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Abstract 
The development of grassroots leadership capacity is widely recognized as essential for 
sustaining community-based initiatives. Yet conventional approaches—emphasizing formal 
training in technical skills such as financial management or organizational governance—
often risk subordinating community knowledge to donor priorities. This article argues that 
grassroots leadership development must integrate technical competencies with local 
legitimacy, cultural knowledge, and indigenous decision-making traditions. Peer-to-peer and 
experiential learning emerge as particularly effective, fostering solidarity, confidence, and 
critical awareness within communities. Popular education traditions, drawing on Paulo 
Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed, provide additional tools for cultivating empowerment 
through dialogue, reflection, and collective praxis. The article also highlights barriers to 
inclusive capacity-building, including gender norms, class divides, ethnic and linguistic 
exclusion, and generational inequalities. Case examples illustrate how peer exchanges, 
popular education workshops, and diaspora networks strengthen grassroots leadership while 
raising challenges of access and equity. A final tension concerns the paradox of institutional 
recognition, which can both empower and erode leaders’ local legitimacy. The analysis 
concludes that sustainable grassroots leadership capacity requires dialogical, inclusive, and 
context-sensitive approaches that safeguard dual legitimacy—ensuring leaders remain 
accountable to their communities while also capable of engaging institutional systems.
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1. Introduction 
Building leadership capacity has become a central focus of community development 
practice. Yet the dominant paradigm often treats capacity-building as a technical exercise 
aligned with donor expectations rather than a dialogical process rooted in community 
agency. Formal training in project management, governance, or finance can be valuable, but 
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when emphasized in isolation it risks marginalizing cultural knowledge and undermining the 
authority of leaders embedded in community life.
This article examines alternative frameworks for strengthening grassroots leadership 
capacity. It emphasizes peer learning, experiential practices, and popular education, while 
also addressing structural barriers and tensions around legitimacy.

2. Formal Training and Its Limitations 
Formalized training programs provide skills essential for navigating institutional 
requirements, yet they often impose external logics of accountability. When training is 
understood merely as a transfer of knowledge from experts to communities, it disregards the 
relational and cultural bases of grassroots leadership. The challenge lies in balancing 
technical competence with recognition of local legitimacy and embedded authority.

3. Peer-to-Peer and Experiential Learning 
Peer learning situates knowledge creation within the community, drawing on shared 
experiences and collective reflection. Experiential methods foster confidence, solidarity, and 
adaptive strategies, aligning with the concept of “communities of practice” where learning 
is socially embedded. Exchanges between villages, or even across national borders, allow 
leaders to adapt innovations while preserving ownership of their leadership development.

4. Barriers and Intersectional Inequalities 
Capacity-building efforts are conditioned by inequalities of gender, class, ethnicity, and age. 
Women leaders often face exclusion from formal structures while bearing disproportionate 
care responsibilities. Poorer community members may lack time or literacy to participate 
fully, while ethnic and linguistic minorities risk marginalization within multi-ethnic 
societies. Youth leaders demonstrate strong digital mobilizing capacities but are frequently 
denied recognition in traditional governance structures. These dynamics highlight that 
leadership development is never neutral but embedded in broader social hierarchies.

5. Popular Education and Collective Empowerment 
Traditions of popular education offer a transformative alternative to conventional training. 
Drawing on Paulo Freire’s pedagogy, popular education emphasizes critical consciousness, 
dialogue, and praxis. Storytelling, theater, and problem-posing workshops enable 
communities to analyze their realities and collectively act upon them. Across Latin America, 
Africa, and Asia, popular education has been adopted as both pedagogical practice and 
political strategy, enabling marginalized groups to cultivate agency and leadership capacity.
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6. Transnational and Diaspora Networks 
In the contemporary global context, diaspora networks and transnational solidarity 
movements provide new avenues for leadership development. Diaspora leaders channel 
resources, expertise, and advocacy support back to local communities, while transnational 
movements—such as feminist and climate justice networks—amplify grassroots voices in 
global debates. These linkages expand capacity but also risk privileging more educated or 
mobile leaders, potentially reproducing inequalities within grassroots spaces.

7. The Challenge of Dual Legitimacy 
Institutional recognition—through certificates, partnerships, or NGO endorsements—can 
strengthen grassroots leaders’ influence but may simultaneously undermine local trust if 
leaders are perceived as too aligned with external agendas. Sustainable approaches must 
therefore safeguard dual legitimacy: ensuring accountability to communities while enabling 
effective engagement with institutional systems.

8. Discussion 
The development of grassroots leadership capacity requires a shift from technocratic models 
to dialogical, participatory, and inclusive approaches. Peer and experiential learning, 
popular education, and transnational connections offer pathways for strengthening 
leadership. However, without attention to structural inequalities and risks of co-optation, 
such efforts may reproduce exclusion or erode local legitimacy. For academics, the study 
highlights the importance of theorizing leadership development as both a pedagogical and 
political process. For practitioners, it offers guidance on designing capacity-building 
initiatives that affirm local authority while equipping leaders for external engagement.

9. Conclusion 
Grassroots leadership development is not merely about technical training but about 
cultivating agency, solidarity, and cultural legitimacy. Effective capacity-building must 
integrate skills with recognition of local authority, emphasize experiential and peer learning, 
and draw on traditions of popular education. Global networks can strengthen grassroots 
leaders but must be managed to avoid creating new hierarchies.
The central challenge is dual legitimacy: ensuring leaders remain trusted by their 
communities while also recognized by institutional systems. Addressing this challenge 
requires inclusive, context-sensitive, and dialogical approaches that embed leadership 
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development in the lived realities of communities while preparing them to navigate global 
structures of power and policy.

References 
• Chambers, R. (2014). Rural Development: Putting the Last First. Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315835815
• Cornwall, A., & Eade, D. (Eds.). (2010).  Deconstructing Development Discourse: 

Buzzwords and Fuzzwords. Practical Action Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.3362/9781780440095.000

• Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Continuum.
• Gaventa, J., & Barrett, G. (2012). Mapping the outcomes of citizen engagement. World 

Development, 40(12), 2399–2410. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2012.05.014

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  Grassroots Leadership: Empowering Local Voices.  NEYA 
Global Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/grassroots-leadership-2025

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Grassroots leadership in non-profit governance: Community, 
power, and participation. Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-grsrldemplcvc-01

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Functions and roles of grassroots leaders: Internal cohesion, 
external representation, and cultural brokerage.  Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit 
Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-grsrldemplcvc-03

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  Measuring the impact of grassroots leadership: Levels, 
methods, and participatory approaches. Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-grsrldemplcvc-07

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  Transformational Leadership: Strategies for Dynamic 
Leaders. NEYA Global Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/transformational-leadership-2025

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Mental Health in Leadership. NEYA Global Publishing.
• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Strategic Execution: Turning Vision into Impact. NEYA Global 

Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/strategic-execution-2025

 of 4 5

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315835815
https://doi.org/10.3362/9781780440095.000
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2012.05.014
https://doi.org/10.64357/grassroots-leadership-2025
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-grsrldemplcvc-01
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-grsrldemplcvc-03
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-grsrldemplcvc-07
https://doi.org/10.64357/transformational-leadership-2025
https://doi.org/10.64357/strategic-execution-2025


• Kabeer, N. (1999). Resources, agency, achievements: Reflections on the measurement of 
women's empowerment. Development and Change, 30(3), 435–464. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7660.00125

• Wenger, E. (1998).  Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and 
Identity. Cambridge University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511803932

• Tarrow, S. (2011). Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics (3rd 
ed.). Cambridge University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511973529

 of 5 5

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7660.00125
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511803932
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511973529

