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WHAT IS COMPASSIONATE ORGANISING?

Our proof is in our practice.

N.B. The term Compassionate Organising is copyrighted to the authors Copyright ©
2023 Rowan Mataram, Yosola Olaoye, Saphra Bennett & Maia Kelly. While we actively
encourage practising the tools in your organising and organisations, to prevent the term
from being co-opted or used within profit generating activities we have copyrighted
the term Compassionate Organising to the authors of the Compassionate Organising
Toolkit. Feel free to contact us on compassionateorganising@gmail.com if you would
like to share the principles more widely in training, public events or within profit
generating activities.

Part of compassionate organising is to centre the arts in our work and world. In the
releasing of this report we have worked with two artists, Camille Etchart on report design
and illustration, and Lawrie Burton on Soundscape Creation. Camille responded to our
text and brought you these beautiful illustrations - you can read little bits of her thought
process throughout. Lawrie responded to the interviews that we carried out ahead of
writing our report: Stories of Exclusion and Belonging in Climate Action and this toolkit -
to bring you something that you can listen to as you move around in your day to day.

You can find our Compassionate Organising Soundscape on the following Platforms:
You can access them for free on Soundcloud or Youtube, and any major streaming
platform including Spotify, Apple Music, Tidal, TikTok, Instagram, Amazon, Soundtrack,
Pandora etc - by searching ‘Climate Equities Soundscapes’ or for Compassionate
Organising

OVERARCHING PRINCIPLES

Our Compassionate Organising Principles can be summarised into the following acronym
for CARE:

Compassion
Accountability
Rest and Recovery
Expression

To organise compassionately, we believe all of these things must happen together in
tandem. Each principle compliments the others.

In order to keep this guide as accessible as possible, we have offered a short description
and a few activities and tools to help you to compassionately organise. This is not a
definitive guide, and by no means exhaustive. See our suggestions as prompts from which
you can develop your practice. As an individual or a group - you may want to go through
and add your own definitions and tools after each section.

With all of these tools a level of self-reflection is essential. Take some time alone to assess
the areas in which you would love to develop, and celebrate the principles that you are
already demonstrating.



https://www.cvetchart.com/home/

Rowan Mataram

Compassion is a practice. It is the sense of solidarity between all living things,
and the steps to alleviate any suffering or struggle that an individual might be
experiencing. From this context, compassionate organising seeks to address
the harms that organising and working can cause. Whether the harm is caused
by lack of resources, lack of political alignment, lack of understanding

across struggles, disillusionment, lack of focus or an over-focus on outputs.
Compassionate organising is about being intentional in building cultures that
nourish and can ensure long term resilience in our working practices.




Tool: Check ins / Check outs

We've noticed how much more effectively we organise together when we are able to
bring as much of our whole selves into the space, as feels comfortable. Creating moments
to arrive and close out together, with disclosures about how we are arriving, what our
needs are for the session, and then reflections on the session, and needs going forward
allow us to build trust, empathy, understanding and take care of each other's needs while
organising together. This tool is used widely in movement spaces, but you can read more
about this practice from Page 34 - 36 in the Voices That Shake Guidebook.

Principle: Hosting with Hospitality, humility and generosity

Sharing food has been an age-old ritual; it has served as a tool to bring people together
since the beginning of time. Food can be a great way of creating accessible events whilst
implicitly embedding a culture of collectivism.

In a room full of diverse cultures, it is a universal language that everyone understands
without need for translation. Working in a space where there is food is such a simple yet
enriching and healing way to bring in that grounding and welcoming factor into a space.
It can also aid in setting and resetting a group culture. Setting a culture where people
serve each other comes from a place of humility and generosity as people can get an
opportunity to serve and be served. Serving each other can involve group members and
group facilitators giving time together to setting up/prepping/cooking food and or clear
and clean up at the end. People can find collective ownership of the groups and spaces
that they are in, by giving themselves in this way.

Principle: Hosting with Accessibility

There's a huge amount that needs to be considered when ensuring that the spaces that
you create are accessible for a range of needs, neuro-diversity and cultures. In addition to
that, everyone is an individual and access needs can be unique to one person. The easiest
thing to do is to ask people to share if they have any access needs - which can be done 1-1
or ahead of the date. Below are some key things that you may wish to consider:

- Language translation provision for when there will be multiple languages in a space

- Inagroup event setting, if you know that there will be diverse levels of knowledge in
the room, it can be good to create a space for people who already feel very informed
on a topic, so that these people don't dominate the space and prevent others from
asking questions. These people can then share at times when it is appropriate. For
example having a ‘tech-xperts table’ for those with technical expertise of the subject at
a community conversation on the topic.

- Centre lived experience (this links to the above point). Whilst many people may not
know the ins and outs of complex or technical issues, everyone knows how something
is having an impact on their lives - particularly if the framing is given for participants
to explore that. By centering lived experience you value multiple perspectives as
important which can in turn address power imbalances in a space.
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https://www.seedsforchange.org.uk/groupagree
https://www.trainingforchange.org/training_tools/break-the-rules-how-ground-rules-can-hurt-us/
https://voicesthatshake.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/SHAKE-GUIDEBOOK-lo-res.pdf
https://voicesthatshake.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/SHAKE-GUIDEBOOK-lo-res.pdf

«  Don't use language that excludes, we say more about this under ‘expression’
- Consider providing food and catering to multiple dietary needs

- Consider cultural sensitivities around certain foods, alcohol, festive periods, different
faiths and what activity can happen during certain times of year, different cultures
around touch and ways of expressing. Request feedback in spaces with diverse
cultures to ensure that you are always listening and reviewing.

«  Getting out of our comfort zones and meeting people where they are at - diverse
groups are not hard to reach - we need to put in effort, resources and creativity
to reach marginalised groups. When attempting to build relationships of trust,
accountability and solidarity, there is a tendency for groups in positions of power to
invite more marginalised groups, who they want to build alliances with, to their space,
expecting others to get on board with their existing campaign or project work. However
when we are willing to get out of our comfort zones, and go to the events and spaces
of those we are attempting to work in solidarity with, with an open mind and no
agenda, we can add capacity to their existing work, and build deeper relationships of
trust and mutual support that isn't one directional or extractive.

- Making sure people with a disability are not disabled by being in the spaces we create
and host in, i.e. that everyone can participate equally and no one is excluded due to the
activities that are happening and the access arrangements etc.

Principle: Boundaries that don't bind

As a writing team, all of us have experienced cultures where the expectation is to say

'ves', to be available at all hours, and to prioritise the ‘work’ above everything else. In this
context boundaries can become blurred or non-existent. This is an invitation for everyone
to be clear on their boundaries. Overworking within a team can create an expectation that
this is the norm. In activist spaces this can create double harm because often people are
contributing to movements in addition to other responsibilities, which can increase risks of
exhaustion and burn out.

We are also mindful of how our traumas can manifest in our movement work as addictions
such as workaholism or codependency. These coping mechanisms can risk becoming
unsustainable fuel for social movements.Creating environments to gently support one
another with boundaries, kindness and compassion, not to overwork, overgive and self-
sacrifice, can contribute to longer term healing by providing the space and time to process
our traumas, should this be wanted.

Ways that you can have more boundaries are to express clearly when you will and won't
be available. Whilst this can sometimes be awkward, we know that these actions can also

support others to do the same. For example, being clear about what hours you will or won't
be available, turning off your work phone, or not answering emails/calls about non leisure
things on off days/ out of hours.

You can also collectively agree boundaries as part of your culture setting activity. Agreeing
when you do and don't talk about certain issues, and supporting people to have leisure
time. Even though activism comes from a place of love, it is also draining, and time for
relaxation is important to build into our collective structures.

Principle: Appreciations

A vital part of culture setting and building trusting relationships, and valuing labour, is
‘appreciations’. One theory or tool that we have been inspired by is “Shine Theory” by
Aminatou Sow and Ann Friedman, first introduced to the team by Saphra Bennett. The
premise is that “i don't shine if you don't shine” - you invest in those you care about or
work closely with in order that they can be their best selves, and that they do the same in
return. Our interpretation of this has been to ensure that we celebrate and acknowledge
everyone's specific contributions to the work. This is why we, as authors, have quoted
ourselves throughout this piece of work - and named when someone originated an idea.
As women with experiences of marginalisation, this is an essential building block to
stepping into our power. It felt uncomfortable for many of us at first, but longer term it is

supporting us to recognise and honour our strengths.




To me, accountability is a big word for building trusting relationships - where
we listen deeply to our bodies and each other, trusting one another to follow
through on what we commit to doing. Its value in social justice work is that
we don’t know what counts as winning if we aren't in a relationship with and
listening to the parts of ourselves as well as communities near and far who
are most marginalised by the issues we are trying to address. | see it as an
important part of Compassionate Organising because all our struggles are so
interconnected and interdependent. The more we build trusting relationships
on both levels - personal and interpersonal, the more effectively we can
show up for the futures we want to build, in a way that sustains our spirit
through feeling authentically expressed, connected and united’

Maia Kelly

To be able to

trust those we work alongside,

we need to know that people will do the things

that they say they will and act responsibly. Yet very often, the

reasons that people do not act with accountability are because there are not
the structures in place to enable them to do so, because they have not been
shown how, or because life is throwing a bunch of stuff at them that they can
no longer juggle everything. Accountability tools, such as those that create
space for deepening relationships, listening, and agreeing shared principles
and goals, can support teams to work with trust and care.

In addition, accountability tools have been an essential part of delivering
work in ways that work for teams with multiple needs around caring
responsibilities, health needs, neurodivergence and differing work hour
availability - all things which are particularly prevalent in intergenerational
spaces. By ensuring that everyone is aware of who is doing what and when,
everyone in a team can deliver within their capacities and around their
personal schedules.

What we haven't included in this section are organisational policies and
procedures that can support organisations or groups to work
with accountability to themselves, their staff and the people
and communities that they work alongside. Check
out RAD HR for a great open-source library for
policy guides and process suggestions.
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Tool: River of Life

Tool: Cares and Commitments

As an addition, in flat-structured/ horizontal or non-hierarchical settings, we have found
the MOCHA framework very useful. This is a way of assigning different roles which have
specific responsibilities for any task. You can read more about this here.

Principle: Creative and flexible support structures

Check-ins, check-outs, clear action plans, set work plans, group agreements, organisation-
al policies - these are all ways to support people to understand what is and is not expected
of them. Sometimes there is resistance to creating structures as these can be seen as
bureaucratic.

One thing that we have observed is that flexibility enables accountability. \Whatever
agreements, structures or systems that you put in place for accountability, it is never
possible to imagine every single event or occurrence that might happen in life. With this in
mind, we promote flexible accountability. This means taking the whole person and context
into account when making decisions. By using some of the techniques that we have out-
lined, such as check-ins, you can regularly adjust your plans in accordance with what else
is happening in people’s lives. Thus making your processes realistic, manageable and com-
passionate.

Principle: ‘Moving at the Speed of Trust’

We have been endlessly inspired by Adrienne Marie Brown's idea of ‘moving at the speed
of trust’. This refers to the idea that instead of working at the speed that you need X and
Y actions to happen, you move at the speed that you are able to build collectively trusting
relationships. This can be a fantastic way of preserving work into its longevity, especially
if things pick up or become viral. A great example of this is the Preston New Road An-
ti-Fracking campaign. This campaign started in the community and resulted in a morato-
rium on fracking. The long-standing community relationships that were built ensured that
everyone was working towards the same goal, so when big players came into the scene -
such as politicians and big business owners - everyone was in agreement about the out-
comes and the community needs could not be compromised. We find this phrase to be
a helpful reminder in a world where we feel the urgency of the issues that we are trying to
address - as it reminds us that relationships and trust building is essential - not an add-on.

COMPASSIONATE ORGANISING - THE TOOLKIT
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https://trainings.350.org/resource/river-of-life/
https://www.managementcenter.org/resources/assigning-responsibilities/

so that the same people are not speaking all the time and more ownership and emphasis
is placed on listening deeper and how we use time and space. To set up, have people sit in
the circle ready to participate in the following layers:

Layer 1: a go-round, the group agrees how much time each person takes on the go-
round, everyone speaks within that time with the help of a timekeeper. Participants can
choose how their round is used.

Layer 2 : Burning Questions are asked - this is also done in a set time that is also agreed.

Layer 3: Cross talk (optional) to expand on or add to what someone has said previously
or to get a steer on something.

Tool: Participatory Evaluation

Accountability to communities means putting things in place that enables communitie
to become their own agents of change while bettering our practices and offerings; we
need to call on their wisdom and experiences from working with us. One way we can do
this is by using participatory evaluation. Participatory evaluation is where communities are
involved in designing the evaluation process, what information is used and how the infor-
mation is used. From our experiences of working with diverse groups of people, we have
found participatory evaluation approaches to be a powerful, exciting and empowering way
for communities to share feedback and to get their needs met. This approach is radical
and a lot sweeter than the conventional forms of evaluation used in the realms of develop-
ment workers, practitioners working on/ treating people and then monitoring and measur-
ing impact. Instead, the participants set the agenda, you just need to be clear on what the
intentions are! You can do this by story telling, poetry, music. To find out more about what
this entails, feel free to head to the resources section.
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https://www.trainingforchange.org/training_tools/buddy-system/
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Tool: Plan your year in accordance with the seasons

« Spring - the time for making new plans, planting seeds and building new relationships.
New shoots, activating relationships, networking, face-face events (smaller scale)

«  Summer - the time for your plans to bloom, build excitement and deliver great activity
« Autumn - the time for sharing your harvest, holding gatherings, sharing learnings

- Winter - A time for reflection, taking stock, nurturing, and making plans for the year
ahead, reflecting, composting, laying the foundations (logistics for events, calendaring,
start of relationship building)

Often people can be inclined to deliver ‘summer’ work all year round, or only remaining in
the ‘winter’ phase and never doing anything. We find seasonal working a way of working in
harmony with natural seasons, using our energy in a more sustainable way, as well as a way
of moving us through the different stages of any activity, project or programme.

COMPASSIONATE ORGANISING - THE TOOLKIT Pg 1/



Tool: Work with menstrual cycles

For humans who menstruate,having massive work outputs on the days of menstruation
can be difficult for some. Where possible to plan work around this, we encourage it/ And if
not possible, working flexibly for such occurrences is a great alternative. As well as organ-
isations who have progressive period policies, we were very inspired by the book Period
Power by Maisie Hill; who describes the four seasons of our monthly cycle: winter (bleed-
ing), spring, summer (ovulating), and autumn - each with different ways to thrive. You can
read more about her work in the blog we have shared in the resources section.

Tool: Working with moon cycles

Whether you think the moon has any impact on your life, or if you think that it is a bunch of
hippy nonsense, we found planning reflection and review cycles into our months an in-
credibly useful practice that enabled our work to constantly adapt to the emergent needs
and changing contexts around us.

Our invitation is to schedule planning intention setting meetings on the new moon, and
action meetings on the full moon. Reflection meetings are monthly assessments on how
things are going, what is working and what is not working, what do we want to let go?
With suggestions on what could be done differently moving forward. Action meetings are
meetings for setting intentions, making decisions, finalising plans, and smashing out tasks.
(For some, this cycle can align with menstrual cycles too - to reflect in ‘winter’, and take
action in the ‘summer’ seasons!)

Tool: Polarity Mapping

Polarities are two interdependent activities or pairs that need the other over time, but
cannot be done at the same time. For example breathing in / breathing out, or work / rest.
Both poles have positive and negative qualities, but if either are overdone we end up get-
ting stuck in their negative qualities. Mapping different polarities, that we often get stuck
in as organisers, is a useful tool for helping us stay attuned to our body's warning signs, and
maximise the benefits of both poles. For instance if we were mapping action and rest as
organisers we would:

1. Draw a big infinity symbol, and write ‘work’ on one side and ‘action’ on the other.
2. Place a + at the top, and a - at the bottom of each side of the symbol.

3. Then we'd list the positives and negatives of both action and rest and write them into
our map. E.g. positives of rest: self care, connecting with self, healing, recharge. Neg-
atives of rest: isolation, apathy, disconnection, nothing gets done. Positives of action:
feeling connected, sense of contribution, achievement. Negatives of action: burnout,
disillusionment, compassion fatigue, apathy etc.

4. Then we'd draw arrows around the infinity symbol to show a state of movement be-
tween the two poles. The down arrows going into the negative sections of the map are
where we can make note of what our personal trigger warnings are when we are over-
doing ‘action’ or rest’ and getting stuck in the negatives - e.g. headaches and insomnia
might be trigger warnings when doing too much action, and loneliness and boredom

COMPASSIONATE ORGANISING - THE TOOLKIT
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https://andsisters.com/blogs/blog/4-seasons-menstruation
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCP9Dg4V4fYjXG4rqZk4U-Xw

“Motherhood has left me with much to reflect upon and questions to ponder
on! While dining with a friend and talking to her about some questions
relating to being a new mum, she made me come to some realisation when
she said “babies are powerful! They don't hold back...” | started to remember
the many children | was blessed to play aunty to for years and what | learnt
from being around them! Their expression of self is raw, undiluted, uninhibited
and true; as we grow, we become conditioned by our culture, family
upbringing and social norms thus leading to an incomplete or inauthentic
expression of self. Expression of self in whatever shape and space it takes,
can lead to developing meaningful connections with people, helping people
develop a better understanding of who we are, what might be going on for us
and communicating our needs and boundaries. In community organising, we
need safe spaces AND brave spaces to be able to express ourselves in a way
that is required of us to be able to work with others, feel a sense of belonging
and unleash our creativity."

The word facilitate means "to make easy”. As people who facilitate spaces
within our respective communities; we need to make it easy for people in
the spaces we create to express ourselves, void of judgement. The intention
Is to create space for collective affirmation, care, support and a wonderful
mix of open dialogue, spaciousness, playfulness, creativity, and diversity of
thought. A principle that we aim to embody is that difference is beautiful and
complicated. People are complex, with multiple and contradictory needs,
opinions, perspectives. We aim to welcome these parts of ourselves without
judgement, and with the understanding that people are products of their
socialisation. In order to “make easy” community spaces for people to openly
express themselves, it is vital that we employ activities and tools that anyone
can participate in.

19
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present, energised and can quell those internal insecurities that can serve as a hindrance
towards our full expression. Making space for play can bring equity into a space. It is a
way to decolonise and decivilize our practice as it eats away at stuffiness, glumness,
pretentiousness and intensity that some spaces can breed. As we play together, we laugh
and we are able to move beyond our collective vulnerability as a result, we can forge and
maintain deeper relationships based on trust. Organising is hard work and play can lessen
the effect of that. So next time you are meeting with your group either in a team meeting
or in session, why not try out some fun icebreakers and energisers such as initiating a
pillow fight; getting everyone to shake their body and pull weird faces at the same time to
break up a heavy meeting; or randomly picking a song and dancing furiously with others
like no one is watching. Here are a few more play-based tools below...

Tool: Howdy Howdy Ice-breaker-Energiser

Get everyone to stand in a circle. One person walks around the outside of the circle and
taps someone on the shoulder. That person walks the opposite way around the circle,

until the two people meet. They greet each other three times by name by saying “Howdy
Howdy, my name is xyz" - Once in English, once in their own language or any language you
want, 3rd time the two participants will introduce themselves any other way they choose

The two people then race back, continuing in opposite directions around the circle, to take
the empty place. The last person to reach the empty space walks around the outside of
the circle again and the game continues until everyone has had a turn.

Tool: Woohaa! Icebreaker-energiser
This energizer called “"Wooohaaaa!” was introduced to the team by Yosola when working
in Refugee Youth. It is a silly energetic Icebreaker, and does not involve anyone speaking
besides shouting “"WOOHAAA!"

Everyone stands in a circle. The facilitator (It Person) starts by shouting “"WOOHAAA!",
raises that hands above their heads in the shape of a sword.

Immediately following that, The two people on either side of the facilitator will also

shout "WOOHAAA!" gesturing the sword movement towards that the “It person’s
stomach.

The It person then throws the "WOOHAAA!" across the circle by point their hand sword
at the person they want to throw it to.

The person that has received the “"WOOHAAA!" will then raise their hand sword
above their head shouting “"WOOHAAA!" while the two people on either side of the “it
person” will shout “WOOHAAA!” whilst gesticulating their hand swords towards the “It

"

person’s” stomach.

People in the circle that hesitate, or raise their hands at the wrong time will sit it out
(within the circle) and will instead become observers.

Players will carry on playing still keeping the circle the same size and shape. The game
ends when there are two people left standing :

COMPASSIONATE ORGANISING - THE TOOLKIT



https://www.designbyjoyce.com/games/icebreakers/icebreaker01.html

Principle: Calling-in, not calling out culture

Principle: Stop or challenge coded-language Principle: Safety in feedback loops

Principle: Stepping up / Stepping back

Tool: Noticings

Tool: Senses Activity



https://www.trainingforchange.org/public_workshops/training-for-social-action-tsat/

Resources/ Activities recommended in the text in chronological order

Compassion

- Seeds for Change - Group Agreements/ Principles https://www.seedsforchange.org.
uk/groupagree

« Limitations of ‘ground rules’ article by Danial Hunter https://www:.trainingforchange.
org/training_tools/break-the-rules-how-ground-rules-can-hurt-us/

« Voices That Shake Guidebook - https://voicesthatshake.org/wp-content/
uploads/2021/12/SHAKE-GUIDEBOOK-lo-res.pdf

Accountability

« River of Life Activity- https://trainings.350.org/resource/river-of-life/

- MOCHA framework - https://www.managementcenter.org/resources/assigning-
responsibilities/

« Learning Buddy System - https://www.trainingforchange.org/training_tools/buddy-
system/

Rest and Recovery

- Working with menstrual cycles blog - https://andsisters.com/blogs/blog/4-seasons-
menstruation

« Polarity Mapping - https://www.sloww.co/polarity-thinking-101/

«  Eveyln Quesada Cabrera youtube channel - https://youtube.com/channel/
UCP9ODg4V4fYjXG4rgZk4U-Xw

Expression

- Howdy Howdy, Ice breaker Energiser activity https://www.designbyjoyce.com/games/
icebreakers/icebreakerO1.html

Reading List

Some books that have restructured our ways of being and working...

Adriene Marie Brown - Emergent Strategy
Adriene Marie Brown - Pleasure Activism
Adriene Marie Brown - We Will Not Cancel Us
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Tricia Hersey - Rest is Resistance: A Manifesto

Maisie Hill - Period Power: Harness your Hormones and Get Your Cycle Working for You
William Bridges - Transitions: Making Sense of Life’s Changes

Naomi Ortiz - Sustaining Spirit: Self Care for Social Justice

Sarah Jaffe - Work Won't Love You Back

Katherine May - Wintering: The Power of Rest and Retreat in Difficult Times

Staci Haines - The Politics of Trauma: Somatics Healing and Social Justice

Gabor Mate - When the Body Says No: the Cost of Hidden Stress

Bessel van der Kolk - The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind and Body in the Healing of
Trauma

Workaholics Anonymous Book of Recovery

Emily & Amelia Nagoski - Burnout: Solve Your Stress Cycle

More facilitation tools
Chris Johnston - Drama Games for people who like to say no (book)

Seeds for Change - Conflict Resolution Booklet:
https://www.seedsforchange.org.uk/conflictbooklet.pdf

Seeds for Change - Group Agreement/ Community Principles

Rad HR - online library for radical & anti-oppressive policies and procedures:
https://radhr.org/

Commons Social Change Library - tools for taking action, learning about movement
history: https://commonslibrary.org/

Intrac - a starting point to learn about participatory evaluation:
https://www.intrac.org/wpcms/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Participatory-evaluation.pdf

Seeds for Change - How to facilitate accessible meetings:
https://www.seedsforchange.org.uk/accessiblemtg

Training for change - facilitation tool library:
https://www.trainingforchange.org/tools/

About the Authors & Copyright

This toolkit has been brought to you by Rowan Mataram, Yosola Olajoye, Maia Kelly &
Saphra Bennett. While we actively encourage practising the tools in your organising and
organisations, to prevent the term from being co-opted or used within profit generating
activities we have copyrighted the term Compassionate Organising to the authors of the

Compassionate Organising Toolkit. Feel free to contact us on compassionateorganising@
gmail.com if you would like to share the principles more widely in training, public events or
within profit generating activities.

Copyright © 2023 Rowan Mataram, Yosola Olaoye, Saphra Bennett & Maia Kelly

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
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