READING AND DISCUSSION

Citizens and governments can and do make change happen, but citizens rarely act alone.  In truth, there are more groups dedicated to making life better in your city than you can count. There are over 100 neighborhood associations in Austin and the surrounding area alone. Groups are an important part of the community, because they give their members a way to connect with other people who share the same ideas, interests, concerns, and beliefs. Here is a list of just some of the different types of organizations in your community.

Business 
Professional
Sports
Arts
Health
Education
Disability
Neighborhood
Minority
Religious
Ethnicities
Environment
Animals/Pets
Clubs 
Policy
Advocacy 



Some groups are devoted to activities, some are dedicated to solving problems, and some simply provide members with like interests a place to meet. Whatever their purpose, groups are a great place to start when you are trying to improve your community.

What is a Non-Profit Group?  A non-profit group is a group that has been recognized by the IRS as sponsoring activities that do not generate a monetary profit for the group itself or for its individual members. This means that non-profit groups can fundraise and not pay taxes.  It also means that donations to the group are tax deductible.  Note: Not all community organizations are non-profit groups. 

Groups Have the Info!  Many groups have been in existence a long time and they have members who are dedicated to doing research about the groups’ interests.  A pet lover’s group will know a lot about leash laws, spaying/neutering services , pet control laws, and ways to prevent animal cruelty.  A neighborhood association will know about how the neighborhood has developed over the years and what rules and regulations have been in place to protect residences.  An advocacy group will know the laws that pertain to a certain issue.  

Groups Have a Plan!  Most groups have agendas and schedules filled with activities they sponsor for both members and others in the community.  Groups tend to be organized and can get things done by using email, newsletters, or the phone to contact members.  Many groups have board members and executive councils who help keep the groups’ activities organized and on schedule. Organizations can put together meetings, negotiations, boycotts, marches, presentations, petitions, and other effective means of change efficiently.

Groups Have Numbers!  The larger a group is, the more people there are who care and can be active.  You don’t have to feel alone in your concern for the environment or animals if you join a local organization that feels the same way.  Often having a large membership will give a group the ability to do more activities and have a bigger impact on the community.  Organizations can represent a large number of people, giving them more influence than a single person could have with government and business leaders. Be careful though, a group that is too big might be hard to navigate, you may have to work harder to find your place.  

How Do Organizations Create Change?

Communication with leaders.  Groups often invite community, business, and government leaders to attend their meets to hear what members think.  They will often send their own leaders to city council, chambers of commerce, and meetings of other groups to communicate with people who may either disagree on an issue or who may be like-minded.  Organizations with large memberships may start a letter writing campaign which encourages their members to write letters to businesses or government.  Some groups communicate with businesspeople who are not doing things they approve of by organizing boycotts.  A boycott encourages members and others in the community with similar feelings to stop buying a product or shopping at a certain business.  Boycotts are serious and are done only when other forms of communication has not worked.  A Petition is another form of communication that tells leaders about the opinions of not only the group, but the community.  A petition is a document that is distributed throughout the community for people to sign. Some petitions are important formal documents that are required for things to happen in government.  Others are just a means of providing evidence that a large number of people within the community have the same opinion about a policy or business.
Communication with the media.  The media are always interested in news and public interest stories. Groups will often write press releases that give information to the media about problems, issues, and conflicts.  Getting an issue covered in the media is not always easy.  It requires the group to know the facts, to frame the problem in a clear format, and to make the problem seem urgent.  

Communication with the public.  Many groups are focused on creating change in individual community members’ attitudes and/or behaviors, not in policy. Do you want people to vote?  Do you want them to exercise?  Do you want them to donate?  Then you must reach individuals. In order to do this, many groups organize activities that will attract many people to come (example:  health fairs, voter registration gatherings, walk-a-thons). They may also distribute literature like fliers, brochures, and newsletters to tell their views and give the public important information.  Some groups distribute their information on websites to cut down on the time and cost associated with paper.  Some groups create Public Service Announcements (PSAs) that can be played on local radio and television stations.  While PSAs are played for free as a service to viewers and non-profit groups, it can often be hard to get them aired as there are lots of PSAs only so much time available.

Engaging in Protests.  Protests or marches are a way of communicating with the entire community.  They often involve carrying signs, chanting slogans, or other ways of gaining attention and displaying unity.  Protests are legal under the first amendment as long as they meet certain guidelines set by city ordinance to ensure safety and minimize disruption.  The amount of attention a protest gets depends on a number of factors including: the number of people participating, the issue, the location of the protest, and the number of similar protests that have already occurred. In Washington D.C., for example, rallies and protests are daily events that don’t get as much attention as they might in Austin.  However protests are more common in places like Austin where the legislature meets than in San Antonio or Houston.

Organizations and You

So you want to get involved and help your community? Finding a group to work with will get you on the right track.  But there are so many!  How do you decide which ones are right for you?  

First, know what it is you’re passionate about.  You are much more likely to find satisfactions with an organization that shares your interests.  You may care about the environment, animals, parks, the homeless, traffic, and education, but you would wear yourself out trying to join all of those groups.  Prioritize or combine interests like parks and pets, or parks and the environment and find a more general group that does both.
You know your issues and interests, now what? Here are some ways you can start investigating and getting involved in your community.

 Do some research.  There are so many groups that do so many things, how can you ever find one that meets your interests and needs?  The internet and the phonebook will list many of the groups in which you have an interest.   You may have to call around to find a group.  For example, if you are interested in groups that serve the homeless, start with a church or shelter.  If you are looking for an animal group, ask an animal shelter or a pet store.  Don’t be afraid to ask around. Some groups, like the Junior League, have strict rules for membership and participation.  Others, like some neighborhood associations, have fees.  Some will make fee exceptions for young people and students.  Some are free to everyone.

Get Involved. Groups give you lots of opportunities to use your talents on something about which you really care.  Can you write?  Can you organize? Can you photograph?  Can you design a web page?  Can you speak in public?  Can you lead?  Don’t be afraid to think creatively about what you can do?  Sometimes you can get involved without joining a group.  Many organizations will ask people to volunteer for short projects, like renovating a park or helping out with a food drive.  Contact the United Way or the community bulletin boards at local radio stations for information on volunteer activities that might interest you.

Choose groups and your involvement sensibly. Research the different groups that work in your area of interest and join the ones that meet your needs the most.  Don’t be afraid to ask a lot of questions to find out if a group is right for you. 

It’s easy to get excited when you find like-minded people. You want to jump in with both feet and get involved.  This is a great way to think, but be careful. Don’t get overcommitted so that you can’t follow through with what you promise.  Get involved slowly and increase your participation as you get to know the group more fully. 
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