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Faith-based community organizing
Faith-based community organizing (FBCO) networks develop collectivities of everyday

people around shared interests to push for change in their communities. In this paper, I argue that
the ways in which new staff members in FBCO networks negotiate key role tensions may impact
staff retention. Over time, the goal of FBCO is to build collective social power to impact the
issues most affecting the daily lives of those within the network (Speer & Han, 2018). As argued
by Brady and O’Connor (2014), community organizing networks seek not only to “challenge
unjust systems and policies” but also to build relationships among their members (p. 212). FBCO
groups are typically composed as networks (or federations) of smaller organizations like
congregations. Federations operate both independently, relying on the existing social capital built
in congregations, and as informed by the work of their affiliated larger national network. This
paper will focus on Faith in Indiana, a statewide federation of the national FBCO network Faith
in Action (FIA). FIA emphasizes the power found within and exercised by developing public
relationships, using the same guiding principles for decades, several of which are listed here:

1. “Power is in the ability to act,

2. Real power is often hidden,

3. Power is in the relationship, and

4. Power defines the rules” (Faith in Action, n. d.)
Living out the FIA principles is challenging, requiring a commitment to reflection on “how you
see yourself in the world of power, how you understand the nature of relationship, how you think
about systems, and how you imagine different alternatives” (PICO, 2008, p. 5).

Relational organizing strategies



FBCO networks use relational organizing strategies to develop leaders, allowing issues to
emerge organically from the experiences, perspectives, and pain of lived experience for those
within the network (Speer & Han, 2018). Unlike issues-based organizing strategies, where
people organize around specific issues like preventing homelessness or expanding public
transportation, relational organizing strategies develop the people who then address the issues
confronted by participants (Christens & Speer, 2015). As framed by Faith in Action, “organizing
is about people; people are about the issues” (PICO, 2008, p. 5). The development of resident
leader capacities and cultivation of relationships among these leaders then drives power-building
in the organization. An orientation toward relational organizing practice also centers residents-
led rather than staff-led strategy, prioritizing the experiences and knowledge of resident leaders.
Relational organizing is not recruitment, but rather an openness to the experience and
understanding of another person; it explores whether people can join each other in a common
journey, respecting the outcome if the answer is no (Christens & Speer, 2015). In relational
organizing, relationship development is seen not only as a means to an end, but as a goal in itself
to expand networks, challenge existing worldviews, and push people toward deeper civic
involvement (Christens, 2010).

Relational organizing strategies are practiced in both one-to-one meetings and group
contexts to develop resident leaders and build social power. One-to-one meetings are values-
directed conversations that create public relationships by “linking the personal to the collective”
(Christens & Speer, 2015, p. 199). During one-to-ones, organizers seek to identify mutual self-
interests, listen to and honor people’s stories, and reflect on values and experiences together
(Christens & Speer, 2015; Medellin et al., 2019; Speer & Han, 2018). Self-interests are not to be

confused with selfishness; rather, they are the “value-laden and relational stake one has in the



organizing” (Stauffer, 2020, p. 321). Both staff organizers and resident leaders conduct one-to-
ones with each other and community residents to bring new people into the network, understand
the issues impacting people’s lives, and take collective action around those issues.

Resident leaders and community residents also participate across a range of specific
organizing group contexts that support the development of analytic understanding of community
dynamics as well as cultivating relationships both among group members and between the
organizing group and other community actors and institutions. Organizing contexts include
things like research actions, public actions, and strategy meetings (Christens & Speer, 2011).
During research actions, for example, participants learn about the issues most important to
members of their community (Christens & Speer, 2011). Participants may later act collectively
on these issues during a public action, such as in holding a public official accountable to
expanding bus hours to better serve residents’ work hours. While one-to-ones and group contexts
offer different developmental opportunities, both foster resident leadership.

Role of resident leaders

Resident leaders “transform individual self-interests into common interests, build bonds
of solidarity, and acquire skills of democratic self-governance, including deliberation, decision-
making, accountability, strategizing, and taking action” (Ganz & Reyes, 2019, p. A6). Through
the organizing process, residents embrace their stake and role within their community. As
residents develop as leaders, they begin to take responsibility for collectively addressing the
systemic issues most impacting their lives (Christens et al., 2021; Medellin et al., 2019).
Medellin et al. (2019) argue that learning to reckon with the uncomfortable is a critical stage of
leadership development, stating that “leadership development happens when people are

stretched, when they are made to feel uncomfortable, [and] when they are forced to confront



truths that are often ignored” (p. 7). Community organizing socializes people into a worldview
that complicates their perspective, potentially creating internal tension while reckoning with
changing understandings of external conflicts. Developing this systems analysis allows leaders to
both better understand the problem and to more effectively address it by cutting at the root of an
issue and targeting those with the power to change it. Rather than being problematic, this tension
is largely intentional, challenging people to reconsider taken for granted understandings of the
world. While the Faith in Action model does not have a formal theory of change, they operate
from an understanding that change does not happen through logical or moral reasoning, but only
through power. This means that for real, material, and meaningful social change there must be
power challenging power.
Staff organizers

In FBCOs, staff members develop resident leaders and organizational capacity. They help
people “create choices for themselves, discover what is important to them, connect with each
other around their deeper values, develop leadership skills, [and] use their power to further their
interests” (PICO, 2008, p. 6). Sometimes, resident leaders become staff organizers, seeking an
opportunity to take on a more active and committed role. Other times, organizing networks hire
staff from outside of organizing or those with experience elsewhere. There are potential
advantages to both. Former resident leaders may offer rich knowledge of their community and a
base of relationships. However, such a base may become complicated as former resident leaders
transition to staff roles and the power dynamic within these relationships shifts. Alternatively,
those joining the staff team with experience outside of the federation may offer an outside

perspective and ability to start unbounded by people’s prior experiences with them. Though both



volunteers and staff members play critical roles within community organizing networks, I will
refer to volunteers as resident leaders and staff as staff members.
Experiences of tension during staff training period

During the staff training period, new staff members of Faith in Indiana begin to practice
their new roles. While staff onboarding is commonly discussed as occurring over the course of
about three months, its impact can last far longer (Ohr et al., 2020). Staff onboarding encourages
relationship development and mentorship as well as broader exposure to different aspects of the
organization (Caldwell & Peters, 2018; Ohr et al., 2020). New staff learn about and reckon with
the organization’s values, purpose, and history as they begin to develop their professional
identity and role (Caldwell & Peters, 2018). Though Faith in Indiana staff members engage
different parts of a larger network and some even work in separate towns or counties, they
support one another in facing similar challenges. According to Harden and Loving (2015), such
communities of practice can foster a sense of belonging, offering both support and a sense of
collective identity.

Role development. During staff training, Faith in Action urges new staff members to
reflect on their calling to the work, asking them to question which life experiences brought them
to their new role (PICO, 2008). Faith in Action also expects new staff organizers to take
responsibility over their own development and to learn to set boundaries between work and life.
Faith in Action (2008) asks new staff members to serve as a “teacher, coach, colleague, and
supporter” (p. 5). During a staff organizer’s first year of organizing, Faith in Action suggests
conducting 20 one-to-ones every week, working closely with five congregations, and moving
two actions (Faith in Action, 2008). Whether or not staff organizers adjust to their new role

determines staff retention within the organization.



Adjusting to new staff role. Depending on how well their perspectives, past
experiences, and understanding of personal and professional identities fit with the new
organizational context, staff members adjust to their new roles differently. Golann (2018)
identifies three types of staff responses to organizational culture: 1) conformers — those who
absorb and accept the organizational culture with ease; 2) adapters — those who make
modifications to an organization’s practices to fit their own style or sensibilities; and 3) rejectors
— those who do not accept the practices of the new organizational culture. In organizational
contexts, conformers take on the proclaimed organizational values and behaviors. Adaptors
actively reckon with disconnects among their own values, identities, and theory of change.
Rejectors may choose to leave the organization, or the organization may recognize the poor fit
and fire them. Staff training period is critical in shaping the development of new staff members.
During staff training period, conformers may fall under a logic of confidence, or the “belief that
everyone is doing their job appropriately” (Golann, 2018, p. 28). Others may engage in deeper
reflection, taking the time and space to consider their fit within the organization. Each path,
whether embracing, adapting, or rejecting the organizational culture and practices, may impact
resident leaders and staff teams of community organizing networks either by helping to reshape a
collective rhetoric or by contributing to high rates of staff turnover and consequent instability.

The likelihood and manner of a new staff member embracing or adapting to their new
role may depend on their perception of role ambiguity and role conflict. Though over 200 studies
have investigated the impacts of role ambiguity/ conflict, the results have often been unclear and
contradictory (Fisher & Gitelson, 1983; Jackson & Schuler, 1985). Past studies have explored the
effect of role clarity and tension on job satisfaction, organizational effectiveness, and staff

turnover (House & Rizzo, 1972; Lyons, 1971). For instance, Bedeian and Armenakis (1981)
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found relationships between role conflict/ ambiguity and “job dissatisfaction, job-induced
tension, lower organizational commitment, and propensity to leave an organization” (p. 417).
While these studies suggest that role conflict contributes to higher rates of staff attrition, they
focus on the presence or lack of conflict rather than working under the assumption that at times
conflict is necessary depending on the organization and one’s role within it. Therefore, I will
instead explore the ways people navigate these role conflicts, recognizing that the work of
community organizing often requires people to navigate potentially conflictual priorities, tasks,
and relationships.

Different types of organizations may approach role ambiguity and conflict differently; for
instance, participative organizations may require a degree of role conflict and flexibility to be
effective whereas more rote systems seek to reduce conflict to optimize efficiency (Lyons,

1971). Though much of past organizational scholarship has focused on more “rote”
organizations, I argue that community organizing networks are deeply participative and therefore
staff members’ experiences of role conflict may differ from more top-down organizations. For
example, House and Rizzo (1972) studied a manufacturing company with a strict hierarchy
including nine vice-presidents and 56 managerial staff seeking to motivate their employees with
monetary rewards and threats. Bedeian and Armenakis (1981) then studied a VA nursing staff,
finding significant relationships between role ambiguity/ conflict and job-induced tension. They
recommended prioritizing organizational transparency and clarifying role expectations to
minimize this tension. Klenke-Hamel and Mathieu (1990) later used path analysis to test Bedeian
and Armenakis’ model, testing causal and mediation pathways from role ambiguity and conflict
to tension to later job satisfaction and propensity to leave the organization. While these studies

clearly connect role conflict to staff attrition, they consider workers with less autonomy and from
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organizations with more vertical power structures than the community organizing staff members
in this study.

Types of jobs may also influence the ability for staff members to hold tension within their
roles — as well as the inherent amount of tension within those roles. According to a meta-analysis
of past studies on role conflict and ambiguity, “higher level, more complex jobs are naturally
more ambiguous” and therefore typically require more education and offer more autonomy
(Fisher & Gitelson, 1983, p. 7). Some studies have considered potential moderators for the
relationship between role ambiguity/ conflict and propensity to leave, including the impact of
boundary-spanning roles, educational level, and tenure within the organization (Fisher &
Gitelson, 1983). Boundary-spanning roles often carry high role conflict as employees must
balance multiple priorities and diverse relationships. Fisher and Gitelson (1983) argue that
“individuals who link different organizations, functions, or hierarchical levels have more varied
role sets and are understandably prone to role conflict” but that such conflict is not inherently
negative, particularly when staff members are at higher organizational levels with the power to
resolve conflict (p. 7). Similarly, Jackson and Schuler (1985) found that autonomy was
negatively associated with role ambiguity; they also explored the idea of task identity, in which
workers can connect their tasks to tangible impacts, arguing that task identity also decreases role
ambiguity. Likewise, the role of community organizers is often highly autonomous and complex

and requires boundary-spanning abilities.

Storytelling and the development of the political self
In this paper, I explore new staff members’ understandings of their roles using the stories

told by these staff in their weekly reports. Medellin et al. (2019) described storytelling as a
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process of developing public relationship. Ganz (2009) argued that stories give us courage to
take action, and he describes the development of public narratives in community organizing as
stories of self, us, and now. He describes the story of self as the call to leadership, rising from
challenges faced and choices made (Ganz, 2009). According to Gupta (2021), “selves are created
through actions in contexts, through processes of consuming understandings of ourselves and
producing understandings of ourselves that we then act with and communicate to others” (p.
3143). Stauffer (2020) argues that stories of self are inherently ones of tension as people learn to
express their self-interests in public space; again, this tension is often intentional and productive
rather than inherently problematic. Building a story of us requires identifying community
“values, experiences, or aspirations” (Ganz, 2009, p. 2). Medellin et al. (2019) describe
relationship building as “pushing one another to reflect why particular struggles exist" (p. 6).
Rappaport (1995) argues that people are empowered when they begin to locate their own story
within collective narratives: “the goals of empowerment are enhanced when people discover, or
create and give voice to, a collective narrative that sustains their own personal life story in
positive ways” (p. 796). This development of a collective consciousness can then push people
toward action, pursuing a story of now. The story of now is then one of strategy and action
(Ganz, 2009). In their study of 88 community organizers across six federations, Oyakawa et al.
(2020) introduced three habits of courage needed for collective risk-taking and action: “(a)
confronting painful experiences to overcome feelings of powerlessness, (b) mastering their own
stories and vulnerabilities as a necessary precondition to recruiting others, and (c) holding
themselves and others accountable to public commitments” (p. 3101). They also differentiated
between high versus low and internal (towards others within the movement) versus external

(towards movement targets like public officials) risk-taking. In this paper, I focus on the second
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habit, that of connecting the story of self with those of us and now, as practiced and portrayed by

incoming staff members.

Overview of the present study

In this study, I aim to understand how new staff organizers navigate the tensions
experienced as part of their new organizational role. I ask two research questions: (1) What do
new staff members perceive as the tensions in their new role? (2) How does the ability and
manner of navigating those tensions impact staff retention? The reflections in nearly a decade of
staff members’ weekly reports share the story of these tensions as they chose to document them.
In this study, I consider these stories through the lens of Ganz’s stories of self, us, and now to
identify the central tensions as expressed by staff members via required personal reflections, with
a specific focus on staff in their organizational role. I then developed six continuums from these
key tensions, not to reduce their stories to mere binaries, but to consider potential patterns in how
new staff members experience and respond to these tensions. Next, I used descriptive analyses of
staff duration and qualitative analyses of staff reflection data to consider how the ways in which
initial tensions in staff role are navigated impact eventual staff retention. Considering how new
staff members experience the staff training period allows us to learn from how staff come to
understand the process of organizing, the impact of their faith and values in their work, and their

own role.

Methods

Sample
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This study focuses on Faith in Indiana, a Midwestern federation of the national faith-
based community organizing network, Faith in Action. The sample includes extant journal
response data from ~1,000 weekly staff reports from 2011-2020 written by 23 current and former
staff community organizers from Faith in Indiana. These reports were collected as part of a larger
study led by Dr. Jyoti Gupta on power-building, base-building methods, and resident leadership
development trajectories. In the reports, staff members individually documented (1) their one-to-
one meetings with resident leaders and (2) their event participation in group contexts. The report
template included the series of questions: “What has taken place? How are leaders developing?
What am [ struggling with? What am I learning? Troubling conversations? Theology? Where did
1 take a risk this week? Where did I miss? How is my purpose fed this week?” These questions
were listed together rather than individually so staff members could respond to any or all of
them, encouraging reflection on the past week’s challenges and how they navigated those
challenges. Some responses were brief and to the point; others were more extensive and
introduced stories from the previous week, questioning their approach to particular situations. Of

the ~1,000 reports, 805 included responses to this series of open-ended questions

Overview of analyses

In this paper, I analyze qualitative data from the staff report reflections as well as three
quantitative data points: the date of each staff member’s first event participation and the dates of
each staff member’s first and last staff reports. First, [ pre-coded a sample of one third of the 805
staff reports to develop emergent themes. Next, I used descriptive analyses of staff members’
duration on the staff team to explore the distribution of staff retention. Based on the pattern of

staff retention, I imposed two groups: those that were and were not retained as staff for at least
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one year. Based on the key themes from open coding and these two groups, I decided to focus on
(1) how new staff members perceived tensions in their role and (2) the underlying influences
behind staff retention. During the subsequent round of analysis, I coded the first three months of
reports for each staff organizer, identifying the decision-making tensions perceived and
discussed by staff organizers. After determining six key tensions that emerged as most
commonly discussed by staff members during their first three months on the staff team, I
developed continuums along these tensions, ranking each organizer for their decision-making
predispositions. Finally, I used multidimensional scaling to explore patterns in these rankings
both among the continuums themselves (considering whether these tensions were interrelated)
and among groups of staff organizers (considering whether groups of staff had similar

approaches to navigating these tensions).

Pre-coding

In my initial exploration of the staff report data, I compiled all responses in the staff
reports to the reflection questions described previously. I used exploratory coding of a sample of
these quotations (~85 pages of quotations, or approximately a third of the available data) using
MAXQDA software. In the first round of coding, I developed ~120 open codes for emergent
themes at the level of the sentence, coding multiple sentences together if consecutive sentences
spoke to the same theme (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Next, I used axial coding to consolidate,
group, and categorize the remaining 30 themes covering topics like (1) perceived organizational
framings of faith, pain, and power and (2) components of staff development including learning

how to shape narratives within the organization.
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During Dr. Jyoti Gupta’s project check-ins for the larger study, Faith in Action’s
executive director raised the question of whether new and old staff members share a common
understanding of the community organizing process and consequently, their roles within it.
Findings from the initial pre-coding analyses regarding the challenges during staff development

and conversation with Faith in Indiana on staff roles yielded the research questions for this study.

Deductive coding

During deductive coding, I focused on the staff training period, using the first three
months of each staff members’ reports to consider new staff members’ perceptions and
experience of their new organizational role. First, I coded instances of facing tensions in new
organizational roles, including when new staff members adopted, adapted, or rejected their
perceived roles. Following coding, I wrote memos identifying patterns and themes at the level of
each staff member and made a comprehensive list of all themes to perform axial coding and
identify the key role tensions negotiated by new staff members during their first several weeks.
For some, this negotiation affirmed and strengthened their existing beliefs. Others adapted their
understanding of their role to serve both personal and organizational needs, while others found
these differences too great and chose to leave the staff team or were fired. Staff members’
reflections via weekly staff reports share the story of these tensions as they chose to document
them. I then name the central tensions most often discussed by staff members regarding their

organizational role.

Categorizing staff organizers along six continuums
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Following the deductive coding process, I developed six continuums from these key
tensions, not to reduce their stories to mere binaries, but to consider potential patterns in how
new staff organizers experience and respond to these tensions. These continuums used scores
from one to five; neither one nor five was intended to represent bad to good or least to most, but
rather both were used to represent different ends of a binary, with threes used to represent those
with predispositions to both ends of that continuum. For all continuums, I coded organizers as a
“-9” if their reflections did not clearly inform that particular continuum — these scores were
removed in subsequent analyses. Figure one depicts these six key role tensions, including new
staff members’ approaches to staff development, sustaining the network, conflict, tactics, and the
scale of relationships.

Figure 1
Continuums of key role tensions

Approach to staff development

(1) Learning to organize themselves (5) Learning from other staff
(focus on autonomy) (apprenticeship model)

Approach to sustaining the network

(1) Re-engaging disengaged individuals/congregations (5) Building new partnerships

Approach to conflict

(1) Internalizing conflict (5) Externalizing conflict
“Who am I to do this work?” “What should we do now?”

Approach to strategy

(1) Staff-led strategy (3) Co-owned strategy (5) Residents-led strategy

Approach to tactics

(1) Voter mobilization (5) Organizing around residents-identified issues

Approach to scale of relationships

(1) Network-wide (5) Individual

Quantitative descriptive analyses of staff reports
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In the quantitative descriptive analyses, | considered two variables: duration (number of
days on the staff team, as indicated by the days between the first and last staff report) and prior
activity (number of days between the first event participation and first staff report). To consider
the duration of time as a staff member with Faith in Indiana, I calculated the number of days
between the first and last staff report filed by each staff organizer. I also calculated the percent of
time employed out of the possible time one could be employed for each staff member’s career as

a proportion of the life span of FII to that point using the formula below.

Percent of time [Date of the staff member’s last report] - [Date of the staff member’s first report]
employed out of = x 100%
possible time [Date of last report by any staff member] - [Date of the staff member’s first report]

Next, I used the event participation records to find each staff member’s first engagement with
Faith in Indiana and calculated the amount of time between staff members’ first event
participation and first staff report. Though a record of an event participation does not necessarily
indicate prior involvement before joining the staff team (and may instead reflect requirements of
the hiring process), the magnitude of the difference between first event participation and first
staff report does indicate an increased likelihood of former involvement within the network.
Therefore, the distribution of this difference among different staff members was used to explore

the potential impact of former involvement within the network.

Multidimensional scaling of the six continuums

Finally, I used multidimensional scaling (MDS) to consider patterns among the staff
members’ orientations to the six key tensions. I ranked 20 of the 23 staff members along these
key tensions, excluding two staff members because I could not definitively categorize them using

the limited data from their staff reports and one staff member because of their role as executive
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director. I considered these patterns in relationship with two variables: (1) duration on staff and
(2) pre-staff engagement with the federation. Multidimensional scaling analyzes similarities
among units by creating proximities from the existing data, mapping individual units (such as
staff members, in this case) in relation to each other (Beals et al., 1968; Griessmair et al., 2011).
Here, [ used IBM SPSS Statistics software’s ALSCAL command to conduct the MDS analyses,
using a distance matrix between cases (staff members) rather than variables (the six key tensions
with values ranging from 1-5) constructed by Euclidean distances to create distances from the
data. I then collapsed the key tension scores of 2, 3, and 4 to consider whether it was the
tendency toward the poles of the binaries that mattered; this yielded three categories for each
continuum. An example of this is with those predisposed solely towards organizing strategy,
those predisposed solely towards mobilizing strategy, and those willing to engage with both
strategy types for the strategy type continuum. Though the sample size was insufficient for
principal components analysis (as the subjects-to-variables ratio was less than five and there
were fewer than 100 observations), I also ran a PCA to explore the potential underlying

components behind the axes of the MDS analyses (Grimm & Yarnold, 1995).!

Results

! Dimension reduction in IBM SPSS Statistics was used to reduce the six key tensions to two
uncorrelated components (Saukani & Ismail, 2019). First,  made a Scree plot to determine the
relevant number of components as two (those components with Eigenvalues >1). Based on that
distribution, I then fixed the number of factors to two, conducted Bartlett’s test of sphericity to
determine the appropriateness of PCA for this data, and used direct oblimin factor rotation to
estimate the correlations among the key tensions. I then considered the resulting components in
relation to the multidimensional scaling plots. The results of this analysis can be seen in the
Appendix.
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Pre-coding

During the pre-coding process, I developed ~120 emergent themes, including the
following: frictions between staff members and the organization, importance of encounter with
the “other”, belonging as a form of accountability, trusting relationships to handle difficult
conversations, and existence as a form of resistance. New staff members wrote about learning
how to agitate, highlight contradictions in a systemic narrative, interpret the moment while living
within it, accompany rather than caretake, and ask themselves hard questions in a new way. They
also learned how to love and distance themselves when navigating traumatic experiences and
memories, negotiate values with each other and themselves, and understand themselves by trying
to understand each other.

Following axial coding to consolidate, group, and categorize these themes, 30 themes
remained, including components of staff development like learning how to shape narratives
within the organization. This paper focuses particularly on staff members’ understandings and
negotiations of their new roles. As one staff member asked, “what does it mean for your story to
be buried? Your history? How can we let our story, our leader’s story, our country’s current
narratives to be seeds for the world’s children’s children? How can our seeds be inheritance for
our universe’s future?” This staff member used storytelling to frame opportunities for future
action, looking to build a stronger future for their family and broader community.

Staff members also discussed their understandings of their new roles. The emergent
coding process highlighted the development of staff reflections from the initial training period to
the end of one’s tenure in a staff role. Staff members emphasized both their own role
development and that of resident leaders (e.g., “why do people only show up if they have a role?

Like, if you care about this, why aren’t you staying engaged, yourself? Humans are funny. We
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show up for random things, but have a hard time sticking around if it doesn’t align with our
purpose”). Staff members helped shape the development of roles for resident leaders, even as
they work to understand their own place within the organization (e.g., it is difficult to identify
the balance of what is necessary and appropriate in my role and what I can hold true for my own
integrity and capacity. So, I am reflecting on this question: how can I not let my insecurity of
worthiness and belonging reflect in my potential as part of this team?”). Staff members also
came to understand their roles via the process of storytelling, identifying organizational goals
and structures and the relationship building needed to create a sense of collectivity. A staff
member asked, “how am I bringing this shared story to life and linking all of our destinies and
issues together in every action, every I-1, every research action, and team meeting to wed people
together in a sense of shared destiny, so that we can act together?” The staff training period
offered insight into how new staff members perceived the tensions of their work in the early days

of learning their role.

A role story of self, us, and now

The staff reflections were an opportunity for staff organizers to process and share stories.
Storytelling can look like a process of building relationships, learning about issues, and
collectively making a clear and directed call to action. In their weekly reports, staff members
emphasized developing their stories of self, us, and now (Ganz, 2009). While staff members did
not organize their own stories within the Ganz framework, several did write explicitly about
learning how to tell stories of self, us, and now. Due in part to the resonance of the Ganz
framework with these organizers, I decided to fit their stories into these categories for

interpretative purposes. Their stories were often also ones of negotiating their personal and
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organizational selves, learning who they were and who they would become within their
organizational roles.
A story of self

During the phase of their development known as cultivating a story of self, staff members
identified their self-interests by examining their own identities, personal history, and calling to
the work. Staff members began to understand how critical their own self-interest was within their
organizing. As described by one staff member, “I am learning more about how closely related
our self-interest has to be to the work that we 're doing. I am learning how to identify that better
than I have in the past by really taking the time to think about my life experiences. I am doing
better in my 121s and exploring people’s self-interest comes more naturally.” They also
reflected on how their values first involved and then sustained them in their new roles. For
example, one staff member relied on their faith in times of tension and doubt: “I also feel that [
need to call upon my faith more often in frustrating situations like these. My faith is supposed to
be a guiding factor in my work, but I find myself not calling upon it when it’s needed the most.”
Some staff members credentialed themselves with resident leaders by sharing their own story of
self, making space for resident leaders to also begin to identify their self-interests. As one staff
member said, “we use each other’s stories to organize one another... Because I could connect
and empathize, he taught me how to tell my story in more captivating way.”

Transition to a staff role changes both work duties and positionality. Navigating these
changes means either embracing, adapting, or rejecting the new role. Embracing their role, one
staff member described ‘‘feeling much more comfortable with the work that is being done in
Indianapolis and my role within it. As always when starting a new organizing role, getting one

on one meeting is a true test of patience and determination. Although I am slowly building a base
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of leaders at the congregations that I am working with, after the Council of Representatives
meeting, I have begun to realize how important those 1-1’s are and how much more work is
needed.” On the other hand, another staff member described the misalignment between their
expectations for and experience of their role, writing "before beginning my position with
IndyCAN I thought I was going to hit the ground running, but have found myself not
accomplishing as much as I wanted. I think fear has played a huge role into this. I speak a lot
about fear and how it can place false ideals in your head until you accept it as your truth. This is
damaging not only as an organizer but in my personal life as well. The power of the mind is often
underestimated, as it creates your reality.”
A story of us

The story of us is one of identity, defining who is a part of the us, one of purpose,
recognizing common struggle, and one of hope, finding a sense of belonging with one another.
During their one-to-ones, staff members and resident leaders connected stories of self to create a
story of us, paying particular attention to common struggle and hunger for change. Through their
one-to-ones, staff members learned to connect self-interests to potential collective action. As
described by one staff member, “I am really getting to understand the importance of setting the
tone for the one on one. Beginning with the personal story, and being able to connect the pain
with a broader context, help people not feel like they are the only ones out there, and that there
are alternatives to their realities.” These one-to-ones created space for critical reflection on why
and how resident leaders connected with one another — and how fostering this collectivity might
also build power. During their staff development period, staff members learned to lead goal-
directed conversations with resident leaders, co-creating a story of us by bridging both purpose

and connection to others. A new staff member wrote: “I also felt myself practicing skill of openly
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directing a conversation toward a goal when I met with Angeles, and was able to help her digest
what she has been experiencing since the election, and see herself as a strong leader who can
represent the face of the Immigration in IN in the CCHD board presentation later this month. It
feels so good to be able to bring people into greater purpose and connection, and it is exciting to
see how this opportunity to hear from others and present her story for change will help her
develop as a leader in Ligonier.”

Learning to facilitate one-to-ones also required risk taking, doing the hard work of
intentionally embracing shared vulnerabilities. One staff member reflected, “I notice that [
hesitate to ask deeper questions because I fear making people uncomfortable or scaring them
away. When someone shares their experiences, I feel awe-struck and do not push to understand
more behind the reasons for their experience. This coming week [ want to focus on finding a
balance in my strategic questioning, so that I am able to locate self-interest without overstepping
my boundaries.” Effectively organizing meant learning to navigate both discomfort and fuzzy
boundaries, looking to respect relationships while also being willing to take risks together.

In group meetings like research and public actions, staff also looked to foster a story of
us, creating organizational narratives to support emerging strategies. One staff member wrote
about “creat/ing] a narrative arch through which four pastors of differing congregations and
geographies were able to see their own visions intertwined and facilitated them reaching
conclusions and commitments”. This narrative arch created a sense of shared vision and the
potential to then develop a story of now together.

A story of now
The stories of self and us meet to create a story of now, the present moment. In

collaboration with resident leaders, staff members shape a story of both the current struggle and
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the possibility for change. Together, resident leaders share this story in their surrounding
community, using it to hold those with power accountable, to connect with others experiencing
similar struggle, and to remind themselves of their own role in the work at hand. The story of
now is both an internal one, told within the organization to reaffirm their values, identity, and
process, and an external one, told to neighbors and policymakers to pressure them to make
change. For example, one staff member saw the impact of shifting narratives on public
transportation, writing, “in the last week, IndyCAN leaders have built a powerful presence at the
statehouse and begun to shift the conversation on mass transit. Many of the relationships built
will build for the long haul.” This public narrative then serves as an organizing tool and
opportunity story. As one staff member wrote, “We spent a lot of time last week on crafting
questions around the story of opportunity perfecting a good credential. I am developing these
tools slowly but surely. I was pleased with the reactions I received from using the story of
opportunity in two of my 1-1s and will try to incorporate it more often.” Here, the story of
opportunity was used to allow resident leaders to locate their own self-interests within a larger

movement.

Emergent tensions
Inward versus outward

The story of self, us, and now can be actualized inwardly or outwardly. Below, figure two
provides a lens to consider the inward and outward organizational tensions navigated by new
staff members during their training period. Though the stories shared in these reports were richer
than what can be reflected here, this figure shows three of the six most common tensions

described by members of the staff team during their first three months in a staff role.

26



Figure 2

Emergent tensions in the first three months as staff members

Inward » Outward
Learning to organize themselves Self Learning from other staff
(focus on autonomy) (apprenticeship model)
Re-engaging disengaged Us Building new
individuals/congregations partnerships
Internalizing conflict Now Externalizing conflict
“Who am I to do this work?” “What should we do now?”

Tension at the level of role story of self: Learning to organize themselves versus learning from
other staff

While orienting themselves to their own development, some new staff members spoke
about learning to organize themselves whereas others turned to more senior staff in more of an
apprenticeship model. These tendencies reflect deeper commitments to both learning to trust
themselves and to honoring the expertise that exists. Some of those staff who sought to learn to
organize themselves reflected on learning to take initiative through self-directed goal-setting; as
written by one staff member, “I am excited to finish my work plan. I will have an idea of what [
have to do each week once I figure it out. There is great learning regarding organizing myself.”
Several sought to educate themselves, such as in reading local and national news like
Indianapolis Business Journal, IndyStar, Wall Street Journal, and Politico. These staff members
saw themselves as largely self-driven, following their intuition; as framed by one staff member,
“I also taught myself to stop waiting for direction or help to be given and just do what feels
comfortable to me”.

On the other hand, those following more of an apprenticeship model valued

opportunities to shadow more senior staff to observe one-to-ones or to receive feedback on their
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own one-to-ones. As a new staff member reflected after shadowing a more senior staff member,
“[1] learn[ed] that organizing is unpredictable. I was able to shadow [another staff member] on
a new one-to-one and debrief afterwards. The conversation flowed so smoothly. I saw how [the
organizer| was able to make sure the individual stayed on topic, and probe questions to find
their self-interest. They agitated just enough to gain a ‘yes’ at the end of their asking question.”
New staff members learned both tactics (i.e., the process of agitation) and ways of being (i.e.,
approaching their work with humility). As written by one staff member, they began to “/ose the
fear of being able to ask for help” from other staff members and resident leaders during their
staff training period. Several new staff members sought to set up one-to-ones with more senior
staff “to learn about staff on a deeper level and explore their self-interest and what motivates
them individually to do the work”. At times, these practice one-to-ones would lead into one-to-
ones with resident leaders. In their reflection on a practice one-to-one, one staff member
reflected on the difficulty on both learning to tell their story and connecting that story to those of
others: “/a more senior organizer] told me that there is no one formula I could use, because if I
was preparing for a response and don’t get that, then I would lose context of the entire meeting.
Upon meeting with [a resident leader], I realized how true that was. I realized I tried to jump
into conversation without establishing a rapport, and it was awkward. So I managed to “start
over” and relax the conversation with general conversation and finding little ways to tell my
story and relate. I originally anticipated the conversation to go for about 20 minutes; however,
our one on one lasted about an hour.” While many staff members both learned to trust
themselves and to learn from their peers, their orientation towards staff development impacted
how many new staff members set goals (such as achieving a particular number of one-to-ones

per week), tending to rely on their intuition or on turning to mentors for guidance.
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Tension at the level of role story of us: reengaging the disengaged or expanding the network

While learning how to sustain the network, some new staff members focused on
reengaging the disengaged while others emphasized expanding the network — at both the
individual and congregation level. Those focused on reengaging the disengaged aimed to
reconnect with churches and other faith-based or secular groups that had once been more
involved. These staff members made comments like “check in on tone of parish, people are
disengaged/not concerned” and “need to do some serious (re)-building at St. Adalbert”. Some
of these staff members looked to strengthen and activate relationships via their own personal
affiliations, such as with their child’s school, their local neighborhood coalition, or their home
congregation.

Conversely, those focused on expanding the network focused on reaching out to
individuals and groups without previous involvement. These staff members tended to emphasize
the statewide expansion of Faith in Indiana, looking to identify and understand new target
geographies. Often, these staff members framed get out to vote (GOTV) efforts as an opportunity
to strengthen their teams and draw in new congregations. In their reports, one staff member
identified Faith in Indiana’s organizational goal as “creat[ing] a strong federation of
congregation teams (LOCs) in Northeast Indiana that can wield the long-term people power
needed to move policies that are good for individuals & families, especially those that belong to
traditionally excluded groups (minorities, migrants, the sick and homebound, low-income
workers, those formerly incarcerated, and the poor)”. This staff member sought to reach out to
individuals and families within these groups to support their perception of these organizational
goals.

Tension at the level of role story of now: internalizing versus externalizing conflict
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When faced with conflict, some new staff members responded internally whereas others
responded externally, tending to emphasize either collective reflection or action (or both). Those
internalizing conflict emphasized reflection on values, history, and identity. At times, these staff
members noticed their own discomfort with agitation strategies, looking for more support on
learning on how to agitate effectively. One staff member reflected on the difficulty of
encouraging leaders to embrace uncomfortable questions: “got another lady curse me out. I am
starting to understand how complex it is to move folks that are comfortable. I need more help on
agitation.” Another acknowledged the need to push their own boundaries, speaking of their fear
of making people uncomfortable and their desire to honor people’s story: “I notice that I hesitate
to ask deeper questions because I fear making people uncomfortable or scaring them away.
When someone shares their experiences, I feel awe-struck and do not push to understand more
behind the reasons for their experience.” At times, new staff members struggled with agitation
because of their own hesitation to be vulnerable; as written by one staff member, “in instances
where I can go deeper in the conversation with others, I don’t, not because I’'m being
considerate of their feelings, but due to my own struggles of being vulnerable in the
conversation. I'm a firm believer that you can’t ask others to do what you won’t do yourself, so [
have played it safe in my 1-1s.”

On the other hand, those externalizing conflict named targets and strategies in their
reports, making sure leaders had clearly defined roles in upcoming actions. As written by one
staff member, “working with leaders regarding the nature of the labor market is interesting.
Some of our leaders have a clear economic and racialized analysis of the situation. While others

see the labor market as simply a choice that individuals make (i.e. a person can get a job if they
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want one — not that the structures in place make it difficult to find and obtain meaningful work).
Transforming systems and reorganization of the status quo will take lots of leader development.”
Power versus people

Some new staff members focused on power-building and developing strategy, whereas
others emphasized developing relationships. While both are necessary in the work of community
organizing, those with a predisposition towards power operated under an assumption that action
leads to relationships. New staff members with a predisposition toward power often wrote power
analyses in their staff reports, identifying targets and key stakeholders; they also evaluated
themselves with quantified goals. On the other hand, those with a predisposition towards people
operated under the assumption that relationships lead to action. Their reflections centered
challenges within relationships, identities and values, ways of being, and self-criticism. As
written by one staff member, “people want someone to listen to them. They don’t necessarily
want to take on the additional tasks or work but they want to be heard. It’s up to us, particularly
myself as someone new, to listen. Cultivate relationships and give people the “TLC” they are
looking for. I believe that will help smooth some things over and repair some of the “frayed”
relationships.” This staff member felt like listening was their responsibility particularly as a new
member of the staff team. Others argued that relationship-building required ongoing
renegotiation, listening, and conflict when necessary; they emphasized a sense of mutuality,
support, and mentorship within relationships.

Figure 3

Power versus people
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Power
Developing » Developing
strategy < relationships
People
Staff-led strategy Co-owned strategy Residents-led strategy
Voter mobilization Organizing around
residents-identified issues
Network-wide capacity One-to-one relationships

Staff-led versus residents-led strategy

In supporting organizational strategy development, some new staff members gravitated
toward staff-led strategy whereas others leaned toward co-owned or residents-led strategy. As
one staff member reflected on coaching a new staff organizer, “/They] were good at engaging,
relating, and getting to self-interest. Main point of concern was around doing for others. I see
them asking leaders to participate, not asking them to take leadership. [They] also own the
organizing as [their] project not collective. I'm concerned if [they] don’t move to a ‘leader
driven’ approach the work will shrink, and [they] definitely won’t be able to do an action and
move lifelines at the same time.”

On the other hand, another new staff member wrote about co-owned strategy regarding
voter access research: “had a good meeting with three leaders really interested in researching
and working on voter access and voter suppression locally. Felt like we were co-owners.”
Another wrote about reimagining what co-owned strategy could look like after attending a
weeklong organizer training: “reflecting on the relationship between a leader and organizer.
Challenged by the vision of being co-creators/ co-conspirators / co-owners of a vision. Takes

time, trust, lots of conversation, coming with strong ideas and listening deeply with openness.

Result is very different, though, than just trying to get people to do what I think is important.”
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Finally, those gravitating toward residents-led strategy followed the idea that “organizers teach
and leaders organize” .
Voter mobilization versus organizing around residents-identified issues

Some of the new staff focused on voter mobilization and GOTV (get out to vote) efforts,
whereas others emphasized organizing around residents-identified issues. Those writing about
voter mobilization often focused on making and meeting phone-banking goals. As framed by one
staff member, “a great week this week. Met with 3 different leaders from All Saints who want to
attend a phone book and do work with IndyCAN. These three are retired and full of energy and
passion to see all people treated with dignity and respect. New B also started their phone bank.
1t was slow, but rewarding. New Era will starts their phone bank in October.” At times, GOTV
efforts leaned more towards staff-led strategy. As described by a staff member, ““I think that was
the death kneel for the phone banking strategy — I approached pastors and leaders as this is
something that “IndyCAN is doing...” versus something that they could do to bolster their
ongoing GOTV work. I'm not particularly happy about the result of the turnout for the initial
phone bank or the results of the calls, but I realize that it is a first step in testing out strategy.”

On the other hand, another staff member focused on resident-identified issues around
police brutality: “/this resident leader] is a student but she is also a worker for the non-profit
organization Don’t Sleep who fights for equity among African Americans, especially in police
brutality concerns. I came to realize her motivation came from her background. She grew up in a
predominately white neighborhood and school system, and she talked about always feeling
inadequate. Not smart enough, and always being overlooked as though her feelings did not

matter. I believe by feeling suppressed of a voice for so long, and wanting to be heard is her self-
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motivation.” This staff member sought to understand and connect resident leaders’ backgrounds,
motivations, and self-interests.
Focus on network-wide capacity versus one-to-one relationships

Some new staff members emphasized building network-wide capacity while others
focused on learning how to strengthen their one-to-one relationships. For example, those
emphasizing network-wide capacity tended to speak in terms of base-building, varied meeting
types, and quantified targets; as written by one staff member, “I’m able to continue building my
base. Have a successful attendance during tomorrow’s strategy meeting (at least 30 people).

»»

Have at least 350 people at the action on August 30".”" Alternatively, those focused on
relationships at the level of the one-to-one often wrote about learning to uncover leaders’ self-
interests. As described by one staff member, “/this resident leader] has never done community-
organizing work, but he has completed a lot of community service through his fraternity. [
learned that he is from the same region I am, and his background motivates him as well. He
talked about growing up in a single parent household, and seeing his mom struggle and seeing
how no one ever gave or helped her bothered him for years. That inspires him to want to give
and be a help to someone else, because he grew up wanting someone to reach out, but they never
did so now wants to be that helping hand for other people. This is why he does a lot of volunteer
work with children.” This staff member focused both on identifying the resident leaders’

underlying motivation and on finding common ground, strengthening their relationship while

uncovering his self-interest.

Rankings of organizers along the continuums of emergent tensions
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After ranking each staff member along the six continuums of emergent tensions: 1) staff
development (organizing themselves versus learning from other staff), 2) sustaining the network
(reengaging versus recruiting), 3) responding to conflict, (internalizing versus externalizing), 4)
leaders of strategy (leaders-led versus co-led versus staff-led), 5) scale of relationships
(individual versus network-level), and 6) strategy type (organizing versus mobilizing), I
considered changes in each tension over time. When taking staff members’ start dates into
account, there was a trend in staff members’ initial (over the course of their first three months)
orientations towards organizing or mobilizing tactics. In the two years prior to a presidential
election, new staff members tended toward an orientation towards mobilizing, and in the two
years following presidential elections, new staff members tended towards both organizing and
mobilizing.

Figure 4

Tendencies toward mobilizing or organizing tactics of newly hired staff

Mobilizing versus Organizing
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To explore patterns in staff retention, I considered three dates, that of the first and last
staff report filed by each staff member and that of their first event participation in one of the
federation’s group contexts. The dates of the first and last staff report filed by each staff member
(as of November 2020) are captured below (Figure 4) as well as the total number of days
between these reports. This timeline shows both those staff members the organization sustained
over time and those that quit or were fired.

Figure 5
Timeline of involvement of individual staff members
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Note. Orange represents those retained for more than one year and blue represents those retained
for less than one year.
To more clearly visualize the relationship between start date and staff retention, I graphed

the number of days employed (as estimated by the number of days between first and last staff
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report) in relationship with the date of each staff member’s first staff report (see Figure 5 below).
Again, the orange represents those staff who stayed at least one year, and the blue represents
those that did not. The gray line represents the average among all staff organizers. Though the
average time as a staff member appears to decrease along later start dates, this is because more
recent staff members have fewer possible days on staff (i.e., a staff member starting this week
would only have seven days on staff, even though they may stay for another ten years).

Figure 6

Days employed in relationship to start date

Time as a Staff Member from 2012-2020
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:::::

To account for the impact of start date on possible staff duration, the graph below shows
the possible time as a staff member in the period from 2012 to 2020, as calculated by the number
of days between staff members first and last reports divided by the date of each staff member’s
first filed report subtracted from the date of the last filed report from any staff member. The
orange line represents the average percentage of possible time as staff for those who remained

for at least one year, the blue line represents the average percentage of possible time as staff for
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those who remained less than one year, and the gray line represents the average among all staff
members. As there were fewer possible days of employment for those staff members with later
start dates, they may be more likely to be employed for a greater proportion of the possible time.
Therefore, the positive slope does not reflect an increase in the percentage of time employed out
of possible time over the years. In this study, I explore some of the potential reasons why staff
members were (orange) or were not (blue) retained. Specifically, by examining how staff
navigated early tensions within their role, I sought to identify qualities in the personal and
organizational expectations of staff members that were associated with their retention within
Faith in Indiana.

Figure 7

Possible time as staff member from 2012-2020
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To consider a potential relationship between prior organizing engagement and staff

retention, I graphed the number of days between each new staff member’s first event

38



participation and first staff report in relationship with whether they were employed less than or at
least one year (Figure 6). The dotted gray line in the graph below represents three months of
employment, a common cutoff used to describe a staff training period (Ohr et al., 2020). Only
two staff members attended their first event after filing their first staff report. Twelve out of
eighteen staff members with both event participation and staff report data attended events at least
three months prior to filing their first staff report. Of the eight staff members who stayed with the
organization for less than one year, seven attended their first event less than 200 days before
filing their first staff report. Of the 12 staff members who stayed with the organization for more
than one year, 10 filed attended their first event more than 200 days before filing their first staff
report. This suggests long-term involvement with Faith in Indiana prior to joining the staff team.
Figure 8

Organizing activity prior to becoming staff
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Multidimensional scaling

To consider the possible relationship between these initial role tensions (described by the
continuums) and staff retention (particularly, whether staff were retained for more than a year), I
used multidimensional scaling. As many staff members were former resident leaders with Faith
in Indiana, I visualized the number of days between staff members’ first event participation and
staff report (indicating pre-staff engagement) spatially with the continuums to examine potential
patterns. The dark grey number denotes the staff member’s participation in the organizing
network prior to becoming staff, as indicated by the number of days between their first staff
report and first event participation. The light grey number denotes the staff member’s time on the
staff team, as indicated by the number of days between their first and last staff reports. While
there appears to be a group of staff members toward the left of the x-axis, the five outliers do not
have distinctive prior participation or staff duration. Rather, the staff member represented by
“Varl4” has one of the shortest durations on the staff team whereas that represented by “Var5”
has one of the longest durations on the staff team.
Figure 9

Multidimensional scaling of the six emergent tensions by staff member
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extreme of the continuum, mid-continuum, and the other extreme of the continuum), the individual

After collapsing the mid-range scores of the key tension variables to yield three values (one

organizers dispersed more along the axes, leaving a group in the upper left quadrant, middle, lower left

quadrant, and a few scattered to the right.

Figure 10

Multidimensional scaling of the six emergent tensions by staff member, collapsing scores of 2-4

to yield, low, mid, and high scores
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The correlations among each of the key tensions are displayed below, with significant
correlations at the 0.01 level between (1) staff development and conflict, (2) scale of

relationships and conflict, (3) strategy and tactics, and (4) tactics and scale of relationships.
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There were also significant correlations at the 0.05 level between (1) staff development and scale

of relationships and (2) conflict and tactics.

Table 1

Correlations among the key tensions

Tl T2 T3 T4 T5 T6
T1 | 1.000
T2 |0.146 1.000
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T3 |-0.808** | 0.018 1.000

T4 |-0.033 -0.513* | -0.206 1.000

T5 |0.518* -0.194 -0.791** | 0.401 1.000

T6 | 0.350 -0.073 -0.521* | 0.577** | 0.745** | 1.000

Note. **Correlation significant at 0.01 level; *correlation significant at 0.05 level. Tension 1 was
from staff learning to organize themselves to staff learning from other staff (approach to staff
development); Tension 2 was from re-engaging the disengaged to expanding the network
(approach to sustaining the network); Tension 3 was from internalizing conflict to externalizing
conflict (approach to conflict); Tension 4 was from staff-led to co-owned to residents-led
(approach to strategy); Tension 5 was from network scale to one-to-one scale (approach to scale

of relationships); Tension 6 was from mobilizing to organizing (approach to tactics).

Discussion

In this paper, I identified how new staff members of a federation of a national faith-based
community organizing network described their experience of some of the key tensions inherent
to the organizing process. In sharing reflections via their staff reports, the organizers created an
internal organizational record of their perceptions of their role and organizational expectations.
While some staff members may have hesitated to share more vulnerable stories via shared
reports, the stories that were shared offer insight into some of the challenges new staff members
faced and their consequent decision-making. Though past research on community organizing has
explored leadership and relationship development among resident leaders (Christens, 2010;
Medellin et al., 2019), there is limited research on the training and development of staff members
in community organizing networks.

Developing, learning, and embodying organizational roles is narrative work. In their new

roles with Faith in Indiana, staff members learned to use story to organize both themselves and
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each other. While developing and telling these stories, some staff members found a sense of
belonging in the work which sustained and motivated them to take risks, navigate difficult

boundaries, and embrace intentional shared vulnerabilities. Through these stories, new staff
members wrote about their roles and how they reckoned with the tensions they experienced

while transitioning to these new roles.

Research question one: What do new staff perceive as the tensions in their new role?

While there is no value judgment in where new staff members fall on the continuums of
key role tensions discussed earlier in this paper, existing staff may be able to better support new
staff if they are aware of these tendencies. For several of these tensions, elements of both sides of
the continuums are needed to sustain a community organizing federation. Therefore, knowing
new staff members’ relational strengths and focus would allow the organization to build a
balanced team with both capacities. For instance, both internal and external responses to conflict
are necessary. Consequently, organizational needs for reflection and external action might be met
by individuals with an affinity for both or by a balance of staff members with different
tendencies.

Such tendencies may reflect these new staff members’ intentions or the organizational
pressures of the given moment. For example, the staff team may be implicitly pushing new staff
members to begin to self-regulate or to follow the direction of those with more experience. This
tension has been documented in past research on staff socialization in other organizational
settings; in a study with new clinical staff, Bourke et al. (2021) note the strain between wanting
to be seen as knowing what they are doing and a learning mindset with the willingness to ask for

help. Similarly, Faith in Indiana may be pushing for new staff to focus on re-engaging the
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disengaged or on outreach depending on the organizational needs at the time. As these needs
change, deeper reflection with developing staff members on adjusting priorities and outreach
practice may become necessary to continue to sustain the network.

Other tensions may be more reflective of the staff learning process, which can include
unlearning the desire for control. During the staff onboarding process, many new staff struggled
to reallocate some of their own decision-making power to resident leaders within organizational
strategy. Others carried ideologies centering resident-led strategy but reckoned with the reality
that the staff role required some staff-led strategizing and settled on a co-owned strategic
process. Recognizing these tendencies could allow individual staff members to adjust their
instinctive behaviors or the staff team to consider how to develop organizational practices to
better support resident leadership.

The external environment may also create organizational pressure, manifesting at the
level of individual staff behavior. For example, the tendency towards voter mobilizing or
organizing around the direct interests of resident leaders may emerge from individual disposition
or from organizational priorities during electoral cycles. Organizational priorities at the time of
hiring may have influenced not only new staff members’ initial priorities but also long-term
understandings of their roles. Therefore, organizational reflection on the impact of voter

engagement on later staff behavior may inform the consideration of current priorities and values.

Research question two: How does the ability and manner of navigating those tensions
impact staff retention?
As explained previously, tension in community organizing can be both good and

intentional. However, learning to navigate role conflict may be a challenge for incoming staff
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members as they start their new roles. Staff members’ capacity and will to navigate these
tensions determines those remaining to shape the work of the larger organization. In this paper, I
considered two groupings of staff: those that stayed more and less than one year, as well as those
whose first event participation was more or less than 200 days before their first staff report. As
explored using multidimensional scaling, the identified key tensions did not explain the
differentiation of staff retained greater and less than a year. The lack of a clear pattern at the
organizer level may indicate that the Faith in Indiana team is balanced in respect to how
individual members negotiate early tensions in the staff socialization phase. Further research
could compare changes in staff members’ tendencies along these continuums over time,
considering critical times of change such as when staff members leave the organization or when
they are particularly active within their local organizing committees.

However, the number of days engaged in organizing events prior to becoming staff could
influence the likelihood of staff retention. The staff team could consider the types of prior
involvement, such as whether staff members had served on other federations’ staff and consulted
for Faith in Indiana or served as community resident leaders with Faith in Indiana. Further
research could consider the potential conflicts that emerge specifically from these pathways to
staff leadership and how they are negotiated by incoming staff and the broader organization.

Understanding these tensions could also serve as a means of organizational transparency
and support current and future staff members in navigating the challenges of their roles. For
example, the similar tendencies toward (1) learning to organize themselves, externalizing
conflict, and thinking at a network scale and (2) re-engaging the disengaged and residents-led
strategy (identified via PCA) may help the staff team debrief and further develop staff members.

This reflection could then be used to consider hiring practices, staff retention, and the
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organizational practice of remaining staff members. Further, future research should consider the
impact of staff development (and particularly in how the ways in which staff members navigate

these key tensions) on the development of resident leaders.

Limitations

Though the staff reports are at times deeply reflective, staff members may not have
disclosed information that reflected negatively on them as shared written record. Further, the
lack of knowledge about the staff training process from the perspective of the organization limits
our ability to understand the identified tensions. Consensus checks via member interviewing or
observing staff debriefing their reports during staff team meetings would have deepened
understandings of their meaning, limitations, and implications. Such interviews could consider
staff members’ original motivations for joining the staff team, their perceptions of tensions in
their new roles and the difficulty of navigating them, and self-identified reasons behind their
tenure at the federation. Further, staff members’ reasons for leaving the organization, such as
whether the decision was voluntary, would allow for deeper exploration of the impact of the
identified role tensions on staff attrition.

Additionally, the small sample size and particular sociocultural context limits this study’s
generalizability to other federations both of this same network or of other FBCOs. Though Faith
in Indiana’s geographic location and expansion from Indianapolis to five other counties
statewide may also have influenced the experience of the staff training period, oftentimes newer
counties would be served by only one staff member working in relative isolation. Finally, in part
due to the small sample size, these analyses did not account for the longitudinal nature of the

data.
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Appendix A

Principal Components Analysis

Before conducting principal component analysis (PCA), a scree plot (Figure 13) was used
to determine that there should be two components (those components with Eigenvalues >1 under
Kaiser’s (1960) stopping rule) in subsequent analyses (Grimm & Yarnold, 1995). After these
first two components, the Eigenvalues for additional components were relatively low. Further,
when I tested a three components analysis, there was a factor with only one variable loading
highly, an indicator of poor factor definition (Tabachnick & Fiddell, 2007). As the Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy for the two components analysis was above 0.4
(0.453), and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (y>= 66.331, df = 15, p <0.001), using
PCA was determined to be appropriate for this data.

Figure 11

Scree plot of six key tensions experienced by new staff members

Scree Plot

1 2 3 B S 6

Component Number

PCA then yielded the correlation matrix below (Figure 14), with a strong negative correlation
between tensions one and three, a strong negative correlation between tensions two and five, a
moderate positive correlation between tensions four and six, and a moderate positive correlation
between tensions five and six (as well as other weaker correlations). This means that as staff
members tended toward learning to organize themselves, they also tended toward externalizing

conflict. As staff members tended toward re-engaging the disengaged, they also tended toward
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the one-to-one scale of relationships. Finally, as staff members tended toward mobilizing tactics,
they also tended toward a network-level scale of relationships and staft-led strategy.

Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) argue that loadings of at least 0.71 are excellent, those of at
least 0.55 are good, and those of at least 0.45 are fair. According to the pattern matrix, tensions
one, three, and five (and moderately, six) were well-represented by the first component, and

tensions two and four were well-represented by the second-component.

Figure 12
Pattern matrix
Component one | Component two
Tension one 0.870 0.353
Tension two 0.134 0.803
Tension three | -0.947 -0.070
Tension four 0.180 -0.864
Tension five 0.841 -0.277
Tension six 0.680 -0.408

Note. Tension 1 was from staff learning to organize themselves to staff learning from other staff;
Tension 2 was from re-engaging the disengaged to expanding the network; Tension 3 was from
internalizing conflict to externalizing conflict; Tension 4 was from staff-led to co-owned to
residents-led; Tension 5 was from network scale to one-to-one scale; Tension 6 was from

Mobilizing to Organizing.
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