
El Centro, Inc. knows advocacy. The organization was founded more than 35 years 

ago, initially to provide social services primarily to the Hispanic/Latino community in Kansas City, Kan. 

For more than seven years, El Centro, Inc. employed a full-time policy advocate. As the organization 

shifted its services in response to the recession, this was unsustainable and unworkable, but retreating 

entirely from advocacy roles was not an option. 

The challenge, then, was to craft an approach that integrated advocacy into the organization’s direct 

services. This will allow El Centro, Inc. to leverage its greatest assets—strong relationships in the Latino 

immigrant community and U.S. born-Latinos, committed staff representative of the populations served, 

and collaborations with other organizations active in policy change—for outsized impact on a selective 

set of issues. 

Pivoting El Centro, Inc. to Advocacy Today 

El Centro, Inc. contracted with a public policy consultant in 2010, with a work plan that primarily focused 

on building the advocacy capacity of the President/CEO and select staff members, engaging the Board of 

Directors in advocacy, and developing collaborative partnerships. When the Health Care Foundation of 

Greater Kansas City and the REACH Foundation made the Advocacy Technical Assistance grant available, 

El Centro’s application centered on including clients more completely in the organization’s advocacy, 

continuing to build staff advocacy knowledge and skills, and incorporating advocacy into agency 

communications. The primary technical assistance activities were: 

 Staff Training and Individual Consultation: El Centro, Inc.’s President/CEO recognized that the 

organization has potent advocacy strength in the expertise, community connections, and 

abiding passion of its staff. Essential to the success of any organizational transformation is the 

full support of the executive, and, so, one of El Centro, Inc.’s advantages in weaving advocacy 

into its work is the leadership of Mary Lou Jaramillo. Much of the technical assistance was 

directed at her own ability to effectively advocate, including media preparation and ongoing 

strategy development. Now, Jaramillo feels more comfortable situating advocacy within the 

executive suite, and, therefore, modeling an expanded advocacy presence for other staff.  

El Centro, Inc. identified six program directors/coordinators to participate in advocacy training 

and planning. Sometimes, this meant working one-on-one with the technical assistance provider 

to chart an advocacy strategy around a particular issue that emerged in practice; other times, it 

required preparing for coalition meetings, or coaching staff to directly advocate with lawmakers. 

One of the lessons learned from this work is that the type of issue, its immediate salience, and 

the degree to how successfully staff can engage the community.  

As an example, when clients of El Centro, Inc.’s domestic violence survivor program, Si Se Puede, 

reported that their U.S.-citizen children had lost their Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP) benefits, the program director, Elena Morales, reached out for guidance. 

Because this issue was urgent, it provided staff with a hands-on opportunity to apply advocacy 

knowledge and practice skills. Because pushing for policy change required a variety of 



strategies—media attention, collecting evidence of impact, working with regulators, meeting 

with legislators, and reaching out to local allies—there were more engagement opportunities.  

The technical assistance also included training for larger groups of staff, including storytelling 

training to help staff effectively communicate about their organization, as well as training about 

the state legislative process. These training opportunities helped to prepare the staff to share 

their newly acquired knowledge with the community to maximize the impact of advocacy. 

 Client Engagement: Despite a proven track record in encouraging client self-advocacy, 

difficulties in facilitating clients’ participation were one of the primary motivations for the 

technical assistance application. This continues to be a challenge, particularly because some of 

the organization’s largest programs provide assistance mostly on a one-time basis. The technical 

assistance process took several approaches to addressing this. 

 

 First, there is a deliberate effort to reach out to the organization’s entire constituency, framed 

broadly to include not only individuals who currently receive services, but also former clients 

(for example, adolescents who were once students at the Academy for Children), community 

volunteers, and the larger Latino/immigrant populations. El Centro, Inc. conducted focus groups 

to elicit the input of these groups in the development of the organization’s advocacy agenda for 

2013 and to invite them to participate in advocacy activities. When El Centro, Inc. hosted its first 

legislative reception in more than five years, this time they featured client testimony as well as 

participation from direct-service staff. El Centro, Inc. also initiated a voter registration effort as 

part of its advocacy, to strengthen the agency’s political voice. While the voter registration did 

not yield the volume that the organization would have liked, it did send a signal, to clients and to 

staff, about the role for client participation in political discussions that affect them.  

 

 Strategic Communications: El Centro, Inc. sees value in advocacy for shaping how others see the 

organization and its issues. This is an important learning in the advocacy technical assistance 

process: if we can engage people in advancing their own interests, changing the conversations 

about important social goods, and bringing new allies into our work, we can succeed, even when 

we lose on the specific policy aim. El Centro, Inc. was intentional that advocacy must be part of 

its reason for being. It’s part of what donors are ‘buying’ with their financial support. This means 

that advocacy must permeate all of the organization’s communications—with its clients 

(quarterly bilingual newsletters that highlight specific policy concerns and opportunities), its 

staff (inclusion of advocacy discussions in all-staff meetings), its Board (creation of a Board 

advocacy committee), its partners (legislative previews in advance of the 2012 session), and its 

donors (highlighting advocacy content on the organization’s website).  

One of the agency’s advocacy strategies was to identify coalitions with interests that align with 

El Centro, Inc.’s, in order to extend its advocacy reach and increase the likelihood of policy 

success. Sometimes these alliances are issue-specific, such as the business coalition that works 

closely with El Centro, Inc. to resist Arizona-style immigration enforcement. Sometimes they are 

more wide-sweeping, such as the organization’s close relationship with the American Civil 



Liberties Union on voter identification, access to social services, and immigrant rights. 

Sometimes, El Centro, Inc. seeks out alliances with an eye toward their long-term advocacy 

potential, such as new connections in suburban Johnson County, Kan. And, sometimes, El 

Centro, Inc.’s staff are slowly shaping the priorities of other coalitions, as when the promotoras 

ensure that immigrants’ health concerns are addressed in community efforts around obesity 

prevention, staff raise concerns about requirements of Social Security Numbers for emergency 

assistance from private funds, and the Si Se Puede coordinator reminds domestic violence 

coalitions of the unique needs of immigrant survivors. El Centro staff got involved in Healthy 

Communities Wyandotte, an initiative to improve the health status of residents that was 

championed by Mayor Joe Reardon and Joe Connor, Director Public Health.  El Centro’s CEO and 

employees participated the education, foods and health action teams and on the Task Force, 

emphasizing the health needs of Latinos and how addressing Latino health is critical for overall 

community wellness.  Today, El Centro, Inc. views these efforts not as haphazard attempts to 

harness community resources but, rather, part of a strategic push to leverage its relationships 

for mission-consistent social change. 

Avenues for Advocacy in El Centro, Inc.’s Future 

El Centro, Inc. recognizes that its evolution in advocacy approach—from that of a singular, charismatic 

visionary to a separate, well-resourced program, to a seamless, authentic commitment—is not 

complete. The organization continually struggles to manage community expectations, while the 

demands on El Centro, Inc.’s services shift, too. Within this context, the organization remains committed 

to building a sustainable approach to advocacy that builds on its programs and complements its mission. 

El Centro, Inc. aims to not only advance policy change but also, ultimately, build a stronger organization, 

too. Among the organization’s agenda for continued advocacy capacity development: 

 Identification of core client leaders, and the creation of a structure that facilitates their 

engagement 

 Continued cultivation of advocacy alliances in all of the organization’s primary issue areas 

 Encouragement of Board leadership in advocacy and expansion of the charge of the Board 

Advocacy Committee 

 Development of advocacy relationships in influential Johnson County, through coalitions and 

direct policymaker engagement 

El Centro, Inc. entered the advocacy arena by necessity. The mere act of forming an organization to 

meet the needs of an underserved community was a statement about the imperative of social change. It 

has seen significant advocacy success over its history, mobilizing a vulnerable community to give voice 

to its own struggles and, in the process, changing laws that have lasting effects. And it has proven, 

through its efforts in the recent past, that there is no one ‘correct’ way to do advocacy as a direct-

service organization, and that sustainable models for integrating advocacy into programs do not signal a 

retreat from a commitment to social change. As it looks to the future, El Centro, Inc.’s key stakeholders 

know that they must build on the proud accomplishments of the past to navigate the present, even as 

they face a tomorrow they cannot yet see. 


