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Introduction
West End P.O.W.E.R. (Providing Opportunities with Effective Resources) is a
community-based organization predominantly serving the Western Pittsburgh
area that has had a hand in supporting other disenfranchised communities across
the greater Pittsburgh region through partnerships with other agencies. It is led
and operated by founder Terri Minor Spencer, a lifelong West Pittsburgh native,
advocate, and community organizer. Her passion for developing human capital in
her community is reflected in several initiatives and services provided by West
End P.O.W.E.R.. They include, but are not limited to, programs for returning
citizens, credit repair, homeownership, advocacy for Criminal Justice Reform,
voter engagement, and other forms of civic participation.

Background
In developing the Memorandum of Understanding, several objectives were set to
be accomplished by the end of our partnership with West End P.O.W.E.R.. They
included promoting voter education, engagement, and advocacy in targeted
communities across Pittsburgh that are underrepresented in the voting
population. Some of our responsibilities to achieve this goal involved working
voter registration tables, text banking, conducting research on the target
communities to understand what barriers to voting they may be facing, and
creating a voter education and advocacy manual for future volunteers working
with Spencer and other voter engagement organizations in Pittsburgh.
Of these, we were only able to accomplish one voter registration walk-about and
we created a voter education manual. The voter registration walk-about was not
as effective as we had hoped, but we did register one voter that day. Although
we will not see through the effectiveness of the voter manual, we hope that it will
help future volunteers with West End P.O.W.E.R. to accomplish its civic
engagement goals by forming more effective outreach tactics to register and
engage voters. We also partnered with Young Voices Action Collective and now
Pittsburgh Public School Board District 9 elect Gene Walker to distribute sample
ballots, other voting materials, and food to a West End family neighborhood. This
activity did not entirely reflect our community organizing mission with West End
P.O.W.E.R., but it was fulfilling to be able to provide community members with
some resources to ease the struggles of daily life, which does cater to some of
the agency’s objectives that were not explicitly outlined in our partnership
objectives. Time constraints and challenges communicating and schedule
alignment with our partner agency prevented us from accomplishing the other
tasks.
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Literature Review
One study examined the role of non-profit organizations participating in voter engagement
practices, ranging from providing education around elections and assisting with voter
registration. The study found that “community-based organizations have the power to
dramatically increase voter turnout rates” (LeRoux & Krawczyk, 2014). Being a trusted
source contributes to this rather than unfamiliar canvassers participating in canvassing and
voter engagement. LeRoux & Krawczyk claims that nonprofits are positioned to help close
the gap in rates of political participation, particularly in low-income and minoritized
communities (2014). The researchers found that for “each voting-related contact a client
receives from a service agency, the likelihood of turnout increases by 11.1 percentage
points” (LeRoux & Krawczyk, 2014).

Black voter turnout is influenced by trust in government, political engagement, and
political efficacy at both the individual level and the group level (Mangum, 2003).
Political efficacy describes the feeling or belief in possible political and social change.
As constant barriers persist in voting and underrepresentation in candidates, Black
Americans often feel that political engagement is not worthwhile. The study also
examines the relationship of individual political efficacy and group political efficacy.
They found that black people “vote more often when a connection is made between
group identification” (Mangum, 2003).

Sustainable voter engagement goes beyond organizing during high-stakes elections.
“Integrated Voter Engagement (IVE) groups train community members to reach out to their
peers in a continuous, ongoing effort that increases the number of voters and leads to
policy changes” (Funders’ Committee for Civic Participation). Some ways that IVE differs
from traditional methods include a continuous cycle of resource sharing and engagement,
staff and leaders coming from the community, and IVE leading to both voter participation
and policy changes (Funders’ Committee for Civic Participation).
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Project Results

Approach: Locality/Community
Development Model
Meets residents where they're at
Works in and alongside the community
Empowers community members to take steps to create change in their
communities
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Product
The Voter Engagement Manual was developed to be a foundation for
engaging in voter registration initiatives and advocacy. A lack of uniformed
information exists in one place for the work that West End P.O.W.E.R.
aims to complete. By creating this manual, we strive to increase the
accessibility of knowledge around civic engagement. The Voter
Engagement Manual consists of many topics: the importance of voter
engagement, voter participation data, an explanation of how elected
officials affect communities, registering to vote, voting rights, organizing
and advocacy methods, key organizations, and more. Our hope is that
West End P.O.W.E.R. utilizes this manual when recruiting volunteers and
interns to do this work because sustainable engagement goes beyond
registering someone to vote. Training volunteers and ensuring they have
the necessary information is crucial to facilitate informed and intentional
community engagement. Additionally, the manual is intended to be a living
document, continuously updated as needed by West End P.O.W.E.R.
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Summary & Analysis
To reiterate, the issue that we set out to confront in partnership with West End P.O.W.E.R.
was the underrepresentation of voter turnout and overall civic engagement in Pittsburgh’s
most disenfranchised neighborhoods. Although some of our tactics were not as effective as
we had hoped, like voter registration, or were unable to be completed due to time
constraints, we believe that the voter engagement manual for volunteers doing this work in
the future will help to resolve this issue. The manual provides important voting information
that not only informs volunteers how to do voter engagement, but it provides them with
important information to be distributed to voters. This is especially useful for small agencies
like West End P.O.W.E.R. that are committed to this work, but may not have the capacity to
train and monitor volunteers in the field. The manual will serve as a reference tool that
mitigates the need for ongoing supervision.

Reccomendations
Form strategic alliances with other
organizations that align with West
End’s mission and goals to increase
their ability to do the work effectively.
Employ methods of digital organizing
and provide sufficient training in voter
engagement for organization and
future volunteers and/or interns.
Increase social media presence
across a variety of platforms to reach
a wider audience of volunteers and
clients. Use social media to
communicate with stakeholders
about projects, key issues, and
opportunities for involvement.
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