
GPP Three Dimensions of Power
Organizational Reflections Worksheet

Three dimensions of Power:  Building a Multi-dimensional Approach to Power
This worksheet uses the strategic concept of ‘Three Dimensions of Power’ to help you assess
your organization's current approach to building power as well as identify potential practice
shifts you can make to sharpen your organizational strategy for building power. These questions
are meant to spark deep reflection not judgment. They will be most useful if you are as honest
as possible, this includes being honest about the things you don’t know, and ground your
answers in observations about your actual work.

First dimension:  Organizing People and Resources for Direct Political Action

1. How we build on the 1st Dimension
The first dimension of power is the one most clearly displayed in moments of explicit
conflict. When there are competing interests involved in a decision making process, the
decision will favor the party that has more power. Organizers build power on this
dimension by bringing people together to collectively exert pressure on targets and win
demands. At GPP we think it is important to distinguish between two different forms of
first dimensional power - Advocacy Power and Social Power - because they offer
different limits on the kind of change that can be won.

Advocacy Power is a group’s ability to persuade elite institutions to take action, usually
by exposing injustices and convincing those in power that the desired change is aligned
with their own interests. As an organizing approach, advocacy strategies rely on groups
of impacted constituents demonstrating how they’ve been unfairly affected by a
particular form of oppression, typically through some combination of personal testimony
and sharing of empirical facts. This is often described as “speaking truth to power”.

Social Power is the capacity of a group to coerce those in power to give the group what
it wants even if those demands are contradictory to the general interests of those in
power. A group’s ability to exercise this type of power is derived from its capacity to
disrupt the institution or set of institutions it is trying to change. For example, workers
have the power to disrupt the operations of a company and thereby interfere with
profits. Voters have social power because they can change who makes decisions. Mass
uprisings are a form of social power because they disrupt the ability of the state to
maintain order. 1

Advocacy power allows marginalized groups to achieve greater inclusion into existing
frameworks of rights and benefits. In exercising social power, an oppressed group
changes the relationship of power in their favor and thus makes it possible to create new

1 This framework largely draws on a piece written by Steve Jenkins, entitled “Organizing, Advocacy, and Member
Power: A Critical Reflection”
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frameworks for equality and democracy. By itself, advocacy power is not enough to alter
structural relationships. Thus, what is won can more easily be taken away or is
insufficiently implemented. However, when advocacy power and social power are
combined, the results can be transformative. The civil rights movement, for example,
combined a strong component of moral persuasion with the disruption of civic life -
through tactics like sit-ins, boycotts, strikes, urban uprisings, and mass voter engagement
- to end the racial system of Jim Crow and win a package of structural reforms that
significantly shifted the balance of wealth and power in the United States.

2. Assessing Advocacy and Social Power Strategies
a. What are some examples of how your organization has built (or attempted to

build) Advocacy Power?
● What strategies and tactics did you use?
● What were you able to win?
● What were the benefits of these approaches?
● What were the limitations?

b. What are some examples of how your organization has built (or attempted to
build) Social Power?

● What strategies and tactics did you use?
● What were you able to win?
● What were the benefits of these approaches?
● What were the limitations?

3. Constituency and Membership
a. How does your organization define its constituency?

● What forms of social power could your constituency exercise over your
targets?

● How many constituents does your organization need to mobilize to
exercise that kind of social power?  Be as specific and concrete as
possible, try to use numbers or percentages (for exp: x number of people
or x% of an electorate).

b. How does your organization define a member?
● What kind of roles and responsibilities do members have?
● Based on this definition, how many members do you currently have in

your organization?
● Are there things currently undefined about your membership that should

be clarified? If so, what are they and how would this clarification of
membership help your organization?
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Second dimension:  Building Infrastructure and Shaping the Political Agenda

1. Why we emphasise infrastructure
The second dimension of power is about the ability to shape the political agenda, to

define what is and what is not up for debate. Second dimensional power is expressed

both through policy and process. At times it is intentional and easy to see, like when

lawmakers stifle our demands by using procedures to kill desired policies in committees.

Other times it can be almost invisible; for example, many of our most visionary demands

are so beyond the pale of our current politics they don’t even enter the realm of public

debate.

It takes strong organizational and movement infrastructure to build power on the

second dimension. Shifting the terms of political debate is a process that extends

beyond a single moment, campaign or election. It requires the capacity to amplify a

particular political agenda over a period of time and under ever-changing political

contexts. Strong organizational infrastructure is required because we need institutional

capacity to aggregate our constituents, align them around a shared program,  and

develop various competencies (such as recruitment, communications, research, etc) to

engage in protracted political fights. Strong movement infrastructure is required because

the broader political terrain is defined by complex sets of interactions between various

(often competing) interests with differing levels of power. Rarely can individual

organizations by themselves impact  that terrain sufficiently enough to change what is

deemed politically possible. It takes many organizations - often times using different

forms, representing different constituencies, and playing different roles - aligned around

shared goals and objectives to successfully assert a political agenda that challenges the

status quo.

2. Organizational Infrastructure
How much attention does your organization give to building internal organizational
infrastructure?

We don’t think
or talk about

this

We do some
work on this

aspect

It’s a major
part of our

work

1 2 3 4 5
● Name some examples from the organization’s work that illustrate this
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a. Distributed Leadership
In order to build the scale we need, we can’t solely rely on paid organizers to
build our base while leaders primarily serve as participants and spokespeople.
Instead, we need base building that is driven by member leaders who are
recruiting, developing, and mobilizing members of our organization and broader
constituency.

i. Roughly how many leaders do you think you need in order to organize
and mobilize your constituency at the scale you defined above (refer to
your answer to question 3a under “Constituency & Membership”)?

ii. Do paid staff or unpaid members do most of the recruitment (outreach,
1:1s, meetings, etc) and mobilizing (canvassing, turn out, etc) in your
organization? What are some examples that illustrate this?

iii. If recruitment and mobilizing work is primarily done by paid staff, what
would it take to move toward a distributed leadership model that relies
more on member leaders?

● What core organizing skills would your leadership development
programming need to prioritize?

● What would have to shift in your leadership development
processes to allow your leaders to hone these skills? What would
your staff organizers have to do differently?

● What kind of internal structures would need to be built or
strengthened?

● How would the training and development of your staff need to
shift in order for them to develop the organizing skills of your
leaders?

● What areas of work could you let go of to make this prioritization
possible?

b. Leadership Development Processes
i. How does your organization define a leader?

● What kind of roles and responsibilities do leaders have?
● Based on this definition, how many leaders do you currently have

in your organization?
● Are there things currently undefined about being a leader in your

organization that should be clarified? If so, what are they and how
would this clarification of leadership help your organization?

ii. How do your organizers currently identify potential leaders for
recruitment?

iii. Are you recruiting and developing leaders who can deliver existing social
networks rooted in your constituency?

● If yes, give some examples.
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● If not, what steps could you take in this direction?

iv. Are you recruiting and developing leaders that take on responsibilities to
advance organizational work?

● If yes, what kind of work do leaders take on?
● If not, what steps could you take in this direction?

v. Do you have a process for testing leadership within the organization?
● If yes, give some examples.
● If not, what steps could you take in this direction?

c. Organizational Systems
i. Does your organization have a consistent practice of assessing external

and internal conditions?
● If yes, what does this look like? How does your practice of making

assessments inform organizational decision making?
● If no, what is the impact of not engaging in regular assessments?

What are some steps you could take to develop this practice?

ii. Does your organization have clearly defined processes for making internal
decisions (like defining roles and responsibilities, creating or changing
organizational structures, HR matters, etc)

● If yes, give some examples.
● If not, what steps could you take in this direction?

iii. Does your organization have clearly defined processes for making
external decisions (like which campaigns to take on, alliances to join, etc)

● If yes, give some examples.
● If not, what steps could you take in this direction?

iv. How does your organization manage conflict and accountability?
● What kinds of methods do you use?
● Are there critical areas for improvement? If so, name them.
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3. Movement Infrastructure

How much attention does your organization give to building progressive movement
infrastructure?

We don’t think
or talk about

this

We do some
work on this

aspect

It’s a major
part of our

work

1 2 3 4 5
● Name some examples from the organization’s work that illustrate this

a. Power Analysis
Does your organization regularly analyze your terrain of struggle to assess the
power of your organization, your allies, your potential allies, and opposing
forces?

● If yes, what is your process for conducting this analysis? Who is involved
(staff, members, allies, etc)? How often is it updated?

● If not, what would it take to establish this as a regular practice within
your organization?

b. Alignment
i. Given your organization’s power analysis, who are the

communities/constituencies that need to be allied with in order for your
organization to achieve its long term goals? In other words, who else has
a stake in your victory?

● What are some of the differences or tensions that exist between
your organization and these other forces?

ii. Does your organization have a strategic long-term alignment with the
organizations you need to win?

● If yes, how is this alignment developed and maintained? Who
within your organization is involved in alignment work?

● If not, what are the first steps your organization could take to
build an alignment based on shared interest and ideology?

c. Long-Term Agenda
Is your organization’s work part of a long-term agenda for structural reform that
has been developed with your strategic allies?

● If yes, how does that long-term agenda shape how you make
campaign decisions?

● If not, what are the first steps your organization would need to
take to align your work with a multi-organizational long-term
agenda?
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Third Dimension:  Making Meaning on the Terrain of Ideology and Worldview

1. Why we have to fight for the “Common Sense”
The third dimension of power is about the ability to shape “common sense”. Life is very
complex. Many of our thoughts, beliefs, and day-to-day decisions aren’t even
experienced as conscious choices. We are often simply doing things the way we, our
families, and our communities do them and have done them. At GPP, we borrow from
the work of Stuart Hall to explain how this functions. People develop mental maps to
help make sense of the world. These Worldviews are complex and often weave
together contradictory sets of ideas. Ideologies are the coherent analyses, values, and
beliefs about how society should function that we use to construct our overarching
worldview. And Narratives are the bigger picture stories we tell to explain our way of
understanding things.

“Common sense”  is not static or god-given. Ideas about what is right and wrong are
socially constructed. They are produced and reproduced by human beings through our
social relationships and broader societal institutions. And because “common sense”
plays such a large role in our day-to-day actions , the realms of worldview, ideology, and
narrative are essential elements of political struggle. Making transformational change
requires that we contest for the “common sense” of the status quo and win critical
masses of people over to a new “common sense” (what we might call “good sense”)
that reflects our emancipatory vision for society. This critical work of “making meaning”
is something that must be interwoven with everything we do. This includes the values
we articulate for our organizations and alignments, our processes for developing staff
and member leaders, what we say when we’re recruiting people from our
constituencies, as well as the messaging we use in our campaigns.

2. Organizational Ideology
How much attention does your organization give to building internal ideological
alignment among membership, staff, and board?

We don’t think
or talk about

this

We do some
work on this

aspect

It’s a major
part of our

work

1 2 3 4 5

● Name some examples from the organization’s work that illustrate this
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a. Does your organization have a clearly articulated ideology that informs all of its
work?

i. If yes,
1. Describe the underlying analysis, values, and beliefs that comprise

your organizational ideology.
2. What steps do you take to align your whole organization - staff,

members, board - around a shared ideology? What are the
challenges you encounter in trying to do this?

3. How does having a shared ideology strengthen your organization?
4. How does the “good sense” of your organizational ideology

challenge the “common sense” of the dominant narrative in
society?

ii. If not,
1. How might having shared ideological clarity strengthen your work?
2. What are some steps your organization can take to foster a

structural analysis of things like capitalism, racism, and patriarchy
among your staff and members?

3. Public Narrative
How much attention does your organization give to advancing narratives that promote
your ideology among the broader public?

We don’t think
or talk about

this

We do some
work on this

aspect

It’s a major
part of our

work

1 2 3 4 5

● Name some examples from the organization’s work that illustrate this

a. Use one of your organization’s most prominent campaigns as a case study to
reflect on the following questions

● What is the “common sense” on this issue?
● What are the public narratives that our enemies have tried to move to

shape this “common sense”?
● What is the “good sense” that you want to become the new “common

sense”?
● What are the public narratives your organization uses (or could use) to

shift the current “common sense” to the “good sense” you want?
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b. When choosing a campaign, does your organization consider how (or if) that
campaign will be an effective means to advance your public narrative?

● If yes, how do you factor in criteria on public narrative as part of your
campaign selection process?

● If not, how would incorporating criteria on public narrative shift your
campaign selection process?

c. Do you intentionally develop the capacity of your staff and leaders to recognize
the current “common sense” and to articulate the “good sense” you want?

● If yes, how do you develop this capacity? How do you measure your staff
and leaders’ competency in advancing your public narrative?

● If not, what are some steps you could take in this direction?
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