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Abstract 
The roles of grassroots leaders extend across both internal community dynamics and 
external institutional relations, making them pivotal in non-profit governance and 
participatory development. Unlike professionalized leadership, which often relies on 
positional authority and managerial expertise, grassroots leadership is relational, trust-based, 
and embedded in community life. This article examines three core functions: internal 
consolidation, external representation, and cultural brokerage. Internally, leaders foster 
cohesion, solidarity, and resilience through inclusive practices and reciprocal relationships. 
Externally, they act as advocates and intermediaries, connecting communities with NGOs, 
donors, and state institutions while navigating risks of co-optation and donor-driven 
agendas. As cultural brokers, grassroots leaders translate local knowledge into institutional 
frameworks and simultaneously protect community traditions and epistemologies. 
Intersectional dynamics—particularly of gender, class, age, and ethnicity—further shape 
who is recognized as a leader and how authority is exercised. Case examples highlight 
Indigenous leaders negotiating land rights, women’s collectives balancing care and 
advocacy, and youth leaders mobilizing through digital platforms. The analysis underscores 
that grassroots leadership is fragile yet resilient, sustained by trust and relational 
accountability. It concludes that effective grassroots leadership requires critical attention to 
power relations, inclusivity, and autonomy, ensuring it strengthens community agency rather 
than undermines it.

Keywords 
grassroots leadership; trust-based leadership; cultural brokerage; advocacy; 
intersectionality; non-profit governance

1. Introduction 
Leadership in community and non-profit contexts cannot be understood solely through the 
lens of managerial authority. Grassroots leadership, by contrast, derives its legitimacy from 
trust, relational accountability, and embeddedness in everyday community life. Leaders are 
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not evaluated by formal credentials but by their capacity to maintain solidarity, embody 
community values, and facilitate collective action.
This article analyzes the multiple functions and roles of grassroots leaders, demonstrating 
how their influence extends inward to consolidate communities and outward to engage 
institutions. It also highlights the centrality of cultural brokerage and the impact of 
intersectional inequalities on leadership recognition.

2. Internal Functions: Cohesion and Trust 
Grassroots leaders play a crucial role in fostering solidarity and cohesion within 
communities. Rather than issuing directives, they weave networks of trust and shared 
identity across diverse groups. Through inclusive practices, reciprocal relationships, and 
ongoing dialogue, leaders ensure that communities can sustain action under conditions of 
poverty, marginalization, or repression.
Leaders also mediate potential divisions of class, ethnicity, or religion, helping communities 
avoid fragmentation. Trust becomes both an interpersonal resource and a collective asset, 
enabling resilience in the face of external pressures.

3. External Functions: Advocacy and Representation 
Beyond internal dynamics, grassroots leaders act as intermediaries between their 
communities and broader institutional systems. They advocate for community needs with 
NGOs, donors, and governments, making marginalized voices visible in arenas of policy 
and resource distribution.
This advocacy is both empowering and precarious. Leaders may face pressure to conform to 
donor agendas or risk losing recognition and resources. External representation therefore 
requires careful negotiation of power to ensure that advocacy strengthens, rather than 
weakens, community agency.

4. Cultural and Social Brokerage 
Grassroots leadership also involves translating between local knowledge systems and 
institutional frameworks. Leaders interpret community concerns in terms legible to NGOs 
and governments while defending cultural traditions and epistemologies.
For example, Indigenous leaders negotiating land rights must articulate claims in legal 
language while grounding their advocacy in cosmologies of stewardship and reciprocity. 
This dual accountability demands credibility in both community and institutional arenas, 
exposing leaders to tensions but also granting them unique bridging capacities.
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5. Intersectional Dimensions 
Leadership functions are shaped by intersecting structures of gender, age, class, and 
ethnicity. Women leaders often carry the dual burden of community care and political 
exclusion, while youth leaders mobilize digital platforms but remain marginalized in 
institutional spaces. Minority or Indigenous leaders act as cultural advocates yet risk being 
sidelined in national or multi-ethnic contexts.
These dynamics show that leadership is never neutral but embedded within broader 
inequalities. Recognizing and addressing intersectional barriers is therefore essential to 
making grassroots leadership inclusive and sustainable.

6. Discussion 
Grassroots leadership combines fragility and resilience. It is fragile because trust and 
credibility must be continuously maintained, and external advocacy risks donor co-optation. 
It is resilient because it is embedded in relationships of solidarity, cultural identity, and 
community survival.
For academics, the analysis highlights the need to theorize leadership beyond hierarchical 
models, incorporating relational and intersectional perspectives. For practitioners, it 
suggests strategies for supporting grassroots leaders through inclusive practices, 
accountability mechanisms, and skills in negotiation and translation.

7. Conclusion 
Grassroots leadership fulfills vital functions that extend across internal, external, and 
cultural spheres. By consolidating community trust, representing marginalized voices in 
institutional arenas, and bridging knowledge systems, grassroots leaders sustain both 
resilience and agency.
However, their work is complicated by structural inequalities and the constant risk of co-
optation. Addressing these challenges requires community-based accountability, inclusive 
practices, and recognition of marginalized leaders, particularly women and youth. 
Ultimately, the effectiveness of grassroots leadership lies not in formal authority but in its 
ability to maintain relational accountability and embody collective values, ensuring that 
communities remain active agents in shaping their futures.
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