need of financial rescores “...to last for at least two to
three years, generally in the form of at least one anchor funder who is engaged from
the beginning and can support and mobilize other resources to pay for the needed
infrastructure and planning processes” (Hanleybrown et al,, 2012, p. 3). Hence,
there is a clear initial connection to resource-rich funders, and a clear call for
implementers to work with funders early on in the collaboration. Consequently, the
agenda for grass-high cross-sector groups is most often set by influential leaders
(Anthony, Fewins-Bliss, Jacobs, Johnson, & King, 2013 ). The day-to-day work and

operations however is often tasked to a “backbone support organization”, or
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“...dedicated staff separate from the participating organizations who can plan,
manage, and support the initiative...” (Kania & Kramer, 2011, p. 40).

Players at the table. In Turcotte and Pasquero’s (2001) case study of a
multi-stakeholder collaborative roundtable on environmental protection, the
authors inform that the most active players in environmental waste management
were invited to join the collaborative they investigated. Consequently, at the group’s
first meeting, many of the group’s participants were perceived to be “particularly
significant” (p. 453). Hanleybrown et al. (2012) also suggest that in collective impact
initiatives, “the most critical factor by far is an influential champion (or small group
of champions) who commands the respect necessary to bring CEO-level cross-sector
leaders together and keep their engagement over time” (p. 3). As such, the
individuals that participate in grass-high cross-sector initiatives most often include
high-ranking personnel within institutions and sectors that (in some way) impact
the social issue being address. Collective impact practitioners note these
collaborations are more effective when building off existing organizations and
collaborative efforts rather than creating new solutions from scratch (Hanleybrown
et al, 2012; Kania et al., 2014; Kania & Kramer, 2011)

Potential challenges in grass-high approaches. Similar to grassroots
approaches to collective work, grass-high initiatives also face potential challenges
towards effective collective action. One such limitation is the potential gridlock due
to diversity in thought. In their study of a multi-stakeholder collaborative
roundtable, Turcotte and Pasquero (2001) find that while consensus and “small

wins” towards the group’s larger objectives were achievable, the perceived value of
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the group (diversity of perspective) actually served as a limitation, as “[diversity of
perspective] increased the possibility of deadlock as each participant tried to
impose his or her own logic (or perceptual framework) and each had veto power”
(p- 459).

Cross-sector groups using the collective impact model also face the challenge
of inclusion, in ensuring that those that are most affected by the problem they are
addressing are also valued in the work. Given that these issues more often follow
along socioeconomic, racial, and power lines, McAfee et al. (2015) cautions that
those using the model make sure “... that low-income communities and communities
of color are included as equal partners in planning, implementing, and governing
initiatives “(p.4). Hanleybrown et al. (2012) also suggest that funding for backbone
support organizations presents a challenge for groups utilizing the collective impact
framework, as “...few funders are yet stepping up to support backbones associated

with the issues they care about” (p. 6).

Collective Commitment
I'm adopting Gardner et al. (2011)’s definition of collective affective
organizational commitment, which expresses collective commitment as “a shared
mindset and shared psychological state among a delineated collective of individuals
regarding their employer typified by feelings of loyalty and a desire to invest mental
and physical energy in helping the organization achieve its goals” (p. 318). While the
cross-sector partnerships and groups studied in this dissertation do not all serve as

employers of the individuals within the collectives/groups I investigate, this
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definition does present an insightful perspective as to the connection between the
individual and collective levels of commitment, and commitment as it’s directed
towards collective action.

Theorists on collective commitment have suggested the important
connection between collective commitment and collective action, as higher levels of
commitment are often attributed to greater ability to achieve collective action
(Reichers, 1985; Robertson & Tang, 1995; Walton, 1985). Yet as the definition for
collective commitment acknowledges the significance of individual commitment, |
begin to unpack the notion of collective commitment at the individual level. I also
review literature that emphasizes commitment in challenging spaces, such as hard-
to-staff or low-resourced schools. I parallel these environments to nascent collective
action groups, as both represent places where resources to pursue collective action
are more often scarce, the organization has little resources to induce commitment
from those that are engaged in the work, and the communities that are often most

impacted are low-resourced communities of color.

Theories on Individual Commitment
Individual Commitment as Measured by Organizational Commitment.
The concept of individual commitment is most popularly understood through
organizational commitment, and was introduced by Mowday, Porter, and Steers
(1982). Their empirical and theoretical work showed that links between the
individual employees and the organization led to strong beliefs and acceptance of

the organizational goals, strong desires for organizational membership, and a

24



motivation to exert considerable effort on behalf of the organization (Reyes, 1990).
Reyes (1990) presents a precise definition of organizational commitment as “...the
global evaluation of the linkage between the individual employee and the
organization” (p. 143). Dee, Henkin, and Singleton (2006) reinforce this definition
by noting these linkages measure “the relative strength of an individual’s
identification with, and involvement in a particular organization” (Mowday, Porter,
& Steers, 1982 in Dee et. al., 2006, p.604). Hence, affective commitment can most
easily be understood as the “psychological bond” between an employee and
employer (Gardner et al., 2011, p. 317).

Rosenholtz (1991) also identifies a sociological perspective of organizational
commitment, which purports that “organizational members are motivated to
remain within a setting and to contribute productively only so long as the
inducements offered are as great or greater than the contribution they are asked to
make”7 (March & Simon, 1958 i