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Abstract 
Grassroots leadership has become a central concern in contemporary discussions of non-
profit governance and development practice. Unlike managerial or professionalized 
approaches, which often reproduce hierarchical logics of efficiency, compliance, and donor 
control, grassroots leadership foregrounds relational trust, collective decision-making, and 
accountability to local communities. This article situates grassroots leadership within 
broader debates on participatory development, empowerment, social capital, and 
governance, framing it as both a practical orientation and a political stance. Drawing on 
theoretical foundations such as Freire’s critical pedagogy, Sen’s capability approach, 
Bourdieu’s social capital, and Chambers’ participatory methodologies, the analysis 
demonstrates how grassroots leadership challenges dominant assumptions of expertise and 
authority. Comparative insights from Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, Latin America, and 
migrant communities in the Global North illustrate the adaptability of grassroots leadership 
across diverse sociopolitical contexts. The article also highlights contradictions: while 
grassroots leadership democratizes voice and mobilizes local agency, it is constrained by 
structural inequalities, donor dependency, and risks of co-optation. By bridging theory and 
practice, the discussion argues that grassroots leadership is not merely an alternative to 
professionalized models but a necessary condition for authentic participation and the 
democratization of civil society.
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1. Introduction 
Leadership in non-profit organizations is often analyzed through managerial frameworks 
that emphasize efficiency, control, and compliance. Yet such approaches risk marginalizing 
the voices of the very communities they seek to serve. Grassroots leadership has emerged as 
a counterpoint, centering the knowledge, traditions, and agency of local actors. Its bottom-

 of 1 5

https://www.linkedin.com/in/drannaneya/
http://neyaglobal.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5669-1676
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-grsrldemplcvc-01


up character emphasizes trust, relational accountability, and collective decision-making, 
positioning leadership as both a practical orientation and a political act that redefines power 
relations within civil society.
This article examines grassroots leadership as an indispensable element of democratic 
governance in non-profits. It highlights tensions between community-driven leadership and 
professionalized NGO structures, situates the discussion within established academic 
debates, and develops a conceptual and methodological framework for understanding 
grassroots leadership across diverse contexts.

2. Context and Background 
Grassroots leadership cannot be understood in isolation from broader debates in 
development and governance. Participatory development highlights the central role of local 
agency, suggesting that sustainable change occurs only when communities define both 
problems and solutions (Chambers, 2014). Empowerment theory emphasizes how 
marginalized groups gain voice, confidence, and decision-making authority (Kabeer, 1999). 
Social capital theory demonstrates how networks of reciprocity and trust underpin 
community resilience and collective action (Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 2000). Governance 
studies further complicate this picture by showing how non-profits balance competing 
accountabilities: to donors, governments, and communities (Ebrahim, 2003).
Together, these perspectives provide a foundation for understanding grassroots leadership as 
a practice that mediates between the lived realities of communities and the institutional 
frameworks of development organizations.

3. Approaches to Grassroots Leadership 
3.1 Relational and Participatory Practices
Grassroots leaders act as facilitators rather than commanders, prioritizing dialogue and trust-
building. Their authority stems not from formal credentials but from community 
recognition, cultural embeddedness, and shared experience.
3.2 Theoretical Influences

• Robert Chambers: Participatory rural appraisal as a tool for community voice.
• Amartya Sen: The capability approach, reframing leadership in terms of freedoms 

and agency.
• Pierre Bourdieu: Social capital as a foundation for community mobilization.
• Paulo Freire: Critical pedagogy, positioning leadership as a process of emancipation 

through dialogue.
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3.3 Tensions with Professionalized Models
Grassroots leadership challenges the dominance of managerial NGO structures, which 
prioritize donor compliance and technical efficiency. This clash raises questions about 
legitimacy, authenticity, and the locus of accountability in non-profit governance.

4. Illustrative Examples 
Comparative case studies reveal the diversity of grassroots leadership across contexts:

• Sub-Saharan Africa: Community-based health committees mobilizing around HIV/
AIDS demonstrated how trust and reciprocity strengthen both care and advocacy.

• South Asia: Women’s self-help groups in India linked economic empowerment to 
political participation, reframing leadership as collective agency.

• Latin America: Indigenous movements in Bolivia and Ecuador positioned grassroots 
leaders as cultural custodians and political negotiators in struggles over land and 
autonomy.

• Migrant communities in the Global North: Grassroots leaders mediated between 
diaspora communities and host societies, ensuring cultural continuity while 
advancing integration.

These cases illustrate the adaptability of grassroots leadership, while also exposing 
vulnerabilities to donor influence and political co-optation.

5. Discussion 
Grassroots leadership represents a vital corrective to top-down governance models in the 
non-profit sector. Its emphasis on authenticity, trust, and relational accountability allows 
marginalized voices to influence decision-making. However, its potential is constrained by 
structural inequalities, resource scarcity, and dependence on external funding. Donor-driven 
agendas risk instrumentalizing grassroots leadership, turning it into a tool for legitimacy 
rather than empowerment.
Bridging theory and practice requires acknowledging both the transformative potential and 
the contradictions of grassroots leadership. For academics, this means advancing critical 
frameworks that capture its complexities. For practitioners, it means designing programs 
and partnerships that strengthen, rather than dilute, community agency.

6. Conclusion 
Grassroots leadership is both an empirical reality and a normative aspiration for the 
democratization of civil society. By centering community voice, building trust, and 
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redistributing power, it challenges dominant paradigms of professionalized NGO 
governance. At the same time, it confronts contradictions linked to donor dependency and 
structural inequalities.
The study of grassroots leadership provides important insights for scholars of governance 
and practitioners of development alike. For academics, it highlights the need to rethink 
leadership beyond managerial frameworks. For practitioners, it offers concrete lessons on 
how to strengthen community resilience and democratic accountability. Future research 
should further explore strategies to protect grassroots leadership from co-optation, ensuring 
it remains a force for authentic empowerment and sustainable change.
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