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INTRODUCTION TO THE  
SECOND EDITION
The Meaningful Engagement Toolbox began as a product of collaboration 
and responding to our own organisations’ meaningful engagement 
efforts. While we did not initially set out to write a handbook per se, as we 
worked together we realised that our collective knowledge and experience 
�ii`i`�Ì��Li�`�VÕ�i�Ìi`�>�`�Ü�`i�Þ�Ã�>Ài`°�7�i��Üi�wÀÃÌ�i�Û�Ã���i`�
this resource in 2022, we had extensive prior organising and activism 
experience in grassroots movements. We understand a movement to be 
>�ºÃiÌ��v�«i�«�i�Ü�Ì��>�Ã�>Ài`�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi��v����ÕÃÌ�Vi�Ü����À}>��Ãi�Ì��
build their collective power and leadership.”1 The movements we were 
part of integrated the leadership of those directly impacted throughout 
all levels, with involvement across all areas. In these movements, the role 
�v����«À�wÌÃ�>�`�}�ÛiÀ��i�ÌÃ�Ü>Ã�Ì��ÃÕ««�ÀÌ�>�`���«�i�i�Ì�i�i�i�ÌÃ�
�v�Ì�i���Ûi�i�Ì½Ã�ÃÌÀ>Ìi}Þ]�À>Ì�iÀ�Ì�>��`iw���}��À�`�ÀiVÌ��}��Ì°�7i���iÜ�
Ì�>Ì����«À�wÌÃ�ÜiÀi���Ì�Ì�i�Ãi�ÛiÃ���Ûi�i�ÌÃ��À���Ûi�i�Ì��i>`iÀÃ]�
but (when in right relationship with movements) they can be crucial and 

impactful partners that support and 
amplify movement aims. We knew what 
grassroots movements looked like and 
what it felt to work in systems that were 
actually movement-accountable, with 
���«À�wÌ�>�`�}�ÛiÀ��i�Ì�«>ÀÌ�iÀÃ�
that were allies to movements and 
organisers. It is with this premise that 
we both entered the work in the anti-
ÌÀ>vwV���}�ÃiVÌ�À°�

1  See: https://creaworld.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/All-About-Movements_Web.pdf, p. 13.

At that time, we could tell there was an intention to meaningfully engage 
people with lived experience, but the models we found led to incomplete 
or unsupported lived experience leadership. The existing guidance we 
encountered that promoted “survivor leadership” fell short of genuinely 
increasing movement leadership by impacted people and seemed to 
be based on a series of confusing and contradictory assumptions about 
«i�«�i�Ü����>Ûi�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi`�ÌÀ>vwV���}°�

The Meaningful Engagement Toolbox began as a framework for improving 
�i>���}vÕ��i�}>}i�i�Ì��v�ÌÀ>vwV���}�ÃÕÀÛ�Û�ÀÃ�v�À�>�Ã�>����Õ�LiÀ��v�
�>À}iÀ]��>��ÃÌÀi>��>�Ì��ÌÀ>vwV���}��À}>��Ã>Ì���Ã°�7���i�Ì�i�ÌÜ���v�ÕÃ��>`�
each been teaching the frameworks contained in it for years – frameworks 
we had modelled on our own experiences in movement-accountable 
systems – we did not initially envision that what we were creating would 
be shared widely. We engaged a handful of partners with a variety of lived 
experiences (including some who had experienced �Õ�>��ÌÀ>vwV���}) to 
help us build out practical examples for each level as well as the barriers 
and opportunities section. We created a comprehensive assessment that 
could serve either to evaluate an organisation’s progress on meaningful 
engagement or as a roadmap for an organisation starting (or restarting) 
from scratch. It was important to us as practitioners that these 
frameworks were actionable.  

When we shared our work, the response showed that it strongly resonated 
with others. People with lived experience of �Õ�>��ÌÀ>vwV���} and related 
forms of violence told us that this was the kind of engagement they 
wanted. Those who had for years felt forced into a model of “survivor 
�i>`iÀÃ��«»�Ì�>Ì�`�`�½Ì�wÌ�Ã>�`��Ì�Ü>Ã�>�LÀi>Ì���v�vÀiÃ��>�À°�
Ûi��Ì��Ãi�Ü���
`�`�½Ì�ÞiÌ�vii��w�>�V�>��Þ�>L�i�Ì��ÃÌi«�>Ü>Þ�i�Ì�Ài�Þ�vÀ���Ì�i���`iÀ���`i��
of more tokenising engagements (in which their presence was welcomed 

 
9G�MPGY�VJCV�PQPRTQƂVU�
YGTG�PQV�VJGOUGNXGU�
OQXGOGPVU�QT�OQXGOGPV�
NGCFGTU��DWV�
YJGP�KP�
TKIJV�TGNCVKQPUJKR�YKVJ�
OQXGOGPVU��VJG[�ECP�
DG�ETWEKCN�CPF�KORCEVHWN�
RCTVPGTU�VJCV�UWRRQTV�CPF�
CORNKH[�OQXGOGPV�CKOU�

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#meaningful-engagement
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#impacted-people
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#exploitation
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#exploitation
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but not their expertise) thanked us for describing how it could be 
different. Organisations that had been wanting for years to improve their 
engagement reached out to let us know how greatly they appreciated 
the clear explanations, concrete steps, and measurable actions outlined. 
7i�Ài}Õ�>À�Þ��i>À`�vÀ���«À�viÃÃ���>�Ã����>�`�LiÞ��`�Ì�i�>�Ì��ÌÀ>vwV���}�
sector that our toolbox completely changed the ways they thought about 
survivor leadership and even about the ways they understood their role in 
the movement. 

Formally, the framework and some of its tools were integrated in the U.S. 
"vwVi�v�À�6�VÌ��Ã��v�
À��i½Ã�-ÕÀÛ�Û�À�
�}>}i�i�Ì�/À>����}�>�`�/iV���V>��
ƂÃÃ�ÃÌ>�Vi�«À��iVÌ]�>�`�Ì�iÞ�ÜiÀi�ÕÃi`�LÞ�Ì�i��Àii`����Õ�`�����ÌÃ���ÌÃ«�Ì�
and survivor leadership work in Africa. They were adopted by the Council 
of Europe in its Guidelines for policy makers on engaging with victims 
and survivors of child sexual exploitation and sexual abuse and they have 
inspired the framing of the Australian Attorney General’s approach to 
meaningful engagement.

Informally, we’ve heard of the toolbox being used and adapted in a 
variety of settings, from guiding the work of a homelessness council in the 
midwestern United States to being translated and adapted for use in a 
survivor leadership collective in Thailand. This is the beauty of work under 
a Creative Commons licence – we recognise that you cannot copyright 
movements and that “open-sourcing the revolution” (as Chris likes to say) 
means that we all come out stronger and better equipped to organise for 
our liberation.

The original “toolkit” (as it was called when we launched this initiative) 
was intended to guide the long-term and ongoing work of improving 
meaningful engagement – a process that requires commitment and 
v�À�Ü��V����«À�Ûi�i�ÌÃ�V>��Ì>�i�Þi>ÀÃ°�ƂVV�À`��}�Þ]�>vÌiÀ�Ì�i�wÀÃÌ�Þi>À�
of implementation we conducted listening sessions with our partners 

and carefully considered all the feedback we received, not all of which 
has been positive. Some found our original toolkit overwhelming in its 
comprehensiveness and thereby were not sure where to start – although in 
some cases, people found this to be a positive (“y’all have the framework 
that does not play around”). In others, there was frustration that it is 
`�vwVÕ�Ì�Ì����«�i�i�Ì����Õ�`iÀ�ÀiÃ�ÕÀVi`]��iÃÃ�iÃÌ>L��Ã�i`��À}>��Ã>Ì���Ã]�
or frustration with the lengthy timeline they felt would be needed to 
implement many of the recommended changes. It is in this spirit that we 
�>Ûi��>`i�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�V�>�}iÃ�Ì��Ã�ÃiV��`�i`�Ì���]���V�Õ`��}\

• Incorporating an experience of belonging into the framework as the 
ultimate measure of meaningful engagement.

• Introducing new concepts with stories and examples and 
incorporating more scenarios throughout.

• Language and framing that supports use in other, related movements.

• Guidance on how to use and adapt the Meaningful Engagement tools 
for customised, localised implementation.

• Collective development of additional tools to support varied 
approaches to implementation (some which will be launched with the 
publication of this toolbox and some that will be rolled out over the 
coming year). 

• And keeping the main framework as a standalone handbook with 
assorted tools available in an online hub.

Our Collective Threads Initiative website will remain a collectively sourced, 
living hub for tools to accompany this work. We encourage you to sign up 
v�À�Õ«`>ÌiÃ�Ì�iÀi�Ì��ÀiVi�Ûi���Ì�wV>Ì���Ã�>L�ÕÌ��iÜ�>�`���«À�Ûi`�Ì���Ã�
for a variety of regions and organisational needs.

https://rm.coe.int/guidelines-for-policy-makers-on-engaging-with-victims-and-survivors-of/1680af81c9
https://rm.coe.int/guidelines-for-policy-makers-on-engaging-with-victims-and-survivors-of/1680af81c9
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#belonging
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HOW TO USE THE MEANINGFUL 
ENGAGEMENT TOOLBOX
 
Think of this toolbox in two broad parts:
 

• The handbook, which outlines the concepts and general practices 
behind the work of meaningful engagement, and

• The tools that accompany the handbook.

The third element in how you use the toolbox comprises your own 
resources: your organisation, your existing collective knowledge, your 
community, the people you partner with, and the ways you navigate your 
local political and social climate.

The framework outlined in this handbook might be compared to a 
handbook on the fundamentals of gardening. How you implement it will 
depend on your climate and available resources, which will inform the 
tools that you choose.

For example: 

• An organisation might have team leads read the handbook in advance 
of the next supervisor meeting. At that meeting, they could decide 
that since they are already working regularly with survivor consultants 
they should start by delivering only one level of the assessment to 
their team (the Ask level). They could then use the results to develop 
a prioritised workplan for Ask while their communications staff work 
through the Inform level using the assessment tool as a checklist.

• An organisation that has historically had problems retaining staff 
and consultants with lived experience might choose to have key 
team members read a section each week and discuss it in a “book 
club” style, and then collaboratively work through the Readiness 
Assessment to begin addressing gaps in advance of formal evaluation 
of readiness.

• An organisation wor���}����>�Ã«iV�wV�Ài}���>��>�`�VÕ�ÌÕÀ>��V��ÌiÝÌ 
might realise that the questions in the assessments are not quite as 
relevant in their own context. In these cases, they could remove some 
questions, keep others, and then adapt others to create a simple 
survey for use with their programmes. They could then score using the 
scoring tools and use the Priority Matrix to determine next steps and 
inform development of a workplan.

/�i��`i>��Ã�Ì��Ì������v�Ì�i�Ì���L�Ý�>Ã��ÕÃÌ�Ì�>Ì�q�>�V���iVÌ�����v�Ì���Ã 
that can be adapted to your use. Considering our gardening metaphor, 
sometimes you need a handheld manual aerator and other times you 
need a heavy-duty rototiller. Sometimes you need a watering can and 
other times you need a full irrigation system. Sometimes you live in an 
>Ài>�Ü�iÀi�«�>�ÌÃ�Ì�À�Ûi�>�`�Þ�Õ��ÕÃÌ��ii`�Ì��Ü�À��Ü�Ì���>ÌÕÀi]�VÕ�Ì�Û>Ìi�
native plants, and be thoughtful of the ecosystem. And sometimes you can 
take the tools you have and modify them based on what you learn in the 
gardening basics manual, creating a perfect, personalised tool that works 
�ÕÃÌ�À�}�Ì�v�À�Þ�Õ°�

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#evaluation
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In its second edition, this handbook has been published separately, with 
all tools available on our online hub at our website (rather than included in 
the handbook itself). As you read through it, consider the unique needs, 
history, geography, and culture of your programming. Some aspects of 
Ì��Ãi�Ü����Li�wÝi`�>�`��ÕÌ��v�Þ�ÕÀ�V��ÌÀ��°�ƂÃ�-�«��i����iÃ�Ì��Ã>Þ]�Üi�>Ài�
�vÌi��Ü�À���}����>�ºL�Ý»�Ì�>Ì�Ü>Ã�`iw�i`�LÞ�ÕÃ]�LÞ�vÕ�`iÀÃ]��À�LÞ��Ì�iÀ�
systems – and we do what we can within those boxes. However, some 
aspects can still be transformed with a bit of commitment and creativity 
until we eventually get rid of the box. 

Change what you can on a sustainable timeline and advocate for systems-
level change for those things you cannot yet change. We can’t bring 
Ã��iÌ���}���Ì��Ì�i�Ü�À�`��v�Üi�V>�½Ì�`Ài>���Ì�wÀÃÌ°�-��`Ài>��Ü�Ì��ÕÃ°�Ƃ�`�
dream big.

INTRODUCTION REFLECTIONS
Everyone has “messed up,” caused harm, or made mistakes, 
and unlearning is at least as important as learning. A big part of 
professional development is a bit of professional deconstruction – 
taking apart the pieces you thought were a standard part of your 
Ü�À�]�ÀiyiVÌ��}����Ì�i�]�>�`�Ì�i��`iV�`��}�Ü��V����iÃ���}�Ì�Li�
best left behind.

3WGUVKQPU�HQT�TGƃGEVKQP��FKUEWUUKQP��QT�LQWTPCNKPI� 

1) How will you manage your discomfort around identifying 
practices you had once found helpful but that may no longer 
serve your work? 

2) Nobody will ever want to admit there are things they can 
improve if there is only punishment for having done things in 
a less-than-ideal way. The poet Maya Angelou is quoted as 
saying, “I did then what I knew how to do. Now that I know 
better, I do better.” How can you give grace to yourself and 
others for unlearning and relearning? How can you foster a 
space where mistakes can lead to meaningful change?

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#hurt-harm-abuse
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MEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT  
OF PEOPLE WITH LIVED  
EXPERIENCE

 
My dream movement would honour a healthy 
movement ecosystem, including the roles that 

aren’t as visible or that are unpaid. 

- Collective Threads Initiative Co-Creation Partners2 
 
 
What is a movement? 
Ƃ���Ûi�i�Ì��Ã�>�ºÃiÌ��v�«i�«�i�Ü�Ì��>�Ã�>Ài`�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi��v����ÕÃÌ�Vi�Ü���
organise to build their collective power and leadership.”3 Often, as movements 
start to gain traction in society, a sector may develop to integrate its work into 
systems. A sector is thus the collection of governmental and non-governmental 
institutions that are funded to  
address the issue. 

While there is plenty of overlap between the work of movements and  
the work of sectors, we can think of the following characteristics as typical  
of each:4

2  In preparation for our 2025 revision, we held a series of listening sessions. At each, 
we asked our partners, “What would your dream movement(s) to end violence look like?” 
Throughout this publication, you’ll see some of their responses.

3  Batliwala, S. (2020). All about Movements: Why Building Movements Creates Deeper 
Change. New Delhi: CREA. 
4  See Annex 2: Movements and Sectors for a list of FAQs about the interrelated roles  
of movements and sectors.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#power
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Throughout this workbook we will use impacted communities and impacted people interchangeably to include:

5QOG�FGƂPKVKQPU�VJCV�IWKFG�QWT�YQTM�CPF�WPFGTUVCPFKPI�QH� 
“people with lived experience”

2GQRNG�YJQ�JCXG�NKXGF�GZRGTKGPEG�QH�CP�KUUWG� 

This means someone who has personally experienced an issue, 
such as someone who has been homeless, experienced racism, 
or been sexually abused. People who advocate from their lived 
experience also likely have built up learned experience - such 
>Ã��i>�Ì�V>Ài�µÕ>��wV>Ì���Ã]�Ã����Ã��i>À�i`�vÀ���«À�viÃÃ���>��
development, and knowledge gleaned from community organising. 
Thus, in some groups, people who have lived experience of the 
same issues will also have different learned experience from each 
other. Sometimes people with lived experience refer to themselves 
as survivors, but this language has often been prescriptive within 
criminal legal systems or non-governmental organisations focused 
on crime victims. Remember: the label “survivor” doesn’t 
always work for everyone.

2GQRNG�YJQ�CTG�KPFKTGEVN[�KORCEVGF�D[�CP�KUUWG�� 
UWEJ�CU�VJTQWIJ�C�NQXGF�QPG 

For example, someone may be impacted by the sexual assault of their 
partner or child. In the anti-sexual violence and anti-domestic violence 
wi�`Ã]�Ì�iÃi�«i�«�i�>Ài��vÌi��V>��i`�ºÃiV��`>ÀÞ�ÃÕÀÛ�Û�ÀÃ»�Ì������ÕÀ�
their unique and impactful survivorship, and to recognise that these 
proximal witnesses are carriers of secondary harm, as their lives and 
wellbeing�>Ài���«>VÌi`����Ã�}��wV>�Ì�Ü>ÞÃ°��>�Þ�«À�}À>��iÃ�«À�Û�`i�
intentional, caring services to carriers of secondary harm such as support 
groups, and it is not unusual for proximal witnesses (such as parents, 
partners, roommates, and other close friends or family) to call hotlines to 
process their experiences. Proximal witnesses need unique support, but 
should not dictate the supports or solutions that are or aren’t available 
to primary survivors, who experienced the abuse directly.

%QOOWPKVKGU�VJCV�JCXG�C�UKIPKƂECPV�UVCVKUVKECN�
NKMGNKJQQF�QH�GZRGTKGPEKPI�CP�KUUWG� 

Because of disproportionate rates of incarceration, Indigenous 
and Black communities in the United States are impacted 
communities who have a direct stake in addressing mass 
incarceration and policing. Migrant farmworkers and domestic 
workers are impacted communities for �Õ�>��ÌÀ>vwV���}. 
Indigenous populations worldwide are impacted communities 
for ongoing colonial violence, as well as the legacies of trauma 
from past iterations of such. Greater statistical risk is often 
created by external policies and systems, but it still means that 
impacted communities will have higher numbers of people with 
primary and secondary experience of the issue. 

2GQRNG�CPF�EQOOWPKVKGU�YJQ�CTG�KORCEVGF� 
D[�GHHQTVU�VQ�CFFTGUU�CP�KUUWG��

When interventions are developed and implemented in a 
vacuum, systems may fail to realise how those interventions 
may themselves cause harm to other communities. 
Communities impacted by efforts should be included in 
meaningful engagement efforts.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#proximal-witnesses
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#proximal-witnesses
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#wellbeing
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#exploitation
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#hurt-harm-abuse
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Movement Sector

Shared ex-
perience of 
���ÕÃÌ�Vi

The people leading and organising in 
movements are directly impacted by 

the issue. 

People leading and developing strat-
egy in the sector may or may not be 

directly impacted by the issue. 

Organise to 
build collec-
tive power

A movement’s purpose is to organise, which means to build 
relationships to shift the balance of power in a strategic way, 

“informed by a larger social change agenda.”5 Collective 
power does not mean that the number of individuals who 

have power in a hierarchical model increases; rather, it means 
that the hierarchical models, in which some people have 
decision-making power and others do not, become less 

Ài�iÛ>�Ì�>Ã�«�ÜiÀ��Ã�Ã�>Ài`�>���}�>�`�y�ÜÃ����Ài�>Ì���Ã��«Ã�
with communities.

A sector’s purpose is to develop and administer policies, pro-
grammes, research, and services. When sector participants 
do challenge the balance of power, they may experience 
pushback or risk losing funding because the systems that 
engender, supervise, or support those participants may 

be deeply intertwined with those that create and reinforce 
hierarchy.

Collection 
of institu-

tions

Movements can have a variety of structures, including 
��`�Û�`Õ>���À}>��ÃiÀÃ�Ü�Ì��ÕÌ�>vw��>Ì���]��ÕÌÕ>��>�`�ÃÕ««�ÀÌ�
networks, unregistered grassroots collectives, registered 

organisations, and volunteers who support the cause periph-
erally. 

Sectors are comprised of government agencies (local, re-
gional, national), non-governmental organisations, and other 
registered entities. Individuals engaged in the sector include 
leaders, employees, civil servants, volunteers, and individual 
consultants or speakers who focus on sector engagement.

Funded to 
address the 

issue

Resources for the unfunded grassroots parts of the 
movement are often crowdsourced and community-based. 

���Õ��ÌÞ��i�LiÀÃ��À��À}>��ÃiÀÃ�Ü�Ì��Ã«iV�wV�Ã����Ã��>Þ�
step up to provide labour, lessening the need for funding. 

Funding may be generated by the community itself or from 
friends and allies. 

Governments fund the work of government agencies as 
Üi���>Ã�>�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�>��Õ�Ì��v�Ì�i�Ü�À��`��i�LÞ� �"Ã�>�`�

individuals. The remainder of funding for the sector generally 
comes from individual, corporate, or foundation philan-

thropy. Funding in a sector response is always aligned with 
the administration’s or funder’s priorities, which can always 

change or force siloed responses. This means that work may 
be compromised based on the funder. 

(VENN DIAGRAM, centre area)

Movement Sector

�� Includes the registered or incorporated and external-
ly-funded structures addressing an issue that are led by 
«i�«�i�Ü�Ì��>�Ã�>Ài`�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi��v����ÕÃÌ�Vi��À����`ii«�
relationship with grassroots movements.

�� Includes individuals working in the sector who are also 
part of the broader movement outside of their sector 
work.

�� There can still be problematic power dynamics even 
within the overlap.

5  Hayes, K. E. & Kaba, M. (2023). Let this radicalize you: organizing and the revolution of reciprocal care, p. 32. Haymarket Books.

Shared experience 
of injustice

Organise to build 
collective power

Collection of 
institutions

Funded to 
address the issue

MOVEMENT SECTOR



It’s important to remember that these are not two entirely separate groups 
of individuals and structures. Some people and organisations can be part 
of both the movement and the sector, parts of the movement may exist 
entirely apart from the sector, and those in the sector are not inherently 
part of the movement by virtue of being in the sector. This shows up in the 
history of meaningful engagement of impacted people across movements.

Meaningful engagement means ensuring that people 
who are or have been impacted by an issue are essential 
partners in developing, implementing, and evaluating 
the effectiveness of strategies to address the issue.6 
While there are many ways to measure whether engagement 
is meaningful, the ultimate test of “meaningfulness” is 
whether or not the participants feel a sense of belonging 
in the process.

On an individual level, this approach requires professionals 
���Ì�i�wi�`�­��V�Õ`��}�Ì��Ãi�Ü�Ì����Ûi`�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi®�Ì��
decentre their own identities and experiences in order to 
allow the self-determination of the impacted individual 
engaging in services or advocacy. On an organisational 
or movement level, this approach requires professionals 
���Ì�i�wi�`�Ü���`����Ì��>Ûi���Ûi`�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi�Ì��`iVi�ÌÀi�
themselves to make space for genuine movement leadership 
by people with lived experience, and people with lived 
iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi����Ì�i�wi�`�Ì��>�Ü>ÞÃ�>`Û�V>Ìi�v�À�«���V�iÃ�Ì�>Ì�
«À�Û�`i�Li�iwÌ�v�À�Ì�i�}Ài>ÌiÃÌ��Õ�LiÀ�>�`�Û>À�iÌÞ��v�
impacted individuals. 

6  Note that for prevention work in particular, people who are likely to be impacted 
are essential partners, as well. These include, for example, worker organisers, immigrant 
rights advocates, and partners who may experience unintended or harmful impacts as a 
result of the intervention.

Meaningful engagement of people with lived 
experience of violence begins at the moment you 
realise someone might be experiencing violence.7 
Someone with lived experience doesn’t need to 
be at any particular stage in their healing to have 
wisdom and insight about their experiences that 
you may not have. Without inviting that person to 
take on any kind of formal leadership position, you 
can honour their wisdom and feedback by asking: 
9JCV�FQ�[QW�PGGF�TKIJV�PQY!�9JCV�YQWNF�JGNR�[QW�
HGGN�UCHGT�QT�UWRRQTVGF!�*QY�ECP�+�UWRRQTV�[QW�KP�
TGOQXKPI�UQOG�QH�VJG�DCTTKGTU�VQ�UCHGV[�QT�UWRRQTV! 
These questions enhance (rather than minimise) the 
person’s agency.

From that initial point of contact, anti-violence 
>�`�Ã�V�>���ÕÃÌ�Vi��À}>��Ã>Ì���Ã�V>��ÃiÌ�Ì�i�Ì��i�
for respectful relationships with impacted people 
that foster their self-determination and security 
while recognising that ultimately people with 
lived experience are the experts in their own 
experiences.

7  Ash, C. (2022). Survivor engagement in international 
«���VÞ�>�`�«À�}À>����}�����Õ�>��ÌÀ>vwV���}�>�`���`iÀ��Ã�>ÛiÀÞ\�
North America. Modern Slavery Policy and Evidence Centre. See: 
�ÌÌ«Ã\ÉÉw�iÃ°��`iÀ�Ã�>ÛiÀÞ«iV°�À}É«À�`ÕVÌ���É>ÃÃiÌÃÉ`�Ü���>`ÃÉ
Engagement-lived-experience-north-america.pdf?dm=1736268032.
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http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#impacted-people
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#belonging
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#agency
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#people-with-lived-experience
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#people-with-lived-experience
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A brief history of meaningful engagement  

In many sectors and in some parts of the world, the people who have 
historically been sector leaders come from impacted communities or have 
lived experience. 

For example:

• People who have been domestic workers or migrant workers 
�i>`��À}>��Ã>Ì���Ã�Ì�>Ì�w}�Ì�v�À�Ü�À�iÀ�À�}�ÌÃ°�/�i�v�Õ�`iÀ��v�
the Global Migrant Workers Network has lived experience as a 
migrant worker, and most (if not all) members of its leadership 
team have been migrant workers as well.

• People who are survivors of sexual assault become directors 
�v�À>«i�VÀ�Ã�Ã�Vi�ÌÀiÃ°�/�i�wÀÃÌ�>««���Ìi`���ÀiVÌ�À��v�Ì�i��iÜ�Þ�
v�À�i`�1°-°�"vwVi����6���i�Vi�Ƃ}>��ÃÌ�7��i��Ü>Ã�>�`��iÃÌ�V�
violence attorney and policymaker as well as a survivor of 
stalking, and many rape crisis centres started out as second 
phone lines in survivor-activist’s homes.

• People who have experience as child labourers or child brides 
v�À���À}>��Ã>Ì���Ã�Ì�>Ì�w}�Ì�Ì����«À�Ûi�V��`�Ì���Ã�v�À�V���`Ài�°

• People who have lived experience of racism become civil rights 
>ÌÌ�À�iÞÃ��À�ÃÌ>ÀÌ�>�Ì��À>V�Ã�����«À�wÌÃ°�

• MMIR (Murdered and Missing Indigenous Relatives) survivors 
or loved ones often start citizen task forces to help locate other 
��ÃÃ��}���`�}i��ÕÃ�«i�«�i�>�`�Ì��w}�Ì�v�À��ÕÃÌ�Vi�v�À�Ì��Ãi�Ü���
did not survive. 

• People with disabilities form advocacy organisations that 
challenge negative stereotypes and rally for political and 
institutional change.

• People who grew up without enough food apply to become 
V>ÃiÜ�À�iÀÃ����}�ÛiÀ��i�Ì�Ã�V�>��ÃiÀÛ�ViÃ����«À�wÌÃ°�

Not all sectors began as movement-led. For example, it took 11 years after 
Ì�i�v�Õ�`��}��v�Ì�i� ƂƂ
*����Ì�i�1°-°�Ì���>Ûi��ÌÃ�wÀÃÌ�ƂvÀ�V>��Ƃ�iÀ�V>��
executive secretary, and 23 years for the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
Ì���>Ûi��ÌÃ�wÀÃÌ�ƂvÀ�V>��Ƃ�iÀ�V>��V�>�À«iÀÃ��°8 Globally, well-funded 
«i>ViLÕ��`��}�ivv�ÀÌÃ����V��y�VÌ�â��iÃ����Ì�i�Global South have been 
established by Global North organisations, even as local efforts remain 
poorly-funded.

Some efforts to engage impacted people have taken the form of advisory 
councils, consultants, or opportunities for individuals to share their 
personal experiences in order to inform policy or programming. Many 
people engaged in this way report feeling excited about the opportunity 
to participate and to be valued as experts, and to feel like their input 
was well-received. However, many other people with lived experience 
have reported that participation in advisory or storytelling capacities felt 
like a replacement for meaningful engagement rather than a part of it. 
Sometimes, people with lived experience are pressured by organisations 
and individual advocates to share details of their personal story, which 
they may not be comfortable disclosing to public audiences, colleagues, 
or even close friends. Impacted people sometimes report feeling 
tokenised, that they weren’t given the information they needed to provide 
useful guidance, that the guidance they did provide was not heard or 
incorporated, or that they were being exploited for the appearance of 
“lived experience engagement” or expected to parrot the organisation’s 
talking points. 

This suggests that some approaches to engagement of people with 
lived experience, when done in isolation or in part, may reinforce rather 
than challenge biases that advocates may hold about people with lived 
experience.

n� �/�i�wÀÃÌ�ƂvÀ�V>��Ƃ�iÀ�V>��V�>�À��v�Ì�i�V����ÃÃ����Ü>Ã�>�«���Ì�V>��Þ�V��ÃiÀÛ>Ì�Ûi�
>««���Ìii�Ü����««�Ãi`�>vwÀ�>Ì�Ûi�>VÌ����>�`��Ì�iÀ�
�Û���,�}�ÌÃ�
À>�Àiv�À�Ã]���}���}�Ì��}�
how impacted people are often selected for positions based on how likely they are to sup-
port (or challenge) existing structures.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#global-south-north
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#global-south-north
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#storytelling
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#meaningful-engagement
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#tokenise
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Organisation leaders may have biases that lead to tokenising 
engagements, such as:

• That people with lived experience need or can be expected to tell 
their stories to be lived experience leaders.

• That increasing lived experience leadership is simply about having 
representation in the movement.

• That people with lived experience do not have (or struggle to learn) 
skills to do other kinds of movement leadership or are too unhealed 
for other types of work.

Or they may have other biases that lead them to misunderstand or 
undervalue the nature or purpose of lived experience engagement,  
such as:

• That there are enough people with lived experience working in the 
movement now and we have arrived at equity.

• That having people who work with impacted populations in the room 
is as good as having people with lived experience.

• That we are now in a place where we no longer need people with 
lived experience in our work.

Taken together, these biases and assumptions lead to engagement that is 
tokenising, limiting, or ineffective. The alternative is to ensure that people 
with lived experience are engaged meaningfully throughout all aspects of 
the work.
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VALUES THAT INFORM MEANINGFUL 
ENGAGEMENT OF IMPACTED PEOPLE

• 5GNH�FGƂPGF� People with lived experience deserve to 
`iw�i�Ã>viÌÞ�>�`��i>`iÀÃ��«�v�À�Ì�i�Ãi�ÛiÃ�>�`��>Ûi�
ÃÕ««�ÀÌ����>V��iÛ��}�Ì�i�À�}�>�Ã]�Ü�iÌ�iÀ�>Ã�>�Li�iwV�>ÀÞ�
�v�ÃiÀÛ�ViÃ]����«À�wÌ�«À�viÃÃ���>�]��À���Ûi�i�Ì��À}>��ÃiÀ�
– or sometimes all three! They deserve to be able to name 
what would be helpful for them and what would not. 

• Trauma-informed: People with lived experience deserve 
transparency about how the feedback and expertise they 
provide will be used, as well as how decisions are made 
that impact them. Trauma-informed means that movement-
>`�>Vi�Ì��À}>��Ã>Ì���Ã�>Ài�ÌÀÕÃÌÜ�ÀÌ�Þ]�ÌÀ>�Ã«>Ài�Ì]�
collaborative, and respectful of the impacts of cultural and 
historical trauma.  

• Dignity: People with lived experience deserve to be treated with respect 
and dignity. This includes avoiding stereotyping and bias in service 
provision as well as avoiding tokenism, condescension, or paternalism in 
leadership opportunities and development. 

• Equality and equity: People with lived experience are essential leaders 
and equal collaborators in the movements to end the issues that impact 
them. In any region, some voices, identities, and perspectives are given 
��Ài�«�ÜiÀ�Ì�>���Ì�iÀÃ�Ì����yÕi�Vi�`iV�Ã���Ã�>�`�vÕ�`��}°�7i��ÕÃÌ�
counteract those imbalances in how we do our work.9 

• Belonging: A movement is only a movement if it is the people with the 
Ã�>Ài`�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi��v����ÕÃÌ�Vi�Ü���>Ài��À}>��Ã��}�>�`��i>`��}�Ì��LÀ��}�
about change, supported by their communities, neighbours, and partners. 
A thriving movement is designed by and for impacted people to centre 
their needs and fosters a space where everyone (with or without lived 
experience) can feel a deep sense of belonging.

 

This handbook was initially written to provide guida�Vi�Ì��>�Ì��ÌÀ>vwV���}��À}>��Ã>Ì���Ã�>�`�>}i�V�iÃ���«��}�Ì����«À�Ûi�Ì�i�µÕ>��ÌÞ��v�Ì�i�À���Ûi`�
experience engagement, due to the unique history and dynamics of tokenisation in the sector. The primary co-authors of and contributors to this 
�>�`L����LÀ��}��ÕÀ���Ûi`]��i>À�i`]�>�`�«À�viÃÃ���>��iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi���Ì���ÌÃ�vÀ>���}°�"ÕÀ�V���iVÌ�Ûi���Ûi`�iÝ«iÀ�i�ViÃ�­���>``�Ì����Ì���Õ�>��ÌÀ>vwV���}®�
include sexual abuse and assault, domestic violence, racism and anti-Blackness, colonial violence, homophobia and transphobia, homelessness, 
classism, child abuse, childhood bullying, depression and suicide, chronic illness, and more. We have written (and revised) this handbook with a 
broad lens in the hopes that it can provide a structure for lived experience engagement across a variety of experiences in a variety of movements  
and settings.

�� �"�i�iÝ>�«�i��v�Ì��Ã�vÀ���Ü�Ì����>�Ì��ÌÀ>vwV���}�Ü�À�\����Ã��i�ÃiÌÌ��}Ã]�ÃÕÀÛ�Û�ÀÃ��v�����ÃiÝÕ>��iÝ«���Ì>Ì�����>Þ�Li�V��Ã�`iÀi`���Ài�º«>�>Ì>L�i»�>�`��>Ûi���Ài�>VViÃÃ�
to certain kinds of power. In other settings, survivors of sexual violence may be prioritised in opportunities for voice and engagement. In still others, survivors who don’t challenge 
existing economic or policy structures will be prioritised. 

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#trauma-informed
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#dignity
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#belonging
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#tokenise
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#colonialism
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MEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT  
REFLECTIONS
The idea that the movement addressing an issue and its 
associated sector are not the same may be new for many 
readers. And yet, people working in the sector are often 
frustrated by the limitations of systems. During our listening 
sessions, we opened one of our meetings by asking our standard 
question: “What would your dream movement(s) to end violence 
and oppression look like?” One of our partners who works in 
a federal government responded: “I imagine that movement, 
but I also imagine the systems it could create.” Imagining a 
movement means re-imagining systems.

3WGUVKQPU�HQT�TGƃGEVKQP��FKUEWUUKQP��QT�LQWTPCNKPI�

1) The idea that the movement addressing an issue and its 
associated sector are different may be new for many readers. 
If you are someone who works primarily in the sector, have 
you ever been frustrated by limitations due to funding or 
bureaucracy? Remembering that sometimes the “why” can help 
ÃÌ>Þ�v�VÕÃi`����`�vwVÕ�Ì�Ì>Ã�Ã]�Ü�>Ì��ii«Ã�Þ�Õ���Ì�Û>Ìi`�Ì��ÃÌ>Þ�
in this work?

2) When you imagine what a powerful, caring movement driven by 
impacted people could look like, what systems would support it?

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#movement-and-sector
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INCLUSION, POWER-SHARING, 
AND BELONGING

My dream movement would not 
replicate colonial norms with regard to 
legibility, respect for indigenous ways 

and knowledge resources, and extractive 
and exploitative capitalist practices.  

- Collective Threads Initiative Co-Creation Partners

10� �«�Üi��]��°�>°�E��i�i�`�>�]�-°�­ÓäÓ{®°�Belonging Without Othering: How We Save Ourselves and the World, (p. 135). Stanford University Press.

Meaningful engagement of people with lived experience in communities, 
organisations, and movements can only happen in environments that share 
power and are truly inclusive. Belonging exists only in these spaces. 
 
All about inclusion 
Inclusion is the proactive and continuous practice of creating a context 
where people are embraced in their full and complex identities, given as 
much access to engagement as possible, and treated with dignity and 
respect. Inclusion alone does not create belonging, as inclusion without 
the necessary shifts in culture often lead to backlash. When not done with 
a focus on belonging, “inclusion can make members of the ‘included’ 
}À�Õ«�vii��>Ã��v�Ì�iÞ�ÜiÀi��ÕÃÌ�}ÕiÃÌÃ°»10 We create structural guardrails 
to assist us in our organisational steps towards belonging, but inclusion 
grounded in genuine belonging ultimately won’t need the guardrails that 
come with legalistic approaches to inclusion. 

At its core, inclusion is about sharing power with the aim of creating an 
environment in which all of our identities, experiences, and wisdom shape 
Ì�i��ÕÌV��i°�	ÕÌ���Ü���}�Ì�Ì�iÃi���yÕi�Vi���Ü�Üi�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ìi����Ì�i�
workplace? This is something that can impact all staff and partners, not 
�ÕÃÌ�Ì��Ãi�Ü�Ì����Ûi`�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi��v�Ì�i��ÃÃÕi]�>�`�VÀi>Ì��}���V�ÕÃ�Ûi�Ü�À��
environments strengthens organisations for all the people doing the work.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#power
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#belonging
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#inclusion
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#dignity
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7���i�Ì�iÃi�>Ài��ÕÃÌ�>�viÜ�iÝ>�«�iÃ��v��`i�Ì�Ì�iÃ]�iÝ«iÀ�i�ViÃ]�>�`�vi>ÀÃ�Ì�>Ì�Þ�ÕÀ�Ìi>��
�i�LiÀÃ��>Þ��>Ûi]�Ì�iÞ�>���ÀiyiVÌ��ÕÀ�>ÌÌi�«ÌÃ�Ì���>Û�}>Ìi�«iÀÃ��>�]�VÕ�ÌÕÀ>��>�`�ÃÌÀÕVÌÕÀ>�]�
workplace, and movement-wide power dynamics. 
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What is our ultimate vision? 

Earlier in this handbook, we were reminded that not everyone in 
the workplace who has lived experience will disclose. However, we 
recognise how disclosing is currently a core part of how we discuss 
inclusion. When a workplace fosters a safe work environment for 
people with lived experience of an issue, people will be more likely 
to disclose. Also, for many, their lived experience is not something 
they are interested in sharing in their work, no matter how safe the 
environment feels. Part of respecting people with lived experience 
means respecting the right to disclose or not. Therefore, disclosure 
– despite the fact that it could be a sign of how safe people feel – 
should not be the ultimate goal. One of the problems of introducing 
the language of meaningful engagement without an emphasis on 
belonging is the risk that only people who disclose survivorship will be 
included. If we mandate disclosure in order to be included, we may be 
contributing to tokenism, particularly if there is no alignment in values.

An intersectional lens reminds us that people are more than the sum 
total of their identities and experiences, which prompts us to ask:  

1. What are the values that guide our work? If our end 
goal is equity for all people, then it is not only someone’s 
lived experience that allows their engagement to move us 
meaningfully in that direction.  

2. What are the values of the people we are engaging 
(whether or not they have lived experience)?  

Having lived experience of an issue does not automatically mean 
Ã��i��i����`Ã�Ã«iV�wV�Û>�ÕiÃ�>À�Õ�`�iµÕ�ÌÞ�>�`���V�ÕÃ���°�Equity 
is not the same as equality. Equality is about treating everyone the 
same, while equity requires recognising and addressing systemic 

imbalances. Many people with lived experience have faced exclusion 
or gatekeeping, especially from organisations that privilege white 
Western norms of communication, education or what is considered 
an acceptable story. However, this does not always mean they have a 
critical awareness of those dynamics. Experiencing exclusion is not the 
same as understanding or challenging the structures that cause it. Not 
all lived experience voices are grounded in a commitment to equity.

While this kind of gatekeeping is always wrong, we can thoughtfully 
consider who we partner with and who we don’t, even when the 
partnership is entirely among people with lived experience. Black, queer, 
and feminist activist and author Charlene Carruthers starts her guidance 
for building effective movement partnerships with two questions: “Who 
are you?” and “Who are your people?” Considering your values as an 
advocate or organisation is a key part of understanding who you are will 
then inform who you will partner with. All of us, whether we have lived 
iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi��À���Ì]�>Ài�ÀiµÕ�Ài`�Ì��`iw�i��ÕÀ�Û>�ÕiÃ����>���Ûi�i�Ì�>�`�
can shape our partnerships around values alignment. 

For example, an organisation whose values include a 
commitment to honouring each person’s right to their stories 
Ü����w�`��ÌÃi�v�>Ì��``Ã�Ü�Ì��>�ÃÕÀÛ�Û�À��i>`iÀ�Ü���Ài}Õ�>À�Þ�
imposes their story onto others or who invalidates someone 
else’s framing of “consent.” Even in cases where either value 
is not “right” or “wrong,” misalignment can cause rifts that 
make inclusion unlikely. For example, an advocate whose 
values include a commitment to building collective power may 
w�`�Ì�i�Ãi�ÛiÃ�>Ì��``Ã�Ü�Ì��>��>`Û�V>Ìi�Ü��Ãi�>««À�>V��
focuses entirely on individual empowerment of impacted 
people. These are both noble goals, and yet they may not be 
best aligned for co-organising. 4GOGODGT��.KXGF�GZRGTKGPEG�
CNQPG�FQGU�PQV�ETGCVG�VJG�EQPFKVKQPU�HQT�YQTMKPI�VQIGVJGT�
VQYCTFU�UJCTGF�IQCNU��UJCTGF�XCNWGU�FQ�
 

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#belonging
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#equity
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#equity
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#people-with-lived-experience
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#inclusion


The Meaningful Engagement Handbook   20

All about power  

“Belonging is also found in 
our relationship with power, 

and our capacity to participate 
meaningfully in the decision-

making structures of the 
broader whole. Our agency, 
the ability to make choices in 
shaping our circumstances, 

and our capacity to collectively 
determine our shared future, 

are all bound up in this 
dimension of belonging.” 

- Kim Samuel in On Belonging

What is power?  

For the purposes of our conversation, we can think of power 
>Ã�ºÌ�i�>L���ÌÞ��À�V>«>V�ÌÞ�Ì���>Ûi�>ÕÌ��À�ÌÞ��À���yÕi�Vi��ÛiÀ�
decisions and outcomes.” These decisions and outcomes 
can be personal (control over your own agency), cultural and 
structural, or workplace or movement based. 

PERSONAL 
AND
RELATIONSHIP

This includes one-on-one relationships we might have 
with people, including power dynamics between people 
who are dating, married, living together, or in shared 
community. They may be power dynamics based on 
differences in economic security, family or community 
support, physical size or strength, willingness to use 
intimidation, or impacts of prior trauma.

CULTURAL 
AND STRUCTURAL

This includes how our access to power and safety are 
��yÕi�Vi`�LÞ�Ì�i�Li��ivÃ�>�`���À�Ã��v�Ì�i�VÕ�ÌÕÀi�Üi½Ài�
in or the way our communities or governments are 
structured. Many of these power dynamics are class- and 
identity-based. Cultures, communities, and systems may 
restrict someone’s access to safety and power based 
on race, ethnicity, immigration status, gender, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, disability, or on other biases 
and assumptions.

WORKPLACE This includes how formal and informal power dynamics 
show up in our organisations, workplaces, and 
V���>L�À>Ì���Ã�L>Ãi`����vÕ�`��}]���L�`iÃVÀ�«Ì���Ã]�
organisational roles, seniority and longevity. For example, 
CEOs hold more power decision-making power than 
programme managers, and programme managers have 
more decision-making power than advisory councils or 
contractors.

MOVEMENT 7�Ì����Ì�i�>�Ì��ÌÀ>vwV���}]�>�Ì��Û���i�Vi]�>�`���ÌiÀ�>Ì���>��
development sectors, different organisations hold different 
kinds of power. People in different roles also hold different 
kinds of power. Even among impacted people working in 
the movement, some may have more formal or informal 
power than others.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#power
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#agency
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#ableism
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When we talk about power, the discussion can feel abstract 
because most of the time we do not explicitly acknowledge 
or analyse the ways in which power is acquired, exercised, 
and asserted. It is also important to note that the 
Õ�`iÀÃÌ>�`��}��v�«�ÜiÀ�V>��Li�µÕ�Ìi�ÃÕL�iVÌ�Ûi�>�`�V>��
take on different meanings depending on the context of 
the power dynamics.

Someone might have little power in one space but 
immense power in another, and our identities as 
“privileged” or “marginalised” may change depending 
upon the context. For example, someone might be deeply 
marginalised in their society due to their identities but also 
have great power within their issue’s sector due to their 
name recognition and respect for their advocacy. Someone 
could have very little power in an unhealthy relationship 
with a partner but also have workplace power due to 
having a managerial role. Someone may have very little 
institutional or community power but be seen as a role 
model within the movements where they work. When we 
have been on the receiving end of harmful power dynamics 
in some areas of our lives, it’s important to recognise that 
we may still be at risk of enacting harmful power dynamics 
on others in different spaces or at different times.

Social power is the capacity of different individuals or 
groups to determine who gets what, who does what, who 
decides what, and who sets the agenda.11 This is also true 
in movements and sectors:

11  Batliwala, S. (April 2019). All About Power: Understanding 
Social Power & Power Structures, New Delhi, CREA. Available at: https://
reconference.creaworld.org/all-about-power/.

1. Who gets what?
"LÛ��ÕÃ�Þ]�«�ÜiÀ�`Þ�>��VÃ�V>����yÕi�Vi�Ü���}iÌÃ�>VViÃÃ�Ì��resources°��Ì�>�Ã����yÕi�ViÃ�
�Ì�iÀ�Ì���}Ã�Ì�>Ì�>Ài��iÃÃ�Ì>�}�L�i�LÕÌ�iµÕ>��Þ�Ài>��>�`�Ã�}��wV>�Ì°���À�iÝ>�«�i]�Ü���
gets to self-identify whether or not they have lived experience of the organisation’s 
issue? How does that disclosure impact their experiences in the sector? Who gets to 
be respected and to have their dignity and privacy honoured? 4GOGODGT��6JKU�KU�PQV�
LWUV�CDQWV�TGUQWTEGU�DWV�KU�CNUQ�CDQWV�HWPFCOGPVCN�TKIJVU�CPF�RTKXKNGIGU�VJCV�CTG�
UQOGVKOGU�SWKVG�UWDVNG��RCTVKEWNCTN[�VQ�VJQUG�YJQ�DGPGƂV�HTQO�VJKU�MKPF�QH�RQYGT�

2. Who does what?
Ƃ�Ã���`�«�ÜiÀ�>�>�ÞÃ�Ã�Ü����iÝ«��Ài�Ü�>Ì��Ã�`iw�i`�>Ã�Û>�Õ>L�i�Ü�À��>�`�>�Ã��iÝ«��Ài�
how essential labour is distributed. %QPUKFGT��9JCV�UMKNNU�CTG�XCNWGF�KP�QWT�UGEVQT! 
This often shows up in what we consider to be “unskilled work,” when in reality the work 
simply requires a different set of equally competent skills. Who gets hired and into what 
kinds of positions? What kinds of labour are seen as “productive” and how is work time 
structured around “productivity”? What kinds of expertise do we value more or less and 
Ü���}iÌÃ�Ì��Li�Ãii��>Ã�>��ºiÝ«iÀÌ»¶�7�>Ì����`��v����Ü�i`}i��Ã�Ãii��>Ã�º�L�iVÌ�Ûi»�>�`�
where and by whom do we believe knowledge is created? And what assumptions do we 
hold about which people are capable of learning or doing which things?

3. Who decides what?
Power is not shared when decisions about funding and ethical development practices 
are not shared. Who are the donors and how are decisions made about what kinds 
of donors and funding will be pursued? Who receives funding and gets approved for 
}À>�ÌÃ¶�7�>Ì�L>ÀÀ�iÀÃ�iÝ�ÃÌ�Ì�>Ì��>�i��Ì�`�vwVÕ�Ì�v�À�grassroots and/or lived experience-
led organisations to receive and maintain funding? 

4. Who sets the agenda?
Often people from impacted communities�>Ài���Û�Ìi`���Ì��>�«À��iVÌ�>vÌiÀ�Ì�i�Ü�À�«�>���À�
agenda is already developed. What does it look like in practice to co-create the agenda 
>Ã�«>ÀÌ��v�Ì�i�Ü�À��«À�ViÃÃ¶���Ü�V>��Üi��ii«�Ì�i�>}i�`>�ÀiÃ«��Ã�Ûi�>�`�yiÝ�L�i�Ü���i�
honouring timelines and accountability to our intentions?

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#marginalised
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#lateral-violence
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#lateral-violence
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#resources
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#dignity
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#grassroots
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#impacted-people
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#accountability


When dealing with power in an organisation, 
movement, or any social place, it is important to not 
only look at the obvious ways that power operates but 
also look at the invisible ways in which it moves and is 
asserted. By looking at the invisible ways that power 
operates, it is possible to promote belonging at work 
without making marginalised people feel like we are 
doing them a favour by addressing the fundamental 
issues of equity and inclusion at work. 

 
Remember: 2GQRNGoU�GZRGTKGPEGU�QH�RQYGT�F[PCOKEU�
are KPVGTUGEVKQPCN�12 This doesn’t mean that each of their 
identities either adds or subtracts a point from how much power 
they have. Intersectionality means that the combination of 
certain kinds of identities or experiences creates an entirely 
different form of power dynamic. For example, a Black woman 
`�iÃ�½Ì��ÕÃÌ�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi�À>V�Ã��«�ÕÃ�}i�`iÀ�`�ÃVÀ����>Ì����q�Ã�i�
iÝ«iÀ�i�ViÃ�Ã«iV�wV����`Ã��v�}i�`iÀ�`�ÃVÀ����>Ì����`Õi�Ì��Li��}�
	�>V�]�>�`�Ã«iV�wV����`Ã��v�À>V�Ã��`Õi�Ì��Li��}�>�Ü��>�°�-����>À�Þ]�
impacted people who hold other marginalised identities will 
experience unique kinds of power dynamics in the workplace and 
not all people with lived experience have the same experiences of 
exclusion or inclusion.13

12  This term was coined by American legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw.

13� ��v�Ì��Ã�vÀ>���}��v���ÌiÀÃiVÌ���>��ÌÞ��Ã��iÜ�Ì��Þ�Õ]�V��Ã�`iÀ�Ài>`��}�Ì��Ã�Ã��«�i�iÃÃ>Þ�LÞ��>ÀÞ��>Ýwi�`�Ì�>Ì���}���}�ÌÃ���Ü���ÌiÀÃiVÌ���>��ÌÞ��Ã���Ì��ÕÃÌ�>``��}���i�
identity to the other: https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f5fc42975217a7b7a1a1fcc/t/610818ca7be7e81df0e0d567/1627920586282/On+Intersectionality.pdf.

Meaningful inclusion 

It is impossible to talk about inclusion in any context without 
thinking about power dynamics and how they impact cultural, 
workplace, and movement-wide decision-making as well as 
personal agency. People have many identities and experiences, and 
they navigate multiple contexts and communities. Power looks and 
operates very differently in different contexts. As mentioned earlier, 
one person with lived experience might have more power in some 
spaces in their lives and less in others. Organisations and advocates 
must be conscious of how power dynamics impact how teams work 
together.

+PENWUKQP�FQGUPoV�LWUV�OGCP�JCXKPI�TGRTGUGPVCVKQP�HTQO�FKXGTUG�
identities, including people with lived experience, in the room. 
You can create a diverse team, but if their insights are not part 
of shaping the values, processes, and programmes that were 
created without their participation – if they do not truly share in 
the decision-making power – then it is not sincere and equitable 
inclusion. Our values around lived experience engagement cannot 
be performative – they must be honoured even when impacted 
people are not in the room and even when we are not working 
Ã«iV�wV>��Þ�����i>���}vÕ��i�}>}i�i�Ì°���À��À}>��Ã>Ì���Ã�Ì�>Ì��>Ûi�
not always operated with a high level of inclusion, organisational 
readiness work can build a better foundation for meaningful 
inclusion and engagement.

• BOX
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In Belonging Without Othering: How We Save Ourselves and the 
World]�-Ìi«�i���i�i�`�>��>�`������>°�«�Üi����ÕÌ���i�Ü�>Ì�Ì�iÞ�
consider to be the necessary ingredients required for belonging:

1) Inclusion and equity.

2) A sense of connection.

3) Visibility or recognition, and opportunities to be seen.

4) Agency – having the individual and collective “power to act 

>�`�Ì�i�«�Ìi�Ì�>��Ì����yÕi�Vi]»�Ü��V��}�iÃ�ºLiÞ��`�Ì�i�

classic formulation of ‘voice.’”14 

How do these requirements resonate with the work your organisation 
or agency has been doing on meaningful engagement? What 
have you been doing well? What are some potential areas for 
improvement?

4GOGODGT��pVTWG�DGNQPIKPI�OWUV�VQWEJ�CPF�VTCPUHQTO�
PQP�QVJGTGF�RGQRNGU�CU�YGNN�CU�QVJGTGF�RGQRNGU�� 
KV�OWUV�DG�WPKXGTUCN�TCVJGT�VJCP�VCTIGVGF�q15  
Focusing only on “more people with lived experience” fails to 
transform the very spaces in which we do our liberation work.

14  powell & Menendian (2024), pp. 141-142.

15  powell & Menendian (2024), p. 179.

EQUITY
Have the 

barriers to 
participation 

been 
addressed?

EQUALITY
Were people with 
lived experience 
invited? Who did 

the inviting?

INCLUSION
Has everyone 
been heard?

DIVERSITY
Which groups do 
the people with 
lived experience 

represent?
How were invitees 

selected?
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INCLUSION REFLECTIONS
Inclusion can be complicated when we focus on it without 
acknowledging shared values. Even among impacted people, the 
values may not always be aligned. Some people want to do the 
Ü�À��Ì��v�VÕÃ����Ì�i�À�Ã«iV�wV��ÃÃÕi��À�v�À���v�Ì�i��ÃÃÕi�LÕÌ��>Þ�
not be interested in supporting the full issue of the organisation. 
For example, someone with lived experience of anti-immigrant 
discrimination on a skilled tech worker visa may be interested in 
addressing anti-immigrant discrimination from the perspective of 
their own experience, but may be less committed to advocating for 
agricultural or domestic workers facing visa discrimination. 

3WGUVKQPU�HQT�TGƃGEVKQP��FKUEWUUKQP��QT�LQWTPCNKPI�

1) What are the values you feel are most important in the work to 
address your issue? Do you feel like these values are shared by 
your partners in the work? Why or why not? And how does that 
impact your work?

2) Sometimes concepts like “values alignment,” “required skills, 
knowledge, and experience,” and “organisational culture�wÌ»�}iÌ�
used to gatekeep in ways that exclude impacted people or leave 
them feeling like outsiders in the sector. What are some practices 
you use (or will use) to clarify for yourself when you are making 
decisions based on alignment and when you are making decisions 
based on resistance to change?

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#organisational-culture
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BELONGING: THE ULTIMATE  
INDICATOR OF MEANINGFUL  
ENGAGEMENT 
 

My dream movement 
would prioritise care and 

beloved community. 

- Collective Threads Initiative  
Co-Creation Partners

 
“I haven’t always had a safe home, but now my home 

is my safe place where I know I belong. When I’m 
sitting in my own home, my feeling of belonging is 
so deep and inherent that I don’t even think about 
it. I wear what I feel good in. I don’t worry about 

being judged. I don’t choose my words as anxiously, 
because I know my thoughts will be received with the 
spirit of curiosity and love they were intended. I have 

art, food, and furniture that feel cozy to me, and I 
know that if I need something to change I can talk 
Ì���Þ�v>���Þ��i�LiÀÃ�>�`�w}ÕÀi��ÕÌ�>�Ã��ÕÌ����Ì�>Ì�

works for all of us.” 

 – CTI Partner

What is belonging?

Belonging is a deep knowing and experience of being at home –  
in your body and in your social and physical environment.  
Belonging gives you the foundation to be able to thrive. Belonging happens 
only when there is co-creation and co-ownership. It is both a practice and a 
feeling: an ongoing practice of collaborative creation that results in a feeling of 
being seen, welcomed, and at ease.

An ongoing practice of An ongoing practice of 
collaborative creationcollaborative creation

A feeling of being seen, A feeling of being seen, 
welcomed, and at easewelcomed, and at ease

• Brainstorming, planning, 
implementation, and evaluation 
are collaborative processes.

• The agenda is co-created rather 
than handed down.

• Collective wellbeing is prioritised 
and power is shared.

• People know they can be 
themselves without having to 
«ÀiÌi�`�����À`iÀ�Ì��wÌ���°

• People know their contributions 
to the space are valued.

• People know others in the space 
care for them and prioritise 
everyone’s wellbeing.

 

Belonging goes well beyond survival. People who know they belong in a space 
no ���}iÀ��>Ûi�Ì��w}�Ì�Ì��Li��i>À`�q�Ì�iÞ�V>��Ã�vÌi����Ì��Ì�i�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi��v�
Li>ÕÌÞ�>�`���Þ°�/�iÞ�V>��Ã«i�`��iÃÃ�Ì��i�`ivi�`��}�>}>��ÃÌ�Ì�i�V�>��i�}iÃ��v�
the present and spend more time dreaming about a future that has ease – a 
vÕÌÕÀi�Ì�iÞ�V>��LÀ��}���Ì��iÝ�ÃÌi�Vi����Þ�LÞ�wÀÃÌ�Li��}�>L�i�Ì��`Ài>���v��Ì°
 
Strong and healthy movements prioritise the growth of impacted people in ways 
that might not even be accessible to them yet in their broader societies. Healthy 
movements practise, in the now, the ideals they are working towards.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#co-creation
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#wellbeing
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#wellbeing
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#impacted-people
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1. True belonging is fundamentally about  
co-creation and co-ownership

True belonging in an organisation or institution happens when everyone, 
including those most impacted by an issue, feel at home in the space and 
experience a sense of collective ownership over its continual co-creation, 
treatment of all people, and outcomes. It isn’t created solely by bringing in 
more people with lived experience. 

Co-creation and co-ownership mean that everyone has a say and owns 
Ì�i�«À�ViÃÃiÃ]�ÃÞÃÌi�Ã]�>�`�«À��iVÌÃ�Ì�>Ì�Üi�Ü�À����°��Ì��iÛiÀ>}iÃ�Ì�i�
perspectives of everyone on the team and ensures that everyone has a 
stake in the work that we do. 
 

2. True belonging is a practical sense of being at home

Belonging is sensed in the body, in a feeling of being at home in a space. 
That feeling does not just happen. It is made possible and supported by 
practical, logistical realities that may include:

•  Unconventional approaches to leadership. 

•  The recognition that leadership has seasons (including seasons when 
you step aside for others to take the helm). 

• A willingness to receive feedback. 

• *À��À�Ì�Ã��}�Ài�>Ì���Ã��«Ã�>�`�V��«>ÃÃ���>Ìi�V��y�VÌ�ÀiÃ��ÕÌ���.

• A commitment to protect the safety of the human rights defenders 
in the impacted communities you partner with even under political 
pressures.  

There is no one recipe – not because there aren’t effective strategies, 
but because that what is needed in your particular organisation can only 
emerge from and create the space for meaningful engagement if it is co-
created with your partners. 

3. True belonging is more than inclusion

True belonging can foster deep engagement and cultural 
transformation. When people lack spaces where they feel belonging, 
they are vulnerable to exploitation. This is true in cases where socially-
isolated individuals are targeted for abuse or exploitation by people 
promising belonging. It is also true in cases where individuals are 
targeted for recruitment into extremist, politically- or religiously-radical 
groups through the promise of belonging. This latter example is what 
Kim Samuel refers to as the “shadow side of belonging” – the creation 
of a “sense of in-group loyalty that enables violence,” which may 
���Ì�>��Þ�vii��>�`���������i�Li���}��}�LÕÌ�Ü��V���Ã������Ü]�Õ�vÕ�w����}]�
and can lead to further abuse.16 This shadow side of belonging is often 
part of the abusive and exploitative grooming process targeted at 
��`�Û�`Õ>�Ã�>�`�Ì�i�Ãi�Ãi��v�v>�Ãi�Li���}��}��vÌi���>�iÃ��Ì�`�vwVÕ�Ì�Ì��
see the abuse for what it is.

This kind of false or one-sided belonging can be, at a minimum, 
disappointing. On a massive and unrestrained scale, it can foster 
oppression, fascism, and genocide. In 2024, Stephen Menendian 
>�`������«�Üi���iÝ«��Ài`�Ü�>Ì��Ì�V>����������i�Ì��v�ÃÌiÀ�Ì�i��iViÃÃ>ÀÞ�
human drive for belonging without creating “less-than” out-groups in 
Belonging Without Othering: How We Save Ourselves and the World. In 
this book, they offer a framework for levels of inclusion. Their inclusion 
framework is somewhat different from our lived experience framework 
but provides helpful insights into how people experience “belonging.” 
 �Ìi�Ì�>Ì�Ì�i�À�wÀÃÌ��iÛi���v���V�ÕÃ�����Ã���Ü��>�Þ���«>VÌi`�«i�«�i�
experience organisational spaces, and yet it is the beginning (not the 
end goal) of inclusion.

16  Samuel, K. (2022). On Belonging (pp. 42-44) New York, Abrams Press.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#co-creation
https://www.feministcoleadership.com/
https://ayni.institute/seasonsofleadership/
https://www.managementcenter.org/resources/receive-feedback-pt1/
https://movementstrategy.org/blog_post/addressing-and-accepting-conflict-for-stronger-movements/
https://justassociates.org/all-resources/our-rights-our-safety-resources-for-women-human-rights-defenders/
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#exploitation
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/GPGPFKCP�CPF�RQYGNNoU�HTCOGYQTM�HQT�KPENWUKQP��
RCTCRJTCUGF�17

1) People feel like guests who have been invited to someone 
else’s table. The primary barrier to entry has been 
removed and admission is formally extended.

2) Organisations may then go beyond “opening the door” 
to proactively pursuing meaningful representation – 
representation large enough that the group doesn’t feel 
“isolated or tokenised.”

3) The next step is when organisations intentionally allocate 
greater resources to members of formerly excluded 
groups or higher-needs populations. Many organisations 
might think of this as using an “equity lens.”

4) Inclusion is when space is made in the institution for 
members of the formerly excluded group and there 
is a conscious effort to ensure that it is experienced 
on an equitable basis. This becomes DGNQPIKPI when 
the “members of the group are made to feel as if 
they belong in the institution and when they have 
a say in the organisation, design, construction, or 
TGEQPUVTWEVKQP of that institution.” Belonging is about 
building a bigger “we” and it demands more of the 
institution, individuals, and groups involved (up to and 
including reconstruction) than with other forms of equity  
or inclusion.

17  powell & Menendian (2024), pp. 135-138.

Inclusion emphasises practical strategies to get people with lived 
experience into the room equitably. Belonging emphasises ensuring 
they feel welcome, at home, and like co-owners of the space once  
they are there.

“I think home is when you are yourself, 
when you do not need to pretend, 
when you do not need to put on a 

poker face. Home is where you 
w}�Ì�v�À�Þ�ÕÀ�vÕÌÕÀi°�

Home is where you dream.”
 

 - Kim Samuel in On Belonging
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4. True belonging means all of us belong
 
In a healthy movement, everyone feels belonging. The movement centres 
people with lived experience and is about collective power – and that 
means that everyone should belong. While the movement is “people 
Ü�Ì��>�Ã�>Ài`�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi��v����ÕÃÌ�Vi»�Ü����À}>��Ãi�v�À�Ì�i�À�V���iVÌ�Ûi�
power, our understanding of belonging without othering frames that 
power as “power with” rather than “power over.” While rigid distinctions 
of “survivor” vs “ally” may help us understand who is currently included 
or excluded from institutional decision-making and leadership, they don’t 
serve us well when building a cohesive movement. An intersectional 
understanding of lived experience reminds us that we bring all our lived 
experiences into the room with us. In gender-based violence spaces, 
for example, “survivors” and “allies” alike may bring their intersectional 
experiences of racism, gender discrimination, disability and ableism, or 
childhood poverty into their work. 

When we all realise that liberation for any of us is bound up in liberation 
for all of us and when impacted people are embedded in leadership 
throughout the movement, the divisions between us become less relevant 
to our work than the sense of belonging.18 This means that in practice 
and in genuine movement-led organisations it will more often than not 
be people with lived experience in primary leadership roles who do the 
inviting to tables and active engagement of diverse perspectives. It also 
means that their intentions will not be to have power over their employees 
or anyone else they engage, but that they will be actively fostering spaces 
where iÛiÀÞ��i�w}�Ì��}�v�À��ÕÀ�V���iVÌ�Ûi���LiÀ>Ì��� feels at home and like 
Ì�iÞ�V>��y�ÕÀ�Ã�����Ì�iÃi�Ã«>ViÃ°��Ì�`�iÃ���Ì�Ã��«�Þ�ÀiÛiÀÃi�Ü����Ã��i>`��}�

18  Aboriginal organising collectives that included Gangulu elder Lilla Watson co-developed the phrase, “If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time. But if you have 
come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.”

19  powell & Menendian (2024), p. 31. This dynamic happens in some attempts as “survivor engagement” that focus on the presence of survivor leaders rather than the structure of 
the space.

and who is led; rather, it entirely upends the concept of hierarchy and 
begins with validating each other’s strengths and diversity in how we all  
wÌ�Ì�}iÌ�iÀ°

This means (as mentioned in the Introduction) that this work is not 
�ÛiÀ��}�Ì�Ü�À�]�Ì�i�v>ÃÌ�v>Ã������v����«À�wÌ�V�>�}i�>���}]��À�i>Ã��Þ�
wedged into existing systems and structures. The work is slow, and it 
�Ã���«�ÀÌ>�Ì�Ì��VÀi>Ìi�>�ÃÌÀ��}�v�Õ�`>Ì����Ì��LÕ��`�����ÕÃÌ�>Ã�Üi��>�i�
our six-month, three-year, and ten-year plans. As you read through the 
next sections outlining our framework, remember that this is a long-term 
roadmap to meaningful engagement. This handbook and its tools are  
��Ì�>���i����Ì����«�i�i�Ì>Ì����«À��iVÌÆ�Ì�iÞ�>Ài�>���vi���}�Ü�À���v�
dreaming, collaborative co-creation, and slow, steady progress towards 
a new future. We make it happen by practicing it until we have built the 
“muscle memory.”

As Menendian and powell note in their book: “Proximity does not 
>�i���À>Ìi��>ÌÀi`Æ����v>VÌ]��Ì�V>����y>�i��Ì°»19 Belonging isn’t created 
purely by “team spirit” activities (though connection is a necessary part 
of belonging). The temporary endorphin high of shared celebratory 
chants of “survivor leadership” or “collective power” are not themselves 
enough to transform institutional spaces for true belonging and collective 
>VÌ���°�ƂvÌiÀ�>��]�Ì�i�«�iÌ�7i�`i���	iÀÀÞ��>Ã�Ã>�`\�º
���Õ��ÌÞ��Ã���Ì��ÕÃÌ�
about a feeling. ‘Community spirit’ is worthless unless there is a practical 
interdependence that’s worked out and economic.”

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#gender-based-violence
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#ableism
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#impacted-people
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#belonging
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#co-creation
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$GNQPIKPI�CPF�pDGPGXQNGPV�RTGLWFKEGq

Benevolent prejudice��Ã�Ü�i��«Ài�Õ`�Vi�vÕ�VÌ���Ã�º���>�V>À��}]�«>ÌiÀ�>��ÃÌ�V���`i�­À>Ì�iÀ�Ì�>��>���ÃÌ��i]�>�Ì>}���ÃÌ�V���i®»�Ì�>Ì�L�Ì���ÕÃÌ�wiÃ�
and reinforces inequality.20 Women are “protected because they are weak” rather than honoured because they deserve dignity. Immigrants 
are offered help “because they are ignorant” rather than because the demands of learning a new language and culture are inherently 
overwhelming. People from impacted communities are engaged in processes “because they’ll learn how we do things through proximity” rather 
than because their insights are invaluable for us to learn. People with lived experience are engaged in “survivor leadership” because “it is good 
for their self-worth” rather than being engaged in movement leadership because they have and continue to develop vast insights that make our 
work better.

In Belonging without Othering]��i�i�`�>��>�`�«�Üi�����Ìi�Ì�>Ì�º>�Ì��Õ}��Ã��V>��i`�¼��ÃÌ��i½�«Ài�Õ`�Vi��Ã�Ì�i���Ài�v>����>À�v�À�]�Ã��i�ÃV���>ÀÃ�
Ài}>À`�¼Li�iÛ��i�Ì½�«Ài�Õ`�Vi�>Ã���Ài���Ã�`��ÕÃ»�LiV>ÕÃi��v�Ì�i�Ü>ÞÃ��Ì��ÕÃÌ�wiÃ�>�`��>��Ì>��Ã���iµÕ>��ÌÞ°���À�iÝ>�«�i]�Ü�i��>�`����>�Ì�}À�Õ«�
acts warmly towards those they see as subordinates in order to keep them “in their place” or from rebelling, it can be harder to see it and name 
it for what it is.21

	i�iÛ��i�Ì�«Ài�Õ`�Vi��vviÀÃ����`�iÃÃ�Ì����«>VÌi`�V���Õ��Ì�iÃ�Ü�Ì��ÕÌ�Ài>��Þ�>``ÀiÃÃ��}�Ü�Þ�Ì�iÞ�>Ài���«>VÌi`����Ì�i�wÀÃÌ�«�>Vi°�7�Ì��ÕÌ�
questioning the extreme disparities or exclusion that lead to groups of people having less access to resources or community “the conditions 
for belonging cannot arise or exist.”22 And when we do µÕiÃÌ����Ü�Þ�Ì�iÃi�`�Ã«>À�Ì�iÃ�iÝ�ÃÌ����Ì�i�wÀÃÌ�«�>Vi]��Ì��iViÃÃ>À��Þ��i>`Ã�ÕÃ�Ì��ÀiÌ�����
��Ü�Üi�i�}>}i�Ü�Ì����«>VÌi`�«i�«�i���Ì��ÕÃÌ�>Ã��i>`iÀÃ]�LÕÌ���Ü�Üi�i�}>}i�Ü�Ì��Ì�i��>�`�Ì�i�À�V���Õ��Ì�iÃ�>Ã�Li�iwV�>À�iÃ��v��ÕÀ�Ü�À�°��Ì�
ÀiµÕ�ÀiÃ�ÕÃ�Ì��Ì�������Ài�>L�ÕÌ�Ã���`>À�ÌÞ���ÃÌi>`��v��ÕÃÌ�V�>À�ÌÞ]���Ài�>L�ÕÌ����}�ÌiÀ��V>Ài���ÃÌi>`��v����Þ�VÀ�Ã�Ã���ÌiÀÛi�Ì���]�>�`���Ài�>L�ÕÌ�
Li���}��}���ÃÌi>`��v��ÕÃÌ�Ài«ÀiÃi�Ì>Ì�����v�`�vviÀi�Ì�`i��}À>«��VÃ°

In On Belonging, Kim Samuel writes: “I sometimes think of caregiving like tending to a garden. Do we water our plants only when the leaves 
brown and droop, and the petals start to fall? Of course not. We know that in order for that garden to thrive and be beautiful, it requires regular 
maintenance. It requires nurturing. That’s how we should think about our relationships to one another.”23 This is true for how we can approach 
our efforts at exploitation prevention, protection, and partnership – by not waiting for people to be exploited before we deem them worthy of 
our solidarity and care. We don’t have to wait for a power dynamic to exist before we offer care, and impacted people shouldn’t have to be seen 
as “irredeemably dishonoured” before they can access empathy and support.24

ºƂ���Ã�V�>���ÕÃÌ�Vi�Ü�À���Ã�ÃV�i�Vi�wVÌ���°�7i�>Ài���>}����}�>�
world free of injustice, a world that doesn’t yet exist.” 

- adrienne maree brown

20  powell & Menendian (2024), p. 37.
21  powell & Menendian (2024), p. 48.
22  powell & Menendian (2024), p. 141.
23  Samuel (2022), p. 148.
24  Orlando Patterson is cited in On Belonging ­«°�Ó£®�>Ã�Ã>Þ��}\�º/�i�`i}À>`>Ì�����v�Ã�>ÛiÀÞ�`iw�iÃ�Ì�i�Ã�>Ûi�>Ã�Ì�i�Õ�Ì��>Ìi�¼�Ì�iÀ½����Ì�i�iÞiÃ��v�����Ã�>ÛiÃ�q�
someone beyond the pale, base and irredeemably dishonoured – which, in turn, enhances her isolation.”

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#benevolent-prejudice
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#dignity


BELONGING REFLECTIONS
All people, no matter who they are, want to belong. Our human 
need to belong is normal, natural, and not a sign of weakness. We 
are meant to be interdependent, to care for each other, and to 
want care. An organisation that is genuinely trauma-informed and 
centred on the needs of impacted people will be conscious of how 
Li���}��}��Ã�v�ÃÌiÀi`�v�À�>���«i�«�i�q���Ì��ÕÃÌ�Ì��Ãi�Ü�Ì��ÕÌ���Ûi`�
iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi�>�`���Ì��ÕÃÌ�Ì��Ãi�Ü����>Ûi���Ûi`�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi°��i�Õ��i�
community is interrelational and everyone belongs.

3WGUVKQPU�HQT�TGƃGEVKQP��FKUEWUUKQP��QT�LQWTPCNKPI�

1) Where is somewhere in your life that you feel the most 
belonging, where you can relax without worrying about being 
�Õ`}i`��À��>Û��}�Ì��º«iÀv�À�»¶���Ü�V>��Þ�Õ�Ìi���Ü�i��Þ�Õ�vii��
belonging?

2) Has your human need for belonging ever led you to do 
something you didn’t otherwise want to do? How can you be 
careful to never create that dynamic for someone else?

3) Consider your responses around values in the Inclusion 
,iyiVÌ���Ã�i>À��iÀ����Ì��Ã��>�`L���°���Ü�Ü����Þ�Õ�L>�>�Vi�
values alignment with belonging? Is it possible to have a sense 
of belonging where there is no values alignment? While it 
is impossible to make everyone happy at once and that no 
organisation can be everything to everyone, consider your 
ethical priorities and plan in advance for how you will navigate 
challenges around values and belonging with integrity.
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http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#trauma-informed
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OUR MEANINGFUL  
ENGAGEMENT FRAMEWORK

º7�i����wÀÃÌ�ÃÌ>ÀÌi`�Ü�À���}�vÕ���Ì��i����>�Ì��ÌÀ>vwV���}]�
I didn’t disclose my survivorship. I had a decade of 

«À�viÃÃ���>��iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi�������«À�wÌ�>�Ì��Û���i�Vi�Ü�À�]�
including in direct services. I had years of experience 

as a movement organiser. I had a master’s degree (but 
��Ì����>�V����V>��wi�`®°�Ƃ�`�ÃÌ���]�Ü�i�iÛiÀ���Ã>�`�>�ÞÌ���}�
that challenged ‘the way we’ve always done things,’ my 

expertise was invalidated.

When I would make programmatic suggestions based on 
my professional expertise that they didn’t like, they would 

speak over me and remind me that I’m not a clinician. 
When I would frame issues in a way that contradicted anti-
ÌÀ>vwV���}���À�Ã]�>V>`i��VÃ�Ü�Õ�`�Ã«i>���ÛiÀ��i�>�`�

remind me I didn’t have a PhD. When I would speak from 
my intimate knowledge of activism, non-survivors would 

speak over me citing what ‘survivors’ say they need. After 
the twentieth time researchers tried to shut me down by 
telling me what ‘survivors’ need, assuming I wasn’t one, I 

`�ÃV��Ãi`��Þ�ÌÀ>vwV���}�ÃÕÀÛ�Û�ÀÃ��«°�

I hadn’t wanted to, because I’d seen the tokenising ways 
ÃÕÀÛ�Û�ÀÃ��>`�Lii��ÌÀi>Ìi`����>�Ì��ÌÀ>vwV���}°�	ÕÌ���>�Ã��
didn’t feel like I would be taken seriously any other way, 

which is itself a sign of how deeply tokenised we are in this 
work. Disclosure as a survivor is the price you pay to have 
your lived and professional experience honoured, but it 

also relegates you to selective engagement and you have 
Ì��w}�Ì�V��ÃÌ>�Ì�Þ�>}>��ÃÌ���}���}�Ì��i��Ã>Ì���°»

In anti-violence sectors that emerged from movement activism, whether 
or not someone has lived experience is less often a topic of discussion. 
Survivors of intimate abuse work in the domestic and sexual violence 
wi�`Ã�>Ì�>����iÛi�Ã�Ü�Ì��ÕÌ�Li��}�V>Ìi}�À�Ãi`�>Ã�ºÃÕÀÛ�Û�À��i>`iÀÃ°»�
2SLGBTQ+ and racially- or culturally-marginalised individuals run advocacy 
organisations without being referred to as “lived experience experts.” 
The very categorisation of “lived experience leaders” assumes a need to 
�>�i�Ì��Ã�>Ã�Õ��µÕi��À�iÝÌÀ>�À`��>ÀÞ����>�wi�`����Ü��V����ÃÌ��i>`iÀÃ�>Ài�
not impacted people and ignores the intersectionality of people’s lived 
iÝ«iÀ�i�ViÃ°���«>VÌi`�«i�«�i�V>���Ì��vÌi��Ãi«>À>Ìi��ÕÌ�Ì�i�À�ÌÀ>vwV���}�
experiences from the racism they experience or their gender identity from 
their employment abuse, for example. 

This has created a paradox that challenges our efforts to understand and 
��«À�Ûi��i>���}vÕ��i�}>}i�i�Ì°�
��Ã�`iÀ�Ì�i�>�Ì��ÌÀ>vwV���}�ÃiVÌ�À�>Ã�
an example.

On the one hand, people with lived experience have not been engaged 
���`iV�Ã�����>���}�>�`��i>`iÀÃ��«����Ì�i�>�Ì��ÌÀ>vwV���}�ÃiVÌ�À�>Ì��>À}i°�
The sector has not typically taken its direction from the many movements 
to end violence, to the point of harm and violence happening within the 
sector itself in the name of “movement.” We can’t change what we can’t 
measure, and we can’t measure the presence, experiences, or impact of 
people with lived experience without requiring some degree of disclosure.

On the other hand, our ultimate goal is a movement without rigid divisions 
between “survivors” and “allies,” and in which disclosure is not expected 
or required. Achieving this will require meaningful culture shifts that 
usually do not happen overnight. However, this kind of change is more 
resilient to the typical backlash that accompanies most pushes to address 
power dynamics.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#organising-activism-mobilisation
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#2SLGBTQ
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#marginalised
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#movement-and-sector
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#hurt-harm-abuse
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Keep this tension in mind as you read through this handbook and 
adapt its tools for your use, and make the best decisions you can 
for your work considering your current situation, context, and 
goals. #PF�TGOGODGT��'XGP�KH�PQDQF[�JCU�FKUENQUGF��[QW�CTG�
CNTGCF[�YQTMKPI�YKVJ�KORCEVGF�RGQRNG�KP�[QWT�QTICPKUCVKQP�
CPF�COQPI�[QWT�RCTVPGTU�CPF�EQNNGCIWGU� They may not 
disclose for a variety of reasons, including not wanting to be 
`iw�i`�LÞ�Ì�i�À�ÌÀ>Õ�>��À�Ài�i}>Ìi`�Ì��iÝ«iVÌ>Ì���Ã��v�ºÃÕÀÛ�Û�À�
leadership.”25 But they are in this work, which makes meaningful 
engagement practices essential.

The engagement of people with lived experience in policy, research, and 
programming can take many forms, from no involvement at all to being 
led entirely by impacted people and communities. We can think of this as 
a “spectrum” of different ways people with lived experience engage in the 
work. Spectrum is a way of thinking of things as existing along a scale (that 
V>��iÝÌi�`����>���`�ÀiVÌ���Ã®]�À>Ì�iÀ�Ì�>���ÕÃÌ�>Ã�>������vv�ÃÜ�ÌV�°�7�i��
thinking about colour, for example, there is a spectrum of colours between 
red and yellow that includes various shades of orange. Because spectrums 
are non-linear, there may also be lighter and darker shades of orange with 
other colours blended in. Thinking about engagement of people with lived 
experience as a spectrum helps us remember that “survivor leadership” 
encompasses more than simply whether or not something is “survivor-led” 
and that lived experience leadership can be thought of as a spectrum of 

25  In this toolbox we have intentionally used the framing of “meaningful engagement of people with lived experience” rather than “meaningful engagement of survivors.” First, we 
recognise this framework’s relevance beyond movements and sectors that work with “survivors.” Secondly, the framing of “survivor” does not work in many global contexts even among 
Ì��Ãi�Ü����>Ûi�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi`�Û���i�Vi]��À�Ì�>Ì��>�Þ���`�Û�`Õ>�Ã�Ü����>Ûi�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi�Ì�>Ì�wÌÃ��i}>��`iw��Ì���Ã��v�ViÀÌ>���v�À�Ã��v�Û���i�Vi���Ìi�Ì���>��Þ�>Û��`�Ì�i��>Li���v�ÃÕÀÛ�Û�À�`Õi�Ì��
«���Ì�V�Ã>Ì��������i}>��vÀ>���}Ã°�/�>Ì�Ã>�`]�Ì�iÀi��Ã�>���Ì��v�V��ÛiÀÃ>Ì�������Ì�i�>�Ì��ÌÀ>vwV���}�>�`�Ài�>Ìi`�ÃiVÌ�ÀÃ�>L�ÕÌ�ºÃÕÀÛ�Û�À��i>`iÀÃ��«»�>�`�ºÃÕÀÛ�Û�À��i`°»�ƂVV�À`��}�Þ]�Ü�iÀi�Üi�>Ài�
ÀiyiVÌ��}����ÃÌ>�`>À`�ºÃÕÀÛ�Û�À��i>`iÀÃ��«»���À�Ã�Üi��>Ûi�V��Ãi��Ì����ÀÀ�À�Ì��Ã��>�}Õ>}i°

26  powell & Menendian (2024), p. 143.

27  powell & Menendian (2024), p. 160.

many different levels and kinds of engagement between “not survivor-led” 
and “survivor-led.”

Consistent inclusion in programme development, delivery, and decision-
making is essential to a movement that is truly informed by lived 
experience expertise, and it is important to engage people with lived 
experience at all levels in order to maintain transparency and ensure 
robust incorporation of diverse voices from impacted communities. This 
does not mean that every person with lived experience needs to be or 
wants to be in a key decision-making role, or that all people with lived 
experience want to become “survivor leaders.” Ultimately, having access 
and choice over participating in co-creation is essential and “active 
participation is an indicator, though not a requirement, of belonging.”26 
For all involved groups to feel belonging and meaningful engagement 
– whether people with lived experience of an issue, “allies,” or people 
from related impacted movements – requires the possibility of a process 
of co-creation (and not mandated participation in one). This process 
of co-creation must be “iterative and nuanced” – which means that 
involved groups continually revisit decisions with new information 
VQ�EQNNGEVKXGN[�ƂPF�KORCEVHWN�UQNWVKQPU�TCVJGT�VJCP�pHGGN�IQQFq�SWKEM�
ƂZGU�27

This means that while you want your engagement of impacted individuals 
to be consistent and meaningful across all levels of the spectrum, you 
also want to strive to implement the highest level of non-tokenising 
engagement that is accessible and sustainable. 

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#inclusion
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#movement-and-sector
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#co-creation


A helpful way to visualise this framework is to think of the spectrum 
emphasising quality and care at every level of engagement, and the ladder 
emphasising the commitment to continually centring and supporting the 
leadership of impacted people.
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Lived Experience  
Engagement Spectrum 

My dream movement would 
model the ideals it is working 

towards. It would practise 
freedom rather than just talking 
>L�ÕÌ��À�w}�Ì��}�v�À��Ì]�Ü�Ì��

`�}��wi`�«À�ViÃÃiÃ°� 
- Collective Threads Initiative  

Co-Creation Partners 

The Lived Experience Engagement Spectrum provides a framework that allows impacted people to 
participate in the level that aligns with their interest, skills, and time. Kim Samuel says that “belonging 
through purpose – the ability to create meaning in our lives and to share our gifts with the world – 
provides a vital sense of ‘why.’”28 People’s gifts don’t have to be identical or their contributions the 
same in order for them to be valuable or meaningful, and the levels at which each person engages 
���i>V��«À��iVÌ��>Þ�Li�`�vviÀi�Ì�vÀ�����i�«À��iVÌ�Ì��Ì�i��iÝÌ°�/�ÕÃ]�Ì�i�i�}>}i�i�Ì�>Ì�i>V���iÛi���Ã�
meaningful: ethical engagement at the Empower level is no less meaningful than ethical engagement 
at the Ask level.

 
 
 

Adapted from the International Association of Public Participation’s Spectrum of Public Participation 
by Chris Ash for Expanding Our Reach, 2019.

28  Samuel (2022), p. xvii.

https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/Spectrum_8.5x11_Print.pdf
https://nccasa.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Human-Trafficking-RCC-Manual-Expanding-Our-Reach-DIGITAL-20201119.pdf


Empower is the highest level of lived experience leadership and Inform does 
not automatically indicate lived experience leadership at all (but may be the 
perfect level for people who don’t have the time, interest, or skill to engage 
at higher levels at this point in their lives). That said, each level has unique 
value towards building a strategy, an organisation, or a movement in which 
impacted peoples’ needs are centred and their voices are valued. At each 
level of the spectrum, consider why your organisation does the practices it 
does. On the lower levels, ensure that people understand why you do things 
like screenings and needs assessments, and whether those purposes truly 
serve the people you’re working with. At the higher levels, ensure that people 
understand why we want to increase lived experience leadership – that it is to 
improve practices, strengthen communities, and support enhanced outcomes 
v�À���«>VÌi`�«i�«�i]�>�`���Ì��ÕÃÌ�Ã��iÌ���}�Üi�`��Ì��V�iV��>�L�Ý��À�V�>���
“survivor engagement.”

While all levels of the spectrum are essential to a thriving 
movement, our ultimate organisational goal is to strive 
towards higher levels of engagement. Throughout this 
handbook, consider which level is the highest level your 
organisation is currently doing well, and develop strategies to 
shift to the next level. Details, tips, and guidance for continually 
increasing your level of successful engagement will be provided in 
the Lived Experience Inclusion Ladder section of this handbook.
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+PHQTO 

At this level, we keep impacted people 
informed about decisions that impact them. 
We are not necessarily seeking their opinion 
>Ì�Ì��Ã��iÛi�Æ�Üi�>Ài��ÕÃÌ��>���}��Ì�V�i>À�Ü�>Ì�
is happening and why it is happening. This 
is not lived experience leadership, but it 
creates transparency – one of the principles 
of trauma-informed practice. However, it 
creates conditions that increase the agency 
of people with lived experience. When 
the communications we offer genuinely 
ÀiyiVÌ�Ì�i�Ài>��Ì�iÃ��v���«>VÌi`�«i�«�i�
(rather than being sanitised or stereotyped), 
they know our work is for them and that 
they belong. When impacted people 
have access to plain-language, clear, and 
accurate information about programmes, 
policies, and research, they are better able 
to form and share their own opinions on 
both personal and community levels. When 
impacted people are informed, they are less 
dependent on third-party supporters to help 
them make choices about their care and 
safety. Informed participants can create their 
own policy recommendations and their own 
talking points. 

INFORM

2WVVKPI�KV�KPVQ�RTCEVKEG 9JGP�KU�KV�CRRTQRTKCVG! 9JGP�KU�KV�PQV�CRRTQRTKCVG!

• Ensure that fact sheets, 
newsletters, and websites are 
in plain language, disability-
accessible, and language 
accessible, with language and 
��>}iÀÞ�Ì�>Ì�ÀiyiVÌÃ�Ì�i�Ài>��Ì�iÃ�
of impacted people.

• Ensure that safeguarding and 
grievance policies are easy-to-
w�`�>�`�V�i>À°

• Provide transparency in 
advance about how lived 
experience feedback is used and 
incorporated.

• Develop and implement 
feedback loops to follow up and 
inform impacted individuals of 
actions taken after complaints 
�À�«À�}ÀiÃÃ����«À��iVÌÃ�Ì�iÞ�
contributed to.

• Ensure that impact reports are 
engaging and in plain language.

• When you need to 
ensure that current 
clients and community 
partners know how 
Ì��w�`���v�À�>Ì���]�
policies, and services 
that impact them.

• When you are 
looking to maintain 
accountability and 
transparency.

• When it is a substitute for 
engagement of people 
with lived experience 
in developing and 
implementing policies, 
programming, and 
research.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#trauma-informed
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#agency
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#accessibility
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#accessibility
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#safeguarding-policy
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#grievance-policy
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#UM
 
At this level, we intentionally seek out and 
review lived experience feedback and 
incorporate it when possible. This is a common 
way to engage people with lived experience in 
review of existing policies, programmes, and 
research. While many organisations may bring 
on consultants with lived experience to provide 
ÀiÛ�iÜ�>�`�vii`L>V���v�«À��iVÌÃ����«À�}ÀiÃÃ��À�
being implemented, an often overlooked but 
essential way to seek out crucial feedback is 
through meaningful and ethical engagement 
with your current clients. Ask them what they 
need to be successful or what the barriers 
are to their safety and healing. Ask them 
how your programmes are meeting their 
needs and how they could be improved. Ask 
current contractors or employees with lived 
experience about how they experienced your 
engagement opportunities. Have a plan in 
place for soliciting, receiving, and acting on 
critical feedback so that you can continually 
improve your work. And ensure that the people 
whose guidance you are asking understand 
where, how, and when the feedback will be 
used to avoid a perception of secrecy or 
confusion over outcomes of the engagement. 
While some engagement at this level may be 
uncompensated, participants in surveys that 
take longer than ten minutes, focus groups, 
and document review should always be 
compensated.

ASK

2WVVKPI�KV�KPVQ�RTCEVKEG 9JGP�KU�KV�CRRTQRTKCVG! 9JGP�KU�KV�PQV�CRRTQRTKCVG!

• Consistently survey people with 
lived experience in your client 
base, consultants, and staff 
about their experiences with the 
engagements.

• Conduct focus groups of current 
clients, contractors, or staff 
with lived experience regarding 
their experiences with your 
organisation.

• Compensate people with lived 
experience (who may not already 
be staff or regular contractors) 
to review and provide feedback 
into existing documents, plans, 
policies, or programmes.

• Ensure people understand what 
will be done with their feedback.

• When you are seeking 
essential feedback from 
current clients with whom 
dual relationships may 
need to be avoided.29

• When you are soliciting 
evaluation feedback from 
current contractors or staff.

• When reviewing and 
updating existing 
documents for which a 
complete overhaul is not 
appropriate or accessible.

• When making decisions on 
kinds of grants to pursue.

• When there is no intention 
to hear or incorporate 
feedback and people 
with lived experience 
are expected to “rubber 
stamp.”

• When you are seeking 
only feedback that 
validates your existing 
beliefs.

• As a substitution for 
greater levels of lived 
experience leadership.

• When impacted 
individuals are asked 
to give feedback 
or collaborate on 
programmes without 
adequate compensation.

29  A “dual relationship” is when a therapist, case worker, or other service professional has more than one relation-
Ã��«�Ü�Ì��>�«>ÀÌ�V�«>�Ì�Ì�>Ì�V�Õ�`�«ÀiÃi�Ì�>�V��y�VÌ��v���ÌiÀiÃÌ°���À�iÝ>�«�i]��v�>�Ã�i�ÌiÀ�i�«��Þii��À�V>Ãi��>�>}iÀ��vviÀÃ�Ì��
hire a participant for a speaking engagement, the shelter participant may worry that if they say no it will negatively impact 
their access, care, or safety at the shelter.
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+PXQNXG
At this level, organisations work closely 
with people with lived experience 
throughout planning and implementation 
to co-create policies and programmes. 
This means that impacted people 
are involved from the beginning of 
i�Û�Ã�����}�Ì�i�«À��iVÌ�«�>���À�vÕ�`��}�
proposal to ensure that the foundations 
of the work are solid and that there 
is a process for them to engage with 
Ì�i�«À��iVÌ�Ìi>�����>����}���}�L>Ã�Ã�
to provide feedback on the progress 
>�`�«À�Û�`i�w�>��ÀiÛ�iÜ°�
�ÃÕÀi�Ì�>Ì�
the co-creation process models your 
organisation’s values (rather than simply 
referring to them) and be transparent 
about any limitations. When everyone 
involved in this work know the limitations 
in advance, they can provide feedback 
that is responsive to those limitations. At 
this level, it is expected and customary to 
compensate people with lived experience 
for their time.

INVOLVE

2WVVKPI�KV�KPVQ�RTCEVKEG 9JGP�KU�KV�CRRTQRTKCVG! 9JGP�KU�KV�PQV�CRRTQRTKCVG!

• Conduct focus groups of 
people with lived experience 
regarding their needs, 
experiences of services, and 
insights before beginning 
>�«À��iVÌ��À�«À�}À>��i�
planning.

• Hire consultants with lived 
experience or consultant 
ÀiÛ�iÜ�Ìi>�Ã�Ì�>Ì�>Ài�«À��iVÌ�
�À�«À�}À>��i�Ã«iV�wV�>�`�
have ongoing input throughout 
planning and implementation.

• Establish paid lived experience 
advisory councils to provide 
ongoing guidance to 
organisational leadership. 
These may be impacted 
individuals who do not have 
the capacity, time, or skillset 
to serve on boards or as staff, 
but who have insight that could 
shape your programmes.

• When reviewing grant 
proposals or business 
development proposals.

• When you don’t have lived 
experience leadership 
internally.

• When there is no intent to 
incorporate the voices of 
impacted individuals.

• When the involvement of 
people with lived experience 
is tokenising.
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%QNNCDQTCVG
 
At this level, the organisation or movement 
works closely with people with lived 
experience on each aspect of programme 
development and implementation, 
vÀ���iÝ«��À��}��«Ì���Ã�Ì���>���}�w�>��
decisions. This level of engagement within 
an organisation would mean impacted 
people are well-represented among your 
employees or regular contractors. At a 
programmatic, community, or regional level, 
it means that your organisation collaborates 
with partner organisations or initiatives that 
are led by people with lived experience 
and that have a high level of meaningful 
lived experience engagement. Belonging 
at this level requires interrogating hierarchy 
and who it serves, which means that 
organisations and individuals must maintain 
transparency about the decision-making 
process at each stage.

COLLABORATE

2WVVKPI�KV�KPVQ�RTCEVKEG 9JGP�KU�KV�CRRTQRTKCVG! 9JGP�KU�KV�PQV�CRRTQRTKCVG!

• Employ people with lived 
experience on staff or as 
regular contractors doing 
programmatic, policy, or 
research work, without 
expecting or requiring them 
to share their stories or to 
Li�`iw�i`�LÞ�Ì�i�À�ÌÀ>Õ�>°

• Develop and implement 
internal lived experience 
leadership equity initiatives. 
Assess your organisation for 
equitable access, upward 
mobility, compensation, 
>�`���L�Ã>Ì�Ãv>VÌ����>���}�
staff with lived experience 
compared with other staff. 
Conduct equity analyses 
of your staff with lived 
experience compared with 
the populations you serve.

• Integrate information 
>L�ÕÌ�«À�ViÃÃiÃ�­��Ì��ÕÃÌ�
outcomes) in reporting 
that is shared within your 
organisation to build trust, 
transparency, and buy-in.

• When people with lived 
experience are well-
supported in pursuing the 
kind of leadership they 
would like to engage in.

• When impacted 
individuals have choices 
>L�ÕÌ�Ì�i����`Ã��v���LÃ�
they can do.

• When funding and power 
are shared between well-
funded organisations and 
grassroots partners.

• When people with lived 
experience are being asked 
to do work they do not 
have the skills for or are not 
prepared to do – which is 
tokenising.

• When there is an absence 
of internal organisational 
work and change to build 
readiness for working 
with people with lived 
experience as colleagues.

• When an organisation 
has not prioritised racial 
equity, non- discrimination, 
and trauma-informed 
organisational practice.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#buy-in
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'ORQYGT
At this level, impacted communities 
and people with lived experience 
�>Ûi�w�>��`iV�Ã�����>���}�«�ÜiÀ��ÛiÀ�
policies, programming, research, and 
implementation. The organisation or 
programme implements the strategies 
and decisions impacted people develop 
in full partnership. While this level of 
engagement can be ideal, it may not be 
�`i>��v�À�iÛiÀÞ�«À��iVÌ°���À�iÝ>�«�i]�>�
team of people with lived experience of 
assault who are developing a protocol for 
>ÃÃiÃÃ��}�>�ÌÀ>Õ�>Ì�V�LÀ>������ÕÀÞ��ÕÃÌ�
also have healthcare knowledge, training, 
and skills. At this level, belonging for 
all participants, staff, and people in the 
organisation or movement is prioritised 
as a value. #PF�TGOGODGT��5KPEG�PQV�CNN�
KORCEVGF�RGQRNG�CITGG�QP�GXGT[�CEVKQP��
VJKU�NGXGN�TGSWKTGU�KPVGPVKQPCN�RNCPPKPI�HQT�
EQNNGEVKXG�XQKEG��PCXKICVKPI�EQPƃKEV��CPF�
OKVKICVKPI�RQYGT�F[PCOKEU� For example, 
empowerment does not mean that leaders 
with lived experience impose their stories 
upon others (which does not foster a sense 
of belonging); rather, that leadership should 
hold space for the complex realities of a 
diverse group of experiences.

EMPOWER

2WVVKPI�KV�KPVQ�RTCEVKEG 9JGP�KU�KV�CRRTQRTKCVG! 9JGP�KU�KV�PQV�CRRTQRTKCVG!

• At this level, organisations 
will have hired staff with lived 
iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi�>VÀ�ÃÃ�>��>��À�ÌÞ�
of managerial, executive, 
and leadership and decision-
making positions.

• /�i�«À��iVÌ��À�«À�}À>��i�
team will be led by people 
with lived experience, 
including for decision-making 
and budgetary concerns.

• 6>�ÕiÃ�>Ài�V�>À�wi`�>�`�
implemented to the 
extent that all involved 
people (regardless of lived 
experience) feel a sense of 
belonging in the work.

• When the impacted 
individuals are selected 
for their skills rather than 
their trauma and are 
well-supported in their 
leadership development.

• When organisations 
are making meaningful 
progress on readiness 
for working with people 
with lived experience as 
colleagues.

• When an organisation has 
made meaningful progress 
on racial equity, non-
discrimination, and trauma-
informed organisational 
practice.

• When the organisation’s 
board or executive 
leadership is not prepared 
to support, develop, and 
empower the impacted 
individuals in leadership 
positions.

• When the individual does 
not have the skills to 
perform the leadership 
role and there is no plan in 
place to build and develop 
those skills before they are 
expected to perform.

• When those in leadership 
weaponise their lived 
experience (or level of 
��Û��Ûi�i�Ì����>�Ã«iV�wV�
anti-violence sector) over 
other involved people.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#generative-conflict
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#empowerment
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#trauma-informed-organisation
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#trauma-informed-organisation
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#trauma-informed-organisation
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#empowerment
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At all of these levels, people with lived experience should be compensated at least 
at the same pay rates as other professionals doing similar work, and even more 
generously in order to accommodate for the impacts and unique needs of working 
as someone with lived experience.30 Their workloads should be comparable to other 
employees and it should never be mandated that staff with lived experience share 
personal or intimate details of their trauma as a precondition for their work.

In short, meaningful engagement of people with lived experience means: 

• That an organisation incorporates multiple, layered approaches at all levels 
of the spectrum. 

• That mechanisms are in place to receive and act on critical feedback 
about programmes as well as impacted individuals’ experiences working 
with the organisation.

• That the impacted individuals engaged represent a diversity of identities, 
experiences, and perspectives, fostering a sense of belonging for all.

• That the values that foster meaningful engagement are sustained by the 
organisation even when people with lived experience are not in the room.

• That the organisation strives for the highest level of engagement that is 
«�ÃÃ�L�i�v�À�i>V��«À��iVÌ]�«À�}À>��i]��À�`iV�Ã���°

• And that the engagement is implemented in a way that aims to prevent 
harm to the people engaged and make repair when harm happens.

30  Note that employee differences in compensation and workload are complicated 
by more than lived experience of the organisation’s issue, and are also impacted by gender, 
race, and other issues. We cannot address disparities based on lived experience without 
addressing all types of disparities, and should strive for a holistic, solidarity-based approach 
to equity. 

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#hurt-harm-abuse
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THE LIVED EXPERIENCE  
INCLUSION LADDER

My dream movement would work for 
the collective, with an ultimate goal 
of evolving into vibrant communities

which will eventually replace it.  

- Collective Threads Initiative  
Co-Creation Partners

 
“When I think of being meaningfully engaged 

in this work, I think of how it felt like a breath of 
vÀiÃ��>�À�Ì�i�wÀÃÌ�Ì��i���Ü>Ã�ÌÀi>Ìi`�>Ã�>�«iÀÃ���

with valuable skills and knowledge to be shared, 
not just as a sad, scary story to tell people. 

	i��}�wÀÃÌ�LÕ��Ì�Õ«�LÞ��>Û��}�>��i�Ì�À���ÛiÃÌ����
my professional and personal development, and 
then valued as an expert in the work instead of 
just a traumatised person, was so empowering 
and transformative even just beyond my own 

life. It helped facilitate intergenerational healing 
in my family, and I’ve also been able to take 

what I’ve learned to further help others in my 
grassroots community work.”

- CTI Community Partner 

/�i���Ûi`�
Ý«iÀ�i�Vi���V�ÕÃ�����>``iÀ��Ã�>�Ü>Þ�Ì��i�Û�Ã����>�`�>vwÀ��>�
commitment to increasing the highest levels of meaningful (rather than tokenising) 
lived experience engagement in decision-making and leadership that are possible 
and realistic for people with lived experience. While the Lived Experience 
Engagement Spectrum ensures that we are acting ethically and thoughtfully in 
every level we use, the Lived Experience Inclusion Ladder reminds us that we must 
move beyond tokenising if we want a sector that is truly centred on impacted 
people and a movement led by people with lived experience. If people with lived 
experience are only informed of decisions being made by people without lived 
experience, they are participants, not leaders. Organisations and the sectors 
they are part of should strive to implement the highest level of non-tokenising 
engagement that is accessible and sustainable, while intentionally working to 
address concerns around accessibility and sustainability. 
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ACCESSIBILITY SUSTAINABILITY

• Having impacted people in your community interested in and capable 
of doing (or learning how to do) your work.

• �À>�Ì�vÕ�`��}�Ì�>Ì�>���ÜÃ�v�À�iµÕ�Ì>L�i�V��«i�Ã>Ì����>�`�Li�iwÌÃ°

• Not expecting staff to pay upfront for  
work-related expenses such as travel.

• Disability accessibility prioritised, including for different learning styles 
and mental wellness.

• Parent-friendly and family-supporting workplace policies.

What else would make higher levels  
accessible in your work?

• Trauma-informed organisational practices and emotionally-intelligent 
leadership.

• Commitment to avoiding overwork and burnout.

• Willingness to incorporate regular and ongoing leadership 
development as a routine part of all employees’ compensation and 
time.

• Culturally-inclusive and racially equitable workplace practice.

• Adequate funding for workplace support necessary for people with 
lived experience to thrive. (See FreeFrom for ideas.)

What else would make higher levels 
sustainable in your work?

You move your organisation up the ladder by assessing and building 
your organisation’s capacity to support higher levels of organisational 
engagement of people with lived experience while remembering that 
��Ì�>���«À�}À>��iÃ��À�«À��iVÌÃ��ÕÃÌ��>Ûi�Ì�i�Ã>�i��iÛi���v�i�}>}i�i�Ì°�
Inclusion looks different from one task to the next and also from one 
«À��iVÌ�Ì��>��Ì�iÀ°���À�iÝ>�«�i]��Ì��Ã�«�ÃÃ�L�i�Ì���>Ûi�>�w�>�Vi�`i«>ÀÌ�i�Ì�
with no staff who have disclosed lived experience of the organisation’s issue 
LÕÌ�ÃÌ�����>Ûi�w�>�V�>��«À�ViÃÃiÃ�Ì�>Ì�>Ài���V�ÕÃ�Ûi��v�V��������Ûi`� 
experience needs. 

In �ÕÀ�Ü�À�]�Ì��Ã��i>�Ã�Ì�>Ì�i>V��«À��iVÌ]�i>V��Ì>Ã�]�>�`�i>V��«À�}À>��i�
eventually has to design and think about what appropriate meaningful 
inclusion looks like. Within one organisation, different departments and 
teams may be on different rungs of the ladder. The goal isn’t to move 
more individuals into the top of the hierarchy – it is to “build a bigger  
‘we’ and [have] leadership that is outward-looking rather than insular.”31

31  powell & Menendian (2024), p. 198.

Experiencing violence or oppression can lead to trauma, restriction 
of agency, and economic exploitation. Because of this, an inclusive 
organisation will always remember that Western, capitalistic models of 
professionalism and knowledge are not the only models and that they 
may be a barrier to belonging. Similarly, formal education or degrees are 
not the only way skills can be developed. To be an inclusive organisation, 
����ÕÀ���`�}i��ÕÃ�>�`�VÕ�ÌÕÀ>��Þ�Ã«iV�wV�Ü>ÞÃ��v����Ü��}]�v>V���Ì>Ì���]�
and healing. Create reciprocal relationships by offering professional 
development to support your staff in their unique career goals. Recognise 
the trust and belonging that develop when your team has the opportunity 
to see people who look like them, have similar life experiences, or come 
from their communities succeeding in the organisation, particularly among 
leadership.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#accessibility
https://www.freefrom.org/about/
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#inclusion
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#agency
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#exploitation
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A VISION OF HOPE 

 

 
 

My dream movement would 
be inclusive and different 

movements of impacted people 
(anti-racism, immigrant rights, 

feminist, etc.) 
would work together. 

 
- Collective Threads Initiative Co-Creation Partners

People who are directly impacted by the issues that our movements are organising to 
address – whose lives and communities have been disrupted by extreme exploitation, 
abuse, and oppression – understand the problems best. They know how their issues 
happen, and what those harms can do to an individual’s sense of safety, economic 
security, health, and relationships. They know what exploitation, abuse, and disruption 
can do to entire families or communities.

Importantly, they are also closest to the solutions. They can understand how best 
to translate evidence into action for sustainable impact. They know what their 
communities need, what their communities will resist, and what needs to change in 
their communities. 

Any efforts to end exploitation, abuse, and oppression will be bound by the degree 
to which they embrace meaningful lived experience leadership. The best efforts to 
address these and related issues will view impacted individuals and communities as full 
collaborators and will maintain the trust of their participants, which means they must be 
centred on the needs of people with lived experience at all levels of the organisation, 
policy, or programme. This will ensure that an effective infrastructure to address these 
kinds of violence will be developed and we will know that the sectors addressing our 
movements’ issues will be powerful, led by and working alongside impacted people – 
and with everyone involved feeling a deep sense of belonging. 

We understand that some reading this may be in agreement with the concepts and 
inspired by the work, but nevertheless hesitant to make the leap with us. People with 
lived experience may be averse to giving up well-paying but tokenising models of 
leadership or to do new work they have not done before. They may fear that others will 
think they are an imposter. Or they may worry that they don’t know how to navigate 
ÃÞÃÌi�Ã�Üi���i��Õ}���À���Ü�Ì��>`Û�V>Ìi�v�À�Ì�i�V���iVÌ�Ûi�LiÞ��`��ÕÃÌ�Ü�>Ì�Ì�iÞ½Ûi�
experienced. They may also feel intimidated by a full-hearted embrace of a collective 
vision for liberation.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#exploitation
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#belonging


Some organisations may be concerned that critical evaluation of their 
�i>���}vÕ��i�}>}i�i�Ì�«À>VÌ�ViÃ��>Þ�ÀiÛi>��`iwV�ÌÃ�Ì�iÞ��>`�½Ì�
addressed, highlight how past practices caused harm, or cast doubt on 
past work that their employees are proud of.

In order to foster real transformation, we have to give ourselves and 
each other permission to admit that what we were doing is no longer 
working and that it may have caused harm. We have to create space 
to acknowledge the shortcomings of past approaches without it being 
detrimental or ostracising. Perfectionism and inability to admit the need 
for change serve only to reinforce the status quo and keep us stuck in 
harmful patterns.

Some organisations are doing meaningful engagement very well. Most 
are doing well in some areas and struggling in others. As we dream about 
where we are going, we can honour what is going well, and – with honesty, 
gentleness, and humility – we can frankly discuss what still needs work. 
Transforming our organisations, sectors, and work to be centred in lived 
experience, using meaningful engagement of impacted individuals and 
communities, and moving towards becoming lived experience-led is not 
small or easy work. Our allies will have to decentre themselves as they 

32  https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/meridians.12.2.142 

learn to share power in new ways. Our funders will have to rethink their 
role and what “success” genuinely means. Our organisations, government 
agencies, and leadership will have to remove barriers to meaningful 
engagement that may be embedded in their practices, norms, and biases.

At Collective Threads Initiative, we are profoundly inspired by queer, Black 
feminist scholar Alexis Pauline Gumbs’ work on “Prophecy in the Present 
Tense.”32 Alexis describes how, at the time when Harriet Tubman was alive, 
most people could not even imagine that there would be a time when 
chattel slavery would not exist in the United States. Tubman dreamed 
of her people being free, was able to imagine a future without chattel 
slavery, and then was able to do the work to make it happen, declaring 
“my people are free.” Alexis calls this prophecy in the present tense – 
>vwÀ���}����Ì�i���Ü�Ì�i�vÕ�`>�i�Ì>��ÌÀÕÌ���v�Ü���«i�«�i�>Ài�����ÕÀ��}�
their inherent dignity and then acting like freedom is our unbreakable, 
irresistible outcome.

When we host workshops – dreaming sessions in which we invite our 
partners to co-create a world of dignity with us – we close by inviting our 
participants to share their own prophecies in the present tense.
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2GQRNG�KP�QWT�EQOOWPKVKGU�JCXG�CEEGUU�VQ�YGNNPGUU��1WT�
EQOOWPKVKGU�JCXG�CEEGUU�VQ�TGUV��0QDQF[�JCU�VQ�PCXKICVG�
JCTF�VKOGU�CNQPG�
9G�NKXG�KP�C�ITGGP�YQTNF�VJCV�KU�JQRGHWN�
6JGTG�KU�TQQO�HQT�HCKNWTG��CPF�KV�KU�QMC[�
9G�YQTM�VQIGVJGT�CPF�CTG�ETGCVKPI�IGPWKPG�EQNNCDQTCVKQPU�
%JKNFTGP�CTG�CNNQYGF�VQ�DG�EJKNFTGP�
#NN�YQTM�KU�FGEGPV�YQTM�
9G�CTG�HTGGKPI�QWTUGNXGU��'CEJ�RGTUQP�KU�FQKPI�VJGKT�RCTV�
/[�RGQRNG�CTG�HTGG�

And now we invite you to dream with us – to see the world that we 
are co-creating, to envision the structures and systems that will support 
that world, and to align your practices with how it all will work. This 
transformation will not happen overnight. We all must work to advocate 
for meaningful engagement of people with lived experience in our 
«À�viÃÃ���>��>�`�Ã�V�>��Ã«�iÀiÃ��v���yÕi�Vi°�7i��ÕÃÌ�VÀ�Ì�V>��Þ�iÝ>���i�
what barriers we unintentionally place in impacted individuals’ paths and 
commit to removing those barriers. Together, we will be successful in our 
shared vision: ending exploitation, abuse, and oppression. 



CLOSING REFLECTIONS
We cannot create what we cannot imagine. All creation 
starts with dreaming.

3WGUVKQPU�HQT�TGƃGEVKQP��FKUEWUUKQP��QT�LQWTPCNKPI�

1) This work loses meaning when we cannot practise the 
things we are working towards, like care, equity, and 
rest. What are the things you are working towards that 
you need to also prioritise for yourself and your teams? 
How can you bring more of those into your work?

2) All of us, no matter what our lived experiences and 
identities are, are working to address and break down 
our internalised oppression and unconscious biases. 
What are some of the internalised beliefs that are 
holding you back from bringing your gifts into the 
work? Are any of them hindering you from accessing 
the things you thought about when you responded to 
Question 1?

3) As you dream about what your work could look like, 
and what the systems you work in could look like, what 
comes up for you? Now dream bigger and envision 
Ì��Ãi�ÃÞÃÌi�Ã�i�Ì�Ài�Þ�Ài��>}��i`�­À>Ì�iÀ�Ì�>���ÕÃÌ�
reformed). What comes up now?
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ANNEX 1:  
EVALUATION, TOOLS,  
AND ASSESSMENTS

My dream movement would grow and 
change over time, and be open to 

learning and unlearning. 
 

- Collective Threads Initiative  
Co-Creation Partners

We measure what we value. While organisations may be expected to also 
measure things based on funder requirements, beyond those constraints 
evaluation can provide a systematic process for measuring meaningful 
engagement with people with lived experience over time.

While our online hub of tools to accompany the handbook is growing and 
new tools are added regularly, the core tools for this handbook available at 
the time of publication for the second edition include: 

• 6QQNDQZ�&GƂPKVKQPU - A living glossary of words used in our 
toolbox that lives on our website.

• The Wheel of Engagement - A tool housed on our website 
where those who do not have time or capacity for a full evaluation 
or otherwise deep dive into meaningful engagement can access 
randomised, bite-sized suggestions for simple changes to 
improve engagement of people with lived experience.

• The Lived Experience Engagement Planner - A tool to help you 
determine needed supports to foster meaningful engagement 
>VÀ�ÃÃ�Ì�i��iÛi�Ã��v�Ì�i�Ã«iVÌÀÕ�����>�«À��iVÌ]�Ìi>�]��À�
department.

• Meaningful Engagement Quick Start Guide - A tool to 
determine concrete ways to get started and take manageable 
steps towards better engagements.

• Meaningful Engagement Barriers and Opportunities - A 
publication outlining commonly expressed challenges to 
meaningful engagement along with recommendations for 
preventing, mitigating, or addressing each.

• Meaningful Engagement Organisational Readiness 
Assessment - A self-assessment tool to help your organisation 
better understand your readiness for meaningful engagement as 
well as potential areas of improvement.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#evaluation
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• The Comprehensive, Abbreviated, and Participant Ladder – 
Prebuilt surveys to help you assess your organisation’s level of 
engagement and track it over time.

• Analysis Tools for the Lived Experience Inclusion Ladder 
Survey - This includes the Average Score Chart, Ladder Results 
Table, Priority Score Worksheet, and Priority Matrix – and 
are intended to help you analyse your results on the surveys 
and develop a plan for next steps. We also have a Google 
Spreadsheet that can help calculate these more easily for you.

• The Power Analysis Workbook - A workbook to guide individual 
�À�}À�Õ«�ÀiyiVÌ���Ã����Ì�i�«�ÜiÀ�`Þ�>��VÃ�«ÀiÃi�Ì����>�«À��iVÌ]�
programme, or activity so that mitigation strategies can be 
developed.

• Lived Experience Leadership Analysis - A worksheet to 
assist you in evaluating and understanding when organisations 
or initiatives indicate that they are “lived experience-led” or 
“survivor-led.”

All of these tools, and more, are available in the online resource hub at 
Collective Threads Initiative’s website.

33  “Trends” in this case does not mean something is trendy or fashionable. It means that the data from responses show that multiple people or groups of people 
reported something similar.

Readiness assessment 

Organisations that do not initially have a high level of lived experience 
engagement may be excited to dive in but also worried about doing 
it “wrong” or causing harm. Those that have existing lived experience 
engagement programmes may also have mixed feelings: uncomfortable 
about opening themselves up to change and worried about buy-in from 
existing staff and partners, but enthusiastic about having a new resource 
v�À�ÀiyiVÌ��}�VÀ�Ì�V>��Þ����Ì�i�À�Ü�À�°�"ÕÀ�readiness assessment does not 
tell you whether or not you should work on meaningful engagement. 
Rather, it provides clarifying questions to help you assess potential points 
of tension, overenthusiasm, harm, or confusion before diving into our  
full work. 
 
Surveys and evaluation 

Evaluating your organisation’s lived experience engagement strengths and 
areas for growth will help you assess how you are doing, determine a plan 
for continuous quality improvement, and track your progress over time. 
Organisations can evaluate their programmes by tracking progress on 
“indicators,” which are measurable categories that indicate your strength 
or weakness in a given area. We assess how an organisation is doing on 
any one indicator by developing an “instrument” (a survey, for example) 
that asks about each indicator. In the survey itself, there are questions that 
are meant to measure each indicator (or components of the indicator). 

Organisations can use the instrument to assess how they are doing and 
what still needs to be done. “Data analysis” means looking at the survey 
responses thoughtfully in a structured way to see “trends”33�>�`�w�`��}Ã�
that can be used to make decisions. Analysis typically also includes 

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#hurt-harm-abuse
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#buy-in
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#proximal-witnesses
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suggestions or a protocol for prioritising needs and developing an action plan for improvement of current 
services based on the data, and then the action plan is implemented. After a period of time to allow for 
meaningful work on the action plan, the assessment will be repeated so that progress can be tracked and 
a new action plan for the next steps can be developed. This repeating process of assessment > analysis 
> action plan > improvement is often referred to as “continuous quality improvement” or CQI.

Evaluation is often viewed by organisations as either a funder chore (“We do this to keep getting funded 
so we must look good to our funders”) or a scary task (“What if we don’t score well? Does that mean 
we’re bad at our work?”). In reality, your “score” is less important than what you do with the results of the 
assessment. The scores on the assessments and averages in your analysis do not tell you whether or not 
you are succeeding or failing, or whether or not you should be proud or ashamed. Rather, they give you 
information that you can use to have a more impactful strategy. The goal is not to compare yourself 
with other organisations – “Who scored higher? Does that mean they’re better than us?” Nor is 
the goal to beat yourself up over things you’ve struggled with. The goal is to evaluate your own 
organisation, identify and prioritise follow-up actions, and develop a strategy for implementing 
changes. This is continuous quality improvement – and demonstrating a commitment to CQI speaks 
volumes about the intentions of your work! 

Often, organisations or their staff may view data collection as something that is done primarily to 
appease funders and stay in grant compliance. When done well and thoughtfully, data collection 
and analysis for CQI can be one of the most valuable and essential processes an organisation 
V>��i�}>}i���°��Ì��Ã���«�ÀÌ>�Ì�Ì����V�À«�À>Ìi�iÛ>�Õ>Ì������Ì��Þ�ÕÀ�LÕ`}iÌÃ]�ÃÌ>vw�}�V>«>V�ÌÞ]�>�`�
timelines when developing funding processes.

Our repository includes a series of surveys and analysis tools you may use to track and evaluate your 
progress at continually increasing your level of effective, meaningful engagement of people with 
lived experience in your work. Not all tools will be appropriate or effective for your particular 
organisation. Just as you likely wouldn’t need to use every tool in your toolbox to build a piece of 
furniture, you don’t have to use every tool in our toolbox.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#evaluation


Programme and organisational evaluation are  
new to us. Where can we learn more?

(QT�KPVTQFWEVQT[�KPHQTOCVKQP�CDQWV�RTQITCOOG�GXCNWCVKQP��UGG�

/�i�	>Ã�V�*À��V�«�iÃ��v�*À�}À>��
Û>�Õ>Ì����LÞ� ��«À�wÌ� iÜ�9�À�

A Framework for Program Evaluation: A Gateway to Tools from 
Community Toolbox

Introduction to Program Evaluation for Public Health Programs: A 
Self-Study Guide by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control

 
(QT�OQTG�KPHQTOCVKQP�CDQWV�JQY�VQ�WUG�GSWKVCDNG�GXCNWCVKQP�
RTCEVKEGU�VQ�GPUWTG�[QWT�GXCNWCVKQP�OGVJQFU�FQ�PQV�
WPKPVGPVKQPCNN[�TGRNKECVG�RTQDNGOCVKE�RQYGT�F[PCOKEU� 
CPF�DKCU��UGG�

The Equitable Evaluation Initiative

Full Frame Initiative’s Tradeoffs Analysis Tool

 
(QT�OQTG�TGUQWTEGU�CDQWV�RNCPPKPI�CPF�FGEKUKQP�OCMKPI�

Decision-Making with Pros, Cons, and Mitigations from  
The Management Center
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ANNEX 2:  
MOVEMENTS AND SECTORS
By Aubrey Lloyd, Chris Ash, and Sophie Otiende

1. What is the core difference between a movement and 
a sector in addressing a social issue? 

A movement is fundamentally driven by the shared experience 
�v����ÕÃÌ�Vi�>���}�Ì�i�«i�«�i��i>`��}�>�`��À}>��Ã��}��Ì°�
Its primary purpose is to build collective power through 
organising relationships with the explicit goal of strategically 
shifting the balance of power, informed by a broader social 
change agenda. In contrast, a sector develops and administers 
policies, programmes, research, and services related to an 
issue. While individuals within a sector may care deeply about 
the issue, they may or may not be directly impacted by it, and 
their ability to challenge power structures can be constrained 
by the systems they operate within, such as funding sources 
and institutional hierarchies. 

2. How do movements and sectors approach the  
concept of power? 

��Ûi�i�ÌÃ�>���Ì��`�Ã�>�Ì�i��À�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�Þ�Ài`ÕVi�Ì�i�Ài�iÛ>�Vi�
of hierarchical power models by fostering shared power among 
communities. Their organising efforts focus on building collective 
power from the ground up to challenge existing power dynamics. 
Sectors, on the other hand, often operate within established 
hierarchical structures, comprising government agencies and 
registered organisations. While individuals within sectors might seek 
to address power imbalances, their actions can be limited by the 
inherent hierarchies of these institutions and the potential for negative 
Ài«iÀVÕÃÃ���Ã��v�Ì�iÞ�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�Þ�V�>��i�}i�Ì�i�ÃÌ>ÌÕÃ�µÕ�°

 

3. What types of structures and organisations are 
typically found in movements versus sectors? 
 
Movements exhibit diverse and often informal structures, 
ranging from individual organisers and mutual aid networks to 
unregistered grassroots collectives and registered organisations. 
They may also include peripheral volunteers. Sectors are 
characterised by a collection of formal institutions, including 
government agencies at various levels, non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), and other registered entities. Individuals 
involved in sectors include leaders, employees, civil servants, 
volunteers within these organisations, and independent 
consultants or speakers focused on sector engagement.

 

4. How are movements and sectors typically funded? 

The unfunded, grassroots elements of movements often rely 
on community-based and crowdsourced resources. Labour 
may be provided by community members or organisers 
Ü�Ì��Ã«iV�wV�Ã����Ã]�Ài`ÕV��}�Ì�i��ii`�v�À����iÌ>ÀÞ�vÕ�`��}°�
Financial support may come directly from the affected 
community, as well as from friends and allies. Sectors are 
funded primarily by governments (for government agencies 
>�`�>�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�«�ÀÌ�����v� �"�Ü�À�®�>�`�Ì�À�Õ}����`�Û�`Õ>�]�
corporate, or foundation philanthropy. This funding is typically 
>`����ÃÌiÀi`����Ü>ÞÃ�Ì�>Ì�>��}��Ü�Ì��Ì�i�vÕ�`iÀÃ½��L�iVÌ�ÛiÃ°

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#grassroots
http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#resources
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5. How does the direct lived experience of an issue 
KPƃWGPEG�VJG�YQTM�QH�OQXGOGPVU�EQORCTGF�VQ�
sectors? 

�����Ûi�i�ÌÃ]�Ì�i�`�ÀiVÌ���Ûi`�iÝ«iÀ�i�Vi��v����ÕÃÌ�Vi��Ã�>�
central driving force. Those leading and organising are typically 
directly affected by the issue, shaping their understanding, 
strategies, and commitment. In sectors, while individuals 
may be deeply concerned about an issue, the leadership and 
strategy development may be carried out by people who 
>Ài���Ì�`�ÀiVÌ�Þ���«>VÌi`°�/��Ã�`�vviÀi�Vi�V>����yÕi�Vi�Ì�i�
priorities, approaches, and the sense of urgency in addressing 
the issue.

 

6. What is the primary goal of organising within a 
movement? 

The primary goal of organising within a movement is to build 
relationships strategically to shift the balance of power. This 
is done with a clear understanding of a larger social change 
agenda. The focus is on empowering communities and 
ensuring that power is more broadly shared, rather than simply 
increasing the number of individuals with power within existing 
hierarchical models.

7. What are the main activities and functions of a sector 
in relation to a social issue? 

The main activities and functions of a sector include 
developing and administering policies, implementing 
programmes, conducting research, and providing services 
>��i`�>Ì�>``ÀiÃÃ��}�>�Ã«iV�wV�Ã�V�>���ÃÃÕi°�/�iÃi�>VÌ�Û�Ì�iÃ�
are typically carried out by government agencies, NGOs, and 
other registered organisations that constitute the sector. 

8. What potential challenges or risks might individuals 
within a sector face if they actively challenge the 
existing balance of power? 

Individuals working within a sector who attempt to challenge 
Ì�i�iÃÌ>L��Ã�i`�L>�>�Vi��v�«�ÜiÀ��>Þ�i�V�Õ�ÌiÀ�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�
pushback or risk losing funding. This is because the systems 
that govern, oversee, and support sector participants 
are often deeply intertwined with the very systems that 
create and perpetuate hierarchy. Funders, being part of 
this interconnected system, may be resistant to initiatives 
that fundamentally question or threaten the existing power 
structures.

http://collectivethreads.org/glossary/#empowerment
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