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CI Notebook
By John Moon

It’s not surprising that the idea of collective action has gained rapid interest 
and followers recently.  The framework, which seeks to produce true 
alignment of purpose across related sectors working on social, economic, 
and environmental challenges, offers a great deal of promise for making 

significant improvements in the life chances for disadvantaged populations.  

While it may seem intuitive that a collective approach is a good bet for 
addressing interrelated challenges facing the communities we work in, it is 
not a natural model for most stakeholders who undertake it.  In many ways 
collective action goes against the grain of institutional, cultural, and economic 
norms: moving from competing for resources to sharing them; shifting from 
outputs to outcomes with heightened accountability; shifting from technical 
approaches to adaptive and evolving ones; and funding a process or new 
infrastructure rather than individual programs.  Quickly, participants enter 
uncharted waters and look for a map to navigate their initiative successfully.  
As vision and momentum are built, these initiatives take off and promptly the 
notion of “building the plane as you’re flying it” becomes a reality.  

This issue of Community Investments explores this emerging approach and 
lifts up early learnings from pioneers in the field.  We find out how government 
can be a catalyst for creating a wide stakeholder table on sustainable and 
equitable development goals.  We learn from organizations that have assisted 
with the formation of these initiatives and draw out insightful principles to 
organize and implement these initiatives.  We spend some time understanding 
the critical role of data and measurement and how they help to define and 
refine the initiative.  While these initiatives are still taking shape across the 
country, we welcome the potential of collective action as a bold approach 
to bringing about innovation and wide-scale systems change in and for low-
income communities. 
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Embracing a Collective Action Approach  
to Community Development
By Gabriella Chiarenza, Editor, Community Investments, Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco

Though there have been notable exceptions, initiatives within the 
community development field historically have focused largely on 
sector-specific approaches such as housing or asset building, with 
less dedicated attention paid to how one specific project might 

interact with other distinct efforts tackling a given community’s challenges. 
Community development practitioners have thus worked in parallel within 
the confines of their individual areas of expertise, bound by organization-
al and financial structures that have limited cross-sector work. In many 
cases, traditional funding sources have been tied to success on narrowly-
defined numeric objectives – building a certain number of housing units, 
for example, or financing a certain number of small businesses – and dif-
ferent sectors within the community development field often have had to 
compete with one another for limited capital, seeing one another as com-
petitors rather than collaborators. 

Yet the social, economic, and physical infrastructure issues disadvan-
taged communities face are complex, and addressing one element of a 
community’s struggle in a vacuum does not get to the heart of the many 
interconnected challenges residents may grapple with around educa-
tion, health, transportation, wealth-building, and workforce develop-
ment, among others. For instance, an approach that narrowly focuses on 
job placement can have a profound impact, but it does not necessarily 
tackle the deeper community issues that made it difficult for an individual 
to find work to begin with. A poor educational system may have precluded 
someone from developing marketable skills, or perhaps an inability to af-
fordably live close to job-rich areas, reliable transportation, or accessible 
child care impacted that person’s ability to find and maintain employment. 
For many lower-income and underserved communities across the country 
we have seen that a combination of these factors routinely plays a role, col-
lectively contributing to cycles of poverty and inhibiting improvement for 
residents and their neighborhoods.

Realizing that disconnected silo-based efforts cannot effectively address 
these interrelated conditions on their own, innovators within the commu-
nity development field have increasingly experimented with a different ap-
proach that speaks to these linked community challenges. In this emerging 
approach, professionals from different but related community development 
sectors work together in a multi-sector coalition toward a common goal 
with an aim to holistically improve conditions for a group of people, neigh-
borhood, or region. To do this effectively requires an intentional, highly 
organized, and connected network of flexible cross-sector activities on the 
ground that are able to respond to changes within both the community and 
the initiative over time, and the leadership of a core group responsible for 
moving this network forward toward its comprehensive goal. This approach 
is referred to as cross-sector community development, collective action, 
systems-level change, or collective impact, among other names.

What does this model look like in practice? One example of a success-
ful cross-sector partnership is the Purpose Built Communities initiative in 
East Lake, a neighborhood in Atlanta, GA. East Lake struggled with high 
unemployment and crime levels, severely dilapidated housing, and poor 
health and educational conditions. The East Lake initiative took on these 
issues collectively with a cross-sector approach, working toward its goal 
to connect and strengthen the neighborhood through multiple avenues 
including building quality mixed-income housing, introducing a “cradle-
to-college” independent educational system, and offering a range of com-
munity wellness programs. A new organization, the East Lake Foundation, 
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was established to manage and facilitate the initiative and 
coordinate all of the diverse practitioners and participants 
involved in the cross-sector work. Since its inception in 
1995, the East Lake initiative has seen strong successes 
across its goals: violent crime has been reduced by 90 
percent, high school graduation rates have increased from 
less than 30 percent to 78 percent of students, and fully 
100 percent of the adults living in assisted housing in the 
neighborhood are now employed or in training, a vast im-
provement over the previous 13 percent.1 

The East Lake Foundation is an example of a key com-
ponent of cross-sector community development known 
as the community “quarterback.” In the recent book In-
vesting in What Works for America’s Communities, the 
Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco’s David Erickson, 
Ian Galloway, and Naomi Cytron define such a commu-
nity quarterback as an entity that serves “in a coordinating 
role, managing a diverse coalition of players in order to 
achieve community betterment.”2 A community quarter-
back may function as an organizer and navigator toward 
the shared goal of a cross-sector initiative in many ways, 
which could include articulating the goal itself, estab-
lishing shared metrics, bringing together knowledgeable 
allies and financial resources, and facilitating the work of 
an initiative’s many community partners. In this model, 
the quarterback knits together the diverse abilities of for-
merly siloed community development sectors, creating a 
powerful integrated initiative. 

Another view of this kind of community develop-
ment springs from an oft-cited Stanford Social Innova-
tion Review article by FSG’s John Kania and Mark Kramer 
that defines the principles of the “collective impact” ap-
proach. This model illustrates how practitioners from a 
wide spectrum of community development sectors can 
come together behind a shared vision to work toward a 
common goal. Kania and Kramer introduced five key ele-
ments that are important for successful collective impact 
initiatives: a common agenda, a shared measurement 
system, the mutually reinforcing activities of initiative 
participants, continuous communication among partici-
pants, and backbone support from a separate, designated 
organization that coordinates the larger initiative.3 These 
“Conditions of Collective Impact” are in play in a wide 
range of collective impact efforts across the country. 

Indeed, there are many ways to think about collec-
tive action work in the community development field. In 
the following articles, the authors describe several other 
approaches to this kind of cross-sector work around a 
common goal, emphasizing key elements that are central 
to effective initiatives and presenting examples of what 
these initiatives look like in practice. Alison Gold dis-
cusses the importance of placing strong leadership at 
the heart of collective impact initiatives, how to choose 
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the right individuals to compose such a core leadership 
group, and in what ways this leadership can help guide 
and manage the initiative. David Phillips and Jennifer 
Splansky Juster elaborate on the critical role of well-
designed working groups within collective impact initia-
tive networks and the importance of their efforts on the 
ground in communities. Moira Inkelas and Patricia Bowie 
expand on the ways in which data and measurement 
inform and focus cross-sector work. Dwayne Marsh dis-
cusses the Sustainable Communities Initiative, a federal 
cross-sector program that is helping communities build 
strong collective action partnerships that can work col-
laboratively toward local goals. Finally, Heather McLeod 
Grant presents the story of a new California initiative 
that brings together housing, transportation, and energy 
practitioners into a strong cross-sector network, working 
toward a shared goal to reduce overall costs on these 
three fronts for low-income Californians. 

As all of these stories will illustrate, collective action 
is pioneering work, and we are still building a body of 
knowledge about what it takes to make these efforts thrive. 
What we know already is that this kind of community de-
velopment model requires special consideration of struc-
tures and roles. The very scope and scale of these multi-
pronged initiatives can inhibit their effectiveness, and 
without a shared common agenda along with strong and 
adaptive leadership to guide the initiative through trials 
and successes, these large efforts quickly may become 
chaotic. Clearly defined participant roles and a form of 
governance for strategy development and decision-mak-
ing can help participant engagement and minimize un-
productive internal competition. It is also important to 
ensure that funders understand and embrace the unique 
design of the initiative, and the necessity to make a sig-
nificant mindset shift from funding programs to supporting 
a “process” that is designed to create this working table 
of stakeholders. Most of all, demonstrating on-the-ground 
progress and results around shared goals is a critical factor 
in keeping commitment and belief alive in the collective 
action initiative. 

The following articles in this issue of Community In-
vestments demonstrate that there is no one “right way” to 
design and launch a cross-sector initiative and, accordingly, 
there is no one-size-fits-all template to ensure success. Dif-
ferent communities will have varied priorities and resource 
capacities, which an initiative must take into account in 
establishing its goals and activities. However, when initia-
tives are well-tailored to the community or population they 
serve and their internal infrastructure is both strong and 
adaptable to change, collective community development 
efforts have the power to bring about holistic change with 
a breadth and connectivity that few single-sector efforts 
have been able to realize on their own.  
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How Do You Build the “Right”  
Cross-Sector Partnership to Implement 
Collective Impact Approaches?
By Alison Gold, Living Cities

Introduction

America’s cities are engines for national prosper-
ity and individual economic opportunity for 
all people. However, the systems designed to 
support these results were built in a different era, 

on now outdated assumptions, and have not adapted to the 
changing social, technological, economic, and political 
forces of the world today. In attempting to address some of 
resulting inequalities and disparities that certain segments 
of the population face, institutions and individuals have 
long focused on technical solutions like job training pro-
grams, and fixing up buildings. However, these approach-
es do not prevent inequality; they only treat its symptoms. 

Living Cities, a philanthropic collaborative made up of 
22 of the world’s largest foundations and financial institu-
tions working together to improve the lives of low-income 
people and the cities in which they live, believes that 
there is better way. We believe that in order to achieve dif-
ferent results, we need to transform systems that currently 
produce opportunity for some into systems that produce 
opportunity for all. 

How do you change a system? We don’t yet know! 
But one hypothesis that we’re testing through our grants, 
investments, research, and networks is that a cross-sector 
partnership working collectively to address a complex 
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social problem can change a system. We think that the in-
novative aspect of the collective impact approach – which 
emphasizes principles such as alignment of disparate actors 
toward a common agenda, shared measurement, and care-
fully structured leadership and communication strategies 
– is in who is applying it (a cross-sector partnership) and 
what it is being applied to (complex social problem).

In articulating and testing this hypothesis, we have re-
alized that there is a big assumption among funders, our-
selves included, that local leaders know how to build high-
impact cross-sector partnerships and do the hard work of 
collaboration and continuous improvement. In our own 
funding portfolio, however, which includes cross-sector 
initiatives like the five-city Integration Initiative and the 
StriveTogether national network, we have seen how smart 
and committed leaders struggle to build partnerships even 
where there is trust, resilience, and an ongoing commit-
ment to problem-solving.

We cannot provide readers with a recipe that will yield 
the ideal cross-sector partnership because the “right” part-
nership depends on the context and intended result. Yet 
based on what we are seeing with our own grantees and 

partners, we believe it is valuable to have a greater under-
standing of cross-sector partnerships so that practitioners, 
participants, and funders have a systematic method and 
shared language to reflect on whether their partnerships 
are structured to achieve their intended goals. This led us 
to ask the question, what does it take to build the “right” 
cross-sector partnership to implement the principles of 
collective impact? 

Building a Better Cross-Sector Partnership

The term cross-sector partnership is often used to de-
scribe an array of activities involving representatives from 
multiple sectors. Such efforts range from events and one-
time projects, to government-appointed commissions 
and ongoing programs, as well as alliances of stakehold-
ers working in new ways to address complex social and 
economic challenges. These diverse activities have all 
been labeled with the term “cross-sector partnership” not 
because they share strategies or goals, but rather because 
of who is involved with them: representatives from two or 
more sectors including business, government, nonprofits, 
philanthropy, labor, and/or communities. 

Figure 1: Interest-Based Frame of a Cross-Sector Parnership with a Goal of 99% Labor Force Employment

*Business visualized twice to illustrate all connections.

Source: Living Cities



7 Community Investments, Spring 2014 – Volume 26, Number 1

In doing this work, we had the epiphany that this view 
of cross-sector partnerships is problematic because it 
does not recognize the variability contained within each 
sector. For instance, lumping all types of business together 
assumes homogeneity between the interests of organiza-
tions that range from small local businesses to large inter-
national corporations. This simply is not true. 

We’ve identified a different way to think about the 
membership of cross-sector partnerships, which we call 
the interest-based frame. Instead of thinking about these 
efforts as alliances of organizations that require represen-
tation from different sectors, they should be thought of 
as alliances of organizations that together have a role in 
solving a problem and achieving a shared goal. 

What would an example of the interest-based ap-
proach to cross-sector partnerships look like? In the 
example shown in figure 1, the cross-sector partnership 
is made up of members working toward the goal that 90 
percent of their region’s labor force will be gainfully em-
ployed in 10 years. 

The interest-based frame highlights the reality that vir-
tually all sectors have multiple interests when it comes 
to solving complex social and economic challenges. It 
reveals that depending on its goals, a partnership may 
require multiple representatives from any one sector who 
are involved with and can speak to different parts of the 
work—for example policymaking, practices, or funding. 
In addition, this approach helps partnership members un-
derstand their roles and bring their expertise to the table, 
while preventing individuals from feeling like they have to 
represent the viewpoint of an entire sector.

Over the last two and a half years Living Cities has 
been learning with and from a small group of high-per-
forming cross-sector partnerships. Based on their experi-
ences and input, as well as that of more than 30 other 
funders and practitioners, Living Cities developed What 
Barriers? Insights from Solving Problems through Cross-
Sector Partnerships, a publication offering a strategic 
framework for cross-sector partnerships including discus-
sion of the traits that make up a strong foundation, factors 
that influence success, and behaviors of high-impact ef-
forts.1 In that spirit, here are seven things that we are learn-
ing about building the “right” cross-sector partnerships to 
implement the principles of collective impact.

1. Name a Specific and Measurable Result

Cross-sector partnerships working on a shared agenda 
are most effective when they can articulate a specific 
result, which states a clear outcome or set of outcomes 
to be achieved. This type of result communicates what 
success will look like for the partnership and can serve 
as a foundation for organizing data collection, measuring 
progress and ensuring accountability.

For example, the Baltimore Integration Partnership 
(BIP) has named the specific result of reconnecting low-
income Baltimore City residents in three targeted predom-
inantly African- American neighborhoods to the regional 
economy. The BIP used data to identify its target popula-
tion and as a foundation for measuring progress toward 
their specified result.

2. Change the System

For decades, social change efforts have focused their 
level of intervention on program and project delivery. 
While these approaches have had significant impacts 
on individuals and communities, they have not been 
sufficient to solve our most intractable problems, such 
as poverty. A cross-sector partnership implementing the 
principles of collective impact is by definition focused on 
changing a system, as its aim is to intervene and reorient 
the set of behaviors, interactions, projects and programs 
in an existing system (or systems) in order to produce a 
different, enduring, and large-scale result. 

For instance, the Newark Integration Initiative (NII) 
uses collective impact strategies to address the unhealthy 
living conditions that affect how Newark’s low-income 
children learn. Its cross-sector partnership works to co-
ordinate policy, data and investments to create healthy 
housing and food options as well as access to health care, 
ultimately to improve student educational achievement. 
When asked what advice she would give to other cross-
sector partnerships based on her experience, NII project 
director Monique Baptiste-Good responded, “it is impor-
tant that the table establishes a shared purpose, not just 
serve as a space to validate any one singular institutional 
agenda. For collective impact to be effective, no one orga-
nization or institution owns the work. The purpose of the 
partnership table should also be to challenge norms and 
come to new understandings.”

 The partners in NII have been able to reach consen-
sus on the results they are trying to produce and agree 
that systems change is required to produce those results. 
However, they have struggled to make further progress on 
other elements important to successful systems change. 
Despite months of meetings, partners have not been able 
to come to an agreement on shared measurable indicators 
of progress or an accountability structure that gives grass-
roots organizations equal leverage as larger public institu-
tions such as public schools, highlighting the difficulty in 
moving from theory to action. 

3. Engage the “Right” Representatives

The ability of a collective impact effort to make prog-
ress toward its result is interconnected with the stature 
and power of individuals within their own organizations 
and communities who are serving as representatives to the 
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cross-sector partnership. We’ve identified three different 
types of representatives: designees, individuals who rep-
resent the organization or community, but do not have 
decision-making or implementation powers within their 
organization or community; doers, individuals who are 
responsible for implementing changes to behaviors and 
strategies in their organization or community, but lack the 
formal authority to mandate them; and decision-makers, 
individuals who have the authority or influence in their 
organization or community to require that it change its 
behaviors and strategies. We’re learning that it’s important 
for collective impact efforts to engage all three types of 
representatives. 

For instance, in the Minneapolis / St. Paul metro, the 
Corridors of Opportunity (COO) is an initiative that takes 
a collective impact approach toward supporting eco-
nomic growth for the region as a whole, while unlock-
ing opportunities for those with the greatest need. COO 
has representatives ranging from the mayors and deputy 
mayors of Minneapolis and St. Paul and County and State 
Commissioners (decision-makers), to staff members from 
the organizations involved with the work (doers) and com-
munity members (designees). 

4. Build the “Right” Structure

In order to implement the principles of collective 
impact, there’s no doubt that it is important to engage all 
types of representatives. It is also necessary to recognize 

the differences in power, authority, and knowledge that that 
different types of representatives bring to the process. This 
requires the partnership’s structure to create differentiated 
ways for the representatives to participate. We’ve observed 
that collective impact efforts seem to be showing greater 
progress when they build formal structures that outline spe-
cific roles for each partner and clarify the ways that each 
partner is accountable to one another. Formal structures are 
codified through tools like operating documents, memo-
randa of understanding, contracts, or other documentation. 

Since a cross-sector partnership’s representatives and 
structure are so interrelated, we’ll also ground this idea 
in the example of the Corridors of Opportunity initiative. 
In order to engage representatives with as wide a range of 
power, authority, knowledge, and perspectives as elected 
officials and community members have, the COO has 
developed a formal structure with many components. 
It includes a policy board made up of decision-makers 
and a senior staff group composed of doers who work 
for the members of the policy board. Specialized work-
groups implement key parts of the initiative; for instance, 
local government staff and lenders lead efforts to fund 
transit-oriented development. A community engagement 
team includes a network of community-based organiza-
tions that engage diverse and underrepresented popula-
tions, and incorporates their ideas in the planning process 
through channels set up to ensure their perspectives reach 
the doers and decision-makers.

Figure 2: Trust Building & Maintenance Cycle

Source: Living Cities
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5. Embrace a “Thinking and Doing” Charge

In the cross-sector partnerships that Living Cities has 
funded and assessed in this research, the initiatives that are 
beginning to demonstrate impact in changing systems are 
those that view their charge as thinking-and-doing. Partner-
ships with a thinking-and-doing charge recognize that there 
is no set formula for changing a complex system to produce 
a different result, because even if it has been done else-
where, systems are context-dependent. Recognizing this 
reality enables partners to embrace their charge to develop 
a course of action through learning and experimentation.

The Detroit Corridor Initiative (DCI – formerly the 
Woodward Corridor Initiative), is facing a unique chal-
lenge in trying to redensify the urban core of a city that 
has lost nearly 60% of its population. There is no model 
or best practice to look to, but a thinking-and-doing ap-
proach allows them to experiment with multiple courses 
of action. The DCI has worked to streamline business 
licensing in city government and build and redevelop 
commercial and residential properties.  It has created an 
incentive program to attract residents to buy and rent in 
targeted neighborhoods and launched an innovative in-
vestment vehicle that ensures redevelopment projects 
are possible despite weak market constraints.  The DCI is 
using this range of projects and programs to identify the 
necessary levers to change systems in Detroit that have 
long thwarted reform and have created concentrated 
poverty in pockets throughout the city.

6. Trust is Imperative

Trust is an important and underestimated ingredient to 
making a cross-sector partnership work. If members of a 
cross-sector partnership do not believe in the reliability, 
truth, ability, or strength of their partners as well as the 

partnership itself, it is very difficult to achieve the partner-
ship’s intended goals.

Through our investments and research we’re learning 
that Tuckman’s Group Development Model2 — outlined in 
Figure 2—is extremely applicable to cross-sector partner-
ships because it articulates the stages that a partnership 
and its representatives need to go through in order to build 
and maintain trust, a necessary ingredient for being able 
to collaborate and implement the principles of collective 
impact.

In our research and grantee portfolio, we’ve observed 
that there’s a common trap that partnerships fall into relating 
to trust: they try to go straight from forming to performing. 
This research has also revealed that undertaking the storm-
ing and norming processes actually leads to performing 
sooner and more effectively than if you skip from forming 
to performing – a phenomenon we call the form-perform 
paradox. If you skip the storming and norming, the phases 
that establish trust and boundaries and clarity and consen-
sus, it’s very difficult to perform successfully. Addressing 
conflict and building trust—while difficult—are necessary 
prerequisites to being able to implement the work.

7. Always be Problem-solving

Similar to building and maintaining trust, problem-
solving is a necessary behavior that cross-sector partner-
ships must practice to advance their work. Based on our 
observations, we believe that partnerships implementing 
the principles of collective impact need to engage strong-
ly with all the stages of problem-solving as described in 
Figure 3: problem-defining, interpreting & hypothesizing, 
solution-finding, and analyzing & reflecting. 

In reality, though, we’ve observed that almost all part-
nerships are strong in some stages of the cycle and weaker 

Figure 3:  Problem-Solving Cycle

Source: Living Cities
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in others. The tough work that the partnership has to do 
is to build its muscles and practices so that it is able to 
exhibit all the problem-solving cycle behaviors strongly.

One pattern we’ve observed in all types of cross-sector 
partnerships is weak “analyzing & reflecting” behaviors. It 
seems that relatively few partnerships have applied their 
time and intellectual rigor to determining if solutions 
are effective and, if so, how they can be improved and 
how that insight feeds back into their understanding of 
the problem they are trying to address. This behavior is 
imperative for the work of cross-sector partnerships im-
plementing the principles of collective impact, because 
analyzing and reflecting are the foundation for continuous 
improvement.

Conclusion

At Living Cities, our hope is that our work on cross-sec-
tor partnerships is just the beginning of the conversation, 
and that more learning that needs to take place to advance 
collective approaches for addressing some of the toughest 
challenges low-income people in America face today. We 
also recognize that many of these ideas are not new, and 
a significant number of partnerships have utilized some or 
all of these traits in structuring their own efforts. 

Overall, we aim to spur greater openness and learn-
ing about what has worked with cross-sector partnerships 
and, of equal importance, what has not. Part of this in-
volves “turning up the heat” and challenging participants 
and funders engaged in this work to think deeply about 
when it is effective to work collectively, and when it might 
make sense to use limited resources for other kinds of ap-
proaches for the challenges at hand. We believe that learn-
ing and problem-solving are open processes, and that by 
approaching them this way, the social change field can 
achieve better results more quickly. Through continued 
experimentation and collaboration, we hope to evolve 
and refine these ideas, and identify and develop resources 
needed by all of us working to achieve measurable impact 
in the communities we serve.   

 

“Addressing conflict and building 
trust are necessary prerequisites to 
being able to implement the work”
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Committing to Collective Impact:  
From Vision to Implementation
By David Phillips, FSG and Jennifer Splansky Juster, FSG and Collective Impact Forum

What do you think about first dates? Do they 
make you nervous? Excited? Unsure? If 
your days of first dates are over, do you 
look back on them fondly? Regardless of 

what you think about first dates, most people would agree 
that first dates take some courage, but there’s not much 
pressure to commit. You can always say “no thanks” and 
part ways without much fuss, and at worst you endure 
an hour of bad conversation about your date’s upcom-
ing fantasy football playoffs or the most recent episode of 
Dancing with the Stars.

But what about the fourth or fifth date? That’s when 
it gets interesting. These dates start to mean something. 
“Does the other person really like me? Do we have a real 
connection? Can I see myself making it to date 10, 20, 

or beyond with this person?” It’s relatively easy to go on 
a first date, but as things get more serious, you have to 
commit and make decisions together.

This dating analogy provides us with a good mental 
model for the transition that collective impact initiatives 
make as they evolve from the visioning phase to imple-
mentation phase. As with mustering up the courage to go 
on a first date, bringing cross-sector leaders to the table 
to agree upon a shared vision and embark on a collective 
impact initiative is a brave first step that is often very diffi-
cult. But moving from visioning to implementation, much 
like going on a fourth or fifth date, is when leaders must 
commit to sustained action. FSG frequently fields ques-
tions about this transition and in this article, we discuss 
how collective impact initiatives have effectively transi-
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tioned beyond the initial steps of building a steering com-
mittee and establishing a common agenda to creating an 
infrastructure that can discover and execute strategies that 
lead to positive, sustained change. In collective impact, 
that infrastructure involves working groups, which use the 
initiative’s common agenda to further define and execute 
strategies. We will explain the key considerations when 
determining which working groups to create, when to 
launch working groups, how to choose group members 
best positioned for and suited to the tasks at hand, and 
how working groups can succeed in their first six months.

It is important to recognize that the context of each 
collective impact initiative is unique due to the nature of 
relationships, policies, norms and other factors involved 
and this context will strongly influence the sequence in 
which each initiative unfolds. To that end, we encourage 
readers to view this article as a guide rather than an exact 
recipe for how collective impact practitioners can transi-
tion from vision to implementation. 

The Role of Working Groups within the 
Collective Impact Infrastructure

Working groups are at the heart of how high-level 
visioning and strategic planning turn into specific strate-
gies and projects (see Figure 1 for a representative col-
lective impact infrastructure). Once the initiative’s steering 
committee has created a common agenda and high-level 
framework for addressing the specific social problem, a 
variety of working groups gather around individual key 
elements of that broader plan. As Fay Hanleybrown, John 

Kania, and Mark Kramer note, “the real work of the collec-
tive impact initiative takes place in these targeted groups 
through a continuous process of ‘planning and doing,’ 
grounded in constant evidence-based feedback around 
what is or is not working.”1 Working group members meet 
regularly to review data and discuss their progress with 
one another. Working groups also share this information 
with and learn from the steering committee, backbone, 
and other working groups as needed. Through these dis-
cussions, the working groups can adjust strategies and 
create action plans to bring those strategies to life.

For example, within Communities That Care Coali-
tion, a collective impact initiative in western Massachu-
setts aiming to reduce youth substance abuse, there are 
three working groups focused on parent education, youth 
recognition, and community laws and norms, as well as 
a school health task force.2 These working groups meet 
monthly to review data such as arrest records for con-
trolled substances, hospital visits from substance-relat-
ed injuries, and an annual teen health survey. Working 
groups then implement strategies such as conducting 
alcohol purchase surveys, conducting compliance checks 
of alcohol vendors, modifying town ordinances to require 
restaurant server training, creating social marketing cam-
paigns, and promoting youth recognition by parents. 

How do collective impact initiatives decide which 
working groups to create? In our experience, determin-
ing the optimal working group structure (i.e., which ones 
to form, how many to form, the sequence in which they 
are rolled out, and who to recruit as members) is both a 

Figure 1. Common Agenda
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science and an art. While the working group structure may 
evolve over time, having a clear structure at the beginning 
is important for moving from vision to implementation. 

The Science of Determining a Working 
Group Structure

The problems that collective impact initiatives address 
are urgent, and it may be tempting to create working 
groups as quickly as possible. However, a critical prec-
edent to deciding on a working group structure is the cre-
ation of a common agenda, which in most cases takes 
many months to develop. A common agenda includes a 
shared vision for change, a common understanding of the 
problem (drawing initial boundaries around what is in/out 
of scope), clear and measurable goals, and high-level strat-
egies (i.e., a strategic action framework to achieve those 
goals). Without a thoroughly-discussed and rigorously-re-
searched common agenda, initiative leaders will struggle 
to determine where to focus working group resources. 
There are two inputs into the common agenda that are 
particularly helpful for determining working group struc-
ture: defining and scoping the problem, and assessing the 
existing landscape.

Defining and Scoping the Problem

A common understanding of the problem that the 
initiative is working to address often requires analysis of 
existing quantitative data (such as graduation rates or the 
number of asthma attacks in a geography), and a qualita-
tive assessment of the problem ideally informed by inter-
views with key community stakeholders, including those 
affected by the problem as well as those in formal posi-
tions of authority. For example, in FSG’s work to improve 
college readiness and success in the Rio Grande Valley 
(RGV), we aggregated public and privately-held data 
to analyze the drop-off points in a student’s academic 
journey from high school to career (see Figure 2). This 
analysis was critical in both understanding the scope of 
the problem – only 19% of entering 7th graders will obtain 
an on-time college credential – as well as where in the ed-
ucational pipeline particular attention was most needed. 
For example, leaders in the region were well aware of the 
poor high school dropout rate. Yet through analyzing the 
data, leaders saw that an even larger number of students 
graduate from high school but never enroll in college, and 
that this transition point between high school and post-
secondary institutions is comparatively under-resourced 

Figure 2. “Drop-Off” Points Along the RGV Educational Pipeline
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because it falls between traditional systems. As a result, 
the RGV FOCUS initiative has made the high school-to-
college transition one of the principal focal points of its 
work by dedicating one working group to the goal that 
“Students Successfully Transition between High School 
and Postsecondary” (the two other working groups are 
“Students Graduate High School Ready” and “Students 
Attain a Degree or Credential with Labor Market Value”). 

Assessing the Existing Landscape

Analysis of “the problem” should be complemented 
by an assessment of the existing organizations, collabo-
rations, and structural elements (e.g., other sectors, the 
public policy landscape) that have the potential to play 
roles in the effort. Collective impact is fundamentally not 
about creating a whole new initiative, but rather connect-
ing and strengthening existing efforts and filling gaps. 
Therefore, deeply understanding the existing landscape 
is critical in all stages of collective impact, especially 
before creating a working group structure. The output of 
this landscape assessment could range from a simple list 
and description of the above elements, or it could be a 
more sophisticated “system map” that visually depicts the 
relationships between the various elements. Regardless of 
the format, the goal is to identify current work that can be 
built upon. There are many ways that working groups can 
build on current efforts: the initiative could “outsource” 
working groups to existing collaboratives, connect new 
members or otherwise provide backbone support to the 
existing collaboratives, or even combine existing collab-
oratives under one umbrella. 

The Art of Determining a Working  
Group Structure

Using data to understand the problem and identifying 
existing players helps identify the highest areas of need 
and most critical leverage points. To complement these 
analyses, collective impact leaders must also sense the 
momentum and relationships among key players at the 
grassroots, grass tops, and political leadership levels. 

Sensing Where the Energy Is

We often advise initiatives to create working groups 
where data suggest there is a critical need, but also in 
areas that build on existing momentum. However, both 
of these conditions may not be simultaneously available 
to collective impact initiatives in the early stages. If it is 
unclear where to begin, our FSG colleague John Kania 
is fond of saying, “go where the energy is.” This does not 
mean that efforts should avoid the big, thorny areas. It 
simply means that collective impact efforts can build their 
credibility in the early phases by strengthening relation-

ships, demonstrating quick wins through working group 
activity, and building the muscle memory to tackle thorn-
ier issues down the road. 

One example of sensing and building on momentum 
comes from Cincinnati. United Way of Greater Cincin-
nati’s “Success by 6” is an early childhood development 
collective impact initiative that aims to meet the devel-
opmental needs of young children by raising awareness, 
advocating for resources and funding, and ensuring high-
quality programs. Success by 6’s work started in 2002, and 
shortly thereafter the Strive Partnership, the well-known 
and successful cradle-to-career initiative, came online. 
Recognizing that each collaborative was tackling comple-
mentary parts of the education pipeline, Strive adopted 
Success by 6’s goals for early childhood, and the two col-
laboratives work closely together to this day in areas such 
as analyzing data and building the capacity of others to 
interpret that data. 

One can easily imagine different scenarios in which 
momentum could steer an initiative away from a particular 
area where conditions might not be ideal for the initiative 
to take hold. An initiative to reduce obesity could be ham-
pered by a wave of hospital mergers and divestures that 
was causing uncertainty amongst the entire healthcare 
community. A workforce development initiative could be 
derailed by recent legislation causing trust levels between 
local government and business to fall to an all-time low. 
Each of these cases presents both opportunities and risks, 
and whether to create working groups in an area in spite 
of some negative momentum is a judgment call by leaders 
who have a deep understanding of the context. 

Finding the Right Leaders for Working Groups

A key to having strong working groups, and a strong 
collective impact initiative, is having the right leaders at 
the table who are committed to moving the work forward. 
When we work with initiatives to identify working group 
members, we often start by mapping out the various 
sectors that should be represented and the desired se-
niority of members (e.g., CEO, Director, Project Manager, 
those with “lived experience”). We also identify champi-
ons who can help us recruit those individuals. While this 
analysis increases the likelihood that working groups repre-
sent the right stakeholders, it is perhaps even more impor-
tant to identify working group members whose “hair is on 
fire” – individuals who possess a deep passion for the issue, 
will dedicate the time and energy needed for frequent 
meetings, and will bring others to the table by sheer deter-
mination and perseverance. These leaders would need to 
be committed not only with their words, but also with their 
time. They are enablers, champions, advocates, innovators, 
early adopters, and conveners – those who are undaunted 
by uncharted, ambitious, and complex collaboration. These 
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traits are especially important for working group co-chairs; 
the presence of these co-chairs will contribute to the sus-
tainability of the working group. At FSG, we hear of many 
initiatives stalling because the people at the table weren’t 
committed to sustaining collaborative work towards a 
complex problem. Having the right people at the table in 
each working group, as well as on the steering commit-
tee, is especially critical in the early phases of an initiative, 
when many will be skeptical that “yet another collabora-
tive effort” will produce sustained results. (See Figure 3 for 
working group member traits and responsibilities.)

Two Common Questions: Number and Type 
of Working Groups

Determining the Optimal Number of Working Groups

The ability to recruit the right working group leaders 
determines, in large part, the number of working groups. 
Quite simply, strong leaders will be able to start and 
sustain working groups, and will bring other leaders to 
the table. 

As an initiative evolves, the number of working groups 
will likely change; this is a positive sign that the initia-

Figure 3. Working Group Member Traits
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tive is learning and adjusting to its context. As discussed 
earlier, some initiatives choose to start slow with 1-2 
working groups, and then expand once sufficient capac-
ity has been built among the backbone organization and 
initial working groups. We have also seen a number of 
initiatives begin with many working groups, only to later 
consolidate. In our experience, 3 to 6 working groups is a 
manageable number in the first few years of an initiative, 
but the optimal number depends heavily on the strength 
of each group’s leadership.

Balancing “Strategy” Working Groups with “Functional” 
Working Groups

Many working groups will be organized around spe-
cific strategies. For example, the previously mentioned 
Communities that Care Coalition established working 
groups of Parent Education, Youth Recognition, and Com-
munity Laws and Norms. RGV FOCUS established the 
working groups of Students Graduate High School Ready, 
Students Successfully Transition between High School and 
Postsecondary, and Students Attain a Degree or Credential 
with Labor Market Value. Initiatives may also elect to have 
working groups that are function-based. Common exam-
ples include policy advocacy, data capacity building, and 
community engagement. 

Getting Started: Working Groups in the 
First Six Months

The first six months of a working group are about deep 
strategic planning and relationship building. The common 
agenda documents a shared vision, understanding of the 
problem, specific and measurable goals, and high-level 
strategies. In their first six months, working groups take the 
common agenda and go deeper into strategic planning, 
all the while intentionally strengthening relationships with 
existing and new partners. Below, we highlight four spe-
cific priorities of working groups in the early months.

Use Data to Further Understand the Problem and 
Develop an Approach to Continuous Learning

Data should be at the heart of setting strategies and ad-
justing along the way. In working groups’ first six months, 
data is a critical tool for further understanding the problem 

and identifying potential strategies. Data of all sorts can 
be used. For example, data can help highlight achieve-
ment gaps by neighborhood, identify resources directed 
toward a particular issue, or map populations that receive 
services and those that don’t.

Data are also at the heart of continuous learning. 
Working groups will first define primary and secondary 
success metrics that are linked to the initiative’s common 
agenda. The regular gathering, analysis, and reporting of 
this data ultimately allows working groups to learn what’s 
working and then point a spotlight on those successful 
strategies. It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss 
the inner workings of data and shared measurement 
systems, but we cannot overemphasize the importance of 
data as a tool for continuous learning.3

Identify High-Leverage Strategies and Quick Wins

After developing a deep understanding of the problem, 
working groups should ask themselves, “What are the 
problems we see, and what are the high-leverage things 
we can do together that no one organization could do 
alone?” Many of these strategies will be systemic and 
long-term, but working groups should also intentionally 
identify short-term strategies that demonstrate the power 
of working collectively. Quick wins are important for dem-
onstrating the value of collective work, keeping people 
engaged while moving through a long term planning 
process, and for building support among those who are 
skeptical of this new approach. Quick wins can range from 
providing evidence of tangible progress such as agreement 
on goals or a pilot collaboration between organizations, 
to sharing stories about new relationships that are being 
formed within the community. One example of a quick 
win comes from the Road Map Project, a collective impact 
initiative which aims to double the number of students in 
South King County and South Seattle who are on track to 
graduate from college or earn a career credential by 2020. 
The initiative championed a major success in 2011 with 
its sign-up campaign for the College Bound Scholarship (a 
statewide scholarship for low-income students across the 
state who graduate with a 2.0 or higher and no felonies). 
With participation from district and school coordinators in 
each of the seven Road Map districts and leadership from 
the College Success Foundation and CCER (the initiative’s 
backbone organization, who sent out regular emails to dis-
trict superintendents showing their progress toward enroll-
ing all eligible students), 93% of eligible students signed 
up, an increase from 74% in 2010.

In addition to quick wins, initial strategies can also 
highlight what is currently working so that it can be done 
on a larger scale. This can be extremely energizing for 
those engaged in solving the problem, and creates a posi-
tive energy instead of just focusing on the challenges.

“Quick wins are important for 
demonstrating the value of collective 
work, keeping people engaged, and 
building support”
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Build Relationships

Relationships, especially among those who haven’t tra-
ditionally worked together, can be fragile and take time 
to develop. Working group co-chairs should aim to build 
trust by holding meetings in person as much as possible, 
carving out time during meetings for informal conversation, 
ensuring members attend meetings themselves (instead of 
a designee), and properly onboarding new members. 

Another key to building relationships and a sense of 
teamwork is to generate excitement, but also manage ex-
pectations. Most community leaders have experienced 
a failed collaborative effort, and many are wary of yet 
another one. 

Provide Backbone Support, but Build Co-Chairs’ 
Capacity to Lead and Members’ Ownership of the Work

Planning agendas, gathering data, coordinating sched-
ules, and conducting follow-up takes work, and the 
backbone provides the manpower to do many of these 
behind-the-scenes tasks. However, working group co-
chairs should ideally take a strong role in planning and 
facilitating meetings from the beginning. If the backbone 
takes an overly heavy hand, working group co-chairs and 
members will not feel invested in the process, and there-
fore be less committed. If co-chairs are not quite ready or 
able to assume full ownership, the backbone can coach 
them over the course of a few meetings until they take 
ownership of the working group’s progress. 

Conclusion: The Payoff of Working Groups

In this article, we have described where working groups 
sit in the collective impact infrastructure, offered guidance 
on the science and art of determining an optimal working 
group structure, and shared lessons on how to successfully 
facilitate working groups in their first six months. Done in 
a thoughtful manner, creating working groups and putting 
them into action is a crucial element in successful collec-
tive impact initiatives, and can sustain the engagement of 
a broad range of community members and lead to impact 
at scale. Returning to the dating analogy: commitment, 
whether through a 5th date or through working groups, 
leads to deeper, more fulfilling, and sustained relationships.

We close with a simple story of collaboration at the 
working group level. The story is from Jina Bohl of Western 
Brown Local Schools in Ohio, who is participating in a 
Success by 6 working group focused on improving school 
readiness.

“When we started with this goal of improving school read-
iness, the first thing we did was bring together principals, 
Head Start teachers, and kindergarten and pre-K teachers 
to look at the kindergarten readiness scores for incoming 

students in our district. What we found was that incom-
ing kindergarteners scored low in a number of important 
areas – rhyming, alliteration, letter identification – but this 
didn’t tell us what we should do about the problem.

“As a group, we decided that we needed more informa-
tion, so we agreed to begin administering a survey to the 
parents of incoming kindergarteners, asking where their 
child had attended a program or received care prior to 
entering school (e.g., Head Start, district pre-K, daycare 
center, family, friend or neighbor care). With this infor-
mation, we could look at the differences in readiness 
scores for the kids coming from different programs. What 
we found was that the children who had attended local 
daycare centers lagged significantly behind their peers in 
their readiness scores. But the daycare teachers hadn’t 
been invited to the table to help us think about how to 
improve school readiness. We hadn’t considered how im-
portant they were to this equation.

“So, we made up for lost time and invited the daycare 
teachers to join us in our efforts to improve school readi-
ness. We were careful when sharing the readiness data 
not to be accusatory or to blame anyone for lower scores 
but to approach our examination of the data with an at-
titude of curiosity and interest, engaging the daycares 
as partners. And it was really interesting – the daycare 
teachers said, “We never thought of ourselves as being 
all that important to academic success.” It boosted their 
morale to have the district inviting them to this effort as 
an equal partner and they were receptive to trying to 
make things better.

“Together, our expanded group determined that we 
needed training in targeted areas to help us improve stu-
dents’ readiness. With the help of our backbone organi-
zation, we identified pro bono training support and ar-
ranged a one-day session devoted just to rhyming. After 
the session, we continued a community of practice among 
the daycare, Head Start, and pre-K teachers to discuss 
how they were applying what they had learned.

“That’s all we did. And guess what? The following year’s 
readiness scores in the area of rhyming went through 
the roof.

“So we repeated the process for the area of alliteration 
and again the following year, the students’ alliteration 
scores came up dramatically. More and more teachers 
are coming to our meetings and trainings and are em-
powered to make change. We’ve got strong partnerships 
between the schools and the daycares. And most im-
portantly – we’re making a difference for the kids in our 
community. This was my ‘a-ha’ moment about collective 
impact.”  
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The Magnolia Community Initiative: 
The Importance of Measurement in Improving 
Community Well-Being
By Moira Inkelas and Patricia Bowie, University of California, Los Angeles

As we learn more about approaches that have 
the greatest potential to develop and improve 
communities, the well-being of community 
members has become a critical indicator of 

success. We have long recognized that an individual’s 
productivity  is influenced by family stability, physical and 
emotional health, and educational success, and that these 
influences interact to shape well-being across life stages 
from early childhood into adulthood. More and more, we 
center our efforts and interventions on achieving collec-
tive impact by simultaneously addressing a combination 
of factors influencing a population of residents. The ge-
ography may be a neighborhood, city, county or state. A 

more holistic perspective on the inputs to well-being is 
influencing how and what we measure to understand a 
community’s growth and success. The concept of well-
being is replacing traditional indicators of success, such 
as counts of services, program participants, and graduates.  

The challenge is that optimizing well-being requires 
an approach that considers more than a single human ca-
pacity such as physical health or emotional intelligence; a 
single service sector, provider, or program such as health 
care or preschool; and a single life stage such as preg-
nancy, early childhood, or young adulthood. Additionally, 
as we have seen in previous articles in this issue of Com-
munity Investments, comprehensively working toward 
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the goal of community well-being requires the coordina-
tion of a variety of funding sources and programs and the 
cooperation of an  array of education, health care, child 
welfare, community development and financial provid-
ers. Moreover, communities are constantly changing, ren-
dering it nearly impossible to fully plan for community 
success without a flexible and adaptive approach.1

What does this mean for measurement, and for achiev-
ing enduring improvement in communities? The goal of 
measurement is to drive a change. Therefore, measures 
should help people understand the behavior of a system 
and take steps to improve its performance. Measure-
ment must also help stakeholders respond to the constant 
change in communities and the dynamics of any initia-
tive. How can measurement support an adaptive change 
process in a community system striving to optimize popu-
lation well-being? How can integration and management 
of data collection and analysis work in practice? This case 
study of the Magnolia Community Initiative describes 
such a measurement system, and offers it as an example 
to illustrate a set of principles for measurement. 

The Magnolia Community Initiative:  
A Measurement and Learning System  
in Practice 

The Magnolia Community Initiative (MCI) is a volun-
tary network of 70 organizations in a five-square mile area 
near downtown Los Angeles. The network came together 
with the vision of helping the 35,000 children living in the 
neighborhoods within a 500-block area break all records 
of success in their education, health, and the quality of 
nurturing care and economic stability they receive from 
their families and community. Poor health outcomes are 
common here; about 35% of children are overweight, 
73% are not proficient in reading by third grade, and 40% 
will fail to graduate from high school. Partners include 
multiple departments operated by the Los Angeles County 
Chief Executive Office (CEO) including social services, 
child support, and child protection; regional organizations 
responsible for populations of children such as the Los 
Angeles County Unified School District, Women Infants 
and Children (WIC) Nutrition Program, and child care re-
source and referral; and private and non-profit communi-
ty-based organizations providing health care, early care 
and education including Head Start and Early Head Start, 
family support, and banking and economic development 
services and supports. 

The partners cooperate, coordinate, and collaborate to 
align their own activities within the 500 blocks toward the 
ideas for change  adopted by the Initiative.2 Partner orga-
nizations strive to work as a system, changing institutional 
practices from a focus on delivering isolated services to a 
preventive and holistic approach to each client regardless 

of the organization’s primary mission. The partners use an 
agreed-upon set of design elements for a well-functioning 
system to shape their practice in ways that fit within their 
scope and expertise, and augment the impact of their re-
spective services. The design elements include activating 
parents to address their child’s developmental needs and 
to care for their own physical, social and emotional health 
needs; improving linkage and flow across organizations 
and service providers; and increasing the effectiveness of 
services through family-centered care that is consistent 
with advances and new understandings in neuroscience 
and the impact of trauma on human development. The Ini-
tiative is tapping into the expertise of its diverse network to 
create cross-sector pathways to address the largest causes 
of preventable losses in health and developmental poten-
tial. These include parent depression, social isolation, and 
developmental concerns in young children. 

The network capitalizes on the intrinsic motivation of 
the partners. They get value from the connections and from 
a shared measurement and change process. To move from 
concept and commitment to actual changes in practice, 
the Initiative created a learning system around the design 
elements with measurement and a structured innovation 
and improvement method.3 Through monthly network 
meetings, working groups, and improvement projects, the 
network partners reflect on how to form and function as 
a system to improve conditions and outcomes for the full 
population of local families. For their part, community 
members interact with neighbors to forge connections and 
work collectively. They share information about protec-
tive factors, the meaning of belonging in a community, the 
current well-being of young children and families in the 
neighborhood, and local resources for families. Increasing-
ly they take actions together such as advocating for clean 
streets and safe parks, establishing walking groups, and 
making changes in their own lives that lead to well being.

MCI designed a measurement system that could 
endure for the length of time necessary to improve health 
and human capital in the community.4 We designed the 
measurement system with the following goals in mind.

• Focus the diverse network partners on shared out-
comes. We developed a one-page dashboard of mea-
sures that includes child health and development out-
comes that all network partners adopted as their “true 
north.” Differing from traditional scorecards, this “Pop-
ulation Dashboard” also includes the major influence 
on these outcomes. The dashboard includes outcomes; 
the parenting actions (such as daily book-sharing) that 
influence the outcomes; the family conditions (such as 
food security, and absence of depression) that enable 
parents to take these actions; and the care processes 
of organizations in the network (such as providing 
empathy, and linking clients to other partners that offer 
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concrete resources) that help create these family con-
ditions. The dashboard also includes measures of the 
internal capacity of organizations to reflect on their 
practice and make improvements. Taken together, the 
dashboard measures reflect the capacity, the improve-
ment, and the impact that all organizations and sectors 
are striving for.  

• Encourage network partners to think and work as a 
system. We set measures that provide organizations 
with insight (understanding the properties of a system 
that lead to the family conditions, and that in turn lead 
to desired outcomes); reflection (how do I contribute 
to a change?); goal-setting (what could be achieved 
by my actions and by working together collectively?); 
and actions (what can I do differently as a provider). 
For example, measures of  the reach and depth of the 
network as reported by local residents helped partners 
realize the value of “in reach” strategies such as im-
proved linkage and referral. When they learned that 
89% of residents are linked to at least one network 
partner, but that most residents are linked to only one 
partner, they realized that it is more efficient for orga-
nizations to refer and link clients to each other, than for 
each organization to undertake its own direct outreach 
to community members. Similarly, measures of con-
nectivity between the organizations such as familiarity 
with each other’s services, the ease of linking clients 
to one another, and the frequency of linkage helped 
partners reflect on steps they could take to have an im-
mediate and community-wide impact. 

• Establish shared accountability among the partners for 
reaching goal targets in outcomes, parenting actions, 
family conditions, and care processes. The partners 
agreed to reliably provide the care processes that are 
reported on the dashboard. One such process is rou-
tinely eliciting several types of concerns and needs 
from clients in all encounters. For example, the part-
ners committed to provide empathy, including taking 
time to understand the specific needs of a client and 
treating the parent as an expert on their child.  The child 

care programs began asking routinely about financial 
needs, while for their part, the financial/social service 
partners began asking about family stressors and de-
pression. Organizations identify their specific contri-
bution to the measures on the dashboard, stretching 
their practice but not beyond their expertise or their 
ability to sustain the practice. 

• Establish specific expectations for change. Each 
measure has a numeric goal target, identified by the 
network as the best that has been achieved in any 
system, and the best that the network could achieve 
by working collectively with resources on hand. We 
established high performance targets of 90% for pro-
cesses such as providing empathy, eliciting concerns, 
and offering resources in addition to what the client 
requested. The high targets remind partners that we 
only create an experience for community members of 
being supported by a system if these key expressions 
of interest in well-being happen in all encounters. The 
high targets also remind partners that implementing 
one process (such as eliciting concerns) but not others 
(such as linkage and follow-up) does not create the full 
cycle of steps necessary to get the desired result, and 
could actually throw the system out of balance. For 
example, asking about a range of needs without having 
some pre-determined pathways in mind, and without 
encouraging the family to come back if that pathway 
does not work as planned, does not produce a consis-
tent, effective response. 

• Support improvement with frequent and real-time in-
formation. The Dashboard displays monthly measure-
ments to track progress in care processes of multiple 
organizations and sectors. Examples include empathy 
and linkage. The monthly data come from surveys col-
lected by network partners, including physicians, child 
care programs, and others. The data show which care 
processes occur inconsistently, and where there is vari-
ation in practice within the network between sectors 
and between organizations. Sharing and assessing 
these data makes it easier for organizations to learn 
from each other. Organizations collect small numbers 
of short anonymous parent surveys to produce the 
data. Unlike typical program evaluations that compare 
performance in two points of time, we provide regular 
monthly data so partners can iteratively learn and 
adjust their actions. 

The following principles reflect the Magnolia Commu-
nity Initiative experience. What we have learned can be 
generalized to help inform other collective impact efforts. 
We offer the following recommendations based on our 
experiences and knowledge of how to manage change in 
organizations and in complex systems.   

“The goal of measurement is to 
drive a change; measures should 
help people understand the behavior 
of a system and improve its 
performance”
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Measures need to tell a story that shapes 
understanding of what matters and how to 
influence it.

Working toward a shared goal should involve formu-
lating an idea, stating assumptions, testing under a range 
of conditions, and adapting to get the intended result 
consistently. This moves beyond a shared goal to a shared 
theory of change. Measures are only useful for guiding 
improvement when they provide a point of reflection 
from which to judge the situation and give meaning to 
experience. For example, an indicator set with rates of 
low birthweight, overweight, smoking, high school grad-
uation rates, and median income does not help organiza-
tions or residents understand what they can do to make a 
difference and, in particular, what are the highest lever-
age actions they can take collectively to make a differ-
ence. Assembling measures that show there is a problem 
but do not tell a story of what should be done are difficult 
to use for directing improvement efforts within a complex 
system. Organizations need to know what they can do 
and why they are doing it. For example, we can increase 
third grade reading scores by tutoring children and pro-
viding breakfast on testing days, but that does not change 
aspects of their home environment that predict later 
learning outcomes, such as study habits, family stability, 
and parent interest in their child’s academic success. As 
another example, linkage to resources does not by itself 
improve population outcomes; increasing referrals to low 
quality services in health care, child care, or social ser-
vices may not have the intended impact. These examples 
are a reminder that working as a system is more than 
drawing a line between parts of the system that should be 
connected. It is about shared processes, cooperation and 
practice change.  

What types of measures should a Population Dash-
board on well-being include? We have found it best to 
include several categories of measures which reflect the 
current knowledge about the range of determinants of 
human capacity:  

• Outcomes include early life predictors of capability 
in adulthood. Examples are low birthweight, social 
competence of kindergarteners, third grade reading 
proficiency, and positive peer relationships in middle 
childhood. Sharing these outcomes across sectors and 
programs focuses all parties on the same “true north”. 
Outcomes help leaders align their resources and poli-
cies, and they motivate improvement at all levels of 
policy and practice. 

• Behaviors are the health- and development-promoting 
routines of parents and community members, including 
consistent home routines such as parent-child reading, 
that have the greatest impact on the outcomes. 

• Family and neighborhood conditions can enable or 
detract from those desirable behaviors. Family condi-
tions include social connections, maternal depression, 
financial well-being, food security, and stable housing 
for the family. Neighborhood conditions include per-
ceived safety, knowing one’s neighbors, and the degree 
of collective efficacy such as the extent to which neigh-
bors look out for each other. 

• Daily and monthly measures of actions show how 
well and how reliably the service system is supporting 
families toward positive behaviors. Examples of these 
actions include using empathic care, activating indi-
viduals to care for their own needs and those of their 
children, and linking individuals to needed services 
and supports. 

• Reach is the extent to which the target population is 
linked into the network or system, and therefore ex-
periencing the improvements. For example, if several 
health clinics improve their services, but together serve 
only 20 percent of the local population, we are un-
likely to see significant change in the community.  

Measures should reflect design impera-
tives for the system. 

The right measures can crystallize the “operating 
rules” so that organizations understand how their actions 
contribute to the results for a geographic population. To 
inspire collective action that is likely to make a difference 
at a systems or population level, measures should cut 
across institutions, sectors, and disciplines. For example, 
helping parents learn how to establish routines with their 
young children, such as reading together daily or limit-
setting, gives them skills that they can apply in later stages 
of childhood as well. Focusing on actions and approaches 
such as striving for empathy in all encounters and activat-
ing parents, rather than counting visits to health clinics or 
service providers, helps partners focus on what it means to 
work collaboratively as a system. Measures should ideally 
be indicators that remain relevant across life stages, such 
as the presence of predictable, stable, consistent and 
nurturing families; safe neighborhoods; and responsive 
healthcare and education providers. Relying exclusively 
on measures that appear relevant to only one life stage 

“The right measures can crystallize 
the operating rules so that 
organizations understand how their 
actions contribute to the results”
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can detract from a shared understanding that certain root 
causes cut across life stages and are therefore relevant for 
all to work toward.  

Dashboards with population-level 
measures are a useful tool for change 
when they include the right type and 
periodicity of measures.

Measures can help to keep partners focused and 
aligned. Unlike typical community health profiles, report 
cards and scorecards, our “Population Dashboard” was 
designed to provide insight, reflection and guidance for 
change. It enables leaders and organizations to track 
family conditions and care processes that drive the 
desired outcomes, and encourages organizations to see 
their contributions through a systems lens. We can draw 
from evidence-based selection criteria for performance 
measures that can drive a change. These criteria include 
importance, feasibility, timeliness, and modifiability of the 
action or outcome being measured. Few existing commu-
nity profiles employ all of these criteria.

There is ample evidence that selecting a modest, bal-
anced number of measures (10-15) is much more effective 
in driving improvement than larger sets. It is also essen-
tial to shift to providing real-time, monthly progress on 
process of care measures overall and by service sector to 
provide diverse programs and providers with shared ac-
countability and a common change process. Understand-
ing variation within an organization, or across a system, is 
a cornerstone of effective improvement.5 Setting numeric 
goal targets creates an expectation of change.

Setting goal targets for measures establishes an ex-
pectation for rapid and significant change, as long as the 
measures represent actions that organizations control and 
therefore can achieve. For example, it is possible to use 
empathy and elicit concerns at all encounters, and setting 
numeric goal targets at the high level that is possible such 
as 95 percent of visits rather than settling for modest im-
provement not only creates the expectation for change 
but also helps partners introduce the changes that will get 
them to this level of performance. An important caveat is 
that setting targets without a change process to help orga-
nizations achieve them, or without a reasonable expecta-
tion that organizations can reach those targets, can render 
them empty and ineffective. Ambitious goals have the 

greatest meaning when there is an understood path laid 
out by which to get there, even if getting there is difficult 
and not all steps are known ahead of time. 

Measurement is effective when embedded 
in a learning system.

It is necessary to continually nurture understanding of 
the system and the design elements across many people 
and organizations. A learning system is a combination of 
measurement and change methods that enables organiza-
tions to iteratively adapt knowledge so it works in prac-
tice. Measurement is the essence of a learning system, 
because it can increase the degree to which organizations 
think of themselves as part of the same system, identify the 
root causes of suboptimal results, and track improvement 
over time. The Institute of Medicine (IOM) is promoting 
the “learning healthcare organization” concept to empha-
size the importance of innovation and improvement in 
health and human services to close the large gap between 
what we know and what we do. A disciplined approach 
to learning enables organizations to move quickly from 
an idea for change to actually testing and implementing 
that change. A learning system designed for a community 
enables partners to learn not only what works within their 
practice, but what actions they should take in partnership 
with others. The concept of a learning system is especially 
relevant to communities because they are so dynamic, 
with changing programs and resources. It has been said 
that the only constant is change. A learning system is 
robust to changing resources and policies because orga-
nizations have a method of learning their way forward in 
any context. This capability is essential for achieving scal-
able, spreadable, and sustainable improvement.

Actors need measures at their level  
of influence

Measurement at multiple levels gives the different 
stakeholders in a community system the specific infor-
mation they need on progress of the system toward its 
goals. There are distinct needs for information at different 
levels of a system, which include policymakers, service 
sectors and organizations, frontline providers, and com-
munity members. Information should match the sphere 
of influence of the stakeholder it is intended to support. 
For example, organization leads need information about 
the capacity of their organization and others to change, 
whereas providers need information about how consis-
tently they delivered a specific process last month. The 
following examples show the kind of information that is 
useful at different levels of a system.  

• Network and organization leads need measures around 
the manner in which a system should operate to ac-
complish an intended aim. For example, understanding 

“Any community change process 
requires a measurement system 
robust enough to support efforts over 
the long term”
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the extent to which organizations in a network have a 
supportive climate for improvement helps the leaders 
craft strategies that address it. This is important because 
having the right ideas for change does not produce 
results if organizations do not have an internal infra-
structure that encourages innovation, improvement, 
and sustains the gains from improvement. The network 
and organization leads also need to understand the 
network’s depth and reach to the local population so 
they can nurture active participation and growth. The 
network leadership needs to see a set of measures that 
provide a snapshot of the “full system,” which includes 
measures of reach and organizational capacity in ad-
dition to the measures of outcomes, behaviors, condi-
tions, and actions. 

• Frontline providers such as doctors, educators, and 
staff in financial and social services organizations are 
ultimately responsible for whether or not their services 
are offered consistently and with quality. While front-
line providers often spend considerable time gathering 
and entering data, they often do not receive it back in 
a meaningful time frame if they receive it back at all. 
Service providers need to see their own results each 
month and be able to compare them to past months, to 
goal targets, and to the results of other organizations in 
the network. 

• Community members also need data to support their 
own change efforts. Community members use data in 
different ways depending on their focus. Measures may 
be relevant to them in their capacities as neighborhood 
residents; as participants in services; as clients working 
in partnership with organizations; as parents striving 
to create safe, nurturing and development-promoting 
home environments for their child; or all of these. As 
residents, community members work toward taking 
positive actions in their own sphere of influence – 
neighborhood life – so they need information about 
the perspectives and actions of residents to plan and 
track change. For example, a community member may 
need to see safety or neighborliness measures on her 
block or cluster of blocks. Some will use outcome mea-
sures to advocate for changes or new resources in their 
neighborhoods with entities such as neighborhood and 
city councils. Others respond directly to data about 
crime or other topics by participating in parent associa-
tions or neighborhood watch programs. Some respond 
to measures of health behaviors by making personal 
changes such as exercising or changes to home rou-
tines such as reading together with their child.  Some 
community members use the different types of mea-
sures to do all of these things. It is important to provide 
community members with the right data tailored to 
purpose, rather than assuming that the kinds of data 

that motivate one to advocate for resources or safety 
are the same as those needed to help a parent change 
their personal behaviors within the home.

The limitations and challenges of 
traditional measurement approaches

Current measurement systems and formats are not 
sufficiently helping communities and the organizations 
within them visualize themselves as operating as or within 
a system. Existing measurement strategies have limited 
utility for large-scale improvement because they typical-
ly focus on long-term measures and do not use a family 
of measures that tells a story of what changes will lead 
to those outcomes. Some smallseveral with no informa-
tion about the conditions that lead to those outcomes or 
thethem.Some measurement sets are too large, with many 
measures representing all the factors that could matter and 
all that could be done to respond. This can be overwhelm-
ing to those trying to make sense of complexity, and defeats 
the purpose of using a set of measures to sharpen a narra-
tive that motivates diverse organizations toward collective 
action. Clustering measures by sector or program type also 
can reinforce a siloed rather than aligned approach. Such 
sector-specific measures, such as health care access and 
participation in child care, tend to focus sectors inward 
rather than toward common and linked actions across 
sectors, such as providing empathy and linkage. 

Current measurement sets often draw exclusively from 
existing data, rather than what is meaningful for changing 
practice. This may be the most significant limitation. Mea-
surement systems are unlikely to drive meaningful change 
when they do not provide real-time data to inform day-to-
day improvements in practice.  Finally, designing a mea-
surement system that can scale, spread, and be sustained 
over time is also essential. Any community change process 
requires an enduring large-scale improvement effort with 
a measurement system robust enough to support efforts 
over the long term. 

Conclusions

Measurement with the right context, type, and frequen-
cy can drive a change process. Creating a set of measures 
that meets this criteria would be a service to many com-
munity development efforts. Offering appropriate mea-
sures for gauging the reach and depth of networks could 
inspire more community development efforts to focus on 
their value working as a system. Public sectors including 
public health departments could support change efforts 
by contributing measurement sets that meet these crite-
ria. While no single public program can be held respon-
sible for developing human capacity, agencies that have 
a measurement focus and/or a population orientation are 
well-positioned to consider how they can augment their 
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current efforts to support the types, level and frequency of 
metrics for purposes of improvement. 

Providing a shared story of how well-being is formed 
is a cornerstone of effective collective action. As a result, 
tying together measurement sets across children’s devel-
opmental stages could go a long way toward uniting col-
lective action initiatives and change efforts that currently 
target specific age groups and the organizations that influ-
ence them. To that end, it may be productive to create 
template dashboards that represent human capital forma-
tion across the life course. The rationale is that when a 
community has more than one set of measures to direct 
change – for example, having an early childhood initia-
tive and an adolescent initiative – using measures that ex-
plicitly address common domains such as family life can 
be a highly effective way of linking historically disparate 
efforts together into a cradle to career (life course) orien-
tation. Templates for early childhood, middle childhood, 
and adolescents could use similar measures, with some 
tailoring. For example, home routines and family con-
ditions are relevant to children of all ages, even though 
the specific measures such as measuring communication 
skills for younger children and peer influence for older 
children may differ. Similarly, the roles of services and 
supports have some commonality across childhood. The 
concept of eliciting concerns may be represented by rates 

of developmental screening for young children and rates 
of parents attending annual parent-teacher conferences 
for older children.

It can be effective to use several dashboards, each 
tailored to a specific stage of development and linked to 
the others by a bridging measure – for instance, a school 
readiness measure that is the outcome of the early years 
and the starting point in middle childhood.  Such linked 
measurement models would support national efforts such 
as “Cradle to Career” that strive for understanding of 
how early investments lead to later outcomes, and could 
connect early childhood initiatives with school-age efforts 
such as Community Schools. This can support collective 
action both within and across distinct initiatives. 

In summary, there is an opportunity to augment the 
purposes of measurement so that it supports not only plan-
ning but also action. This may require different approach-
es to public health surveillance, such as using smaller 
samples with greater periodicity, and displaying data as 
time series rather than as annual or pre-post measures. 
Providing guidance to collective impact initiatives on 
how to measure for improvement could help community 
development efforts use limited resources for data more 
efficiently, providing just enough information to provide 
insight, promote reflection, and test changes and track im-
provement over time.   
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“THE Network: 
A Cross-Sector Approach to Lowering Transit + Housing 
+ Energy Costs in California”
By Heather McLeod Grant, Consultant with Shamus Roller, Executive Director of 
Housing California

Introduction

Collective impact is all the rage in social change 
circles these days, so it’s not surprising to see 
practitioners and philanthropists in the af-
fordable housing and community develop-

ment fields experimenting with this approach. Collective 
impact is ultimately about cross-sector problem solving. 
This approach, which aims to change policy and program 
delivery systems, can take many shapes, but at its core 
requires the cultivation of networks that enable actors 
working in disparate spheres to come together to learn 
how to support and build off one another’s work. Here 

in California, a new experiment in fostering this type of 
network has taken shape over the past 18 months. Since 
mid-2012, Housing California —a statewide nonprofit al-
liance for affordable housing advocates—has incubated a 
cross-sector network focused on reducing the overall costs 
of transit, housing, and energy for low-income residents 
of California, so that no resident spends more than 50% 
of their income on these necessities.1 Appropriately, the 
emerging network goes by its acronym THE (for Transit + 
Housing + Energy)—and it has early lessons to teach those 
seeking ways to achieve greater collective impact.
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The experiment grew out of Housing California Execu-
tive Director Shamus Roller’s interest in replicating in the 
housing field the systems-changing approach used by the 
ReAmp network. ReAmp is a network of cross-sector non-
profits and funders in the Midwest who worked collective-
ly to create a shared understanding around the problem 
of Midwestern climate change. The network worked to-
gether to create a shared goal to reduce climate emissions 
80% by 2050, identify leverage points in the system, and 
then align the actions of nonprofits and funders to achieve 
greater impact against this goal. 

ReAmp had been an unparalleled success in its first 
eight years, and Roller was eager to see if a similar multi-
stakeholder process could be used in his state, and his 
field. He approached Heather McLeod Grant, then a 
consultant at Monitor Institute, who had written a case 
study of the ReAmp’s collective impact process.2 With the 
help of Chris Block, CEO of American Leadership Forum, 
Silicon Valley, and former board chair of Housing Cali-
fornia, in assembling industry leaders for an initial brain-
storming session, together we embarked on this journey to 
try something new. 

It was a fortuitous timing. The state of California had 
just eliminated redevelopment funding – the largest state 
source of affordable housing dollars – the housing bubble 
and crisis of 2007-2008 had disrupted the entire market, 
and traditional affordable housing approaches like pur-
suing tax credits and government subsidies were being 
called into question. “Those of us in the housing world 
were really struggling after the winding down of the way 
we’d funded affordable development in the past,” says 
Roller. “It was a moment of crisis, and a realization that 
the goals we had for our developments weren’t just about 
houses, but about people’s lives. We wanted to think 
about how we could work differently to reach some of 
those larger goals.” 

So over the summer of 2012, Roller, McLeod Grant 
and their team set out to replicate a collective approach 
similar to ReAmp but customized to the anomalies of af-
fordable housing developers in the state of California, 
and to try do it on a much smaller budget. The Garfield 
Foundation, a foundation that seeks to support collab-
orative and systems-level solutions to complex environ-
mental and community challenges, had invested around 
a million dollars over the first few years to catalyze the 
ReAmp network; Roller had raised just a few hundred 
thousand dollars to get this network up and running. The 
initial network formation steps were very similar to those 
of ReAmp, though over time the process emerged in re-
sponse to the needs of network participants.  

In this respect, rather than being a “cookie-cutter” rep-
lication, the creation of THE Network is in fact the story 
of how an approach used in one field and region loosely 
inspired action in another. In this article, we describe the 

formation of THE Network, including the process it fol-
lowed in its first 18 months, and emerging lessons that 
might inform the work of others seeking to increase their 
own community impact.

Forming THE Network: Gathering Leaders, 
Defining a Shared Goal, and Establishing a 
Structure

Encouraging shared understanding among those de-
signing a new partnership network is crucial in the early 
stages of network formation. As a first step in catalyzing 
this nascent network, Monitor Institute consultants and 
Housing California project leaders set out to gather more 
information about the current affordable housing field in 
order to “map” the system they were operating in. They 
hired systems analyst Scott Spann, who had also done 
mapping for ReAmp, and together conducted more than 
30 interviews with housing and community development 
experts statewide. This data was then input into a software 
program used to create a “systems map”—a dynamic 
visual representation of the larger affordable housing 
system, with many interdependent variables mapped 
out in cause-and-effect relationships. This systems map 
became a critical input into a series of multi-stakeholder 
convenings and conversations which followed. 

At the same time, Shamus Roller and the consulting 
team designed an initial convening where the systems 
map would serve as a key catalyst for group dialogue and 
strategizing. It was important to invite the right players, so 
they reached out to a cross section of funders, activists, 
for-profit and nonprofit developers, organizers, and a few 
representatives from adjacent fields such as transporta-
tion, workforce development, and environmental sustain-
ability. They made a special effort to include leaders who 
had influence in the field, and people who tended to be 
innovative or even disruptive thinkers. 

This group of over thirty-five people met for the first 
time over two days in October 2012. The agenda for the 
first convening focused on creating a shared understanding 
of the larger problem using the systems map, and on build-
ing relationships and trust among participants. While no 
“answers” were generated at this first convening, partici-
pants left feeling a heightened sense of possibility, a greater 
understanding of the complexity of the larger system, and 
with new relationships to build upon in their work. 

One of the main objectives of the next phase of work 
was to have this core group of participants move from a 
shared understanding of the larger system to setting an 
over-arching goal that they could agree upon. This didn’t 
happen all at once—it took two full gatherings to wrestle 
with the complexity of the issue and to clarify the group’s 
aspirations. In January of 2013, the group reconvened, 
this time focusing on incorporating all the interests in the 
network in setting its goal, starting to understand where 
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new approaches might be possible, and continuing to 
deepen their relationships. 

As a result of the process of combining systems mapping 
and diverse participants, the overarching network goal 
became much broader—it shifted from being just about 
affordable housing production to a more comprehensive 
aim to lower overall costs for transportation, housing, and 
energy use (T+H+E) for lower-income families. This ne-
cessitated keeping the network diverse and continuing to 
include participants from adjacent fields. It is important to 
note that this process of deciding where to set the bound-
aries of the network—what is within scope and beyond 
scope—is a very important part of this stage of the work. 
Go too broad and it becomes difficult to get your arms 
around an issue; but go too narrow, and you risk regress-
ing into a more narrow programmatic approach, rather 
than working at the systems level.

The next phase of network formation – innovation, 
collaboration and, importantly, moving from theory to real 
aligned action – took shape during a two-day convening 
of the network in October 2013.It was at this stage that 
participants started to feel some urgency to transition from 
merely talking and strategizing to actually designing an 
action plan before group patience began to wear thin. At 
this convening, participants built upon their shared under-
standing of the larger system, and the leverage points they 
had identified, to hone in on a few particular “opportunity 
spaces” where new approaches might be feasible. These 
included: innovating around the basic unit of housing 
to lower production costs, seeking more transit-oriented 
development, communicating more effectively to build 
public support for affordability, and developing more in-
novative funding mechanisms. 

In a half-day innovation lab led by consultant Dave 
Viotti of Smallify they were able to rapidly prototype some 
new solutions to be tested out over the next year. The 
energy of the group shifted from grappling with complex 
issues at a higher level to drilling down on specific areas 
where participants might begin doing real work together 
and experimenting with new approaches on the ground. 
Additionally, participants spent some time as a group 
talking about the emerging network structure and gover-
nance, and how they would continue to organize them-
selves and communicate between larger convenings. 

At this critical inflection point in the network’s evolu-
tion, it was then important to set up a network structure 
that would enable parallel activities while also maintain-
ing connectivity and communication. The group used other 
networks including ReAmp and FSG Collective Impact 
case studies as models, and formed a Steering Committee 
(a representative group to govern the network) and working 
groups focused on key areas where people wanted to drive 
collective action. Much of the network’s activity could then 
happen in these “Action Teams” while the backbone orga-

nization, Housing California, would serve as the connective 
hub, under the guidance of the group’s Steering Committee. 

At this point in the winter of 2013-2014, the Action 
Teams began to meet separately and form their own stra-
tegic plans, without having to wait for the entire network 
to come together to get things done. Action Teams were 
set up around the following areas: Research and Measure-
ment; Communications and Engagement; Policy Change/ 
Funding; and Community Solutions and Innovation. In its 
backbone organization role, Housing California would 
continue to focus on network fundraising, convening, 
communications, and providing back office support.

Once the structure had been established and the 
Action Teams were hard at work on their own plans, it 
was important to keep momentum going around the larger 
initiative. This “divide and conquer” part of network for-
mation is critical, because it’s what enables people to 
move into smaller clusters and collaborate around shared 
interests, rather than forcing everyone into a monolithic 
collaboration. It’s also important to balance planning and 
action. Overdo the planning and people will be frustrated 
with process, but if there is too much action with little 
planning, the network risks not being strategic or creating 
necessary alignment. 

At the time of this writing, the next whole network con-
vening won’t be until June of 2014; however, the Action 
Teams are continuing to advance the work of the network 
in between larger sessions. As Roller says, it seems that the 
teams have actually gotten a lot done despite the magni-
tude of the challenges they are tackling: “We’ve done three 
full convenings in one year: at times it felt like three years! 
That process of getting people to work differently–getting 
me to work differently–was so dynamic. The amount we 
have had to change is pretty amazing.”

Emerging Network Outcomes

This initiative is only 18 months old and this kind of 
work takes time, so it is somewhat early on to be looking 
for network outcomes. Additionally, no formal network 
evaluation has been conducted. Still, there are some 
important “quick wins” and concrete things that have 
already resulted directly from the network, according to 
leaders who we interviewed for this article. These gains 
include the following:
• Greater understanding of the interconnectedness of 

issues. If nothing else, the systems map succeeded in 
helping participants in this network view themselves 
and their organizations as part of a much larger eco-
system. It also helped them to see the forest, not the 
trees. As a consequence, a number of network partici-
pants are now looking at the interconnection of issues 
such as transit-oriented development and affordable 
housing, or the link between workforce development 
and housing. They have begun to understand that if 
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they focus too narrowly on their own issue-based “silo” 
or just on housing production, they are less likely to 
succeed with their larger missions. This initiative has 
helped shift participants’ thinking from a program and 
organizational mindset to a systems and network view. 
Accordingly, some participants say that the “process is 
the product” in this kind of work.

• Stronger relationships, leading to more collaboration. 
The fact that leaders in the network have been able to 
spend time building relationships and trust has helped 
them to find points of intersection across their work, 
and to initiate other organic collaborations beyond the 
scope of this network. In addition to work being taken 
on by the Action Teams, there are a few examples of 
smaller collaborations which have helped build addi-
tional collaborative capacity in the field. For example, 
two groups from different sectors ended up submitting 
a collaborative research grant to the MacArthur Foun-
dation following one convening. These smaller “micro-
collaborations” have not been documented but anec-
dotal evidence suggests they are happening at a greater 
rate than before the network formed.

• Improved policy outcomes and state funding. Recent-
ly this network was instrumental in helping get $100 
million passed in the California state budget for tran-
sit-oriented development and sustainability initiatives 
related to cap-and-trade legislation and emissions re-
duction goals. As Roller puts it, “the relationships and 
shared understanding we built through this network 
have really strengthened our work around Sustainable 
Communities for All (cap and trade), which is techni-
cally a separate coalition. We were just awarded $100 
million in the governor’s annual state budget. That’s a 
major victory that THE network can take some credit 
for.” As seen with some other collective impact ap-
proaches, there has been an impressive return on 
investment; funding a network for under $200,000 
which then helped leverage $100 million in govern-
ment funding is a great outcome for the funders who 
supported this work.

• Collective funding for research and innovation. Ac-
cording to Roller, the network has also given practitio-
ners a foot in the door for ongoing funding to support 
collaboration among network participants. The Re-
search Action Team has already received $100,000 in 
additional funding from the Ford Foundation to fund 
critical research on the greenhouse gas implications 
of locating affordable homes near transit stops. Other 
Action Teams will work on proposals to seek funding 
to support their collaborations as well. The Innovation 
Action Team has begun developing ideas for a state-
wide innovation prize that would recognize the best 

inventions (or interventions) designed to lower the 
overall cost of living for low-income families. 

Early Lessons Learned

As noted above in regard to outcomes, it’s hard to pull 
out definitive lessons learned given that the network is less 
than two years old and a work-in-progress. However, as 
the principal architects of this collective impact initiative, 
we believe there are some emerging lessons that might 
be of use to others seeking to emulate our approach in 
their communities or fields. Several of these closely paral-
lel what FSG calls the three pre-conditions for network 
success: leadership, funding, and a sense of urgency.3

• Leadership matters. In networks, leadership must be 
shared, distributed, and facilitative in style, rather than 
hierarchical, but that doesn’t make it any less important. 
If anything, having the right leadership at the right stages 
of network evolution is fundamental to network success. 
Without this leadership, networks can get lost in com-
plexity and group dynamics. Early on, there was a core 
“design team” of leaders who helped craft, catalyze, and 
then steer THE network’s emergence; they took a facili-
tative approach, allowing for group input along the way. 
In addition to leadership provided by Shamus Roller and 
Housing California as the “backbone/ host” organiza-
tion and Heather McLeod Grant as facilitator, there was 
leadership provided by other external consultants and 
advisors at various points. These leaders included Scott 
Spann on systems mapping, Dave Viotti on innovation, 
and Chris Block, who helped with group process design. 
The seed funder of this network, Ann Sewill of the Cali-
fornia Community Foundation, also played a critical role 
in getting this initiative up and running by taking a leap 
of faith and trusting the process. Several network leaders 
emerged among the participants as well who helped 
design the second and third convenings, and stepped up 
to chair working groups. Just a year into the initiative, a 
Steering Committee of network participants was starting 
to take shape to provide more network ownership and 
leadership of the process.

• Seed funding is a catalyst. To borrow a phrase from 
the women’s movement, “early money is like yeast:”it 
has a catalytic effect on network development. Seed 
funding at the early stage of network emergence is crit-
ical, because it literally allows for the initial group of 
participants to find time, space, facilitation, and other 
support needed to wrestle with complex systemic 
issues while building trust and relationships. Without 
the time and space to step back and reflect collectively, 
participants would just keep doing business as usual 
and getting the same results they have always gotten. 
And while many funders are still hesitant to invest in 
“process,” as they are more accustomed to investing 
in clearly bounded and defined programs, early in-
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vestment is perhaps the most important ingredient for 
success in concert along with effective leadership. In 
this case, the California Community Foundation took 
a risk and supported the process of collective capacity 
development. If anything, this network’s biggest chal-
lenge is not having raised enough money up front; they 
are instead raising money as they go.

• Focus on relationships. In any kind of complex collab-
orative work, including collective impact, networks, and 
human systems, it’s ultimately all about human relation-
ships. In fact, all of the early wins of THE network have 
been driven as much by relationships as by the formal 
structure of the network. This wasn’t by chance: the 
initial leadership and design team made a commitment 
to allocate significant time at the convenings to develop-
ing relationships among network participants, not all of 
whom knew one another coming in. This included long 
personal introductions, discussions of shared values, 
and building in interactive, peer-learning exercises. 
Additionally, between larger convenings, Roller pulled 
together small group dinners in Fresno, San Francisco 
and Los Angeles to nurture some of those interpersonal 
relationships at the heart of the network. In sum, “going 
slow to go fast” really matters in this work. 

• Manage for “flexible structure.” The art of network 
weaving is all about providing some structure while 
still allowing some flexibility and emergence to 
happen, and in this respect it’s something of a paradox. 
The group needs a strong “container” for trust to be 
built and to grapple with complex issues—but they 
also need this container to be flexible enough that 
it can adapt to emerging issues that come up in the 
group. This is very different from a more highly struc-
tured, linear process where goals are set and everyone 
falls in line, as seen in organizational planning, or a 
more top-down process. This flexible structure ap-
proach also applies to network membership and par-
ticipation. The network should have somewhat porous 
boundaries, while being lead by a tighter, committed 
core. “Understand that some people are going to leave 
the network along the way and that’s okay,” says Roller. 
“We needed a process that allows people to walk away 
and allows new people to come in.” 

• Neutral facilitation is critical. At the early stages of this 
kind of process, it’s very important to have objective 
and neutral facilitation to help manage power, politics, 
and group dynamics and assuage any concerns about 
one organization’s agenda overly dominating the 
process. The facilitators and network hosts can “hold 
the container” for the group’s work to emerge and trust 
to be built. And while Housing California played a 
strong role in the formation of the network as a catalyst 
and host, it was critical that the network set up its own 

governance and direction as it evolved. The network’s 
activity continues to be shaped by outside facilitation 
support and led by a diverse and representative Steer-
ing Committee. 

Conclusion

The emergence of THE network hasn’t been without 
its challenges. From the beginning, this network includ-
ed people from both policy advocacy organizations and 
housing developers who come to the work with very dif-
ferent mindsets, cultures, and approaches. The housing 
development community has traditionally operated off 
of a linear production model with a singular goal: build 
more homes. Developers tend to be practical, concrete, 
and focused on action and results. This mental model 
doesn’t always lend itself to big-picture thinking, or to 
investing in “touch-feely” process—so there was some 
initial skepticism about this approach. On the flip side, 
housing advocacy organizations tend to be enamored of 
big ideas, and sometimes abstract solutions. While they 
may have more tolerance for process, they aren’t always 
as adept at innovating on the ground. 

To be successful both sides had to come together, learn 
from one another, and begin to see that their differences 
were in fact strengths in the network. As Roller put it, “The 
practitioners in the room are people who are very much 
focused on concrete things, so the challenge is getting 
them to see the big picture. Basically you have big think-
ers versus people who like to see things get built, and get 
done. Ultimately you need both.”

Like all networks, this group has also had to grapple 
with some of the tensions outlined above including the 
tension between structure and emergence and the tension 
between focusing on “process” (relationship-building, 
group dynamics, planning) and “content” (problem-solv-
ing and getting things done). As in any human system, 
there also have been power dynamics and egos to manage 
along the way. 

Despite these challenges, THE network is proving that 
this approach can work in the affordable housing and com-
munity development fields; it holds promise for produc-
ing even greater social impact. It will take at least a few 
more years to decide whether this network has become an 
ongoing success and has in fact achieved lasting outcomes. 
Until then, other practitioners and funders in this field can 
consider the above lessons as provocative food for thought. 

Whether or not THE network endures, it is already 
revealing that there are different ways to approach this 
kind of work. Roller had to overcome much initial skep-
ticism that a collective impact approach could work in 
the historically-siloed housing field. “There were so many 
people who initially told us this couldn’t be done,” he says 
with a smile.  
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Introduction 

When more than 400 representatives from 
the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD)’s Sustainable 
Communities Initiative (SCI) gathered in 

Washington, DC for their annual convening, they expect-
ed three intensive days of training, best practice exchange, 
and program evaluation; in other words, the usual meeting 
business. What they did not expect was a commencement 
exercise for the “graduating” grantees, complete with di-
plomas and a keynote speaker, which brought smiles to 
the faces of these hard-working local leaders, and the 
federal staff that supported them. While it was just one 
hour in the midst of three complex years of programming, 
it was a powerful moment to reflect on the enormity of 
the work grantees had undertaken and the positive effect 

The Sustainable Communities Initiative: 
Collective Impact in Practice 
By Dwayne S. Marsh, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development

their networks of public agencies, elected officials, non-
profit partners, private sector interests, and neighborhood 
advocates were having on their communities. Local and 
regional partners, working with a supportive federal gov-
ernment partner, embraced a collective impact approach 
to transform their neighborhoods, cities, and counties and 
position their communities to prosper far into the future. 
While participants credit HUD’s Office of Economic Re-
silience (OER) with building a sense of community rarely 
experienced in a federal program, the real credit belongs 
to the 143 local grantee communities and regions pushing 
the next generation of planning and investment in housing, 
transportation, infrastructure, economic development, 
natural resources, workforce, and other critical commu-
nity development issues. This program’s impact stems from 
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the collaborative effort of the federal government, local or-
ganizations, and regional planning entities to ensure that 
these projects transform lives and catalyze new investment 
opportunities for the 119 million Americans living in com-
munities benefiting from an SCI grant. 

An Administration Priority with an 
Innovative Approach

As the first term of the Obama Administration com-
menced, a tumultuous economic climate called for 
creative approaches to restore stability to the nation’s 
economy, address intensifying income inequalities, and 
improve outcomes for families in communities across the 
United States. Creating a more efficient federal govern-
ment better positioned to leverage its financial invest-
ments with strategically aligned policy initiatives was high 
on that list, especially if that investment used local so-
lutions to strengthen neighborhoods and create jobs that 
could boost the economic recovery. Every agency was 
tasked to find ways to meet this objective. Recognizing 
that their agencies were in a position to make the biggest 
impact on connecting neighborhoods, increasing housing 
supply, and opening access to economic opportunity – 
HUD, the Department of Transportation (DOT), and the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) – established the 
Partnership for Sustainable Communities. 

HUD, DOT, and EPA quickly agreed to a set of Livabil-
ity Principles (see inset) to guide their work, which em-
phasized improved transportation choice, greater housing 
options, and locally-driven strategies to protect natural 
resources while respecting existing communities. 

Each agency has taken a leadership role in advanc-
ing the Partnership since its inception. HUD focused on 
directing significant investment into long-range planning 
for place-based initiatives that would enable communities 
and regions to retool for the new economy. Why would the 
agency most recognized for maintaining healthy housing 
markets invest in local and regional planning in a way not 
seen in a generation? HUD Secretary Shaun Donovan rec-
ognized that at a time of historic economic distress, integrat-
ed, comprehensive planning was an economic turnaround 
strategy that would provide the nation the best chance for 
community recovery. With this relatively small investment, 
regions could attract partners to the table to decide how 
best to target public and private resources to projects that 
would attract new businesses, support a strong workforce, 
develop new housing to access economic opportunities — 
and exponentially grow the initial investment.
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Partnership for Sustainable Communities Livability Principles

Provide more transportation choices.
Develop safe, reliable, and economical transportation choices to decrease household transportation costs, 
reduce our nation’s dependence on foreign oil, improve air quality, reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and 
promote public health. 

Promote equitable, affordable housing.
Expand location- and energy-efficient housing choices for people of all ages, incomes, races, and 
ethnicities to increase mobility and lower the combined cost of housing and transportation. 

Enhance economic competitiveness.
Improve economic competitiveness through reliable and timely access to employment centers, educational 
opportunities, services and other basic needs by workers, as well as expanded business access to 
markets. 

Support existing communities.
Target federal funding toward existing communities—through strategies like transit-oriented, mixed-use 
development and land recycling—to increase community revitalization and the efficiency of public works 
investments and safeguard rural landscapes. 

Coordinate and leverage federal policies and investment.
Align federal policies and funding to remove barriers to collaboration, leverage funding, and increase the 
accountability and effectiveness of all levels of government to plan for future growth, including making 
smart energy choices such as locally generated renewable energy. 

Value communities and neighborhoods. 
Enhance the unique characteristics of all communities by investing in healthy, safe, and walkable 
neighborhoods—rural, urban, or suburban. 



32  Community Investments, Spring 2014 – Volume 26, Number 1

Photo credit: Michael Connors

In many ways, the approach taken by the Partnership 
mirrors the growing movement toward collective impact 
strategies. The core components of collective impact 
strategies – building a common agenda, creating shared 
measurement systems, identifying mutually reinforcing ac-
tivities, promoting continuous communications, and sup-
porting backbone organizations – have been embraced 
by increasing numbers of community builders as the best 
hope of resolving complex social and economic issues. 
The priority that collective impact puts on cross-sector 
partnerships brings the public, private, and philanthropic 
interests to the table with a posture of action and achieving 
meaningful outcomes for affected communities.

The investment could not have been more timely, as 
around the country planning departments were enduring 
their most intensive funding cuts in decades. OER provided 
two types of grants: Regional Planning Grants ranged to 
$5 million and were targeted at coordinating infrastruc-
ture investments to support strong regional economies in 
metro- and micropolitan regions over a 25-30 year time 
horizon. Community Challenge Grants of up to $3 million 
focused on more neighborhood- and corridor-scale project 
planning. To reinforce the Livability Principles, the Office 
built the competition through a collaboratively produced, 
publicly-influenced process. An Advance Notice of Funding 
Availability and a national listening tour brought thousands 
of interested parties to the table to advise the agency on how 
to create the strongest program possible. Broad public en-
gagement during the application process coupled with high 
demand for planning resources and a growing recognition 
that planning for sustainable development strengthens com-
munities’ economic resilience and competitiveness led to a 
tremendously competitive program. More than $8.3 billion 
was requested in four rounds of competition with only $250 
million available for grantmaking. Applicants had to articu-
late a problem statement of the community conditions to 
be addressed, describe a set of outcomes that clearly dem-
onstrated more effective alignment of planning initiatives at 
the local level, and set forth a roadmap for how a three-
year integrated planning process would position them to 
bring together the requisite partners to move the commu-
nity forward with collective intention. Outside of a few core 
outcomes required of those winning awards, wide latitude 
was given to applicants to address the issues most pressing 
for their communities. In the Regional Planning grants, a 
locally supportive nonprofit partner was required to be a 
part of the consortium governing the project to deepen op-
portunities for meaningful community engagement. 

A cohort of 143 grantees in 48 states and the District 
of Columbia emerged from the two grant programs re-
flecting the diversity of communities across the nation. In 
South Florida, two regional planning councils worked to 
bring seven counties into coordinated long-range plan-

ning to envision growth and development over the next 
50 years for more than six million residents. To the west, 
Opportunity Link bridged the interests of rural and fron-
tier Montana communities spread across 31,000 square 
miles, the program’s largest geographic range despite a 
population numbering less than 150,400. Some grantees 
had deep experience working with HUD, while others 
were first-time grantees with the agency. Grantees identi-
fied a dizzying array of issues to be addressed, reaching 
from core necessities to the cutting edge. For the City of 
Flint, a $1.57 million grant allowed the first update of the 
zoning code in 51 years. Meanwhile, the Denver Regional 
Council of Governments was able to coordinate corridor 
planning to integrate land uses and economic develop-
ment opportunities along what will soon be the nation’s 
most expansive network of light rail service spanning 
more than 110 miles. The common thread across every 
grantee was partnerships – a fundamental component of 
every grantee’s strategy regardless of the financial, politi-
cal, or geographic scale of the planning effort.

Creating a Culture of Partnership  
in Government

Creating a culture of partnership when working with 
federal agencies is no small task. The practice started with 
OER, which adopted a customer service orientation de-
signed to help grantees navigate the federal government 
labyrinth and identify opportunities for simplifying pro-
cessing, aligning workplans, and leveraging resources. A 
Government Technical Representative (GTR) stationed in 
OER, provided capacity building and trouble-shooting to 
the grantee for the duration of the project. The GTR served 
as a partner and government administrator, speaking to 
their grantees monthly and providing helpful resources as 
they monitored progress. 

The partnership culture extended to the entire agency, 
as HUD identified mechanisms to elevate the work of the 
grantees. One such mechanism, Preferred Sustainability 
Status, gives enhanced access to training resources and 
bonus points in certain discretionary grant programs to 
those who demonstrated a high level of commitment to 
integrated planning through their applications. At the next 
circle of engagement, the Partnership agencies actively 
seek to leverage these investments in other EPA and DOT 
programs, with USDA becoming an increasing ally in this 
effort. OER transitioned from grantor to facilitator, working 
relentlessly to make connections in the federal arena. 

The result of the healthy dialogue between government 
and grantee was a wealth of lessons learned for HUD 
and other federal agencies working with communities on 
planning and place-based initiatives, drawn from regular 
check-ins, grantee communities of practice, capacity 
building working groups, and direct communication. 
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Building the Capacity of the Field:  
No Grantee Left Behind

With a mission to help all grantees complete deliver-
ables that would help transform neighborhoods and com-
munities, OER committed to capacity building to improve 
grantees’ opportunities to accomplish their ambitious 
agendas. The theory of change prioritized community and 
peer exchange, tapping local expertise, fostering purpose-
ful collaboration, and facilitating implementation. 

OER held a separate competition designed to encour-
age highly-qualified national and regional intermediaries 
to propose ways to support grantees in their efforts and, 
by consequence, elevate the field of practice around the 
country. Eight intermediaries were awarded a total of $10 
million in two competitions to provide services. Working 
collaboratively with OER they developed curricula, con-
ducted virtual trainings, held webinars, hosted in-person 
gatherings, facilitated peer exchange, and responded to 
direct queries for training assistance from grantees. These 
intermediaries also reached out at the direction of the 
grant’s GTR. 

Ultimately, a national online Learning Network amongst 
the grantees was established that centralized these resourc-
es, simplified assistance access, and even allowed grant-
ees to become assistance providers. Staff from the Boston 
regional grantee Metropolitan Area Planning Council had 
nationally recognized data management capacity; they 

supported the intermediary team helping to infuse social 
equity measures into scenario planning. Reinforcing the 
work of the intermediaries is a network of more than 100 
HUD field staff engaged as Sustainability Officers, rooted 
in the grantees’ home communities, and tasked to make 
the agency more responsive at the local level. 

Another core element of the strategy involved recog-
nizing the talent inherent in this pioneering group of grant-
ees. Many of the grantees brought significant planning, 
investment, and development experience to the process. 
An intentional approach to peer exchange became funda-
mental. Successful grantees kept an eye to implementa-
tion. Often that requires some degree of transformation 
in the bureaucratic or civic structure of local government 
and regions in order for the integrated approaches of the 
grantees to succeed. Grantees worked to build consensus, 
or at least interest, in creating cross-disciplinary plans. Ad-
ditionally, great effort was invested to determine perfor-
mance metrics that would allow for a common language 
of progress to emerge. The capacity building capstone was 
the annual grantee Convening, where grantees spend three 
days in deep exchange with one another, benefit from the 
event’s presence in DC to connect with other national re-
source organizations and federal agencies, and calibrate 
their expectations for future planning and implementation 
work. And occasionally get recognized in a commence-
ment ceremony.
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In-Practice Example: The Power of Partnership – Ranson, West Virginia

The West Virginia city of Ranson’s relationship with The Partnership predates The Partnership. EPA 
brownfields assessment grants awarded in 2001, 2004, and 2006 to Ranson and neighboring Charles 
Town paved the way for American Public University’s construction of an academic center—the first LEED-
certified6 commercial building in West Virginia—on a former brownfield. The university’s investment will 
attract hundreds of jobs.

To build on this momentum, Ranson and Charles Town applied for and received an EPA Brownfields Area-
Wide Planning Grant, a HUD Community Challenge Planning Grant, and a DOT TIGER II Planning Grant 
in 2010. Coordination of the three grants allowed the communities to develop a cohesive plan that uses 
vacant, previously contaminated land for economic development, links transportation to land use, protects 
the environment, and provides more affordable housing.

The city of Ranson received technical assistance through EPA’s Building Blocks for Sustainable 
Communities Program to strengthen and articulate the plan. EPA worked with elected officials, 
stakeholders, and the public to identify areas for growth and analyze existing community tools. This 
assistance, provided in May 2011, resulted in a clear and specific action plan that helped Ranson 
implement the three grants ahead of schedule. In April 2012, Ranson’s city council unanimously approved 
proposals to enact a new zoning code and comprehensive plan, moving the community one step closer to 
realizing its vision for growth. By braiding funding streams, the Partnership demonstrated that it could be a 
proactive, productive partner in a collective impact strategy.

“All the stars aligned – transportation, zoning, the environment, workforce housing,” noted Ranson City 
Manager Andy Blake. “The Partnership allowed us to refine our plans into implementable steps to create a 
sustainable community for generations to come.”



34  Community Investments, Spring 2014 – Volume 26, Number 1

Results 

Planning is great, but at the end of the day results matter. 
In communities struggling to recover from the economic 
downturn, grantees needed real solutions that improve so-
cioeconomic outcomes for families and increase investment 
potential for cities and towns were what grantees needed. 
Improved land use decisions that addressed location afford-
ability, economic development strategies that leverage re-
gional transportation assets, and initiatives that help people 
put money back in their pockets by looking at the planning 
and development issues together were the core products 
that began to emerge from planning processes. 

By the second year of the process, most regions had 
worked through issues of meaningful engagement of com-
munities and were trying to create clear forward-moving 
visions. In Maine, the Greater Portland Regional Planning 
Council used municipally-based demonstration grants to 
reinforce the notion that the Regional Planning Grant had 
tangible outcomes. Houston Galveston Area Council pro-
duced a strategy to address a crisis in land use that has 
evolved over decades in the absence of effective zoning. 
Seattle’s Puget Sound Regional Council developed a re-
gional compact which has already secured signatures 
from more than 26 jurisdictions and organizations com-
mitting to embrace the principles of the planning docu-
ment created during the grant. The Hopi Tribe completed 
master planning for a new community that will link the 
existing mesas, provide community development oppor-
tunities for their nation, and connect them more effective-
ly with the neighboring Navajo nation. 

With 143 grantees, the results from the program are 
beginning to pour in and some themes are emerging. The 
most successful grantees are utilizing their networks to:

• Harness market forces. The City and County of Ho-
nolulu used its planning process to investigate new 
methods of affordable housing construction and pres-
ervation in the nation’s toughest market. Now they 
are leveraging private investment through a loan fund 
targeted at properties along future transit lines, bring-
ing business and municipal interests into new project 
developments.

• Improve local infrastructure. St. Charles Parish, Loui-
siana is using its Challenge grant to rework the road 
and technology infrastructure of its principal business 
corridor, increasing economic development oppor-
tunities and reducing transit time to the community’s 
lone hospital. 

• Develop innovative financing mechanisms. Plans take 
money to realize. Nearly every grantee is working to 
broaden its array of financing mechanisms to support 
project implementation.

• Integrate development disciplines. Often the compre-
hensive nature of the planning processes has brought 
together divisions of governments such as departments 
of health and planning that had never previously col-
laborated for a common cause.

• Achieving catalytic use of land assets. In Salt Lake 
County, community leaders followed up on its land-
mark Envision Utah planning process with a series of 
development strategies and tools for local communi-
ties designed to meet the ambitious goal of concentrat-
ing 30 percent of the region’s future development on 
three percent of its land area. 

• Involving employment anchors in long range devel-
opment activity. In Memphis, the Aerotropolis strategy 
acknowledges the intensive engine that the logistics 
sector represents for regional employment, and the 
chance to improve outcomes for working families and 
traditionally disadvantaged populations. 

• Expanding the network of stakeholders from those 
concerned with planning for the future to include 
those who can make it happen. The pivot to implemen-
tation is a preoccupation of every grantee completing 
their planning and grantees are learning how best to 
kickstart the implementation process for their own ini-
tiatives. The Piedmont Authority for Regional Transpor-
tation is one of many grantees bringing business and 
philanthropic leaders into the planning process, ensur-
ing resonance with the resulting plan and investment 
in its successful implementation. 

Lessons Learned 

Several areas of focus have emerged among the grant-
ees, all of which resonate strongly with the Partnership’s 
six livability principles: 

• Integrated housing and transportation. The planners for 
the Wasatch Front in Utah were acknowledged as na-
tional leaders on transportation issues. But the chance 
to pair that expertise with a priority on housing dra-
matically enriched the conversation, and the resulting 
strategy has promising potential for economic devel-
opment and enhanced resident access to amenities. 

• A focus on economic resilience. Any number of grant-
ees made economic resilience their top priority follow-
ing the economic downturn of 2008-2009. Grantees 
used specific economic development tactics, as well 
as linking housing, transportation, and infrastructure 
strategies to generate investment. But perhaps no 
grantee better used the opportunity to plot a course 
for a more resilient future than Thunder Valley Com-
munity Development Corporation, which helped the 
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Oglala Lakota Tribe (South Dakota) establish its first 
long-range development plan. 

• Aligned workforce development and regional plan-
ning. Several regions used their SCI grants to take a 
deeper look at how they could strengthen the work-
force development aspects of their regional plans. On 
opposite coasts Baltimore and the San Francisco Bay 
Area focused on bringing low- and moderate-wage 
workers into better career paths and connecting train-
ing to housing and transportation access. 

• A new commitment to engagement, particularly for 
traditionally underrepresented populations. A funda-
mental aspect of the planning grant programs involves 
forging a meaningful place at the decision-making table 
for communities that usually have no role in long-range 
planning. Lane County, Oregon staff commissioned a 
research paper to determine what factors kept invisible 

communities, particularly the growing undocument-
ed immigrant community, from participating in civil 
society. Its findings achieved national relevance and 
framed subsequent outreach strategies in the region.

• Equity in outcomes means planning for equity. From 
the onset, the Puget Sound Regional Council recog-
nized that if they wanted to see different outcomes for 
marginalized communities a different kind of planning 
conversation would have to happen. So they built a 
governing structure for the project that featured an 
Equity co-Chair, bringing these issues into focus in 
nearly every aspect of the planning process.

• Alignment of diverse issues, such as health, arts, and 
culture. Many grantees saw the opportunity to build 
to more collective buy-in of the initiative (and an in-
creased likelihood of implementation) by blending 
diverse but related issues. It also helped to bring more 

Special Focus: C
ollective A

ction

In-Practice Example: Planning to Soothe Growing Pains – Puget Sound Region, Washington

Nearly 4 million people call the metropolitan Seattle home, living in a beautiful mix of urban and rural 
landscapes. Its desirability as a place to live, work, and play has strained the region’s affordability, 
with more and more families forced to move farther from job centers in search of cheaper housing. 
Implementation of a long-term vision for land use, economic development, and transportation is 
challenged by growing population (an estimated 1.5 million new residents by 2040), and the difficult task 
of coordinating consistent policies across more than 80 cities and towns. The Puget Sound Regional 
Council used its $4.99 million SCI grant to build a consortium of cities, counties, and public and nonprofit 
partners that would put jobs and opportunity closer to where people live through its Growing Transit 
Communities project. 

This initiative invests in strategic transit corridors and uses innovative technology and community capacity-
building to ensure equitable, meaningful participation in decision-making. To keep an opportunity frame at 
the project’s forefront, the organizationally diverse steering committee designated one of its two project co-
Chairs to focus on equity issues, a powerful statement about the value of inclusion and diverse leadership 
being central to the region’s future.

The benefits for the region are manifold. The grant sets the stage for a regional acquisition fund for transit-
oriented, affordable housing development. An array of demonstration projects provides benefits to local 
residents estimated at $25 million, based on cost-savings that include reduced congestion and decreased 
accident risks. More than $400,000 has been distributed to community-based organizations to participate 
in planning – the first time that many of these organizations have had significant resources to advance 
their neighborhood planning efforts to comprehensive regional planning. 

Catalyst projects demonstrate how integrated planning supports economic vitality and enhanced livability 
for the region and its communities. In the mid-size port city of Tacoma, the initiative attracts regional 
investment by developing a subarea plan that helps prepare for an estimated 60,000 new jobs by 2030, 
and provides $5.8 million in immediate cost savings to developers by avoiding project-by-project reviews. 

In 2011, five projects from Tacoma and Seattle received more than $15 million in competitive funding 
from HUD, in part due to a Preferred Sustainability Status designation given to projects aligned with the 
Growing Transit Communities objectives.

Project manager Ben Bakkenta notes, “What’s impressed me the most is how we’re working with residents 
and communities in ways we never have before. This not only builds support for a shared vision, but builds 
the local capacity to make that vision a reality.” 
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local relevance to the frame of the program. In North-
west Vermont, the entire project became structured 
around health outcomes that were more meaningful to 
the residents of the region. 

The Power of Partnerships 

An important commonality that emerged from this 
initiative was the incredible depth of partnerships across 
grantees, underscoring the value of a collective impact 
approach for community development. Partnerships 
were rich across most grantee communities. As graduates 
emerge from the program, many national community de-
velopment intermediaries are finding ways to build off the 
work that has already been done and help regions imple-
ment their plans. Philanthropy continues its stewardship 
of sustainable community development issues; the sector 
was investing in many of the places most concerned with 
these issues long before HUD or the Administration re-vis-
ited the issue, and in many places are generational partners 
with community. Many grantees have worked to engage 
local foundations and philanthropists, who understand 
the value of collective action impact as well as anyone. In 
2013, HUD and Living Cities, a collaborative of founda-
tions and financial institutions, signed a memorandum of 
understanding to increase coordination between the two 
entities to help regions strengthen their capital absorption 
capacity to increase investment readiness, share lessons 
learned with the field, and test new models.

While the Partnership began as an alliance between 
three agencies, several other Federal agencies have assist-
ed Partnership work and grantees, helping communities 
cut through red tape by aligning planning requirements 
and reducing unnecessary duplication. The Economic 
Development Authority partnered with HUD to allow its 
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy plan-
ning requirements to be met by qualifying Regional Plan-
ning grants, reducing bureaucracy and improving access 
to vital planning dollars for scores of moderate-sized com-
munities participating in the Initiative. DOT co-invested in 
one of the rounds of Challenge grant competition, creating 
a rare multiple-agency grant opportunity that underscored 
the critical importance of aligning housing and transpor-
tation planning. EPA provided resources for the capac-
ity building for grantees, integrating important water and 
brownfields issues into communities’ long-range plan-
ning. And federal-state partnerships began to take shape, 
with a handful of statewide grant recipients in the cohort 
who used the moment to reframe state policy priorities for 
economic resilience and sustainable development. 

Conclusion: Poised to Put Plans to Action

As two-thirds of the community of grantees who com-
prise the HUD Sustainable Communities Initiative com-
plete their planning processes, a broad array of elected of-
ficials, federal agencies, philanthropies, advocates, private 
sector interests, and community development entities wait 
to see just how much of the potential of the program can 
be achieved. SCI grantees are direct beneficiaries of a col-
lective impact approach wherein the federal government 
is an effective partner. That partnership has come in several 
ways. As local communities have built a common agenda, 
multiple Partnership (and other federal) agencies have 
worked to acknowledge and support those agendas, co-
ordinating investments and contributing staff time to those 
initiatives. The Partnership moves closer to developing 
performance measures that are locally relevant, nation-
ally collectible, and adequate to the task of demonstrat-
ing progress toward sustainable development practices. 
At the Partnership and amongst numerous other federal 
agencies, there is increasing skill developing to find the 
mutually reinforcing activities while avoiding unnecessary 
redundancy. And by supporting backbone organizations 
within these regions (the lead grantee), the federal govern-
ment facilitates cross-sector partnerships equipped to take 
on the complex housing, transportation, and workforce 
development issues most central to a strong economic 
recovery. Collective impact cannot transpire unless local 
leadership owns the process, but the SCI grants have dem-
onstrated that the federal government can be a significant 
contributor. 

Early evidence points to three key determinants of 
grantee success as communities and regions put their 
plans into motion. First, communities that are positioned 
to achieve the ambitious outcomes set forth in their origi-
nal proposals took advantage of a planning framework 
for sustainable economic growth that was facilitated via 
federal resources but ultimately forged in local communi-
ties. Second, cross-sector partnerships are core to nearly 
every grantee – they are the only way that grantees can 
develop solutions to match the complexity of the issues 
facing local communities. Third, those who developed 
governance structures that capitalized on the power in-
herent in collective strategy development and discourse 
are now poised to move into action with significant imple-
mentation momentum. Only with the full participation of 
every sector can these communities and regions achieve 
the lofty, hugely important economic, social, and envi-
ronmental outcomes that will serve all populations in the 
decades to come.  
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DATA SNAPSHOT
If the Entire Population of the 12th District were 100 People...

They’d live in these states... 91 people would have jobs...

14 would be living below 
the poverty line...

30 would be college graduates...

DATA SNAPSHOT

For these and other interesting facts about the 12th District, check out the 12th District County Profiles at
http://www.frbsf.org/community-development/publications/special/county-profiles/
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, ACS 2012 and Bureau of Labor Statistics 2012
Note: College graduate rate measures adults over 25.  Poverty rate measures adults over 18.

For these and other interesting facts about the 12th District, check out the 12th District County Profiles at
http://www.frbsf.org/community-development/data/12th-district-county-profiles/
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Money Mismanagement Correlated With 
Homelessness Among Recent Veterans

Veterans make up 10 percent of the U.S. population, 
but it is estimated that they constitute between 16 
and 32 percent of the nation’s homeless popula-

tion, indicating that veterans are overrepresented among 
the homeless. What accounts for this? A recent study sug-
gests that while factors such as mental illness and physical 
injuries sustained during active service contribute to the 
homelessness seen among veterans, another significant 
correlation can be found between management of per-
sonal finances and housing stability. To identify the role 
that money management plays in veteran homelessness, 
Eric Elbogen, Connor P. Sullivan, James Wolfe, Henry 
Ryan Wagner and Jean C. Beckham drew on data from 
two waves of surveys of veterans conducted by the U.S. 
Department of Veterans’ Affairs between 2009 and 2011.

The surveys prompted veterans to respond to ques-
tions about their personal and employment background 
and income, medical history, financial management 
practices, and housing situation. Most respondents were 
employed (75 percent) and had some education beyond 
high school (82 percent), but many also struggled with 
alcohol abuse (24 percent) or mental illness (28 percent). 
Yet the researchers noted that an even larger number – 
over 30 percent – of the veterans reported that they had 
mismanaged their money in some way between the first 
and second surveys. The authors observed that most vet-
erans who faced financial problems had gone over their 
credit limit, had written bad checks, or were overdue on 
loan repayments. 

Overall, five percent of respondents said they had 
been homeless for at least one night during the survey 
interval – a figure which is likely an undercount given that 
survey was mailed to veterans and those who were home-
less and without a mailing address at the time of the survey 
would not have received it. What is more notable is that 

the homelessness rate among respondents varied consid-
erably by income level and whether or not a veteran mis-
managed his or her money. While less than one percent of 
higher income veterans with no history of money misman-
agement found themselves homeless, nearly 15 percent of 
those with lower incomes and poor money management 
were homeless during the survey interval. Additionally, 
more of the veterans with higher incomes but poor money 
management reported homelessness episodes than those 
with lower incomes who managed their money well. 

The authors suggest that veterans have limited oppor-
tunity during and after their military training and service 
to learn money management skills, which may explain 
in part the strong correlation between insufficient money 
management and instances of homelessness. They note 
that credit card debt is especially prominent among veter-
ans with financial problems, and veterans are three times 
more likely to take out payday loans than the general 
public. 

To help reverse these trends and better prepare veter-
ans for return to civilian life, the authors suggest includ-
ing a more thorough financial education program within 
the Transitional Assistance Program that service members 
attend during discharge processing at the end of their 
service. They also suggest that Department of Veterans 
Affairs assistance programs for currently homeless veter-
ans include financial skills training to help veterans learn 
better money management behaviors.

Eric Elbogen, Connor P. Sullivan, James Wolfe, Henry 
Ryan Wagner, and Jean C. Beckham, “Homelessness and 
Money Mismanagement in Iraq and Afghanistan Veter-
ans,” American Journal of Public Health, Supplement 2, 
2013, Volume 103, Number S2, pp. S248-S254.
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Municipal Policies Preserve Affordable Housing 
Amidst Post-Recession Rent Pressures

Municipalities across the United States are grap-
pling with a post-Recession housing paradox: 
just as demand is rising for rental homes afford-

able to low- and moderate-income renters, traditional 
funding sources for affordable housing construction and 
rehabilitation are running low. Cities and counties face 
the question of how best to build and preserve affordable 
units amongst rapidly rising rents and a boom in market- 
and above-market rate multifamily housing construction. 
A recent article by Edward J. Sullivan and Karin Power 
observes that given these realities and the shortage of 
funding, a growing number of municipalities are employ-
ing local policy tools as an alternative to help preserve 
and increase the availability of affordable units.

The authors note that there are many factors con-
tributing to the need for construction of more afford-
able homes and preservation of existing affordable units. 
Among these reasons are reduced renter incomes, lower 
rental unit vacancy rates, and increased demand for 
rental units on the part of growing populations includ-
ing seniors, minorities, and millennials. At the same time, 
the stock of existing affordable housing units is aging 
and many subsidized developments are reaching the 
end of their mandated affordability preservation periods. 
The authors explain that once the affordability clauses 
attached to many lower-rent subsidized developments 
expire, property owners may choose to convert the units 
to market rate, especially in light of parallel demand at 
the higher-priced end of the rental market, thus shrinking 
the existing affordable housing stock. Additionally, the 
majority of lower-priced rental units are not subsidized; 
without the restriction of affordability clauses owners of 
these properties can generally raise rents at will. 

Lower-income renters are unlikely to have better luck 
with newer rental units, the authors note, since most 
multifamily residential buildings constructed since the 
mid-1990s are offered at market- or above market-rate 
rents. The authors also point out that traditional afford-
able housing development and rehabilitation subsidy 
programs such as the HOME Investment Partnerships 

Program and Community Development Block Grants 
have been deeply slashed in recent federal budgets, di-
minishing the funding available to cities and counties to 
devote to affordable development projects and inhibiting 
the addition of needed affordable units.

Despite fewer financial resources, Sullivan and Power 
emphasize that municipalities play an important role in 
ensuring the provision and preservation of affordable 
units due to their power to introduce and enforce policy 
solutions. The authors highlight three ways in which cities 
and counties are using regulatory solutions for affordable 
housing purposes in the post-Recession housing land-
scape: “no net loss” policies, rights of first refusal, and 
municipal building codes. “No net loss” policies require 
a one-for-one replacement of any affordable housing 
units that are removed from existing stock due to proper-
ty deterioration or market-rate conversions. Under rights 
of first refusal policies, owners of existing subsidized or 
other multifamily buildings must notify the city or county 
of their intent to sell the property, at which point mu-
nicipalities can offer the building for purchase exclu-
sively for a defined period to non-profit organizations or 
public agencies that intend to retain affordable housing 
or convert market-rate units in the property to afford-
able homes. Through municipal codes, municipalities 
can provide conditions specific to affordable properties, 
such as waived permit and land use fees, reduced parking 
requirements, or streamlined development review pro-
cesses, all of which can help to lower development or 
rehabilitation costs for affordable housing developments. 
The authors suggest that municipalities consider employ-
ing such policies to help preserve their existing affordable 
housing stock and provide additional lower-rent units in 
light of the steep demand for such homes. 

Edward J. Sullivan and Karin Power, “Coming Affordable 
Housing Challenges for Municipalities After the 
Great Recession,” Journal of Affordable Housing and 
Community Development Law, 2013, Volume 21, Issue 
3/4, p. 297-314.
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