
INVESTING IN 
COMMUNITIES TO PROMOTE 
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
How Supporting Community Power Building 
Impacted Electoral Participation During BHC



A NOTE ON TCE FUNDING

The BHC Initiative involved the work of multiple partners, local leaders, and community 
residents. The power building efforts and outcomes discussed in this action brief are the 

result of their work, combined with the work of others in the BHC communities and across 
California.

TCE conceived of the BHC approach and provided funding to support grantee partners in 
some of their activities, engaged other funders to support the initiative, and encouraged 

collaboration and action among local stakeholders using the BHC brand, though not 
necessarily with TCE funds, to advance health-promoting policies in the BHC sites. 

Participating stakeholders used non-TCE funds for lobbying and any other activities that 
could not be conducted with TCE funds.
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Following the 2020 election, a nearly unprecedented 
number of electoral reforms have been proposed 
and enacted across the U.S. 

Some changes aim to expand voting access, but 
many seek to restrict electoral participation, 
particularly among voters of color in electorates with 
histories of voter suppression. 

California is not immune to these national trends; 
while new voting laws have been expansive rather 
than restrictive, many restrictive bills will carry over 
into the next legislative session, and the electorate 
remains less diverse than the general population of 
the state. 

TRENDS IN VOTING RIGHTS ACROSS THE U.S. AND IN CALIFORNIA

Source: https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/voting-laws-roundup-december-2021



In the face of exclusionary reforms and failure to 
protect voting rights at the national level, the 
opportunity to support local and statewide 
community organizing is arguably more important 
now than ever. This may include supporting 
organizing:
• Against changes prior to their implementation, and
• Providing infrastructure to understand and 

navigate changes if/once enacted

Investing in community power building and 
supporting civic and community engagement provides 
just this type of opportunity.

ORGANIZING AT THE STATEWIDE AND LOCAL LEVELS



Building Healthy Communities (BHC) embodied this 
opportunity through its aims to build community power, 
advance policy, change dominant narratives, and improve 
health equity in 14 California communities from 2010-2019.

These 14 communities were selected based on the 
combined presence of social and health inequities and 
preexisting community organizing infrastructure.

BUILDING HEALTHY COMMUNITIES (BHC)



Over the course of the 10-year initiative, an unprecedented 
investment of approximately $1.8 billion was made through more 
than 10,000 unique grants.

These investments were driven by BHC’s theory of change – by 
investing in community capacity to build social, political, and 
economic power, policies and systems can change to create 
improved environments and ultimately more healthy 
communities.

In this theory, power is a strategy for systems transformation, and 
an outcome itself – it is both a means and an end.

INVESTMENTS IN THE BHC THEORY OF CHANGE 

10 years

10,000+ grants

$1.8 billion in 

total investments

$229 million
invested in voice, power, 

and community 

engagement & participation



Community power is multi-dimensional and dynamic.

Civic engagement is one way that communities exercise their 
power and exert influence.

Voter turnout is an important and easily identifiable and 
measurable element of civic engagement.

VOTER TURNOUT AS COMMUNITY POWER

Studies have shown that low voter turnout is associated with poor individual and community 
health, and the connection between political marginalization and poor health can reinforce itself 
over time. BHC sought to disrupt this cycle through supporting community power building.



TCE invited the Center for Outcomes Research and Education 
(CORE) to evaluate BHC’s impact on the processes and 
outcomes of power building.

One way we did this was by examining investments related to 
community engagement and their impact on voter turnout 
during BHC. We conducted: 
• Qualitative analyses to explore the types of activities 

supported by these investments, and
• Quantitative analyses to examine the size and strength of the 

relationship between these grants and voter turnout over 
time and across locations

EXAMINING BHC’S IMPACT ON VOTER TURNOUT



Our approach:

• We coded BHC’s 10,615 grants to identify the topic area and 
strategy supported. Site-produced documents and site-reported 
systems changes were similarly coded.

• We calculated voter turnout at the census tract level by election 
type across 8 elections from 2010-2019. 

• We included relevant community-level covariates, like 
unemployment, homeownership, racial/ethnic composition, and 
language preferences, in quantitative analyses.

• We used qualitative analysis of site-produced and site-reported 
documents to provide a fuller picture of BHC efforts and how 
investments were operationalized.

EXAMINING BHC’S IMPACT ON VOTER TURNOUT



Over the course of BHC, over $229 million was 
invested in voice, power, and community/civic 
engagement and participation.

Investments per capita in these areas grew between 
2012 and 2014 and appeared to remain largely stable 
after 2014. 

Amounts varied from site-to-site and election-to-
election, but across all 14 sites and 8 elections, an 
average of approximately $44 per capita was 
invested in voice, power, and community/civic 
engagement and participation.

BHC INVESTMENTS IN VOICE, POWER, AND COMMUNITY/CIVIC ENGAGEMENT



While some investments supported election-specific efforts like voter education and signature 
collection, most BHC-funded activities focused on fostering resident engagement and leadership more 
broadly. This aligns with a larger strategic shift to support political mobilization through Integrated 
Voter Engagement (IVE), connecting shorter-term efforts with year-round grassroots organizing and 
capacity building, although formal adoption of IVE as a strategic approach varied across sites. Grants 
generally fell into one of three broad categories: 

1. Setting        

Agendas
Efforts to promote resident leadership 

training, retreats, and institutes and 

support community advisory 

processes, committees, and youth 

councils 

2. Shifting Public 

Discourse
Support for community-building 

events, forums, and resource fairs

3. Increasing 

Resident Influence
Efforts to support communication with 

elected officials, presentations at 

council meetings, and storytelling

Example: Sending a team of 

emerging Latino leaders to a 

leadership institute to develop 

partnership building capacity to 

advance health, safety, and 

environmental justice

Example: Sponsoring an event to 

provide California State 

Superintendent candidates with an 

opportunity to discuss their positions 

and priorities

Example: Supporting youth leaders’ 

participation in a national cultural 

arts exhibit to highlight their stories 

using art as a tool to advance 

positive change

BHC INVESTMENTS IN VOICE, POWER, AND COMMUNITY/CIVIC ENGAGEMENT



In BHC and non-BHC sites, voter turnout followed expected patterns: it was higher in general elections 
compared to primaries and higher in presidential years compared to midterm years.

In comparison to matched non-BHC sites, BHC census tracts had higher unemployment, lower 
homeownership, more BIPOC residents, and more residents who spoke limited English.

BHC site turnout was consistently lower than non-BHC sites. These disparities were part of the reason 
these communities were selected as BHC sites and help show the impact of structural factors on voter 
turnout.
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General
43.7%

49.2%

Primary
19.7%

26.5%

No
Investment

$50 per
Capita

Midterm
37.1%

39.9%

Presidential
50.4%

58.5%

No
Investment

$50 per
Capita

Our analysis revealed that investments were associated with increased voter turnout, and this effect 
held after adjusting for covariates.

The impact of investments differed across election years; it had the greatest impact on predicted 
turnout in 2012. Effect size also differed by election type:

BHC INVESTMENTS POSITIVELY IMPACTED VOTER TURNOUT

Investments were more impactful in presidential 
elections compared to midterms

Investments were more impactful in primaries 
compared to general elections

$50 per capita corresponds approximately to the average per capita investment made across sites and elections in voice, power, and community/civic engagement and participation ($44).



BHC communities faced significant 
structural barriers to civic engagement, 
but our findings suggest that 
investments in voice, power, and 
community/civic engagement and 
participation may yield results despite 
these barriers.

Strategic investments focused on youth 
and BIPOC communities, as well as those 
made to BIPOC-led organizations, may 
have contributed to this impact; these 
areas also represent opportunities for 
continued growth and investment.

LOOKING BEYOND VOTER TURNOUT

Investing in Youth

BHC’s focus on youth supported 
introducing youth to civic 

engagement as a building block of 
organizing. For example, BHC youth 
established a candidate forum, held 

marches, and canvassed their 
communities. 

Investing in BIPOC 
Communities

BHC efforts sought to transform 
the electorate by engaging often 

excluded communities. For 
example, community-driven 
district mapping in BHC sites 
increased representation for 

communities of color.

Investing in BIPOC-led 
Organizations

Funding BIPOC-led organizations 
became an increasingly central part 
of BHC’s investment strategy over 

time (39% of all BHC grants in 2010 
to 51% in 2018). For example, BHC 

supported a BIPOC-led org in building 
capacity for policy advocacy on 

behalf of low-income, immigrant 
communities’ health.



1. Continue to invest in community power building
Our analysis shows how an investment strategy that centers community power building and resident engagement, rather than focusing 
more narrowly on election-related activities, can still positively impact voter turnout. By supporting year-round organizing, communities can 
mobilize against policies counter to their interests and put forward their own visions, in a way that investing immediately preceding 
elections does not necessarily support. 

2. Target these investments strategically
We found that turnout is generally lower in primaries and midterms, but investments preceding those elections were still impactful on 
subsequent turnout. Targeting investments around lower turnout elections may support a more effective reallocation of contested power. 
Additionally, by building on investment strategies that center youth, BIPOC communities, and BIPOC-led organizations, those closest to the 
community and most affected by inequities have the necessary funds to lead efforts to redistribute power. 

3. Develop a measurement strategy to track these investments
Ideally, this strategy is co-created with community stakeholders, rooted in a theory of change that outlines what is being invested in and for 
what purpose, and updated over time. A well-developed measurement strategy supports strategic investments and an increased 
understanding of initiative impacts. When considering power building’s impact on civic engagement, for example, the effect of investments 
on volunteering and activism should also be considered. 

4. Consider the larger context in which these investments are made
Aligning with the efforts of other foundations and grassroots organizations, especially around a collective paradigm shift towards year-round 
IVE, can make investments particularly impactful and support the development of an interconnected local and statewide infrastructure. 
Network mapping is one strategy that can support this understanding of the organizational ecosystem. Additionally, the larger political 
context in which investments are made should be considered, as it may further encourage or restrict voter turnout. Whenever possible, 
collaborative work and the larger context should be accounted for when developing and implementing a measurement strategy. 

4 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE POWER BUILDING WORK



www.providenceoregon.org/CORE
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