Eight Lessons on Power and Inequality: Reflections from Community Practice in
Aotearoa New Zealand
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ABSTRACT

This article presents a reflective examination of power in community-based practice through eight lessons devel-

oped from qualitative fieldwork with grassroots NGOs in Aotearoa New Zealand. Drawing on long-term reflection,
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the article revisits earlier research from a more distanced and critically informed perspective, allowing for a deep-
er understanding of how power is experienced and negotiated. The analysis explores how power operates not
only through formal structures but also through subtle, relational, and often unspoken dynamics that shape par-
ticipation, influence, and inclusion. Using an ecological framework informed by Bronfenbrenner(1979)and a psy-
chopolitical perspective, Prilleltensky (2008), the article examines how power moves across interconnected levels
of experience. The eight lessons highlight key tensions in community practice, including the gap between partici-
pation and influence, the dual role of relationships as enabling and exclusionary, and the coexistence of empower-
ment and dependency. Central to the reflection is the role of the researcher practitioner, whose presence both
shapes and is shaped by power dynamics. Rather than positioning power as something to be eliminated, the arti-
cle argues for a more reflexive and relational approach, where practitioners develop the capacity to recognise, in-
terpret, and work with power across multiple levels. In doing so, the article contributes a practice oriented and

theoretically grounded perspective on power within community psychology.
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INTRODUCTION

In community work, power is often subtle. It is rarely stated clearly in meeting notes or formal roles. In-
stead, it tends to reveal itself in quieter ways, in patterns of interaction, spatial positioning, and unspoken assump-
tions about legitimacy and belonging. During my fieldwork within grassroots community settings in Aotearoa
New Zealand, I became increasingly aware of these layered dynamics of power, visible, hidden, and deeply em-
bedded in relationships. What I had initially approached as a site of participatory empowerment gradually re-
vealed itself to be more complex. Over time, I came to see it as an ongoing negotiation between ideals of inclusion
and the realities of hierarchy, dependency, and social positioning.

As my understanding developed, I began to recognise that power in community contexts is not something
that can simply be removed or evenly distributed. Instead, it is something that must be continually noticed, inter-
preted, and navigated. This article reflects on moments and patterns from my fieldwork that reshaped how I un-
derstand power. These are not presented as abstract principles, but as reflections grounded in lived engagement
with community practice. Together, they suggest that effective community work depends less on reducing power
differences and more on developing the capacity to work with them thoughtfully and reflexively.

This article draws on retrospective reflection of qualitative fieldwork, informed by reflexive practice and
ongoing engagement with community psychology theory. At the same time, these reflections are shaped not only
by my experience in the field, but also by the distance that time has provided.

I conducted this research study approximately twelve years ago. At the time, I was deeply immersed in the

field, analysing systems and relationships from within the immediacy of practice. Now, more than a decade later, I
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find myself returning to these experiences with a different perspective. With this distance, I am able to step back
and consider what I learned from a broader, more macro level viewpoint. As I revisited my original research, I re-
alised that my understanding of power had continued to evolve. This article reflects that ongoing learning and
brings together eight key lessons that have emerged through both practice and reflection over time.

These reflections are situated within a broader Aotearoa New Zealand context shaped by structural in-
equalities and shifting welfare policies, where access to resources and opportunities remains unevenly distribut-
ed. Community organisations such as Urban Community, Okuyama(2014), operate within this landscape, support-
ing individuals experiencing marginalisation linked to unemployment, stigma, and limited access to social
services. As a grassroots initiative grounded in participatory and empowerment oriented practice, Urban Commu-
nity creates opportunities for service users to be actively involved in community life. At the same time, this con-
text also made me more aware of how wider systems continue to shape the limits of participation and influence.
This broader context became an important backdrop for how I began to understand power in everyday practice.

To make sense of these experiences, I developed a conceptual framework that captured recurring patterns
observed in the field. This framework brought together relational power, visible and invisible forms of influence,
informal social capital, and reflexivity. As I revisited this framework more recently, I realised that these dynamics
could be understood more clearly through an ecological lens.

Drawing on the ecological systems theory of Bronfenbrenner(1979), I began to see how power operates
across interconnected levels. At the level of everyday experience, power is experienced through interactions and
perceptions. This multi-level approach shows us that social issues are rooted in personal, relational, and societal
factors (Furnham, 1989). Within relationships and networks, it is shaped through patterns of connection and be-
longing. Organisational structures and decision-making processes influence how power is distributed and enact-
ed, while broader social and political systems define the conditions within which all of this takes place. Power

does not sit neatly within one level, but emerges through their interaction (See Figure 1).

Figure 1

Power Across Ecological Levels in Community Practice
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This perspective also resonates with Prilleltensky’ s(2008)concept of psychopolitical validity, which high-
lights how personal experiences are shaped by wider political and structural conditions. Bringing these perspec-
tives together provided a way of linking personal reflection to broader theoretical understandings of power. The
following eight lessons reflect how these ecological and psychopolitical dynamics became visible through prac-

tice, and how my understanding of power evolved over time.

Lesson 1: Power Is Often Spatial before It Is Verbal

During my research, I began to notice that power is often communicated through space rather than words.
Physical environments and spatial arrangements signal hierarchy in ways that are rarely made explicit. For exam-
ple, in many organisations, senior leaders occupy larger, private offices, while others work in shared or open spac-
es. These spatial differences are not just practical, they communicate status, access, and authority.

Such arrangements shape how individuals feel within a space, influencing whether they feel included,
comfortable, or out of place. At the same time, they shape how others interpret belonging and legitimacy. These
patterns are often tied to organisational norms and wider assumptions about hierarchy. Lefebvre (1991)argues
that space is socially produced and structured through hierarchy, which strongly resonated with my observations.
What may initially appear to be minor, practical details are, in fact, significant indicators of power. Space is not
neutral; it is a keyway that power becomes visible and normalised.

This highlights how power operates at the organisational level while shaping individual experience, reflect-
ing an ecological understanding of power across levels. As attention shifts from space to interaction, it becomes

important to consider how participation functions in practice.

Lesson 2: Participation Does Not Equal Influence

Participation is a central value in community work, reflecting a strong commitment to empowerment. How-
ever, it is important to recognise that being involved does not necessarily mean having influence. For example, in
a workplace meeting, employees may share ideas and provide feedback, yet final decisions are often made by up-
per management, who may not even be present in the room.

This illustrates a key point: inclusion does not automatically lead to meaningful influence. Participation is
typically visible and encouraged, while influence is shaped through less visible organisational processes and
broader structural conditions. Prilleltensky (2008) highlights how power and resources are unevenly distributed,
helping to explain this gap between voice and decision-making.

This demonstrates how power operates across ecological levels, with visible participation at the micro level
and decision-making authority located at the macro level. Moving beyond formal structures, it becomes clear that

power also operates through everyday relationships.

Lesson 3: Informal Relationships as Gateways and Gatekeepers of Inequality

Informal relationships are central to community life and can foster a strong sense of belonging. However,
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they can also restrict access to resources and opportunities. Individuals with greater privilege and stronger social
connections often move more easily through systems, while others remain on the margins, often as a result of
structural racism. Structural racism refers to organisations’ inequitable policies and practices that exclude the
participation of non-dominant groups(Bond, 1999; Coombes & Te Hiwi, 2007; Glover et al., 2005; Huygens & Ma-
ria, 1999; Wepa, 2010).

This highlights a key point: relationships are not inherently inclusive. Putnam’ s(2000)concept of bonding
social capital helps explain how close networks can both support insiders and exclude others. What appears to be
supportive and community-oriented can simultaneously function as a barrier, depending on who has access to
these networks.

This reflects how power operates through relational networks at the meso level, while also connecting to

broader structural inequalities. These relational dynamics shape how empowerment is experienced in practice.

Lesson 4: Empowerment Can Coexist with Dependency

A key tension in my research is the coexistence of empowerment and dependency. During my fieldwork,
individuals developed confidence and skills, yet their actions remained shaped by systems that did not change. I
see this same pattern in my work as a lecturer. For example, when students are encouraged to speak freely, they
often become more confident(individual empowerment). However, because they are still assessed through strict
tests, they adjust what they say to align with what is rewarded.

This highlights a central point: people may feel empowered, but their choices are still constrained by exist-
ing structures. As Zimmerman (1995)explains, empowerment can grow at the individual level, while broader sys-
tems continue to shape what is possible. In this way, empowerment operates within structural boundaries and is

reinforced through everyday practices.

Lesson 5: Gatekeeping is Often Unintentional

Gatekeeping is not always the result of deliberate exclusion. Instead, it often emerges through everyday
practices such as language use, communication styles, and representation. For example, a group may rely on ac-
ronyms or insider language that feels natural to regular members. However, a newcomer may not understand
these terms and may hesitate to speak. At the individual level, this can reduce confidence, while at the group lev-
el, it shapes patterns of participation.

This highlights a key point: exclusion is often produced unintentionally through routine interaction. Fou-
cault(1977)suggests that power operates through everyday practices and discourses, helping to explain how
these small, taken-for-granted moments can reproduce inequality over time.

This demonstrates how micro-level interactions are shaped by broader discursive power, reflecting a psy-
chopolitical perspective. When considering these dynamics more closely, the role of the researcher becomes par-

ticularly important.
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Lesson 6: The Researcher is Never Neutral

As a researcher embedded in fieldwork, I came to recognise that I was not separate from the power dy-
namics I was observing. Even without direct involvement, the researcher’ s presence shapes interaction. For ex-
ample, when a researcher joins a community meeting, participants may speak more formally or cautiously, and
quieter members may withdraw.

I experienced this directly when I employed participatory observation in my research(Denzin & Lincoln,
2005). This approach required me to actively engage in the daily lives and activities of the people I studied while
simultaneously observing them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). As a result, my presence did not simply record the envi-
ronment; instead, it influenced it. At different points, I found myself shaping interactions in unintended ways.

Fine (1994)and Denzin and Lincoln(2011)emphasise that this is an inherent aspect of qualitative research,
reinforcing the importance of reflexivity. This highlights how the researcher operates within and across ecologi-
cal levels, influencing both micro-level interactions and broader interpretations. If presence shapes dynamics,

then attention and listening also play a critical role.

Lesson 7: Listening is a Form of Power Redistribution

Listening became one of the most important practices in my fieldwork. Over time, I came to understand it
not just as a method, but as a way of actively shifting attention within interactions. For example, in a workplace, a
manager may invite a quieter team member to share their perspective and then listen attentively. As a result, the
focus of the discussion shifts, and that individual s ideas gain recognition.

This highlights a key point: listening can redistribute influence within an interaction. By directing attention
in this way, it is possible to change whose voices are heard and valued. Rappaport(1987)emphasises the impor-
tance of voice in empowerment, which resonates strongly here. Moreover, listening is important because it cre-
ates a space for dialogue and negotiation(Neville & Wilson, 2009). While listening alone does not remove struc-
tural inequalities, it can create openings for different perspectives to be acknowledged.

This demonstrates how power can be redistributed at the micro level, even within broader structural con-

straints. Recognising these dynamics leads to a more realistic and practice-oriented understanding of power.

Lesson 8: Working with Power, Not Against It

Initially, I viewed power as something to be reduced or avoided. Over time, I came to understand it as an
unavoidable and shaping force within all interactions and structures.

For example, in a workplace where employees are dissatisfied with a policy, a senior staff member may use
their access to leadership to raise concerns and support others in being heard. Rather than avoiding power, they
work with it to influence outcomes.

This highlights a key point: power is not only restrictive; it can also be used productively. Engaging with
power involves recognising its different forms, understanding how it operates, and reflecting on one” s own posi-
tion within it. This offers a more realistic and effective way of navigating complexity in both organisational and

community settings. Neville & Wilson (2009)describe this as a ‘power with’ approach rather than a ‘power over’
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approach.
This reflects a psychopolitical perspective, recognising how power can be actively navigated across levels

to support more equitable outcomes.

CONCLUSION

Looking back, I no longer see power as something external to community work. It is embedded within re-
lationships, structures, and systems, and is constantly being negotiated. An ecological perspective helps explain
how these dynamics connect across levels, while a psychopolitical lens highlights how personal experiences are
shaped by wider conditions.

There are no simple solutions and no final answers. Instead, community practice involves continually no-
ticing, questioning, and adjusting. Community practice, then, is not about stepping outside power, but about learn-

ing to engage with it carefully, reflexively, and responsibly.
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