Grassroots ¥ Change

connecting for better health

Fact Sheet: Grassroots Movement Building

Grassroots movement building has unique benefits for the public health field. The power of
a well-run grassroots movement can overcome the dominance of money in politics, making it
one of the only ways that advocates can achieve real progress in public health policy.

A grassroots public health movement is an organized effort to address threats to the health
and safety of the community, led by activated citizens and organizations that devote resources
to movement building. As one grassroots advocate put it, “those who are directly impacted by
an issue are... making change and taking leadership.”*

Public health movements are usually built around a single issue that energizes individuals
who join together in common cause.

As illustrated by the case of tobacco control, grassroots movements can promote fundamental
social change by educating the public about public health problems and solutions. Therefore,
when laws are passed as the result of grassroots action, compliance and enforcement are easier
because of public support.

Goals. Grassroots goals must energize grassroots advocates. One of the most important jobs of
a grassroots leader is listening to grassroots advocates and formulating practical goals that
channel grassroots passion while appealing to others who don’t (yet) have a strong opinion
about your issue. Effective grassroots goals form achievable steps that lead naturally to the
next victory.

Leadership. Effective grassroots leaders need more than passion - they need experience and
the skills to build and manage public health movements. These skills include network
management, social media, and media advocacy. Movement leaders must earn the trust of
grassroots advocates by listening and making informed strategic choices.

Capacity. Building a grassroots movement takes hard work and patience, and this means that
movements need the support of funders and other organizations that can increase their
capacity. Specific needs include professional staff, website and other communications
expertise, training, and technical assistance.

A grassroots movement is different than a coalition or community organizing. All of them can
contribute to progress in public health.

Preemption has a negative impact on grassroots movement building. Preemption occurs when
a higher level of government (federal or state) limits the authority of lower jurisdictions (state
or local) to address a public health problem. One grassroots leader described preemption this
way: “There's far less incentive for people to organize and act because they don't have an
opportunity to take action at the local level.”*

*Grassroots Change/RW]JF Key Informant Interviews 2010.
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