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This case study is part of a series developed by People Power Health in
collaboration with the Leading Change Network’s Health Justice

Community. 

You can learn more about community organizing for health in our
Health Justice Guide.

Our special thanks to the LCN Health Justice Community team
members for their generosity in sharing their experiences creating

meaningful impact to stop health inequities and bring health justice. 

If you are a health activist interested in embracing community
organizing in your work, get connected to People Power Health.

Visit the LCN Resource Center to learn more about Community
Organizing and find more organizing resources and case studies.

https://www.peoplepowerhealth.org/
https://leadingchangenetwork.org/
https://www.peoplepowerhealth.org/contact-us
https://leadingchangenetwork.org/resource-center/
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Why is it that so many health professionals don’t see themselves as organizers? 

Maybe it’s the nature of traditional medical schools and residencies, which tend to
curb the healing imperative that leads so many people into the medical field in the
first place. It could be time or lack thereof, which is always an issue for healthcare
professionals, as is the prevalence of perfectionism—that lone-wolf mentality so
inherent to the medical field (and so at odds with the core tenets of activism).

It was in response to these pervasive misperceptions that People Power Health was
formed.

The truth is one can be both an outstanding doctor,
nurse, or social worker and community organizer.
The two roles are not mutually exclusive, despite the
intentional efforts—institutional or otherwise—to put
the societal issues health professionals care about
outside their profession. Ultimately, organizing is just
another practice that any health professionals can
learn and adopt within their institutions.

How People  Power  Health  Came to  Be

To tell the origin story for People Power Health requires
a look back at the early days of its Founder and
Executive Director, Dr. Pedja Stojicic. As a high school
student in wartime Belgrade, Dr. Stojicic joined
thousands of young people taking nonviolent action to
address the HIV/AIDS epidemic then sweeping Eastern
Europe. He and his peers organized around important
issues that their country’s absolutist leadership cared
little about. 

Their work on HIV/AIDS embodied the notion that people cannot be healthy if their
society is unwell. And to heal a community from the consequences of dictatorship,
stigma, and discrimination means healing one patient at a time. 



The Operational Framework: Relational Community
Organizing as a Practice

Then of course came the question of how. How would People Power Health cultivate
activism among healthcare professionals?

Particularly in healthcare, change doesn’t happen on its own. OpEds and research
publications only go so far. Real change comes when the people publishing are the
same people building relationships. It comes when practitioners do the groundwork
to figure out how to organize leadership within their institutions—when they take it
upon themselves to enable other people.

Indeed, things tend to change for healthcare professionals when they start treating
community organizing as a practice and craft that they need to learn and cultivate.
Early on, Dr. Stojicic and his team realized that starting from scratch wasn’t necessary.
The theory, resources, and frameworks already existed.
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These early experiences in healthcare activism gave way to a career in medicine, first
in Serbia, then later in the United States. Throughout this period, Dr. Stojicic
encountered the tension between doing the work of movement-building and his
significant day-to-day responsibilities. Still, his early experiences in community
organizing stayed with him. Eventually, this inclination toward healing people and
communities led Dr. Stojicic to start People Power Health. The mission was simple: to
enable healthcare professionals to use community organizing to advance the causes
they believe in.



People Power and the Five Practices of Community
Organizers
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People Power Health relies on the principle of relational power building to bring
people together within healthcare institutions. By coming together and establishing
relationships, healthcare professionals can indeed build the power necessary to affect
the changes they want to see. 

In his seminal framework on community organizing, People, Power and Change,
Marshall Ganz provides the operational framework for organizing leadership that
People Power Health uses today:

1 .  Narrat ive  and Storyte l l ing

The process of narrative leadership and narrative development
helps people tell their stories in a way that engages others and
encourages action.

2 .  Relat ionship  Bui ld ing 

How to build the structures and relationships among people, sometimes
across the aisle, to get them pulling in the same direction.

3 .  Teams and Structure  

Strategies for building collaborative leadership teams aligned on
purpose, roles, and rules.

4.  Strategy and Tact ics

How to mobilize and deploy the resources of one’s constituency toward
achieving a clear goal (registering voters, for example).

5 .  Col lect ive  Act ion

How to secure commitments from people to show up, find other
people to show up, and follow through.



Case Study 2022

Three Changemakers Who’ve Made It Work

People Power Health has the privilege of working with many outstanding people.
More often than not, these changemakers are already on a path toward activism
when they first encounter People Power Health. Their framework, programs, and
education simply propel those changemakers forward, as the following examples
illustrate.

Tionya Lawrence
Family Nurse Practitioner
Athens, Georgia

Tionya Lawrence is an accomplished family nurse
practitioner serving the community of Athens, Georgia.
She’s also a wife, mother, and voter, all core parts of her
identity that are inextricably linked to the work she does in
the healthcare field.

Indeed, Lawrence works hard to incorporate civic health and, more specifically, voting,
into her relationships with patients.

“I first became involved with Vote-ER prior to the birth of my son, a young black male.
There are a lot of shootings and unjust killings of African American males and females
and I knew that the power rested in the vote,” says Lawrence. “As a healthcare provider,
I knew the indigent population was often underrepresented, underinsured—issues I
could not fix with a lecture, referral, or prescription.”

“ I  wanted to  do something that  would  pos i t ive ly  af fect  the
pat ients  and community  and help  the  wor ld  be  a  l i t t le  b i t

better  for  my chi ldren growing up in  i t . ”

Lawrence took part in the inaugural Vot-ER Civic Health Fellowship training. During
this ten-month leadership development program, Lawrence and her peers acquired
training, support, tools, and relationships to cultivate civic engagement within their
healthcare institutions. 

https://vot-er.org/civichealthfellowship/


“Being involved in PPH and Vot-ER wasn’t a trajectory I had planned but that I saw
was necessary. I learned that I'm not a lone-wolf. There’s a whole pack of us with the
same goal to address people’s mental, physical, and civic health.”

For Lawrence, the process is ongoing, and not without challenges. “You don’t want
people to feel like there’s extra they need to be doing outside of their work, with
everyone stretched so thin,” she says. “And when you talk about voting and civic
health people automatically subjugate that to a political party, which is not what
Vot-ER is about. Vot-ER is about everyone exercising their right to vote.”

Despite the challenges, Lawrence urges other healthcare professionals interested in
activism to go for it. “Take an assessment of your community and healthcare facility,”
she advises. “See what the needs are and how you can assist, then develop rapport
with your patients.

The reason healthcare workers are in a unique place to increase civic health is
because of that rapport. Finally, be consistent in your organizing and activism. Have
those conversations throughout the year, not just at election time.

It’s like my grandma always said. People can tell you yes or no, but you won’t get that
answer unless you ask. Encouraging people to vote and becoming a healthcare
advocate has been easier than I thought. No, it’s not always rainbows and sprinkles,
not everyone is receptive, but my job is to get the information out there and give
people access to the rights that they have.”
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Read more about Lawrence’s work with Vot-ER in the American Journal of Nursing.

https://ajnoffthecharts.com/vot-er-a-nonpartisan-voter-registration-resource-for-health-care-settings/
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Dr.  Gaurab Basu,  MD,  MPH
Harvard Medical School

The founding co-director of Center for Health Equity
Education and Advocacy (CHEEA), Dr. Gaurab Basu
believes that health professionals must play a major
role in making change. “This is a part of our social
contract and professional responsibility. 

Medicine is changing and health professionals really are understanding how
broader forces impact our patients,” he says.

CHEEA, an educational initiative at Cambridge Health Alliance for helping
healthcare professionals become change agents in the healthcare system, is one of
numerous educational programs that Dr. Basu has developed. Throughout all of this
important work, advocacy has been a consistent theme.

“My family history of immigration has always oriented me to social justice,” says Dr.
Basu. “In college I explored various works in social justice, education, and other
areas. Medicine was attractive because I felt something very special about taking
care of people’s health. As I grew up, I better understood the structural and
systemic forces that hinder our capacity to manifest everyone’s potential and
humanity.”

For Dr. Basu, community organizing has become an important framework for the
work his team does at CHEEA. “We have partnered with People Power Health for
two courses: Health Equity Scholars, and Climate Health Organizing Fellows. These
courses have helped us make community organizing a central tenet of many of our
courses.”

The understanding that climate health and traditional healthcare are inextricably
linked guides the work of Dr. Basu and his team. Yet funding for climate health
education remains a challenge, as does creating adequate space in healthcare
settings for practitioners to learn about this important issue. 

“To successfully organize in the healthcare field, people need safe space—brave space
—to learn and reflect,” says Dr. Basu. “They need strong workshops and real-world,
project-based work. The purpose of CHEEA and the work we’ve done with People
Power Health is to create this space for community building, discussion, and
mentorship.”

Learn more about Dr. Basu and CHEEA at Harvard Medical School.

https://www.healthequity.challiance.org/
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/c-change/team/gaurab-basu/
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/c-change/team/gaurab-basu/
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/c-change/team/gaurab-basu/
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Amy Sta ley

Senior Staff Nurse 
NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital

A senior staff nurse and immunization
professional in the largest metropolis in the
United States, Amy Staley has long done the work
of vaccine advocacy in New York. 

The COVID-19 pandemic was yet another stark reminder of the reality that
Staley already faced on the front lines: vaccine education, acceptance, and
access are not where they need to be, especially among underserved
populations.

“My goal  was a lways  to  launch my own act iv ism act iv i ty  to
increase vaccine  educat ion and acceptance in  low income and

underserved populat ions  who may not  have had access  otherwise
to  educat ion mater ia ls ,”  says  Staley .  

“My initiative Frontline Friends benefitted two non-profits in New York City and my
voice has continued to travel throughout more than 150 countries. I’ve always said that
if hospital walls could talk, their stories would change people. Those hospital walls are
now speaking through me and impacting people, powerful leaders, and the healthcare
profession in rooms that I have yet to enter myself.”

Staley attended the People Power Health professional storytelling training through the
Nursing Now Challenge organization and in collaboration with the Sabin Vaccine
Institute. The course provided Staley with group activities, one-on-one coaching with
Dr. Stojicic, and access to an app with a variety of helpful tools. As Staley recalls, the
tools and coaching that were gifted to her were truly invaluable and have assisted her
in sharing many impactful stories.

“If there’s one thing that we’ve learned from the COVID-19 pandemic, it’s that the
most human way to survive is to depend on one another. It’s our responsibility to
speak up and I believe that the ‘power’ part of People Power Health is within the
storyteller,” says Staley. Indeed, while training with People Power Health, Staley was
preparing to speak before the ICN Congress.

https://www.nursingnow.org/news/storytelling-training-introduction-to-public-narrative/
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“After completing the storytelling course, I presented to an audience of nurses and
healthcare professionals. Then I had another presentation, this time to a bigger
room: the United Nations General Assembly. There, I challenged presidents, CEOs,
and global leaders from across the world to take off their blazers for a few minutes
and see the world through the eyes of a nurse.”

One of the lasting skills that Staley learned through People Power Health is how to
express herself without offending someone else. “Sometimes, the truth does in fact
hurt! My entire profession was created on the basis of healing and making people
feel well. Growing up my mother would always tell me to ask myself three things
before speaking anything loud. Is it kind? Is it necessary? Is it important? People
Power Health has taught me to express my views in a manner that is truthful,
impactful, professional, and necessary.”

To other healthcare professionals considering the path of community organizing
and activism, Staley encourages them to just begin. Knock on closed doors—several,
if necessary. “It only takes one to open and make a change. I would also remind
healthcare professionals that you don’t have to be a president or government
official to start making change. Start with what you have and meet people where
they are. 

There are 28 million nurses in the world. Imagine the impact that we could have if all
28 million joined forces. It only takes one individual to drive others out of silence. The
most powerful ingredient is you.”

Read more about Amy Staley at the Sabin Vaccine Institute.

“The most  dangerous  th ing you can do in  th is  wor ld  is  to
s i t  back and remain  s i lent  when in just ice  occurs .  Think

about  i t :  i f  nurses  stood back and didn’t  speak up when a
pat ient ’s  condit ion was  deter iorat ing,  that  person would
die .  The same holds  t rue  for  act iv ism.  I f  you don’t  speak

up against  in just ice ,  those being af fected by  i t  wi l l
cont inue to  be  harmed.”

https://www.immunizationadvocates.org/resources/77th-unga-reflections-sabin-delegation-attends-high-level-events-to-urge-leaders-to-invest-in-communities-and-vaccine-professionals-to-boost-equity-and-acceptance
https://www.immunizationadvocates.org/resources/77th-unga-reflections-sabin-delegation-attends-high-level-events-to-urge-leaders-to-invest-in-communities-and-vaccine-professionals-to-boost-equity-and-acceptance
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You Are Not Alone on Your Journey

As powerful as these stories might be, they’re but three examples of the many
journeys in activism that People Power Health is part of. It’s why they do what they do:
to be there for healthcare professionals on their journey and help them get better,
faster, and more successful.

That might mean learning how to tell more compelling stories, or to find people and
belonging within a healthcare institution. It might include more pragmatic skills and
practices that have helped other activists build successful movements.
Altogether, the goal of People Power Health is to add new value to the life of
healthcare professionals that wasn’t there before, or remained dormant due to
external circumstances.

Because these skills of community organizing and activism—this journey toward
movement-building—is nothing to shy away from. The frameworks and strategies that
People Power Health teaches have already proven to work and they can be learned by
anybody. Most importantly, organizing and activism don’t have to be outside your
identity as a doctor or nurse, technician or social worker.

On the contrary, by integrating activism into their professional lives, healthcare
professionals stand to effect tremendous change for their patients and communities.

Isn’t that what led us to medicine in the first place?

https://www.peoplepowerhealth.org/what-we-do

