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INTRODUCTION

In 1978, Prop 13 was passed in California — a significant policy shift 
that capped property taxes in the state. With large corporations such as 
Hewlett-Packard (and later, Google and Facebook) paying significantly 
reduced taxes, the state’s public revenue took a multi-billion-dollar hit. 
Prop 13 had a disproportionate effect on lower-income Californians 
(predominantly people of color), stripping funds for education and 
healthcare among other public services. Thirty years later, during the 
economic recession of 2008–2009, communities that were already 
experiencing significant inequalities were even further inhibited from 
accessing the well-paying jobs and services necessary to thrive. 

Despite this economic reality, Prop 13 is seen as the “third rail” of 
California politics, an untouchable issue that even statewide progressive 
coalition members previously called “unwinnable.” California Calls, a 
statewide alliance focused on greater justice, equity, and government 
effectiveness to meet community needs, had considered tackling Prop 13 
over the years — but according to Deputy Director Sabrina Smith, it never 
seemed like quite the right time to challenge it. Either there were already 
too many issues on the ballot, or external coalition partners weren’t quite 
ready, or the polling wasn’t strongly enough in their favor, and so the 
organization made the choice to focus on other coalition priorities. 

In the lead-up to the 2018 cycle, however, California Calls was concerned 
that by continuing to delay the fight, they were actually losing the capacity 
to do so and hurting their chances of an eventual win. “We had to throw 
down the gauntlet and actually demonstrate that we could qualify” to 
seriously contend for the defeat of Prop 13, Smith says. In 2020, they 
came within a 2% margin of winning Prop 15, a ballot measure that 
proposed big reforms to Prop 13’s original policies. Although they did not 
win, coming within two percentage points of overturning Prop 13 was 
significant, given that 2018 surveys had shown that 57% of all Californians 
and 65% of likely voters largely supported the ballot measure.  

To narrow the margin of victory in this way, California Calls had to build a bottom-up, integrated 
voter engagement (IVE) strategy that would both 1) support the work of 31 anchor organizations 
throughout the state that focus on building local power, and 2) coordinate these groups to work 
collaboratively toward state-level, long-term power outcomes. 

Key Question: 
How does 
California Calls 
build collective 
power among low-
income people of 
color across the 
state while also 
enabling local 
multi-identity 
organizations and 
coalitions to grow 
their own power?

Homes within 
the Home

Theme
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The Political Context: California’s History
Today, California is seen as a solidly Democratic blue state with some of the country’s most 
progressive political hubs. This has not always been the case, however. Contrary to its current 
image, the state was a powerful conservative stronghold in still-recent history. Between 1980 and 
2000, the non-Hispanic white share of the population fell from 67 percent to 47 percent, leading 
to racialized tensions and culminating in staunch anti-immigrant fervor. The 1992 beating of 
Rodney King sparked protests and outcries about police brutality that caught national attention. 
In 1994, California voters overwhelmingly approved of the Prop 187 ballot initiative, which stripped 
undocumented immigrants and their families of access to social services. Further, income 
inequality surged during the recession period of the early 1990s: Nearly half of the nation’s 
net job loss occurred in California, hitting low-income and people of color especially hard. 
Community organizations, especially those working with these demographics, had deep roots, 
but the extent of their influence was limited to the local area. At the state level, the picture was 
bleak, particularly with respect to Prop 13 — these organizations were not well equipped to tackle 
economic justice fights at that scale. 

Anthony Thigpenn, while working with a Los Angeles-based organization called AGENDA 
in the late 1990s, saw the need to marry the depth of relationship-building that his and other 
community-based organizations did so well with the breadth that would enable statewide policy 
change. He began to advocate for blending electoral strategy with local organizing using IVE — a 
controversial choice at that time, as most organizers eschewed electoral mobilization as shallow 
and transactional. Thigpenn and his team built upon existing relationships with organizations 
to form an alliance that could stage a multi-racial, working-class challenge to the conservative 
political consensus they saw as so detrimental. And so, in 2003, California Calls was born. 

Organizational Overview and History
California Calls is an alliance of 31 grassroots, community-based 
organizations spanning urban, rural, and suburban counties 
across the state. Founded in 2003, the organization seeks to 
engage, educate, and motivate new and infrequent voters among 
young people, communities of color, and poor and working-class 
neighborhoods. 

California Calls’ policy agenda is guided by four principles: 

1. Improving government effectiveness to meet community 
needs by increasing the civic participation of under-
represented communities to ensure that the California 
electorate is reflective of its diverse population;

2. Shaping an equitable tax system that provides sufficient 
and stable funding for education, healthcare, and other 
public services that improve the quality of life in low-income, people of color, and immigrant 
communities and reduce barriers to full participation in civic life;

California Calls 
is an alliance of 
31 grassroots, 
community-based 
organizations 
spanning urban, 
rural, and suburban 
counties across the 
state.
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FIGURE 1: 

California 
Calls’ Regional 
Anchor 
Organizations

FIGURE 2: 

Organizational 
ingredients: 
marrying the 
depth of local 
organizations 
with the breadth 
of a statewide 
alliance that 
tackles electoral 
issues.

3. Encouraging high-road, sustainable economic growth that addresses growing economic 
inequality by promoting opportunities for well-paying jobs with career paths for poor and 
low-income residents; and

4. Expanding equity and justice 
through policies and programs that 
ensure opportunities for women, 
people of color, immigrants, and 
LGBTQ people.

To achieve these goals, California Calls 
works with base-building (“anchor”) 
organizations at the local level — many 
of which have multiple sites throughout 
the state — and with alliance partners, 
such as unions. California Calls 
helps develop and innovate strategic 
communications, forge collaborations 
with key statewide efforts, and 
provide civic engagement technology 
infrastructure and training to help their 
anchor organizations better execute 
their own work. 

Long-Term Strategy and 
Scale: How the Challenge 
to Prop 13 Has Allowed 
California Calls to Build 
State-Level Power 
California Calls was able to promote 
its challenge to Prop 13 by taking on 
“stepping-stone fights,” which are 
statewide electoral campaigns that 
are relatively more achievable than 
Prop 13 reform. These campaigns 
bring policy wins to the populations 
that anchor organizations work with. 
Prop 30 (won in 2012), for example, 
promised to distribute the revenue 
from tax increases on four new high-
income tax brackets to K-12 schools 
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and community colleges, and Prop 47 (won in 2016) reclassified certain crimes as misdemeanors 
instead of felonies under certain circumstances, and used the savings from the initiative to create 
the Safe Neighborhoods and Schools Fund. These campaigns provided both training and testing 
grounds for the alliance, which enabled California Calls to set discrete goals along the way, provide 
the urgency to reach out to low-propensity voters and track their engagement over time, establish 
technical infrastructure shared throughout the coalition, train anchor organizations’ staffs on how 
to utilize these tools, and ultimately test their capacity to coordinate as a coalition. Each of these 
“smaller wins” created openings for local battles.

Sample long-term theory of change (from 
the Grassroots Policy Project): 

A selection of California Calls’ work —
building toward achieving a long-term 
vagenda: 

Internal Democratic Structures Ensure Membership Voice
California Calls’ leadership structure centers the voices of their anchor organizations. An Executive 
Committee composed of the executive directors from each anchor meets every 4-6 weeks to 
drive the alliance’s strategic direction. This group also functions as the California Calls board. 
The alliance’s program work is driven by the Coordinating Committee, which is made up of two 
senior program staff from each anchor and meets quarterly. This committee is also a vehicle for 
leadership development and peer-to-peer learning among anchor staff. This structure ensures that 
anchor organizations are the ones driving the strategy behind the campaigns and collaborations 
the alliance takes on.

There is a memorandum of understanding that outlines the responsibilities of California Calls staff 
and anchors that the latter must agree to upon joining. The MOU helps to navigate the varying 
complexities that come with organizing across multi-racial and identity lines. One unique aspect 
of California Calls’ approach to coalition-building is that they work hard not to impose too many 
requirements or requests on anchors, focusing instead on different buckets of technical assistance 
and support that enable these anchors to deepen their own local, regional, and state-based policy 
work. For example, California Calls commits to “raising and distributing strategic resources to support 
Alliance-wide programs” and the development of effective statewide public policy campaigns. 

FIGURE 3: 

Long-term 
agenda: 
stepping-stone 
fights
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The Dolores Huerta Foundation (DHF) is one of the organizations 
within California Calls’ alliance. Established in 2003, DHF utilizes a deep 
relational community organizing model. This approach builds intimacy 
and trust among members and organizers as they gather in each other’s 
homes to eat, share personal experiences, and challenge one another, 
and it has proven to be especially powerful in the low-income, immigrant 
communities the foundation works with. The intensity and depth of the 
work, however, does not necessarily lend itself to scale, and attempting 
to build initiatives that could affect state-level policy would require 
an enormous lift of resources, staff, and time. By participating in the 
California Calls coalition, DHF does not have to invest in additional staff or 
technology systems to mount complex campaigns on their own; instead, 
the alliance fulfills these needs. DHF, therefore, may have to adjust its 
programming slightly by encouraging members to participate in ongoing 
campaigns or tinker with how it records voter data, but it does not have 
to dislodge its primary focus on building intimate relationships between 
marginalized and underserved people. 

The Example of Prop 15
The 2020 ballot measure that sought to reform Prop 13 — Prop 15 — 
had a well-organized campaign lined up behind it that, according to 
California Calls organizers, built off the stepping-stone campaigns as 
planned. California Calls and its anchors joined with a number of other 
organizations to launch the Million Voters Project, which aimed to contact 
and turn out more supportive voters than they had ever previously targeted. As the COVID-19 
pandemic and its accompanying reality of social distancing stretched on, however, they realized 
that they would need to make a permanent pivot in the campaign. California Calls had planned 
to reach many of the one million voters through face-to-face contact, whether by knocking 
on doors or through events, options that were no longer available. Adding to the challenge 
was the fact that many anchor organizations and their volunteers had unreliable access to 
computers or the internet, and little to no training or experience with online communications or 
data management platforms — to say nothing of the fact that many of the voters they wanted 
to reach had unreliable or inaccurate contact information. Thus, California Calls leveraged 
their established statewide resource network and altered course. They sent out computers 
and phones to the anchors that needed them, invested in new digital communications and 
management platforms such as Mobilize, Action Network, and Mobile Commons, and trained 
anchors to operate these new tools and use them to recruit and mobilize their target voters. 

While ultimately this campaign narrowly missed its goal, California Calls was able to pivot under 
a moment of crisis, equip and train anchor staff and volunteers in digital organizing strategies — 
potentially enhancing their capacity to challenge well-funded opponents even if and when they 
move back to face-to-face strategies. Their work also demonstrated just how close to dismantling 

“The theory was 
that by coming 
together 
and working 
together to 
build a shared 
infrastructure 
… that it would 
translate into 
increasing 
power for local 
organizations. 
And I think 
that theory has 
proven true.”
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FIGURE 4. 

This graphic is from California Calls’ new brand. In lieu of their Prop 15 campaign, California 
Calls has furthered efforts to signify and build a common narrative around power — one that 
draws all members of the statewide alliance close and united in a formalized manner. 

LOGO VARIATIONS

8

the third rail of California politics they truly are. Smith speaks to this collective statewide power: 
“The theory was that by coming together and working together to build a shared infrastructure 
… that it would translate into increasing power for local organizations. And I think that theory has 
proven true.”


