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Community engagement is currently a hot-button topic in the public 
radio system as a viable tool for stations to become vital assets in their 
communities. Although some stations are altruistic in the adoption of 
community engagement, for others, the ultimate goal is to build audience 

and increase monetary support. the community engagement strategy is that if a 
public radio station makes itself indispensable, it will thrive because people financially 
rally around and support institutions they need. 

For the majority of the Latino public 
radio stations, community engagement 
is not a new concept; it was the 
impetus for their creation. For Latino 
activists, radio was not a project 
separate from the community, but 
another tool in the struggle for social 
justice, to address issues that were 
important to the community. As early 
as the 1960s, if migrant workers 
were treated unfairly in the fields, 
Latino public radio stations were 
constructed as organizing tools and 
as community meeting places. if Latino culture was being eroded or ignored, Latino 
public radio stations were organized to preserve that culture. if Latino children were 
hungry or receiving a poor education, Latino public service organizations established 
food banks, language instruction, citizenship classes and social service centers. then 
they constructed a Latino public radio station to let their community know that those 
resources were there for them. 

Latino public radio is not artificially engaged in the community. its organizers are 
often members of the very community the station serves. the communities served by 
Latino public radio stations are in some instances on the lowest rung of the economic 
ladder. though the stations are held in high esteem by their communities, the fragile 
economic circumstances of the listeners allows them to support their families but not a 
radio station. their gifts are small but sincere; their support is moral, not necessarily 
financial. yet the stations continue to serve their communities and find alternative 
financing and charitable gifts. Why? because for many Latino public radio stations 
community engagement is not a means by which to build audience; it is their razón 
de ser, a reason to build a radio station.

Florence Hernández-Ramos
Executive director
Latino Public Radio Consortium

Community 
engagement was 
the impetus for the 
creation of Latino 
public radio.
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Executive Summary
devoted nonprofit organizations are continually looking to further 
their mission and to deepen their connection to their community. 
one of the tools used to improve the service of community-based 
organizations and establish themselves as an essential institution is 
community engagement. this research study uncovers what factors and 
organizational characteristics foster optimum community engagement 
and how four public radio stations have accomplished deepened 
community engagement in the Latino community. Personal interviews 
with the public radio stations revealed their beliefs and practices 
about community engagement. interviews with other community-
based organizations in the stations’ broadcast areas obtained a more 
thorough measure of their actual community engagement. the data from 
both internal and external perspectives was analyzed comparatively 
to academic literature on community engagement, communication 
theory, and collaboration to learn the contributing factors to successful 
community engagement.

the results of this study reveal a strong correlation between factors 
identified in the review of academic literature and characteristics of 
succesful community engagment found in field research. 

Nicole Lovato



introduction & Purpose
Nonprofit managers face many challenges including mission fulfillment, funding 
issues, volunteer coordination, and more. in addition to strategizing for efficient 
operation, capacity growth, and overall survival, nonprofit managers are also 
responsible for maintaining or initiating community engagement.

Community Engagement, commonly referred to as civic engagement, is a relatively 
loose term that can be interpreted in a number of ways. definitions for this loaded 
term are many; perhaps one of the most thorough definitions is that offered by the 
Coalition of Civic Engagement and Leadership:

Civic Engagement is acting upon a heightened sense of responsibility 
to one’s communities. this includes a wide range of activities, 
including developing civic sensitivity, participation in building 
civil society, and benefiting the common good. Civic Engagement 
encompasses the notions of global citizenship and interdependence. 
through civic engagement, individuals – as citizens of their 
communities, their nations, and the world- are empowered as agents 
of positive social change for a more democratic world, (www.
terpimpact.umd.edu). 

this definition clearly illustrates that both individual members of a community and 
community organizations including public radio stations can participate in community 
or civic engagement. Sarah Sobieraj (2006) identifies additional important reasons 
for community engagement: 

one, it allows for individual growth by providing educational 
experiences (often improving confidence and feelings of efficacy 
in addition to competence in a variety of skills) and engendering 
positive feelings about self and community, (2), it fosters stronger and 
more democratic communities via the development of trust, norms 
of reciprocity and cooperation, and a better understanding of the 
positionality of others in the community, and (3) it ensures that the 
needs of multiple voices are communicated to public officials, ( p.54). 

the goals of community engagement are virtually limitless but are most commonly 
aimed at improving education, promoting social change, encouraging social 
interaction, and assisting those less fortunate. these goals are accomplished through 
many different techniques including citizen driven activities for legal change, civic 
participation, and more (Sobieraj).

Civic or community engagement is a complex and multifaceted term that requires the 
peeling back of its layers to reveal the core of its process and contributors to success. 
Community or civic engagement can be viewed as a method of community building. 
by creating cohesiveness within a community, citizens share a clearer assessment of 
the condition of the community, its needs and viable solutions. this enables members 
of the community to strategize actions collectively to resolve their problems. 

this is accomplished through a process identified by James b. Hyman (2002) 
as involving: Resident Engagement, Agenda building, Community organizing, 
Community Action, and Communication and message development. the first four 
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components of this process entail citizens finding value in participating in community 
engagement for their own benefit and utilizing this as motivation to gather in a 
public forum. the last and most important step of the process crucial to successful 
engagement is Communication and message development. Hyman acknowledges the 
significance of this last step: 

Communications are an integral part of any community-building effort. 
How an initiative describes itself, how it positions the issues, how it 
recruits participants, how it publicizes events, and how it disseminates 
results are all important to encouraging and maintaining resident 
energy and engagement. Skillful communication strategies can also 
help energize and engage funders, policymakers, and other important 
audiences whose cooperation may be needed for community efforts to 
succeed (p.201). 

Hyman’s community building or engagement framework illustrates how creating 
such engagement is accomplished through, not only shared goals, but by shared 
communication efforts.

Nonprofit organizations that currently possess a particularly strong interest in this 
area are community radio stations because they are not only motivated to receive the 
support of their audience through funding and volunteering but also wish to learn how 
they can effectively fulfill their mission to serve their listeners. more specifically, how 
can public radio stations deepen their community engagement? is there a process 
or formula that results in deepened community engagement? Can community radio 
collaborate not only with citizens in the community but also with other nonprofit 
organizations to create a community network that can accomplish more collectively 
than individually? 



Communication infrastructure theory
Communication is essential in disseminating any message between two parties 
(Hyman 2002). Public radio is a fundamental vehicle of mass communication and 
is used to maintain ongoing communication between a community and its resource 
organizations. the great value of public radio has been augmented by the fact that 
commercial radio outlets are becoming part of media conglomerates delivered by 
satellite resulting in lack of localism and a homogenous message. With increasing 
commercialization of radio, the communication systems of communities become 
disrupted and community issues are not being addressed effectively. Public radio is a 
crucial component of community communication. (Sussman and Estes, 2006).

Communication infrastructure theory (Cit) offers insight into exactly how public radio 
assists in accomplishing community engagement. “the communication infrastructure 
is the basic communication system a community relies upon for the information 
needed in residents’ everyday lives. it consists of two elements: (a: the storytelling 
network and b: the communication action context (as cited in Wilkin 2009)”. H.A. 
Wilkin explains, “According to the theory, civic engagement is a product of a strong 
neighborhood storytelling network – a triangulated network of residents in their social 
networks, geo-ethnic media and community/nonprofit organizations working together 
to tell the story of the community. (as cited in Wilkin 2009). “Specifically, the strength 
of the storytelling network is positively related to collective efficacy, civic participation, 
and community belonging” (2009). 

Within the theory of Cit are 
levels of the aforementioned 
storytellers, for example, 
macro-level includes all 
media, political, religious, 
and other large institutions; 
meso-level includes smaller, 
more community-based 
media and organizations 
that focus their storytelling 
upon particular communities; 
and micro-level which 
consists of citizens within 
their neighborhoods 
(2009). Among the 
previously mentioned levels 
of storytelling, within the 
theory of Cit, citizens and 
members of communities 
share information they deem 
important and appropriate to 
their specific neighborhood. 
Presumably what citizens are most affected by motivates them to share information 
about the issue at the micro-level. An example of this is parents sharing information 
about safety laws in their neighborhood or lobbying for lower speed limits in family 
neighborhoods with schools. 

Comics Are Engaging
www.kdna.org

Licensed to the Northwest Community Education 
Center, KDNA, Radio Cadena La Voz del 
Campesino, engages Spanish-speaking farm worker 
sand low-literacy populations about issues of health 
and well being through on-air and print novelas. A 
novela is a drama, not a soap opera, 
because it has a defined end. 

the novelas are produced in 
collaboration with health professionals 
such as the Pacific Northwest 
Agricultural Safety & Health (PNASH) 
from the University of Washington, 
to ensure that the medical content is 
accurate and up-to-date. the novelas from 
KdNA are available on-line at www.kdna.
org/novela_health_education.htm.
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the relationship between storytelling and community engagement is best explained by 
Wilkin, 

“in a strong storytelling network, neighbors talk to neighbors about 
their community; community organizations are in touch with the 
needs of the residents, tell stories about community issues, and have 
personal or professional relationships with the producers of the local 
media; and local media are connected to community organizations 
and residents and tell their neighborhood stories. A strong integrated 
storytelling network is associated with higher levels of civic 
engagement in the form of belonging, collective efficacy, and civic 
participation (as cited in Wilkin 2009).

Scholars Kim and ball-Rokeach go even further into the interpretation of Cit by 
analyzing the role of community organizations and local media as storytellers, “…the 
most important role of community organizations in the community-building process is 
to be ‘…the precipitators and sustainers of neighborhood conversations’ (pg.12) that 
imagine viable community” (2006). “through their relations with individual members, 
clients, or participants, community organizations can tell salient stories about 
institutional and community history, pressing issues, opportunities, threats and so 
forth, and these stories may be passed along in neighbor-to-neighbor conversations”, 
(2006).

Kim and ball-Rokeach stress “one important criterion in the measurement of the 
quality of a storytelling 
network is the level 
of integration of the 
communicative actions of the 
three community storytellers 
– local media, community 
organizations, and residents.” 
(2006). Public radio or meso-
level storytellers (community 
or “geo-ethnic” media which 
include various forms of media 
that are tailored to the needs 
and interests of a particular 
area and/or ethnicity) is 
the link which continues the 
storytelling process between 
macro-level storytellers (large 
media, institutions and 
organizations) and micro-level 
storytellers (citizens), (Wilkin 
2009). 

Communication infrastructure theory clearly illustrates the integral role of public radio 
in community engagement. Aside from simply relaying news, many public radio 
stations organize community collaborations. 

Engaging a Nation of Latinos
www.radiobilingue.org

Radio Bilingüe is headquartered in California 
but its flagship programs Noticiero Latino and Linea 
Abierta as well as its entire programming schedule 
can be heard across the country and mexico. 
Frustrated that the satellite systems serving the public 
radio system did not carry Latino or Spanish-language 
programming, Radio bilingüe pioneered a national 
public radio call-in show, Linea Abierta (open Line) 
and then constructed an innovative satellite system 
to carry it, Satélite Radio bilingüe. today, Linea 
Abierta, Noticiero Latino and other Radio bilingüe 
programs are 
pulled off Satélite 
by hundreds of 
affiliates. 



Collaboration
Collaboration is a frequently researched and discussed topic in nonprofit organization 
literature and may be used interchangeably with terms such as partnerships, 
alliances, coalitions, networks, etc. differences among the various terms relate to the 
length of time that organizations work together, the degree to which organizations 
agree to collaborate, the causes or missions they share and more. 

Collaboration is perceived as desirable by most nonprofit organizations, especially in 
today’s increasingly tumultuous economic times. Collaboration are defined as, “what 
occurs when different nonprofit organizations work together to address problems 
through joint effort, resources, and decision making and share ownership of the final 
product or service”, (as cited in guo, Acar, 2005). Scholars, Keith g. Provan and H. 
brinton milward (2001) explain collaboration in context of a network, “Public-sector 
networks are most effective when they enhance the capacity of organizations to solve 
problems and to serve clientele.” “Community value may be created by providing 
clients with improved access to services, lower overall costs, enhanced client 
satisfaction, and improved outcomes”, (Provan, milward 2001). it is evident why such 
collaborations are carried out but how are successful collaborations cultivated? 

Several scholars have offered steps to achieve successful nonprofit collaborations 
(Sturm 2000; macdonald, 
burroughs, Staley ii & Stein 
2004; and Shaw 2003). 
Scholar Paul Sturm calls for 
nonprofit organizations to 
be less self-centered and to 
instead increase awareness of 
community needs rather than 
those of the organization itself. 
they must be optimistic about 
the opportunity to serve the 
community more effectively 
and to be considerate 
when collaborating with 
organizational partners. most 
importantly, Sturm encourages 
organizations to recognize 
that there is truly strength in 
numbers in coming together 
for the community. 

Providing Shelter
www.pcun.org/radio

often the term “farm worker housing” is an oxymoron 
because the housing provided for farm workers is 
inadequate shelter. Housing for migrant workers who 
follow the crops is often dilapidated shacks and, in 
the worst cases, 
abandoned 
chicken coops. 
However, 
KPCN, licensed 
to PCUN, the 
union of Pineros 
y Campesinos 
Unidos Noroeste, 
is part of 
the holistic 
approach to working 
with farm workers. in 
addition to providing education and social service 
programs, PCUN has housing developments that rival 
commercial developments. KPCN is the media arm 
of the union which publicizes the services that PCUN 
offers. 
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Steps for Successful Nonprofit Collaboration
1. Believe in the value of the work you do everyday – the 
nonprofit sector has never been more important to the well-being of 
our communities and society.

2. See your community as a place of abundance rather 
than scarcity - New resources are created every day to support the 
work of nonprofit organizations.

3. Recognize that the needs in your community are 
greater than one organization can meet – A frequent barrier 
to collaboration is the mindset of some in the nonprofit sector that only 
their organization can provide a service or solve a problem.

4. Focus on community needs rather than organizational 
needs – Rather than asking “What’s in this collaboration for my 
organization?” ask “How can this collaboration benefit the people 
we’re serving.”

5. Understand the strength of what you have in common 
with collaborators – if we see only what divides us, we miss how 
much we have in common.

6. Value diversity and synergy – treating each collaborating 
partner with dignity and respect is not only the right thing to do, but 
will nurture an environment where all participants contribute their best 
work and collectively find the “other way” that is often more effective 
than doing it either my way or your way.

the useful advice outlined by Sturm is augmented by scholar mary m. Shaw 
(2003), who identifies eight main attributes of successful collaboration including 
trust, flexibility, understanding, balance of power, shared mission, compatibility, 
communication, and commitment. trust between two organizations ensures that the 
outcome of the collaboration is mutually beneficial. Flexibility promotes continuous 
progress. Efforts should be made to avoid spending more energy on conflict than 
cooperation. Understanding each group’s organizational cultures and practices 
allows respect for diversity. balance of power is critical to collaboration and calls 
for the relationship to be non-hierarchical, again, to avoid conflict that could 
significantly hinder progress. Shared mission is obviously imperative because it 
promotes a strong passion for the project among all and will ultimately translate 
into success. Compatibility is definitely a pre-requisite to any collaboration and 
allows for enhanced interpersonal relationships. Another contributing factor to these 
interpersonal relationships is communication. this is vital and is the practice of 
exchanging and not withholding information from each other. Lastly, commitment 
is necessary from both partners to see the project from beginning to end. this 
agreement and dedication allows the collaborative efforts to thrive to the fullest 
potential. (Shaw, 2003). 

Scholars macdonald, burroughs, Staley ii, and Stein (2004) offer categories of 
activities that foster collaboration including synthesis, framing, activation, and 



mobilizing. Synthesis entails establishing strong relationships with partners so that 
working together will be more straightforward. Synthesis minimizes differences 
and recognizes commonalities in reference to overall goals for the partnership 
and properly praises contributions and efforts to the partnership as they are 
made. An imperative component of developing synthesis within collaboration is to 
create a clear, communication network for all organizations to utilize and operate 
efficiently with all organizations involved. this will ensure that the collaboration is 
both successful for the community, as well as, successful in establishing community 
networks for possible future alliances.

Synthesis
1. Managing diversity – activities aimed at preventing and 
working through conflicts caused by the variation in people’s interests, 
styles, attitudes, or behaviors.

2. Building structure for the partnership – that is establishing 
and integrating physical, communication, and information structures 
as well as building role, relational and decision frameworks so that 
the partnership is a sustainable, effective and functioning system. 

3. Recognizing contributions and achievements – ensuring 
that members, their organizations and the broader community know 
that the network values their contributions. 

Framing is the second phase of activities suggested in successful collaboration and is 
described as the binder of the entire collaborative effort. this phase is comprised of 
relationship strengthening practices that foster clear communication and cooperation 
to minimize conflict, misconceptions, and to promote respectful negotiation. 

Framing
1. Building consensus as to the partnership’s purpose – 
helping members agree on the partnership’s direction and making 
sure each partner commits to it.

2. Challenging assumptions and expectations – identifying 
and working through pre-formed opinions that inhibit attainment of the 
network’s purpose.

3. Fostering interest-based negotiation – promoting partner-to-
partner discussion based on needs, concerns, pressures, and desires 
rather than on positions.

4. Developing options – exploring possibilities by creating a 
variety of perspectives, potential directions, and choices to meet the 
interests of clients, partners, and the community.
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Activation consists of the practice of obtaining and managing stakeholders, 
participants and other resources by properly distinguishing valuable partners and 
participants and strategizing a flexible partnership that allows for change according 
to the specific needs of the collaboration.

Activation
1. Identifying stakeholders – finding and involving constituents 
whose expertise and resources are essential to the partnership.

2. Identifying participants – bringing the right partners and 
participants into the networks at the right time. 

3. Deactivating – changing the partnership’s dynamics in a 
purposeful way by such measures as adding new members; 
rearranging committee membership, structure or roles; or finding win-
win solutions when members choose to exit the partnership.

4. Marshaling resources – building support and removing 
obstacles so that resources can be secured and managed.

the final category, mobilizing, is used to enhance the reputation of the partnership to 
garner the utmost support possible. this is accomplished by effectively communicating 
the details of the partnership to the community and acquiring outside supporters to 
increase the success of the collaboration. 

mobilizing
1. Interpreting priorities, decisions, and results to those 
outside the partnership – re-framing agreements, actions, issues, 
results, conflicts, and even failures, so that they fit with stakeholder’s 
needs.

2. Building external support for the work of the 
partnership – aligning with sponsors who can smooth the way to 
achieving partnership’s purpose.

A review of literature on collaboration has certainly yielded a substantial amount of 
useful information. Collaboration is a valuable activity for nonprofit organizations 
and public radio to participate in both for organizational and community gain. 
Collaboration is an important factor in community engagement. 

Community engagement is a truly intricate term which can be applied in a number 
of contexts dependent upon one’s perspective. in regard to these specific research 
goals (identifying contributing factors of successful civic engagement between 
public radio and its community), communication and collaboration allow for 
greater success in community engagement. Specifically, communication assists by 
enabling a 2-way communication system between members of the community and 



organizations that serve it. this communication results in an overall greater awareness 
of community issues, interests and needs. it also allows public radio to publicize 
available community services and resources so they can be utilized. the second 
component of effective community engagement is collaboration which establishes 
strong partnerships through organizational synthesis, trust, flexibility, compatibility, 
balance of power, commitment, civic participation, and communication. these two 
components work together to arrive at. community engagement. 

 this information provides a great foundation toward the greater understanding 
of what actions community radio stations can take in deepening community 
engagement. to build upon this gained knowledge from literature, a comprehensive 
research study on public radio community engagement was conducted.

methods
the research method for this study is observational and qualitative. building upon 
concepts of community engagement researched for the literature review, in-depth 
personal interviews were conducted with four Latino public radio stations and 
two community organizations from each respective radio station community. the 
four radio stations selected include Radio bilingue, KSJV 91.5 Fm (Fresno, CA); 
Radio movimiento, KPCN 95.9 Fm (Woodburn, oR); Serious Jazz, WdNA 88.9 
Fm (miami, FL); and Radio Conciencia, WCiW 107.9 Fm (immokalee, FL). the 
community organizations selected for interview from each radio station’s community 
were randomly chosen utilizing 
a community organization 
database, Citysearch.com, and 
include the University of miami, 
gold Coast Jazz Society, Arte 
Americas, yerba buena Center 
for Arts, Farm Worker Housing 
development, Legal Aid Farm 
Workers, the Coalition of 
Florida Farm Workers, and 
Empowerment Alliance. 

interviews uncovered how 
successful Latino public radio 
stations are in achieving 
optimum community 
engagement, how they 
accomplish such success 
and whether the stations’ 
methodology for community 
engagement correlates to 
the contributing factors and 
characteristics of successful 
community engagement 
identified in the literature 
review. Separate interview 

Engagement on the Road 
www.ciw-online.org

WCIW is the low-power radio station of the Coalition 
of immokalee Workers. it is an organizing tool in 
CiW’s efforts to improve the working conditions of 
Florida tomato pickers. the Fair Food Campaign 
targets food giants like trader Joe’s, Quizno’s and 
Chipotle to have them pay farm workers an additional 
two cents more per pound for tomatoes. through the 
Anti-Slavery Campaign the CiW assists in the federal 
prosecution of employers 
preying on farmworkers 
by holding them against 
their will through threats, 
debt, or violence. to 
insure the protection of 
the workers, the staff 
of WCiW travel with 
their constituents 
as they enter the 
migrant stream to 
pick crops outside 
immokalee. 
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questions were developed for community organizations that serve the same areas of 
the aforementioned radio stations. these questions were designed to reveal outside 
perspectives of the radio stations’ community engagement and what community 
members consider community engagement to be. Although the interviews were 
all conducted via telephone with pre-written questions to ensure research quality 
and validity, each interviewee was given an opportunity to have an open-ended 
conversation to offer additional insight into their public radio station’s community 
engagement. 

Radio Station interview Questions
1. How is the community engaged with the station?

2. What practices or activities does your station have to cultivate a 
deepened community engagement?

3. What do you feel are important characteristics for a community 
station to have to deepen their community engagement?

4. do you feel that your station serves as a “storyteller” in your 
community, a link to community resources for members of the 
community?

5. do you collaborate with other organizations as part of your 
community engagement?

6. What do you feel are important factors in a successful 
organizational collaboration?

7. What advice would you give to other stations to enhance their 
community engagement? 

8. Any other comments on community engagement you wish to share?

Community organization interview Questions
1. Are you familiar with “Xyz” radio?

2. do you think it makes a difference that “Xyz” is a community 
station and not a commercial station? if so, in what way?

3. do you feel that community radio is engaged with the community? 
if so, how? Please provide an example. 

4. does “Xyz” radio station collaborate with other organizations in 
your community?

5. Any other comments on the radio station?

interview responses were recorded by the interviewer by longhand notes and then 
transferred into research data tables organized according to station, community 
organizations, and questions asked. data tables were utilized to properly code 



interview responses from radio stations to help identify any common themes 
in community engagement practices and beliefs drawing upon factors and 
characteristics found in the literature review. Responses from community organizations 
were also coded to identify trends in practices and beliefs strongly correlated to 
community engagement. the information has since been comparatively analyzed 
to arrive at a conclusion as to what contributing factors are to achieve optimal 
community engagement and how these identified contributing factors can be put 
in place by other Latino public radio stations to enhance their own community 
engagement. 

Radio Station interview Results
interviews conducted with the stations yielded a substantial amount of information 
and revealed several correlations between the findings of the literature review for both 
Communication infrastructure theory and collaboration theories. the first question 
the radio station were asked was to describe how their station is engaged with their 
community and their responses were unanimous in identifying “storyteller” (two-way 
communication), communicate/provide community services & resources, and civic 
participation as deepened community engagement qualities. Seventy-five percent of 
the respondents also recognized knowledge of community issues as a component of 
their community engagement. 

All stations boasted impressive community activities. For example, one station 
reported that all of the dJ’s are handpicked from the community they serve as experts 
in representing the community areas and issues. other stations interviewed also 
mentioned that they recruit not only volunteers but members of the production and 
news staff from the community to ensure that community issues are at the forefront of 
their program production. 
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Engagement Requires Research 
www.lprri.org

Latino Public Radio at WELH 
is an outlet for the minority 
community to be empowered 
through intellectual awareness 
and participation in serious and 
intelligent debate. the station’s 
commitment to educate the community about their 
health led it to launch a major research project 
funded by a National institute of Health grant. 
“Escuche”- Evaluating the Spanish Radio Community’s 
Understanding of Clinical Research and Health topics 
was a partnership that engaged academics, health 
professionals and the community. through this grant, 
researchers developed and tested methods to increase 
science and health literacy in the Hispanic community 
through radio.

to maintain a high service standard one station organizes community panels that 
regularly convene to share observations on the station’s service performance with 
the board of directors. this is a great example of sustaining two-way communication 
with the community. Several stations also cited special events and co-sponsored 
concerts as part of their community service & resource communication activities. A 
more specific example that was given was a traveling health fair to low income areas 
where the station broadcasts live and teams up with local medical staff to provide 
treatment to listeners in their neighborhoods. 

When interviewees were asked what they felt were important organizational 
characteristics to possess in order to achieve community engagement, all identified 
knowledge of the community as the most important. All respondents most strongly 
noted having a great awareness of the community needs and wants. Further, being 
representative of the barrios and rural communities and ensuring that they were 
very relevant. the second most identified features were civic participation and 
“storyteller” two-way communication. one station respondent mentioned that they 
make themselves accessible to their audience and they provide service over the air. 
Another reiterated the fact that the community should be involved in the programming 
of the station as much as possible. one station acknowledged trust as an important 
characteristic and the need to establish a strong trusting relationship with the 
community. 

All station representatives responded yes when asked if they viewed themselves 
as “storytellers” in their communities. one station responded, “yes, we are the 
corrido (a traditional narrative song format from mexico which tells a story) of the 
neighborhood!” (Personal interview 3-17-11). All stations interviewed believe that 
they possess and maintain two-way communication with the communities they serve. 

All respondents reported that their stations actively participate in collaborations with 
other community organizations as part of their community engagement. Respondents 
were asked to share what they believe are important factors to having successful 
collaborations. Seventy-five 
percent of those interviewed 
cited synthesis or fostering 
a commonality with those 
organizations that they 
are working with. the two 
secondly most reported factors 
were a balance of power and  
great communication system 
between all organizations 
involved. All of these 
responses illustrate the need 
for possessing common 
goals and objectives for a 
collaboration through the 
respectful balance of power 
and clear communication. 

A common theme that arose 
during the interviews was 



all stations value a clear understanding of where each station is coming from and 
keeping the service to the community as the overarching goal and not personal 
gain. As stated by a respondent, “to give to the community, not to receive from it”, 
(personal interview 3-21-2011). And to be on the same page and to make certain 
that each participating organization is putting in equal efforts. 

the last question that was asked was what advice they would give to other stations 
who are trying to deepen their community engagement. All respondents reported 
civic participation and two-way communication. Seventy-five percent of those 
interviewed also advised knowledge of community issues. others mentioned included 
commonality with other organizations, trust, and communication. 

All stations had excellent advice to give and a compilation of their individual 
suggestions are listed in the table below. 

Peer Advice to deepen Community Engagement
1. Communicate that the station is there for the community, not 
for financial gain. open doors to community. invite them into the 
programming.

2. go out & ask what they want & need from the station.

3. Continue to ask what is needed from the community. Cater to all 
audiences. Programming should be representation of all groups, no 
matter how small.

4. Send a message with the music!

5. get out there in the community. get out on the streets, present 
yourself, & be honest.

6. Know the community that you are working for. 

7. No mission is too small to make a positive impact - provide quality 
over quantity. 

8. be yourself - never lose contact with your listener community

9. be enthusiastic. Encourage contact - be accessible. design vehicles 
to make it possible. invest in it - staff, equipment, format, etc.

10. Hit the streets. be Visible - not just on air but also in the community 
somehow. 

Community organization       
interview Results
to take this study a step further and to obtain external views of the participant 
station’s community engagement, community organizations were also interviewed on 
the engagement performance of the stations. 

14 – Community EngagEmEnt
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All respondents were first asked if they were familiar with the station. All interviewed 
organizations responded in the affirmative. All respondents also indicated that they 
believe that public radio is better than commercial radio. the most common reason 
for viewing public radio as superior to commercial was that the programming was 
tailored to community needs and interests rather than advertising. the second most 
commonly recognized reason was that public radio stations provide a two-way 
communication forum for their communities by allowing citizens “to have a voice” 
in the programming. one respondent noted better accessibility. detailed responses 
were, “Public radio offers programs run by people for the people. they really know 
what the needs of the community are” and “Absolutely- run by volunteers, there is a 
lot more ownership, people have a voice, community driven, not for profit” (personal 
interview, 3-21-11 and 2-22-11).

All interviewees reported that they believe their respective public radio station 
maintains a deep community engagement. the most common measurement from 
the respondents was knowledge of the community issues or heightened community 
awareness. 

 

the second most common measure was providing two-way communication. Sixty-three 
of respondents reported that the stations were engaged by the service and resource 
communication that the stations provide to the community. the least recognized 
measurement of engagement was civic participation. 

Lastly, all respondents believed their radio station collaborated with other 
organizations in the community, as well as, government officials. one participant 
even stated that their radio station was highly collaborative. 



Conclusion and Recommendations
the interviews for both the radio station and community organizations proved 
extremely insightful and beneficial to the goals of this research study. the responses 
to several of the questions presented a strong correlation to the contributing 
factors gathered from past literature on the subjects of community engagement, 
communication infrastructure theory, and collaboration. the greatest factors 
recognized by bother literature and respondents to achieving notable community 
engagement included knowledge of community issues, “storyteller” two-way 
communication, and civic participation. in regards to contributing factors to successful 
collaboration, respondents emphasized synthesis (shared mission, goals and 
objectives), balance of power, and communication. once again, these attributes also 
support those found from the literature review.

overall, the literature review and interview results illustrate and support numerous 
factors that contribute to optimum community engagement. they also substantiate the 
function and value of public 
radio within communities. 
Public radio stations truly are 
the important link within the 
communicative fabric of their 
communities. While there 
are several stations that have 
proven successful in engaging 
their community, there 
are just as many that are 
struggling with the concept. 
by following the practices of 
communication infrastructure 
theory and collaboration 
uncovered from this research 
study, and replicating the 
practices of the respondent 
stations, organizations will 
successfully deepen their 
community engagement. 

Studies on this subject in 
the future may uncover even more information regarding community engagement by 
interviewing not only community organizations but individual citizens as well. there 
may also be a better contrast of great community engagement and poor community 
engagement if public radio stations interviewed were randomly selected instead of 
being handpicked based on their performance. 

music Has more than Rhythm 
www.krza.org    www.kuvo.org    www.wdna.org

music has history, a story to tell, unites cultures and 
elevates the quality of life of a community – all with 
a beat. Latino stations present a variety of music – 
from jazz to rancheras, classical to cruiz’n tunes. 
through music, KRZA, KUVO, and WDNA engage 
the community in 
partnerships with 
local artists, live 
concerts and in-
studio performances. 
Collaborations 
with schools 
support liberal arts 
curriculums through 
instrument drives, 
student performances, workshops and music camps.
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Advice for stations that aspire to deepen their 
engagement of the community 

First, establish and maintain a two-way communication system with the community – 
be the “storyteller.” make the station “accessible.” For example, stations can develop 
website comment boxes, promote their telephone numbers and organize panels from 
the community to provide feedback to producers, and more.

Second, utilize this system to obtain information about the community and 
implement this knowledge into the programming and mission planning of the station. 
Keep the community’s interest first and ensure that everything is relevant. the stations 
involved in this study accomplished this by recruiting members of the community to 
serve on their staff of producers, dJs, on-air guests, and more. 

Third, utilize the two-way communication to build relationships with the community 
including both citizens and organizations alike. by inviting open participation, 
networks will be grown and strengthened. All stations interviewed in the study 
grow and strengthen community and inter-organizational relationships by making 
their presence known, by getting out on the streets and seeking interaction through 
various special events. 

Fourth, be open to collaboration. there is always power in numbers. All station 
respondants reported that participation in collaboration is a fundamental practice of 
their organizations. those interviewed all stressed that it is imperative to respect and 
trust partner organizations, and maintain excellent communication with them. 
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