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Abstract

Civic engagement is commonly measured thromglasures diormal participationsuch
as meeting attendanoting records and public commeatThis approach is flawed, as the use
of suchmeasuress rooted in an assumption thgrticipation is equally accessibtscumng
thestructural, relational, and emotional barriers that shape who is able to éemgagetice This
dissertation examines how civic engagement is experienced and enacted within Block Talks, a
neighborhooebased civic practice in Topeka, Kans@Bis practice emerged in response to
communityidentified concerns related to safety, trust, and access, designed to create accessible,
relationshipcentered spaces for storytelling asallective dialogue outsidef formal
institutional settings.

Grounded in leadership communication and commugriityaged scholarshifhe study
conceptualizes civic engagement as a relational and communicative process rather than a
measurable outcome. Using narrative inquirgraws on narrative interviews with Block Talk
hosts, participating neighbors, aca@mmunitypartner® aswell as participant observatign
analytic memos, and communigyenerated materiadsto answerour overarchingesearch
questions: (1) How do participants experience and make meaningoéngagement within
Block Talks? (2) Howdoes leadership emerffem relationships among hosts, neighbors, and
community partners in Block TalRg3) How does storytelling shape leadership, participation,
and civic agency within Block Talks? and (4) What tensions and limitations shape leadership and
participation within neighborhoebased civic engagement practices?

Across five analytic claims, tHéendingsarticulatethe dynamics underlying Block Talks
in a contextvhere traditional civic spaces have been experienced as extractive or inaccessible

while tensions related to safety concerns, emotional labor, and sustainadyomplicatel



neighborhooebased engagement effortée firstclaim asserts thatorytelling created the
relational conditiond mutual trust, recognition, and presedidhat made it possible for
leadership to emerg@&he second claim, fraimg leadership as something rooted in dialogue
rather than directive authority, preseittas collective sensemakinigy which community
members gradually constructeldared understandingé community concernsrhe third claim
revea how leadership practicesxhibited adaptivenesshifting amid heightenetear and safety
concerngoward an approach rooted in subtlety, pacing, and the avoidance of préksure
fourth claim centeyon leadership as boundary work and power negotiatievealing how it
was enacted througtommunityfirst facilitation practicesThe final claim clarikesthat
leadership did not only emerge in Block Talks to address crises and tensions; it also arose in
ongoing practices afare, coordination, and collective action.

This study contributes to leadership communication scholarship by documieating
practice ofcivic engagemernin Block Talksas a lived, relational practice gnd turn, by
demonstrating the value of narrative inquimexamining informal civic processes. By centering
community storytelling and neighborhobdsed engagement, the dissertation challenges
dominant institutional definitions of participation and offers an alternative understanding of civic

agency grounded invied experience.
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Abstract

Civic engagement is commonly measured through measures of formal participation, such
as meeting attendance, vote records, and public comments. This approach is flawed, as the use of
such measures is rooted in an assumption that participation is equally aecesksibliring the
structural, relational, and emotional barriers that shape who is able to engage in practice. This
dissertation examines how civic engagement is experienced and enacted within Block Talks, a
neighborhooebased civic practice in Topeka, Kass This practice emerged in response to
communityidentified concerns related to safety, trust, and access, designed to create accessible,
relationshipcentered spaces for storytelling and collective dialogue outside of formal
institutional settings.

Grounded in leadership communication and commugriityaged scholarshifhe study
conceptualizes civic engagement as a relational and communicative process rather than a
measurable outcome. Using narrative inquirgraws on narrative interviews with Block Talk
hosts, participating neighbors, aca@mmunitypartner® aswell as participant observatign
analytic memos, and communigyenerated materiadsto answerour overarchingesearch
questions: (1) How do participants experience and make meaningoéngagement within
Block Talks? (2) Howdoes leadership emerffem relationships among hosts, neighbors, and
community partners in Block TalRg3) How does storytelling shape leadership, participation,
and civic agency within Block Talks? and (4) What tensions and limitations shape leadership and
participation within neighborhoebased civic engagement practices?

Across five analytic claims, thentlingsarticulate the dynamics underlying Block Talks
in a contextvhere traditional civic spaces have been experienced as extractive or inaccessible

while tensions related to safety concerns, emotional labor, and sustainadyomplicatel
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neighborhooebased engagement effortée firstclaim asserts thatorytelling created the
relational conditiond mutual trust, recognition, and presedidhat made it possible for
leadership to emerg@&he second claim, framing leadership as something rooted in dialogue
rather than directive authority, presentastcollective sensemakinigy which community
members gradually constructeldared understandingé community concernsrhe third claim
reveals howeadership practicesxhibited adaptivenesshifting amid heightenetear and safety
concerngoward an approach rooted in subtlety, pacing, and the avoidance of préksure
fourth claim centers oleadership as boundary work and power negotiatievealing how it
was enacted througtommunityfirst facilitation practicesThe final claim clarifies that
leadership did not only engg in Block Talks to address crises and tensions; it also arose in
ongoing practices afare, coordination, and collective action.

This study contributes to leadership communication scholarship by documieating
practice ofcivic engagemernin Block Talksas a lived, relational practice gnd turn, by
demonstrating the value of narrative inquimexamining informal civic processes. By centering
community storytelling and neighborhobdsed engagement, the dissertation challenges
dominant institutional definitions of participation and offers an alternative understanding of civic

agency grounded ilived experience.
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Chapter1-Rei magi ning Civic Engage

Civic engagement is often discussdabtractlyas somethinghatcommunitiesalways
need more of, ydittle attention igpaidto the conditions thahake civic engagement possible in
the first place. This dissertation examimesans of makingivic engagement accessiltkeough
neighborhooebased community practice. Through a narrative ingaiyBlock Talks in
Topeka, Kansas, this study explores hbe practicdosteredparticipation through storytelling,
relationships, shared sensemakitigcussions abowafety, and everyday acts of care and
coordinationlIn the chapters that follow, leadership is examined not as a role or outcome, but as
acommunicative process through which civic engagerneabmeseachable and sustainable

for community members.

Civic engagement has traditionally been viewed as a responsibility, a standard of care, or
a measure od healthy communityContemporary as well dsaditional publicperspectivesold
thatthecommunity members who attend meetings, speak up at hearamgsstentlywote,and
engage in formal decisiemaking spacearethose whai ¢ a; comwersely, those who do rare
seenbroadlyas disengaged, apathetic, or indifferent (Putnam, 2@ically, however, this
outlook is nothing more than an assumpdiame rooted irthefalsebeliefthat civic engagement
is equally accessible to gdeopleand, in turnthat participation igpurelya matter ofnotivaion
ratherthanone ofreach(Skocpol, 2003)In truth, beingcivically engaged is a privileghat is

notexperienced evenlgcrosscommunitiegFung, 2015).

Thisresearch is grounded amunderstanithg that care and participation are not mutually
dependentactors Thus, itis urreasonabléo treatcommunity memberasthoughthey do not

caresimply becaussystemic barriers created thesenstitutionskeep them from participating.

1



TheTopeka communitys full of peoplewho caredeeplyabout theifamilies,neighborhoods,

and communities, regardless of how often thegesshe formal spaceis whichdecisions are

made. The expectation that people constantly give up their time, energy, and emotiartal labo

be heard reflects a civic systehatfundamentally fails to considéne realities of everyday life
(Leighninger, 2011)As it currently stands,idic engagemenis moreof a privilege thant is a

universal righ{De Weger et al 2020) These inequities reflect differences in social capital,
particularly trust, shared norms, and relational access, which shape who feels able to participate

in civic life and under what conditions (Putnam, 2000).

Thisresearctwas carried out iTopekaKansaswherethe researchavas born and
raised. Throughouheirtime in Topekatheyhaveseen the same people consistently show up in
theseformal spacegprimarily thosewith flexible scheduledamiliarity with relevant
institutions, and theapacity to investhe necessaryme, money, and emotional labor.
Meanwhile those without such advanta@eworking parents, caregivenseighbors
experiencing griefpeoplenavigating economic instabilidly arejudgedfor their supposed apathy
and lack of motivationand their voices arignored(Aldrich, 2012) One of the most damaging
sentiments irthe realm of civic engagement, isndoubtedlyfif they cared, thed be here

(Leighninger, 2011).

Peopleshould notbe forcedo choose between family care and community,cget
formal civic processes frequently force that trad€Btitnam, 2000)That tradeoff can come in
the form of neetingsbeingheld during working hours or late in the evenipgblic
transportatiorbeing highly limited, institutions offering no accommodations or support to aid
residents in navigatingpmplex systems, norms, or tedandovercoming suclarrierswhile

still keeping up withdaily responsibilitiegives way tcstran and emotional fatigu@olt-
2



Lunstad et al., 2010)n neighborhoods impacted by violent®yse who are hurtingreoften
expected to grieve publicip order to effectivelyadvocatdor the safety and welbeing of their
neighborhoogdforced to incessantly explain their trauma in order for it ttaken seriouslypy
thosewith the authority to effect changetherwise, theisilence, rest, or withdrawal may be
interpreted as disengagemé¢@ilmore, 2007)or, worse yetas an indication that th@roblem at

hand i sndt o ntebeaddrassethrthe firdt plage. n e e d s

This dissertation examines the storiegeryday realitiesand views of civic engagement
amongthosewho face theskinds ofstruggleslit examines hoveontemporaryivic engagement
demand sacrifice, excluoshg many ofthosemostimpacted byinstitutional decisiondnstitutions
force people to givap more than they havie exchange for beingeard and valueahifting
responsibility for access away frahmoseinstitutions and ontondividuals and communities.
Over time, thiglynamicgives way tamistrust, exhaustion, and disengagematie( et al.,

2017). Ultimately, the study reveatbhat sich outcomearenot the result oapathy among
community membergather, they stem from these community members realizingdhag is

simply notsustainablavithin such a system.

Theremainder of this dissertatias organized as followsChapter 2 reviewsxisting
scholarship on civic engagement, storytelling, leadership communication, and informal learning
to lay a foundation f or tomegarteulaucomniusity mwactites e q u e n
thatreshaped participatio@hapter 3 outlinesthmet hodol ogy b eamratved t he st
inquiry. Chapter 4 presents teet u dindings,showcasindiow communicative leadership
practices made participation more accessible. Chapdéscusses the implications of these

findings forbothresearch and practice.



Statement of the Problem

Participation in formal civic spaces is shapedabwide array of factors: spatene,
income,caregiving responsibilitieseliabletransportationjob flexibility , emotional capacity,
prior harm, and trust in institutionamong othersSurvey responses reinforced the scope of
these barrierdzor many community membersespeciallythosewho are actively navigating
economic precarity, family responsihgis or exposure to violendecivic participationin
prevailing engagement structutiagvitably entailssacrifice and institutions at large fail to
acknowledge this dynami@henpeople are unable to make such a sacriffegr absence is
misinterpreted aapathy(Ospina & Foldy, 2010). It is the job of institutionsderve the people
by making trulydemocratic decisiomakingpossible if citizengstoriesor grievance®eing

heardis dependenbn privilege,afunctioningdemocracycannot be said to exist

This dynamicis notisolated to the experiences of jastewindividuals Research has
historicallyshown thatactorslike sociceconomic statugob flexibility, family responsibilities,
accesdo reliable transportatigrand priofinstitutionalexperienceshape access to civic
participation(Ospina & Foldy, 201Qwithi s h o wi n g uhmldemetional&dsts. Aisn g
s t u dhterdiews, operended surveys, and composite fieldnotes revealed similar tfeeels
Chapter 4: FindingsAppendixB: Composite Fignotes; Appendix D: Survey Instruments and

Summary Datp

These dynamics areost commonn communities experiencing economic precarity,
systemicdisinvestmentor exposure to violence&ritically, most of theseammunities have
grown accustomed to these expectatignang way to a foundational state wiistrust, fatigue,

and withdrawal frommeighborsandinstitutions exacerbatinglisenfranchisementhis



researchehead the sadness and frustratiamongmembers of such communit@égpeoplewho
hadtried to give what they could to make a differermdy to end up feeling like they had been
used.Even when institutions do take notice and hold evevith or gather feedback from these
communitiesthose efforts are often only matleo i ¢ h eodukthering theor @wn agendas

while real voices from neighborhood=main unhear@liewer & Priest, 2019

Although researchers have increasingly critiqued traditional models of civic engagement
for their exclusionary effects, mastholarshigontinues to focus on formal participation and
institutional reform De Weger et al., 202Qeighninger, 2011)There has not been enough
research omformal, neighborhoodevel civic practicegshatoperaé outsideof institutional
structuresgrounded irrelationshipscare, and lived experien(@landon et al., 2017)

Similarly, there is only scammpirical researchn storytelling as a civic practice that organizes
engagement, shapes power relations, and supports collective meskimg(Riessman, 2008).
Ourcommunitiesarebuilt by all of their members; nsingle individualmakes the world go
round. We cannagffect true change or even know what kind of change is neadledthout
firsthearingand under st divedlexperiencesetarigedorstitltdiethe way we keep
history, the way we learn from one another, the way we understand our Rroercivic
engagemst is not possible unlesdl voices and storiesrea partof the conversatioh and,

more importantly, a part of the decisioraking

Much of the literaturéreats civic engagement as an outcome to be measured rather than a
relational process to be understobbdcontrast, theories of social capital and sems&ing
highlight how participation is shaped by shared interpretations, relationships, and the
communicative processes through which communities construct meaning together (Weick,

1995). Engagement iivic spaces igenerallyassessed by attendance; participation is highly
5



valued, and individuals are expected to comply \atigstandingnstitutional procedures
(Putnam, 200Q)leaving little room to consider hogwic agency develops over time or how

people make meaning of their participation.

In redudng engagement to numbers or visibilitye losesight ofso many people who
matte®d of so manyimportant stories and voiog@sand weend up withspacedo whichpeople
have no interest in returning/hile noteveryone can come to a meeting, they may show up
when a neighbor gets sitly mowing their lawnor bringing thema hot mealEven those who
cannever make it to a meetirajtenstill do what they can to stay informed through other
avenuesndform opinions that should be valuddevertheless, institutions often fail to consider
whatothers are going througindwhatthey are sacrificing to be able to participate. In failing to
pay attention to suctelationaldynamics, efforts to expand civic participation risk reproducing
thevery same barriers that exclude many community menfbens the outse{Williams &

Cooper, 201p

The creation oBlock Talkswasthe end result of an effotd addresshis gap Block
Talks are neighbeled gatheringgsiimed abuilding community through sustained relationships,
shared storytelling, and locally defined acsgeared toward promotingpnnection, safety, and
neighborhood prioritiesThey offer bcal, relationshigoased opportunitie®r neighbors to
connect withone anothethatdo not involveformal meetings, institutional spaces, or rigid
schedulesln doing so, theghowwhatit can look like whertivic engagemententers

storytelling, relational accountability, and residésd decisioamaking.

However, here isscantresearch on how practices liBéock Talksfunction, how

participants experience them, and what tensions or limitations they may A&fttaiighthis



dissertations placespecificto Topeka, Kansagts contribution extends to broader debates about
how civic agencynay becultivated when formal participation is inaccessible or harriiuese
barriers and struggles are not uniquangone neighborhood'hus, it is critical thainformal

civic practicesare no longeundertheorizedandneglectedvithin academiandinstitutional

discourse

Ultimately, theproblemthatthis research addresses is not simply low participation in
formal civic spacebut alsathedefinition of civic engagement itself. There isexiousneed for
research that lookat how community membetsiderstandivic agencyto beexperienced and
enacted within relational, stogenteredandneighborhooebased practicegspeciallyin
communities where formal participationimaccestble or unsustaimble This study responds to
that need by examining Block Talks a lived civic practice and centering the experiences and
narratives of those whioaveparticipatel init (Alter et al., 201Y. The perspective that guides
this research is shaped by many longstanding relationships to place, community, and civic life in

Topeka. This reseeh looks at the whole picture.

Research Orientation and Lived Context

This research is shaped by my lived experiences, relationships, and longstanding
commitments to my community. | approach this work as someone whose life has been deeply
intertwined with care, responsibility, and collective survival. | am a single motisedray teen
parents, and | come from a famitywhichfirstborn childrenwereoften responsile for notjust
themselves bulsofor their siblings and extended kiim many families, includingny own,
childrentake oncaregiving responsibilities eartg enable thadultsto navigate survival

demandsFrom an early age, dag for others was not a choice but an expectattommunity



engagement was understood as both necessary and moral, even when institutions failed to
reciprocate that care.

| was raised in environments marked by chronic stfess)cialinstability, and limited
access to rest or security. Civic engagenhastnever been abstract or optidiealme;it has
beenconstantlynegotiated alongside survival, parenting, and woeknandingradeoffs that
formal civic systems rarely acknowledd®hen | was ahild, civic engagemengimply was not
something we couldlways affordyesulting in us often being excluded from timaversations
andspacesn whichdecisions about our neigbthood were maddds my f ami |l yds cap
participate increased, we were treated as rilegibled and valuableas thatapacity decreased,
that legitimacy was withdrawiThese experiences shaped my understandioiyiocfengagement
assomethingelational, uneven, and deeply human rather swemething idealized and
procedurain nature At the same time, themformed my skepticism toward institutional models
of participation that assuneeo mmu n i t y tinmegestatnligy,rasdGafetip be agiven.

As | grewinto a young single mother navigating multiple jobs and inaccessible systems,
these dynamics persistegtill, | wasexperiening civic life as something that demanded
presence without accommodating reallyaving been both gecipientand provider of care and
suppord oftensimultaneously | 6 ve come t o ocowdaHangeAdthehsanve timeyu ¢ h
| 6ve seen how di f fi cul withindtitutiors shififg eapidlyrome f f ect s
seeing someone as an fAasseto to treating them
prevailingnorms of productivityandrespectability.

Still,i t 6s | mp or t have condustetinsadsearch fioma @ podition of
significant privilegel am a white woman, and that identity shapds e way mhdaven abl e t

through the worldthe way in whicH am perceived, and the degree of safety and legitirtteaty
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| am afforded imrmcademicpublic, and institutional spacealthough | havecertainly

experienced hardship and instability, my whiterfessinsulated mefrom theroutine racialized
surveillance, exclusion, and viPutlsimplydlavet h at
been more likely to be believed, protected, and granted accessrewmsiruggle.

Of course, merely identifying mgrivilege is not sufficient; accountability requires
practice.In this work, | am intentional about hdwise myprivilege. Rather than positioning
myself as a spokesperson, advocate, or authority for community experienaksribabelong
to me | use my access to help create and protect spaedsch others can speak for
themselvesl step back, redirect attention, alederage my advantagesdopport those who are
often unheargresisting the urge to translate, semit or professionalize community narratives
for the sake oinstitutional comfortThis also means stepping back when my presence could
overshadow or redirect community voices and being accountable to feedback when | misstep.

My role in this research is not to take positiémisthe community but to helfoster
conditionsunder whichleadership, storytelling, and meaningaking can emerge collectively. |
approach leadership not as somethimge possessed but as something that should ideally
circulate through relationships atfdoughcommunicationThis orientation aligns witbrior
communityengaged scholarship thas exhibited an understandiofgknowledge as co
constructed andne ofresearch as inherently relational rather than neutral (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000; Fine & Torre, 2004).

| maintained reflexivity iroughout the research processanalytic memos, fieldnotes,
and dialogue with community partnetseating ithot as a onéime disclosure but as
continuous practigeconsistentlyexamining how my assumptions, emotions, and positionality

shaped facilitation, interpretation, and representaiitis entailedbeing attentive to momenits

9
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which my comfortlevel differed from that othe participantsparticularlywhen it came to
mattersof safety, institutional presence, and visibility.

My experiences of hardship do not grant me access to experiences of racialized
oppression, nor do they authorize me to claishared understanding whareedoes not exist. |
hold these distinctions deliberatelou can listen and stand tpsomething without saying you
understand what it is like to go throudgity commitment is to listen, to be guided by community
knowledge, and tbeaccountable to the people whose stories and ladpoe madehis work
possible. Where | cannot fully understand, | doattgmptto standin n ot her 6 s experi e
Instead, Imerelystand alongsidg.

In communityengaged research, positionality is not a limitation to be managed but a
responsibility to bdulfilled. In naming both my lived experiences and my privilegggughtto
make transparent the standpoint from which this research was conduetgsparency is
ethicallynecessaryo ensurenot onlythatsafety is at the coraf my effortsbut also thathis
narrative inquirytakes seriously the power dynamics embedded in who gets to speajetsho
to beheard, and whose knowledge is treated as legitimate.

For the sake of transparencyisitilso important to clarify that my involvement in this
community work was at no point separate from my academic efforts. In fact, my experiences at
Kansas State University were deeply intertwined with the creation and evolution of this research.
Upon begining my doctoral studies, | had no formal research plan or predetermined project; |
only had a deep commitment to understanding and improving the forms of civic engagement that
| had long been witness to and parttwdving long served as a community advocate and

volunteer.
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Over time, as | worked through the doctoral program, my exposure to theories of
leadership communication, qualitative methodology, and commenipaged scholarship
enabled me to view my community work in a new light. Around the same time, | began
collabomting with the Community Inspired Violence Intervention Coalition (CIVIC), a local
initiative focused on reimagining community safety and engagement. The theoretical knowledge
| was acquiring through my coursework soon influenced how CIVIC approachedriks w
Conversely, the stories and patterns to which | was exposed through CIVIC revealed practical
gaps and opportunities that scholarship had yet to adequately address. It was only through these
parallel experiences that | came to recognize that commumiitgs were more than mere data to
be collected; they were sources of knowledge, leadership, and innovation.

While the specific organizational processes through which Block Talks emerged are
detailed later, it is sufficient here to assert that this mutually influential dynamic was a
foundational one for this dissertation. My coursework and research design dronedsith the
methodological tools to study Block Talks with rigor and ethical care, while the lived outcomes
of Block Talks exhibited and refined the theoretical claims | was developing for my dissertation.
Put simply, these academic and practical effootsstituted a fulkircle processcontinually
informing one another. It is not possible to separate my role as a researcher from my role as an
advocate with CIVIC; the boundary between them was too blurry. Crucially, however, this
blurred boundary is precisely what demonstrated thatkBla¢ks worke@ that communicative
leadership and relational trust could transform civic engagement at the neighborhood level.
Community Context and Structural Conditions

Historical health and safety data effectively illustrate the structural inequities that shape
civic life in the neighborhood where Block Talks emerged. Statewide infant mortality data
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(widely recognized as a key indicator of neighborhood health) from 2014 to 2018 identified the
66604 zip code in Shawnee County as that with the highest (reliably estimated) infant mortality

rate at 12.3 deaths per 1,000 live births.

Figure 1.1. Infant Mortality and Stillbirth Report (Screenshot From Kansas Department
of Health and Environment, 2018)

Rates by Zip Code

Thirty-one zip codes had sufficient infant deaths in 2014-2018 to allow analysis. The zip
codes with the highest reliable (relative standard error < 30%) mortality rates included:

® One in Shawnee County:

O 66604 (12.3 deaths per 1,000 live births; 95% CI: 7.4, 19.2)
® Three in Sedgwick County:

O 67218 (10.8; 95% CI: 6.6, 16.7)

© 67211 (10.7; 95% CI: 6.3, 16.9)

0 67214 (9.7, 95% Cl: 5.4, 15.9)
@ One in Johnson County:

O 66202 (9.3; 95% Cl: 4.8, 16.2)

Thesedisparitiesare echoetby public safety data. Topeka Police Department records
show thatbetween 2018 and 202Be 66604zip codeexperienced 1,080 incidents of violent
crimed dramatically higher than tH&l incidentgecordedn the66610zip code over the same
period.Notably, the latteris among the most highly resourced areas in theeityipitingthe
highest median household income aeldtively strongeading and math scores. These
discrepancies effectively illustrate thaeven distribution of health, safety, andtitutional
attention acros¥opekaneighborhoodsyhich shapes e si dent s6 experi ences

civic participation.
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Figure 1.2. Stanford Project Data on Robinson Middle School (Zip Code 66604, U.S. Census
Bureau, ACS 5vear, 20202024)
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Figure 1.3. Stanford Project Data on Jay Shideler Elementary School (Zip Code 66610, U.S.

Census Bureau, ACS¥ear, 20202024)
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It is within this context of sustained structural inequity that Block Talkse introduced
offering a communitydefined space for dialogue, relationsbigilding, and participation outside
the bound®f formal institutional channels.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to examine how civic engagement is experienced and enacted
within Block Talks, a neighborhodoiased civic practice in Topeka, Kansiistoughnarrative
inquiry, thestudy explores how storytelling, relationships, and everyday community interactions
create the conditionsnderwhich participation becomes possible. Particular attentipaigto
how leadership emerges communicatively through shared sensemaking, care, boundary

negotiation, and collective action within these nemilbod spaces.
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This researclgovers three participant groupgthin a disadvantaged area of Topekhe
majority of the research will be conducted with a Block Talk host, a participating neighbor, and a
community partner to understand how each individiewstheir role within Block TalksBy
focusing on individuals across different spaces within a Block Wadlexamine how
responsibility and influence move within the group, how participation is negotiated, and how
engagement is sustained over timbis approach is informed by Symbolic Convergence
Theory, which emphasizey hbdwmebar sdhapteorcioes ea
understanding and group identity, all key elements in the emergence of gadetisin
community settings (Bormann, 198Bather tharreating leadership as a fixed posititime
research viewkeadership asomethingluid that emergefrom interactions, trust, and care

betweemeighbors (Ganz, 2011).

As storytellingis a central practice of Block Talks répresentsraessential component
of this study. Stories shape how neighbamsderstandheir experiences, relate éme amther,
and decideollectively onwhat mattergo them By positioningstorytelling as a civic practice,
the studyexplores how meaning, priorigetting, and action come about witldtock Talks
(Ospina & Foldy, 2010)Critically, however, storytelling is not the only research technique
employed hereThe study draws on multipldata sources, including narrative interviews,
communitygenerated materials, and survey responses;hi@vea rich understanding of

participantsod experiences.

The goal of this study is not to evalu&teck Talks as a model to be replicated or scaled,
noris it to measure outcomes in terms of policy change or participation ratiesr, its goais to
examine Block Talks as laved civic practiceand investigate how civic engagement is

experienced, negotiated, and sustained through storytelling and relatiof$l@zsudy
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documentsand analyzehow civic engagement unfolds within a specific relational context
considering the alternative means of practicing civic life revealed by that unfolding pf®gess.
closely examining onBlock Talk, this research contributes to the broader conversation about
how civic agencynaybe cultivated in ways that are responsiveddicular places and/ed
experiences (Cann & DeMeulenaere, 2020). This work is important to the Topeka comahunity
large as well as the many people within itommant their dedication to civic engagemémbe
recognized and understodgly documenting how civic engagement is experienced within Block
Talks,thestudy also provides insighthat are potentialliransferable to other communities

exploring neighborhoctiased engagement.
Research Questions

The study is guided by qualitative research questientserecbnthep ar t i ci pant s 6 |
experienceandrelational meaningnakingwithin an informal, neighborhoeldased civic
practiceaswellax ommuni ty member sd6 under Sheesedrthngs of ¢
guestions are grounded in narrative inquiry and comnmuamgaged scholarship, vievg
community members d®lders ofknowledge rather than subjects of evaluation. These questions
intentionally proritize stories, reflections, and meanintaking over compliance, attendance,
andi nstitutional benchmar ks. By cenaimsfoiang € 0 mmt
understanithg of civic engagement as it is livedot as it is oftemlefined.Ultimately, it aims to
fill the gap left bytraditional civic researcthat fails to incorporate diverse stakeholder voices.

The following research questions guidbéddatacollection andanalysisprocesses

1. How do participants experience and make meaning of civic engagement within Block

Talks?
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2. How does leadership emerfyjem relationships among hosts, neighbors, and community
partners in Block Talks?

3. How does storytelling shape leadership, participation, and civic agency within Block
Talks?

4. What tensions and limitations shape leadership and participation within neighborhood

based civic engagement practices?

Together, these questions support adepth examination of civic engagement as a
relational and evolving practic&hey also align with leadershisprocess perspectives, which
view leadership as something constructed through communication, shared meaning, and evolving
social relationships rather than individual traits or positions (Ospina & Foldy, 2IHdl).scope
encompasseasadifference, contradictics) and complexiesacross neighber éxperiences while
creating space to examine shared patterdsvaanings that emerge through storytelling and
interaction. These questions are not meafdadiitate generaliations, determine effectiveness,
or constructonesizefits-all approach to engagemeR@ather, they are aimed at ascertaining
t he t ext ur elivadfexpgriancetmeaningmakimd, and relational processeésline
witht h e savaradckir@sterpretive paradigm and narrative inquiry methodologyhis
way, theworkstaygr ounded i n ¢ o mmu n icongribuingtonlireades 6 narr at
conversations about civic engagement, leadership, and community practice without réddicing

underlyingexperiences to simplified measures or outcomes.
Overview of Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, communéiygaged research design grounded in

narrative inquiryamet hodol ogi cal approach intentionally
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lived experience, meaniagaking, and relational civic practice. Rather than measuring
outcomes in the form gfarticipation or effectivenesthis methodology igeared toward
achieving an understandiiog how individuals experience and interpret civic engagement in
their everyday lives. Too much is lost when we view everything as nunitisrsimply not
possible to truly knovpeople or what they nedxy looking at quantitative data. Qualitative data
in contrastenablegesearchers tonderstand humalevel dynamicsEmotion is part of this
work, and it cannot be ignoredafcomprehensive, texturedderstanding is to be achieved.

(Williams & Cooper, 201p

Narrative inquiryservesas the primary methodological framework becausargfetsreal
stories and raw emotiénbothlegitimate and necessary forms of knowled&ough $ories
community membersanarticulate how they understand their roles, relationships, and sense of
agency over timéespite thenaccessiliity or harm inflicted by civic space3his emphasis on
storytelling aligns witlSymbolic Convergence Theory, which explains how shared narratives
create collective frames of refence, and with alocapital theory, which highlights how trust and
reciprocity strengthen through ongoing relational interaciibiis approach treats the
community not as sources of data to be extracted butesnstructors of meaning whose

experiences shape the knowledgerued by theesearch.

The study drawsn a diverse range afualitative data sources to provithe necessary
depthandcontextw h i | e b o0 o s t aceesggsibilityto partisigantsd lyearrative
interviews, communitygenerated datg.g.,surveys observedcengagement activiti¢sand
research from other sourcesllectivelyprovide contextual grounding, situating community

memberénarratives within broader patter@ucially, thesdorms of dataare notcompeing
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with one anothemrather, the uniquerays inwhich theyareall collected ensurthat anyone who

wants to be part of thresearctcan be.

Ethical considerations are central to h¢ u dngtldodological design. Informed
consent, voluntary participation, and confidentialityderpineveryaspect of data collection and
analysis. Given the relational nature of the research context, particular attention is paid to issues
of power, care, and accountability. Reflexivity is treated nat sispplemental consideration but
asa crucial ongoing practic&Vithin a space where individuals are accustomed to being used and

placing their trust in the wrong places, e#htipracticds of the utmost importance.

Emergence of Block Talks

Introduction to the Practice

Block Talksdid notemerge froman establishedolution orpolicy interventionlt
developed slowly over time througlatiert community engagemendriven bythe limits of
existing civic engagement structurékighborsbegan to realize that, although they weiften
invited to participate in civic spaces, the forms of engageorenffer were not aligned with
how theyactually livedtheir lives (Fung, 2015). Meetings took up too much timmake it
most of the time, and even when they didy felt too drained or preoccugigvith managing
any number of responsibilities to engage effectivBlggardless dhe detailsthey were not

gettingreal work done or gettinthe most out ofheir experience civic spaces

While its institutional origins are detailed later in this chapter, it is first important to
understand thalock Talks emerged from thes®lividuatlevel tensionsThey also emerged
from a relational environmeim whichneighbors were already engaging in informal

sensemaking processes, interpreting commummdiplems testing shared explanations, and
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forming earlynarrativeconvergence around their experiences (Weick, 1988)ead of asking

neighbors to change their lives sacrifice their spare timend energy, thisewapproach asked

neighbors: What would civic engagement look like if it were shaped atoln@ av er age per

relationshipsandlived experiencesdesigned to meet people where they aithat if
participationbegannot with agendas, compliance, or urgency but with conversations, trust, and
shared understandindy? posing these quisns everything changedhese residenre tired
andstruggling, but they want to see things chamyecreatng spaces that allow them to be part

of that changethe substance of thosanges can hold more meanargd be more significant

(Cann & DeMeulenaere, 202@ne participant describebeir first experience of Block Talkis

contrast to prior attempts as followsl st arted by just asking for

go, and | got food right away, brought to me with the times | could be home, no judge&ment

At thecoreof the practiceBlock Talksare neighborhootiased gatherings designed to
create spaces for storytelling, connection, and collective sensemaking. They are intentionally
flexible in bothform and spaceo thatengagemenmnay unfold in ways that feel accessible
instead of extractive. Instead of prioritizing efficiency or outcomes, Block Talks center on
presenceand relational accountability (Riessman, 2008). Civic participatidinese spaces is
measuredhot by attendance alone balsoby thesubstancef connectios, shared meanirsy
and care devel@aover time. Care looks like neighbors taking notesofue another when the
need arises, likereating phone logs to gather inmuitand ideagor changeslike people
showing upwhenever they are able and being treated the same no matter the consistency with
which they attendWe need equitabfie not equad access to civic engagement. Every petsas

different needs and differeakperiencesoneshould nevemake the mistake of assuming that
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t h er e Gsesizebtsradl approactthat would be effectiveespeciallyif they occupy a

position ofpower over communities.

In sharingtheir stories about safety, trust, grief, and access to resoneigisbors
revealedhat many forms of civic participation were not accountingpfp | er@ogional
capacity, trauma, or realities. Block Talks formed in response to this disconnect, offering a space
to whichpeople could show up as thakerather tharas they arexpectedto be. Itdidét mat t er
how they were dressed, whom they were with, or whether they were tiaegtywere expertsn
their owncommunitythat everyone was hpp to see, and this dynamic fostered a widespread

sense obelonging and recognition within the neighborhood.
Block Talks as a Communityed Process of Civic Engagement

Block Talks function as a neighborhocbdsedorocess otivic engagemerthatlowers
barriers to participatiothrough a focus on storytelling, shared responsibility, and community
relationshipsoverformal procedures or institutional authority. Block Tadksnot require
neighbors to enter unfamiliar civic spacas theytake place withip e o pl ed6s o wn
neighborhoods, often in homes, on porches, or in shared community,spdoesig the

logistical, emotional, and symbolic costs of participatidhef et al., 201Y.

At thecoreof Block Talks is a view of civic engagement halglthat storytelling and
active listening should be at the forefront, agendas or action planghis emphasis reflects the
communicative mechanisms described in Symbolic Convergence Theory, where shared stories
serve as the basis for forming group identity and collective interpretat@se neighborhood
gatherings are structured around the stories and conversations that caniesefge

welcoming spacethat make neighbors feel comfortalgdharinganything important to them,
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from safetyconcerns to lost the minutiae of their daily live¥Vhen a Block Talk first forms,

some neighboralreadyknow one amther, some have seene another befor@and others have

never really gotten to know anyone initheeighborhood. The ice and the barrier of food access
are broken immediately when neighbors arrive at a gathering to share a meal and begin sharing
stories to get to know one anothiéeoplequickly let their guard downyncoversimilarities with

their neighbors, andaturallycome up with ideat improve their neighborhoo8pacesn

which everyone shares the same goals and understandstivbetbers are coming from foster a
particular kind of comfort that is rarely seerfanmal spacesallowing real stories to emerge.

These stories are treatadt as testimoresthat need to be defended or justified but as valid

forms of civic knowledge that shape how communities understand their needs and priorities

(Riessman, 2008).

Critically, Block Talks are hosted Hgcal community membershese bsts are
positionednot as traditional leaders but as converresponsible focreaing spacen which
others can engage in dialogue and form bomhbsir roleentailswelcoming neighbors, fostering
conversation, and maintaining anvironment characterized bgre and respect. Hosts are
neighborswvho care deeply about their communities, as many of themadearg similar work
before Block Talks came into the picture. Hosts care deeply about their neighborhood, work hard
to get to know and look out for their neighbors, andmadely viewed as trusted members of the
community.They work to ensure that all voices get a chance to be teaubh a sense of
comfort and safetylhey keep track oivhen individuals are missing and might need extra help,
ensuring that nobody falls through the cracBscourse theyd o rdé any of this aloneasthey
understand that Block Talks woblest whereveryone works together. Hosts encourage and help

their neighbordo do what they do so that, over tintleey can reach even more people. This
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hosting model shifts leadership away from institutional representatives and toward community
members themselves, reinforcing the idea that civic engagement can be facilitated without

formal authority (Ospina & Foldy, 2010).

Participation in Block Talks is intentionally flexiblslobody isrequired to speak
publicly, disclose personal experiences, or attend every gathering to be considered engaged.
Some neighbors contribute through storytelling, others through active listening, and others
through informal conversations outside of the gatigefNon-gatheringopportunities are always
on offer, from individual meetings with a trusted member or hosonveying their story
anonymouslyn written form This flexibility reflectsanunderstanding that engagement looks

different depending op e o plifeeiwmstances, emotional capacity, and personal comfort.

Of course, shared themes and concerns naturally emeogpmeersations unfold
allowing priorities to develop through collective sensemakisteiad of predetermingdians
Neighbors identify patterns across stories, recognize shared challengelerdifglwhat matters
most to them as a neighborho@&Xpectedhemes like gun violence and food insecuoitien
arise butso dothings that peoplen theoutside looking in may ndtave considereduch as the
way streets clog in the rain or hdar the nearestood pantryis despitehe bus not allowg
groceries There are so many thinggatorganizations miss when théil to value the input and
stories ofthosewho needheir help the mostGlandon et al., 20)7This process that Block
Talks follows allows civic issues to be defined by neighlored experiences rather thémeir
external agendas, ensuritigat the information they shacan reallymake a difference

(Riessman, 2008).
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Action within Block Talks, when its taken grows out of these shared understandings.
Actionstakeninclude mutual support, resource sharing, folagvconversations, or engagement
with external partners when neighbors ask fafdwever, hese actions are not treated as the
only (or even the mainndicator of success. Relationstipilding, trustbuilding, and
connectios among neighbors are considered the most meaningful civic outcomes. This
orientation resists urgenarivenmodels ofengagement thairioritize visible outputs over

sustainability and caré\(ter et al., 201Y.

Communitypartners, including community organizations, act as supporters; they do not
play an authoritativerole within Block Talks lacking any semblance of decisioraking
authority Rather, theiinvolvemen® as well as the substance of that involvembatit in the
form of resources, information, or logistical sup@is guided by the neighborhoadtself,
entirely subj ect.Thiscontrabteshdrpiwithttraditidnal spacesy buttitat i o n
allows the neighbors to truly feel valuadd, inturn, comfortablepushng them to getnore
creative with their ideas (Israel etal., 2010). Thisi que trait ensures that

are kept in line witmeighbor® pr i ori ti es.

Figure 14 illustrates theprocess underlyinglock Talksas a relational, iterative civic
practice rather than a linear program mottelepictshow relationshigbuilding, storytelling,
collective sensemaking, and action infoome anotheover time.Rather tham€moving toward a
fixed endpoint, Block Talks evolvas a living civic process througimgoing participation, trust,

and community context.

Figure 1.4. Visualization of Engagement Process Behind Block Talks
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In structuring civic engagement around accessibility, relatioAstiling, and shared
meaningmaking, Block Talks offer an alternative to fornmabdels ofparticipationcentered on
visibility, performance, and compliance. This process creates spatech civic agencycan
align better wittthe realities of everyday life, particularly in communities where traditional

engagement has been inaccessiblevenharmful (Putnam, 2000).
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Bl o c k OrganizitisnalOrigins: CIVIC

Many different pieces came together to create Block Talk@rked by a countyide
effort to understand and address the underlying causes of community violence in Topeka and
Shawnee CountyOne crtical piece was multryear, communityengaged research process
linked toCIVICd one of eight teams selected nationwide for funding from the National
Association of County and City Health Officials in 2@2Boused within thé&lortheast Kansas
YWCA. CIVIC wasformed in response tmountingconcernverneighborhood safety,
violence, andveaktrust insupportsystems acis Shawnee Countgening broadlyto identify
patternsof harmand, more importantly, to achieve a stronger understanding ohbmhbors

experience safetgjvic engagement, armgsourceaccess in their everyday lives.

On a more material level, the coalition met weekly to analyze data, share stories, and
identify neighborhoodevel gaps in safety, trust, and access. Upon receiving its second grant
from the Federal Byrne State Crisis Intervention Program, it quickly ekephits capacity to
develop evidencbased, communitied strategies rooted in a pubhealthoriented approach. It
soon became clear to the coalition that residents wanted more than mere programs or meetings;
they wanted meaningful connection, relatiosaflety, and consistent spaces in which their lived

experiences would be the guiding force behind developed solutions.

Out of thisorganizationaggroundwork the community and its partnérgnost notably the
| ocal organization PARS, which had previously
Ni ght Out o and 0 & pursged &rew mooa af civi @rtgagénment centered on

neighborhood dialogue. hecognizing that traditional engagement programs were no longer
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meeting peoplebs needs, PARS and other actors

reimagine these structures.

CIVICO process emphasiddistening over interventigmelationshipbuilding over quick
solutions.lts engagement efforts includedoorto-door outreach, neighborhood conversations,
town halls, focus groups, and communitide surveg, ensuring that as many voices as possible
couldoffer input.It was not a on@anddone meeting or survggnnounceancebut a longterm
process doni partnership with neighbors, activists, and community members dhemss
county.Everyonenvolved made surt find ways to reach peoplesflecing theprinciples of
communityengaged scholarshifhe notion thatesearch must be responsive to community
context and grounded in sustained relationships rather than extractive data collection (Israel et

al., 1998, pp. 17202).

The findings from CIVI@ survey and engagement activitresealedseveral consistent
themes. Many neighborsported feelinginsafe in their neighborhoodsd having little trust in
the institutions responsible faddressing violence and conflict (CIVIC, 2024sufficient
information transportation challenges, economic constraints, and prior unsuccessful attempts to
access help were frequently citesi barriers to welbeing In the first few dooknocking
meetings with neighbors, you could heaigho o rhepé grow seeinghow others believed they
were expertsindividuals hugged doeknockers and criedrhile telling their storiesas they had
never beetistened to beforenever had their story valued. So many shared their stories, their
hopes, and their concerns. These findings did not show disengagement from community life but

ratherfrustration withinaccessible and unresponsgyestems.
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Figure 1.5. Communityldentified Safety and Trust Concerns (From Community Inspired

Violence Intervention Coalition)
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Figure 1.5 detailshow neighbors expressed complex and sometooesterintuitivesentiments
related tosafety and trust. Mangxpressedonfidercein their own conflictresolution skills and
emergency systems boggative feelings about overakighborhood safety and exposure to gun
violence pointing to underlyingensionsEvidently, safety is not experienced as a stable or
uniform condition rather, it isnegotiatedn everyday lifejn relationships, andnderstructural

constraints.

CIVIC dataalsorevealed strong attachment to place (CIVIC, 2024). Many neighbors

indicated thathey would miss their neighborhood if they had to |ledegpiteexpressg serious
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concernsabout it Researchers haygeviouslystated that attachment to place often coexists with
critique, sening as a powerful motivator for engagement when appropriate structures are
available (Haney, 2025, pp. Id115). This tension between care for place and dissatisfaction
with formal systems highlights a critical gap in existing civic engagement structures. CIVIC
highlightedthat residents cared deeply but lackedoingengagement spaces that felt accessible

andrelational.

The CIMC research also revealed important insights into the engagement process itself.
Neighbors shared hodraining civic engagement felt to thetaspite never seeing results from
said engagementhey never experienced trualbw-throughd constantly asked to show up and
provide information but never provided with any information in ret@rdncourse, theseoncerns
align with broadercritiques of civic engagement modelseady elaborated in previous sections
(Leighninger, 2011)Neighborsd o n 6 t payeffeas wolthedealing with the associated
barriers, especially given that these barriers were systasticncidental or isolated, which only

reinforced cycles of frustration, mistrust, and disengageméiitrde et al., 2011
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Figure 1.6. Barriers to Accessing Community Resources (From Community Inspired Violence

Intervention Coalition, 2024 Community Survey)
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Note.The Y-axis indicateshe percentage of respondents who faeadh barrier to accessing
community resources. The question behind these respaaseasptional, and participants could

select multiple barriers.

Figurel.6 shows that the most commonly reported barriers to community resouwgces
insufficientinformation, financiatonstraintsinsufficienttransportation, and lack of trust in
institutions.Evidently,disengagement from formal civic systemgénerallyrooted in
consistenexperiences of obstruction and exclusion. When access becomestahsive or

emotionally costly, participation becomes unsustainable.
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Instead of responding to these findings with a new program or institutional initiative, the CIVIC
partnership began asking different questimnkickstart a reimagining of engagement itself

What would engagement look like ifbeganwith neighbors rather than institutions? What if
agendasetting came from lived experienaasher tharorganizational priorities? What forms of

engagement were created to be sustained, flexible, and relatitvel tharepisodic?

These questiongave wayto answers thanhustbe understood within e i gh b or s 6
everydayphysical and structural contextshich are dictated byeighborhoodevel
condition® oftenhistorical disinvestment and unevesourceaccess. Understanding where
these experiences are concentrated is important edgresideringvhy neighborhoodased

engagement emergedasritical need
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Figure 1.7. Topeka Neighborhood Health Map (City of Topeka, 2024)

Health Rating Intensive Care
Average Residential 90.355.00
Property Value !

Block Group 201770004003
Boarded Houses 36
Per 100 Residences

Computated 16
Average

Homeowner Tenure 271
Poverty 45
Public Safety 21
(Crimes per 100

Note.Neighborhood health rated along a cdbased scalaleeper blues = stronger health;

deeper reds = weaker health.

Figurel.7 visualizes some of th@lVIC findingsd health outcomes, resource access, and
structural vulnerabilitie within the broader spatial context of Topegéacebased conditions
thatshape e s i d e nt sxperienesgerceptiang of safety and trust, and access to both
resources and formal civic participation. This context higxplain why traditional,
centralized engagement strategies often fail to reach residentsmosh&ulnerable

neighborhoods.

Block Talks were created as a responssutth disparities in plageased conditions
Their development weadirectly informed bythe CIVIC findings. Instead of asking neighbors to

enter institutional spaces, Block Talks brought civic engageémstarytelling, accessibility, and
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community leadership into neighborhoods, letting conversations unfold in familiar,

comfortableenvironmentsand lettingneighborghemselveslictate how things would work.
Toward a Different Possibility

If civic engagementloes not stop demandisgcrifices, it will continue toexcluce those
who arealready carrying the greatest burden (Tronto, 2048jghborsshould not have to
choose between going to a meeting and making their family dinner, between advocating for a
safer neighborhood and keeping their job, or between being heard and being healthy. It is not the
responsibility of neighbors to overcome inasible systems; it is the responsibility of

institutions to desigsystemshatacknowledge and align witihe lived realitiesn communities.

This dissertation exploreme such system: Block Talks, the first pilots of which were
kickstarted in Topekads core neighborhoods (C
identified the strongest need for localized, relational engageiffeaearly success of these
meetings led to their gradual expansion. As of 2026, eleven Block Talks are operating across the
city, each guided by the same principles of accessibility, storytelling, and community ownership.

At the same time, they are all @mtionallyflexible, with each neighborhood having the

autonomy to determine how, when, and where to meet, ensuring that engagement fits into
residentsd everyday | iGatherings raay talke placeé in cghurchesj sr upt
community centers, and patk®r even around cleamp projects and family events. Regardless,

they always feature shared food, space for children, and an emphasis on listening over hierarchy,

fostering a space in whicveryone can participate in their own way.

In exploring this system, the dissertation explorealtmnative form of engagement

pursuing an image alivic engagemerit h agtodnsged in relationships, storytelling, and care
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rather than extraction, urgency, and performance. It asks how civic participatiloibe
recreatedo meet people where they dremotionally, materially, and relationadlyinstead of
expecting people toonform toinstitutional expectations. Thaternativeform was created with

the communityandfor the community.
Significance of the Study

Thisworkds si gni f i canc e ciliciemgagenent as sbngethihgrmera thane n t
attendanceandcomplianceThestudy contributes to leadership communication and civic
engagement scholarship by examining civic engagement as a lived, relational practice rather than
a set of measurable behavidrsboth academic and community spaces, engagement is still
measured by who shows up, who speakisand whaaligns with prevailing institutional
structuresWhatthese form®f measuremergnd upmissng is the wayin which people are
already patrticipatig in civic life through relationships, care, and deyday survival decisions
thatwould nevermpresent themselves typical meetingminutes. This research documents an
approach to civic engagement thagins withneighborsélived realities and the relational

conditions that make participation possible
Scholarly Significance

The literature orivic engagement hagenerallypbeencenteredn formal participation
and institutional sites of decisianaking, reinforing the assumption that civic life is mdseab
whenvisible toinstitutions.By contrast, social capital and sensemalkiagheworksforeground
the relational, interpretive processes that structure everyday civic life, putting an emphasis on the
importance of trust, shared meaning, and mutual recognition outside of formal institutio

venuesThis study sontributon to thescholarshigies in its focus ornformal, neighborhood
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based civic practis by whichcivic agency emergesotthroughformal authority but through
relationships, storytelling, and shared meanmaking Instead of framing leadership as an
individual role or title, the studpoks athow influence, responsibility, and legitimacy flow
through a community when engagent isgrounded in trust and ongoing contact. In other
words, it offers language and evidence for what many communities already Rivawlife is

practicedregardless of whether it is recognizedibstitutions.

Thiswork alsotreatsstorytelling as more thansapplementamethod. Block Talks
ensurehatstorytelling isa fundamentgbart of the civic process: it is how prioritiase
recognizegdhow concerns are interpreted, how tensions are named, and how trust is built. By
positioningstorytelling as a structuring civic practi¢be study adds depth to researcliers

understanding gbarticipation, power, and belonging
Methodological Significance

Methodologically, this study demonstrathe value of narrative inquirgs ameans of
examiningcivic engagement aslived experience rather than a measurable outcorkedtly
illustrateshow research can honor complexity without forcing community experiences into
simplified categories of fAengagedowithnd fAnot e
participants who play diverse rolesthin Block Talks, this researclshowcasethe relational
dynamicsnot seenn researctiocusedstrictly on program desigmttendanceor institutional
outcomes. This desigiteclinestd r eat @At he ¢ o mmu,rdcdgyizing thascivie s i n gl
practices are experienceddifferentwaysdepending omn d i v i réspandibdit@espositions,
andaccessThis interpretive approach is aligned with sensemaking theory, which posits that

meaning is constructed through lived experience and cannot be reduced to singular or
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institutional narratives (Weick, 1993ore broadly, lis research acts aswaodelfor a research
posture that is accountablefeople places, and relationshig Traditional évic engagement
researchhas falselyclaimed neutralityin its efforts, but this studig intentionally grounded in
communityengaged ethics and the reality that research is never separate fimeohe

involved in it.
Community and Practical Significance

This researctoffersa form of civic engagement that communitiesmrecognize as real
and possibleinstead of askingeighbors to entarnfamiliarinstitutional spaceandadopt
opaquenstitutional languageBlock Talksoffer opportunities for neighbors to flexibly engage in
familiar, comfortable settings at their own pa@eEognizing their everydasaregiving,
professional, and emotiondémands. Thig significantfor communities and organizations
working to rebuild trust, reduce engagement fatigue, and cogguertunities for forms of

participationthat do notompén e i g h b o r sthatthey carp.r ov e 0

The studyis also valuable fopractitioners working in violence prevention, community
safety, and neighborhood resilience. When safety is treatedmething thatan only be
addressed through heighteratdorcement or surveillansystemscommunities already harmed
by thosesystems are asked ti@mke oneven moreof arisk. A relational civic practiceootedin
storytelling shifs the starting poinfrom control to care, from extraction to relationskapd
from urgency to sustainability. This not to say that Block Talks can matanflicts and
structural problemdisappeanvernight; it is to say, however, that they enable peoplietatify
what is happening, buildommunityconnectios, and decidéogethemwhatwarrantsnvesting

their collective energy into.
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Finally, this study ismportantfor the Topeka communitigecause it documents civic life
as it is lived here, shaped Imcal historyandconditionsas well aghe everyday tradeofthat
residents have long beérced to make. ltevealsnot only barrierghat Topeka residents face
but also the strengths that already eaisbng themthe waygheycare forone amwther, share
knowledge, show up informally, anersisé even when institutionsake it difficult to do so
This researcimakes no claim that @model can fix civic engagement everywhd®ather, it
aims toshow,with careandwith honesty, whais possible when engagementigated baseon

human reality rather than institutional convenience.
Organization of the Dissertation

The remainder of thidissertation is organized intour chaptersEachchapterbuilds on
theothess, working toward an understanding of civic engagement as a relationakcstotgred

practicegrounded in everyday lifeather tharformal participation.

ChapterTwbui | ds on Chapter Oneds introduction
engagement bgeviewing relevant work&ind theoretical frameworks the literature, including
bothhistorical and contemporary onés.doing so, it positions this dissertatisithin the

interdisciplinary scholarship and identifitse key gaps thait is seeking taddress.

Chapter Threéetailstheadoptednethodological approach bui | di ng on Chap:
overview.It outlines the qualitative research desagrdthe narrative inquiry frameworkat
were key to ensurinthatthe work was ethical and inclusive. It alsaborates on the data
sources consulted and the participatognmunity membedgoles laying the analytic

foundation in prepar atdeepdvef or the foll owing ¢c
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Chapter Foupresentshes t u dindibgs organizing thenaround themederivedfrom
community member Barrativesin doing so, itexplainshow civic agency, responsibility, and
belonging are experienced within Block Talks from the perspectives of hosts, neighbors, and

community partners.

Chapter Fivaliscusses thienplications of thdindings for scholars, practitioners, and
communities alike, reflecting on tip®ssibilities and limitations of neighborhcbdsed civic
engagemenh the face of the longominantformal models of civiengagementMoreover, it

lays out potential avenues foontinued inquiryon this topic
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Chapter2-Li t erature Revi ew

This dissertation is groundedtime extensive literature deadershipcommunicatiorthat
acknowledgsleadershimsa relational and communicative process rather than a fixed style,
position, or set of traits. Drawing from leadershgprocesgperspectives and narrative
approaches to leadership, this study conceptualizes leadership as sometleimgetbathrough
interaction, dialogue, and shared meammaking within communities. Rather thpositioning
leadershipas an outcome dbrmal roles or instutional authority, this approaciecognizesiow
leadership is practiced collectivaly everyday communication, particularly in community
spaces thdtave gone largelgverlooked by traditional leadership researftis perspectives
critical when workirg in community contextswhere leadership typically distributed across
relationships rather thandividuals,with predominantommunicative practicedictatingwhose
voices are recognized, validated, and takemwgollective processe3his orientaibn aligns
with communityengaged scholarship by recognizing community members as active agents in
leadership processes and by centering lived experience, storytelling, and relationathmeist as
foundationfor civic engagement and collective actidwwcordingly,this chaptereviews the
interdisciplinary literature situeng leadership, civic engagement, and learning as relational
processegiaying particulaattention to community storytelling as a communicative practice
from whichleadership and collective acticanarise
Community-Engaged Scholarship in Leadership Communication

Undoubtedly, this dissertation a& example of@ammunity-engaged scholarship (CE®)
form of research that initiallgmergedas a response to critiques of traditional research practices
thathave longpositioredcommunities as objects of stuthther tharpartners irtheknowledge

creationprocessWithin the field ofleadership communication, CESpresents a challenge to
39



hierarchical models of expertiierough itsemphasis on reciprocity, mutual benefit, and shared
authority betweemesearcherand community memberkistead otcreaing knowledgeon behalf
of communities, CE®nsures thatsearchers are focused producing knowledgalongside
communities, particularly theethat havehistorically beenexcluded from institutional research
processes (Strand et al., 2008)this way,it has catalyzed a fundamensdlift in how leadership
is conceptualized, enacted, and studied in commugpigs.

The field has recentlghifted toward a general understanding of leadershgpraktional
and communicative process rather than a setdpfidual traits or positions (Fairhvat& Uhl-
Bien, 2012). CES aligns with this perspectivepbgsentingnteraction, dialogue, aritie
co-construction of meaningscentral to leadership and reseaatike. In communityengaged
projects, leadership oftamomesfrom facilitating, listening, and trusbuilding rather tharthe
enactment o&uthoritativecontrol.In thisway, allvoiceswithin a communitycan beheard,
including t hos e spehkaupndhe cobventiondl wayd his framesvorkresiss
dominant narratives that equate leadership with formal author#tegad recognimg it as
something thatan bepracticed collectivelgvery dayin community space&ach person has
somethinguniqueto offer, but the true diversity in locakpertknowledgemaybe lost if spaces
fail to facilitate the comprehensive documentatiomaividual®perceptions and experiences.

A defining characteristic of CES is its ethical orientation. Commtarityaged
researchers are expectecetsureanethodological rigoby always remaining mindful a§sues
of power, representation, and accountability (Israel et al., 2BE3parcherkke Freire (1970)
haveillustrated howesearcltenterecdbn marginalized communitietendsto reinforce the very
marginalization that ipurportedly aims taddress. CE&ddresses this tendency through an

emphasis odlialogic engagement, reflexivity, and sba@ ownership of botthe process ands
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outcomes. In leadership communication, this ethical stance requires researchezfutty
considethow communication practices can either reinforce or disrupt existing power structures.
Ethical considerations inevitably become complex in such researtie sessearcher must get
involved, get personal, and become part of the very restraatthey are conducting.
Communication plays a role in every stagehis processandit is precisely in that

communication wherethics must beipheld to the highéstandardMarginalized individuals

use communicatiah use their storigs to reclaim power over their identities and histories, but
the amplification otheir voices must be dorie a manner that prioritizegspect and

authenticity.

Within the broade€ESlandscape, leadership communicatomeupiesa unique position
due to itsfocus on discourse, narrative, and measmimaking. Communication is not just a tool
common incommunity projectsit is amechanism through which relationships ardtpui
decisions are negotiated, and collective action becomes possible. Ospina and Foldy (2010)
describesuch communication s fi | e-e-themas khii papérship isonstitutedhrough
interaction notimposed through structur€ES makes these processesognizabldoy valuing
community membegsstories, local knowledge, and lived expedes as legitimate forms of
data. Storietendgreater detail taincoveredjuantitative dtg as having the stories behind the
numbers can humanize them, completely changing the way in which a researcher interprets
them.Such stories cannot be collected or transcribed as easily as other forms of data, but they are
nonetheless critical to a comprehensive and mindful analysis.

Unsurprisingly, CES is still contested in academidh critics questioig its rigor,
generalizabilityand objeatity relative topositivist research traditions (Jacquez et al., 20h6).

response,dadership communication researchers lwagtted a set ofriteria for quality,
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including credibility, relational trust, and usefulness to community partners (Kliewer & Priest,
2019). These criteria align closely witiose of othequalitative and narrative methodologies
thatprioritize depth, context, ahmeaning ovethe capacity foprediction or control. Instead of
viewing engagement as a threat to scholarly rigor, CES reframes it as somethimayyttet
strengthened through sustained ethical relationships.

CESalsochallenge®veryuniversiy to reconsideits role inits communiy. Rather than
functioningas neutral observers or external expegsearchersngaged in CESperateas
participants within ongoing social systems. This origoais particularlyrelevant for leadership
communication research conducted in local, pla@sed contexts, where historical relationships
between institutions and communities may be marked by mistrust or exclusion. In,Kansas
communitiesoften takepridein and trustheir local universitiepecausgfrom Washburn
University to Kansas State Universitihey workto build up thestudents, people, and
neighborhoodscross thetate.Engaging in such efforidoes not hinder the production of
guality research; on the contrary, they faendational to its integrity.

Ultimately, CES offers a sourtbleoreticals well agpractical foundation for leadership
communication researadimed aicapturingleadership as relational, collective, and grounded in
lived experiencesCESIleavesspace for forms of leadershupilt throughcollaboration,
dialogue, and ethical accountability, which have traditionally meghected by the literature.
This study builds on that foundation by examining how community storytellingifuns as a
communicative practicby whichleadership and civic engagement are negotiated in everyday

community life.
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Civic Engagement as Unequally Accessible

Scholarship and public discoursavetraditionally framed wic engagement as a neutral
or universallyaccessiblactivity, measung it viavoting, public meetingittendance
volunteeringrates or participatonin formal leadership structuresmong other factors
However, researchers halvegun tochallenge this framing, arguing that civic engagement is
neither evenly distributed nor equally accessible across communities (Levineg,i@0&3)ity,
accesds shaped by historical exclusion, structural inequality, and differential access to social,
cultural, and economic resourcé@sis poses a problem, asnseonés voice andchoice
regardinga matter thagjreatlyaffects them and their community should betreliant on their
rate of participationLandlords whaccupy the edge of the subject matter under discussion
shoul dnét g ¢han thosbeaeing thé brumt okthee ylecisiomaking solely because
theypay to be on a board or are retired and camattesetings in the afternoomreating civic
engagement as a matter of individual motivation obscures the systemic barriers that constrain
who can participate and hoWarticipants in tis study echoed these barriers, describing civic
engagement as something tloatigf el t Aout of r eaedoth®readitiesdof i nacces
dalily life.

Social capital theory hdseenparticularly influential in explainingheuneven patterns of
civic engagement. Bourdieu (1986) conceptualized social capital as access to resources
embedded whin relationshipnetworks emphasizing that these networks are shaped by power
and, in turn, theeproduction ofong-heldadvantage Putnam (2000gter popularizedhe
distinction betweenlifferent forms of sociatapital(which will be covered in greater depth later
on), highlighting the civic benefiteffered bycrossgroup connections. Whileseful, these
frameworks have been critiqued for underestimategimpact ohistorical marginalizatioon
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p e o pdpmoidusities to build and leverage social cagitain the outsefPortes, 198).
Communities that are undeesourced and underserved #rese thatnost nee@ccess to civic
engagemeidt yet they are also those that face the highest baryets.

Beyond material barrier®.g.,time, transportation, childcareesearchers have
identified psychological and relational barriers to civic engagement thdéaptyrooted in
historicalexclusion.A sense that one does not belong, a lack of trusstitutions andprior
experiencesf being ignoredr harmed by formal systersansignificantlyi mpact oneds
willingness to participate (Sanders, 2015). These factors are particularly salient in communities
subjected t®ystemic racism, disinvestment, omainalization.\WWhenpeopleare used to not
being hearcnd to their voices being used against them, they begin to hesitate to opbosg
who are underserved simply do not consider traditional spaces for civic engagemdistaiepe
in multiple senses of the world.

At the observational levelyitical civic engagement researchers also caution against
overly narrow definitions of engagement that privilege participaitiocomplex and formal
institutionswhile dismissing informal or communHyased pactices (Ginwright & James, 2002).
Researchers have traditionally overlookegdtual aid, storytelling, neighborhodxhsedoroblem
solving, and grassroots organizing despite thigmificance taccommunity leadership and
collective agencyDespitenot aligring with dominantmetrics,these forms of engagemeanid
these spacasftenconstitutemore accessibée and often moreneaningfud pathwaydoward
participationfor marginalized group®lock Talkswere created to serve as one ssjgace

Critically, those historically privileged institutional spaces oftely on technical
language, formal procedures)drigid norms, reprodung the veryexclusiont hey 6 r e of t en

purportedly aimed at addressirig.the U.S.54% of adults read at or belasixthgradelevel,
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while 64% ofthec ount ryés fourth gr ader 2025 Givemthese r ead p
dynamics, peoplshould nobe forcedo speak ina certain way to have their inptnsidered
Spacedor civic engagement must facilitadelaptable communicationethodgo ensure greater
flexibility.

Taken togethetthis body of literaturelearlydemonstrates that civic engagement cannot
be meaningfully understoatione fails to properly consider the core tenetsefuality, history,
and communication. By recognizing engagemerstoasething that is invariablhaped by
resourceaccess, relational trust, and communicative practices, resesaoamebetter account for
the forms of leadership and participation that emerge in everyday community life. This study
builds on these insights by examining coomity storytelling as a prace that expands civic
engagement by lowering barriers to entry arfchmeinglived experiences as a legitimate starting
point for leaderslp.
Community Storytelling as Collective MeaningMaking

Community storytelling has traditionally been recognized as a powadahingmaking
mechanism, particularly in spaces where dominant narratives have marginalized or erased lived
experiencesCES understandstorytelling na merely as the sharing of personal accounts but as a
collective process through which communities interpret their histories, articulate present
concerns, and imagine alternative futures (Riessman, @jocess thdtas the power to
actively shape how individuals understand their pladthin a communityas well agheir
capacity to actStoriescan be deeplpersonalpfferingothersa gl i mpse i nto oneoés
perspective and situatio®f cour se, that end rtoeyteling;thei sndt t h

process itself also serves to buslhmmunity creating an opportunity fdong-term change.
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From a leadership communication perspective, storytelling is a communicative practice
by whichshared understanding is negotiated. When community members exchange stories, they
are notonly conveying theiindividual perspectiveghey aretesting values, naming tensions,
and building symbolic connections witime anotherall while fostering a deeper level of group
understanding and trusthis proces$ostersthe conditionsinder whichcoordinated actionan
bloom through the establishmentasimmon frams of reference (Fairhurst, 2011). In thiay,
storytelling operads as a leadership practie@abing groups to move from isolated experiences
toward collective sensemaking.

Symbolicconvergenceheory (SCT)originally developed by Bormann (1988ffers a
useful framework for understanding howrrative gives way to thiollective sensemaking
Shared stories, oocanfaonhasygehemé® a broader
group identity and action. While SCT hamnventionallybeen appliedo organizational or
mediated contexts, its emphasis on shared symbols and narrative alignment hngkés it
relevantin grassroots community settingshererhetoricalvisions emerge not through formal
messaging but througtonsistenstories that reflect shared concerns and aspirations.

SCT illuminates how leadership can emerge without formal lead&ssstories circulate
and gain traction within groups, narratives éam andbegin to organize collective
understanding and dision-making. Leadership, in this context, is not locatetthin any one
individual who speaks the loudest or l®ofdrmalauthority; it lies in resonanstoriescapable of
moving the group toward actiom the relationships and trust moldedtbg common ground
reflected in these storigm the bridging ofndividual experiences and collective agergiories

canconnect peoplacross divides, no matter how big or snmainsformingpersonal stories into
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collective causedhis framing aligns with leadershgsprocess perspectivdecating
leadership within communétion itself.

Community storytelling als@unctionsas a countenarrative practice for communities
that have historicallypeenexcluded from institutional decisiemaking. Dominant civic
narrativegypically privilege technical expertise, policy language, and abstract data,
marginalizng experiential knowledge (Sanders, 201&)t dorytelling disruptsuchhierarchies
by legitimizing lived experience asvalid form of knowledgeln this way,harmful dominant
narrativescanbe recognized and unpackeshdcomplexsocid issues can be humanizegiving
way togreater awareness gnd turn,action.Ultimately, gorytelling redistributes
communicative power andysmore inclusive pathwayte civic engagement and leadership.

Overall theliterature positions community storytelling as a communicative practice
through which leadership emerges, meaning is negotiated, and collective action becomes
possible. By examining storytelling through the lens of symbolic convergarntkeadership
communication, this study highlights how leadershgy beenacted through shared narratives
rather than individual authorityn doing so, it lays critical foundation for understanding how
communitybased initiatives create space for leadership and civiagamgent to develop in wa
that are relational, inclusive, and grounded in lived experience
Community Storytelling, Symbolic Convergence Theory, and Shared Meaning

While community storytelling has historically been recognized as a mechanism for
collective meaningnaking, Symbolic Convergence Theory (SCT) offers a specific explanation
of how individual naratives become shared interpretations within groups. Bormann (1972)
developed SCT to position storytelling as the foundation for the formation of shared symbolic
worldsi social realties constructed, sustained, and circulated through communication. In this
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way, SCT aligns closely with the leadership communication perspective that understands
leadership as something produced through interactions rather than positithraaity (Fairhurst
& Grant, 2010).

SCT centers on the concept of fantasy themes, which are dramatized messages,
anecdotes, or symbolic interpretations that people share as they work to make sense of their
environments (Bormann, 1972). These themegsesent emotionally resonant accounts through
which people organize their understanding of events. When others identify with a fantasy theme,
they respond with elaboration or parallel experiences, enabling the thénmedot ch on. 06 | n
way, fantasy themes become shared symbolic resources gvbapes express concerns,
articulate hopes, and negotiate the meaning of lived experience.

When fantasy themes resonate strongly, they chain out, spreading rapidly within and
across conversations (Bormann, 1983). Fantasy chaining helps explain why certain stories or
interpretations quickly become central within community contexts. For exangiegla story
about mistrusof institutional decisiormaking may elicit similar experiences among neighbors,
prompting repeated stories of exclusion or harm. As these narratives circulate, they become
collectively held framesstead of individual accousit This phenomenon mirrors how
sensemaking unfolds socially, with meaning developed through the interplay of shared
interpretation, emotion, and relational exchange (Weick, 2001).

As fantasy themesontinueto chain and gather shared emotional significance, they
eventually form a broader rhetorical visisich Bormann (1982) explains asunified,
coherentvorldview that provides a group with shaladguageidentity, and direction
Rhetorical visions answer the question of fdAwh

communities a way to establish collective priorities and imagine a shared future. In

48



neighborhood basezivic engagement, rhetorical visions often forraund concepts such as
safety, belonging, or mutual care. These visions are not produced by institatitraitybut
through ongoing neighbdo-neighbor storytelling.

SCT provides a particularly useful lens for understanding leadership in marginalized or
historically excluded communities, where communicative processes, not formal roles, shape how
participants recognize one another as knowdetie and legitimate (Hefindex et al., 2020).
Storytellingallows community members to construct and circulate symbolic worlds that reflect
lived experience rather than institutional expectations. In contexts where neighbors have been
historically positioned as recipients insteachothors of civic maning, SCT highlights the
importance of narrative convergence as a foundation for civic agency.

Within Block Talks, fantasy themes such as mistrust of formal civic institutions, pride in
neighborhood resilience, concerns about safety, and desires for connection repeatedly surfaced
and chained across conversatiornsese themes eventually coalesced into shared rhetorical
visions about what safe, accessible, and dignified civic engagement should look like. SCT thus
provides a theoretical explanation for the communicative dynamtshaped how leadership
emerged within Block Talks. It clarifies howdividual stories became shared symbolic
resources that supported collective sensemaking, coordination, and &btse processes are
examined in greater depth in the findings and discussion chapters.

Social Capital, Trust, and Relational Leadership

The notion of sociatapital has been wideljitedto explain how relationships enable
individuals and groupalike to access resources, influence decismaking, and participate in
civic life. Bourdieu (1986) conceptualized social capital as the accumulatiesamifrcegactual
or potential)inked to durableelationshipnetworks, emphasizing that accessuchnetworks is
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unevenshaped by power. Later researchetpandedhis work examinng how social ties

fadlitate civic engagement, cooperation, and collective profdeming (Putnam, 2000Within

community contexts, social capital hetpsexplain why some groupsanmobilize their shared

concerns while othergmaindisconnected from civic processewdividualaccess to
communitieswhetherjust their families or their fellow communiy members more broadly
fosterscollective unity angdin turn community integrabn. De Wegeret al.(2018)assert that
communitymay be said to constituee cr i t i c al C 0 mp o0 nexpldiningtiat a per s
having itto leanon creates a platform for collaborative change.

While social capital theory has offered useful insights, it has also faced significant
critique.Early applications of the theory often assumed that networks were inherently beneficial,
overlooking how social capital calsoreinforcedominant power structuresd, in turn,
exclusion(Portes, 1998). Communities that have experienced systemic marginalization may
possess strong internal bonds ngrhaindisconnected from institutions that control resources
and decisiormaking.Strong community ties do not eessarily translate into institutional access
a reality that must be acknowledged by &gdership researdeekingto avoid deficitbased
interpretations of community capacity.

To address these limitations, researchers have differentiated between bonding, bridging,
and linking social capitaBonding capital refers to strong ties within homogenous groups
bridging capitalinks individuals across social dividesnd linking capital connects communities
to institutionsbearingformal authority (Woolcock, 2001)n this dissertationpondingcapital is
the most prominent by far, as it arises organically from the spaces created for civic engagement
(e.g., dnner meetingscommunity @ens). Bridging and linking capital, however, are far more

difficult for marginalized communities to access due to historical exclusion and mistrust.
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Bridging occursonceconnectionsare madavithin communitiesonce plans are made and
common ground is foundhe next step is to reach dot resources that are missingnking
occurs onceollaboration begins to take shape, giving way to lasting chahggerstanding
these distinctions helge clarify how leadership and engagement unfold in commrased
settings.

Trust is a central componentmdt onlysocial capitabut alsorelational leadershijpas it
is the primary determinant @fhether individuals feel safe sharing their experiences,
participating in dialogue, and committing to collective action (Ospina & Fad).It binds
society together (Redfern, 2009).communities shaped by trauma or institutional neglect, trust
is not simplyassumed; it must be built through consistent relational interaQiotourse, this
process takesme, as it is reliant o long-term reliability, credibility, and intimacy (Brown,
2024) yet trust can also be lost in arstant Leadershipthen must beenacted througteliable
listening and responsivenes®tdirective authority.

From a leadership communication perspective, social cgpitdlthe underlying
development of relational ties notsomeresource that exists prior to engagement; it is
something that must roduced through communicatidrthrough @eryday interactions,
shared stories, and mutual recognitifairhurst & Grant, 2010). Community storytelling can
strengthen relational bonds by validating lived experience and fostering empathy across
differences. Trust and connections form through the feeling of autheynticét derives from
storytelling activities. These communicative practices hetpansform individual relationships
into collective capacityThus, h community contextmarked byinformal or grassroots
engagementeadershif@rises not as formal direction or instruction asitfacilitation,

coordinationandsupport Every individual is a leaden that they have thpower to shape their
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environment and support their community this sense,axial capitalis what fosters the
conditions under which this kind tdadershigcanemergeand persist

Ultimately, the literature orsocial capital and relational leaderskipwcases the
importance ofrust, connection, and communication in commubiggedcivic engagement
Leaderships notthe product ofiny oneindividuald skill or style rather, trudeadership
capacity is built collectively througthe formation and strengtheningrefationships over time.
This study draws on these insightset@aminehow community storytelling contributes to the
development of social capital and supports relatitorahs of leadership within community
engaged initiatives.

Informal Learning, Adult Education, and Dialogic Spaces

Community eadership development often occheyond the boundsf formal
educationabndinstitutional settings. Informal learning environme(eg.,neighborhood
gatherings, mutual aid spaces, grassroots initigtplay a critical role in shaping how
individuals understand themselves, their communities, and their capacityctilectively.
Research ondult educatiorhaslong emphasized that learningfis\damentallya social and
experiential process shapeddyn econgext, relationships, and lived experiences (Jarvis,
2012 yet formal leadership programs feel inaccessible and even irrelevant in many
communities.

Freireds (1970) c o mrapreserite fauhdatidnaldraneworkc e duc a't
through which taunderstand how learning and leadership emerg@ison Rather than
positioning eduaorsd or leaderd as authorities who transmit knowledge, dialogic approaches
put co-creation, critical reflection, and mutual learnisithe forefrontUnderthis model,
dialogue is not éechniquebut a stance rooted in respect, humility, and shared inthaty
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influences the redistribution of power witltommunity storytelling spaces. This approach
aligns closely with leadership communication scholarshipfthatesleadership asomething
thatemergs through interaction rather than instruction.

Informal learning spaces are particularly important in communities thathistoeically
been excluded from formaistitutions. Research on community engagement consistently
demonstrates that traditional programs often fail to reach underserved populations because they
are designed aroundstitutional norms rather than community realities (Attree et al., 2011).
Informal, dialogic spaces allofer learningthat isresponsive to local needs, cultural practices,
and collective prioritiesCommunitybased larning spacefoster fexibility and responsiveness
by refusing to impose @nesizefits-all approachin this way, suclkenvironments create entry
points for participatiothatentail no requirements fqrior credentials, confidence, or
institutional trustinstead, they offerelational and transformatiearning even when it is not
explicitly labeledas suchMarsick and Watkins (1) describe informal learning asmething
thatmay be achievethrough everyday problessolving, reflection, and conveason. In
community storytelling spacegarticipants learn bijstening to one another, recogiig shared
challenges, andollectivelyreinterpreing their experienced.earning is something that is always
happeningit neednot be planned or named to occur. This form of learning supports leadership
development by fostering criticalvarenessempathy, and collective agency.

Recentscholarship omommunity engagement furthéemonstratethe role of dialogue
and learning in supporting collective action. Realist reviewsiohinitiatives highlightthe key
mechanisms dfust, reciprocity, and shared understanding for meaningful participation (De
Weger et al.2020). These findings reinforce the idea that leadership development is not a linear

outcome of trainingrather, it isa relational process shaped by sustained engageltiant.
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important to keep showing @pregardless of how much progrdsss taken pladeto ensurehat
the progress continues, tlEatgagement is never viewed as a-tme eventThus,by
supporting ongoing relationshiuilding and reflectioninformal learning spacesssentially
function as incubators for leadership.

In this sense, they shapew individuals come to see themselves as capable of
contributing to collective decisiemaking. As participanteecome moreonfidert in expressing
their experiences and interpretations, they begin to claim voice in ways that extend beyond the
immediate space (Dugan, 201ifjey shift their perceptions of themselves as well as those of
one anotherThis process iparticularlysignificant in communities where individuals have been
socialized toview leadership as something thatdrgs to othed@ s o met hi ng t hat can
to them

Evidently, the ikeraturecovered in this sectiomighlights the importance of spaces that
center experience, dialogue, and relationghipding. These insights are especially relevant for
understanding leadership development in commegmiyaged settingshere individuals and
groups learimg and adig collectively can lead to real action and changkis study draws on
these insights to examine how community storytelling functions as an informal learning practice
that supports relational leadership and civic engagement.
Narrative Inquiry and Participatory Knowledge Production

Rather than treating stories as illustrative examples, narrative inquiry understands
storytelling agheprimary wayin whichindividuals and communities make sense of their worlds
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000)Stories are nanerelyreflections ofp e o pdxperiescs they
are constitutive ofheiridentities relationshig, and actios. Storiesconstitutea funcamental
aspect of human experience and communicatr@king thema natural starting point for
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understanding community life. Thagientationaligns closely with leadership communication
scholarship thatlepictsmeaningmakingasakey factor behindollective ation.

Narrative inquiry is grounded in a constructivist epistemologyihglihat knowledge is
co-createdby way ofinteraction and shaped by social, cultural, and historical context
(Polkinghorne, 2005). In contrast to positivist approaches that prioritize objectivity and distance,
narrative inquiry values proximity, reflexivity, and relational engagement. This s&ance
particularly important in communiipased researchyr whichtraditional notions of neutrality
canobscure power dynamics gnid turn,silene marginalized voice®i st ance or MAobj e
is often straightforwardlynisaligned withthe demands adthical community work.

Participatory approaches to narrative inquiry further challenge hierarchical models of
knowledge production by positioning community members ageators rather than subjects of
research. Scholad participatory action research and commuifised inquiryften
emphasize that communities possess deep contextual knowledge that is often overlooked or
undervalued by institutional research practices (Israel et al., 2@1dljectly telling real stories
centered on neighborhood experiencesnmunity membes showcase theiocal expertise This
dynamic makesauticipatory narrative inquiry both a research method and an ethical
commitment to shared authority.

In the field ofleadership communication, narrative inquiepresents a means of
examining howeadership emerges through discourse rather than through formal roles or
individual traits. Stoytelling showcaseBow people interpret theawn experiences, negotiate
the meaning of those experienedgth others, and imagine possibilities for collective action
(Ospina & Foldy, 2010). By attending to how stories circulate, convergeedndllectively

adopted not onlywhat stories reveal but also how they are invited, interpreted, and
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represented researchers can better understand leadership as an emergent and relational process.
In other words, throughamrative inquiry researchers can identiigyrms of leadership that are
often overlooked bieadercentric frameworks.

Of course, thical considerationsiwust becentral to narrative inquirggspeciallyin
communities shaped by trauma, exclusionnstitutionalmistrust. Sharing stories can be
empowering, but it can alsovoke feelings of/ulnerability and in turn,risk. Thus, esearchers
emphasize the importance of trauméormed, relational, and accountable research practices that
prioritize participarg agency and welbeingwith consent, care, and emotionally
accommodating pacingverriam & Tisdell, 2015).

Narrative inquiry also challenges conventional notions of rigor by reframing quality in
terms of credibility, resonance, and usefulness rather than tafticar generalizability (Tracy,
2010). Trustworthinesis this kind of researclts establishedot throughdetachmenbut through
transparency, reflexivity, and sustained engageniaiationshipbuilding in studied
communitiescontributes to rigor by fostering a collaborative environnremthich everyone is
motivated to contribute their best ideasl avork toward common goals. This reframing aligns
with C E S énmgphasis on accountability to both academic and community audiences.

Ultimately, rarrative inquiry offers a methodological and epistemological framethaitk
is particularlywell-suited for communiengaged researdentered otived experiences
community dialogueand relational meaningaking.This study builds on these foundations to
explore community storytellings not just a source of data but also a sitearhing, leadership,

and collective possibility.
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Theoretical Frameworks

This study6s u sdeandafl thenmsethad@ogicamvtamls undegying it y
was informed by two key theoretical frameworks: critical theory and relational leadership theory.
Critical Theory

Critical theory offers a philosophical foundation upon which to understand civic
engagement and leadership as social and political processes shaped by power, ideology, and
systemic inequities rather than neutral practices. Having originated from Frebéifuod!
thinkers, critical theory challenges the presumption of objectivity in social science, instead
positioning knowledge as something that is socially constructed and politically embedded
(Habermas, 1984; Horkheimer, 1972). At its core, critical thpargues emancipation through
critique of dominatiod through a focus on how social structures uphold inequality in access to
participation, decisiomnaking, and voice (Brookfield, 2005). Within commuréygaged
scholarship and leadership communicatiors tramework urges scholars and practitioners alike
to interrogate who benefits from engagement practices, whose knowledge is legitimized, and
how communicative processes can reproduce or resist inequity.

Importantly, critical theory reframes leadership as a discursive and {badesr process
rather than an inherently benevolent or neutral phenomenon. According to Fairhurst and Grant
(2010), communication does more than just transmit meaning; it frameszatyanal and
community realitiesThis dynamic is precisely hodominant narratives about leadership often
privilege white, middleclass, and mateoded norms of authority and rationality (Calas &
Smircich, 1991)In this way,critical theorycompelsresearcherdo attend to the structures that
silence marginalized voices ataicelebrate communicative acts that retiatsilence.

Moreover, as Cann and DeMeulenaere (2020) argue, it prompts them to examine how
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institutional structure® including universitied often reproduce the hierarchies they claim to
challenge.

Critical theory also informs CES through its commitment to patiee integration of
reflection and actioin pursuit ofsocial transformation (Freire, 1970; Kemmis & McTaggart,
2005). Within CES, this commitment manifestaimethodologcal rejection ofextractive
research anthe embrace gbarticipants as coonstructors of knowledgén this way, esearch
becomes not mereacademic exercise but a form of civic practice aimed at addressing structural
injustices. In this sense, adopting a critical stawithin CESgoes beyonamplifying
community voicesdoing so also facilitates an examination of the power relati@ishape
collaboration, authorship, and representation.

From a civic engagement perspective, critical theory exposes how dominant conceptions
of Aparticipationo often obscure inequalities
apathy.According toSchudson (1998) and Skocpol (20G8ymal models of engagement often
reflect institutional convenience rather thtame civic inclusivity, privileging those with cultural
and material capitallhen it comes to theavigaton of bureaucratic systems. Critical theory
challenges such assumptions by centeringciral analysis over individual blame. It draws
attention to the ways which communicative and institutional norre.g.,meeting procedures,
languagerelatedexpectations, assumptions about professionalkism exclude those already
marginalized by race, class, gender, or ability (Fraser, 1990). In this way, critical theory provides
an epistemological foundatiarpon which taeimagire civic engagement as a process of
resisting rather than reinforcirdy hierarchy.

RecentCEShbuilds on this critical lineage by incorporating intersectional and decolonial

perspectives that complicate traditional Western notions of participation and leadership (Collins,
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2019; Dutta, 2015). Thegerspectivea r gue t hat fvoiceo itseldf
inequities persist in determininigeaudiklity or crediblity of particular voicegLugones, 2010).
For instance, decolonial scholars have emphasized that participatory practices must not merely
invite marginalized communities into existing framewomether, they mugtansform those
frameworks to reflect pluriversal knowledgesultiple, coexisting ways of knowing and being in
the world (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018). This resonates with studies of leadership communication
that position storytelling and relational dialogue as acts of conareatiord asforms of
communicative resistance thehallenge dominant epistemologies (Ospina & Foldy, 2010).

Therefore, pplying critical theoryto the field ofleadership communication entails a dual
task: first, revealing how communicative practices are implicated in systems of domiaation
second, leveraging communication as a means of transformation. This approach situates
leadership as an ongoing negotiation of meaning rather than a fixed positional authority,
attending to how voices, relationships, and histories shape what is pasgiitih civic life. In
this dissertation, critical theory supports tleaceptualization of leadership and civic
engagement as communicative amtsurring amicbroader struggles over power, legitimacy,
and belonging. It frames Block Talks not simply asssfeparticipation but as aniqueform of
resistancegainstexclusionary civic systems that have historically defined who gets to lead,
speak, and be heard.
Relational Leadership Theory

Relational leadership theory represents a framework through which to understand how
leadership emerges not from positional power or individual traits but from communication,
interaction, and the ongoing negotiation of relationships-Bidah (2006) concdpalized this

theory as a paradigm shift away from structural and leeeletric models toward relational
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processes that garoduce leadership through mutual influence. This perspective challenges the
persistent assumption that leadership is something that one has ortoregiastead

positioning it as something that happ&eswea people. From this standpoint, communication
represents more than a mere medium through which to transmit ideas; it makes up the very
substance with which leaders@imnd, by extension, commundyis enacted (Fairhurst

& Uhl-Bien,2012).

The very notion ofelational leadership is grounded in a social constructionist view of
organizations and communities. Rather tpasitioningleadership within individual behaviors,
relational leadership theohomes inonthe embedded, reciprocal, and@eated processes that
link peoplewithin shared contexts (UtBien & Ospina2012). These relational dynamics are
made visible through dialogue, narrative, and collective sensendakiragtices that generate
shared meaning, trust, and coordinated aqti@spina &Foldy,2010). Leadership
communication scholars have extended this relational orientatishdwycasing how collective
practice is shaped liscourse, identity, and framing (Fairhug@,11; Fairhurst &rant,2010)
communication not only reflects relationships but also defines who is authorized to speak, what
knowledges considered valid, and how shared realities are negotigted, vewing leadership
through a relational lens highlights equity, inclusion, and the quality of connection as central to
effective engagement. When applied to community settings, relational leadership shifts the focus
from individual leaders to the communiwat ecosystems that sustain collective agency.

Relational leadership also emphasizes the ethical dimensions of condeutinual
respect, empathy, and caras integral to the leadership process. Komives, Lucas, and
McMahon (2013) describe relational leadership as purposeful, inclusive, empowerica, ethi

and processriented, providing a useful framework for commu#gsed initiativeselianton
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collaboration rather than command. In neighborhood contexts, these values translate into open
dialogue, shared ownership, amfocus ompower imbalances conditions that arparticularly
salient for communitiethat havehistoricallybeenexcluded from formal civic spaces.

Applied within communityengaged scholarship (CES), which aims to democratize
knowledge production by positioning community members agsearchers, relational
leadership theory offers an explanatory link between communication and collective I&arning
and in turn, betweetheory and practice. Block Talks exemplitlational leadership in action:
Participation is structured around relationships rather than roles, and leadership emerges through
dialogue, storytelling, and everyday acts of caeadershipepresents shared process that
allows communities to coreate meaning, redefine civic participation, and cultivate resiliémce.
this way, elational leadership theory provides the underlying lagib which tounderstand
how communication fosters belonging, distributes influence f@stdrsthe social fabric
necessary for sustainable civic engagement.
Summary and Implications for the Study

This chapter reviewed interdisciplinary research to establish a conceptual foudation
which to examineommunity storytelling as a site of civic engagement and leadership
development. Drawing from communigngaged scholarshgeross the fields déadership
communication, social capital, adult education, and narrative inquinyj s chapt er 6s r e
a direct challenge to traditiohi@adercentric and institutionally bound understandings of
leadership andivic engagemeniointing instead tteadeaship as a relational, communicative,
and emergent proces®lded by resource accessist, and shared meaningaking. This

reframing is necessary for the communities at the center of the study.
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The literature on civic engagemeatgmonstrates howarticipation is unevenly
distributed having been molded byistorical exclusion, structural barriers, and relational
dynamicsln doing sojt challengegsleficit-based narrativelsamingdisengagement assign of
apathy The reviewed research @ommunity storytelling and symbolic convergempcesents
shared narratives aseans otollective sensemakintpatenablecommunities to surface lived
experience, negotiate meaning, and coordinate responses to shared challengegatlihe on
social capital and relational leadership highlightskiaeroles played bytrust, relationships, and
communication in sustaining collective actibmthis way, it presents social capital not as an
inherent asset held by all communities but as something that mostitheonstrained, and
mobilized through interaction over timidarrative inquiry and participatory approaches to
knowledge productiorollectively represerd methodological and ethical framewadhlat is
fundamentallyaligned withthiss t udy 6 s t h e o r eRinallg, eritical theomymandt me nt s .
relational relationship theory influence the very way this research interprets its findings on civic
engagement.

Together, theeviewedliterature establishes cleameed for researdo examine
leadership and civic engagement as communicative, relational processes grounded in community
experienceThis dissertation takes on the task diredéyeragingoarticipatory civic
engagement angarrative inquiryto assess the creation of community spacesttoytelling as
bothamethod andphenomenoms it answers the following research questions:

1. How do participants experience and make meaning of civic engagement within Block

Talks?
2. How does leadership emerge from relationships among hosts, neighbors, and

community partners in Block Talks?

62



3. How does storytelling shape leadership, participation, and civic agency within Block

Talks?

4. What tensions and limitations shape leadership and participation within

neighborhooebased civic engagement practices?

The following chaptedetailsthe methodological approaeidoptedo explore howsuch
spacegunction as siteof learning, leadership, and civic engagement within community

engaged contexts.
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Chapter3-Met hodol ogy

Chapter Threéetailsthe methodological approaddoptedo examindghe emergence of
leadership through community storytelling and civic engagement within a single neighborhood.
Grounded irthe previously reviewed literature @adership communication and community
engaged research, the methodological @eautlinedelowa |l i gn wi t h the study:
conceptualization of leadership as a relational, communicative process ratrsorttething
born ofa fixed role or positionas well as its core aim of understanding lmmmunity
members view their place in engagement activ{tiedhformal ard informa) and in their
community more broadly

The chaptebeginsby outlining ther e s e a r ¢ lovemllemsethaglalogical orientation.
It then situates the research within its community contletgilst he r esear cher 6s ro
positionality,outlines the employedata sources and collection methods, and explains the
process of datanalysisundertakenThe chapter concludes with a discussioretdvantethical
considerationss well as thetrategieemployed to ensutre h e s t u d ytrdisgsworthineggor and
Ultimately, the chapter grants the stuidy greater transparency regardmgv it was conducted
and howtheknowledge was generatatbngsidecommunity membergsigure 3.1 provides an
overview of the communitgngagedesearchiesign showcasinghe iterative and relational

nature of the research process
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Figure 3.1. Overview of Research Design

Community Context
Z
CommunityEngaged Activities (Block Talks)
Z
Data Sources
(Interviews | Fieldnotes | Analytic Memos | Artifacts)
Z
Narrative & Interpretive Analysis
Z

Analytic Claims about Leadership as Communicative Process

Methodological Orientation and Research Design

This studyadheres t@ qualitative, communitgngaged research design grounded in
narrative inquiryand conducted through the frameworks of critical theory and relational
leadership theory, as detailed in Chaptek gualitative approacks appropriate fothis research
given its aim taunderstand how people make meaning of their experienceshbow
relationships shapheir participation, and how leadership is enacted through everyday
communication(Tracy, 2010)More precisely, arrative inquiryrepresents rameworkthrough
which toexamire stories not amerereflections of experience but as communicative practices
through which individuals and communities construct shared understanBingttending to
how stores are shared, responded to, and taken up within community gpacissmannerthe

research desigallows for an examination ¢éadership as an ongoing collective prod&snz,
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2011)and, in turn, one of how common grodndecognized via storytellirly empowered
people to feeless alone.

As informed by leadership communication scholargkge Chapter 2 for a moreaepth
elaboration of the literatuy¢his study attends to how leadership is enacted threugityday
interaction, dialogue, and shared meammaking(Fairhurst& Grant 2010) In turn, rarrative
inquiry centes communication as both the site and substanteisleadershipin contrast to
more traditional leadership modeélshose focused oimdividual styles or position® this study
declines to pursue@nesizefits-all scenarigprather, it recognizes that each anéry person in
the community has theawn story theirown way of learning, antheir own way ofcomfortably
communicang.

In line with CESconventionsthis research was conductesipart of a&lose relationship
with an ongoing communitgngaged initiativeBlock Talks.As a result, thstudy reflects
prolonged engagement within a single neighborhood and prioritizes responsiveness to
communityidentified concerns. Rather than treating the community as fi@snevhichdata
may beextraced the research desigentergelational accountability, mutual respect, and
ethicalconsiderationsThe study being functionallgmbeddedn the communityunder analysis
undoubtedly influenced how it unfolded. Tiesearch wasarried outwith care and
consideration for what was consideptsonato the communityThere were clear expectations
and open communicatiaegarding thevork beingsomething that wilpersist rather than a mere
onetime experimentThe researcher was knownmthe community membees a neighbor, a
support system, a partner, and arid.This was advantageous, as evidence suggests that
communities participate mofally when they perceive processes as relevant, respectful, and

shaped by their own concerns (Attree et al., 2011).
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The decision to focus on a single neighborhood was intentidoalg so facilitated a
morein-depth exploration of relational dynamics, storytelling practices, and leadership
emergence over tim@ittell & Vidal, 1998) While similar engagement efforts haween
performed across multiple neighborhoods, this sgalyght to prioritizenarrative depth, ethical
responsibility, and methodological coherengi®ing thestoriesthat emergedhe attention they
deserveThis focus also enabled the research to center on the Topeka neighborhood that has
arguablybeen most severely excluded historically from these kinégmdriences and
connections.

Multiple forms of qualitative data wemmllectedto achievea rich ancheavily
contextualized understanding of community engagement and leadership practices. These include
narrative interviews, composite fieldno{garticipant observati@), analytic memos, and
communitygenerated material$hese were supplemented by previowsiilected civic datd
secondary sourceglat providedcontextual backgrounandinformed the development die
centralcommunity initiativesWorth noting is that some of the®rtextual data was done before
the idedor this research even carimto being demonstratindgpow this workhastruly been
createdn tandemwith the communityDistinguishing between analytic and contextual data
supports methodological clarity while honoring the broader conditions that shaped the work
(Glandon et al., 2017¥cholars caution that engagement efforts that fail to attend to
Cc 0 mmu n power dyrsamics and historical inequitesven if those efforts were invited by
those communitie® risk reproducing exclusion (Cabhill, 2020). This research design seeks to
avoidthatpitfall by centeringhe lived experiencg relational trust, and community knowledge

of community memberthroughout the research process.
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Research Context: Block Talks and the Community Setting

This study is situated within a single neighborhoo@opeka, KSand centers on Block
Talks, a communitgengaged initiative designed to create space for dialogue, storytelling, and
collective problemrsolving. Block Talkswhichemerged in response communitymember
identified concernswere intentionally structured as informal, relationst@mtered gatherings
rather than formal meetings or institutional foruffisey didnotneed to béntroduced to the
neighborhood because they were createdgsideneghbors each step of the ways neighbors
helpedto create Block Talkghey also helped introduce it to others, sharing updates and
informationthroughboth formal and informathannels

Research acrodbke fields ofpublic health, development, and community planriiag
consistently showthat engagement efforts are most effective when they are grounded in local
priorities, relational trust, and sustained presence rather than externally imposed agendas (Attree
et al., 2011). Block Talks were developed with this orientation in ntimg, they do not abide
by any rigid structure, instegutivileging accessibility, flexibility, anédaptiveresponsiveness
across all voices and levai§ creaion. They enable neighbors to engage with one another even
amid the disruptions and barriers imposed by the realities of everyday life.

The neighborhoodevel context in which Block Talks took place is shaped by broader
structural conditions that influence hats residents experience safety, participation, and civic
life. Scholarship on community health and development highlights that fear, surveillance, and
historicalinstitutionalmistrust can significantipinderparticipationin forms of civic
engagemenparticularly in communities that have experienced disinvestment or
disproportionate policing (Williams & Cooper, 2018yidently, safety) and the percepin of
safetyd cannotsimply be assumed as universal condigaheymust be understood as relational
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and situationalThus,Block Talks were intentionally designed as commuuiintrolled spaces.
Institutional actorge.g.,law enforcementity representativgsvere not routinely present
invited only when explicitly requestedly residents This approach reflecteliterature s
cautions against assuming institutional prese¢adminherently beneficialpower asymmetries
and communitydefined boundariesust be put at the forefront of civic engagem@xzshill,
2020).

While this studyis focusedn a singleneighborhoodthe initial development dBlock
Talkswasinformed by previously collected civic ddtam other settingée.g., the CIVIC data
introduced in Chapter 1puchcontextual datdas been shown fgay avaluablerole in
grounding engagement efforts without displacing community voice or narrative knowledge
(Glandon et al., 2017)mportantly, however, thisivic data functionegyurely as an earlgeeds
assessment tgdt was not considered in tlset u d y -@rslysis process.

Block Talks occurredinderadiverserange of communitgircumstancesncluding
routine gatherings, periods of heightened concern follomsignces of localiolence,
collaborative meetings witbommunitypartners, and communityide events focused on
communityconnection and resource accelss is critical, as researdn community resilience
has showrthat leadership and collective action often emeangéifferent waysacrosdifferent
types of circumstancdaldrich, 2012). Situating Block Talks wiin these varied contexts
enabledhe study to examine how leadership practices shift in resposbkéting emotional,
social, and relational conditions.

This research contexbnstituteghe foundatiorunderlyingthe methodological choices

detailedin the sections to com&y grounding the study in a single neighborhood and an
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ongoing communityengaged initiative, the research prioritizes relational depth, ethical
accountability, and narrative coherence.
Relevant Community Assessments and P+Existing Data

Before diving intothenet hodol ogi cal <c¢choices, however,
applied research conducted at the local I¢katfurther illustrates how inequities manifest in
practice Project CLEARS data are not treated as findings of this shudyheyare used to
contextudl grourd the conditions under which Block Talks emergenbject CLEARS
CommunityLed Engagement and Resilience Stratajiems initiated to assess commuinigw
enforcement relations in Topeka, Kandatlowing concernvertrustin, thecommunication
of, andthelegitimacyof public-safety responses raisedaiwincoming chief of police. Rather
than focusing solely on crime metrics or enforcement outcomes, the Project CLEARS team
emphasized the importance of relationshiglding, informal engagement, and community
defined spaces for dialogue as critical companehpublic safety.

Theteam explicitly identified Block Talks as a promising commuhéty approach to
engagement. In their analysiBeresearchers noted that Block Taflsteredconditions for
participation that many formal civic spaces fail to provide, particularlyhimsewho feel
excluded from traditional meetings or decisioaking processes. The report goes on to
articulatethat Block Talks fostered trust, accessibility, and dialogue by meeting residents where
they aré® both physically and relationalyrecommenahg that law enforcement consider
partneing with such initiatives tdolsterlegitimacy and community trust (Project CLEARS
Research Tean2025). These findingsighlight the importance of examining communicative

practices, such as storytelling, thasterrelational access to civic participation and leadership.
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Researcher Role and Positionality

This study was conducted by a commuatpbedded researcher whose role was shaped
by ongoing participation, relationshiguilding, and accountabilitio the considered
neighborhood. Rather thaahering tca detached or observational position, the researcher was
activelyinvolved in the planning, facilitation, and reflection processes that supported Block
Talks and related community activitjezs detailed at greater length in Chaptdt i. widely
recognized in CE$hat such embedded rolesist be accomamied by thearefulconsideration
of power, responsibility, and representatdymamics as researchers are simultaneossiying
as bothparticipants in and interpreters of community life (Israel et al., 2010). | have lived in this
community my entire life, experiencirgyery aspect of how things work here and Ipmeple
hereinteract withone amther.

This communityembeddegbositioning reflects a deliberate methodological chaicda
limitation. Scholars argue that leadership, learning, and civic engageragbtstbe
understood through sustained presence and relational proximity, particularly in contexts where
trust has been historically undermined (Aldrich, 2012). Thisenlbledhe researcher to
observehe emergence déadershipver timethrougheveryday interactions, informal
conversations, and collective storytelliddy long-term communit presence enabled me to
identify shifts in how people act depending on who is at the table, how comfortable they are, and
even where conversations and stories are being shared.

At the same time, communigmbedded research requires explicit reflexiwtyen it
comes tgower and positionality. Participatory and critical schotarphasizéhat researchers
mustbe attentive to how their identities, institutional affiliations, ardourceaccess shapbeir
interactions and interpretations ( Hernandez et al., 2020). In this study, reflexivity was practiced
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through ongoing reflection, analytic memoing, and attentiveness to moimevitech the
resear cmayhavenfluencetl dalogue or participatioBven though | was part of the
community, itwas important testay keenlyaware ofthis potentiainfluence things change when
one is acting as a researcher, and that muastkmowledged and remembered at all tinGse
importantstep | took in this regard was always ensuring that people knew they could come to me
either as a researcher or as a neighlibwastheir choice.Everything did notlways need to be
documented or shared.

My role as the researcheras not to direct outcomes or determine community priorities
such an outlook would have gone against the basic tenetad&rship communication
scholarship (Ospina & Foldy, 201®ather, my roleentailedsupporting dialogue, facilitating
storytelling, and stepping back wlearercommunity members took ownership of conversations
or actions.Thiswould take time, buthe notion ofleadershipsteadilyshiftedaway fromthe
sense thabne person needed to be in chargeata anunderstandingf how eachcommunity
member couldhelp lead.

The researcherdéds positionality was also sh
trust, and participation. In communitibsoadly fearfulof surveillance, enforcement, or
institutional harm, researchers must be attentive to how their presence and practices affect
participantsdé willingness Thos,tesswdpgoatizegd Wi | | i ams
transparency, honed communitydefined boundaries, aridcused orspacesn which
participation waslwaysvoluntary and controlled by residen&afety was myumberone
concern and priority, so | alwaysade sure to bepen and honest with everyone in the

community.
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Rat her than pr es aeuwnéxperegcedas dasingawoethnographecr 6 s
analysis, this study t racentegualtaideeflexieesnsidenatorh er 6 s
Reflexive fieldnotes and analytic memos were used to document observations, questions, and
interpretive decisions, supporting transparency without centering the researcher as a primary
subject of analysis (Tracy, 2010). This approach aligns with narativ nqui r yés emphas
relational meaningnaking while maintainingraalytic focus on community storytelling and
leadership practice$his distinction was important the integrity of the study.

Overall , t he aocemnuatyrembeddedpsrticipant skapea both the
process and ethics of this study. &8lways consideringower, safety, and relational
accountability, the researsloughtto honor community knowledge while critically examining
how leadership emerdehrough communicatioNow, thenext section turns to the participants
outlining how different forms of participation contributed to the research.

Participants and Community Roles

This study centers on participamist asmererepresentatives of demographic categories
but asrelational actors within a communigngaged process$he literature omeadership
communication emphasizes that leadership emerges through interaction and participation,
making the roleshatindividuals occupy within communicative spaces analytically significant
(Ospina & Foldy, 2010). Accordinglyhis study employs a moeppropriate and ethical
approach: It describggarticipantsnot with demographic identérs butin terms of their roles
within Block Talks and the broader communithis decision aligns with ethical
recommendations in narrative and participatory research to minimize the risk of identification

while preserving the analytic val ueAtthd parti c
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same time, focusingn roles rather than individuals reinfoddle he st udy 6s conceptu

leadership as collective and relational rather than individualized.

Three primary participant roles informed the narrative interviews conducted for this
study: a community partner, a Block Talk host, and a community member. Each role reflects a
distinct relationship to the initiative anith turn,offers auniqueperspective on how leadership,
storytelling, and civic engagement were experienced and endbisds critical, as scholars of
participation and empowermemave showrhata propemunderstandingf how individuals
engage across roles can illuminate power dynsiaune pathwaytwardcollective action more
effectively than individual characteristics alone (Hernandez et al., 2020). Each of these roles
shaped the kinds of storisatneighborssharedHostswere trusted members of the
neighborhoodThey werehere to help keep things on track and facilitated, but never as
traditional leaderdPartners on the other hanavere theravhen their presence was requested to
supportcommunity efforts and build trust with the neighborhdeidally, community members
constituted thexperts athe table.

Here,ib s wor t h eath of thesdistinct rokesofor the sake of full conteXihe
interviewedBlock Talk host represented a role rooted in plaagsed leadership and relational
trust. Hosts often function as connectdosteringhospitable spaces and modeling participation
without relying on formal authoritysuch informal leadership roles are critieghen it comes to
sustaining participation and fostering trust, particularly in neighborhoods where institutional
engagement has been uneven ontiar (Attree et al., 2011; Ogbuabor & Onwujekwe, 2018).
Having a host and facilitat@distinct from the researchawvhois actually from the

neighborhoodllowed fora particularly highlevel of trust and safetyp arise amongeighbors.
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Theinterviewedcommunity partnesupportedlock Talks through donations,
coordinationandinstitutional collaborationinterviewing someone in thiele provided insight
into how leadership operates at the intersection of community priorities and organizational or
institutional systems. Research on collaborative engagement highlights the importance of
boundaryspanning roles thatwhile always remaining accountable to local voicésanslate
community knowledge into actionable partnerships (Gittell & Vidal, 1998kourse, in the
context of Block Talksanyoutside partners comingsmmo ul dndét si mplhadto ak e
work to build trust by showig up consistently and being active listeners. Sorganizations
strugglel with this in the beginningHowever,once theycame to understartie noveldynamics
that defined Block Talkgheybrough unique perspectives and resources to the table.

Theinterviewedcommunity member offerea valuablgperspective from those who
engaged in Block Talks as neighbtmgng to support their community. This role foregrounds
lived experience and everyday knowledge as central to leadership and civic engagement
processes. Researchers across public health and community development argue that centering
communi ty vooeiséssentislof oneds aiegquitablsengagementahd e v e
meaningful participation (Cheng & Levey, 2019)h i s p a rstoriescandgerspéciives
revealedaraw and detailed point of view that no other rodelld have offered

Participants were recruited throughh e r e srelaionshipsewithinghe
neighborhoodhs well as theiongoing involvement in Block Talks. This approach reflects
communityengaged research practices that prioritize trust, voluntary participation, and
accessibility over formal recruitment mechanisms (Glandon et al., 2017). Participation was not
limited to hose who were most visible or vocal; rather, the study sought perspectives that

reflected different ways of engaging with the initiati@¥.coursejt was made clear to those
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recruited that their participation was optional and that they could withdraw at any time without
facing any pressure or consequentigdselped thatrust had already been built before this stage
of research was conducted,moplewere excited to take this next step in contributing to
research on Block Talks and their community.

Together, these participan&nd their distinct perspectives present&yered view of
how leadership and storytelling function across different points of engagementansnigie
community.The decision to work with three individuals for this study comes from
recommendations by Creswell & Roth (20%8)o explain how a sample size of 1 to 2
individuals in narrative inquiry helps keep the focus on the detailed life story of individuals to
provide a deep, longitudinal portrait. Riessman (2008) furthgrastgihis by stating how
sample size varies but is often small, the emphasis should be on the unit of analysis being the
story itself, not the persona. One person can provide multiplest&quire (2013) argues that
the number of people you talk to is determined by the purpose of research (Depth vs. Breadth)
and when you have enough material to answer your research questiemext section details
themeans usetb capture these perspectives.
Data Sources and Collection Methods

This study draws on multiple qualitative data sources to examine how leadership emerges
through community storytelling and engagement practiBgsvorking across multiple data
sourced and, in turn, allowing everyone a chance to participate however they felt most
comfortable doing sb the study achieves richer understanding dieunderlyingrelational
dynamicswhile simultaneously promotingiethodological rigor through triangulation (Lincoln

& Guba, 1985)lt is a wellestablished fact among@mmunityengaged scholars that combining
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interviews, observati@ and communitygenerated materiafacilitates the capture dioth
expressed perspectives and enacted pradtigesticipatory contexts (Glandon et al., 2017).
Narrative Interviews

Three narrative interviews were condugteith each intervieweeccupying different
roles within Block Talksa hosta community partnegnda community member. Narrative
interviews weraisedbecause they allow participants to fratheir experiences in their own
terms and to highlight what thgerceiveto bemeaningful rather thasimply responding to
categories set by thresearcher (Chase, 2011). This approach aligns with leadership
communication scholarship that treats meamraking assomething tatemerges from and is
co-constructed through interaction (Ospina & Foldy, 20T0g nterviews were intentionally set
upin aconversationafratherthan structuredway, the purposéeingto encouragetory-driven
and honestesponsednterviews were guided by op@mded promptgeared toward promoting
reflectionont h e p a r @éxpegencpsamitht Bsock Talks, their perceptions of leadership and
participation, and thethoughts on theole of storytelling in shaping community engagement.
This flexible structure reflectecommendations iI@ESto allow participants to guide the
direction of conversatiowhile still allowing issues tgurface that may ndtave beemnticipated
by the researcher (De Weger et al., 20R@¥rative interviews were documented through
handwritten notes taken during conversations and subsequently transcribed by the researcher.
This approaclservedo prioritize participant comfort, safety, and consent, particularly given the
sensitive nature dhetopics discussed artevarying levels of trust wh recording
technologies. Transcriptions reflect eacim t e r vlanguage andl meaning as closely as
possible though it must beecognizdthatthese ar@arrative reconstructions rather than

verbatim transcriptsApproaches to the interview process were adaptable based on each
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individuald somfort leve] and the priority was always on their safety and com8eé
Appendix A for more details on theurrativeinterview protocols.
Participant Observations and Composite Fieldnotes

Participant observati@nconstituted central data source, capturing how leadership and
storytelling unfolded during Block Talks and related community activities. Observational data
included interactions among participants, facilitation practices, moments of tension or alignment,
and informal exchanges before and after structured conversations. Ethnographic and narrative
scholars note that these types of observations are essemtrinderstandingf leadership as
somethingpracticed rather than merely described (Aldrich, 20IBjoughout these interactigns
the focus was othe waypeople felt, interacted, and spokiee central aim being &ee how
things changed over time and whatds of conversations wouttbmmory arise.Rather than
presenting observations as discrete, egpecific records, fieldnotes were synthesized into
composite fieldnotes that reflect recurring patterns across engagements. Composite fieldnotes are
commonly used in communHiyased and narrativesearch to protect participant anonymity
while still facilitating theanalysis of collective processes (Fine & Torre, 2004). This approach
supports the studyobés focus on | eadership as
moments or individuals. It was important to protect anonymity as often as posgeleia#yg in
this neighborhood where there is already so much mis8astAppendix B for the composite
fieldnotes in full.
Analytic Memos
Analytic memos were developed as a complementary data source to document reflexive insights
and emerging interpretations across key moments of engagement. Four analytic memos were

drafted each centered on a distinct community context: the first Block Talk, a méwsding
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followed multiple shootings, a communitgolice input meeting, and a neighborhood resource
fair. Writing memos helped me notice patterns across different types of engagement activities
mirroring <holar® i n d that analyiticomremoing supports transparency, reflexivity, and
theoretical sensitivity in qualitative research (Saldafia, 2@t@he same timehe use of
analytic memos aligned with leadership communication researcpdbidibnscontext, emotion,
and interaction as central to leadershipcpases (Ospina & Foldy, 2010hese memos
functioned notas participant data but as analytic artifattedng how leadership practices
shifted acrosslifferentconditions of trusbuilding, crisis, power negotiation, and collective
celebrationThey servd as interpretive supports rather than stafahe narratives, reinforcing
the studyo6s emphasi KEemosreltigniicdnénrcasrying putthiss pr oces s
researctbecause so many different engagement actimtezghappening once Block Talkgot
up and runningso,it wasimportantto keep consistent notes and data to look backea.
Appendix C for all four malytic memos.
CommunityGenerated Materials

Communitygenerated materials, including community assessment forms, mutual aid
request forms, and planning documents, served as supporting qualitative data. These materials
provided insight into neighborhooe@lentified priorities and forms of civic engagement that
occur outside meetingmdinterviews illustrating the importance dlexibilityt o many peopl
ability to engageScholarship omparticipation and empowermemiore broadlyhighlights the
importance of attending to such artifacts as expresbagency and collective voice
(Kamruzzaman, 2020These materials weret used as standalone analytic units; rather, they
wereanalyzed thematically and used to contextualize interview and observational data. This

approachwas employed to align wittecommendationkid outin the literature orcommunity
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engagement to integrate commurgggnerated knowledge without displacing narrative accounts
or lived experiencg(Glandon et al., 2017%ee Appendix D for details on the employedvey
instruments and assessment materials.

Descriptive Survey and Civic Data

Several forms of descriptive survey data, including event feedback and neighborhood
assessments, werensidered asontextual informatiomn participation and engagement
patterns. These data were not analyzed inferentiallyd@&hdot contribute to the analytic claims.
Instead, thegerved to offebackground contexhelpng tosituate the qualitative findings
within broader patterns of engagement (De Weger et al., 2018). Additionally, previously
collected civic data informed the identification of neightmnd needas well aghe initial
development of Block Talks. Scholars note that such data can support comemgatyed work
when used as a starting point for action rather than a replacement for community voice (Williams
& Cooper, 2019).

Collectively, these data sourcézcilitatea comprehensive examination of leadership as a
communicative, relational practice embedded in communityTdble 3.1 summarizes the
sourcessupporing transparencwhile clarifying how multiple forms of qualitative data
contributed to the analytic clainmsade lateon. The next section details the analytic strategies

used to make sensethiedata and identifgignificantpatterns.
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Table 3.1. Overview of Data Sources

Overview of Data Sources
Data Type Description Role in Analytic Process
. Three rolebased interviews with a . _

Narrative ) Primary narrative data
) _ community partneraBlock Talk host, ané | ) _ _
interviews ) informing analytic claims

community member

. _ . . Identification of recurring
Composite | Synthesized observations across multiple _ _
_ _ leadership and storytelling
fieldnotes community engagements )
practices

Analytic Four analytic memos documenting Reflexive and interpretive
memaos leadership across varied contexts support for analysis
Community _ _ _ _

Assessments, mutual aid fornasidplanning | Contextual and illustrative
generated

. documents data

materials
Descriptive _ Contextual information (not

Event and neighborhood surveys . ,
surveys primary analytic data)

Data-Analysis Process

Thi

approach designed to examine how leadership emerges through storytelling, interaction, and

st udy data amalyss wasauded by @ nardative and interpretive

collective sensemaking. Rather than seeking to code for frequency or isolate véwakdbas

would havefailed tocapturewhat mattered most in this resegdrdhe analysis focused on

identifying patterns of meaning, relational dynamics, and communicative practices across data
sourcesn a manner welkuitedfor research concerned with process, context, and live
experience (Riessman, 2008).

Analysis proceeded iteratively and reflexively, beginning during data collection and

continuing throughout the research proc&sholars engaged irarrative inquiryhave widely
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arguedhhat analysis is not a discrete stage but an ongoing engagement with stories as they are
heard, retold, and interpreted over time (Chase, 2011). Fieldnotes, analytic memos, and
interviews were reviewed multiple times to attend to how stories evolved, driipants

responded to one another, and how leadership practices became visible across different contexts.
Reccurring patterns and themes began taidible after justa singleinteraction.

The analytic process emphasized narrative sensemaking rather than thematic reduction.
Themes wereertainlyidentified, butthey were treated as interpretive lenses rather than fixed
categoriesAs established bycholars of narrative and organizational communicatio@aning
often emergenot from isolated statements kbtough story circulation, convergence, and
shared framing (Bormann, 1983). This approach allowed the analysmuton howstories
were taken up collectively, how certain narrativemea traction, and how leadership was
enacted through shared understandge story and concern that was consistently brought up
regardless of the type of engagendentas the matter otode enforcemerand its issues. Such
reportedssueganged frongetting lawns mowed toeeding assistance wittash or housework.
Through Block Talks, @ighbors quickly realied how manyof their neighborsvere
experiencing similar struggleshile others were finding ways they could help.

Analytic memosrecognizeds a critical practice for developing analytic depth and
theoretical sensitivity in qualitative research (Saldafia, 2@dd@)itated the tracingf
leadership emergence acrosversecommunitycircumstancesEach memaenteren a
distinct contextrangingfrom trustbuilding and institutional engagementaasisand collective
celebrationIn this way, they enabled a comparisoroiv storytelling and leadership practices

subtly differed betweenthesecircumstances
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Of course, as already establishezhdership was analyzed as a communicative and
relational process rather than as an individual attribute. Drawing from leadership communication
scholarship, the analysis examined how leadership was enacted tfaoilitdtion, listening,
boundarysetting, and théostering of particulaconditions (UhBien, 2006). This lens shifted
analytic attention away from i dentinwhighi ng @Al ea
influence, direction, or collective agency emerged through interaction. Public narrative theory
further informed the analysis by prading the language with which tenderstand how individual
stories connected to shared values and collective action. Sclwblauaign with this theory
argue that narratives linking personal experience to communal concerns can mobilize
engagement and foster shared purpose (Ganz, 2011). This framework was used to examine how
stories shared in Block Talltsansitionedrom personal accounisto collective interpretations
capabl e of s hapi actprs prioriesaraiundenstaradingh o o d 6 s

Throughout the analytic process, attention was paid to how power, safety, and emotion
shaped storytelling and participation. Research in community psychology and public health
shows thafear, trauma, and structural inequity influence not only what is saidldnittow and
when people are willing to speak (Williams & Cooper, 2019). Rather than treating these factors
as confounding variables, the analysis considered them integralderlyunderstandinghe
emergence deadership within the community caxt. Moments of silence, hesitation, or
restraintweretreated as analytically meaningful rather than as absences, reflecting a view of
leadership thatonsidersare, pacing, and boundasgttingto be importantommunicative
practices.

Theultimateoutcome of this t u @nalgtis process is not a definitive account of

neighborhood leadership; rather, itisituated interpretation of how leadership emergéun
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a specific contexthrough storytelling and collective meanintaking. The next section details
the ethical considerations that guided this analysis, including consent, representation, and care
for participans @oices.

Table 3.2 outlines the analytic artifacts and reflexive practices that supported
transparency and rigor in this qualitative studgmonstrating how analytic decisions were

documented and revisited throughout the research process.
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Table 3.2. Analytic Artifacts and Reflexive Practices

Analytic Artifacts and Reflexive Practices

documentation appendices

Analytic Artifact Purpose Use in Dissertation
o Document recurring patterns across commun|
Composite fieldnotes Findings (Chapter Four
engagements
_ Trace leadership practices across contexts af
Analytic memos N Findings (Chapter Four
conditions
_ Examine researcher positionality and Methodology (Chapter
Reflexive notes _ _ o
interpretive decisions Three)
Audit trail Methodology and

Maintain transparency in analytic decisions

Research Timeline

Here, it is worth detailing the precise timing of the dailiection and datanalysis
processes detailed abovée research process may be divided into the following four distinct
phases.

Phase 1: Research Planning and Community Coordination (Februarylarch 2025)

In early 2025, | finalized the research design, obtained the necessary approvals from
Kansas State University, andestablished the relevant agreements with PARS. Upon carrying
out those foundational tasks, | was able to begin practically preparirtgefoegearch by
developing the narrative interview protocols, finalizing the ethical framework for composite
fieldnotes, and caleveloping plans for outreach and participation with neighborhood hosts.
These preparatory steps ensured that research actatisscommence immediately within
existing Block Talk initiatives while maintaining reciprocity and transparency with participants.

Phase 2: Data Collection and Fieldwork (JurieDecember 2025)
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This phase covered the bulk of the fieldwork over the course of seven months. During
this time, | conducted sustained participant observation at multiple Bedklgatherings across
the target neighborhood, using detailed composite fieldnotes to document recurring patterns of
communication, leadership, and participation. Between October and December, | also conducted
three formal narrative interviewwsone with aBlock Talk host, one with a community partner,
and one with a community participédnto capturedyered perspectives on relational leadership
and civic engagement. Parallel to these interviews, | was collecting comrgenigyated
materials (e.g., mutualid forms, assessment surveys, planning notes) to contextualize those
perspectives. This periodmesented the heart of the study, balancing intensive observation with
the communityds ongoing civic work.
Phase 3: Narrative and Interpretive Analysis (January 20261arch 2026)

Immediately following the dataollection process, | kickstarted a thmeenth phase of
focused analysis. Through iterative coding, narrative reconstruction, and analytic memoing, |
identified five key analytic claims regarding how leadership emerged as a communicative and
relational process within Blockalks. This analysis was conducted alongside ongoing
engagement with community partners to validate all interpretations, ensuring that the findings
aligned with the participantsoé lived realit.i
collaboratio parallel to analysiallowedfor early refinements to be shared with community
stakeholdergrior to the conclusion of the research process; in this way, the research was able to
play a positive practical role prior to finalization.
Phase 4: Writing, Integration, and Dissemination (December 2G2April 2026)

This phase, the start of which overlapped with Phases 2 and 3, continued until the

publication of the dissertation. It was in these last few months that the analytic claims were
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synthesized into full dissertation chapters and shared with faculty at both Kdathmiversity
andPARS. The findings were also summarized in accessible community reports for local
funders and the Cityf Topeka, empirically demonstrating how and why Bldekks expand
civic accessibility. This final phase marked the conclusion of acfudle process in which
academic research and community practice mutually reinforced eac olih@rmenting,
validating, and advancing a model of relational civic gegaent that emerged from and
continues to live within the community.
Ethical Considerations

Thi s sthicalgraddice was grounded@E SO0 s u n d e ethicts as reldtiomalg
contextual, and ongoing rather than procedural or transactional. ScholarsGiegisaditions
argue that ethical responsibility extends beyond formal approval processempassingare

for participants, attentiveness to power, and responsiveness to comuoefimgd needs and

of

boundaries (Fine & Torre, 2004). This orientation guided all aspects of the research design, from

data collection and representation toidiens about presence, safety, and consent.
CESemphasizethat ethical rigoshould bedlemonstrated through transparency,

accountability, and care in practi@speciallyin placebased researdbr whichrelationships

extend beyond the study itseKl{er et al., 201Y. Thus, ¢hical considerations were discussed

and revisited consistently oveme.

Consent was understoadthin this research as an ongoing, relational process rather than

a single procedural moment. Commurgtygaged scholars note that relational consent is
particularly appropriate in longitudinal, plabased researdbr whichtrustis developeaver
time and participation evolves (Israel et al., 2010). Participants were informedehtdries
shared in Block Talks and related activiteesildbe featured in the research wsitp ina
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synthesized and anonymized foramd consent wasonsistently informallyevisited through
ongoingdialogue and participatioMoreover,| would always check in with community
members toffer spaces and ways which peoplecouldcheck in with me privately outside of
meetingsmy contact information was shareegularlyand easily accessible to every person
involved withBlock Talks.

Safety was a central ethical consideration throughout the research process. Research
acrosghe fields ofpublic health, community psychology, and developnherst consistently
shownthat fearof surveillance, enforcemerandinstitutional harm can significanttyamper
participation, particularlpy members ofmarginalized or historicallynistreateccommunities
(Williams & Cooper, 2019). In this study, safety was understood as a relational and contextual
conditionshapedy participation and silencatherthan a universal standard.

Careful attention wapaidto representation and anonymityliaththe documentation
and presentation of data. Composite fieldnotes were used to synthesize recurring patterns across
engagements while minimizing the risk of identifysygecificindividuals or moments. Narrative
scholaramore broadly have argudiat composite approaches can ethically represent collective
experience without exposing participants to unintended harm (Fine & Torre, Z0@&HWvas
important, as ptecting anonymityvas particuldy importantin the consideredeighborhood.

Overall these ethical considerations reflect a commitment to conducting research that is
accountable to the community, attentive to power and safety, and respectful of pastiéipant
voices. Ethics in this study were not confined to formal procedubheywereconsidered and

adhered to irveryday decisions about listening, representation, and care.
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Trustworthiness and Rigor

Trustworthiness in this study was established through strategies aligned with qualitative,
narrative, and communHgngaged research traditions. Rather tharsuingstatistical validity or
replicability, rigor was understood as the extent to which the research process was transparent,
reflexive, and grounded in sustained engagement with the community cdimiext.
understanding reflectauglitative schola® g e emphras dn credibility in interpretive
researclas something that echieved through cohence between research questions, methods,
and analytic claims (Riessman, 2008).

Credibility was supported through prolonged engagement withioathgidered
neighborhood. Extended involvemeamabledhe researcher to observe leadership and
storytelling practices acrostfferenttimes and contexts, including moments of routine
engagement, crisis, institutional interaction, and collective celebr&B®highlights prolonged
engagement as essent@khebuilding of trust,thedeepeningf understanding, anithe
avoidance ofsurfacelevel interpretations of participation (Aldrich, 22). Being present over
time also fosteredrust and made the work stiger overall

Triangulation further contributed to trustworthiness by drawing on multiple forms of
data, including narrative interviews, composite fieldnotes, analytic memos, and community
generated materials. Rather than seeking convergence as proof of a singieangtilation
was used to examirtbe appearance tdadership and meaningaking across different settings
and forms of engageme@Lich interpretive triangulation strengthens qualitative research by
illuminatingd rather than eliminatiny complexity (Denzin 2012).

Moreover scholars note that trustworthinessGESis closely tied to how researchers
honor participarg @oices, navigate power, and remain responsive to community concerns
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(Cahill, 2020). By centering relational consent, protecting anonymity, and prioritizing
communitydefined safetythis study sought to produce knowledge that is not only
methodologically sound batisoethically responsible.

In terms of rigor, eflexivity was a central componentefforts to uphold ithroughout
the research process. Analytic memos and reflexive notes were used to document evolving
interpretations, moments of wuncertainty, and
Qualitative methodologists emphasize that reflexivity enbamigor by makingisible
previously concealenhterpretive processes (Finlay, 2002). Sometijrdasngengagement
activities too much would be going on for everything togseperly interpretedreflexive
writing allowed for such activitiew be dissected with a clear mind.

Transferability, rather than generalizability, was considevdae keytd he st udyds
potential relevance to other communéggaged context$hrough itsthick descriptios of the
neighborhood setting, engagement practices, and communicative processes, the study allows
readers tgaugethef i n d appligabildy to their own contexts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
Many different readers and practitioners could learn from this work, changing the which
researchs conducted and, in turopenng up dl forms of work and study.

Finally, dependability and confirmability were supportadtheclear documentation of
research decisions, data sources, and analytic &gpsaintaining an audit trail through
fieldnotes, memos, and methodological documentatios research aligneslith general
recommendations for transparency in qualitative and participatory research (Tracy, 2010). These
practices beyond making me feel more confident in the analgsisure thatmy interpretations
weregrounded in data and thalt analytic choicesnaybe traced throughout the research

process.
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Together, these strategi@sbolstertrustworthiness andgor reinforceal its alignment
with narrative inquiry, leadership communication, and commearityaged scholarship. The
following chapter presents the findintjgt these methodological approaches and choices

facilitated.
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Chapter4-Fi ndi ngs

This chapter presents the findingsledn ar r at i ve i nquiry and
research questions. Across the data conpegarticipants consistently described participation
assomething that emerg#srough communicative leadership practices rather than formal
authority or structured roles. Leadershipergeds a relational and collective process shaped by
storytelling, shared sensemaking, boundary negotiatierexpression afoncernsand
everyday acts of care and coordination.

The findings are organized around five analytic claims developed through iterative
narrative analysis acrofise multiple considerefibrms ofqualitativedata(see Chapter 3 for
details).These analytic claims reflect recurring patterns observed atifteentcontextsrather
thanisolated moments or individual perspectivElse analytic claimsoverleadership as it
emergedinder a diverse array obmmunity conditions, including early treistiilding
gatherings, moments of collective interpretation, gasimarked byeightenedear and safety
concerns, interactions involving negotiated institutional presence, and com ettty
orientedtoward care and connectiajust as the data needed to come from different spaces and
forms, leadership needed to be studied across diffsiteational contexts to achieve a properly
comprehensive understandifidirough this contextual diversity, all participants were able to
exhibit how they lead depending on where they were strongest or most comfortable.

In keeping withthe traditions oharrative inquiry and communHigngaged research, this
chapter prioritizes patterns of meanimgking over exhaustive descriptgof events
(Riessman, 2008). Participant e arecited sparingly only when they serve substantively
illuminate analytic claimsQuotationsare also kept intentionally brief to ensure that the

consulted voices are kept withe communityto which they belongThisdissertatiorwas not the
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right space to ustheirfull stories as thesstories do not belong to the researclAll excerpts
are attrbutedto aparticipant role rather thamname, and composite descriptions are used to
safeguard thparticipans anonymity and emphasizke significance ofollective processes
overindividual actionsor sentiments

As with the dissertation more broadlyhieal considerations are central to the
presentation of findings'his chapter provides no identifying detg#sg.,neighborhood name,
dates of Block Talks or referenced ewnand care is taken to avoid reproducing harm,
surveillance, or unintended exposingelaying the findingsThese protections are important
especially focommunitiessubject tosystemic mistreatent

Each remaining section of this chapdfiers an indepth presentation dihdings
pertaining to one of the five identifiehalytic claimsTable 4.1 provides an overview thiese

claimsas well aghe data sources that informgetm
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Table 4.1. Analytic Claims

_ _ _ Community-
_ _ Narrative | Composite| Analytic
Analytic Claim _ _ Generated
Interviews | Fieldnotes | Memos )
Materials

Storytelling created the
conditionsunder which N N N o}
leadershipcould emerge
Leadership emerged through

: . N N N N
collective sensemaking
Leadershiproseamidfear

N N 0 0

and safety concerns
Leadershipvasenacted
through boundary work and | N N N o}
power negotiation
Leadership emerged through
care coordination, and N N N N
collective action beyond crisi

Storytelling Created the Conditions Under Which Leadership Could Emerge

Across the data corpus, storytelliagnergeds a relational practice that created the
conditions under which leadership became possible. Rather than serving as ayesssuasi
instructioral mechanismstorytellingfunctionedas an entry point for participatipiowering
bariers to engagement and legitimizing everyday expergeasavalid source of knowledge
(Riessman, 2008).his dynamic reflects what social capital theorists describe as the early
formation of bodning social capital, as neighbors built trust and mutual recognition through
story-centered interactions (Ewam, 2000). From an SCT perspective, these early stories also

operated as emerging fantasy themes that helped participants recognize shared concerns and
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values (Bormannl 983).Stories were not shared by the same people at each gatinerngre
they simplified offiltered to soundn o r apprdpriate Over time, storiesame to beshared
freely acros® wide rangef participants, with different voices emergibgsedn thespecific
gathering and contexin this way, leadershipmergechotas a predefined role bas a collective
communicative practice that invited presenistening,and muual recognition.

In a narrative interview, @ Block Talk host described how storytelling fundamentally
altered their sense of capacity and legitimacy within the neighborhood. Reflecting on their early
experiences, they explained thaéspite initially feelinginsure of their ability to lead, sharing

stories shifted how they saw themselves:

| do not always feel like | could be doing this or like | know how to do it. At, finstas
excited but | was still nervous a lot too. | think seeing how | can be viewed as someone
who can be in charge and who can make a difference and is smart enough was so

important to me.

Evidently,leadership emerged relationally rather than position&h. narrative interviews

(Appendix A)clearly demonstrated that participants experienced storytelling as an invitation
ratherthanademani.hat same host explained, Awhen we w:
tell our stories to pefsploene dammuenailtly neempboewe
felt like people could come as they were and just talk about what they were seeing without

having to know what to do neatMore preciselythis community member offered the following

description of their engagement at Block Talks:
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The conversations we would have at meeting
l i ke | had to change what | was saying in

using our stories to make a difference.

It was important for leadership to emerge in such a natural way. Storytelling created the
communicative conditions under which people could recognize themselves as contributors to
collective meaningnaking rather than passive recipients of dire¢temuldrecognize their own
authority and valu@ not because they were assigned a role, but because they were seen, trusted,

and listened to by other8lsewhere, th@ostrelayed a recollection:

| remember sayingiOh my goshlamsosorryl dondédt know why ol just
and all you did was smile and tell pighank you for sharing.it ®hat is what we are

there for.

This memorydepictsstorytelling operating as a norsetting practicethe responsefferednot

evaluation or correction banaffirmation that the space was designed for disclosure.

Composite fieldnoteAppendix B)illustratehow early storytelling moments often
involved neighbors sharing personal observations or concerns withoegsarilyexpecting a
resolution orany other particular kind aesponsginstead storieswere oftermet, simply,with
affirmation or a quietollectiveacknowledgment A fih p p e n e d wawoftanéollowen o 0
by something along whe ltihereondfy ihet o Sagkkth i n
understandingAs these interpretations converged, residents developed shared language, an
essential component of social capital, that reinforced group cohesion and reduced ambiguity

during dialogueParticipantscame to realizéhatthis form of engagement did not require
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community members taield any kind of authorityor expertisgecontrasting sharply with more
traditional forms of civic engagemeiideingan fAexpert o in Block Tal ks
position or background u t t lvedexperiénees withitheir neighborhoodThus, in
creating space fareighbors to share theitorieswith one another without argressure to act,
Block Talksestablished relational truahd, in turnallowed leadership to emerge over time
Analytic Memo 1(Appendix C)further documents how storytelling shaped participation
over the course dhe first Block Talk by framing leadership asollective presence rather than
the imposition of a particular direction by a particufatividual. The memarticulates how
leadership was enact@tvarious ways; for example, stories were invited, the conversational
pace was slowe@dnd an effort was made to resist the urge to move quickly toward concrete
solutions, the overall aim beingfioh o | d orsyreougk forlstories to settle before moving
into planningo Pacing, here, representeteadership practic&Vhencivic engagement has
historically been dominated by evgresent pressute always be working on finding solutions
and fixing thingsdoing anything else can feelpnoductiveor even count@roductive It takes
time to get comfortable with such a foundational chabiggnately, however, thsepractices
successfullypositioned storytelling as foundational to leaderghipugh theprioritization of

relationshipbuilding and shared understanding.

Oneneighbor described how the comfort of the space made forms of disclosure possible
that would not have occurred elsewhdid: r e ptleemdryefirst timel had no idea what |
was getting intpand | really did not expect much, yet by the end | had shared my entire life
story. |  Meewcanditiorsd establithadtBjock Talksfosteredeadership

developmenby creatingelational safety rather than demandangertain level operformance
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or expertiseAnothercommunity member similarly described how storytelling altéred they

experience engagement and care:

What stands out to me the most is that no matter what was ggihg/as always just
treated like a neighbpand so was my familyit was such a weird feeling to be seen and
heard and viewed like a persoot part of a jol® There was so much uncertainty in our

ivesand we felt really alone and even ashame

This emotional context helps explain why storytellindunctionedas an entry poirfor this
individual: It enabled engagement without requiring public disclosure beyond what feib safe

them

Acrossmultiple forms of qualitative datatorytelling consistentlgmerged as a means of
redistributng voice and recalibratg expectations about leadershijritically, leadership did not
surface through charismatic speech or formal facilitaitoemergedhrough the accumulation of
shared narrativesignalingbelonging and mutual responsibility (Chase, 20BY)foregrounding
stories as legitimate forms of participation, Block Talks cultivated relational conditates
whichleadershipvas abldo emergeas a shared communicative process.

Overall these findingsndicatethat storytelling wasnore than jusa feature of
community engagemaeitit wasa foundational practicéhat made the emergenceleddership
possibleln doing sq they greatly contribute to answering RQ1, showcasing one of the key ways
in whichBlock Talk participants experience civic engagemBngtlegitimizing lived experience
as knowledge and reducing the pressure to perform expértisership emergen this civic
engagement spateroughsharing and listeningdf couse, this section also painted a clear

picture of how storytelling molded leadenghcivic agency, and even participation itself in
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Block Talks, offering a clear answer to R@3e next section examines hohe collective
sensemaking behind thestrytelling practiceactivated said emergence
Leadership Emerged Through Collective Sensemaking
Leadership emerged withBlock Talksnotthroughindividual direction or formal
authority but througleollective sensemaking. As participants shared stories about their
experiences, leadership became visiblthewvery ways in whickhose stories were taken up,
reframed, andinked to one anotheéhrough dialogueSensemaking, defined iaddership
communication scholarshgsa communicative process through which people jointly interpret
situations and construct shared meaning (Ospina & Foldy, 264@ way to leadership in
Block Talks by fosteringonditionsunderwhich the participants coul@ollectively make sense
of community concerng. n Wei ckdés terms, participants were
guestion Awhatdés the story here?d06 through di a

that oriented the group toward collective action (Weick, 1995).

Composite fieldnoteAppendix B)capture how shared sensemaking unfolded through
recognition and repetition rather than formal facilitation. When one participant shared a lived
experience, others responded with brief affrmatisashasi That happeamidl t o me
t hought | waSuchtsdntenentshiftedy corversatiorts awasom individual
perspectiveand toward communal sentiments. In the words of one community mginmber | s
like we are all a team. We would not have that if we didgetichances to know each other so
well through st oThis directly welects serisémakingamkornh cdrelatianal
convergenceStorieswere transformed fronmdividual account@nto shared interpretations of

theneighborhood eeality.
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Endof-meeting survey responses echoed tinderstandingwith participants
emphasizindhaving feltheard, respected, and more connected to their neighbors rather than
citing any specific outcomes or action items as markerns bfe  mesaidcesgsee 6 s
AppendixD, Figure D.8).This signaled a pivot from the pursuit of abstiactblenisolvingto
thecollective recognition of shared conditioi@lence commonly followeg ar t i ci pant s
disclosuresserving as an indicator not discomfort bubf collective acknowledgment.

Leadershipvas enacteth these moments through listening, restraint, and mutual validation.

Composite fieldnotealsodemonstrate that sensemakgenerallyunfolded gradually as
participants echoed one anotherdds experiences
whichissues felt most pressinghis process represented a steady path topraxgtess and
understandingRather than responding to stories with immediate solidigng | i ke t hat we
have to decide everything toni g®tarticigaate n us | u
frequently engaged in reflective listeniagd affirmation, allowindor individual narratives to
accumulatever timeinto shared understandingshis dynamicaligned with and accommodated
participant:sfidMydadirlay nr ea!| ijtuises fried. I am exha
interactiongoresenteadership as a relational accomplishment groumdé¢dh decisiormaking
authority butn steadycommunicative convergence.

Analytic memos furtheshowcaséow leadership emerged through subtle
communicative practicaa support ofcollective interpretation. Analytic Mensd. and 4
(AppendixC) depictmomentdn whichleadership was enacted through pauses, questions that
invited reflectionor inclusive language that signaled shared owner&igek Talk facilitators
consistentlyrespon@dto emotionally charged stories with silence or reflegiirompts rather

than pivoting to agendagromoting the development shared interpretatiopefore any kind of
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push foraction.These practices helpéalshift conversations away from individual perspectives
andtoward a collective orientation, reinforcing leadership as a process of guiding meaning rather
than directing action.

Narrative interviewgAppendix A)corroborate these observatiphgghlighting
participant®experiencef leadership asomethingdistributed and emergemt. Block Talk host
describechowideas and concerns gradually became shegatimentsather thamotions
attributed to ay onespeakern af t er a whil e, it waiswadaboumbout w
what we were all seeing togettieAt the same time, the sharing itself gave way to renewed
understandings: Al 1 i st e nusadahantedo seetadiferent pideofp| e 6 s
our neighbors é to see that, hey, they are ju
Theseaccouns underscore how leadership was enacted through the collective interpretation of
stories ownership of meaning became communal rather than indivi@ibalinterviewed
community partner made it clear that this collective storytelling gave way to new ideas:

You can look any direction and you see everyone sharing their stories and building

relationships. €& They are also sharing bec

ideas, and, for some people, it is the first time their ideas are being encouragédswhi

sad but also wonderful to see.

This kind of ideagenerating discourse was possible because, as reported by the interviewed
community member, fieveryone al ways cared abou
seemed to find ways [to] relate to each other

Across the data corpus, collective sensemaking functionedeasf the main
mechanisrathrough which leadership took shape. Stories were treatsss isolated

expressions of personal experience but as resowrttesvhich tonegotiaé shared
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understandingand orient collective attention (Bormann, 1983). Through ongoing dialogue,
participants collaboratively constructed narratives that defined what matteredtivinin
community and how those concerns were understoaibing so, they steadily developad
stronger idea of the meaning behind civic engagetnentenabled by this new fordnoffering
some indications of how RQ1 may be answeEaddently,leadership within Block Talks was
sustained througbommunicative processes of collective sensemdékihgough affirmation,
repetition, and shared interpretaionot formal or authoritéve leadershipshowcasinghe
critical role played by relationships among Block Talk participants when it comes to fostering
leadershipThis lays a clear path toward answering RBBally, in tracing how storytelling
gives way to sensemaking, asehsemaking gives way to leadership, we can begin to answer
RQ3: Storytelling shapes leadership through sensemaking.

The following sectiorexploreshow thesgrocesses took placeder conditionsnarked
by fear and safety concerns, illuminating how leadership adapted in response to changing
community contexts.
Leadership Arose Amid Fear and Safety Concerns

One crucial contextual dynamic surrounding the Block Talks is the fact that they often
took place under circumstances marked by heightened levels ofifieartainty, and safety
concernswhich inevitablyshaped whatvas entailed byarticipation. Rather than treating safety
as a discretpic ofdiscussion, participants described it as an ambient condition that influenced
their daily routinestheir approaches toarenting, andheirwillingness to be publicly visible. In
this context, leadership was eted through practices that helped pedplemain present
pacing conversations, offering affirmation without pressure fastéringconditionsunder
which stories could be shared withadditionalrisk. These relational adjustments were
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necessary because linking social capital was limited; neighbors did not have trusted, stable ties to
institutions, making neighborhoambntrolled spaces essential for particiaption (Woolcock,
2001).

Severaforms of qualitative data sholow safety concerns permeageé r t i ci pant s 6
engagement even when safety was not the eti@nd Participants frequently referenced
violence as aeverpresent factoof daily life. One neighbor stated plainfl, t 6 s bee.n bad
It f eel s nor Othdrsdissussac feelinmthesneadinmdify theirroutines,
particularlywhen it comes to ensuring the safety of tlekitdren:il dondét | et my ki
outside like I used to. | miss how neighborhoods used to be when we all would hang out and
spend ti me t Budentlyhleadersipuetmarged ie Blazk Talks under constraints,
with participation itself compelling participants to ngaiefear, vigilance, and rislOne
community member describdige conditionghat shape thedlaily life as follows

We had just went from being homeless the year before. | got a okdyujadbwas

commissionand my husband worked really weird hqus it was hard to ever make it to

the things we would need to go to get help. | also was pregmahtve already have four

other kid® it takes a lot of our time. We were just trying to survive and not let our kids

feel all of the pain.
This account situates leadershipndjust participatio® in Block Talks undeconditions of
chronic instability with caregiving, exhaustion, and survival simghe possibilities and the

limits of their engagement.

Composite fieldnotealso showcase how feassociated with institutional presence
shaped patrticipation. Several participantiicated that thegctively avoid civic spaces due to

concerns about surveillance or police prese®oe explained
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|l dondt go to those meet i ngmslldoeottausitheen. t he p
Last time | went to a meeting and police were there, they were trying to take a person

who was there to talk because of a warrant or something.

Ot hers drove this point even further: Al dono
a citizen. o0 These were more than just prefere
itdéds linked to institutison aill 6pdr ersaetnhceer, sctoauyl dh o
future. o At the same time, they expressed a b
benefits reporting past experiences of being talked over, dismissed, or used to legitimze
predeter mi ne dacaygknewiwbantsey wantddhitgust looked good for a news

article. o

Leadership was enactauBlock Talks throughboundarysetting and neighbsrGontrol
overhow andwhen institutions were invited into the space, reframing safety as somethirg
defined by the community rather theomething to b@nposed externallyThis form of
boundary work aligns with SCT&és notion that g
their rhetorical vision, deciding who is allowed to contribute to the shared meaakigg
process and under what conditions (Bormann, 198#)se narridves align with survey
responsefrom CIVIC, in which manyrespondents reported feeling unsafe in their neighborhood
despiteexpressing confidence in their owarsonakonflict-resolution abilities (see Appendix

D).

Narrative interviewgAppendix A)corroborate these observations by highlighting how
participants experienced leadership as distributed and emergent. A Block Talk host described

noticingmore people showing up and speakingsiptingii | t was al so nice to
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people showed up who | know never would have showed up to something with the police

b e f oThigsuggestthatcollective sensemaking shapedy who feelsable to participate,

which itself is a factor influenced bgar and safety concerrBeyond the benefits that Block

Tal ks offer through absence, i1itbés also worth

form of civic engagement. The environments that Block Talks foster are highly unique,

according to one interviewed community memb :  finfAch evierly tyme | speak, | think

about how good it feels but how I never would
interviewed host concurs on this point: Al se
share in other spamnfesr téalblee aiuts ei ©.f0 hDlwatc ¢ o mf «

holding a Block Talk session in a familiar space:
Being at the church is a very familiar spa
guard down, relax, and open up. The church is a safe space and a spot where anyone can
go even if they are not religious.
All of thesefindingsprovide a clear response to RQ4adership s e methraughn c e
collective sensemakingithin Block Talkswas subject to aniimited by dynamics of éar,
instability, and prior harmas these factoetermined whether participants consideiesl h o wi n g
u pto bepossibleDespite thesémitations, howeverBlock Talk @rticipants experiencedvic
engagement asrelieffrom suchtensions and hardshipsandas a means of overcoming th&m
offering some clarity with regard to RQBlock Talks wereadaptive ira manner shaped by
survival demands, be those demapdslic or private and these demands were methoy
relationships being forged with hosts, community partners, and especially fellow community

menbers This dynamic represents a clear answer to Riy2Z.ourse, these relationships could
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only be forged because Block Talks were designgutitmitize theprotection of participation
conditions rather thapromote &endance or action.
Leadership Was Enacted Through Boundary Work and Power Negotiation

Leadership within Block Talks was frequently enacted through boundary work rather
than overdecisionmakingauthority. Instead of directing conversation or setting outcomes,
leadership appeared in how participation was shaped, how limits were negotiated, and how
power was managed within community spa¢ése, lmundary work refers to the
communicative practicesy which inclusion, access, and authority were continually negotiated
among participants. Leadership communication scholarship recognizes sudaryaatting as
a central leadership practiaspeciallyin contexts whergarticipation is heavily influenced by
power differentials and institutional histories (Fairhurst & Grant, 2010).

One wayin whichboundary work became visible was through facilitation practices that
prioritized community control ovaronversationgpace, focus, and compositidn.the narrative
interviews, me community partnesxplainedi The main i ssue was we had
really hard to want to expand anything in a volunteer companyNot a single person at
Silverbackks i s p amngdgensentWitinstsutiohalagtdrsandapriniusity h o w
partnerswvas constrained biherealities of partigppantcapacity which dictatedhe boundaries of
what support could look like.

Composite fieldnotes document momeintsvhich facilitators redirected discussion away
from premature problersolvingefforts andresistedhe imposition okexternal agendas that did
not align with neighborhood prioriti€&ppendixB). Theseaedirectionsvere not framed as
corrections or directives; rather, they functioned as subtle recalibr&ipnstect the integrity of
the space. Leadership, in these moments, was enacted through communicative restraint and
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attentiveness to whose voices wbeingcenteredBoundaries also made Block Talks feasible
and comfortable for a broader range of participants, many of whom identified themselves as

longstanding helpers within their families or neighborhoods. These role were described with

pride but also visible exhausb n: Al 6 m al ways the one peopl e casa
expressed relief when | eadership expectations
every time?0; nal flonlditk éenh atvheatt ol raccammoglatinggt? 0si t |

dynamics allow for reduced involvement when participants are dealing with grief or any other
kind of heavy or timeconsuming personal matter.
Power negotiation was especially evident in interactions involving institutional presence.
Analytic Memo 3(Appendix C) which documents a community meetingvhichresidents
invited law enforcement representatives to listen and receive feedback, illustrates how leadership
was exercised through conditional access rather than unconditional incltssostructure of
the meeting, the framing of participation, andé¢hk o i ces b e hi fadlitattolhal meet i n.
reflected intentional boundagetting driven by neighborhood input
The meeting was intentionally designed as a facilitated working session rather than a
debate or town hall, emphasizing listening, shared visioning, and triafonaed
engagement. The presence of police did introduce power dynamics that ended up shaping
paticipation, but the neighbors in this context ensured there was careful boundary
setting, including clear expectations that officers were present to listen rather than defend
or explain é This structure ensurirete t hat n
space
Leadershipn this meetingvas not about mediating consensus between parties but about

maintaining communitdefined term®f engagement.
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In another case, a community resource fair was held to connect youth, families, and older
residents to summer activities, programs, and support systems. The fair was developed with an
emphasis on access, celebration, and relatiofshlding. Crucially,that development was not
spearheaded by any one individual or group; rather:

The event emerged directly from neighborho

distributed across community members, partners, and volunteers, with no single

i ndividual directing the event. é Everyone

Narrative interviewgAppendix A)further illuminate how participants understood
leadership in relation to these boundaries. A community padeferedl e ader shi p as fik
when to open the door and when t entddlseep it <cl o
protecting community voiceas much ag doesinviting dialogueIn practice, this meant
defining when partners could speak, what decisions remained refedeahd how external
resourcesvould beintegratedvithout resulting in a shift isontrd. That same community

partner explained that such boundagtting gives way to new forms of engagement:

Block Talks make me see how engagement can be quieter and more about relationships.
People can slow down, listen, and connect before trying to act on anything, and you
actually get better plans. That <chall enges

paricipating.

This perspective highlights leadership as an ongoing negotiation of power rather than a fixed
role, with boundansetting functioning as a communicative act that shaped participation and
accountability By managing these boundaries collectively, neighbors strengthened internal

bonding social capital while carefully limiting the risks associated with extrenal linking capital.
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A community partner reflected on how Block Talks shifted traditional power dynamics by

placing decisiormaking authoritysquarelywith theneighborhoodfiThisis the first time it feels

|l i ke theydre her e f orThisireflectsV¢sideats irderpretititeicdwar ge o f
roles aghose ofowners andhose of theipartners athose ofsupporters, clarifying how

authority was understood within the grodjhis reflection shows how leadership operated as

boundary workwith neighbors determing the terms of engagement, the presence of

institutions, and the pace of action.

| mportantly, boundary work did not signal
operated as a means of sustaining trust, preserving safety, and ensuring that community
engagement remained responsive to resident concerns. Leadership emerged through
conmmunicative acts that maintained these boundaries while still allowing for dialogue and
relationshipbuilding to take place in line with community termdscommunity partner described
their role within Block Talks as intentionally restrainédt ~ w o u ibedmy doke &1 8lock
Tal ks as a r esour c e ésomudhoftha addit stllestaywit] thet or mak

nei ghborhood. 0

Across the data corpus, boundary work consistently operated as a leadership practice that
balanced openness with protection. Decisions about who was present, how conversations
unfolded, and what forms of participation were encouraged reflected an undiexgtain
leadership aa form ofrelational stewardship rather thane ofcontrol. These practices align
with communityengaged scholarshipat has emphasizéde importance of communkyefined
boundaries, particularly in contexts where institutionalgegnent has historically been uneven

or harmful (De Weger et al., 2020).

109



Together, these findingsdicatethat leadership within Block Talks was enacted through
the ongoinghegotiation of power and participation. Leadership appeared not as command or
persuasion but as the careful shaping of conditions under which community members could
engage meaningfully and safelg.this way, Block Talks acknowledged and addressed the
tensions that have traditionakjhaped the way in which leadership has been able to emerge in
civic engagement practicds. turn, offering an answer RQ1landRQ4, Block Talks allowed
for new dynamics to govern the emergence of leadership, eliminating (or at least mitigating)
longstanding tension®Roles were negotiated through communicative bounsettyng that
protected resideat@ecisionmaking while stillallowing for partner supporfThis kind of
negotiationf or med a bi g peapertencesfith civia engagemenpiraBiocksTalks,
pointing to another answer for RQ&t the same time, thisdundary work surfaced tensions
around institutionakhistories, trust, and the riskssociated witlshifting control away from
residentsBelow, thefinal analyticclaimturns to how leadership emergedenbeyond moments
of tension or negotiation.

Leadership Emerged Through Care, Coordination, and Collective Action Beyond
Crisis

Leadership within Block Talke/ent beyond the management of crises and negotiations;
it also encompasseatactices of care, coordination, and collective acliadership became
visible in the everyday work of connecting people, aligning resources, and sustaining
relationships over time. Rather than emerdnogn urgency or conflict, leadershgrose from
thequieter forms of coordination that supported access, belonging, and shared responsibility.

This finding aligns with leadership communication scholarship that emphasizes leadership as an
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ongoing, relational practice embedded in ordinary interaction rather than extraordinary moments

(Ospina & Foldy, 2010).

This is reflected in the narrative interviews, witheccommunity member desanly how

carebased leadership emerged through informal coordination rather than formal planning:

Everyone came together and set a time to go to his house, clean up his yard, and do it
really nicely. Some people brought different things to help, kids helped, and some people

made food. It became like an event. We were helping someone, but it felfuikeime.

This community membepresentedare agexhibited best througtelational responsivenessot

service deliverywhich can best beffered viaknowingand understanding rather thalrgibility :

No matter what was going on, | was always just treated like a neighbor, and so was my
family. When people were helping us get winter cloththgy also brought kids
personalized toys, not something we asked for or ever would have exerttedcause

we all had gotten to know each othtivey wanted to do that toli.was such a weird

feeling to be seen and heard and viewed like a person, not part of a job.

That same community member insisted that | i st
felt | i ke t hEhesekpds ofacoonmsdre partcslarlyoimpressive given the
starting pointwith neighboraot feeling particularly comfortable reaching out in their
community:
I't doesndot feel good to need help and many
hasn6ét gone well so |I was not sure at firs
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After that everything continued quickly and we really felt like we belonged in the

neighborhood for the firdime.

Worth noting is that these sentiments are not exclusive to the community members, as the

interviewed host reported feeling Aia sense of

Being together with neighbors that are very similar to you allows you to put down walls

and be more direct because all of a sudden these people are not strangers, they are family.
When your neighborhood is your f @atondly, eve
sources to the neighborhood, feed them, and build a solid team of people willing to do

just a little bit extra to make a difference.

The interviewed community partner felt the same, explaining how simple relational care can go a

long way toward communitipuilding and collective leadership:

Food can do wonders for bringing people together. Many people were there for the event,

but having food made it so they could do something like this over lunch. It also made it

so some people really only came for the food but stayed for the comrbuiiding
experience and fun once they got pull ed in

fun e It feels easy.

Leadershighere appears nashierarchy or obligation but a®llective actiorrootedin care,
reciprocity, and shared responsibilifjhese relational actions demonstratedperationof
norms of reciprocity, a central mechanism of social capiiagresupport and care circulate

through the community in mutually reinforcing ways (Portes, 1998).
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These findings align cleanly witlussey datawhich revealedespondents most
frequently identifyingnsufficientaccess to food, transportation, and information as barriers to
well-being, reinforcing the centrality of neighbled coordination and informal supp¢8ee

Appendix D).

The analytic memas point toa similar dynamic, witha communityorganized resource
fair illustrating how leadership was enacted through collective effort rather than individual
direction (Analytic Memo 4AppendixC). Planning and coordination were distributed across
community members and partners, with leadership exprassieel form ofresponsiveness to
neighborhooddentified needs antthe consideration atlational dynamics.

Composite fieldnoteAppendixB) further demonstrate how leadership through care was
woven into informal interactions surrounding community evdntthese momentgommunity
memberavelcomed newcomers, facilitad connections among neighbors, and atéetid the
presence of childremrlders and other family membens ways thaprioritized comfort and
inclusionThey took care of each other, lancdant hdirsi vceac
Al can checfkl omarmpreotp | readlrlp butd cainiha kteh et hyea rf dowaed & ;
somebread Imadeforyou Thank you for diffhvopghthisigndofhi s of f f
neighborly assistance, support became mutual without ever being transac¢twsat.ciprocity
also reinforced the groupébés rhetorical vision
became part of the symboharratvie of what leadership meant within Block Talksadership,
in these instances, was not announced or claimed; it was enacted through communicative
practices that made participation easied more accessible. Such practices underscore
leadership as relational labor thdéspite often going unnoticed gssential tahe sustainability

of community engagement.
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Communitygenerated materials, including planning documents and mutual aid requests,
also reflechow leadershiplayed out in Block Talkthrough coordination and collective
responsibility §ee Appendix D For instance, mutual aid requests functioned as an informal
infrastructurewithin which support was coordinated without any neegfdalic disclosure,
allowing forcare practices toccur withoutforcing visibilityori nf r i ngi ng on part i c
feelings of safety and comfoihese artifacts illustrathow leadership extended beyond
meetings into ongoingarepracticeswith residents identyfing needs anthenworking
collaboratively to address them. Rather tpaovidingevidence ofiny particulaoutcomes or
impacs, these materialsimply showcase hoveadershipunfolded asnfrastructual connections
within the communit$ connections thatupport ongoing engagement.

Though the kind ofeadershigcovered in this analytic claiinthatenacted through care
and coordinatiod differed in tone and visibility fronthe kinds ofleadershipcovered in the
other four claims, it did not replace those other forRether, it complemented them,
showcasing the dynamic and responsive natutlkedéadershighat arose fronBlock Talksand
the relationships formed within therhis leadership be it in the form oftorytelling,
sensemaking, boundary wouk, caréd emerged asommunicative practice shaped by context
as amultifaceted process enactedt through positional authority btiirough interactionThis
relationshipbound practice was the texe of civic engagement in Block Talks, simultaneously

addressing both RQ1 and RQ2.

Thissectoof f ered a comprehensive delineation o
showcasing howeadership was sustain@dBlock Talksthrough practicegeared toward
fosteing connection, coordination, and shared responsibHgyticipants experienced civic

engagement awore than public participation; they experienced gasryday care and mutual
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responsivenesgaspersonalized care sustained through relationbhifaling and storytelling, and

asi h e frapsformednto belonging.

Chapter Summary

Across five analytic claims, this chaptartlinedthe various ways in whicleadership
emergedvithin Block Talks, illustrating how it took the form efferyday communicative
practicego shape participation, meaning, and collective orientation within community spaces.
The firstclaim asserted thatorytelling created the relational conditiénsiutual trust,
recognition, and presengghat made it possible fdeadership to emergé&he second claimn
framing leadership as something rooted in dialogue rathedihective authoritypresented as
collective sensemakinyy which communitymembergyradually constructeshared
understandingsf community concernsThe third claim revealed hol@adership practices
shiftedamid heighteneéear and safety concert®wvard an approach rooted in subtlety, pacing
and the avoidance of pressueghibitingB | o ¢ k adlaptivdnes@he fourth claim centered
onleadership as boundary work and power negotiatevealing how itvas enacted through
communityfirst facilitation practices that shaped who could participate, how institutional actors
were engaged, and under what conditions dialeguéd occur The final claimserved to clarify
that leadership did not only emerge in Block Talks to address crises and tensions; it also arose in
ongoing practices afare, coordination, and collective action.

Taken togethetthese claims make f@rnuanced account of leadership madaptive,
relational, and contextually situatedmmunicative process. Leadership emerged through
storytelling, sensemaking, boundary work, and calieaysshapedby he communi t yds

conditions and needs. These findipgse a significanthallengeto leadercentric models of
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leadershipcontribuing to leadership communication scholarship by foregrounding how
leadership is enacted collectively through narrative interaction in comremiygged settings.
The following chapter situates these findings witiie broadescholarshipexaminng
their implications for leadership communication theory, commegrityaged research, and
practial efforts to promote civic engagemelmt doing so, it answers the research questions

posed in Chaptet.
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Chapter5-Di scussion and | mplicat

This study set out to understand how civic engagec@nbecomaccessiblén
neighborhooebased community practices. Through a narrative inquiry of Block Talks in
Topeka, Kansas, the findingemonstraté¢hat participation did not emerge through formal
structures, recruitment strategies, or institutiandteach; rathegivic engagemenwvas made
accessible through communicative leadership processes embedded in storytelling, shared
sensemakingjiscussions about safetyoundary negotiation, and everydsts of care and
coordination.

Chapter Ipresentedivic engagemerds something that, despaéienbeingframed as
universally availableremainsunevenly accessible in practi®y illustrating how Block Talks
facilitated the emergence of leadership in various waydirttimgs explain whypractical
accessibility can bdifficult to achieve Rather than lacking interest or motivation, participants
described needing forms of engagement that fit withéir everydayealitie® work,
caregiving, safety concerns, and institutiométrus® andBlock Talksaddressetheserealities
throughits various means afistributing leadership as a practice, not a positiorthis way,

Block Talks constitute justree example of how civic engagement can become more reachable
when participation is structured around relationships rather than requirements.

In line with the traditions ofjualitative and narrative research, the discussion is organized
notaroundindividual data sources or evefst aroundhe analytic claims developed in Chapter
4. This approach foregrousdneaning, interpretatios, and contributioewhile ensuring that the
research questions can be answered.

This chaptesets out witithree primary aims. First, #ddresses the research questions

directly. Second, it offers an overview of the analytic claims, this time with a dual focus on
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| eadershipbds emergence as aanctlernmplications athdtve and

emergence for commun#gngaged scholarship and practitkird, it reflectsonthe t udy 6 s
methodological contribution#&fter achieving these aims, tisbapter concludes lbyoting some
of the st udy 0 seflettingnon thesbtoader signifidared af uneerstanding
leadership as an emergent, relational practice embedded in community life.
Answers to the Established Research Questions

This section looks back at the research questions laid out in Chaptdmptesents them
alongside the analytic claims that providadanswers to thenin doing so, it ensures that the
dissertation offers clear and direct answers to the questions that guided the entire research
process.

Beginning with RQ® How doparticipants experience and make meaning of civic
engagement within Block Talk8?an answer emergextross all of the analytic claims,
beginning with the firstThat claimrevealedstorytelling to be a foundational practigederlying
leadershiplaying the conditions for its emergence. In laying these condistmiytelling
functionally determined how participants experiencett engagement within Block Talk$he
second analytic claim furthered this answer, delineating tgg® practices by which the
participants engaged in sensemakimggoing dialogue, collaborative narrative construction, and
the steady development of an idea regarding the meaning of civic engagement. It is precisely
through these practices that the participants experiear@tdhade meaning of civic engagement
within Block Talks.These dynamics reflect the development of bonding social capital, as trust,
mutual recognition, and emerging norms of reciprocity formed through repeated storytelling and
collecive interpretation (Putnam, 2000)he third analytic clainiluminated the answer to RQ1
in a rather counterintuitive wéyby showcasing the experience textures that Block Talks helped
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participants t@void It revealedhatcivic engagemens oftenconstrained by feamstability,
uncertainty, and distrust rooted in prior harms but thabugh mindful design, Block Talks
providedparticipants witha kind of civic engagement that granted thefief from such tensions

and hardships, as well as potential means of overcoming Tefourth analytishowcased

the novel civic engagement dynamics provided by Block Talks and, in tullesthi&ense
experiences that its participants wafforded. This comfortable experiential texture was made
sustainable by an emphasis on ongoing nagioh with one another, with hosts, with

community partners, and with institutional actarie fifth analyticc | ai més contr i but i
answering RQis fairly straightforwvardThe communal care, coordination, and collective action
facilitated by Block Talks gave way stocomfortable and beneficial experience of civic
engagemeniThrough these repeated interactions, neighbors also developed a shared language
around safety, belonging, and mutual support. This process was an important communicative
mechanisnthrough which scial captital becomes actionable in community contexts (Woolcock,
2001).Theseanalytic claims make for an extensive and comprehesis@er to the first

research question.

Now, for RQ® How does leadership emerfyem relationships among hosts, neighbors,
and community partners in Block Tals relevant insight is offered by three of the analytic
claims.The second analytic claifighlights the primary mechanism served by these
relationshipsThis claim established clearly that collective sensemaking was facilitated not
through authatative leadership, but througlommunal practices of affirmation, repetition, and
shared interpretati@dnas well as the relationships underlythgmand the relationships born of
theml n this sense, relationships are at the ver

emergencel-rom a Symbolic Convergence Theory perspective, these relational exchanges
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enabled certain Afantasy themeso related to s
participants, laying the groundwork for collective mearnimgking (Bormann1983).The third
analytic claimdetails how the Block Talk participamsercame the tensiodsthe fear and
safety concerrgs that they knew from prior civic engagement efforts: relationsijfmck Talks
were designed to be adaptive t oangptmosespecti ve p
relationships could only be met by the relationships birged with hosts, community
partners, and especially fellow community membAssthese themes were repeated and
affirmed across gatherings, they fAchained out
their neighborhood and what leadership should entail (Bormann, F82ally, thefifth analytic
claim highlights the importance of the care, coordination, and collective coorditladéibthe
Block Talk participantgonsistentlyshowed to one anothehen it came to facilitating the
emergence of lekership Simply put, that kind of mutual support could not be achieved if
relationships weraot being molded. All in all, it is clear from the findings laid out in the
second, third, and fifth analytic claims thlae relationships among hosts, community partners,
and neighbors were integral to the pursuit of leadership in Block Tiiks aligns with
leadershipasprocess scholarship, which argues that leadership emerges through communication,
coordination, and shared interpretation rather than through positional authority (Ospina & Foldy,
2010).

Onto RQ® How does storytelling shape leadership, participation, and civic agency
within Block Talks® an answer may be constructed from the findimggerlyingtwo analytic
claims.The firstanalyticclangpet s t o the root of storytellingt
Contrasting it with more traditional spaces for civic engagement, the findings highlight how the

practice of storytelling led to thedistribution of voice among patrticipants and a fundamental
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collective recalibration ofvhat to expect from leadershipver time, the repetition of these
stories formed a shared rhetorical vision, a coherent narrative about what leadership, safety, and
community responsibility should look like within the neighborhood (Bormann, 1988y
came to consider leadership to be something born of the steady accumulation of shared narratives
signaling belonging and mutual responsibility, and this ghfifrmed the degree of agency
evident in their civic engagemeihese ond anal yti ¢ c hnawemmgRQic ont r i b
a particularly straightforward one. In tracing how storytelling gave way to sensemaking in Block
Talks and, in turn, how sensemaking gives way to leadelishgvealed the way in which
storytelling shapes leadership: througgmsemakingt is clear from these insights that the
second and fifth analytic clailssh owcase storytellingds i mpact o
participation, and civic agency within Block Talksh i s r ef | e c t motiohdF seesk 0 s ( 1 ¢
making, where individuals colectively construct meaning by interpreting cues from shared stories
and experiences, ultimately shaping their orientation toward action.

Finally, RQ40 What tensions and limitations shape leadership and participation within
neighborhooebased civic engagement practie@dinds its answer in ththird and fourth
analytic claimsThe third claind s a n ®@4esthe most direct of any across this entire
section: Leadershipbs emergence through coll e
to and limited by dynamics oéér, instability, and prior harnas these factoetermined
whether participants consideréds h o wi to lgepogsit® These dynamics reveal limitations
in linking social capital, as residents possessed strong internal bonds but lacked reliable, trusted
connections to institutional systems, intensifyfears and constraining participation (Woolcock,
2001).The fourthanalyticclaimis less direchere, offering its answehrough a depiction of the

dynamics that Block Talks had to pursue in order to addhnestensions and limitations in many
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of the more traditional spaces for civic engagemierthis sense, traditional tensions and

limitations impactedeadership and participatiaghrough the design choices that made Block

Talks what they ard=rom an SCT standpoint, neighbors were also performing symbolic

boundary work, determining who could safely contribute to the shared meaakigg process

and under what conditions institutional actor
evolvingrhetorical vision.

Having provided straightforward yet extensive answers to the research questions that
guided this dissertation, it is now necessary to examine the implications of those answers.
The I mplications of Leader sEngagedSchoamshgr genc e
and Practice

The findings of this study extend leadership communication scholarship by reinforcing
anddeepeningheunderstanding of leadership as a communicative and narrative process rather
thanthe product of any particulg@osition, style, or individual capacitin answering the
research questions established in Chapter Jgribbytic claimgevealleadershigo have
emerged throughteraction, dialogue, and shared interpretation, challerdgmgstanding
leadercentric frameworks. This processiented view atyns withand advances established
perspectives in the fieldf leadership communication that conceptualize leadership as something
thatpeopledo togethethrough communication (Ospina & Foldy, 2010his developed
understanding has several significant implicatfmrscommunityengagedcholars and
practitioners alikelt indicates that, instead pbsitioning leadership as a precursor to
engagement or as a function of formal rotEsnmunication practicésstorytelling, collective
sensemaking, boundary negotiation, and&areist be facilitateéh sitesdesigned focivic

engagemenb ensure the production and sustainabilityeaidershipHere, it is worth going

122



through the analytic claims one by one to clarify tivaplications for both scholarship and
practice.

By foregrounding storytelling as centtalthe facilitation oleadership practiceia
conducive relationatonditions the first analytic claintontributes to a mounting body of
literaturethat recognizes narrative asoundationalenabling factofor the emergence of
leadership. Stories functioned not merely as expressions of experience but as communicative
resourcesvith which participants made sense of their context, recognized one another as
legitimate contributors, and oriented themselves towaltdaole concerns. This findingligns
with prior research in the field ofarrative leadershjpndicatingthat storytellingfunctionsas a
means otonstructing shared meaning and guiding collective actiooiding the need to rely on
directive authority (Ganz, 2011 practical terms his suggests that communigngaged
initiativeswould benefit from creating spacésat promotenutual storytelling without imposing
any immediate pressure to respond with actions or material resolutions

Thes ec ond an admphasison collecivie seasemaking advateaership
communication theory by illustrating how leadership emerges through convergence rather than
persuasionwith leadership emerging through collective sensemaking in the considered
community More precisely,éadership was enacted through listenmgeframing, and
revisiting shared narratives over time, highlightihg conduct ofensemaking as a relational
accomplishmerd as something that participants experienced together via shared interpretations
and, in turn, shared understandind@sis developederspectivenakes a valuable contribution to
sensemaking scholarship by demonstrativagleadership can be sustained through ongoing
narrative interaction rather than episodic decisitaking or strategic messaging (Bormann,

1983).For practitionersit suggests that facilitation strategies should prioritize dialogue,
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listening, and iterative interpretatiawverdirective agendashifting the focus of@ammunity
engagecefforts frommanaging outcomes to supporting processes (Ospina & Foldy, 2010).

Importantly, thethird analytic claimcomplicates efforts for those who would rather
maintain the longstandirassumption that leadership is mesident inmoments of action or
resolution.In stark contrast to that assumption, this study often foeadershigo have been
enacted through restraint, pacing, and the protection of spemegially when Block Talks were
taking placeamid feelings of feaor uncertaintyCritically, participants did not describe needing
more invitations; they described neeglengagement that fitith the realities of their everyday
lives. This suggestthatincreasing civic engagement may depend less on recruitment strategies
and more orthedesignof accessible forms of participatioBuch practiceanderscore
leadership s f uohcormmupicative judgment rather than commadadeningeadership
communication theory tencompassilence, delay, and boundasgtting as meaningful
leadership actslhis understanding has some notabiglications for practioners particularly
thoseworkingin contexts marked by fear, trauma, or historigatitutionalmistrust.They must
reconsider théeadership practicabat they aim to facilitate, strivintg include silence, delay,
and boundangetting as legitimate and necess&@y.designing engagement processes that allow
participants to control the depth and timing of tloeun participaton, practitionerscanbetter
support relational safety and sustained involvement (Williams & Cooper, 2019).

Thefourth analytic claim pointt the importance of boundary work as a leadership
practice within communitgengaged initiatives. Leadership was enaateBlock Talksthrough
the negotiation of who could participate, how institutional actors webeengaged, anthe
conditions under whicHialoguewould be allowed to occu€Critically, for practitioners, this

finding emphasizes that inclusion does not requireslin@nation ofboundariespn the contrary
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leadershiphould entail the establishment and maintenanbewhdaries thagnsure
accountability isenacted and theommunity voices upheld In this sensehoundarysetting
should be maintaineals an ethical and communicative responsibifitgommunityengaged
research and practiceot as a means ekclusionary control (Kamruzzaman, 2020).

Finally, the fifth analytic claim contributes teadership communication scholarship by
illustratinghow leadershipvasdistributed across participants and momamggead of being
concentratedvithin anindividual person or positionLeadership emerged through the
accumulation of communicative practicagertime, with different participants enacting
leadership in different ways depending on contiexather words, leadershypas enacted
through ongoing efforts to connect neighbors, align resources, and maintain relaticashipt
aseveryday pratices of care and coordinatiolh was not achieved so straightforwardly through
an individual exhibitingcharisma or positional authorjtgs some dominant models prefer to
imagine.For scholars and practitioneake, thisdynamichighlights the importance of attending
to theinformal (andoften invisiblg forms of leadership that support community capacity.
Recognizing these practicesdensthe scope of what counts as leaderstiyallendgng leader
centricmodels that privilege visibility, authoritgnd immediate impact.

Taken togethetthe analytic claimpresenteadership as an emergent, narrative process
that is deeplyembedded in everyday interaction. By centering community storytelling and
collective sensemaking, this study offers a communicatenriered account of leadership that
foregroundgelational processesontextial considerationandcollectivemeaningmaking. In
doing so, it advances leadership communication scholarship by providing empirical support for

leadershipasprocess perspectives grounded in comityeengaged practicét the same time,
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by understanding leadership thss kind ofemergent communicative practice, scholars and
practitioners can design more responsive, ethical, and sustaémgalgement efforts

These findings also extend several theoretical traditions. First, they expand social capital
theory by demonstrating how trust, reciprocity, and shared language are built through narrative
interaction instead of formal civic participatiddecond, they advansgmbolic convergence
theory by illustrating how fantasy themes and rhetorical visions surrounding safety, mistrust, and
neighborly care structured collective meaningking and leadership emergenthird, these
findings contribute to sensemaking deadershipasprocess scholarship by showing how
leadership arises through shared interpretation, relational adaptation, and ongoing
communicative negotiation rather thawlividual authority More importantly, however, they
demonstrate the validity of applying the frameworks of critical theory and relational leadership
theory to CES. Regardirgitical theory the results clearly showcase how leadership emerges as
a social and political process shaped by power dynamics and ideology rather than a neutral
practice shaped by individual roles. Within this framework, the Block Talks represent a means of
emancipation enacted through institutional strategies aimed at addressing existing forms of
domination.Regarding relational leadership theory, the results clearly show that communication
can function as more than just a medium for transmitting ideas; it can act as the substance
through which leadership and community are enacted. Block Talks facilitaterthe v
communication, interaction, negotiation, and stotitglthat give way to collective leadership,
demonstrating that positional power and individual traits are not the sole or even primary

determinant of community leadership structures.
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Methodological Contributions

This study contributes methodologicallytkee literature oeadership communication by
showcasindhe value of narrative inquiry and commurnéggaged qualitative methoufs
examining leadership as an emergent, communicative process. Rather than relying on interviews
alone or isolating leadership within discrete eventh, i s mdthodblggica approach
foregrounded storytelling, interaction, and meammaking as sites where leadership could be
observed over timén addition torepreserng avaluabk alternative to leadecentric or
outcomedriven research desigfwhich often struggle to captutberelational and processual
dimensions of leadershiphis approaclias stated in the previous sectishpwcased the
validity of researching civic engagement through a lens colored by critical theory and relational
leadership theory

With these frameworks in mindarrative inquirywas employedo examine leadership as
it unfolded through shared stories rather than retrospective accounts alone. Narrative interviews,
composite fieldnotes, analytic memasid communitygenerated materials collectively
facilitated an assessmentle&dership as an ongoing communicative practice embedded in
everyday interactiarsomething tharaditional qualitative approach&ghosefocused on roles,
decisions, or individual perspectivesvould have struggld with Riessman, 2008)

The study further contributes methodologically by demonstratiagcommunity
engaged researdoes not need to rebn formalized intervention models or predefined
leadership outcomeHt.did this by examiningdadership as it emerged through community
driven activities shaped by neighborhood priorities rather than researghesed structures.

This approach challengéise longstandingnethodological assumption that leadership research
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must involve training programs, leadership development initiatives, or experimental designs to
produce meaningful insight.

Finally, this study contributes to ongoing methodological conversations about ethics and
representation iI€ES Its decisions to avoid naming the neighborhood, omit dateseamuoy
role-based attribution reflect a commitment to protecting participants while still producing
rigorous analysis. By integrating ethical considerations directly into analytic and representational
choices, the study demonstrates how methodological rigorthindilecare can be mutually
reinforcingelementgather than competing iprities.

Taken together, these methodological contributions illustrate how narrative inquiry and
communityengaged qualitative methods can advaesearcton leadership communication by
making visible the communicative processes through which leadership emerges. This approach
expands the methodological toolkit available to leadership scholars and offers ahrmabgh
which tostudy leadership ivays that areelationally grounded, ethically attentive, and
responsive to community contexts.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Future research should examine how other communities create accessible forms of civic
engagement and how communicative leadership processes shape participation across different
settings As with all qualitativeCESt h i s fndingslaye®lsaped by the scope, context, and
methodological choices that guided the inquiry. These limitations do not undermine the value of
the study; rather, they clarify the boundaries within which the findings should be understood and
interpreted. Aiending carefully to thedemits bolstershes t u @rgdiisity and proposes some
productive directions for future leadership communication reselst@teover, byclarifying the
s t u dbouridaries and identifying directions for future inquiry, this section underscores the
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contributiors made bythe research while situating it appropriately within broader conversations
about leadership, communication, and community engagement

Oneof t hi s lisitatiodsyieS m its koeug on a single community context.
Leadership practices were examined within one neighborhood shafisdiw unique
relational historiedpcal dynamics, and social conditions. While this focus allowed for depth,
sustained engagement, and ethical care, it also means that the findinggand ao¢ not
intended to begeneralizale acrosdifferentcommunities or contexts. Instead, fimdings offer
an indepth, situated account of leadership as itrgeaundera particular set of circumstances.
Future researcbouldexamine how similar communicative leadership processes unfold across
different neighborhoods, regions, or cultural contexts to explore patterns of transferability.

Anotherlimitation stems fronthe nature of h i s data godirge8. $Vhilihe study
relied on multipldorms ofqualitativedatg it did not incorporate longitudinal interviews with
the same participants over time.this way it assessed the emergencéeaidership across
interactions rather thasongextended individual trajectories. Futussearctcould build on this
work by incorporating |l ongitudinal narrative
understandings of leadership evobxeer the cowse ofsustained community engagement.

The studyds met hodol o ditsdiraitations.dyproritzme nt s al s
narrative inquiry and processiented analysis, the reseanddclined tcassess outcomes,
effectiveness, or measurable imgatcommunity engagement activitiggflecting its
intentionalfocus on leadership as communicative practice rather than programmatic success.
However, future researctould benefit frompairing narrative approaches with complementary
methods to explore how communicative leadership processes relate tetemgeommunity

outcomes without reducing leadership to metrics alone.
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Ethical considerations further influenced the scope of the stMtiJe thedecision to
avoidusingneighborhood identifiergontextual details, andstitution® n a maecessag s
to protect participants and maintain relational treispporing ethical representation, they also
constraiedthef i n d contaxtsiad specificity. Future research conducted in partnership with
communities thaactivelydesire greater visibility or public documentation may explore
alternative approaches to representationtthéance ethical care with contextual richness.

Finally, ther e s e a role hsearcdmsunitgmbedded participant presents both a
strength and a limitation. Proximity to the community enabled sustained engagemant and
nuanced understanding of relational dynantesjt also required ongoing reflexivity to
navigate positionality and interpretive responsibility. While analytic memos and reflexive
practices were used to address this tension, future resmarclexamine how different forms of
researcher embeddedness shape the study of leadership coatraonn community settings.

Of coursethese limitationslso collectively point towardeveral avenues for future
researchFuture eadership communicatiorsearclcouldbuild on this work by examining
storytelling and sensemakiagrossother communityengaged contexts, exploring leadership
under different constraiabr uncertaines, andfurther theorizing boundary work as a
communicative leadership practice. Methodologically, future studielkl make greateuse of
composite fieldnoteandexplore participatory narrative anaityto achievedeepe community
involvement in interpretation.

Conclusion

This dissertation set out to examine how leadership emerges through communication in
community contexts that are often overlooked by traditional leadership research. By centering
storytelling, collective sensemaking, boundary negotiation, and practicasegthe study offers
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a proces®riented account of leaderstap something that grounded in everyday interaction
rather than formal roles or prescribed models. In doing sesponds to calls withitihe
literatureon leadership communication farsharper focus dmow leadership is enact@&doth
collectively andrelationallyd in lived community spaces.

Thes t u dindidgs challeng¢he longstandingssumption that leadership is most
visible in authority, action, or resolutidoy showcasing the steady emergenckeadiership
through communicative practices. Storytelling functioned as an entry point for engagement,
sensemaking supported shared orientation, boundary work protected comadedimiegl
priorities, and care sustained collective capacity. Together, thestecpsshowleadershigo be
an adaptive and contegensitive process that unfolds througbmmunicationnotindividual
control.

Beyondt h e sconridufichsto scholarshithe study also offers a way of thinking
about leadership that may resonate with practitioners engaged in comivasety work. By
identifying leadership in practices storytelling sensemakingooundarysetting, and care, the
findingsexpandhe very notion of whatounts as leadership and wétwould beecognized as
leades. This perspective affirms the leadership already present within communities and
highlights the communicative work through which cdiiee capacity is built and sustained.

Civic engagement is oftframedas somethinghatcommunities need more,djut this
study posesnd answera more foundational questioWwhat makes civic engagement possible
in the first place? By documenting how Block Talks reshaped participation in one community,
thestudy offers a hopeful reminder that civic engagementbe redesigned to meet people

where they are.
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AppendixA-Narrative I nterview Pro

This appendipresentshe narrative interview protocols used with Block Talk hosts,
participating neighbors, and community partners. The protocols were designed to elicit stories
pertainingto civic engagement, leadership, participation, safety, and mearaking not to
collect standardized responsé&ke interview approach was adapted based on participant role

and conversational flow, so theegtions wer@osedflexibly.
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Appendix Figure A.1. Block Talks Interview Protocol

Section 1: Opening Narrative Questions (All Participants)
1. Can you tell me the story of how you first became involved with Block Talks?
2. What was happening in your life or neighborhood at that time?
3. What stands out most to you when you think back on your early experiences with Block

Talks? A moment, a conversation, or a feeling?

Section 2: Civic Engagement Background
4. Before Block Talks, how did you think about civic engagement or being involved in your
community? What did fibeing involvedod | ook I
5. How, if at all, has that understanding changed since participating in Block Talks?
6. Can you describe a moment during a Block Talk that felt meaningful, challenging, or

important to you? What made it stand out?

Section 3: Storytelling and MeaningMaking
7.How do stories get shared during Block Talks, from your perspective? What feels different
about these conversations compared to other meetings or spaces?
8What is it |Iike to |Iisten to other peopl eds
shifted how you see your neighborhood?
9. Have you ever shared a story during a Block Talk that you might not have shared in another

civic space? Why or why not?
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10.What do you think storytelling makes possible in Block Talks that might not happen

otherwise?

Section 4: Safety, Trust, and Belonging
11.How safe or comfortable do Block Talks feel to you as a space for participation? What
contributes to that feeling?
12.Have your experiences in Block Talks affected your sense odteigter in neighbors, in
yourself, or in community processes more broadly?
13.Do you feel a sense of belonging in Block Talks? What helps createdhathat makes it

difficult?

Section 5: Civic Agency and Participation
14.In what ways, if any, do Block Talks make you feel more able to participate in your
community?
15.Have Block Talks influenced how you see your role in your neighborhood or community? If
so, how?

16.Do you feel that your voice matters in Block Talks? What tells you that?

Section 6: Tensions, Limits, and Reflection (All Participants)
17What doesnodot work perfectly in Block Tal ks?
18.What feels hard or unresolved?

19. Are there people you think Block Talks might not reach? Why do you think that is?
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20. If Block Talks were to continue or grow, what would you hope stays the same?

21.What might need to change?

Section 7: Closing Questions (All Participants)
22.1s there anything about your experience with Block Talks that you think is important but that
| havendot asked about ?
23.What would you want someone studying civic engagement to understand from your

experience?

Additional Questions for Block Talk Hosts
24.Can you tell me about the moment you decided to host a Block Talk?
25.How would you describe your role as a host?
26.What has felt most challenging about hosting Block Talks?
27.How do you think about creating space for others to share their stories?

28.Has hosting changed how you see leadership or civic responsibility?

Additional Questions for Community Partners
29.How did you first become involved with Block Talks as a community partner?
30.How would you describe your role within Block Talks? How is it similar to or different from
other community engagement roles youdve hel d?
3lWhat have you |l earned from |istening to resi
32.How do Block Talks challenge or reinforce your understanding of civic engagement?

33.How do you navigate your institutional role while participating in a resitgehspace?
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Appendix Figure A.2. Interview Notes, Block Talk Host
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Core Narrative Questions - Host

Can you tell me the story of how you first became involved with Block Talks? What was
happening in your life or neighborhood at that time?

The first one that [ went to was at the community center and it was more just a meet and greet. |
had just started working and Mary Flin wanted me to go and get an idea of how you were doing
the tables because she wanted us to start doing something similar. I had seen some other things
around the neighborhood that you guys had done and had heard about it but it was not reaching
my street much yet until around that time. I was just starting to work and just got my feet on the
ground with a house and steady job.

What stands out most to you when you think back on your early experiences with Block
Talks? A moment, a conversation, or a feeling?

Honestly, it was meeting you (Isabel). You just have a natural way of getting people excited to
get involved. You make it really easy to talk too. I remember the very first time I had no idea
what i was getting into and i really did not expect much yet by the end I had shared my entire life
story. I never do that. I remeber saying oh my gosh I am so sorry I don’t know why I just said all
of that and all you did was smile and tell me thank you for sharing it, that is what we are there
for. You really make people realize how much we can do just by talking about things.

Before Block Talks, how did you think about civic engagement or being involved in your
community? What did “being involved” look like to you then?

At that point, Mary and I had already started working together and I had gotten the job as Health
Navigator so working in the community for the community is what I do. It gave me a better
connection and another view on what that could be.
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How, if at all, has that understanding changed since participating in Block Talks?

When I was asked to host Block Talks for the neighborhood, I was very excited at the thought of
being able to bring more resources to the community, and building Central Park up. We need
more here and people always either forget about us or they pretend to help. A lot of us here do
not trust many organizations around town because we have been burned before.

Can you describe a moment during a Block Talk that felt ingful, ¢
important to you? What made it stand out?

Itwas during the 2nd one that I went to where I was asked to host them. I felt very honored to be
able to work with you (Isabel) and help strengthen the neighborhood. I do not alwasy feel like I
could be doing this or like I know how to do it. At first I was excited but I am still nervous a lot
too i want to do things right. I think seeing how i can be viewed as someone who can be in charge
and who can make a difference and is smart enough was so important to me.

Storytelling and Meaning-Making

How do stories get shared during Block Talks, from your perspective? What feels different
about these conversations compared to other meetings or spaces?

Ireally don’t have anything to compare them to, but, at the one when we were able to voice our
opinion and tell our stories to people about police and how that all can be put together to be able
tomake a difference, it really empowered me. It was also nice to see how many people showed
upwho i know never would have showed up to something with the police before.

What is it like to listen to other people’s stories in this space?

Itgives us a chance to see a different side to our neighbors, it allows us to see that, hey they are
just like me, they have the same fears and needs. I think everyone needs to do that.
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Have you ever shared a story during a Block Talk that you might not have shared in
another civic space? Why or why not?

The first time that I talked about earlier was the most meaningful time and I seem to always be
sharing stories now that i would not share in other spaces. It is because of how comfortable it is.

What do you think storytelling makes possible in Block Talks that might not happen
otherwise?

Being together with neighbors that are very similar to you allows you to put down walls and be
more direct because all of a sudden these people are not strangers they are family. When your
neighborhood is your family everything can change from being safe to getting help to whatever
you can think of.

Safety, Trust, and Belonging

How safe or comfortable do Block Talks feel to you as a space for participation? What
contributes to that feeling?

Being at the Church is a very familiar space for a lot of us in central and because of that it allows
you to put your guard down, relax, and open up. The church is a safe space and a spot where
anyone can go even if they are not religious. It is somewhere that we all use and trust and they
always let us do what we want and need and take our ideas into consideration.

Have your experiences in Block Talks affected your sense of trust—either in neighbors, in
yourself, or in community processes more broadly?

At the one with the Officer, we started seeing immediate results of the things that we brought up
to her. That has raised a level of trust. Everytime we have meetings and get to see that the things
we are asking about or trying actually happens and sometimes even happens over night is game
changing.
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Do you feel a sense of belonging in Block Talks?
Ifeel a sense of family.

Civic Agency and Participation

In what ways, if any, do Block Talks make you feel more able to participate in your
community?

When we realize that we all have a common goal, and that is to mend the cracks in our
neighborhood so that we can all grow together, we see that no one is going to fix us but us.

Have Block Talks influenced how you see your role in your neighborhood or
community?

Being able to host the Block Talks will give the neighbors someone that they can come to
when they need things they can come to me and I can do everything possible to help.

Do you feel that your voice matters in Block Talks?

Ifeel that EVERYONES voice matters.

Host Questions

Can you tell me about the moment you decidedto host a Block Talk?

I agreed to do it before I actually knew that I could. All I knew is that I seen this as one of the
great ways to reach out to the community and get them involved. It cares about working with
other people and other ideas and spaces.
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How would you describe your role as a host?

The person that (with PARS assistance) I will be able to bring educational sources to the
neighborhood, feed them, and build a solid team of people willing to do just a little extra to make
adifference.

What has felt most challenging about hosting Block Talks?

Not getting sick so that I can’t go. I have a lot of health issues so i have had to miss in person
things lately which is hard. With how flexible it is though I still have been able to be very
involved.

How do you think about creating space for others to share their stories?

Ibelieve this will be a powerful way to give this community the extra strength that it needs so we
can grow strong together, join together to be there for each other, and drop the crime rate even
lower than it has making Central Park one of the best neighborhoods in Topeka and erasing the
title of the worst.

Has hosting changed how you see leadership or civic responsibility?

Not really.

Tensions, Limits, and Reflection

What doesn’t work perfectly in Block Talks?

Honestly, this is a question that I should answer in a few months. So much is still changing.
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Are there people you think Block Talks might not reach?
Same as the above question. I need to be able to get a few more months under my belt. I am still
constantly working to reach more people.

If Block Talks were to continue or grow, what would you hope stays the same?

The overall goal to help one another. More funding so that you guys could hire me. It would be
amazing if hosts could be paid.

Closing Questions

Is there anything about your experience with Block Talks that you think is important but
that I haven’t asked about?

I feel that because these were created with nothing but honest love for one another, this will catch
on, people will start to talk about the improvement in their neighborhoods’, about the level of
comradery among each of us, and true presence of God’s work growing at an incredible pace.
When place that are not doing this see, they are going to want to know what we are doing, how we
are doing it, and what would it take for them to start. Then here we are Heaven on Earth.

What would you want someone studying civic engagement to understand from your
experience?

That it is all about the people in the neighborhood. Every one of them, and that we are all equal,
we all really have the same common goal to live peacefully. The only way we are going to
achieve this is put God back in it and to love one another.
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Appendix Figure A.3. Interview Notes, Community Partner
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Core Narrative Questions

Can you tell me the story of how you first became involved with Block Talks?

I first got involved with Block Talks as a partner and really that is the extent of how I am
involved only because my neighborhood has a close partnership already and i do not live in one
where something is already started. I have thought about getting one going eventually, but for
now i enjoy participating this way. Back to the actual question, though, my first time getting
involved was through a Silverbackks board meeting where you (Isabel) introduced the need for
food at meetings. We already do Sunday meals at a hot spot location and serve dinner to kids
only in the two core neighborhoods Monday through Thursday from 5:30 to 6:00 PM. The
community center in the neighborhood that Block Talks was kicking off is one that we serve at
so at first we all thought that makes no sense. But after hearing more detail about how it could
reach more people and the parents need this food too we realized it was worth a try. I am so glad
we started the partnership because we really have reached so many more people.

What was happening in your life or neighborhood at that time?

In our communitywewereseeing lower numbers sometimes. It seemed like our time and
location werenotasaccessible as we wanted so we were having more food and more money
than we couldeveruse.Themain issue was we had no volunteers. It was really hard to want to
expand anythinginavolunteer run company, not a single person at Silverbackks is paid. We
knew there wasaneedforfood but yet nobody was really coming to get it, that felt really
confusing. Thenallofthesudden this idea came out and it felt impossible at first because how
would we getvolunteerstomake and serve these meals, even if we have funding for it? Well,
turns out if youworkwiththe community more people from the community show up and show
up to volunteertohelpwithit. It changed a lot for us and the food we were getting out.

What stands out most to you when you think back on your early experiences with Block
Talks? A moment, a conversation, or a feeling?

The first time we did a big event with donations, we provided really simple items like hot dogs
and chips just easy lunches for a neighborhood clean up engagement type of event. They said
they wanted enough for 400 which sounded so crazy because we just do not see engagement
even close to that level ever. It is nice to get 25 people at something even with food. Also, how
could we ever get enough volunteers to keep up with making that much food and making it
outside! All of it seemed unreasonable, but I trusted you (Isabel) and knew you got everything
you were doing from the neighbors so i trusted them. We got the donations and the rest was in
the hands of the Block Talk. That event was amazing. All of the food was used, volunteers
brought grills and things to make it, helped cook and serve and clean up the trash, everyone
worked together and seemed to really enjoy it. Food can do wonders for bringing people
together. Many people were there for the event, but having food made it so they could do
something like this over lunch. It also made it so some people really only came for the food but
stayed for the community building experience and fun once they got pulled in by some free
lunch!
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Before Block Talks, how did you think about civic engagement or being involved in your
community? What did “being involved” look like to you then?

I have always thought of myself as someone who is great at being civically engaged honestly. I
vote, I am on boards, I go to city council meetings and NIA meetings and sit through them all
and write my notes and continue on. This all opened my eyes to two things, how privileged I am
and how much I am missing from engagement. I am so privileged to be able to show up in these
spaces without any issue, always be listened too and viewed as if [ know what I am talking about
and I always have felt comfortable. I can go to these meetings and just go out for a late dinner
after and I don't even think twice about it. I have realized how much that is not the case for a lot
of people. The other thing is we have gotten so used to showing up, making food, rushing people
out with food to then clean up and get home to our fun weekends and evenings. Well, that is not
how any of this goes with Block Talks. The food is there as an add on and a necessity, but the
experience is the focus. More people come because they can eat but there is no pressure or weird
feeling showing up for free food, you show up to engage with each other. That allowed a lot of
people who never felt comfortable picking up free dinner from shame to not have to feel that
way and it allowed it to all be so much more meaningful. I guess my biggest thing is realizing
how being involved means building community and actually getting to know people and space at
a deeper level.

How, if at all, has that understanding changed since participating in Block Talks?

Sorry, I answered that kind of in my other answer so I guess my answer is yes it has changed a
lot.

Can you describe a moment during a Block Talk that felt ingful, challenging, or
important to you? What made it stand out?

Watching how many people show up to have free food but also to help each other. Every person
seems to find ways to be involved in each end of the work being done which is beautiful thing to
see. Everyone really shared their stories and opened up to each other which built some important
communities.

153



Storytelling andMeaning-Making

How do stories get shared during Block Talks,from your perspective? What feels different
about these conversations compared to othermeetings or spaces?

I feel like they happen the entire time. You can look any direction and you see everyone sharing
their stories and building relationships. They are sharing because they feel like they can, they
feel safe with each other, they are also sharing because they are constantly coming up with new
ideas and for some people it is the first time their ideas are being encouraged which is sad but
also wonderful to see.

What is it like to listen to other people’s stories in this space? Has anything surprised you
or shifted how you see your neighborhood?

I do not live in this neighborhood so i never knew much about it, but I learned a lot from just
listening. A lot about the struggles people are facing that they never talk about and how these
struggles are so much more common than I could ever imagine.

Have you ever shared a story during a Block Talk that you might not have shared in
another civic space?

At first I thought it was not my space and I should not be one sharing but as I got a bit more
involved and people welcomed me I started to get to share my own stories. It was a different type
of feeling I am guessing but it was nice. I actually shared some details about my childhood that I
have barely ever talked to someone about but it just came out naturally and they are not even my
actual neighbors. It is something about the space that gets created with these block talks and how
everyone just really listens and even can understand you without judging you at all.
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Civic Agency andParticipation

In what ways, if any, do Block Talks make youfeel more able to participate in your
community?

Block Talks make engagement feel kind of fun, which you would think the two could not go
together. It feels easy, maybe that is still my privilege, but that is one of the best ways i can put
it.

Have Block Talks influenced how you see your role in your neighborhood or community?
If so, how?

Yes, I learned that I need to do more than check boxes when i chose to be engaging in spaces,
people need to be treated like people not numbers and i never realized i had been doing that.

Do you feel that your voice matters in Block Talks? What tells you that?

I do feel that my voice matters in Block Talks, but I do think I should only have so much of a say
in other neighborhoods. If i start my own it would be way different!

For Community Partners (Silverbackks)
How did you first become involved with BlockTalks as a community partner?

That is the only way I am involved as of now so i answered that with the first one. I really do
think i will start one at some point don’t worry.
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How would you describe your role within Block Talks? How is it similar to or different
from other community engagement roles you’ve held?

I would describe my role in Block Talks as a resource. I help connect them to food which does
make a huge difference in block talks. I do not serve it or make it so much of the credit still stays
in the neighborhood, but i work to help and keep things easy as possible.

What have you learned from listening to residents’ stories in this space?

Listening to residents’ stories in Block Talks has taught me that people really know a lot more
than you would think.

How do Block Talks challenge or reinforce your understanding of civic engagement?

Block talk makes me see how engagement can be quieter and more about relationships. People
can slow down, listen, and connect before trying to act on anything and you actually get better
plans. That challenges the idea that “doing” is the only way of participating.

How do you navigate your institutional role while participating in a resident-led space?

I navigate my institutional role in Block Talks by being intentional about how I show up. I'm
always aware of my position and take things a step at a time. I do not ever go in with plans to try
to push an agenda i go in prepared to listen and support and that is all.
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Tensions, Limits, and Reflection

What doesn’t work perfectly in Block Talks?

Iwould say just needs to keep expanding across Topeka!

What feels hard or unresolved?

Some people do not know about it we need to get more neighborhoods involved.

Are there people you think Block Talks might not reach? Why do you think that is?

I think that Block Talk tries to understand the need of everyone and does a really good job at it, it
is still new.

If Block Talks were to continue or grow, what would you hope stays the same? What might
need to change?

I really hope a lot stays the same they just reach even more people and create even more
partnerships.
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Closing Questions(All Participants)

Is there anything about your experience withBlock Talks that you think is important but
that I haven’t asked about?

The questions were good!

What would you want someone studying civic engagement to understand from your
experience?

I hope people can see that even though it is hard to track and show this kind of work it is
important.
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Appendix Figure A.4. Interview Notes, Community Member
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Core Narrative Questions

Can you tell me the story of how you first became involved with Block Talks?

I first got involved and heard about Block Talks when there was a lot of fear around how my
family would pay rent, keep our home, have dinner, prepare for the holidays. There was so much
uncertainty in our lives and we felt really alone and even ashmaed about everything. It was hard.
Then we had someone knock on our door to tell us about Block Talks and about the Mutual Aid
form they were sharing with everyone. This basically allowed anyone to ask for help but not
have to let anyone know they needed it. We did not have to have anything broadcasted or let the
world know people were helping us we just got to ask for help and share as much information
about why we need it as we were comfortable with. It doesnt feel good to need help adn many
times when I have tried to use resources it hasnt gone well so i was not sure at first if i could trust
it all. I started by just asking for food help to see how it would go and i got food right away,
brought to me with the times i could be home, no judgement, and the poeple who came really got
to know me. After that everything continued quickly and we really felt like we belonged in the
neighborhood for the first time.

What was happening in your life or neighborhood at that time?

We had just went from being homeless the year before. I got a okay job but it was commission
and my husband worked really weird hours so it was hard to ever make it to the things we would
need to go to get help. I also was pregnant and we already have four other kids it takes a lot of
our time. We were just trying to survive and not let our kids feel all of the pain.

What stands out most to you when you think back on your early experiences with Block
Talks? A moment, a conversation, or a feeling?

What stands out to me the most is that no matter what was going on i was always just treated like a
neighbor and so was my family. When people were helping us get winter clothing they also brought
kids personalized toys, not something we asked for or ever would have expected but because we all
had gotten to know each other they wanted to do that too. They made it fun when they dropped off
things we needed help with. They even told the kids they were great helpers and let them help carry
donations and thanked them and us. They thanked me. It was such a weird feeling to be seen and
heard and viewed like a person not part of a job.
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Before Block Talks, how did you think about civic engagement or being involved in your
community? What did “being involved” look like to you then?

Honestly it felt very out of reach, i did not even think about it. There was no way we could afford
to be involved. On top of that i never felt like i would be of value if i was involved. It is not like i
knew anything about what was happening or how to write proposals or things like that i just live
there. I could never make it to something even if i wanted to my kids need me home and i
couldn't bring them and their dad would be at work. That was something I always picture is for
people who are retired and wealthy or do it as part of their job but not for people like me.

How, if at all, has that understanding changed since participating in Block Talks?

I learned that it looks very different than what i ever thought. I learned that i could be valued and
so could my kids. People care and do want to hear what i think and experience and i am not just
some burden. I learned that we can all help each other a lot and we do not have to find these
complicated resources to get help but can actually find a lot of help in our neighborhood with
each other. It feels good to get help from friends and find ways to help them back.

Can you describe a moment during a Block Talk that felt meaningful, challenging, or
important to you? What made it stand out?

One time that stood out to me was when a neighbor got really hurt and sick and had to be in the
hospital for a long time. He was always helping everyone and never needing anything and he took
great care of his house and yard and everything. Well everyone came together and set a time to go
to his house, clean up his yard and do it really nicely. Some people brought different things to help
get it done, some did different types of jobs, kids helped, and some people made food or drinks and
setup an area for everyone to sit and take breaks. It became like an event it was fun. We all were
doing jobs and helping someone but it felt like a fun time. It was so cool to see how everyone came
together and made a difference while also talking about things going on and finding even more
ideas for the future. Somehow we just always seemed to be learning from each other and coming up
with new ideas for our neighborhood even if we were not at actual meetings.
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Storytelling and Meaning-Making

How do stories get shared during Block Talks, from your perspective? What feels different
about these conversations compared to other meetings or spaces?

The conversations we would have at meetings or events or whatever would feel really easy. |
didn’t ever feel like i had to change what i was saying in any way i could just talk and talk freely.
Everyone always cared about what each person said and we also always seemed to find ways
what we were saying or hearing would relate to each other. We knew our stories and things we
were saying were being kept in record and stuff but that did not ever feel weird it actually felt
good, We were using our stories to make a difference and i never knew that could be real. It also
did not feel like we were there and used for what we were saying it felt natural.

What is it like to listen to other people’s stories in this space? Has anything surprised you
or shifted how you see your neighborhood?

When I would listen to other stories i always would feel surprised. I would get surprised by things
i never would have guessed people were going through and by how much i would have in
common with people. It was sad sometimes but also always made me feel better. It even felt like
therapy sometimes.

Have you ever shared a story during a Block Talk that you might not have shared in
another civic space?

All the time. Pretty much every time i speak i think about how good it feels but how i never
would have had this anywhere else.

What do you think storytelling makes possible in Block Talks that might not happen
otherwise?

I think that our stories help us get to know each other which makes us able to help each other
more. We trust each other and want to keep working on helping each other because we know so
much and learn so much together. It is like we are all a team. We would not have that if we did
not get chances to know each other so well through stories we tell and hear.
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Safety, Trust,and Belonging

How safe or comfortable do Block Talks feeltoyou as a space for participation? What
contributes to that feeling?

I have always felt really safe because everything i say is always considered. People make sure
everyone is comfortable and heard which is nice. I think everyone contributes to creating the
feeling and the space does too. We meet in different places but it is always somewhere that feels
homey or safe and comfortable, not big tables in formal places where i feel like i should not be or
do not have the right clothes for.

Have your experiences in Block Talks affected your sense of trust—either in neighbors, in
yourself, or in community processes more broadly?

Definitely, but i feel like i kind of said this in many ways already. I never really cared to get to
know people around me or anything so i definitely did not trust anyone before.

Do you feel a sense of belonging in Block Talks? What helps create that, or what makes it
difficult?

Yes! Every interaction and time people keep showing up makes a difference. You can count on
the people around you to care which makes it feel like you matter and belong there.

Civic Agency and Participation

In what ways, if any, do Block Talks make you feel more able to participate in your
community?

It makes it so there are different types of ways to participate i guess is the best way to say it. I do
not have to go to every meeting or do every job but there are ways i can help when i can. And
ways my kids can. It is all just really flexible and no matter how much you do or do not help
everyone sees you as just as important.
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Have Block Talks influenced how you see your role in your neighborhood or community?
If so, how?

Yes, i think i should be here and that i help make it better, every person here really does.

Do you feel that your voice matters in Block Talks? What tells you that?

Talways feel like my voice matters because people ask me questions, remember details, and even
have conversations later on about things i talked about before. People listen to each other and
want to know each other.

Tensions, Limits, and Reflection

What doesn’t work perfectly in Block Talks?

Sometimes it can be frustrating when people do not show up. I get it though but when i have
been there and it has been a small group sometimes i think it means it is not working. I know that
is part of the process but still.

What feels hard or unresolved?

I think it is hard to solve this because we want it to be flexible and everything but we also want
people to keep showing up. I think it is worth it.
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Are there people you think Block Talks might not reach?

Ithink we need to do better finding ways to connect with people who speak spanish but I know
that is hard too.

Why do you think that is?

Ithink we have to find people who speak spanish but we also want those people to be from the
neighborhood. It is just something that once it happens it will work fast but until then it is harder.

If Block Talks were to continue or grow, what would you hope stays the same?

Thope it is always about the neighbors and nobody else. We need to always be in charge of it for
itto work right.

What might need to change?

More people which i think will keep happening. It would be great if every single person
connected in some type of way.
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Closing Questions(All Participants)

Is there anything about your experience with Block Talks that you think is important but
that I haven’t asked about?

Not that i can think of.
What would you want someone studying civic engagement to understand from your
experience?

That it is hard to understand until you really experience it and it does not have to be very
complicated.
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Appendix Figure A.5. Overview of Interview Participants

Interview
Pseudonym Role Context
Length
Block Talk _ _
Host Central Park neighbor ~60 minutes
Host
Community Community Resident, parengndmutual aid )
o ~65 minutes
Member Member participant
Community o _
Partner Food access organization ~70 minutes
Partner
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Appendix Figure A.6. Coded Interview Excerpts

_ N Analytic
Interview Excerpt Initial Code
Theme
Civic o
A | never really thought 2 Civic
engagement
there was no way we coul d engagement as
as
(Community Member) privilege
unaffordable
Exclusion
. Engagement
Anlt felt really out of re . through
: lfor do| ~°
wealthy people. o0 (Communi institutional
peopl e
norms
. ) Storytelling as
Al had shared,amyd elntn e\we rl| Unexpected )
N emotional
(Host) vulnerability
safety
. Reduced
APeople showed up who nev{ Safety through
_ _ _ institutional |
something with the police informal space
fear
ANo one persdin fieselisn mdatau| Decentered | Collective
(Community Partner) authority leadership
AThe food is there, but t|Foodas Relational
(Community Partner) facilitator engagement
Al dondt have to go to eV Flexible Redefining
(Community Member) participation | participation
. ) Emotional Storytelling as
Alt felt |ike therapy son _ _ _
processing healing practics
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Appendix Figure A.7. Crossinterview Theme Table

Theme Host | Community Member | Community Partner
Civic engagement as inaccessibl{ n nn n
Storytelling creates safety nn nnn nn
Flexible participation matters n nnn n
Informal leadership nn n nn
Food as entry point n n nnn
Trust built through followthrough f[n n | nn n

169




AppendixB-Composite Fieldnotes

This appendix presents the composite fieldnotes derived from participant observations
during Block Talk gatherings, outreach activities, and informal engagements. Rather than
documenting isolated events, these fieldnotes synthesize recurring interdatignage, and
relational dynamics observed across different contexts at different times. Composite fieldnotes

served to ethically represent collective experience while protecting individual identities
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Composite Fieldnotes from Block Talk—Related Civic Engag t Activities
(July—-December 2025)
Overview and Scope of Observations

This appendix presents composite fieldnotes derived from sustained participant-observation of
civic engagement activities related to Block Talks conducted between July and December 2025.
Observations were gathered across a wide range of engagement formats, including door-to-door
outreach, neighborhood events, community clean-ups, volunteer activity meetings, Block Talk
meetings held in multiple community spaces, and informal follow-up phone calls and

conversations.

During this six-month period, engagement efforts reached approximately 27,382 individuals
through informal interactions, supported 40 meetings designed in direct response to neighbor-
identified priorities, facilitated 182 resource connections, responded to 73 requests for informal
activities, and included collaboration with the local Neighborhood Improvement Association
(NIA). Observations occurred across diverse physical and relational contexts, including front
yards, sidewalks, parks, community centers, living rooms, parking lots, and telephone-based

communication.

The fieldnotes presented here synthesize repeated observations, patterns, and language across
engagements. Rather than documenting isolated events, these notes reflect saturation across
settings and time. The stories reflected in these composite fieldnotes were shared with
participants’ knowledge and permission, with care taken to synthesize and anonymize details to
protect individual identities while representing collective experiences. Quotations are presented

in two forms: verbatim quotations, where contemporaneous notes captured exact phrasing, and
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composite illustrative quotations, constructed to represent recurring language and shared meaning
across engagements. Unless explicitly labeled as verbatim, quotations should be understood as
composite. These composite fieldnotes function as an analytic data source, capturing recurring
communicative practices, relational dynamics, and leadership processes observed across

engagements rather than serving as a chronological record of individual events.

Note on Documentation and Representation

Fieldnotes were recorded contemporaneously when possible and expanded immediately
following engagement activities. In many cases, notes were documented after leaving the
engagement space to preserve relational trust, safety, and the informal nature of participation.
Given the scale and diversity of interactions, documentation prioritized patterns of meaning,

recurring language, and relational dynamics rather than exhaustive transcription.

These composite fieldnotes function as an analytic data source, capturing recurring
communicative practices, relational dynamics, and leadership processes observed across
engagements rather than serving as a chronological record of individual events. Composite
fieldnotes are used intentionally to ethically represent collective experience while protecting
individual identities. This approach aligns with narrative inquiry and community-engaged

qualitative traditions emphasizing relational accountability, saturation, and analytic memoing.
Everyday Barriers to Civic Engagement: Time, Care, and Exhaustion

Across nearly all engagement contexts, expressions of fatigue and time scarcity appeared
immediately and consistently. Participants frequently began conversations by apologizing for

limited availability, even during brief or informal interactions.
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“I will probably have to leave early, but I wanted to come to see what this was like and who was

here. I am sorry I just have to get home to my family. I am sorry I just have to get home ™

These statements were rarely framed as disengagement. Instead, they reflected careful
negotiation of capacity. Participants assessed what they could offer in the moment rather than
what they could commit to long-term. This pattern was especially visible during door-to-door

outreach and phone-based engagement.

Caregiving responsibilities were present across nearly all observed settings. Children
accompanied adults to meetings and events, remained in vehicles during conversations, or moved

in and out of shared spaces. Participants routinely apologized for interruptions.

Verbatim quotation:
“I am sorry my kids are being so loud. I am listening to you I just want to also make sure they

are not causing any problems while we are talking.”
Participants frequently explained the absence of others without prompting.

“They had wanted to be here, but we thought one of us should stay with the kids.”
“They just couldn’t make it tonight, but they asked me to take notes and to give you guys some
of their information they wanted to have shared today.”

“It’s not that they don’t care about this meeting, they really could not make it out tonight.”

These explanations were often delivered defensively, suggesting prior experiences where
nonattendance had been interpreted as apathy. Within Block Talk contexts, participants

expressed relief that presence was not monitored or penalized.

“It doesn’t hurt my chances if I miss some meetings?”
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Trust, Institutional M Y, and Av e of Civic Sp

Mistrust of formal civic engagement structures surfaced quickly, particularly during door-
knocking and informal outreach. Participants frequently referenced prior experiences with city
meetings, neighborhood forums, or institutional processes where input was solicited but

outcomes were unclear or absent.

Verbatim quotation:
“We’ve done meetings like this before, and nothing came from it we never even heard from

them again afterwards.”
Questions regarding affiliation were common.

Verbatim quotation:

“Are you with the city or the police?”

Participants described avoiding formal civic spaces altogether, citing past experiences of being

talked over, dismissed, or used to legitimize predetermined decisions.

“They already knew what they wanted, it just looked good for a news article.”
“They just wanted to say they talked to us and put out a paper saying they got input when really

what they put out did not even make sense with what we had tried to say.”

A noticeable shift occurred when participants learned that Block Talks were neighbor-led and

shaped by local priorities rather than institutional agendas.

“Oh, so this is being run by other neighbors?”
“We can actually decide what happens, are there goals we have to work with? Can we reallly

create everything?”
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Following this realization, conversations frequently deepened in both length and substance.
Safety as Ambient Condition: Violence and Daily Vigilance

References to violence appeared across nearly all engagement contexts, even when safety was
not the stated focus. Participants referenced gunshots, sirens, or recent incidents casually, often

without elaboration.

Verbatim quotation:

“It’s been bad lately, it feels normal sometimes.”
Participants described altered routines shaped by safety concerns, particularly regarding children.

“I don’t let my kids play outside like I used to. I miss how neighborhoods used to be when we all

would hang out and spend time together outside™

Violence functioned as an ambient condition rather than an isolated topic, shaping behavior,

movement, and participation.
Safety as Absence: Police, ICE, and Surveillance

Discussions of safety consistently extended beyond concerns about crime to include fear
associated with police presence, immigration enforcement, and surveillance. Participants
described avoiding events, meetings, and formal civic spaces specifically because law

enforcement or city representatives were present.

Verbatim quotation:
“I don’t go to those meetings because the police are always there and I do not trust them. Last
time I went to a meeting and police were there they were trying to take a person who was there to

talk because of a warrant or something.”
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“One time police gave someone a ticket after a meeting we all were at because of a bike light.

That does not make us want to go back.”
Fear of immigration enforcement was raised both directly and indirectly.

“I don’t want to be anywhere ICE might show up and I am a citizen.”

“I can’t risk being seen, that is not worth it to put my family at risk.”

Participants described choosing not to attend NIA meetings, city-hosted events, or public forums

due to fear of exposure.

Verbatim quotation:

“I"d rather stay home than risk my future.”

For many participants, institutions framed as sources of help were experienced as sources of

danger.
“The places you’re supposed to call for help are the ones that we are scared of.”
Within Block Talks, safety was described as control, predictability, and trust.

Verbatim quotation:
“It feels safer knowing they're not here unless we ask, it is nice to be the one to decide it not the

other way around.”

Over time, participants described a shift when institutions were invited into Block Talk spaces

under neighbor-defined conditions.

Verbatim quotation:

“This is the first time it feels like they re here for us, we are in charge of it all.”
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Mutual Aid, Informal Help, and Neighbor-to-Neighbor Support

Across engagement activities, participants frequently described relying on neighbors rather than
formal systems to meet immediate needs. Requests for help were often framed cautiously and

accompanied by hesitation.

“I didn’t know if it was okay to ask.”
“I don’t usually talk about this it never feels like people would want to know and sometimes i

even feel like it is embarrassing.”
Relief was visible when requests were met without judgment.

Verbatim quotation:

“I didn’t think anyone would help. Everyone is having a hard time not just me.”
Participants consistently redefined contribution outside of traditional civic expectations.

“I can cook.”
“I can drive.”

“I can check on people.”
“I cannot help with yardwork, but I can make the food while everyone else helps.”

Mutual aid practices were described as reciprocal rather than hierarchical, even when needs were

unequal.

“I have some bread I made for you, thank you for dropping off this for me.”

“Next time, I'll bring something.”

Storytelling, Silence, and Relational Shifts
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Personal storytelling consistently altered the tone of meetings and activities. When one

participant shared a lived experience, others frequently followed.

Verbatim quotation:

“That happened to me too.”

These moments often moved conversations away from abstract problem-solving and toward

shared recognition.
“I thought I was the only one that had this happen.”

Silence following disclosures was common and generally unbroken, functioning as collective

acknowledgment rather than discomfort.
Leadership Fatigue and Distributed Responsibility

Many participants identified themselves as long-standing helpers within their families or

neighborhoods. These roles were described with pride but also visible exhaustion.

Verbatim quotation:

“I'm always the one people call.”
Participants expressed relief when leadership expectations were lowered or shared.

“So I don’t have to be here every time?”

“So I don’t have to run this?”
Block Talks were frequently described as spaces where presence alone was sufficient.

Shame, Visibility, and the Risk of Being Seen
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Shame emerged as a persistent but often unspoken barrier to participation. Participants

frequently minimized need or delayed asking for help.

“I’m okay, really.”

“I don’t usually ask for help.”

Verbatim quotation:

“I hate having to ask.”
Participants expressed discomfort with being publicly associated with assistance.
“I don’t want people knowing my business.”

Composite quotation:

“T’ll talk to you, but not in front of everyone else.”
Within Block Talks, participants expressed relief that participation did not require disclosure.

Verbatim quotation:

“I like that I don’t have to explain myself here.”
Cognitive Load and Decision Fatigue

Participants frequently encountered engagement spaces while already managing multiple

stressors. Open-ended questions sometimes produced hesitation or deferral.

“I don’t know.”

“Whatever you think is best.”

Verbatim quotation:

“My brain is just fried. I am exhuasted.”
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Decision fatigue was especially evident when participants were asked to prioritize needs or

imagine long-term plans.

Composite quotation:

“I make decisions all day, it can be nice to not have to do that all the time.”
Reduced cognitive demand appeared to support engagement within Block Talks.

“I like that we don’t have to decide everything tonight, even us just showing up is still

productive.”
Paperwork, Literacy, and Form Avoidance
Participants frequently hesitated when engagement required written forms or documentation.

“Do I have to fill that out?”

“Is this required?”

Verbatim quotation:

“I don’t want to put my name on anything.”

Forms were associated with surveillance, judgment, or consequences.
“Paperwork always leads to more questions. It feels repetitive.”
Participants consistently preferred verbal, relational exchanges.

Verbatim quotation:

“I"d rather just talk to someone.”
Prior Harm from Helpers and Short-Term Programs

Participants referenced prior experiences with programs that appeared briefly and disappeared.
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“They said they’d help and then we never heard back.”

Verbatim quotation:

“I'll believe it when I see it.”

Block Talks were described as different due to consistency, follow-through, and honesty about

limitations.

Verbatim quotation:
“At least you’re not telling us you can fix everything. It is okay to not have answers but not

okay to pretend you do.”
Grief, Loss, and Emotional Withdrawal
Grief surfaced quietly across engagement contexts.

Verbatim quotation:

“We lost a lot of people.”
Some participants attended meetings without speaking.

Verbatim quotation:

“I like that I can just sit here.”

Grief shaped engagement timing rather than eliminating participation.
Transportation Instability Beyond Access

Transportation barriers appeared as instability rather than absence.

“I have a car, but it doesn’t always work.”
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Verbatim quotation:

“I can come if I have gas.”
Local, familiar spaces increased accessibility.

Verbatim quotation:

“I can come because it’s close.”
Synthesis: Intersecting Barriers to Engagement

Taken together, shame, cognitive load, safety concerns, grief, transportation instability, and prior
institutional harm intersected to shape participation. Disengagement often functioned as a
protective response rather than apathy. Block Talks mitigated these barriers by reducing

visibility, lowering cognitive demand, and centering relational trust.
Analytic Summary

Across engagement formats and neighborhoods, consistent patterns emerged. Civic engagement
was not absent but constrained by time, trust, safety, grief, and structural instability. Block Talks
functioned as intermediary civic spaces where participation could occur incrementally and
relationally. When institutions were invited in under neighbor-defined conditions, power

dynamics shifted toward listening and collaboration.
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AppendixC-Anal yti ¢ Memos

This appendix presents analytic memos drafted over the course of the research process.
These memos document reflexive observations, emerging analytic patterns, and decisions related
to the interpretation and representation of findings, supporting thévieeamalysis across the

interviews, fieldnotes, and communiggnerated data.
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Analytic Memos

Analytic Memo 1: First Block Talk — Establishing Storytelling as a Leadership Practice

This memo reflects on the first Block Talk convened in the studied neighborhood and
examines how leadership emerged through storytelling and relationship-building early on. This
was the first gathering in the neighborhood, so a majority of the interactions were centered
around establishing trust, clarifying purpose, and signaling that community knowledge would be
valued. There was a lot of uncertainty going into the first Block Talk. A lot of work and passion
was poured into the creation of this first gathering, but there is no way to really know how it will

go until it starts.

There were 26 people at the first gathering; they came from all different ages and
backgrounds ranging from children under five all they way up to 70 years old. There were men
and women from all races and ethnicity. The group was full of mostly people who had not met
before even if they lived on the same street. You could tell right away that some people felt more

comfortable than others, but that all changed as the meeting went on.

Neighbors initially shared stories with caution. Each person was framing their comments
around immediate concerns rather than their personal experiences. As the conversation
progressed, however, the stories became more detailed and relational, with neighbors responding
to each other instead of directing comments solely to the facilitator. The role of the researcher at
the first meeting is to teach the host and neighbors how they can facilitate meetings to be
productive when it comes to creating action plans but also for creating welcoming spaces to
build their community. As everyone started to get up and get food more natural conversations

started occurring. Once we pulled out paper and things to get “working” neighbors started to
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worry they needed to be more formal, but I ensured everyone that these very moments and
stories are what matters. This is when there was a shift from individual comments to actual
shared dialogue, everyone needed reassurance that their stories matter and the information they
have about their lives and their neighborhood is needed. This shift marked an early instance of
leadership emerging collectively, as neighbors began to shape the tone and direction of the

conversation themselves.

People shared stories about how they wanted to grow their community, clean the streets
and neighborhoods, and help each other. One neighbor even mentioned that this meeting helped
relive their social anxiety by the end of it as they feel closer to their community and can see how it
will continue to grow. Connections were made right away in ways of helping each other with
fixing patios, mowing lawns, tutoring kids, and even helping with financial planning. Mutual aid
was something that did not even take much planning or effort, once stories were shared and trust

was built they quickly learned how to naturally create forms of mutual aid.

From an analytic perspective, this Block Talk shows how leadership can surface through
communicative practices rather than formal roles. No single individual assumed authority;
instead, leadership was distributed across participants as they affirmed each other's experiences
and identified shared concerns. This moment established storytelling not only as a method of
expression, but as a foundational leadership practice that would continue to shape future

engagements.
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Analytic Memo 2: Community Collaboration Following Multiple Shootings — Leadership in

Contexts of Fear and Trauma

This memo focuses on community engagements held after multiple shootings occurred in
the neighborhood over a very short period of time. The emotional tone of this collaborative effort
was different from earlier engagements, with neighbors expressing grief, fear, anger, and
exhaustion. This gathering was not a reoccurring Block Talk, but a quick response where neighbors
came together to provide each other with immediate resources, connection, and support in the ways

they needed.

In this scenario, storytelling acted as both a means of processing trauma and as a way of
articulating what safety meant to neighbors. Neighbors were able to use the various forms of
communication setup to share information such as phone trees, email threads, door to door access,
and social media. They all quickly used these paths to speak out on their immediate lived realities,
including fear of being outside, concern for children, and mistrust of institutions. Neighbors first
gathered information from each other to learn what they all needed and could do and then acted.
Within a 24-hour period it was decided that we needed quick outreach in the neighborhood with
resources. Collaboratively with the researcher, a resource document was created, and a team of
volunteers went out door to door sharing the resources, listening to neighbors, and taking in any
input. Trust had already been being built so people answered doors, spoke freely, and were able to
get the help they needed. Leadership in this space involved holding silence, allowing emotion, and
resisting the urge to move too quickly toward action- oriented outcomes. There were no plans

being made for long-term solutions, just accessible support for each other.
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Analytically, this engagement effort demonstrates that leadership in community contexts

often involves creating conditions where people feel safe enough to speak at all. Leadership was
enacted through choices that prioritized care, validation, and meeting people where they are
rather than action planning. This challenges leadership models that equate action with
effectiveness and instead highlights leadership as relational containment during moments of

collective crisis.
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Analytic Memo 3: Community-Policing Input Meeting — Leadership Through Boundary

Setting and Facilitation

This memo analyzes a community meeting where the neighborhood invited the police
department into their space to provide direct input about community policing practices. The
meeting was intentionally designed as a facilitated working session rather than a debate or town
hall, emphasizing listening, shared visioning, and trauma-informed engagement. This interaction

was designed by neighbors, for neighbors.

The presence of police did introduce power dynamics that ended up shaping
participation, but the neighbors in this context ensured there was careful boundary setting,
including clear expectations that officers were present to listen rather than defend or explain. The
neighbors explained how they would not typically show up in settings like this due to fear and
mistrust with the police. This structure ensured that no actions could be taken by the officer in the
space, the officer was a visitor in their community. This structure allowed community members to
articulate what safety looked like from their perspective and to name both positive and harmful past

experiences.

From an analytic standpoint, this meeting shows leadership as a communicative practice
that involves managing power asymmetries. Leadership was enacted through facilitation choices
that redistributed voice, protected community participants, and framed institutional actors as
accountable listeners. The meeting demonstrates how leadership can function as a mediating force

that enables dialogue without erasing historical mistrust or lived experience.

Another key aspect of this meeting was the diverse ways neighbors were able to interact.

There was a board where things were being written on to help keep conversations flowing, small
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