
Improving Outreach and Engagement with 

African Americans in South Los Angeles and Compton 

 The communities of South Los Angeles and neighboring Compton form a tapestry rich in 
culture, race and ethnicity, and a history that is inspiring, heroic, and at times tumultuous.  
Today, these communities face a significant demographic shift from an African-American 
majority to a Hispanic/Latino majority and continued struggles that stem from poverty and 
institutional racism.   The South Bay Center for Community Development has a deep 
commitment to improving the lives of families in communities throughout Los Angeles County.  
SBCC partners with residents to work towards personal, family, and community well-being and 
growth.  In the communities of South Los Angeles and Compton, SBCC collaborates with First 5 
Los Angeles on its Best Start Initiative. 

The focus of Best Start is well-aligned with that of SBCC.  Best Start brings together 
parents and caregivers, residents, organizations, businesses, government institutions, and other 
stakeholders to collectively build a vision and develop strategies to create safe, healthy and 
supportive communities where young children and their families can thrive.  Resident 
participation and developing local leadership are priorities in Best Start.  There are fourteen Best 
Start communities throughout Los Angeles County.  Four of these Best Start communities are in 
areas that have historically been predominantly African American:  Broadway-Manchester, West 
Athens, Watts-Willowbrook, and East Compton.  SBCC has Community Connection Groups in 
all of these neighborhoods.   

Community Connection Groups (CCGs) are social groups formed by SBCC Resident 
Outreach Coordinators (ROCs) for the purpose of encouraging social connection and leadership 
development that could later lead to civic action, and for introducing individuals to Best Start.   
The CCGs are centered on a common interest (gifts and talents) like knitting, walking, cooking, 
and so forth.  Groups meet weekly, monthly, or bi-monthly and are facilitated by an identified 
leader of the group.  CCG leaders receive training to form and facilitate their groups, and meet 
with other leaders regularly for peer support and learning.  CCG participants are provided 
information about Best Start and invited to monthly Best Start community partnership meetings.  

SBCC as an organization is dedicated to continuously obtaining feedback from partners 
about its programs so it can improve its relationship with the community.  This report provides 
information about SBCC’s outreach and engagement efforts with African Americans in South 
Los Angeles and East Compton.  Two focus groups were held with 24 participants in July 2016.  
The focus groups included individuals who were part of a Community Connection Group and 
others who were not yet part of such a group but who had been in contact with a Resident 
Outreach Coordinator.  The purpose of the focus groups was to better understand the facilitating 
factors and barriers to engagement of African Americans in community change efforts, including 
obtaining feedback on the value of Community Connection Groups. 
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Methods 

Focus group participants were either Community Connection Group members or 
individuals in communication with a Resident Outreach Coordinator (with the expectation of one 
day joining a CCG).  Twenty-four African Americans participated:  17 women and 7 men.  
Questions focused on identifying barriers to engagement by African Americans in the work done 
by SBCC and ways to overcome these difficulties.  The focus groups lasted between 2 and 2 ½ 
hours.  The discussions were recorded with permission from participants and also documented in 
notes.  Recording transcriptions and notes were coded and analyzed for common themes.   

 

Overview of South Los Angeles and Compton 

South Los Angeles and Compton:  What the Literature Says  

 South Los Angeles is a region of Los Angeles comprised of twenty-eight neighborhoods, 
including Broadway-Mancehster, West Athens, and Watts.  These three areas have fewer 
resources and infrastructure than neighborhoods to their north.  Compton is southeast of Watts, 
and unincorporated East Compton is adjacent to Compton.  Table 1 provides an overview of 
demographic information of these areas based on the Los Angeles Times’ Mapping Project 
(http://maps.latimes.com/neighborhoods/).   

Table 1.  Demographic Data of Target Communities 

 Watts West Athens Broadway-
Manchester 

Compton East 
Compton 

Population 36,815 9,101 23,471 94,384 13,802 
Square Miles 2.12 1.33 1.56 10.26 0.83 
Density* 17,346  6,829 15,060 9,199 16,542 
Black 37.1% 54.3% 39.3% 39.8% 22.9% 
Latino 61.6% 39.7% 58.6% 56.7% 72.9% 
Median 
Household 
Income 

$25,161 $48,824 $29,897 $43,157 $44,439 

Less than High 
School** 

10,441 1,915 6,573 24,444 3,824 

High School 3,090 931 2,356 10,022 1,189 
BA or Higher 465 621 440 2,835 256 
Single-parent 
Households 

2,816 520 1,335 4,253 509 

 
*       Number of people per square mile 
**     Education level was assessed of individuals 25 years or older. 
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Three housing projects are located in Watts that have played a pivotal role in the history 
of South Los Angeles.  Jordan Downs, Imperial Courts, and Nickerson Gardens were built 
during World War II.  These housing projects are considered some of the largest West of the 
Mississippi.  Nickerson Gardens contains 1,054 units, Jordan Downs contains 700 units, and 
Imperial Courts contains 498 units.  These housing projects were predominantly inhabited by 
African Americans when first constructed.   

Beginning in the early 1990s, the housing projects witnessed the same social changes that 
the city as a whole had experienced.  Latinos began to occupy residences in the projects.  For 
example, in the mid-1990s, Nickerson Gardens was 95% Black.  By 2004, it was 35% Black1.  
(Imperial Courts does retain a Black majority.)  The transformation has been peaceful overall, 
but there has been occasional tension. 

Each housing project gave birth to a distinct gang:  Nickerson Gardens to the Bounty 
Hunter Watts Bloods, Jordan Downs to the East Side Grape Street Watts Baby Loc Crips, and 
Imperial Courts to the P Jay Crips.  These African American gangs led to various offshoots.  
Today, according to the Watts Gang Taskforce, there are 12 active gangs in the area:  four Crips 
gangs, four Bloods gangs, and four Latino gangs.   

Over the years, there have been intense rivalries and violence as a result of these gangs.  
Police involvement in dealing with gang violence and other crime in the area has not always 
been effective.  The community’s real and perceived harassment by police officers, combined 
with paralyzing poverty, disenfranchisement, and lack of adequate public services, ignited into 
the Watts Riots of 1965.  Despite promises of Federal funding and attention after the riots, the 
benefits to the community have been insufficient given the great need.  Riots broke out again in 
1992 following the non-guilty verdict of white officers on trial for beating African-American 
Rodney King.   

Today, racial profiling and police brutality continue to disproportionately affect African 
Americans—throughout the nation not only in Los Angeles.  The police-involved deaths of 
Black men in recent years have led to the #Black Lives Matter movement.  Originating in 2013, 
this international movement campaigns against violence and systemic racism toward Blacks. 

 

South Los Angeles and Compton:  What Focus Group Participants Say 

 In reflecting on community engagement, focus group respondents naturally gravitated to 
talking about their community.  Some of the barriers to engagement are rooted in perceptions and 
lived experiences in the community.  Any individual or organization wishing to do work with 
African Americans in South Los Angeles and Compton needs to understand and empathize with 
																																																													
1 Freeman, Dennis. (25 March 2004). “Nickerson Gardens Targeted for Redevelopment.” Los Angeles Sentinel.    
p. 11. 
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these perceptions and experiences.  The conversations on this topic were extensive and 
passionate, indicating that the points raised were deeply felt.  Two themes emerged strongly in 
the dialogues: 

1. A sense of connectedness has been lost in African American communities in South 
Los Angeles. 

2. African Americans have become a minority in these communities and they often are 
treated as such by government agencies and community-based organizations. 

These themes reflect the consequences of statistics and data shared earlier about changes 
in South Los Angeles and Compton.  The social and political fabric of the community is altering 
and residents acutely feel the shift. 

The traditional African proverb, “It takes a village to raise a child,” has been quoted so 
frequently in recent times by politicians, media, opinion leaders, and others that it has almost 
become cliché.  However, when it is said by African American grandparents, parents, sons, and 
daughters living in the neighborhoods of South Los Angeles, the situation they describe through 
the proverb merits attention. 

A young man in his mid-twenties first raised the idea of the village in one focus group.  
He recounted his childhood in South LA and contrasted it with life in South LA today.  His 
perceptive observation is as follows: 

I am a product of this community.  I was born and raised here.  I can tell you that when 
young men act out, they are often looking for attention and guidance.  We need to become 
better parents and neighbors.  When I was young, I often made bad decisions and got in 
trouble, but there was always a neighbor down the street or around the corner who 
would discipline me if my parents weren’t able to.  It is a different time now.  People are 
closing their blinds to what they see and hear. 
 
His comment resonated strongly with others in his focus group.  One woman built on his 

statement with the following remark:  “He mentioned that someone other than your mom and 
dad could discipline you at one time.  We as a people used to do that.  We had a sense of 
community and responsibility for one another.  We have to get back to that.”  An older man in 
the same group lamented that the sense of community disappeared long ago, saying that, “The 
village culture has been gone for a while.  It has to be revived.  That is the number one thing to 
remember here today.  We are a village.  We must help each other or we won’t survive.”  

While various factors may have contributed to the loss of village culture and a sense of 
connectedness, one recent change dominated the conversation:  the seismic demographic shift 
that has seen South Los Angeles become an area with a Hispanic majority.  One participant 
frankly stated the situation that he sees African Americans facing in South Los Angeles:  
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We have to get out of our denial and face reality.  African Americans are now the 
minority.  I grew up in Compton, graduated from high school, taught and coached kids as 
an adult, and attended church here.  I have seen the change in 45 years from Black to 
Hispanic.  They don’t know the power that they have.  This is probably the last Black 
mayor.  There will be complete change.  We have to fight.  We need these types of 
meetings.  We need to move in the next one or two years to get things geared towards us 
or it’s over with.  We will be a total minority.  Everything will be shifted to another race.  
We as a race and culture have to do our planning and prepare.  Otherwise, we will be 
slapped against the head and it will be too late.   
 

The fight he describes is for limited resources.  Several participants shared examples of what 
they perceived as differential treatment of Hispanics and African Americans by government 
agencies and community-based organizations.  For example, one biracial man described the 
difficulty his African American wife had in signing up for Medi-Cal at a local hospital.  Despite 
her obvious pregnancy, the hospital representative did not treat her politely and dragged out the 
process.  When his wife asked him to come into the hospital from the parking lot, he presented 
himself as Hispanic.  Within two minutes, he claims, his wife received all the benefits she 
needed.  While important facts are missing in this anecdote and as such, judgment of the hospital 
staff must be withheld, what matters in this report is the perception of the African American 
couple who sought government benefits.   

Another participant described activities his local church.  It is a Black church and gives 
away food on Saturdays.  He pointed out that the majority picking up the food are Latino 
families.  He questioned to whom the church was conducting outreach.  The target of outreach of 
faith-based and community-based organizations, as well as of schools, was frequently questioned 
by focus group members.  It was noted that schools often schedule meetings during the day time 
to meet the needs of the Latino population.  According to some respondents, many Latina 
mothers don’t work so they can attend meetings more easily during the day; the same is not true 
of many African American mothers.  Reservations were also raised about the outreach efforts of 
community-based organizations.  One woman openly expressed the many strong feelings that 
she has about outreach by local organizations: 

It hurts me so bad when I look at community groups and see more Hispanics.  Where are 
we at?  I know we can’t all be in the house.  We can’t all not be doing something.  The 
game and the struggle are real for Watts.  I hate seeing photos of community activities 
where there is only one African American and the rest are Hispanic—and the African 
American works for the organization.  Hearing organizations talk about outreach sticks 
in my craw.  They are not reaching out to us. 

 
The sentiment shared by several individuals is that there are lots of organizations doing 

good work in the community but they are gearing their programs and services towards the 
majority.  While Latinos and African Americans share similar troubles like underemployment 
and unemployment, high dropout rates from high school, lack of public transportation and 
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healthy food,  and insufficient affordable housing—and while some efforts have been made to 
bridge cultural divides, there exists an underlying tension.  One young woman’s comment 
received resounding support from her colleagues.  It captures her great frustration, and gives 
insight into the frustration of others. 

Most programs are for Latinos.  They are a majority receiving minority benefits.  African 
Americans are a minority getting minority benefits.  We might be less than 10% of the 
population, but over half of us have economic problems, need counseling, or have kids 
who have seen drive-by shootings or have one parent incarcerated.  There are moms 
working three jobs who can’t come to an afterschool program or to visit teachers and 
who are tired on the weekend and need to sleep.  There are older siblings who have to 
work around the house.  There are students like me, who are not D students but also are 
not A students.  Where are the programs for kids like me in the middle?  When I asked my 
counselor what to do in college, she said I’ll figure it out.  Where is the support for me? 
 

 

Strengthening Outreach and Engagement with African Americans 

 

The Call to Action  

 The selected comments of focus group participants, combined with the brief literature 
review on South LA and Compton, reveal deep hurt and disappointment among African 
Americans.  It also exposes a great mistrust of working with mainstream institutions, and in 
some cases. with each other.  Today, the United States is living a racial tension not seen in a long 
time, and it is not surprising that South Los Angeles will reflect some tensions seen nationwide 
and other tensions unique to its own social, economic, political, and historical realities.  

 Coming together as a community once again is one important step to help realize some 
of the changes desired.  This not only will help create the supportive village that youth and even 
adults need to thrive, but it will also help develop a base with power to push for policy and 
systems changes.  This connection has to happen among African Americans themselves, and 
then across African Americans and Latinos.  The magnitude of unity was eloquently stated by a 
long-time community activist in these words: 

We need to remain in the community together, even if we are not the dominant people any 
longer.  Too many people are leaving, moving east to Fontana, the Moreno Valley, and 
San Bernardino.  But those places might be no better than Watts.  We are here.  What are 
we going to do to make our voices heard?  I recently went to a meeting about a local 
preschool program.  I don’t even have children but I wanted to go and make sure that the 
English program was kept open.  We have to decide how to hold the line.  Even if we are 
only one person or a small group, we can’t throw in the towel.  We have to demand 
support and services in the community even if our numbers are small.  Those of us who 
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know better have to do better.  Yes, we get tired, but we can’t give up and we can’t stop 
fighting.   We have to fight for the things we want, take advantage of all things offered to 
us, use all avenues of communication, and hold each other responsible.  There is 
excellence in our community and we have to tap into it.  We also have to make an effort 
to be united with other cultures.  Unless we leave, we have to make the attempt.  Our kids 
go to school together and we shop together.  We need to build a bridge.  It starts with 
caring.  We have to show that we care about others, no matter what color.  I recently fell 
ill and it was my neighbor who called the paramedics.  My neighbor is not Black but  
Hispanic.  If I had no relationship with her, maybe she wouldn’t have called. 
 
This lengthy quote was included in its entirety because it eloquently and powerfully 

states many truths and is a fervent call to action for community building, organizing, and 
advocacy.  African Americans in South Los Angeles have to unite with one another and with 
their Latino neighbors.  They need to create a sense of connectedness and caring among each 
other that will support their health, well-being, and growth.  They also need to develop a base of 
power from which they can demand policy and systems changes that will enable their 
communities to thrive. 

 Vital to a healthy community are youth.  They are the future of a community and can 
bring the creativity, energy, and innovation needed for positive change.  One mother highlighted 
the need for early intervention and for a particular focus on young boys.   

Change has to start at home, and before kids turn eleven and the gangs get them.  We as 
a people used to have a sense of community and watched out for the kids.  Let’s look at 
the youth, but more so, let’s look at our boys.  This is critical.  There is no community of 
strength or structure without the men.  There is no true power if there are no men.  We 
have to catch the little boys.  Let’s not wait until they are eleven.  We can see boys under 
eleven in the neighborhood who are on the wrong track.  We have to start once again 
caring about one another.  We have to reach out to others in the community like people 
here have said today.  Today’s conversation has made me think about one of my 
neighbors with five kids.  I see the baby of his family stepping off and smoking weed.  He 
is seventeen.  It’s hard for me to go up to him now.  It would have been easier to go up to 
him when he was younger.  We have to target young boys and help them to socialize and 
challenge them to take a different path. 
 

 These two articulate and stirring quotes reveal a deep desire to make change happen.  All 
focus group participants were adamant that they wanted to see change in their communities—
especially for youth—and were willing to work for it.  Many respondents were experienced 
activists through their church or other organization.  Several had started working with 
Community Connection Groups and saw much potential for them as agents of change.  
Participants had very thoughtful ideas on how to engage more residents in community 
transformation, and these are shared in the next section.   
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Strategies to Improve Outreach and Engagement 

Demonstrating cultural understanding and sensitivity 

Organizers and organizations that work with the African American community 
must demonstrate thorough understanding of African American history, culture, and lived 
experiences, and they must authentically show their appreciation of and dedication to this 
community.  This point was fervently and lengthily discussed and, as a result, merits significant 
attention. 

Many of the challenges facing the African American community in South Los Angeles 
and Compton have deep and intertwined roots.  Several of these were discussed earlier in the 
report.  Focus group participants also drew attention to other issues facing African Americans:  a 
high number of single parent households (often female led), the break-up of the African 
American family structure that can be traced back to slavery, racism among African Americans, 
mass incarceration, a heavy reliance on social welfare programs, and a mistrust of government 
and business.  To work effectively with the African American community, individuals need to 
show that they have an understanding of this history.  They also need to be sensitive to the  
experiences of African Americans, and the feelings generated as a result, when implementing 
engagement strategies. 

   One man emphasized the need for this consciousness in the following potent statement: 

The agency has a good strategy with the ROCs (Resident Outreach Coordinators for 
Community Connection Groups).  However, they must adapt to the cultural norms of the 
community.  They need to be restructured so they hire people like X (a focus group 
participant).  There needs to be a different approach for the Latino community and for 
the African American community.  Some principles may need to be adapted.  You also 
need people who understand the culture, belief systems, history, concerns, and issues of 
interest to African Americans.  Staff can’t just come and go through the motions.  You 
need passion like we heard today from (grassroots community leaders).  The ROCs and 
CCGs are great, but few people know about them because they are not being engaged in 
the right way. 
 
Perhaps because of the deep mistrust of outsiders and institutions that was described 

earlier in this report, focus group participants emphasized strongly that the demonstrated 
commitment of the organizer to the community mattered very much.  One woman felt 
comfortable enough to express her frustration with some organizers she has encountered.  She 
explained, 

 
We have people from different groups claiming to be outreach coordinators in Watts and 
Compton.  But they are not really reaching out.  I am very visible in my community.  I 
attend lots of meetings.  Why don’t I see them?  If I am as active as I am, I should be 
seeing them.  If people are paid to do a job, they need to be out there in the trenches 
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seeking people out.  Then, beyond the activities is the aura.  We can pick that up.  We can 
pick up if a person is not for real—if they are here only for the moment and for the 
money.  Some are also scared to come into the community—to really reach out to people 
in the community.   It hurts me so bad when people who look like me call themselves 
outreach coordinators and then we hardly see any Black people at their events.   
 
Given these observations, there was much discussion about whether an organizer (or even 

an organization) should be hired from the community itself, as opposed to from outside of the 
community.  This dilemma is one faced periodically by base building groups and the answer may 
differ based on the context.   

 
In this case, respondents felt strongly that organizers should come from the community 

that they work in, as opposed to being brought in from the outside.  “We have boots on the 
ground,” remarked a woman.  “Why not give them a stipend?”  Among focus group participants 
were two young women who did much knowledge sharing and organizing in the community 
without being affiliated with any organization.  They served as examples of “natural leaders” in 
the community that needed to be pulled into the work.  A woman active in Best Start made the 
following comment. 
 

Best Start is great, but they need to reach out to people like X and Y (focus group 
participants).  With a salary they could make it on their own, fix their credit, not rely on 
the government, and advocate for the community.  They are already doing it without 
being paid.  With a salary, they could continue doing this with respect and dignity. 
They may or may not have a college degree but they have heart and passion.  They also 
informed themselves and serve as an example to others.   

 
 Several participants expressed concern that Best Start prefers to give grants to 
organizations to do outreach as opposed to hiring community members, or giving them a stipend.  
They felt that organizations brought in from the outside often had less familiarity doing outreach 
with African Americans and residents had to “teach” organizations to do outreach, or do the 
work for free.  Another man involved in the Best Start selection process for community 
organizations observed that, “Too often, people just drop into the community with no 
relationship.  Some don’t have a balance of hiring African Americans on their staff or serving 
African American clients.  We are watching them on that so we can hold them accountable.” 
 

If an organization cannot hire an organizer from the community, someone suggested that 
it could pair a resident from the community with an organizer from the agency.  She elaborated 
on her idea as follows: 

 
You could hire a college student from Compton or a grassroots leader.  They might not 
have the experience but they may have the knowledge of the community and know how to 
communicate with people.  You could pair someone with book smarts with someone with 
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street smarts.  Malcolm X said that we need to speak two languages:  speak street and 
speak English. 

 

Improving Communication Among Organizations   

Another important opportunity for improvement involves communication.  Various 
organizations are trying to reach out to the African American community, but communication 
among them is not as effective as it could be—often leading to low turnout to events or to 
duplicative efforts.  One woman made a insightful observation on turnout, saying,  

Churches, schools, health care providers, and multiple agencies all have the desire to do 
outreach but they are not communicating with the organization across the street.  The 
community doesn’t know where to go.  These groups are all vying for the same people but 
they are getting low turnout by not talking to each other.  
 
A mother described her struggle to decide what events to attend.  “I get various 

invitations from organizations and people on Facebook.  I might have three events in one day but 
I have seven kids.  It’s like the groups aren’t communicating.  The leaders of these organizations 
should collaborate.” 

  
If there would be more communication, not only might turnout improve and residents feel 

less pulled in different directions, but the event or activity itself could be better.  Another 
participant shared an example of an event at her church that was enhanced when her church 
decided to collaborate with a neighboring one.   

There are lots of churches from Imperial to the 91 Freeway.  We all do pretty much the 
same things but we don’t tell each other what we are doing.  We also vie for the same 
youth and adults.  There is one house between my church and another church.  Last year, 
we realized we were both doing outreach to the same community for a similar event to be 
held at almost the identical time.  Fortunately, we caught it in time.  We decided to invite 
people to our property because it is bigger than theirs.  The event ended up being a 
success for both of our churches and people had a great time. 
 
Achieving such collaboration is complicated by the fact that various churches can be 

territorial about the residents and areas they work with.  Respondents suggested facilitating 
meetings of church leaders in a neutral, non-threatening environment.  The churches could share 
what they are passionate about, e.g., holding clothing drives or working with the elderly.  
Churches with similar interests could collaborate on a project.  Participating churches could also 
talk about upcoming events so they know about dates of activities.   Over time, this networking 
could even give way to common planning for the community.   

Participants gave additional suggestions to help improve communication among 
organizations in the community.  These include the following: 
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• Creating a hotline for churches that would list upcoming events; 
• Using Facebook to post events of various churches (a strategy that may work better 

for younger people than older ones); 
• Fliers and word of mouth (primarily for older residents); and  
• Providing transportation opportunities if there are multiple events going on at one 

time, so than individuals can visit more than one event in a day. 

Providing Incentives 

Focus group respondents were aware that there are opposing views around offering 
community members incentives for participation.  However, the overall feeling was that 
incentives could be useful and that there is no need to pass judgment on the need for incentives.  
Presently, for various reasons, incentives can work.  Since the desire is to encourage more 
individuals to participate in community activities, then incentives should be considered.  One 
woman made an ardent case in favor of using incentives.  (Her quote also underscores the need 
for cultural sensitivity, in this case regarding the timing of events.) 

This is the reality of where we are today.  It used to be that it was Back to School night or 
an open house at your child’s school and you went because you wanted to learn about 
what is going on in the child’s life, with the teacher, and with the school.  Now, schools 
are giving out bags of food or gift cards or holding a raffle for people to come and find 
out about their child.  You will find people lining up to get free food.  But this is where we 
are.  Right now, many parents don’t have the buy in or the understanding that the 
meetings are important for their children.  Also, a lot of school meetings are geared to 
meet the needs of another culture.  Many parents won’t be paid if they leave work.  So, if 
the event is a non-emergency, they won’t easily step away.  It’s not that they don’t care, 
but scheduling is better suited to the other majority.  We may be at a point where we need 
to give incentives.    
 
Sensitively “Meeting People Where They Are” 

“Meeting people where they are” involves trying to connect with an individual’s needs on 
varying levels.  Providing incentives because many in the community might not have “the buy in 
or understanding that (school) meetings are important” (from quote above) could be seen as an 
example of meeting people where they are.   

Another example was offered by a woman who actively serves her community by 
providing information about resources.  She prolifically uses her cell phone and social media to 
reach parents of young families like her own.  She observed that right now many people are 
interested in expungements or connection to jobs for ex-felons.  She offers information about 
issues of interest as one way to build trust.  She pointed out that, “To get support, I need to get 
people to believe in me.  I need to show them that I understand what is important to them.”  It is 
also fundamental to be sensitive to what families are facing, and keep expectations aligned with 
that reality.  She went on to say that, “you can’t go telling a parent they need to help with 
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homework if there is no dad or stepdad engaged in the kids’ lives and the mom is under huge 
stress.  You also can’t expect a women living with DV to easily get out and attend a meeting.”   

Holding Individuals and Organizations Accountable 

If organizations are serious about outreach, they need to plan for outreach by setting 
target outreach numbers and due dates, identifying strategies, keeping track of results, and 
making modifications to strategies if the results are not sufficient.  Part of planning needs to 
involve understanding the target audience and meeting them where they are.  One person 
encouraged a strategic and systematic approach to outreach that would hold individuals 
accountable for engaging more African Americans.  Her suggestion is as follows:   

Organizations should do a feasibility study of when and where to best reach people.  You 
need to look at outreach like a business.  Look at your product and the audience.  If half 
of your target audience is watching Empire, then you need an ad at that time.  See where 
your audience gathers.  Should you be at the Food for Less or at the Blue Line Station to 
reach out to people?  Is Facebook the way to go?  There are leaders in this community.  
Leadership is natural.  In a group of three, there will be one leader—someone who 
speaks up.  We need to find leaders.  There is not enough accountability for failure.  We 
have to run this like a business.  Maybe organizations need to have quarterly reports with 
targets for how many African Americans were reached out to during each quarter. If I 
hold a meeting and not enough people come, then I have to think about what I must do. I 
can’t just say “I made a table and no one came.”  
 
Hosting Block Parties 

 Block parties or similar gatherings were offered as a way to first build relationships in 
distinct geographic areas and then reaching across different zones.  A young man felt strongly 
that change had to begin at home and in the neighborhood.  He proposed the following: 

We need to start getting to know each other close to home.  We have to learn who our 
neighbor is.  It’s not about being Black or Hispanic.  There are lots of barriers.  For 
example, in my community, race and language are big issues.  But we are all neighbors.  
We have to start there.  We have to become real neighbors to one another.  I speak a little 
Spanish.  I’m not the most fluent but I try.  Some of my brothers are Mexican.  There is no 
need to live here and not deal with neighbors.  We have to build rapport so our 
community could be strong.  Hopefully, this could be contagious.  We could start with 
block parties.   
 
A block party calls to mind food, music, and fun.  Others in the focus group with this 

young man felt that such convenings could help bring together people from different 
backgrounds.  For example, one woman who runs a cooking group in her housing project shared 
that over time, more and more people have started attending her group.  They initially were 
drawn by the chance to taste new foods.  At the start, individuals didn’t speak much with one 
another.  Now, there are lively conversations as people have gotten to know one another and new 
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relationships have been built.  A young woman in the focus group who is from another housing 
project said that she would help advertise the event—in this way breaking down negative 
perceptions of different housing projects.  Then, a different person described her own experience 
of sharing food with her Latino neighbors.  This practice also helped change perceptions and 
build cultural understanding.   

Expanding Community Connection Groups 

The block parties and related events help build relationships, albeit as a one-time activity.  
In contrast, Community Connection Groups foster connection over time.  The CCGs were seen 
as a promising strategy for engaging residents.  While not all participants in the focus groups 
were part of a CCG, those that have been involved feel that CCGs foster connection on a small 
scale and have the potential to be leveraged for greater change in the community.  CCGs are a 
good starting point because they are not too large, tap into shared interests, and offer an 
opportunity for people to get to know one another in a safe and non-demanding environment.  
One woman described the value of the CCG in these terms: 

Small groups like (Community Connection Groups) break down barriers in the 
community.  They bring different people in the community together.  Other people might 
see the good that they are doing and then want to join.   
 
Another person who had recently moved to Compton shared how becoming involved 

with Community Connection Groups helped more positively shape her perception and that of her 
friends from church about Compton. 

Our church used to be in another part of Los Angeles but then we moved to Compton.  
We were so worried when we first arrived.  We made space available for (Community 
Connection Groups).  I am part of a few.  Groups like these really do help.  We get to 
know and help each other in our group, and then we can get to know other groups.  We 
begin to see that Compton is not such a bad area.  There are stereotypes.  My friends and 
I also believed in stereotypes before coming here.  But Black people don’t want to be 
stereotyped.  No one wants to be stereotyped.  These groups can help people change their 
mentality. 
 
While Community Connection Groups on their own are about fostering relationships 

among community members, when tied to the Best Start initiative of First 5 LA, individuals also 
have the opportunity to develop advocacy skills and learn about how to build and use power on 
behalf of the community.  One leader of a CCG who is also active in Best Start explained how 
Best Start is helping the community have a stronger voice among decision makers. 

Best Start is teaching us the language we need to use in city hall.  They bring in experts 
to teach us.  If we are not active in city hall, then we will miss out.  That is what 
happened after the Watts riots.  Politicians and developers made so many promises.  
They said we’d have a new movie theater and a mall with stores.  We got none of that.  In 
the last two years, we lost twice for Watts to get over $1 million dollars.  No one went to 
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speak up.  We have to unify groups and have a voice in city hall if we are to make an 
impact.   
 

  

Conclusion 

Based on these reflections, Community Connection Groups offer much promise to 
engage the community.  To more effectively reach and support African Americans, however, 
organizers and organizations working in the communities of South Los Angeles and Compton 
have to be very mindful of the challenges facing African Americans at the individual, family, 
and societal levels—many of which have deep roots in the history of this nation.  There is a need 
for much healing.  Commitment, understanding, sensitivity, patience, and transparency are traits 
that could foster such healing and build trust.  As new, healthy relationships are built, the strong 
community leaders in South Los Angeles and Compton can come together to work for positive 
community change. 

 

 

 


