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Abstract
There has been a shift in society, in light of Covid-19 and the global pandemic,
more people have begun to recognize the structural and institutional injustices that exist
in this country. Social innovation allows collaboration between people from different
sectors, disciplines, industries, and backgrounds; in order to create sustainable change
to complex social issues. Design thinking is an iterative process used in business to
create innovation and products; it’s also used for social impact.
The goal of the Equity + Catalyst Framework is to bridge concepts that include
design thinking, and embodiment, as well as lived experiences and community care
work with the academic theories and praxis-based approaches of social innovation; in
order to create a new social and emotional subjective framework.
This framework is intended to be used by community organizers working towards
equitable, collective, social impact. Community organizers are leaders and are often the
facilitators for equity-based solutions. Though this framework is intended for community
organizers, it can be applied to any social system whether public, private or
philanthropic. Using critical thinking and reflexivity, this framework was created for
intersectional social impact.
Drawn from scholarly research on: intersectional feminism, embodiment, and equity.
Throughout this workbook, the Equity + Catalyst Framework will teach how to
consciously work in between the gaps caused by surface-level justice attempts. Building
on existing research, the Equity + Catalyst Framework will teach to question the role
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of power and privilege in a reflective and interpersonal perspective. Participants will
learn through a practice-based approach.
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Introduction
The world has changed so much in the last two years that a framework like this is
needed. There needs to be a guide to help people question and unlearn some of the
social conditioning that we have been clinging to in a relatively safe space; at least that
is my hope. Making a space that is safe for everyone in the room to be themselves and
unlearn together and it needs to be intentionally made safe for those who occupy it.
There is a critical piece of knowledge that comes from life experience which is needed
to produce equity on a macro-level.
It is my understanding that the combination of empathy, embodiment, and
intersubjectivity creates a catalyst for social change (Zahavi, 2010). I was inspired to
research these topics and create this framework because I saw a need to support
others’ journey of unlearning of hegemony. In my previous career as a graphic designer;
I sought out professional development in the form of design thinking workshops and
keynote presentations. I have always been a highly reflective person, but that has
always been on an interpersonal and micro level. It wasn’t until I started to question the
design thinking process; did I realize that, no matter how good the intention, without the
intervention of equity, empathy, embodiment and intersubjectivity; design thinking will
always reproduce hegemonic results.
Hegemonic social constructs dictate that our society conform to being ashamed
of having emotions and ostracized for expressing them (Rey et al., 2019). The
patriarchal construct is seeped in heteronormativity and misogyny; which reinforces
negative stereotypes against women and feminine qualities. An example of this
6

misogyny is that: expressing emotions is feminine and men must never express them in
public because it is seen as weakness (Alloa & Thomä, 2018).

Equity + Catalyst Framework
This section points to my inspiration for this framework, and the need for what this
framework teaches. It also theorizes how I intend to put this research into practice, and
who might use the framework.
Inspiration
During my time in graduate school, I found myself inspired by my life experiences.
Particularly, how I was socialized, my ethnic culture, and the social culture of my
hometown. I grew up in Gary, Indiana, this is the source of inspiration and relevant in
this guide and framework because children are socialized by the time they are 5 years
old. When I was 5 years old in 1990, 90% of my whole world was Black. This is not the
case for most Americans. Take my Kindergarten class (Figure 1), compare this to the
average American kindergarten experience. I never realized how different my life
experience was, until I moved out of Northwest Indiana.
While an undergrad in Grand Rapids, Michigan where I was attending art school;
I met a friend who admitted to me that they hadn’t seen a Black person in their life—until
moving away from Mid-Michigan, when they were 18. I never lived in a world like that,
so that was hard for me to imagine.
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Figure 1
Naomi’s kindergarten class
photo. Circa 1990 at Banneker
Elementary School in Gary,
Indiana. Two rows of students, a
total of 15 with the teacher
standing on the right side of the
frame with a letterboard
identifying the class, year, and
session. Naomi is the child who
is second on the left standing in
the front row.

Figure 2
Naomi’s first grade class photo.
Circa 1991 at Banneker
Elementary School in Gary,
Indiana. Three rows of students,
a total of 18 with the teacher
standing on the left side of the
frame. Naomi is the child who is
second on the right, seated in
the front row. The background
setting is in the school’s library.

Figure 3
Naomi’s fifth grade graduation
photo. Circa 1996 at Banneker
Elementary School in Gary,
Indiana. Five rows of students,
with a teacher standing on the
left and right of the students, one
teacher is standing in the middle
back row and the principal is
sitting front row & center. Naomi
is the child who is sitting to the
right of the principal.
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My reality and lived experience was a stark contrast to that friend I met in college.
When I was in first grade (Figure 2) Gary was well on its way to becoming the Muder
Capital of the U.S. (per capita) and the house I grew up in had iron bars on the windows
and gates across the inside of the screen doors secured with a lock. Also, with the
exception of some of my family, my community was Black. I am so thankful for this
experience, because I wasn’t socialized in a place that was predominately White. The
leaders of the community were all Black and mostly women, the leaders at my church,
my school principal, many of my teachers, my friends… and even random strangers like
the mail carrier, pizza delivery driver, librarian, neighbors and people at the grocery
store. Even though most of my community was Black, I was not. I was in Second grade
the first time I remember a classmate asking me, “What are you?” It was a question
about my race/ethnicity. At the time my response was, “I don’t know, let me go home
and ask somebody”. Come to find out, I am a fourth-generation American of Mexican
descent.I
Our experiences help form the narrative and social structure in our head; and creates
bias based on what our socialization looked like. This project and any of the work I do
around social justice and equity comes from a very personal place for me.

I.

At some point my family surname was Magallánes, then to anglicize the `es’ was dropped making
it Magallán but somewhere along the line the accent mark was lost and it became Magallan.
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Social media has made it easy for me to communicate with friends from elementary
school and I was recently tagged in a 5th grade graduation picture (Figure 3).II All of our
fifth grade teachers are in the photo as well as the principal which I’m seated next to.
Mr. King was my fifth grade homeroom teacher and would often use Black idioms and
phrases like “You must not believe that fat meat is greasy”. Mr. King was the first and
Black male teacher that I have ever had. He taught language arts—which in elementary
school encompasses reading, writing, and history. It was also his class where we
watched the 1977 version of Roots over the course of a week.
What I didn’t realize about my elementary school was that I was being taught
with culturally responsive pedagogy. There was intention behind everything at the
school; the halls have photos of important Black figures like inventors and athletes, at
the start of assembly’s we did not sing the “Star Spangled Banner” (the American
national anthem) we sang “Lift Every Voice and Sing” (dubbed the ‘negro national
anthem’ by the NAACP). In music class we learned songs like “Young, Gifted, and
Black” by Nina Simone. The school I went to was also a gifted and talented school—

II.

We caught up in the comment section of the photo. Imagine the excitement of reminiscing about
elementary school as an adult. Asking questions about things that confused us as children.
Speaking about our favorite (and least favorite) teachers. Updating each other on life moments
and changes. It was even the place where one of us shared the news that a beloved teacher, Mr.
King had passed away.
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which would now be a GATE or MAGNET school by standards. We had large
inspirational banners in the cafeteria such as “Reach for the moon and even if you don’t
make it, you’ll land among the stars” and below that was “A 4-star school” painted on
the wall.
I associated myself and my peers as stars and we were all shooting towards the
moon. I realize now, as an adult, that most children—let alone Black children—do not
have fond memories of representation and the opportunity to dream of all possibilities of
life. Bell Hooks briefly touches on her own experiences about her formative years in
elementary school, in the introduction to Teaching to Transgress. Hooks states “Now,
we were mainly taught by white teachers whose lessons reinforced racist stereotypes.”
And “That shift from beloved, all-black schools to white schools where black students
were always seen as interlopers, as not really belonging, taught me the difference
between education as the practice of freedom and education that merely strives to
reinforce domination.” I wholeheartedly agree with Bell Hooks, because the contrast of
her experiences with all-black schools to white schools has been my experience too. I
did not grow up during racial integration but the remnants of classroom pedagogy,
policies, and schoolyard/lunchroom social politics remain eerily similar today.
In every school I attended, I felt like an interloper/other. By the time I was in high
school I embraced being different and being “othered”. I was neither Black, nor
White—and there weren’t very many Latinx people at my school but even they “othered”
me. I was told “you talk Black” and asked “why don’t you speak Spanish?” and “why do
you watch anime and listen to Japanese pop music?”. We had moved to the town over
11

the summer before I started high school. I was a nerdy art girl who coded websites for
fun and drew fanart. I just wanted to sit in the corner and draw, so why did people have
so many questions? Apparently, I was an enigma—a fourth generation American of
Mexican descent, light-skinned with hazel eyes, who did not speak Spanish, the
youngest of seven children, a girl from Gary, Indiana who happened to like anime (and
the music featured on the shows). My (intersectional) identity; had always been up for
debate and a topic of conversation. I didn’t realize at the time, but I was being
conditioned to talk about race and racism in different spaces. Little did I know that I
would someday be facilitating hard conversations about racism, lived experiences,
identity, structural and systemic inequities.
On the other side of my answer—most people were overwhelmingly comfortable
sharing their assumptions about my race, ethnicity, and nationality… because they were
all called into question or sometimes mistaken one for the other. Even though I
answered “American” to the question about my nationality—I knew what they actually
meant. I can’t tell you how many times in my life I’ve been asked that, based on my age
and estimating that I was asked that once a month for every year of my life… it’d be at
least 400 times. I’ve heard; ‘I thought you were Black and White’ or ‘Puerto Rican’,
‘Filipino’, ‘Hawaiian’, ‘Māori’, ‘Brazilian’, ‘Inuit’, ‘mixed with Asian’, and ‘Indian’ (as
in—indigenous American, not someone from India). Imagine how surprised these
people were when I said I was Mexican-American. I heard, “you don’t look Mexican”...
as if I should be walking around in a sarape and sombrero.
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However, I don’t have to defend my presence nearly as much as people from my
community that are darker-skinned, or who have accents, or any other thing that makes
them different from ‘the default’ in hegemonic culture. In the rooms where I’m not the
most-marginalized person present; my presence isn’t questioned. However, if I’m the
only woman in the room—I am ignored when I express a different opinion so every
question, comment, or concern I have is given no validity. But in a room full of white
people, I am not ‘white-passing’ because my body goes against hegemonic beauty
standards that glorify being tall and thin with an alabaster skin tone, blue eyes, and long
blonde straight hair. I am on the shorter side, I’ve been called ‘olive-skinned’, have hazel
eyes, wavy dark brown hair, and my body is thick and shapely. I am often
hypersexualized by men because of my waist to hip ratio, the shape of my lips, how my
butt is round and sticks out. I’m called exotic, because I'm light skinned, but my body is
clearly not white, my face has features that aren’t common. I am seen as Other. Bell
hooks says it best in Eating the other: Desire and resistance:
When race and ethnicity become commodified as resources for pleasure, the
culture of specific groups, as well as the bodies of individuals, can be seen as
constituting an alternative playground where members of dominating races,
genders, sexual practices affirm their power-over in intimate relations with the
Other (hooks, 1992).
Bell hooks’ words helped me reflect and learn from the things that I experienced
in my life. There was much of my life where I was confused with my treatment
compared to white female peers. Why was I cat called and whistled at and why did men
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think it was okay to touch my body without permission? Why do I get lude sexual
grotesque messages in my direct messages and my white friends get asked on dates?
Getting a bit of the Other, in this case engaging in sexual encounters with
non-white females, was considered a ritual of transcendence, a movement out
into a world of difference that would transform, an acceptable rite of passage.
The direct objective was not simply to sexually possess the Other; it was to be
changed in some way by the encounter. “Naturally,” the presence of the Other,
the body of the Other, was seen as existing to serve the ends of white male
desires (hooks, 1992).
My presence and my body is not a rite of passage. I don’t want to be
hypersexualized, or seen as an object of desire. I want to be seen as a human being
with a family and feelings and I want to be allowed to exist without being dehumanized.
See my humanity. How might we see each other’s humanity? This is what I want this
framework to do. Tear down walls, strip power dynamics, and demolish the institutions
that uphold the status quo. This idea has been the guide for my research, equity is
seeing each other’s humanity.
The Need
Design Thinking has become a practice for doing social justice and community
organizing work. While the process of design thinking is usually applied to business,
innovation, and products; it began to be commonly used for social good. Design thinking
is supposed to be the intersection of desirability, viability, and feasibility; a step in the
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ideation process was amended to include gathering Insights by practicing empathy,
observation, and interviewing (IDEO.org). Corporations, local government, nonprofits,
and other organizations have all used this process as an attempt to solve problems in
their communities and will often invite marginalized and underrepresented members of
the community to speak about their experiences during the ideation process. This
gesture is seemingly a seat at the table. Most people jump at the opportunity, and are
usually compensated for their time with lunch, snacks, and branded swag.
I have spent nearly 18 years studying, practicing, and teaching design principles.
Design Thinking, also known as Human-Centered-Design was not created to be used
for the social sector. I have been both a facilitator and participant of the design thinking
process. As a facilitator; I moved participants through the design thinking process; was
motivational, accommodating, and a time manager. The goal with using design thinking
is to obtain stories, experiences, and ideas to create a strategic plan or process; this
process continues to be applied across sectors. I have volunteered and served on
several nonprofit boards and committees. For example, while serving on the board of
directors for AIGA West Michigan, I was a facilitator for workshops focused on
community engagement; the board wanted to know what kind of programming and
support our members wanted and where we were missing the mark. We sent out a
survey to our members and followed up by hosting several community meetings where
we used design thinking to facilitate this process.
When I first began to attend workshops, courses, and conferences that facilitated
conversations about equity, inclusion, and diversity they were focused exclusively in the
15

design community. The more I learned, the more I realized these systems of oppression
didn’t exist solely within the vacuum of design, but were recreated in design. The same
systems exist in every sector and industry, because the foundation of the United States
is White Supremacist, Settler-Colonial, Capitalistic, and Patriarchal. I began to see
connections of how systems of oppression over-lapped or affected each other. I would
often think about my roots and how my family was affected by interlocking systems of
oppression. In fact, as a participant during these listening sessions and workshops; I sat
at tables with fellow community members who shared their own experiences about
racism, sexism, diversity and inclusion, workplace culture, housing insecurity and
policing practices (Nickels & Vilella, 2017). It was in these experiences that I questioned
the method of design thinking for the social sector. We were reliving trauma, and it was
both draining and exploitative. Design thinking is objective because the process centers
the human or community as an object––a design problem, to be solved for.
As I learned more about social justice, racism, ageism, disability justice, and
feminism the more I struggled to see what the benefit was of using design thinking for
the social sector. I wondered if there was a way to create social impact without it feeling
exploitive? How could design thinking, meant for innovating products and business
strategies possibly attempt to solve systemic issues in communities, the workplace, or
government entities? Simply put, it cannot. To create intersectional social impact, there
must be a framework that centers intersectional identities (Wenger-Trayner, 2015). This
new framework must position Lived Experiences of Community Organizers, Empathy
and Care Work, as well as concepts and strategies of Design Thinking instead of the
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intersection of desirability, viability, and feasibility. Systemic change is wanted, the 2020
civil unrest exposed deep divides that many Americans chose to ignore for hundreds of
years (Lorde, 2021).
There hasn’t been a real attempt in this country to create sustainable equity and
systemic change. Social systems are interconnected and need a holistic approach if
they are to be impacted. Initiatives and task forces will continue to fail because they
attempt to diversify a space that doesn’t want diversity, and include people that have
been historically excluded and marginalized.
I have connected concepts that include design thinking, community organizing,
and embodiment, in order to create an equitable framework for social impact for
community organizers (Jensen & Moran, 2016). I chose to create this framework for
community organizers because I’ve seen first-hand how much passion and drive there
is within grassroot organizations and communities (Shkoler, 2017). Though this
framework is intended for community organizers, I envision it being applied to any
oppressive system whether public, private or philanthropic. There has been a shift in
society, especially in light of the global pandemic and Covid-19, more people are
beginning to recognize, albeit if not understand, the structural and institutional injustices
that exist in this country. The year 2020––has seen insurmountable widespread death.
Needless to say that some lives could have been spared had it not been for the role that
systemic racism and oppression played in exacerbating the disease in the bodies of
marginalized individuals. It’s important to note that systemic racism and oppression are
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the direct cause of poverty, health disparities, the wage gap, and generational trauma in
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) in this country.
It was with great pain and frustration to witness that it took a global pandemic for
some people to recognize the racial disparities and inequities in this country (Neuman,
2020). I have been involved in Equity and Inclusion work for over 5 years and know that
we are collectively inching our way towards equity, but progress is sometimes put on
hold or regregresses. I saw the fire and the passion to call for change and equity across
the country and world, as protests were held in the name of George Floyd and Breona
Taylor and the names of so many others. Signs and chants screamed Black Lives
Matter and Say Her Name (Hubler & Bosman, 2020). As protesters called to defund the
police and end police brutality––those of us who have been doing social justice work for
some time knew not to get too worked up. We know that change is slow and takes more
time and effort than a summer packed with protesting in all 50 states. Asking for the
humanization of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color within the White Supremacist
Settler-Colonial Capitalist Patriarchy that was designed to oppress and exploit BIPOC is
no easy or small task. This social system was based on the hierarchy of a racial caste
system.
Racial caste systems do not require racial hostility or overt bigotry to thrive, only
racial indifference (Alexander 2010).
Lack of care and dehumanization has led society here, where the value of our lives is
dependent on the intersection of our gender, race, ethnicity, immigration status, age,
sexuality, religion, and whether or not we have a disability. Those closest to the problem
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are closest to the solution. Most frameworks being used in community organizations are
derivatives of design thinking. There are check-ins and steps to stay on track, though
the lure of the least expensive solution that reaches the largest number of people, is
always there. That’s what design thinking was created for after all, and if organizations
follow that process the impact is wide-spread but shallow and often temporary
(IDEO.org). Systemic oppression is rooted deep into the very fabric of the United States
(Alexander 2010). A new framework for equitable impact is needed. The over-arching
system of the United States is White Supremacist Settler-Colonial Capitalist Patriarchy,
and is by definition intersectional. So, we need an intersectional approach to solve
systemic issues. Intersectional feminism has had a huge influence on the way that I
view privilege and oppression in this country (The Urgency of Intersectionality, 2016). In
my research, I will discuss what the concepts of design thinking, community organizing
and embodiment are, how they connect and why they are important to include.
Tell us a story about you in a DT workshop or facilitating something
Tell us a story about what it’s like to be in a community space that reflects the key topics
of your framework
Design Thinking
As a method to do research; design thinking is a great, but flawed idea.
Centering humans to solve for human needs, goods, and services is a simple process
that does not take a conventional linear step by step approach (Liedtka et al., 2017).
While I was obtaining my undergrad degree a project that was assigned to me, was to
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design my design process. Create a visual representation of the approach I take to
solve problems. In design school, you are taught to give and take criticisms of your work
and others. During the final critique of the project, as we presented our design of our
design processes––it was interesting to see that my peers and I had similar design
processes in name alone. Our visual representations looked quite different. Mine was
inspired by the New York City transit map. I designed it with colorful lines that made
several stops, some lines looping, others intersecting or running parallel, while some
were long and others short. Design thinking has three spaces: inspiration, ideation, and
implementation (IDEO.org). The process is not meant to be linear, however the
non-creative/non-designer does not usually think abstractly. Design thinking, like social
innovation, is a creative process that asks the participants to think both deeply and
broadly––to dream of big ideas––and to refine and redefine in order to make a shift in
human behavior. Design thinking is supposed to be a bridge between emotion and
analytical rationale (T. Brown & Wyatt, 2010). Design is already analytical and
constantly critiqued––with feedback guiding the process.
Design thinking is a type of community-based participatory research.
Community-based participatory research is a collaborative approach to research that
includes community members, nonprofit and other organizations, and a researcher or
facilitator. All partners contribute to the research process contributing expertise and
share decision-making and ownership. The intent of community-based participatory
research is to gain knowledge and understanding of a particular circumstance and to
integrate it with adaptations for policy and/or social change. Design thinking is a method
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of conducting community-based participatory research. Design thinking is a process to
solve problems. It is the pulling together of:
What is desirable from a human point of view with what is technologically feasible
and economically viable (IDEO.org).
It allows people who aren't designers to use the creative process to address challenges,
understanding what questions to ask, and embracing simple mindset shifts and
approaching problems in new ways. IDEO was the first company to showcase their
process based on design thinking and methods. An overview of the design thinking
process on IDEO’s website states that:
Design thinking can help your team or organization: Better understand the unmet
needs of the people you’re creating for (customers, clients, students, users,
etc...). Reduce the risk associated with launching new ideas, products, and
services. Generate solutions that are revolutionary, not just incremental. Learn
and iterate faster (IDEO.org).
Nowhere does this process mention complex social problems. Design Thinking is taught
as non-linear and some of the steps taken in the process may be repeated. Moving
through these phases: framing a question, gathering inspiration, generating ideas,
making ideas tangible, testing to learn, sharing the story; design thinking can take you
from an initial question to solution. These phases are supposed to position design
thinking to help people understand the mindsets and needs of the community they are
solving for. What the phases don’t account for is managing bias and differences. It also
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doesn’t account for the complexity of social problems and intersectional identities.
The people who are being designed for are invited to give their perspective and
to give their feedback, but are otherwise left out of the design process (Fast
Company, 2017).
There are several variations of the creative process. For example The Stanford D
School takes an ethnographic approach in order to understand people and to better
design for them (Chang, 2020). Creative Reaction Lab prefers a co-creative problem
solving with community approach while dismantling power constructs. The National
Equity Project’s framework teaches and enables purposeful leadership to navigate
equity challenges. These are all effective approaches that need to be recognized, and
while they work––they only address a portion of the problem or are hyper focused on a
local level or within certain organizations and roles. They exist and function within the
system. I am proposing that this new framework positions oneself in relation to the
community being served with a counter-hegemonic approach. Transformation cannot
happen in isolation (The New School, 2015).
Design Thinking for the Social Sector
The design thinking process is over-simplified. Design thinking asks collaborative
partners to bring their whole-self and their life experiences. If dominant society is White
Supremacist, Capitalistic, Patriarchal and Settler-Colonial, then what experiences are
introduced to the process? Unless your background is in social justice, you do not bring
that perspective into the process. Yes, design thinking asks us to use intuition and to
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center the focus on humans; but the majority of American society lacks the capacity to
be empathetic to people who have been disenfranchised and that is problematic.
Without the intervention of equity, empathy, embodiment and intersubjectivity design
thinking will reproduce hegemonic results.
Tim Brown wrote of design thinking for social innovation and said that:
Design thinking relies on our ability to be intuitive, to recognize patterns, to
construct ideas that have emotional meaning as well as being functional, and to
express ourselves in media other than words or symbols. Not only does it focus
on creating products and services that are human centered, but the process itself
is also deeply human (T. Brown & Wyatt, 2010).
Humans, above all else, are flawed. We have biases based on our lived
experiences, and by how we’ve been socialized. The social system for the United
States, is hegemonic culture and can be defined as White Supremacist, Capitalistic,
Patriarchal and Settler-Colonial (Alexander, 2020). I would argue that emotions are
something that not everyone can understand or can be rationalized, but meant to be felt
and expressed. I believe that if you have not experienced something personally or have
a stake with the problem you are trying to solve, that emotions are removed through the
process of design thinking. I’ve met a great deal of designers over the last 12 years, and
one thing for sure is that not every designer (or person for that matter) has the capacity
to be intuitive or construct ideas that have emotional meaning.
There has not been an acknowledgement by the United States government that
the result of creating a White Supremacist, Capitalistic, Patriarchal and Settler-Colonial
23

society, in doing so reperations must be alotted. The hegemonic society of the United
States has created systemic issues like: racism, poverty, climate change, and gender
inequities. Reparations means nothing more than repair, but in our capitalistic society
money seems to be the first query in an internet search for the definition. To make
amends could be to repair and redesign systems of oppression (Coates, 2020).
Reparations were given to slave owners after slavery was abolished for the loss of their
“property”... In contrast emancipated slaves were promised 40 acres and a mule, but
that proclamation was quickly rescinded. Is it possible to expect a government to keep
its word? The same government that built its foundation on broken treaties with
Indigenous tribes? These are examples of how the dominant culture chose their own
power and privilege and deepened the divide (Beckert, 2014). This divide created an
“us vs. them” narrative. Hegemony reinforces capitalism that teaches the “have nots'' a
scarcity mindset and there just isn’t enough to go around. Learning to manage biases
can interrupt hegemony because it is first acknowledging them, then learning to check
your biases. This can be done with implicit bias training; which helps to create
awareness of implicit bias within our society and within oneself. It’s a highly reflexive
method of analysis of self in relation to societal constructs.
Social justice work framed within design thinking parameters is not
counter-hegemonic because design thinking was not created to challenge the system, it
was designed to function within it. The system being the White Supremacist Capitalist
Patriarchy. It’s important to point out that social justice work framed in design thinking
will never win within a capitalist social system. Capitalism was built with free slave labor
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(Desmond, 2019). A commodity economy, where slaves were bought and sold as
property and as a result of free slave labor, the White slave owners became wealthy.
Many of the founding fathers of this country directly benefited from owning slaves. This
is where generational wealth and generational poverty first began. This is where the
wage gap, food and housing insecurity, and health disparities have their beginnings,
slavery (Alexander 2010).
Design thinking at its very definition must be economically viable (IDEO.org). In
the constitution, slaves were counted at three fifths of a person. In order to justify this
framework, African slaves and their descendants were often compared to monkeys and
prohibited from learning how to read and write, etc. as a way to dehumanize them. In
order to keep capitalism, wealth, and productivity going a racial caste system was
created and withheld.
Race is the child of racism, not the father (Coates, 2015).
The racial caste system is a social construct that exists in this country to justify the
mindset of racism. Racism only requires racial indifference to thrive. IDEO created a
nonprofit organization with the mission to design a more just and inclusive world. Other
nonprofits also use design thinking for the greater good. One could argue that any work
towards social change is good work. But I disagree, it is my understanding that since
design thinking exists within the hegemonic system, it can therefore never truly be a
form of reparation and liberation for the disenfranchised. A new framework that is
counter-hegemonic in nature is needed to create systemic change.
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In Praxis
I used phenomenological and autoethnographic methodologies to create Equity
+ Catalyst Framework. I used this approach because it draws on storytelling and
emphasizes the importance of lived experiences. Participants will learn to identify and
reflect upon life experiences as they pertain to privilege and oppression. This framework
will teach participants to question the role of power and privilege, unlearning social
conditioning and constructs. The framework draws on existing scholarly research about
intersectional feminism, equity, social justice movements, culture, and the roles of power
and privilege as they relate to community organizing practice and theories.
What is the Equity + Catalyst framework? Simply put; IT’S THE
WORK—BEFORE THE WORK (of community organizing for equity and justice).
Meaning this framework prepares you and your mindset to become a catalyst for
change with an equity mindset. We all bring our lived experiences and intersectional
identity with us in every space we occupy; whether we are aware of that or not. This
framework teaches us to recognize and acknowledge that, but to also learn to manage
it. Managing bias is an important aspect that does not get taught in many community,
nonprofit, and philanthropic spaces. Instead it has become a habit for these types of
organizations to lean on the labor of Black, Indigenous, People of Color, women
(particularly Women of Color), and LGBTQ+ people to lead uncomfortable
conversations and deal with the burden of explaining structural and systemic inequities
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and biases. There is a learning gap in this country—because of hegemonic power
imbalances and the abhorrent denial of the lived experiences and systemic harm
caused to BIPOC communities. I asked myself—How might we acknowledge this and
begin to take our power back? I include myself in this as a member of several
disenfranchised communities.
This framework is the facilitation of social and emotional subjectivity. It creates a
container to question relative truths, social inequities, power and privilege, and social
constructs among other counter-hegemonic practices. The framework is practiced when
individuals are consciously aware of their biases and are constantly checking in with
themselves and others. Becoming a catalyst for change is an act of liberation. Liberation
from hegemony and oppression from hegemonic culture. It is creating a space to hold
up others whose voice needs to be heard; and it includes reparations. It’s foundational
learning that can be utilized in various settings to create new societal norms.
Audience
Social innovation has the aim to create new social practices that meet social
needs in a better way than previously thought. This framework can’t solve systemic
issues overnight, but what it can do is help people build connections and empathy with
someone they once thought to be a stranger. This framework has the potential to
change how people think. Because before we can change a system, we must first
change the mindsets of those engaging and interacting with the system. Community
building is intense and emotional work––and people experience so much burnout in this
work. This framework is needed because it will allow this burden to be understood and
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shared. Many hands make light work. This framework was created with Community
organizers in mind. They are highly adaptive and are situated where they can create
deep impact. Community organizers often face uphill battles with governing bodies, and
racist policies; and often settle for compromises that do not enact real change.
This framework is intended to build strong individuals and community leaders.
People who are consciously aware of their biases and others, who honor lived
experiences as expertise and knowledge, and who in part with equity are the catalysts
needed to promote and practice counter-hegemonic leadership. This framework names
equity as a critical part of community organizing—because none of this can be
accomplished without equity being an active role in this work. Equity recognizes power
imbalances as well as systemically biased policies, practices, spaces, institutions and
people. Privilege and power are ever present in our social systems; community leaders
must learn to leverage and influence these systems using relational empathy and equity
while managing their own biases.

Learning Expectations
Lessons from Storytelling
He who controls the narrative, holds all the power. Learning has not always been
read or written. Storytelling has been a way to teach history and other lessons.
Storytelling is not entertainment, its first purpose was to educate. However within a
hegemonic culture; the truth is manipulated to reinforce hegemony. Anyone who speaks
out against or resists hegemony; is silenced. We look no further than the assassinations
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of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Robert F. Kennedy, Fred Hampton, and Sandra
Bland among so many others.
Since it began, Black Lives Matter peaceful protests were met with militant force
which is in high contrast to the insurrection at the Capitol Building that included off-duty
police officers and retired members of the armed forces (Amnesty International, 2020).
A very stark contrast between the two communities. It’s important to remind ourselves to
be subjective. The Equity + Catalyst framework must contain an aspect of subjectivity
because being self-aware in relation to the world around you is imperative to create
equity. If you cannot see the problems that exist: how can you work to solve them?
Questioning Hegemonic ‘social norms’
Affinity groups and safe spaces exist because people have to navigate systems
of oppression on a daily basis and they need refuge and a place to be at peace. A
person without a community of care, will suffer exponentially more than a person with a
similar background who has a solid support system.
To build community requires vigilant awareness of the work we must continually
do to undermine all the socialization that leads us to behave in ways that
perpetuate domination (Hooks, 2003).
The power dynamic of oppressor and oppression is created by the United States
Government having direct influence and authority over citizens; a hegemonic dynamic
that has become the essence of American society. This structure was created at the
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intersection of: White Supremacist, Settler-Colonialism, Capitalism, and Patriarchy; and
is sustained and reinforced by the very system becoming the American way of life.
‘That’s just the way it is’ and ‘it is what it is’ are common phrases that have been used
since at least the Jim Crow era in defense of racism and protecting oppressive power
structures. How might we shift power and redistribute it to more people? When
hegemonic culture is constantly dehumanizing certain individuals based on their
identity—how might we create a space to exist with one's whole self? How might we
take that pain and transform it into power? Hegemony is met with resistance when
marginalized and disenfranchised people take time and space to rest and recover from
oppression created by the dominant culture. This resistance takes many forms in
society; HBCUs and affinity groups are two examples. Places, either virtual or physical
are established to promote well-being, acceptance, and belonging. Walls from living in
oppression and trauma come down when you realize—you aren’t the only one.
Human Connections & Organizing
Humans are hardwired for connection. A person who is without community will
feel a void inside themselves and will yearn for a place to belong. Belonging is how you
feel when you are connected to a community and are actively participating in the
culture. Subjectivity is based on socialization; children are socialized by the age of five.
We are influenced by our experiences, opinions, impressions, beliefs, and feelings
rather than observable phenomena (O’Leary, 2017). In order to investigate, design
thinking asks us to gather insights by practicing empathy, observation, and interviewing
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(IDEO.org). Hearing stories and observing actions is supposed to help recognize
peoples’ behavior, motivations, beliefs, and feelings in order to design for them and give
them the best solution to the design problem (Chang, 2020). However not everyone has
the ability to be empathetic towards people who aren’t from similar backgrounds or
schools of thought because of racial indifference and socialization.
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Applied Learning Exercises
Story-telling & Active Listening
Learning about story-telling and how to become an active listener are critical
skills that need to be developed in community organizing. Being an active listener
means while someone is speaking, you are listening to understand and not to respond.
That action means that you are centering that person, their story and experience. With
the insight we gain from active listening—to understand—we are shifting away from
hegemonic practices. Hegemony will have us listening to the loudest voice in the
room—whatever the dominant narrative is. What I have learned is that in order to
practice equity and become a catalyst for change we need to radically shift how we do
everything. We can teach and learn how to become story-tellers, and how to become
active listeners. These are skills taught in most design thinking variations for the social
sector. There are different activities and approaches, but one that I had considered for
this framework is String of Pearls.
My first encounter with this activity was not in community organizing or my adult
life. String of pearls is an activity I played in my high school’s drama club. Maybe some
of you reading this are self-proclaimed drama nerds—like myself and you’ve played this
at one time or another in drama club or an improv class. This activity allows the players
to both collectively create a story and gives the opportunity to actively listen to others.
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How to Practice this activity
In this game, players tell a story one sentence at a time. The first player steps
forward and makes up the first line of the story. The goal is to string together a
chronological story, so the players line up from left to right, with the far left being the
beginning of the story and the far right being the end. A second player steps forward
and makes up the last line that has nothing to do with the first. The rest of the players
each fill in a line of the story wherever they can, trying to bring things together and end
up with a story that makes sense. Players fill up spots in line where they contribute new
sentences at different points in the story. Each time a new line (player) is added, all the
players repeat their lines from beginning to end. This game works best with 7 or more
players, and is also known as a ‘Story String’ or ‘Beads on a String’ in drama and
improv circles.III
I had the opportunity to put this game into practice during my time at Public
Agency at WMCAT, when I co-designed and co-facilitated a design thinking workshop
series for community organizations. While in planning and design sessions prior to the
series, we were looking for an activity to teach storytelling. We reviewed previous
versions and activities of this workshop series and we looked at books such as Creative
Acts for Curious People,IV by the Stanford d.school since Public Agency’s staff have
trained at the d.school. They recently had some staffing changes so they needed
support for this workshop series, and I have worked with the Director of Public Agency
previously. The intent there was to teach story-telling, and the activity went well and
participants had fun. We had participants split into two groups of 8, and both groups
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ended up having stories about housing; it may have been a cue to who was in the room,
a few participants worked at a local housing organization. Stories, depending on who is
present can take many different shapes and forms, this was confirmed through
co-facilitating this workshop series. I also share a fun example in the footnotes of this
section. There are many different ways to teach, learn, and practice active listening and
storytelling and String of Pearls is one way to do both.

III.

If you would like to see an example of how String of Pearls is played please visit:
Improv Game: String Of Pearls - Teaching Improv
Also, more information about this game and similar activities can be found at Improv
Encyclopedia.

IV.

Creative Acts for Curious People is a Stanford d.school book, and is intended to help people build
skills with resilience, care, and confidence—in order to act with intention. The exercises were
curated by the executive director of the d.school, Sarah Stein Greenberg. The practices were
honed in the d.school classrooms; and since the director of Public Agency has trained for
facilitation through the d.school—Public Agency at WMCAT often uses d.school methods,
practices, and exercises. During the design and planning phase of this workshop series, I seized
the opportunity to deviate from those in order to test my own ideas (with permission, of course).
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Managing Bias
During my first year in Graduate School, as part of my Research Methods
course, each student had to take turns (in pairs) to facilitate part of the lesson at hand.
My partner in this project wrote the accompanying paper and I created an activity to
teach people how to manage bias. I created different personas, complications, and
situations so that individuals could “put themselves in someone else's shoes” so to
speak. It was my theory that it would be easier to recognize and manage bias by
removing themselves from the equation. Since most people aren’t aware of some of the
biases they might have—and to remove internal conflict and blame/shame—we can
practice the act of managing biases that are theorized by the written persona,
complication, and situation cards. This way, in time, the player can (and hopefully will)
apply this practice in real life situations, and complications—based on their personal life
experiences. This activity does include making assumptions about biases that someone
based on demographics a person might have—these personas have identities that
allude to certain preconceived biases. The instructions that follow this passage
reference card decks and for the sake of this research paper, they are included as
Appendix A. The premise of this activity is for individuals to use a Persona card to
attempt to balance power, politics, and ethics.
How to Practice this activity
Use the card decks (Appendix A) provided with the guidebooks labeled Persona,
Complication, and Situation. Shuffle the cards and each person draws one (1) card
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from each deck. Each player will draw a random persona card, a situation card detailing
their research topic and research method, as well as a complication card detailing an
ethical situation. Since this activity was created for my research method class—it
teaches within this context, and this was the first time I began to question why
managing biases isn’t taught to a larger audience than researchers. Each player tries to
balance power, politics, and ethics with a series of questions. This can be done as a
large group out-loud or by breaking into small groups of five (5) persons or less. This
activity should take around one (1) hour, and should spark an open dialog.
1. How does the identity of your random persona card affect the complication card?
2. Do you think your answer might have been different if something about your
random persona card were different?
3. What personal influences (feelings, tastes, or opinions) do you need to manage
with the random persona card in context to the situation card you drew?
4. The complication card asks a question: Answer the question two ways. First, how
you think the random persona card might answer the question based on their
intersectional identities. Secondly, answer the question as yourself and note the
differences.
5. This can be a quiet question, use a spare sheet of paper or a blank page in a
notebook or sticky note and reflect on what it felt like to manage biases with a
random persona card? How did it feel similar or different from your own personal
identity? Think about what made you relate with the random persona card? Have
you learned something new about yourself?
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This activity is designed to help explain context, conditions, and situatedness for
people’s (intersectional) identities and power dynamics at play as well as potential
systemic harm and conflict.

What’s Next
Future of the Equity + Catalyst Framework
I would like to continue my own learning and research on this topic as well as
teach people with this framework. It is my hope that with expanded research and testing
I can offer a workshop with an accompanying workbook and a website with resources. I
would like to travel in order to facilitate and continue learning from those doing similar
work and practices in order to apply that knowledge to this framework. Eventually, I
would like a center—where people can come together to heal and learn.
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Appendix A
Managing Bias Activity Supporting Documents
These ‘cards’ are set up to be printed and cut out to size and each participant will draw one of
each at random. This activity is outlined in the Applied Learning Exercises section, and is
explained in the Managing Bias section.

Random Persona Cards
Name: Kendall A.
Age: 39
Race/Ethnicity: Black + Caucasian
Language: American English
Gender: Transgender Female
Sexuality: Straight
Religion: Agnostic

Name: Maya G.
Age: 23
Race/Ethnicity: Korean
Language: American English
Gender: Cisgender Female
Sexuality: Straight
Religion: Buddhist

Name: Reese B.
Age: 30
Race/Ethnicity: Caucasian
Language: French + British English
Gender: Cisgender Female
Sexuality: Straight
Religion: Christian

Name: James H.
Age: 45
Race/Ethnicity: British
Language: British English
Gender: Cisgender Male
Sexuality: Bisexual
Religion: Atheist

Name: Tina C.
Age: 27
Race/Ethnicity: Filipino + Black
Language: Tagalog + American English
Gender: Cisgender Female
Sexuality: Straight
Religion: Catholic

Name: Angel I.
Age: 37
Race/Ethnicity: Afro-Latinx
Language: Spanish + American English
Gender: Non-Binary
Sexuality: Queer
Religion: Wiccan

Name: Steve D.
Age: 55
Race/Ethnicity: Caucasian
Language: American English
Gender: Cisgender Male
Sexuality: Straight
Religion: Christian

Name: Nisha J.
Age: 43
Race/Ethnicity: Indian
Language: American English
Gender: Cisgender Female
Sexuality: Bisexual
Religion: Hinduism

Name: Jason E.

Name: Andre K.
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Age: 32
Race/Ethnicity: Caucasian
Language: American English
Gender: Cisgender Male
Sexuality: Gay
Religion: Jewish

Age: 25
Race/Ethnicity: Black American
Language: American English
Gender: Cisgender Male
Sexuality: Straight
Religion: Muslim

Name: Luis F.
Age: 42
Race/Ethnicity: Latinx
Language: Spanish + American English
Gender: Transgender Male
Sexuality: Queer
Religion: Catholic

Name: Jennifer L.
Age: 33
Race/Ethnicity: Caucasian
Language: American Sign Language
Gender: Cisgender Female
Sexuality: Straight
Religion: Christian

Situation Cards
Research Topic
Alcohol And Drug Abuse in at-risk Teen Mothers
and the Effect on their Children.

Research Topic
Multi-ethnic Individuals and their Position in
Society

Research Method
Interviews

Research Method
Interviews

Research Topic
The "Culture of Poverty"

Research Topic
Sexuality and Disney Movies

Research Method
Ethnography

Research Method
Textual analysis (movies as text), interviews
with children and parents

Research Topic
Millennials Eating Habits and the Effect on the
Restaurant Industry

Research Topic
Youth and Social Media

Research Method
Surveys, Interviews
Research Topic
Intersectional Feminism and the Need for Safe
Spaces
Research Method
Ethnography, Feminist

Research Method
Focus groups, interviews

Research Topic
Gender Stereotypes in Religion
Research Method
Survey, Ethnography
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Research Topic
Ethnically Mixed Children and Exclusion and
Racism
Research Method
Interviews, Surveys
Research Topic
Anti-Vaccinationists Past and Present
Research Method
Ethnography at local clinic, interview with
parents and children

Research Topic
Effects of Divorce on the Family
Research Method
Interviews with children, observation in schools

Research Topic
Gendered Occupations: Nurses and
Contractors
Research Method
Ethnography with both groups, including
in-depth interviews

Complication Cards
A participant in your research group discloses to you behavior they have been participating in that is
illegal. When receiving their consent to be part of your study, you promised your participants
confidentiality and anonymity. What should you do?
A. Disregard information, and remove research participant data from your study.
B. Consult your ethics board and report to the proper authorities.
____________________________________________________________________________
You notice that one of your research participants is attracted to you, but you disregard this until the
participant has asked you on a date. You are worried that their participation might compromise the
integrity of your study. How should you address this?
A. Say yes, and continue your interview.
B. Decline, address the issue, and try to build trust.
____________________________________________________________________________
You are attracted to one of your research participants that you are interviewing. You are finding it hard to
concentrate on the questions and taking notes. You become distracted and start to ask questions that
aren’t on your list. What should you do next?
A. Throw out this interview.
B. Address the issue, take a break and try to get back on track with the interview.
____________________________________________________________________________
One of your research participants has to reschedule their interview with you, but you are unable to secure
the same location used in previous interviews. Your research participant suggests a local coffee shop.
A. Agree to do the interview at the coffee shop.
B. Reschedule again to a date/time that both the participant and secure location are available.
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One of your research participants is asking you your age and if you are qualified to conduct this research.
You are offended, but you are trying to remain neutral, how should you proceed?
A. Assure the participant, and build trust.
B. Try to hide your offense, but begin to argue with the participant after they press you again.
____________________________________________________________________________
A fortune 500 corporation decides to sponsor your research. However they would like for you to use a
participant list of their existing customers. What do you do?
A. Agree to use their list.
B. Disagree and continue your research without the sponsorship.
____________________________________________________________________________
As you begin your research, you notice the participants seem hesitant to interact with you, but when you
leave the room, the participants are eager to speak to your research assistant even though their primary
task is to take notes. Your assistant’s demographics more closely match your participants than yours do.
What do you do?
A. Reevaluate your ability to research this topic since your identity seems to be a barrier.
B. Ask your research assistant to take a larger role in the study.
____________________________________________________________________________
The participants in your study have all signed consent forms and you have agreed to keep their identities
confidential. During the course of your research, a few of your participants mention their place of work in a
way that you think might be interesting for your study. What do you do?
A. Leave that data out even though it’s interesting because it could identify the participants.
B. Include that thread of data in your research and continue to just avoid using the participants’
names.
____________________________________________________________________________
As you conduct your research, you start to hear from participants that they are having some upsetting
experiences as a result of being in the study. The experiences are relatively minor, mostly some coolness
from people who aren’t participating in the study, and a few heated conversations. The participants don’t
seem overly upset and want to continue in the study. What do you do?
A. Continue with the study as planned, although pay attention to other signs of difficulty from the
participants.
B. Stop the study immediately and consult with your advisor or ethics board.
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Part way through your study, you become aware that there is another issue involved in your topic that you
didn’t set out to study. You suspect that this other issue could potentially even change the outcome of
your study if you incorporated it. Due to limited time and resources, you will not be able to pursue it with
this study. What do you do?
A. Stop your study all together. It’s not valid without incorporating this new issue.
B. Make a note of what you’ve become aware of and include it in the report of your findings as an
opportunity for future study.
____________________________________________________________________________
When reviewing data, you and your co-researcher come to different conclusions about what the data
means. You are the lead researcher and have ultimate say over the study. What do you do?
A. Present your conclusions and put your co-researchers conclusions in a footnote as an example of
future study possibilities.
B. Present both conclusions and explain how the data lead each of you to your conclusions.
____________________________________________________________________________
One of your research questions has unexpectedly elicited responses from your participants that are very
offensive to you. They are relevant to the study but make you feel uncomfortable. You are about halfway
through your study. What do you do?
A. Take the question out and use the data from the first half of the study.
B. Continue asking the question.
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