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Few entities are as uniquely situated as community foundations to create 
transformative change. As public charities, community foundations are 
especially flexible in the tools and resources they may bring to bear on pressing 
challenges, and the opportunities they may leverage. In addition to providing 
grant dollars to nonprofit organizations through a variety of approaches (e.g. 
reactive, proactive, and collaborative grantmaking), they may also run programs, 
do business lending and impact investing, advocate for policy change, implement 
pilot projects, and convene their diverse networks of stakeholders, including 
entities and individuals from the nonprofit, business and public sectors. 

As part of their strategic plan, the Community Foundation for McHenry County 
(CFMC) sought to more impactfully utilize their assets to improve lives in 
McHenry County through the following strategies:

1. Review current guidelines for giving/distributing resources. 

2. Explore alternative ways to distribute assets (structure and sector).

3. Develop recommendations for the Board.

Through a learning journey facilitated by Foresight Design Initiative, CFMC 
has (1) developed a process for identifying and pursuing new philanthropic 
investment priorities that seek transformative impact, and that are strategic and 
proactive rather than solely responsive, and (2) chosen an initial focus area to 
pursue in the coming years.

In our first meeting with the CFMC Board’s Subcommittee on grants, we set 
the following principles to inform our learning journey and thus the form and 
purpose of this report.

1. The Product Should be a Process 
Not just guidance regarding a one-time high impact grantmaking initiative, 
but rather a tool and process that can be used for similar future endeavors. 

2. Inform Quality of Life Vision 
This process should enable a more broadly shared vision for quality of 
life in McHenry County. Several Subcommittee members spoke of the 
County’s lack of a “north star” to unite residents and changemakers 
across organizations and sectors. This was also echoed by community 
stakeholders engaged along the way. While convening stakeholders 
to define such a common vision was beyond the scope of the learning 
journey, this desire has inspired the recommendations that have 
been adopted by the Subcommittee, in the hopes that the proposed 
grantmaking initiative will enable collective visioning.

Genesis & Process
background

introduction
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3. Address Root Causes 
Transformative philanthropic initiatives should address the root causes 
of challenges with which grantee organizations are grappling. Several 
Board members voiced frustration with receiving similar proposals 
annually from grantees, and hoped that this initiative will spur systems 
change to address some of the root causes of the challenges being faced 
by McHenry County’s residents. This has influenced the choice of topic 
and process. 

Our learning journey involved the following steps:

1. Reviewed current guidelines for giving/distributing resources. 

2. Held a workshop with the Community Foundation’s Board subcommittee 
on grants to define an initial vision for success. 

3. Hosted a series of appreciative inquiry sessions with cross-sector 
stakeholders to identify areas of passion and urgency, and ingredients of 
success for collaborative undertakings. The aims and protocol for these 
sessions are described in detail in the Discover Phase.

4. Conducted a landscape review of relevant case studies which represented 
best-in-class examples of transformative philanthropy by community 
foundations across the country (see appendix for the case studies).

5. Held a workshop with the Board subcommittee to determine an initial 
area of focus, and overall approach, based on the landscape review and 
stakeholder inquiry efforts.

6. Developed workplan for implementing strategy around the initial focus 
area and to select new focus areas in the future. 

Based upon the issues that surfaced during this exploration, the Subcommittee 
chose to focus its initial high impact initiative on creating economic opportunity 
and building capital—with a focus on a holistic understanding of multiple forms 
of interrelated capital that include financial, cultural, historical, ecological, and 
others. This focus represented the priorities of multiple stakeholder groups, such 
as nonprofit leaders’ concerns regarding affordable housing and the county’s 
high cost of living, or the business community’s concerns regarding young 
people’s preparation for the 21st Century workforce. An initial problem statement 
is being written to capture these and other dimensions of the challenge and 
opportunity. (See the Discover Phase for a detailed description of the problem 
statement development process). This focus also felt like one that would enable 
further movement toward establishing a compelling, shared vision of quality of 
life for the County. 

Due to the complexity of the topic, a cross-sector collective impact approach 
has been chosen as the process through which to pursue a transformative 
philanthropic strategy. (See the Discover Phase for a guide to assessing 
a challenge’s level of complexity). This guide is intended to support the 
implementation of this forthcoming initiative, while also serving as a resource 
that details the process CFMC may use to pursue future high impact 
undertakings. It outlines the key activities, capacities, and tools required for 
implementation, organized by the key phases of work.

learning journey 
process

today’s impact 
opportunity 
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table 1: types of grants

description
nature of challenge 
or opportunity

source of challenge or 
opportunity

time 
horizon

Responsive Providing grants to accommodate requests 
from nonprofits for programs that fall within a 
community foundation’s mission and guidelines.

Needs of individual 
nonprofit

Nonprofits 1-year

Strategic Broad umbrella term for a foundation that directs 
grants to address specific community needs with 
a defined impact.

Specific or pressing 
community need

Community Foundation Board 
and Staff identify community 
needs and establish goals for 
foundation’s funding programs

1-year

Proactive Identify organizations or programs that target 
specific issues that foundations are interested in 
and want to fund over a 3-5 year time period.

Policy development 
and/or systems 
change

Community Foundation Board 
and Staff identify priority issue 
areas

3-5 years

Initiative Launching a specific grantmaking or community 
leadership effort—a call for foundations to 
assume a leadership role with a focus on new 
ideas or what “could be.”

Systems change and/
or collective impact

Collaborative problem 
definition and strategy with 
cross-sector stakeholders

3-5 years

Collaborative Working with other funders on specific areas of 
interest that all agree to mutually support.

Complex, shared 
challenge

Community Foundation and 
other funders

3-5 years

Adapted from What You Need to Know: Comparing Grantmaking Strategies, Council on Foundations, 2018.

A first step in this exploration was to review established grantmaking 
approaches that a foundation might pursue, as summarized in the table below 
(Table 1). It quickly became clear that the Community Foundation wished to 
pursue large scale impact for the County, and would need to look at approaches 
on the right-hand side of the table.

For each of these typologies, there are a core series of phases that are shared by 
all, which include: Discover, Understand, Formulate, Implement, and Evaluate. 
This sequence remains consistent—what changes are the particulars of the 
activities and tools used to address each phase’s primary questions and aims, 
and the scale at which efforts may be implemented. The enclosed table shows 
each phase’s primary focus, and an estimation of the resources needed for 
its pursuit (Table 2).

Fundamentals: 
Grantmaking Typologies & Lifecycle

types of grants

grantmaking 
lifecycle

introduction



Guide to Transformative Philanthropy | 5 

figure 1: grantmaking lifecycle

table 2: overview of phases

description prompt timeline
cfmc 
fte

ballpark investment

Discover Identify an impact opportunity Is there a “there” there? 1-3 months 1.5 $10,000-20,000

Understand Understand the nature of the 
impact opportunity

What’s the opportunity 
for impact?

3-6 months 1.5 $20,000-40,000

Formulate Develop a shared action agenda How do we do it? 4-6 months 1.5-2 $20,000-40,000

Implement Deploy resources to support 
implementation

Is it working? How do 
we know?

3+ years 1.5 $200,000-500,000

Evaluate Track progress and refine 
approach over time

What is next? Annually, 
for duration 
of initiative

1.5 $20,000-40,000

Discover                    Understand            Formulate             Implement  
    

    
   

   
  E
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Whenever CFMC is eager for new opportunities to drive and support impact, it 
shall commence with the Discover Phase. The aim of this Phase is to gauge the 
County’s pressing needs and opportunities related to supportive and inclusive 
quality of life. Simply stated, it is about stepping back to take the County’s pulse. 
Below are a series of activities that CFMC can lead to get a holistic snapshot of 
County priorities and potential opportunities for impact. 

1.  Host stakeholder inquiry sessions
Like most community foundations, CFMC is deeply embedded in place, and is 
accountable to a diversity of the region’s residents. The Foundation has many 
stakeholder groups, from donors, grantees, program beneficiaries and Board 
members to McHenry County residents and fellow funders in the region. 

Phase 1: Discover

time & capacity

key activities

Timeline 1-3 months

Key Activities

1. Host stakeholder inquiry sessions

2. Review County priorities and plans

3. Define an initial problem statement

4. Determine the type of problem

5. Consider a collective impact initiative

6. Draft learning questions to guide the understand phase

Capacity 
Requirements

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to lead inquiry and 
problem/opportunity sourcing

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to convene and 
meet with stakeholders 

• CFMC Program Manager/Director and Board 
subcommittee to co-define an initial problem 
statement and learning questions

CFMC FTE 1.5

Potential 
Consultant Role

Facilitation of inquiry sessions with stakeholders across the 
County. Estimated fee: $10,000-20,000

guide to transformative philanthropy
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Stakeholder inquiry sessions can be used to take the pulse of the County to 
garner a better sense of:

• What issues do stakeholders care about?

• What issues are most pressing today?

• What type of issues should CFMC focus on?

• What potentially unfulfilled roles or unacknowledged opportunities do 
stakeholders see for CFMC in addressing pressing issues?

• Where does CFMC want to make an impact?

• Where is CFMC most equipped to make an impact?

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) provides one meaningful tool for facilitating these 
sessions in a way that values what participants appreciate about the region, and 
finds inspiration for innovation in what they already know is possible based upon 
past experiences. 

AI reframes the study of problems into the study of successes by focusing on 
how the future can build on the best parts of the past, believing that we all 
have experiences, even if only fleeting, of what success looks like, and we have 
the capacity to create positive change. In addition to drawing out essential 
ingredients for successful initiatives, the act of asking questions of a group of 
diverse stakeholders positively influences the relationships between them, and 
potentially facilitates early support and buy-in for initiatives that the Foundation 
may implement based upon insights gleaned during the session.

Below are the 4 phases of AI, broken down (Table 3). See the Appendix 
for templates from the AI sessions Foresight conducted as part of the 
learning journey that produced this workplan, as well as FSG’s Guide to 
Appreciative Inquiry.

table 3: four phases of the appreciative inquiry process

description example reflection question
estimated 
discussion time

1.  Inquire: What gives life? What’s working?
This phase is for discovery and appreciation of the best of “what is” by focusing 
on peak moments of excellence from the community’s history.

Reflecting on a peak experience, what 
were the conditions that made this 
experience so successful?

60-90 min

2. Imagine: What might be? What are we being called  
     to become?

In this phase, participants challenge the status quo by envisioning more valued 
and vital futures. 

Imagine it is 5 years from now. Describe 
a scenario in which all your hopes have to 
fruition (based on the best of the past). 

45-90 min

3. Innovate: What should be? What’s next, and who  
    will benefit?

The goal of this phase is to envision how the organization or community should 
be designed to fully realize the shared vision.

What are the key elements of “social 
architecture” needed to ensure success? 
(i.e., values, leadership, culture, capacity, 
communications, processes, etc.)

75-120 min

4. Implement: Who will do what, by when? What else is 
    needed to support the changes?

The goal of this phase is to lay out a workplan for implementation, including 
milestones for evaluating progress and opportunities to course correct over time.

What aspects of implementation 
are participants most interested in 
moving forward?

60-120 min
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2.  Review County priorities and plans
Periodic, public assessments of various aspects of the County’s needs and 
well-being offer an insightful, high-level view of issues that have already been 
prioritized by decision-makers and other key institutions, often accompanied by 
data. Consider reviewing some of the following documents, among others, when 
sourcing potential opportunities. 

County Resources

• McHenry County Strategic Plan

• McHenry County Healthy Community Study

• Northern Illinois Food Bank - McHenry County Report

• McHenry County Labor Report

• McHenry County Council of Governments Legislative and 
Transportation Agendas

3.  Define an initial problem statement
A problem statement concisely describes an issue or opportunity before CFMC. 
It should both describe the core concern and lay out the key dimensions and 
dynamics of the challenge or opportunity. The problem statement will likely 
be questioned, tested, refined, and added to as the opportunity is pursued and 
more is learned about the context. In its earliest version, it should aim to simply 
capture the Foundation and its stakeholders’ initial view on an issue.

The statement gives focus and direction for a strand of work, an initiative, 
or program area; and is used to communicate with CFMC’s stakeholders. To 
construct a problem statement, describe the information you have about an 
issue, captured as economically as possible.

Guiding Questions

1. What is the challenge or opportunity?

2. What are the principal causes of the challenge or factors contributing to 
the opportunity?

3. What effect does the challenge or opportunity have on the community 
and/or society at large?

4. Why is this challenge or opportunity significant enough to draw CFMC’s 
energy, resources, and attention?

Entering each phase, a discussion should be held that aims to capture how the 
challenge or opportunity is currently understood. At the end of each phase, 
the problem statement should be revisited in light of what has been learned, 
and revised appropriately. More detail and specificity should be added to the 
problem statement over time.
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4.  Determine type of problem
As part of the Understand Phase, while you are delving deeper into the root 
causes and existing efforts around the challenge or opportunity you have 
decided to pursue, you can begin to understand it as simple, complicated, or 
complex (Table 4). By defining the nature of the challenge or opportunity, CFMC 
will better know what impact strategy to apply.

The complexity spectrum exercise on the following page, developed by 
The Omidyar Group, can further inform your strategy by revealing whether 
your challenge or opportunity is complex. Framing is an important factor in 
determining where your challenge will land across the spectrum. For instance, 
ensuring equitable economic opportunity in McHenry County is inherently 
a large, adaptive goal. On the other hand, running an effective workforce 
development program for new immigrants in the County might be considered 
more simple or technically complicated, but not complex. The more the 
challenge focuses on broader systems change, the more complex it will likely 
be. With a complex challenge, you will need many actors from across sectors 
working together over longer time horizons to drive meaningful impact.

Again, once CFMC has determined the nature of the challenge or opportunity, 
they will have greater insight on how to proceed. A simple or complicated 
problem can be managed with a well-coordinated initiative focused on 
implementing clear, known solutions. A complex problem will require a broader 
effort, that involves a larger set of actors exploring, intervening, and learning over 
multiple years, or longer.

table 4: types of challenge or opportunity

type realm description intervention required example

Simple Simple contexts are characterized by 
stability and clear cause-and-effect 
relationships that are easily discernible by 
everyone. Often, the right answer is self-
evident and undisputed. 

Require straightforward 
management and monitoring.

Following 
a recipe

Complicated Complicated contexts may contain 
multiple right answers, and though there 
is a clear relationship between cause and 
effect, not everyone can see it.

Require investigating several 
options and engaging the right 
experts for further insight.

Putting a 
man on 
the moon

Complex Complex contexts only demonstrate cause 
and effect in retrospect, and do not repeat 
patterns; making them difficult to predict. 

Require an iterative, adaptive 
approach that evolves over time. 

Raising a 
child

Source: Snowden, David J., and Mary E. Boone. “A Leader’s Framework for Decision Making.” Harvard Business Review, November 2007.

Known Knowns

Known Unknowns

Unknown Unknowns
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level of understanding

___ Well understood

The problem is well understood. 
We know what causes it, and 
 there is solid evidence that our 
proposed actions will have the 
intended effects.

How well is your challenge understood?

What is it’s nature? Do you know what 
causes it?

Is there solid evidence that your proposed 
actions will have the intended effects?

Not understood

We are not really sure we 
understand the problem fully, 
 let alone the solution.

___

engagement

___ Consensus

There is a high level of 
consensus among stakeholders 
and experts about what to do.

How are people engaging with 
the challenge?

Is there a high level of consensus among 
stakeholders and experts about what to do 
OR is there significant diversity of opinion 
and even conflict among stakeholders about 
how to address this challenge?

Diversity of opinion

There is significant diversity 
of opinion and even conflict 
among stakeholders and 
experts about what to do.

___

environment

___ Stable / self-contained

The problem is relatively self-
contained and not intertwined 
with its broader environment, 
which is stable and predictable 
(political, social, and economic).

What is the nature of the environment?

Is your challenge relatively self-contained 
or is it intertwined with the broader 
environment? 

Is your challenge occurring in an 
environment that is politically, socially and 
economically stable or unstable?

Dynamic / interconnected

There are many diverse and 
dynamic interconnections 
between the problem and the 
broader environment, which 
itself is unstable and dynamic 
(political, social, and economic).

___

goals

___ Small scale / short-term

It is a short-term goal.

What is the nature of your intended goal?

Are you trying to make short-term change 
or long-term, sustained change?

Are you trying to achieve change at a small 
level or a broad scale?

Broad change / sustained

To make sustained change at a 
broad scale.

___

strategy

___ Direct / responsive

Consider supporting with 
funding a few relevant 
organizations to address issue.

Add it all up. Which side do you 
lean towards?

Strategic / transformative

Consider a cross-sector 
collaborative approach, and 
supporting the initiative in a  
variety of ways.

___

Complexity Spectrum Exercise
developed by the omidyar group

Instructions
Use the discussion prompts in the middle column to talk through each dimension of complexity and 
determine where your challenge falls on each spectrum (middle column). Place a check mark in the 
appropriate ends of each spectrum. The more checks you have on the right side of your spectrum, the 
 more complex your challenge.
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5.  Consider a Collective Impact Initiative
Given the nature of “economic opportunity and capital building,” we know a 
collective impact initiative is the best approach for driving meaningful impact. 
Below is FSG’s Collective Impact Feasibility Framework for testing the applicability 
of a collective impact approach, in light of your context (Figure 2). 

The Collective Impact Feasibility Framework guides a group of stakeholders through 
the process of assessing  whether or not collective impact is the right approach 
to address the challenge. This framework is most helpful to employ before you 
invest in a collective impact effort by assessing the landscape of actors, the scale 
and complexity of the challenge you want to address, and the readiness of local 
stakeholders for collaboration. 

Key Considerations

1. The individual community context should be taken into consideration 
when assessing each of the questions. Rarely will answers be as easy 
as “yes and no.” However, this framework helps you to understand 
opportunity areas for investment to support a collaborative process like 
collective impact.

2. If a community finds that collective impact is not appropriate, it means 
the nature of the problem best lends itself to an alternative solution or 
approach. By better understanding the nature of the problem you want to 
solve, you can make better use of the community’s resources.

3. If a community finds that the local stakeholders are not ready for collective 
impact, the framework offers tips on how to build readiness for cross-
sector collaboration over time.

Once you decide to pursue a collective impact initiative, it is important to 
understand the 5 key elements of success, as originally articulated by FSG—a 
national consulting firm that advises individual organizations and cross-sector 
collaborations to drive greater impact—in the Stanford Social Innovation Review 
in 2011 (Figure 3).
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figure 2: fsg’s collective impact feasibility framework

1. Select specific social problem to focus on. 2.  Are there multiple actors in the system 
        who can influence this social problem?

Which specific social problem should we focus on in  
this community?

Assess the specific social problem you want to 
address by selecting the social problem that allows 
you to:

- dramatically improve social outcomes

- take advantage of recent changes in the 
landscape (e.g., policy changes)

- urgently respond to a community need

Yes? Consider 
collaborative 
approach to solve 
social problem.

No? Consider 
programmatic solution 
and/or capacity building.

4.  If yes, is this community ready for cross-sector collaboration?

Are there influential 
champions who 
can provide local 
leadership?

Do financial resources 
exist to support 
collaboration for at 
least 12 months?

Is there a history of 
collaboration in the 
local community?

Is there urgency for 
change on this issue?

No? Focus on 
recruiting local 
champions who are 
passionate about 
the issue.

No? Focus on building 
new resources or 
realigning current 
resources to support a 
collaborative effort.

No? Support efforts 
that build relationships 
and trust between 
local stakeholders 
over time.

No? Work with local 
champions to bring 
visibility to the issue 
over time.

3. If yes, is collective impact the most approapriate solution for solving this social problem in this community?

Complexity of the social problem Scale of the social problem

Is the system fragmented, 
disconnected, and broken?

Yes? Do multiple sectors need 
to work together to address 
the issue? 

Yes? Are the majority of end-
users in that system affected 
by this social problem?

No? Consider a 
programmatic solution.
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6.  Draft learning questions to guide the  
     Understand Phase
Like the problem statement, learning questions evolve over time. At the end 
of each phase it is important to capture the pressing questions that will be 
important to answer and consider in the following phase. 

Between the Discover and Understand Phases, learning questions may include 
the following:

• What data (qualitative and quantitative) and insights do we need to 
capture ? What data exist? What will we need over time?

• How will we capture these data?

• How will we use these data?

• With whom will we share what we learn? How?

• What do we need to learn to eventually inform strategy development?

mutually 
reinforcing 
activities

mutually 
reinforcing 
activities

shared
measurement
for data
& results

open and
continuous
communications

open and
continuous
communications

a “backbone”
coordinating
organization

a “backbone”
coordinating
organization

a common
agenda
for change

collective
impact

figure 3: 5 elements of collective impact initiatives

1. Common agenda  

All participants have a common agenda for change including a 

shared understanding of the problem and a joint approach to 

solving it through agreed upon actions.

2. Shared Measurement 

Collecting data and measuring results consistently across all 

the participants ensures alignment and accountability.

3. Mutually Reinforcing Activities 

A plan of action that outlines and coordinates mutually 

reinforcing activities for each participant.

4. Continuous Communications 

Open and continuous communication is needed across the 

many players to build trust, assure mutual objectives, and 

create common motivation.

5. Backbone Support 

A backbone organisation(s) with staff and a relevant set of 

skills to serve the entire initiative and coordinate participating 

organisations and agencies.
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During the Discover Phase, CFMC will reveal and select a potential opportunity 
to support strategic impact. In the Understand Phase, it is time to more deeply 
understand the forces that maintain the status quo around the challenge or 
opportunity. CFMC will gather intel through a variety of means to inform where 
and how best to intervene. This document describes a number of key activities 
and tools that can be used during this Phase. The first task will be determining 
the best way to prioritize and integrate these into a holistic research plan—an 
external research partner may serve as a resource for crafting this plan.

Phase 2: Understand

time & capacity Timeline 3-6 months

Key Activities

1. Gather data and analyze based on learning questions

2. Conduct a landscape review of context and 
best practices

3. Consider grantee engagement and participatory 
action research

4. Consider conducting a systems analysis of the 
challenge or opportunity

5. Identify your stakeholders

6. Consider conducting a baseline social network analysis

7. Identify your assets, all of them

8. Draft learning questions to guide the Formulate Phase

Capacity 
Requirements

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to convene experts 

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to potentially 
engage research partner(s) to manage data collection 
and analysis, systems analysis, and conduct 
network analysis 

• CFMC Program Manager/Director and Board 
subcommittee to co-define new learning questions and 
refine problem statement

CFMC FTE 1.5

Potential 
Consultant Role

Research support in (1) conducting landscape reviews, (2) 
baselining social network analysis, and (3) collecting and 
analyzing data to better understand impact opportunity.
Estimated fee: $20,000-40,000

guide to transformative philanthropy
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1.  Gather data and analyze based on 
    learning questions
Guided by the learning questions, CFMC will conduct a deeper study into the 
issue or opportunity. The goal is to garner relevant data and information on the 
challenge or opportunity and refine the problem statement to reflect what is 
known and unknown. This effort could be done in coordination with a research 
partner. CFMC should also seek relevant existing data sets from its partners— 
for example the McHenry County Economic Development Corporation appears 
to already possess comprehensive data on the County’s industrial landscape 
and employers.

Potential Research Partners on Economic Opportunity & Capital Building In 
McHenry County

• Julie Courtney, Director, McHenry County Workforce Network

• McHenry County College

• McHenry County Economic Development Corporation 

• McHenry County Housing Authority 

• Challenger Learning Center for Science and Technology

• Aurora University Woodstock Center 

• Relevant research institutes in the City of Chicago 

2. Conduct a landscape review of context and 
    best practices
The landscape review is intended to gather and analyze information about 
the context of the opportunity or challenge under consideration. Because the 
landscape review is externally focused, it also takes into account what other 
funders and change entities are working on in the same field.

The landscape review is central to identifying CFMC’s opportunity and niche in a 
given area of impact. It helps both program staff and decision makers understand 
the context of the opportunity or challenge, identifies which organizations are 
working on the issue, and other funders supporting related work.

The landscape review will involve primary research—interviews with national 
practitioners and thought leaders, as well as local technical and experiential 
experts—and secondary research—reading through relevant literature, plans, 
and analysis.

key activities
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Guiding Questions

1. How do we understand the framing for the opportunity or challenge and 
why do we look at the issue this way?

2. What is the context for the opportunity or challenge?

3. What is the relationship of this work to existing work within the 
community foundation?

4. Is there a relevant body of literature (policy, research, analysis) and what 
does it say?

5. What has already been done related to this opportunity or challenge—
what has worked and what has not? Why?

6. Who are the experts in the field on this topic and what is their approach?

7. Which organizations are working on this issue and what are they doing?

8. Are there other potential actors or grantees whose work affects this issue?

9. Who are the other funders in this space and what is their niche?

10. What leverage is necessary for success in this field and who are 
potential partners?

11. What external factors might reasonably be expected to impact the context 
and alter the landscape in either positive or negative ways?

See the Appendix for a sample deliverable from a Landscape Review that 
Foresight conducted as part of learning journey that informed this workplan.

3.  Consider grantee engagement and participatory 
     action research
Research presents opportunities to engage CFMC’s existing community 
of grantees, and to leverage the relationships formed through responsive 
grantmaking toward a broader, more collaborative impact undertaking. A 
quick scan of last year’s grant recipients yielded the following agencies 
whose constituencies are likely to possess a unique perspective on issues and 
challenges related to economic opportunity and capital building. This is not a 
comprehensive list, as it is based only on the previous years grants, and without 
full knowledge of their capacities or priorities. The list is presented here to spur 
ideas rather than serve as a concrete recommendation.

• Aarrk Garden

• Consumer Credit Counseling Service Of Northern Illinois, Inc.

• Home Of The Sparrow, Inc.

• Mano A Mano Family Resource Center

• Northern Illinois Food Bank 

• Big Brothers Big Sisters Of Mchenry County, Inc.

• Creative Arts, Inc. 

• Girl Scouts Of Northern Illinois

• YMCA Of Metropolitan Chicago
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When considering such partners, we recommend asking the following questions: 

1. Does the organization have relevant research data already, relevant to 
economic opportunity and capital building?

2. Is there any data that they themselves have been wanting, questions they 
have been wanting answered, or prospective research projects they’ve 
been curious about pursuing, but for which they have not had time or 
resources?

3. Are there any ways in which their constituents could be productively 
engaged during the Understand Phase, for example through a participatory 
action research project (see below), or one-time participation in focus 
groups or systems workshops (described below)?

If conducted in a creative or participatory way, research also presents an 
opportunity for grantmaking or program investments that lead to early “wins” 
for the initiative in the form of skills-building for priority constituencies such 
as young people, low income residents, the homeless, or low-wage latina/o/x 
workers. Frameworks such as “participatory action research” provide a 
model for engaging the people most directly affected by an issue in gathering 
new knowledge on the subject. Participatory action research is a qualitative 
research approach whereby the directly-affected stakeholders develop new 
skills and capacities to design and lead the research process, from establishing 
the research questions, to developing data collection tools, to the gathering, 
analysis, and dissemination of findings. For example, knowing that the Girl 
Scouts of the USA have a strong focus on STEM education, perhaps Girl Scouts 
of Illinois could conduct a student-led inquiry into the state of the County’s 
education system, and the extent to which it prepares students to participate 
in a 21st Century workforce and economy. The most developed literature and 
field of practice on participatory action research is focused on young people. 
The Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) Hub at University of California 
Berkeley provides a comprehensive online archive of accessible resources for 
implementing YPAR (see http://yparhub.berkeley.edu/). 

When determining whether to invite participatory action research-focused 
grant proposals, either as a formal component of its collective impact initiative, 
or as a separate but complementary program, CFMC should carefully consider 
the  following: 

1. Whose research agenda takes priority? A critical component of participatory 
action research projects is that participants identify and pursue their own 
questions, which may differ from the learning questions identified by the 
collective impact initiative. CFMC may need to decide whether these 
findings will be a distinct (but ideally complementary) addition to its own 
research focus, or whether to adopt a more hybrid or funder-led approach 
to participatory action research whereby the Foundation determines, and/
or co-develops the questions for participants to investigate. 

2. Does the program concept match grantees’ priorities? Knowing that CFMC’s 
grantees may be operating within a context of constrained resources, care 
should be taken to ensure that a program concept is not being imposed 
by the funder in a manner that is inconsistent with the organization’s 
fundamental priorities.
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3. Grantee capacity. If the participatory action research project will take the 
form of an entirely new program for the grantee organization, CFMC 
will need to determine that all of the requisite capacities exist for the 
organization to implement it effectively. 

4.  Consider conducting a systems analysis of 
     problem or opportunity
A systems map is used to better understand and make explicit the key elements, 
root causes, feedback loops, and forces of change in a system, in this case 
those related to the economic reality being faced by residents. Produced with 
participation by stakeholders within the system, this map can reveal key leverage 
points for strategic interventions to move the system closer to optimization.

The aim of a systems map is to visually communicate a complex system. Specific 
goals include:

• Understand dynamics of a system, including interactions between 
elements.

• Present a neutral view of system that incorporates multiple perspectives.

• Convey multiple dimensions and how the system behaves over time.

• Make relationships and dynamics explicit. 

• Engage stakeholders from within the system in an exercise to better 
understand it.

Some benefits of mapping the system include:

• More holistic understanding of how action in one part of the system 
affects another. 

• Identify and avoid unintended consequences of current or proposed 
interventions.

• Surface previously unrecognized root causes and/or high impact 
interventions (for example, a leverage point where we did not know x had 
an impact on y before mapping).

A common mistake in system mapping is to create a diagram that is only used 
in an initiative’s introductory stages, and not continually used and revised 
throughout implementation in order to maintain a shared understanding, 
and to adjust that understanding, and the interventions that flow from it, 
as change occurs. This is a tool that is ideally revisited with the problem 
statement over time.
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Some important system elements to map, include:

• Infrastructure: What are the key infrastructural elements to the system?

• Policy: What policies exist today to influence this?

• Capital: Who are the key funders/investors? What do they fund?

• Knowledge: What data is critical to understanding and informing action in 
the system?

• Influence: Who has the leverage or capacity to influence the system 
at scale?

A deeper dive in mapping system elements may reveal some of the  
following forces that maintain the status quo of your system, as described by  
The Omidyar Group.

1. Structural: Refers to the physical and social environment in which people 
live; both the natural (e.g. air quality or drought) and built environment 
(e.g. housing stocks, a transportation system); as well as political, social 
and economic institutions and infrastructure (e.g. the electoral system, 
legal system, economic policy, labor unions, church associations).

2. Attitudinal: Refers to widely held beliefs, values, norms and intergroup 
relations that affect how large groups of people think and behave (e.g. 
ethnic tensions, social capital, fears, group trauma, religious beliefs, and 
attitudes like trust in government).

3. Transactional: Refers to the processes used by and interactions among 
key people (e.g. leaders at all levels) as they deal with important social, 
political and economic issues (e.g. important negotiations, violence, 
problem solving, influence, leadership). Key transactional factors might 
include things like the influence of a community elder or extreme political 
rhetoric by a religious leader.

5.  Identify your stakeholders
For any changemaking effort, it is important to have a holistic sense of your 
stakeholders,  defined broadly as any person who:

• Is likely to be impacted by the outcome of the decision

• Voices unheard or typically marginalized perspectives

• Functions as a connector in or across sector(s)/field(s)

• Is in a position to implement the decision

• Is in a position to prevent it from being implemented

• Has relevant information or expertise

• Has information influence without authority

• Is responsible for the final decision

Once you have identified your key stakeholders, you may delve deeper into 
understanding their perspective and interests, especially as it relates to proposed 
actions or initiatives. Here is a simple framework for capturing stakeholder 
perspectives (Table 5). It can be helpful to keep an explicit list of stakeholders, 
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as well as a general sense of their respective interests and motivations, to inform 
how best and when to engage them in the information gathering and/or decision 
making process. 

6.  Consider conducting a baseline social  
     network analysis
For collective impact initiatives, it can be helpful to conduct a social network 
analysis to understand the existing (or baseline) state of relationships between 
actors on a particular issue. 

The aim of social network analysis is to understand a community by mapping 
the relationships that connect them as a network, and then trying to draw out 
key individuals, groups within the network, and/or associations between the 
individuals.

The value of collaborative efforts, such as collective impact initiatives, is that 
relationships between stakeholders are built and strengthened over time. To 
capture the network development aspect and benefit of this work, it is helpful 
to track the social network of your initiative over time, starting with a baseline 
analysis at the start.

For more specific instructions, visit the online guide from Kumu—an online data 
visualization platform: https://docs.kumu.io/guides/sna-network-mapping.html

7.  Identify your assets, all of them
During the learning journey that led to the creation of this workplan, CFMC’s 
stakeholders articulated a desire that its approach to economic opportunity 
and capital building be innovative. Specifically, they hope that the initiative will 
differentiate itself from traditional economic development undertakings that 
focus only on financial indicators and attracting new employers to the County, 
and will instead, or additionally, address the needs of the County’s most marginal 
residents, and embrace additional forms of capital beyond just financial, 
including cultural, historical, and ecological capital amongst others.

table 5: stakeholder analysis framework

stakeholder influence & power interests/positive impacts concerns/negative impacts

Who is this stakeholder? What kind of relevant 
influence, capital, or 
power do they have? 
(Think social capital or 
political influence.)

What is their interest 
in this initiative? How 
might they benefit? 
(May be perceived or 
actual benefits.)

What are their 
concerns? How might 
they be negatively 
impacted? (May be 
perceived or actual 
threats.)
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The identification of truly creative approaches to capital-building will benefit 
from a comprehensive survey of the County’s underappreciated assets. These 
could include individuals, organizations, institutions, communities, programs, 
cultural and civic entities, land conservation sites, and others. We recommend 
listing—and potentially mapping, as relevant—any and all that might be 
leveraged for the strategies that will be identified in the Formulate Phase. 

The Capacity Inventory and Asset Mapping guides from the Asset-Based 
Community Development Institute, included in the Appendix, provide 
approaches and tools for asset mapping. Additionally, the Wealthworks 
Initiative—included in Foresight’s Landscape Review— provides a process for 
identifying underappreciated assets related to seven forms of non-monetary 
capital—intellectual, natural (i.e., ecological), cultural, built (i.e., architectural 
and other infrastructure), political, individual and social—and converting these 
into a sustainable, locally-owned economic value chain. 

8.  Draft learning questions to guide the 
     Formulate Phase
In the Formulate Phase, you will be exploring how best to intervene. Before 
jumping, take what was learned in the Understand Phase and the refined 
problem statement to develop your learning questions for the Formulate Phase. 

• What are the top-of-mind questions that need answered as you formulate 
a plan of action?

• What is yet unclear or unknown? 

• What hypotheses do you have that might inform an intervention strategy?

• What do we need to learn over time to inform our decision making?

• What do we need to document at baseline? What data do we need 
over time?
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With a clearer picture of the opportunity for impact, it is time to establish 
the infrastructure for planning and action. The Formulate Phase involves 
developing—most often with partners and stakeholders—a shared vision for 
change and an agenda and measures to get there. In the case of a collective 
impact initiative, the first step is to convene a Steering Committee.

Phase 3: Formulate

time & capacity Timeline 4-6 months

Key Activities

1. Identify and convene a Steering Committee

2. Define a shared vision for change

3. Put forth potential interventions to address  
the opportunity

4. Prioritize potential interventions

5. Develop goals and measures

6. Define roles and responsibilities of initiative partners

7. Craft platform for ongoing communication

8. Draft learning to guide the Implement Phase

Capacity 
Requirements

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to convene  
Steering Committee and facilitate visioning and 
planning process

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to engage evaluator 
(third party consultant)

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to identify, invite, 
and support backbone organization

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to develop a theory 
of change and logic model

CFMC FTE 1.5-2

Potential 
Consultant Role

Third party evaluator to support target and metric 
development that informs action agenda.

Estimate fee: $20,000-40,000

Turn over steering of collective impact initiative to 
backbone organization and support their work through 
multi-year grants.

guide to transformative philanthropy
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1.  Identify and convene a Steering Committee
The initiative’s Steering Committee will guide the formulation and 
implementation of the initiative. This group will provide strategic guidance, 
including setting a shared vision, prioritizing key strategies and outcomes, and 
overseeing the initiative’s progress. They will also champion the initiative with 
diverse audiences within McHenry County. 

The Steering Committee should be: 

1. Representative, but Nimble 
The Steering Committee should include participants from multiple sectors, 
and represent the full diversity of the “relevant ecosystem” around the 
initiative’s chosen topic. The FSG Steering Committee Toolkit (see Appendix) 
includes a Sample Stakeholder Matrix that can be used to identify 
potential Steering Committee members. Foresight recommends that 
CFMC customize this to reflect major stakeholder groups and potential 
community assets that are identified during the Understand Phase of 
work, related to the topic of economic opportunity and capital building. 
We also recommend the Steering Committee be composed of no more 
than eight individuals, in order to ensure the optimal balance between 
efficiency and inclusion. 

2. Committed 
Though some individuals may be included for purposes that are primarily 
strategic or tactical, the bulk of the Committee should be passionate 
about and invested in its progress. The Steering Committee will need to 
continually see manifested not just the value of the initiative, but also of 
their own participation—they will need to feel that their time has been 
valued. Prioritizing some early wins that reinforce their motivations for 
participating will be helpful, as will engaging, intentional meeting design 
and follow-up communication. 

3. Insightful and Collaborative 
Steering Committee members should demonstrate a perspective on 
issues, challenges and opportunities that transcends a single agenda, and 
an appreciation for the need and potential of cross-sector collaboration. 

2.  Define a shared vision for change 
Foresight’s learning journey with CFMC identified the lack of a shared “north 
star” to unite McHenry County. As an overarching focus for the high impact 
program strategy, the Board Subcommittee prioritized the creation of a 
compelling vision for quality of life in the region, with a focus on economic 
opportunity and capital building. An initial draft of this compelling vision will be 
an early task for the Steering Committee. This will be a forward-looking, inspiring 
picture of a transformed future, supported by the concrete problem statement 
and shared understanding of the problem developed during the Discover and 
Understand Phases, and a set of common actions that will be selected during the 
Formulate Phase (see below). The vision may be iterated over time as it is shared 
with a growing diversity of initiative members and stakeholders. FSG’s Setting a 
Common Agenda presentation deck (see Appendix) provides examples of vision 
statements from collective impact initiatives.

key activities
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In collective impact undertakings, FSG emphasizes that while individuals and 
organizations may have different or conflicting understandings of the challenges, 
potential actions, and definitions of success, these differences must be discussed 
and resolved as part of the Steering Committee’s engagement. The participants 
need not all agree on every aspect of the problem, but shared buy-in regarding 
the problem statement, vision, strategies and metrics will be essential. 

3.  Put forth potential strategies to address  
     the opportunity
At this stage, the Foundation, in consultation with the Steering Committee, will 
identify the key strategies and interventions that the initiative will pursue in order 
to address key challenges and leverage opportunities to create transformative 
change. This begins with a review of the insights gleaned during the Understand 
Phase—What approaches and paths forward do they suggest? Specifically: 

• Learning Questions:  
What data did the Foundation collect, in collaboration with the research 
partner, to answer the initial learning questions regarding economic 
opportunity and capital building? This should suggest key priority areas 
and sub-themes for designing interventions. 

• Landscape Review:  
Based upon the landscape review, are there successful strategies for 
addressing these issues and concerns that may be replicated and 
customized for McHenry County’s context? For instance, for the economic 
opportunity and capital building focus, Foresight’s initial landscape 
review identified the WealthWorks initiative framework (included in the 
Appendix), which provides a process for converting underappreciated 
assets related to seven forms of non-monetary capital— intellectual, 
natural (i.e., ecological), cultural, built (i.e., architectural and other 
infrastructure), political, individual and social—into a sustainable, locally-
owned value chain. 

• Systems Analysis:  
What root causes were identified? What forces maintaining the status 
quo? Are there unexpected leverage points for intervention? How might 
this initiative design and pursue strategies to address these root causes 
and intervene in these leverage points? Did the Foundation discover 
any unintended consequences of current or proposed actions and 
interventions? How will it use these insights to avoid potential pitfalls? 

• Asset Map:  
What underappreciated community and regional assets—such as leaders 
and institutions, or cultural, historical or ecological sites and stories—were 
identified? Can any of these be leveraged for impactful strategies?

What is a strategy?

The various forms that the initiative’s strategies could take may be limited 
only by the imagination of participants. Concrete examples from collective 
impact initiatives in other locations may be helpful for crafting a mental model 
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of what a collective impact strategy entails. In most cases, the strategies and 
specific actions (or interventions) that result from the Formulate Phase can 
most likely be grouped within three or four broad themes that suggest topic-
focused working groups for implementation. For instance, the Greater Cincinnati 
Foundation’s Partners for a Competitive Workforce Initiative pursued three 
strategy areas:

1. Connecting businesses to qualified workers, through which four  
workforce boards collaborated to streamline employers’ access to 
potential employees; 

2. Aligning education with industry needs, through which schools and 
community organizations partnered with employers to prepare workers for 
careers in key industries such as healthcare, advanced manufacturing, and 
construction; and 

3. Improving work readiness, focused on evidence-based continuous 
improvement for workforce development-focused nonprofits. 

4.  Prioritizing potential interventions 
After generating ideas for strategies and interventions, the Foundation and 
Steering Committee will need a strategy for determining those that are best 
to pursue. The most impactful strategies—which we define as those with the 
greatest potential to address the root causes of a challenging, entrenched 
or complex problem—are not always the most viable. For instance, while a 
public transportation system could be identified as one of the most impactful 
interventions for McHenry County, attracting the capital required for so 
significant an infrastructure investment may not be possible within the current 
political and resource context. Choosing interventions requires balancing vision 
with pragmatism and grounded insight. 

Foresight has developed the Urgency-Capacity-Impact (UIC) framework as a 
tool for prioritizing potential interventions (Table 6). 

When crafting strategies, the Foundation and Steering Committee should 
focus on what approaches are the best fit for achieving the initiative’s goals, 
and according to the Urgency-Capacity-Impact Framework, before focusing on 
how this need can be met by a traditional grantmaking program. Community 
foundations are uniquely poised to provide multiple forms of support beyond 
funding alone, including convening diverse stakeholders, building strong 
networks, advocating for policy change, implementing pilot projects, pursuing 
impact investing, and more. 

5.  Develop goals and measures
The Steering Committee’s next task will be to determine a set of specific sub-
goals that support implementation of the Common Vision. These subgoals 
should be achievable with the key strategies and interventions that the 
Foundation and Steering Committee identified in the previous step. FSG’s 
Setting a Common Agenda presentation (see Appendix) provides additional 
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guidance for identifying sub-goals, with examples from other collective 
impact initiatives. 

From these sub-goals, the Steering Committee will then choose a set of shared 
measures for success—what indicators will we track in order to know that we’ve 
been successful? Because of the complexity of collective impact undertakings, 
it is prudent to engage evaluators early, to help shape these key evaluative 
questions and metrics that will be pursued throughout the undertaking, and 
the methods for collecting data to answer them. The environment of constant 
change within which many collective impact initiatives are implemented, and 
the potential emphasis on the pursuit of untested or innovative interventions, 
requires evaluators with an appreciation for adaptation and flexibility, who may 
remain on call or embedded in the process throughout its implementation, rather 
than just near its conclusion (see the Evaluate Phase for more guidance on 
selecting evaluators and designing an evaluation strategy).

Theories of Change and Logic Models are additional tools for structuring sub-
goals and measures in relation to the Common Vision and key strategies (see the 
Implement Phase for more detail on logic models). That said, FSG cautions that 
traditional nonprofit evaluation based solely upon logic models, which often seek 

table 6: foresight’s urgency-capacity-impact prioritization framework

Urgency The existence of external 
demand, whatever the 
reason, for altering the 
status quo.

• The strategy reflects what stakeholders/communities care about. 

• The strategy reflects what the Foundation’s board and staff care about.

• The strategy responds to a pressing need or opportunity.

• The strategy is currently supported by all the requisite decision makers—
including elected leaders, when necessary—not just in theory, but 
through potential immediate action (i.e., they will feel the necessary 
urgency to adopt a recommended change; or, if not immediately 
supported, this support may be attained through targeted advocacy or 
other forms of influence). This is especially important for policy changes, 
or the adoption of change in other entrenched institutions.

Capacity The change agent 
possesses the necessary 
tools, knowledge, and 
influence for successfully 
executing an intervention.

• Capacity currently exists within the system (i.e., within the Foundation, 
Steering Committee, current and potential grantees, and more broadly 
in the County) to pursue this strategy, or the requisite capacity can be 
successfully cultivated. 

• The strategy has the potential to build future capacity for the Foundation 
and its stakeholders.

Impact The intervention has the 
potential to achieve the 
desired outcome(s).

• The strategy has the potential to achieve the Common Vision defined by 
the Foundation, Steering Committee, and stakeholders. 

• The strategy may address key root causes of identified challenges, or 
leverage critical opportunities, related to economic opportunity and 
capital building. 

• The strategy situates the Foundation and this initiative in the way it 
wants to be seen. 
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to understand the impact of individual interventions and programs, may not fully 
capture the intended outcomes of collective impact. Collective impact evaluation 
may address the interrelatedness of interventions, efficacy of coordination, 
systems change impact, and other factors. FSG’s Guide to Evaluating Collective 
Impact, also included in the Appendix, describes the unique measurement 
approaches that may be needed at each stage of the initiative, including 
sample questions, outcomes and measures. A reliable evaluation partner will 
be equipped to help the Foundation and Steering Committee determine the 
measures of progress  that are best suited for McHenry County’s initiative. 

6.  Define roles and responsibilities of  
     initiative partners  
After identifying the initiative’s key strategies, the Foundation and Steering 
Committee will need to determine who is best equipped to implement them, in 
what ways, and with what manner of accountability, coordination, and oversight. 
This will likely include two key elements that are common to the organizational 
structure employed by the majority of collective impact undertakings (see 
Figure 4): 

1. Backbone Organization: 
Going forward into implementation, the backbone organization will be 
the primary coordinating and administrative body for the initiative, and a 
recipient of grant funding from the Foundation. The backbone organization 
is a neutral entity that is ideally trusted by a breadth of stakeholders. Its 
roles often include guiding the common vision and strategy (as agreed 
upon by the Steering Committee and stakeholders), coordinating and 
aligning activities, establishing and managing shared measurement 
practices (working directly with the evaluation partner), cultivating 
community engagement and ownership, advancing policy as relevant, 
and mobilizing additional resources, including funding and other non-
monetary support. Backbone organizations may be a new entity, or housed 
as a program at an existing organization. Backbones may be nonprofit 
organizations, educational institutions such as colleges and universities, 
government agencies, or foundations and other philanthropic institutions.  
FSG’s Backbone Starter Guide (see Appendix), provides a helpful chart 
that details the strengths and drawbacks of each approach, along with 
other key factors to consider when selecting and structuring a backbone. 
The Foundation and Steering Committee should choose the backbone 
approach that is best-suited to the County’s context, and the shared vision 
and strategies that have been developed for the undertaking. 

2. Working Groups: 
Working groups are composed of individuals representing implementing 
organizations, and are formed around each of the key strategies identified 
by the Steering Committee.
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7.  Craft platform for ongoing communication
An ongoing platform for shared communication is one of the essential 
components for every collective impact undertaking. After a backbone 
organization has been identified, coordination of shared communication 
will be one of this entity’s key responsibilities. They will need to consider 
communications protocols:

• how often communication occurs;

• between which entities (e.g. Steering Committee, working groups, 
other participating grantees and organizations, broader community of 
stakeholders, etc.); and 

• through what media (e.g. email, telephone, etc.), as well as potential 
technology platforms for shared documents, resources, and project 
management, such as Basecamp, Asana, or Slack. 

8.  Draft learning questions to guide the  
     Implement Phase
Between the Formulate and Implement Phases, learning questions may include 
the following:

• What do we expect the strategy(s) to accomplish?

• How will the strategy(s) contribute to “impacting” economic opportunity 
and capital building?

• What is our degree of confidence that the strategy(s) will achieve its 
outcomes and impacts?

• How will we track progress over time?

• What are we looking to learn from to inform decision making?

Work
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figure 4: collective impact initiative structure

A Broad Set of Partners Work to Achieve the Common Vision, Supported by a Backbone 
and Steering Committee
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With an initial strategy in place and roles assigned, you are ready to intervene on 
an issue or opportunity and track progress, and pivot—as inevitably necessary—
over time. CFMC’s role will include, but not be limited to, grantmaking. Below are 
the key activities to guide implementation.

1.  Issue support to backbone organization and    
    projects of the initiative
A neutral organization with high capacity for coalition building, facilitation, 
and coordination shall serve as the backbone to the collective impact 

Phase 4: Implement

time & capacity

key activities

Timeline 3+ years

Key Activities

1. Issue support to backbone organization and projects 
of the initiative

2. Establish working groups to lead project 
implementation

3. Track project progress with logic model, semi-annually

Capacity 
Requirements

• CFMC to provide ongoing support for backbone 
organization

• CFMC to provide to grants for projects of the initiative

• CFMC to manage data collection and metric tracking

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to track progress 
with logic model

• CFMC to promote early wins and communicate to 
broader community

CFMC FTE 1.5

Potential 
Consultant Role

Backbone organization to coordinate collective impact 
initiative and working groups.

Members of the initiative will lead implement aspects of 
the action agenda, supported with CFMC grants. 

Estimated grant: $200,000-500,000/year

guide to transformative philanthropy
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initiative (Figure 4). As previously discussed, the three main functions of a 
backbone organization, include serving as: 

1. Core Convener: serve coordination, communication, curation of 
information, fundraising functions; 

2. Process Guide: develop stakeholder engagement and platforms for 
interaction; 

3. Content & Strategy Manager: provide support on action, implementation, 
and evaluation.

The backbone may be a funder, existing non-profit, new non-profit, local 
government agency, shared across multiple organizations, or steering committee 
driven. FSG’s Backbone Starter Guide, included in the Appendix, provides a 
handy chart that weighs the benefits and potential drawbacks of each of these 
approaches, based upon the context. The backbone must be seen as impact-
driven without being partisan to particular strategies or approaches. In some 
cases, a natural convener is already in place; in others, they must be created to 
serve the role.

As a funder of the collective impact initiative, grants issued to the effort will 
likely go to:

• General operating support of the backbone organization

• Professional development of the backbone organization and others in  
the initiative

• Specific projects, programs, or actions of the initiative

• Annual retreats to convene the collective for reflection and refinement  
of approach

• Ongoing and/or periodic evaluation of the initiative

• Shared platforms for data collection, communication, and/or community 
engagement

2.  Establish working groups to lead  
     project implementation
The heavy lifting of the collective impact initiatives is led by working groups 
tackling various aspects of the workplan. Working groups are made of members 
of the initiative, as well as key experts and implementers within the issue 
ecosystem who may not be formally associated with the collective. Working 
group members may see the collective action plan as overlapping, adjacent 
to, or bolstering their own organization’s efforts; and thus see the benefit of 
participating in the collective impact initiative.

Working groups typically develop their own plans for action organized around 
“moving the needle” on specific shared measures. Once plans are developed, the 
working groups come together on a regular basis to share data and stories about 
progress, as well as challenges and opportunities, and to communicate their 
activities to other partners affected by the issue.
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Although each working group meets separately, effective coordination by the 
backbone can ensure coordinated action among dozens of organizations that 
simultaneously tackle the many different dimensions of a complex issue.

3.  Track project progress with logic model,  
     semi-annually
A logic model is tool for visualizing and tracking your understanding of the 
relationships between (1) the resources you invest in a program, (2) the 
activities you plan for the program, and (3) the impact you hope to achieve 
(Figure 5). The W.K. Kellogg Foundation’s Logic Model Development Guide defines 
the components of a logic model as follows. 

YOUR PLANNED WORK describes what resources you think you need to 
implement your program and what you intend to do.

1. Resources include the human, financial, organizational, and community 
resources a program has available to direct toward doing the work. 
Sometimes this component is referred to as Inputs.

2. Program Activities are what the program does with the resources. 
Activities are the processes, tools, events, technology, and actions that are 
an intentional part of the program implementation. These interventions 
are used to bring about the intended program changes or results.

YOUR INTENDED RESULTS include all of the program’s desired results (outputs, 
outcomes, and impact).

1. Outputs are the direct products of program activities and may include 
types, levels and targets of services to be delivered by the program.

2. Outcomes are the specific changes in program participants’ behavior, 
knowledge, skills, status and level of functioning. Short-term outcomes 
should be attainable within 1 to 3 years, while longer-term outcomes 
should be achievable within a 4 to 6 year timeframe. The logical 
progression from short-term to long-term outcomes should be reflected in 
impact occurring within about 7 to 10 years.

figure 5: logic model framework

your planned work your intended results

Resources/Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes Impact

Certain resources are 
needed to operate your 
program

If you have access to them, 
then you can use them to 
accomplish your planned 
activities

If you accomplish your 
planned activities, then you 
will hopefully deliver the 
amount of product and/or 
service that you intended

If you accomplish your 
planned activities to the 
extent you intended, then 
your participants will 
benefit in certain ways

If these benefits to 
participants are achieved, 
then certain changes in 
organizations, communities, 
or systems might be 
expected to occur

Adapted from Listening to the Stars: The Constellation Model of Collaborative Social Change, by Tonya Surman and Mark Surman, 2008.
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3. Impact is the fundamental intended or unintended change occurring in 
organizations, communities or systems as a result of program activities 
within 7 to 10 years.

The logic model should be used throughout the initiative duration. Starting with 
the Formulate Phase, the model serves as a planning tool to clearly illustrate 
your change making approach. Initially the model be will be informed by the 
landscape review of best practices and relevant expert experience. 

During the Implementation Phase, the logic model can be used to identify, 
prioritize, and track measures on the most critical aspects of the initiative to 
strategically improve your approach over time. Finally, during the Evaluate Phase, 
the model can be an informative tool to present to and engage stakeholders in 
initiative progress. 

Walk through the steps of creating a logic model with the W.K. Kellogg 
Foundation’s Logic Model Development Guide. 
www.bttop.org/sites/default/files/public/W.K.%20Kellogg%20LogicModel.pdf
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In partnership with an external evaluator, the effectiveness of the collaborative 
undertaking and its progress on goals and measures will be tracked in an ongoing 
manner, to refine and adapt its approach over time. The first step, especially 
when approaching complex issues with collective impact, is to think differently 
about evaluation.

1.  Think about evaluation differently
Learning and measurement are essential to the success of collective impact 
undertakings. Although evaluation appears at the end of our trajectory, this 
is somewhat misleading. Given the complexity of these initiatives, learning, 
measurement, adjustment, and adaptation should be happening throughout 
their  lifecycle. 

Collective impact initiatives—particularly those that are addressing problems 
and challenges that have been diagnosed as complex rather than solely 

Phase 5: Evaluate

time & capacity

key activities

Timeline Annually, for duration of initiative

Key Activities

1. Think about evaluation differently

2. Engage an evaluator for determining impact

3. Engage stakeholders in reflection and planning

Capacity 
Requirements

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to engage 
evaluator (third party consultant)

• CFMC Program Manager/Director to work with 
Steering Committee and backbone to review progress 
annually and refine approach, as needed

CFMC FTE 1.5

Potential 
Consultant Role

Third party evaluator to evaluate initiative annually. 

Estimate fee: $20,000-40,000

guide to transformative philanthropy
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complicated (see Discover Phase)—exhibit several unique characteristics that 
call for a unique approach to evaluation. These include: 

1. Constant change 
The conditions, manifestations of the problem, and other elements of the 
system may be rapidly shifting, mandating an approach to evaluation that 
is sufficiently flexible to adapt to shifts in the environment in which the 
initiative is being implemented. 

2. Innovation and Process-Focused 
Collective impact initiatives may be implementing untested interventions 
and approaches. Additionally, the process of effective collaboration across 
sectors is a key focus of collective impact, and so evaluation must measure 
the effectiveness of that process, not just its outcomes. 

3. Interconnected 
The actions and interventions that are components of a collective impact 
initiative are generally part of an interconnected strategy. Approaches 
to evaluation that isolate particular programs and interventions, such as 
traditional logic models, may not address whether a collective impact 
undertaking is achieving its desired aims. 

4. Systemic 
Many collective impact initiatives aim for systems change that 
addresses the root causes of entrenched challenges, which may include 
transformations in institutions and cultural norms, outcomes which have 
been seen as notoriously difficult to measure. 

Fundamentally, evaluation of collective impact must collect data to measure not 
just what progress an initiative is making, but also how and why it’s making it. 
Michael Quinn Patton, an organizational development and evaluation expert, has 
studied the intersection and application of complexity concepts to evaluation, 
and proposed what he calls “developmental evaluation” as the approach that is 
best-suited for methods such as collective impact (Table 7).

FSG’s Guide to Evaluating Collective Impact, included in the Appendix, also 
provides a detailed handbook to evaluating collective impact initiatives. It 
identifies three common stages in every collective impact undertaking during 
which evaluative learning should occur: 

1. The early years, when developmental evaluation should be used to assess 
the efficacy of the initiative’s infrastructure and how it’s developing.

2. The middle years, when the undertaking should begin to measure changes 
in patterns of behavior and how systems operate.

3. The later years, when the group should begin to see progress toward its 
ultimate goals. The guide’s summary of these phases is accompanied by 
sample questions, outcomes and measures. 

A key recommendation from Patton’s work on Developmental Evaluation is 
that for complex initiatives, evaluation partners should be engaged early, and 
embedded in the project team to various degrees across its lifespan. A reliable 
evaluation partner will be equipped to help CFMC and Steering Committee more 
fully design the evaluation process that is best suited for this initial undertaking, 
and the County’s context.
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2.  Engage an evaluator for determining impact 
CFMC should engage an evaluation partner who is equipped to operate within 
the complex conditions of a collective impact undertaking, and is a good fit for 
the County’s context. 

Informed by McCormick Foundation’s Using Evaluation: A Few Guidepoints, the 
following recommendations highlight important things to keep in mind as you 
engage an evaluator: 

What to Look for in an Evaluator

• Basic content knowledge of the substantive area being evaluated.

• Experience with evaluation (ideally with collective impact evaluation, or 
other projects that have incorporated process evaluation, systems change, 
and a flexible/adaptive approach).

• Good references from sources you trust.

table 7: comparing traditional and complexity-based developmental evaluation

traditional evaluations complexity-based developmental evaluations

Render definitive judgments of success or failure. Provide feedback, generate learnings, support direction or 
affirm changes in direction.

Measure success against pre-determined goals. Develop new measures and monitoring mechanisms as 
goals emerge and evolve.

Position the evaluator outside to assure independence 
and objectivity.

Position evaluation as an internal, team function integrated 
into action and ongoing interpretive processes. 

Design the evaluation based on linear cause-effect 
logic models.

Design the evaluation to capture system dynamics, 
interdependencies, and emergent interconnections.

Aim to produce generalizable findings across time 
and space.

Aim to produce context specific understandings that 
inform ongoing innovation.

Accountability focused on and directed to external 
authorities and funders.

Accountability centered on the innovators’ deep sense of 
fundamental values and commitments.

Accountability to control and locate blame for failures. Learning to respond to lack of control and stay in touch 
with what’s unfolding and thereby respond strategically.

Evaluator controls the evaluation and determines the 
design based on the evaluator’s perspective on what 
is important.

Evaluator collaborates in the change effort to design a 
process that matches philosophically and organizationally.

Evaluation engenders fear of failure. Evaluation supports hunger for learning.

Source: Patton, Michael Quinn (2006). Evaluation for the way we work. Nonprofit Quarterly, 13(1), 28-33.
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• Personal style and approach that are a good fit. 

What to Avoid in Evaluation Work

• Assuming that there is a standard, fixed evaluation cost, regardless of 
program size or complexity.

• Agreeing to fund an evaluation design that you don’t understand or where 
payment is not attached to deliverables.

• Commissioning evaluation on a timetable that is inappropriate for the 
subject of the evaluation.

• Commissioning an overly complicated evaluation design.

• Assuming you must always measure outcomes, or that you must measure 
everything all the time.

Questions to Ask Evaluators

• What do you need to know to properly design an evaluation for this 
initiative?

• What evaluation questions would guide your effort?

• What data collection strategies would you use to address your questions?

• How will you handle challenges? Such as:

 ◦ Implementation difficulties (e.g. delayed start-up, staffing changes)

 ◦ Subject access/confidentiality

• What is the timeline for the evaluation?

• Who will conduct the work and what relevant experience do they have?

• How and at what times will the findings be communicated? How will you 
contribute to making recommendations from the findings?

• What level of financial support will you need to conduct tis evaluation and 
how will those fees be used?

Budgeting & Paying for Evaluation

• The cost to do good evaluation is often equivalent to 8-15% to operate the 
initiative effectively.

• Most of the funds for evaluation pay for the professional time of 
those who:

 ◦ Develop designs and tools

 ◦ Collect data

 ◦ Analyze data

 ◦ Summarize and present findings

Regional Collective Impact Initiative Evaluators 

• Noah Temaner Jenkins, Temaner + Associates, Noah@temaner.net

• Julian Williams, Institution Builders, williams.julian11@gmail.com
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3.  Engage stakeholders in reflection and planning 
Annual review, reflection, and strategic planning is a critical component to any 
changemaking initiative. For collective impact, this often takes the form of a 
multi-day annual retreat with members of the Steering Committee and working 
groups to review evaluation results, reflect on lessons learned, and refine 
strategy for the following year. These retreats also present opportunities for 
relationship-building and peer-learning, which reinforces trust-building across 
the collaborative.

Annual Summit Examples

Food Solutions New  England’s Summits 
www.foodsolutionsne.org/six-states-one-region/new-england-food-summit

Sustainable Cleveland Summits 
www.sustainablecleveland.org/summit2018
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appendix



Community Foundation of McHenry County 
Appreciative Inquiry Session to Inform Grantmaking Strategy 

November 8, 2018 
9:00 AM - 12:00 PM  
1:30 - 4:30 PM 
 
Background & Context 
What we are hoping for? 
1. See session objectives below  
 
Why them? 
1. They are people who are engaged on the frontlines in creating a better McHenry County, as nonprofit 
leaders, as supporters of the Foundation, and/or in business, gov, etc. We invite them to wear their 
“professional hats” and to consider the constituencies within the county that they work with or represent.  
2. They are also all individuals who in a more general sense care deeply about this region and its future. 
We invite them to bring their whole selves to this discussion, and to share insights beyond their 
professional role(s) alone.  
 
Where this came from? 
1. As part of the Foundation’s strategic plan (include/use grantmaking strategy language), we’ve identified 
a goal of making the Foundation’s programs and grantmaking more impactful and transformative—which 
could take a number of a forms: Such as innovation, collaboration, addressing root causes, leadership 
development, etc.  
2. Responsive grantmaking is fundamental to the Foundation’s mission in the County and is not going 
anywhere.  
3. We want to co-define “impact” in collaboration with all of you, who are stakeholders.  
 
Why AI? Meeting Talking Points 
1. We are using an approach for today’s meeting based on what’s called “appreciative inquiry,” where we 
create ideas and visions together that are based on what we see as our region’s strengths and what has 
worked well in the past.  
2. We chose this approach because it enables us to identify innovative ideas that are based in what we 
know is possible, and what we care about most, collectively and individually.  
3. (For the email) Our goal is to be transparent about this approach and where the discussion is headed: 
We invite you to review the full agenda and share any questions you may have.  
4. While the discussion will be focused on strengths and assets, there will be time to discuss the potential 
barriers to implementing our ideas. If at any point you find yourself gravitating toward thinking about 
reasons that an approach might not work, or why strategies have failed in the past, don’t ignore this, but 
capture it in your notes for later discussion  (We want you to bring your full selves).  
 
Session Objectives 

● Better understand what successful changemaking looks like in McHenry County. 
● Explore new roles for the Community Foundation in driving impact on quality of life.  
● Call out strengths and assets within the County to build on moving forward. 
● Surface quality of life issues important to partners and stakeholders.  
● Insightful, inspiring dialogue. 

 
 



Agenda 

1. Introductions (15 minutes, 9:15/1:45) (Lyndon) 

Name, Org, Other McHenry County identities they are bringing to the table 
(Give examples: vegetable farmer, parent of Harvard High School varsity soccer player, volunteer 
at food pantry, retired teacher, birdwatcher, long-distance bicycle rider) 
 

2. Context & Objectives (10 minutes, 9:25/1:55) (Margaret) 

a. See talking points above. 
b. Pause for questions on context. 
c. Handpicked by staff at CF, known for their leadership in the community. Thank you for 

being here.  
 

3. Why AI? (5 minutes, 9:30/2:00) (Tim) 

a. Appreciate the nature of relationship to the County and Community Foundation.  
b. Bring your full selves as County residents and stakeholders, who personally care about 

quality of life here. 
c. Approach is derived from AI, a way to come up with ideas and visions based in strengths 

and assets of the region. Innovation grounded in what is possible and what already 
exists.  

 
Overview of 3 parts of the agenda: 

1. Peak Experiences 
2. 3 Years from Now 
3. Strategies, Roles, & Barriers 

 
Structure of First 2 parts: 

1. Individual reflection and writing (5 min) 
2. Share with your neighbor (10 min) 
3. Discuss with full group (25 min) 

 

4. Part 1 | Peak Experiences & Three Ingredients (30-45 minutes, 10:15/2:45) (Lyndon) 

Reflect for a moment on a time when you felt community stakeholders were coming together to 
impact an aspect of quality of life in a collaborative or innovative way. You felt energized and 
excited by what you saw and experienced. This was a time when you realized that real impact 
was possible. In fact, remembering this time fills you with pride and joy.  
 
Describe this experience and the qualities that made it so satisfying and successful.  
 

1. What did the process look like? 
2. What do you value most about yourself and this experience?  
3. Who was engaged in the effort? What was your particular role? 
4. What essential ingredients enabled this impactful initiative?  
5. What were the qualities of leadership that effectively supported the impactful initiative? 

 
If you had to choose 3 essential ingredients that you would like to see more of in the County to 
support future successful experiences like the one you just described, what would they be? 
 
 



a. Individual reflection (5 min): Participants to write out their thoughts on worksheet 
provided. 

b. Partner share (10 min): Participants to share their three wishes with 1-2 neighbors and 
draw out common themes.  

c. Group discussion (25 min): (Tim - Lead, Lyndon - Scribe) Tell us a little bit about your 
partner’s story and what stood out to you, as well as the 3 non-negotiables you agreed 
upon. Small groups to share out on three wishes. List out full list of three wishes and 
other themes that emerged. (M&L to take notes) 
 

5. 3 Years from Now (30-45 minutes, 11:00/3:30) (Margaret) Develop a scenario (“impactful 
initiative” describe the who, what, where, when, why re: community stakeholders (influencers) 
were coming together to impact an aspect of quality of life in a collaborative or innovative way) 
where all the hopes, dreams, and wishes have come to fruition, include details on what 

aspect(s) of quality of life  in McHenry County you would focus on. Share visions with each 
other and capture key themes. 

a. Individual reflection (5 min): Participants to write out their thoughts on worksheet 
provided. 

b. Partner share (10 min): Participants to share their visions with 1-2 neighbors and draw 
out common themes.  

c. Group discussion (25 min): (Tim, Lyndon to Scribe) Small groups to share out on themes 
that emerged from visions shared. (M&L to take notes) 
 

6. 10 Minute Break! (11:10/3:40) 

 

7. Strategies, Roles, & Barriers (45 minutes, 11:55/4:25) (Tim, Lyndon, Margaret, 

Co-Facilitate)  
a. What does successful changemaking look like in the county?  
b. What roles does/should the CFMC have in driving impact on quality of life issues in the 

county? (i.e., funding, convening, facilitating, etc.)  
c. What roles do other stakeholders play?  
d. What are the barriers to this vision?  
e. What are the assets to build on? 

 
 

8. Next Steps (5 minutes) (Lyndon) 

a. Foresight’s workplan, next steps: Distill collective vision for driving impact on quality of life 
issues in County, identify role and options for the Community Foundation’s grantmaking 
to support transformation, present recommendations and implementation plan to the 
Board in January 

b. January to be presented to the Board 
c. Board will consider and take it further 
d. Separate funding has been set aside for this new grantmaking strategy, in addition to the 

responsive grantmaking, fundraising effort to support this transformative grantmaking will 
be offered.  

e. Immediate next step: share out key themes across the inquiry sessions with participants 
f. Lunch invite! Leftovers for Food Pantry volunteers. 
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GUIDE TO APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY 1 
�
OVERVIEW OF APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY 

What is appreciative inquiry? 

"QQSFDJBUJWF�*ORVJSZ�	TPNFUJNFT�SFGFSSFE�UP�BT�"*
�JT�UIF�TUVEZ�BOE�FYQMPSBUJPO�PG�XIBU�HJWFT�MJGF�UP�
IVNBO�TZTUFNT�XIFO�UIFZ�GVODUJPO�BU�UIFJS�CFTU��5IJT�BQQSPBDI�UP�QFSTPOBM�DIBOHF�BOE�PSHBOJ[BUJPOBM�
DIBOHF�JT�CBTFE�PO�UIF�BTTVNQUJPO�UIBU�RVFTUJPOT�BOE�EJBMPHVF�BCPVU�TUSFOHUIT�TVDDFTTFT�WBMVFT�
IPQFT�BOE�ESFBNT�BSF�UIFNTFMWFT�USBOTGPSNBUJPOBM��"QQSFDJBUJWF�*ORVJSZ�TVHHFTUT�UIBU�IVNBO�
PSHBOJ[JOH�BOE�DIBOHF�BU�JUT�CFTU�JT�B�SFMBUJPOBM�QSPDFTT�PG�JORVJSZ�HSPVOEFE�JO�BGGJSNBUJPO�BOE�
BQQSFDJBUJPO���
"*�JT�not�BCPVU�MPPLJOH�BU�UIF�XPSME�XJUI�SPTF�DPMPSFE�HMBTTFT�BOE�CFJOH�PWFSMZ�QPTJUJWF��*OTUFBE�JU�
GPDVTFT�PO�IPX�UIF�GVUVSF�DBO�CF�CVJMU�PO�UIF�CFTU�QBSUT�PG�UIF�QBTU�CFMJFWJOH�UIBU�XF�BMM�IBWF�
FYQFSJFODFE�XIBU�TVDDFTT�MPPLT�MJLF�FWFO�JG�POMZ�GMFFUJOH�BOE�XF�IBWF�UIF�DBQBDJUZ�UP�DSFBUF�UIF�XPSME�
XF�XBOU��

"*�JT�CPUI�a philosophy and a set of principles and practices�CBTFE�PO�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�BTTVNQUJPOT���

�� *O�FWFSZ�TPDJFUZ�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�HSPVQ�TPNFUIJOH�XPSLT��
�� 8IBU�XF�GPDVT�PO�CFDPNFT�PVS�SFBMJUZ��
�� 3FBMJUZ�JT�DSFBUFE�JO�UIF�NPNFOU�BOE�UIFSF�BSF�NVMUJQMF�SFBMJUJFT��
�� 5IF�BDU�PG�BTLJOH�RVFTUJPOT�PG�BO�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�HSPVQ�JOGMVFODFT�UIF�HSPVQ�JO�TPNF�XBZ��
�� 1FPQMF�IBWF�NPSF�DPOGJEFODF�BOE�DPNGPSU�UP�KPVSOFZ�UP�UIF�GVUVSF�	UIF�VOLOPXO
�XIFO�UIFZ�

DBSSZ�GPSXBSE�QBSUT�PG�UIF�QBTU�	UIF�LOPXO
��
�� *G�XF�DBSSZ�QBSUT�PG�UIF�QBTU�GPSXBSE�UIFZ�TIPVME�CF�POMZ�UIF�CFTU�QBSUT��
�� *U�JT�JNQPSUBOU�UP�WBMVF�EJGGFSFODFT��
�� 5IF�MBOHVBHF�XF�VTF�DSFBUFT�PVS�SFBMJUZ��

8IJMF�UIF�CFOFGJUT�PG�"*�BSF�NBOZ�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�TUBOE�PVU�BT�HPPE�SFBTPOT�UP�VTF�UIJT�BQQSPBDI�XIFSF�
TZTUFNT�DIBOHF�JT�EFTJSFE��"QQSFDJBUJWF�*ORVJSZ��

• 3FGSBNFT�UIF�TUVEZ�PG�QSPCMFNT�JOUP�UIF�TUVEZ�PG�TVDDFTTFT��
• 0GGFST�OFX�MBOHVBHF�UIBU�BMMPXT�HSFBUFS�IPOFTUZ�BCPVU�EJGGJDVMU�UPQJDT��
• 6OMFBTIFT�DSFBUJWJUZ�UISPVHI�XIPMF�TZTUFNT�QBSUJDJQBUPSZ�BOE�FOFSHJ[JOH�QSPDFTTFT��

��5IJT�HVJEF�XBT�MBSHFMZ�EFWFMPQFE�CZ�)BMMJF�1SFTLJMM�BOE�"SBOJ�(SJOEMF�JO�������
��8IJUOFZ�%��BOE�5SPTUFO�#MPPN�"���	����
��5IF�QPXFS�PG�"QQSFDJBUJWF�*ORVJSZ���OE�&E��4BO�'SBODJTDP�$"���#FSSFUU�,PFIMFS��
��)BNNPOE�4��"���	����
��5IF�UIJO�CPPL�PG�BQQSFDJBUJWF�JORVJSZ����SE��&E��5IJO�#PPL�1VCMJTIJOH��1Q����o���

'4( �



• $SFBUFT�PQQPSUVOJUJFT�GPS�EFWFMPQJOH�OFX�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�OFUXPSLT�BOE�DPNNVOJUJFT�PG�
QSBDUJDF���

"T�B�DPNQMFUF�QSPDFTT�"QQSFDJBUJWF�*ORVJSZ�JOWPMWFT�FOHBHJOH�QBSUJDJQBOUT�	GSPN�B�TNBMM�HSPVQ�UP�
NBOZ�IVOESFET
�JO�B�GPVS�QIBTF�QSPDFTT�EFTDSJCFE�CFMPX��)PXFWFS�JU�JT�QPTTJCMF�UP�JNQMFNFOU�POMZ�
POF�PS�UXP�QIBTFT�EFQFOEJOH�PO�UIF�QVSQPTF�PG�UIF�JORVJSZ��"T�UIF�MJUFSBUVSF�IBT�TIPXO�UIF�QSPDFTT�JT�
IJHIMZ�BEBQUBCMF�UP�NBOZ�DVMUVSFT�DPOUFYUT�BOE�QVSQPTFT��	4FF�UIF�"*�$PNNPOT�GPS�NBOZ�FYBNQMFT�PG�
JUT�VTF�IUUQT���BQQSFDJBUJWFJORVJSZ�DBTF�FEV�
�

How can appreciative inquiry support systems thinking and practice? 

9 $POUFYU��

• *EFOUJGZ�IPX�WBSJPVT�DPOUFYUVBM�GBDUPST�(e.g., social, political, cultural, or 
economic developments and events)�JOGMVFODF�B�UPQJD�PS�HPBM��

• 1VU�B�HSPVQ�T�QSPHSFTT�BOE�DIBMMFOHFT�JO�DPOUFYU�(e.g., relative to external 
factors, key activities, funding levels).�

9� $POOFDUJPOT��

• &YQMPSF�WBSJPVT�BDUPST��SPMFT�JO�UIF�TZTUFN��
• &ODPVSBHF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�UP�NBLF�OFX�DPOOFDUJPOT��
• 4USFOHUIFO�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�BOE�CVJME�USVTU�BNPOH�QBSUJDJQBOUT��
• $POTJEFS�IPX�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�SPMFT�PS�JOGPSNBUJPO�GMPXT�BSF�DIBOHJOH��
• &YQMPSF�UIF�SFMBUJPOTIJQ�CFUXFFO�UIF�HSPVQ�T�BDUJWJUJFT�BDIJFWFNFOUT�BOE�

PUIFS�BDUPST��BDUJWJUJFT�BDIJFWFNFOUT��

9� 1BUUFSOT�

• #SFBL�PME�UIPVHIU�QBUUFSOT�BOE�DBUBMZ[F�OFX�JEFBT�BOE�UIJOLJOH��
• *EFOUJGZ�BSFBT�PG�DPNNPO�JOUFSFTU�DPODFSO�PS�FYDJUFNFOU��
• %FUFSNJOF�XIFSF�UIFSF�JT�FOFSHZ�JO�UIF�TZTUFN�BOE�XIFSF�UIFSF�BSF�HBQT�PS�

CMPDLBHFT��
• 6OEFSTUBOE�IPX�QPMJDJFT�TUSVDUVSFT�PS�TPDJBM�DVMUVSBM�OPSNT�BSF�DIBOHJOH��

9� 1FSTQFDUJWFT�

• &YQMPSF�B�UPQJD�GSPN�NVMUJQMF�EJWFSTF�QFSTQFDUJWFT��
• &OTVSF�FRVBM�GPPUJOH�BNPOH�QBSUJDJQBOU�WPJDFT��
• 6OEFSTUBOE�CFOFGJDJBSZ�FYQFSJFODFT�PG�UIF�JTTVF�PS�JOJUJBUJWF���
• 6OEFSTUBOE�QBSUOFST��BOE�PUIFS�LFZ�TUBLFIPMEFST��QFSTQFDUJWFT�PO�UIF�JTTVF�PS�

JOJUJBUJWF�(i.e., why it matters).�
• 6OEFSTUBOE�QBSUJDJQBOUT��JOEJWJEVBM�WBMVFT�CFMJFGT�BOE�QSJPSJUJFT��
• *EFOUJGZ�QBSUOFST��BOE�TUBLFIPMEFST��MFBSOJOH�QSJPSJUJFT��

�
WHEN TO USE (AND NOT TO USE) APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY  

"*�JT�FYUSFNFMZ�XFMM�TVJUFE�UP�BEESFTTJOH�DPNQMFY�TZTUFNT�DIBOHF�JTTVFT�BOE�DIBMMFOHFT�BOE�JT�CFTU�VTFE�
XIFO�UIFSF�JT�B�EFTJSF�UP��

• $SFBUF�B�QPTJUJWF�DIBOHF��EFWFMPQ�OFX�BOE�FYDJUJOH�JNBHFT�BOE�QMBOT�GPS�UIF�GVUVSF��
• &OIBODF�TUSBUFHJD�DPPQFSBUJPO�PWFSDPNF�DPOGMJDU�PS�DPNQFUJUJPO�BOE�NPWF�BXBZ�GSPN�TJMPT��
• $BUBMZ[F�XIPMF�TZTUFN�DVMUVSF�TIJGU���
• 'BDJMJUBUF�IJHI�QBSUJDJQBUJPO�QMBOOJOH���
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• .PCJMJ[F�EFTJHO�BOE�EFWFMPQNFOU��
• 'BDJMJUBUF�PSHBOJ[BUJPOBM�MFBSOJOH��
• *OUFHSBUF�NVMUJQMF�DIBOHF�FGGPSUT���
• 4VQQPSU�NFSHFST�BOE�BDRVJTJUJPOT���
• 4VQQPSU�B�QBSUJDJQBUPSZ�BOE�DPMMBCPSBUJWF�FWBMVBUJPO�QSPDFTT��

)PXFWFS�XIFO�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�DPOEJUJPOT�BSF�QSFTFOU�"QQSFDJBUJWF�*ORVJSZ�would not be�BO�FGGFDUJWF�
BQQSPBDI�XIFO���

• :PV�BSF�BMSFBEZ�HFUUJOH�XIBU�ZPV�XBOU���
• 5IFSF�JT�OP�DPNNJUNFOU�UP�QPTJUJWF�DIBOHF�	DMJOHJOH�UP�EFGJDJUT�QSPCMFNT
�PS�B�XJMMJOHOFTT�UP�

JNQMFNFOU�UIF�PVUDPNFT�PG�UIF�"*�QSPDFTT��
• 5IF�JTTVF�JT�UFDIOJDBM�BOE�UIF�TPMVUJPO�JT�DMFBS�BOE�LOPXO��

"T�OPUFE�FBSMJFS�"QQSFDJBUJWF�*ORVJSZ�JOWPMWFT�FOHBHJOH�QBSUJDJQBOUT�JO�POF�PS�NPSF�PG�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�
QIBTFT��5IF�OVNCFS�PG�QBSUJDJQBOUT�DBO�CF�BT�GFX�BT�TJY�PS�BT�NBOZ�BT�IVOESFET�PS�UIPVTBOET��*U�JT�
JNQPSUBOU�UP�OPUF�UIBU�FBDI�QIBTF�CVJMET�VQPO�UIF�GJOEJOHT�PG�UIF�QSFWJPVT�QIBTF��5IFSFGPSF�POF�MJLFMZ�
XPVMEO�U�TUBSU�XJUI�1IBTF���CFDBVTF�UIF�GPVOEBUJPO�GPS�1IBTF���DPOWFSTBUJPOT�XPVMEO�U�IBWF�CFFO�CVJMU�
VOMFTT�QBSUJDJQBOUT�IBE�CFFO�FOHBHFE�JO�1IBTFT���BOE����4FF�"QQFOEJY�"�GPS�BEEJUJPOBM�GBDJMJUBUJPO�
HVJEFMJOFT��

5IF�GPMMPXJOH�TFDUJPO�CSJFGMZ�EFTDSJCFT�UIF�GPVS�QIBTFT�PG�"*�BOE�JODMVEFT�UIF�NJOJNVN�UJNF�FTUJNBUF�
OFFEFE�UP�JNQMFNFOU�FBDI�QIBTF��*U�JT�VTFGVM�UP�OPUF�UIBU�JO�NVDI�PG�UIF�MJUFSBUVSF�"*�JT�EFTDSJCFE�BT�VTJOH�
UIF���%�NPEFM�	%JTDPWFS�%SFBN�%FTJHO�BOE�%FTUJOZ
�	$PPQFSSJEFS���8IJUOFZ�����
��"GUFS�VTJOH�
"QQSFDJBUJWF�*ORVJSZ�XJUI�B�XJEF�WBSJFUZ�PG�HSPVQT�1SFTLJMM�BOE�$BUTBNCBT�	����
�EFDJEFE�UP�SFQMBDF�UIF�
��%�UFSNT�XJUI�UIF�i��*w�TFU�PG�MBCFMT��*ORVJSF�*NBHJOF�*OOPWBUF�BOE�*NQMFNFOU��3FHBSEMFTT�PG�UIF�UFSNT�
VTFE�UIF�QSPDFTT�JT�FYBDUMZ�UIF�TBNF��
�

Phase 1 – Inquire - What gives life? What’s working? 
5IJT�QIBTF�JT�GPS�UIF�EJTDPWFSZ�BOE�BQQSFDJBUJPO�PG�UIF�CFTU�PG�iXIBU�JTw�CZ�GPDVTJOH�PO�QFBL�NPNFOUT�
PG�FYDFMMFODF�GSPN�UIF�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�DPNNVOJUZ�T�IJTUPSZ��*O�UIJT�QIBTF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�EJTDPWFS�UIF�
VOJRVF�GBDUPST�	F�H��MFBEFSTIJQ�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�DVMUVSF�TUSVDUVSF�SFXBSET
�UIBU�NBEF�UIPTF�NPNFOUT�
QPTTJCMF��5IJT�CVJMET�UIF�DBQBDJUZ�GPS�FGGFDUJWF�BOE�TVTUBJOBCMF�DIBOHF��.FNCFST�CFDPNF�SFBEZ�UP�MFU�
HP�PG�QBSUT�PG�UIF�QBTU�BOE�CFDPNF�BXBSF�PG�XIBU�UIFZ�XBOU�UP�UBLF�JOUP�UIF�GVUVSF��5IJT�QIBTF�
JOWPMWFT�QBJSFE�JOUFSWJFXT�TIBSJOH�TUPSJFT�JEFOUJGZJOH�UIFNFT�BOE�PCTFSWJOH�TJNJMBSJUJFT�BOE�
EJGGFSFODFT�BDSPTT�HSPVQT�	BCPVU���o���NJOVUFT
��
�
Phase 2 – Imagine - What might be? What are we being called to become? 
*O�UIJT�QIBTF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�DIBMMFOHF�UIF�TUBUVT�RVP�CZ�FOWJTJPOJOH�NPSF�WBMVFE�BOE�WJUBM�GVUVSFT��
*NBHFT�PG�UIF�GVUVSF�FNFSHF�PVU�PG�UIF�TUPSJFT�BOE�FYBNQMFT�GSPN�UIF�CFTU�PG�UIF�QBTU��5IFZ�BSF�
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DPNQFMMJOH�QPTTJCJMJUJFT�CFDBVTF�UIFZ�FNFSHFE�GSPN�UIF�FYUSBPSEJOBSZ�NPNFOUT�PG�UIF�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�
DPNNVOJUZ�T�IJTUPSZ��1FPQMF�IBWF�B�UFOEFODZ�UP�NPWF�UPXBSE�UIF�TIBSFE�QPTJUJWF�JNBHFT�PG�UIF�
GVUVSF��5PHFUIFS�UIF�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�DPNNVOJUZ�DSFBUFT�B�QPTJUJWF�JNBHF�PG�JUT�NPTU�EFTJSFE�BOE�
QSFGFSSFE�GVUVSF��5IJT�QIBTF�JOWPMWFT�JOEJWJEVBM�SFGMFDUJPO�TNBMM�HSPVQ�DPOWFSTBUJPOT�JEFOUJGZJOH�
UIFNFT�WJTVBMJ[JOH�UIF�GVUVSF�BOE�PCTFSWJOH�TJNJMBSJUJFT�BOE�EJGGFSFODFT�BDSPTT�HSPVQT�	BCPVU���o���
NJOVUFT
���
�
Phase 3 – Innovate - What should be? What’s next, and who will benefit? 
5IF�HPBM�PG�UIJT�QIBTF�JT�UP�FOWJTJPO�IPX�UIF�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�DPNNVOJUZ�TIPVME�CF�EFTJHOFE�UP�GVMMZ�
SFBMJ[F�UIF�TIBSFE�ESFBNT�BOE�JEFBMT��&MFNFOUT�PS�UIF�iTPDJBM�BSDIJUFDUVSFw�	F�H��WBMVFT�MFBEFSTIJQ�
DVMUVSF�TUBGG�QFPQMF�TUSVDUVSFT�TUSBUFHZ�DPNNVOJDBUJPOT�QSPDFTTFT�QSBDUJDFT�SFTVMUT
�BSF�GJSTU�
JEFOUJGJFE��1BSUJDJQBOUT�UIFO�DSFBUF�iQSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOTw�PS�iQPTTJCJMJUZ�TUBUFNFOUTw�BCPVU�XIBU�
UIF�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�DPNNVOJUZ�XPVME�MPPL�MJLF�JG�JU�XFSF�EPJOH�NPSF�PG�JUT�iCFTUT�w�*O�UIJT�QIBTF�UIF�
PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�DPNNVOJUZ�CFHJOT�UP�TFU�OFX�TUSBUFHJD�EJSFDUJPOT�BOE�BMJHO�JUT�WJTJPOT�PG�UIF�GVUVSF�
XJUI�JUT�TZTUFNT�BOE�QSPDFTTFT��5IJT�QIBTF�JOWPMWFT�JOEJWJEVBM�QBJS�PS�TNBMM�HSPVQ�CSBJOTUPSNJOH�
TIBSJOH�BOE�EFWFMPQNFOU�PG�UIFNFT�	BCPVU���o����NJOVUFT
��
�
Phase 4 – Implement - Who will do what, by when? What else is needed to support the changes? 
5IF�UBTL�JO�UIJT�QIBTF�JT�UP�JNQMFNFOU�UIF�QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�GSPN�1IBTF���BOE�UP�iTFU�UIF�
PSHBOJ[BUJPOBM�DPNQBTT�w�*U�JT�B�UJNF�PG�DPOUJOVPVT�MFBSOJOH�VTJOH�NPOJUPSJOH�BOE�BQQSFDJBUJWF�
FWBMVBUJPO�UPPMT�BOE�QSPDFTTFT�BT�XFMM�BT�JNQSPWJTJOH�PS�NBLJOH�DPVSTF�DPSSFDUJPOT�JO�QVSTVJU�PG�UIF�
TIBSFE�WJTJPO��5IF�NPNFOUVN�BOE�QPUFOUJBM�GPS�JOOPWBUJPO�DSFBUJWJUZ�BOE�QSPEVDUJWJUZ�JT�IJHI�CZ�
UIJT�TUBHF�PG�UIF�JORVJSZ��5IJT�QIBTF�JOWPMWFT�JOEJWJEVBMT�PS�HSPVQT�DIPPTJOH�XIJDI�BDUJPOT�UIFZ�XJTI�
UP�CF�SFTQPOTJCMF�GPS�NBLJOH�B�SFBMJUZ�	BCPVU���o����NJOVUFT
��

 

GUIDELINES FOR USING APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY 

*O� UIJT� TFDUJPO�XF�CSJFGMZ� EFTDSJCF� UIF� CFTU� UJNFT� UP�VTF�"*�XJUIJO� TZTUFNT� DIBOHF� FGGPSUT� BOE�QSPWJEF�
JNQMFNFOUBUJPO�HVJEBODF�UIBU�JT�JNQPSUBOU�GPS�FOTVSJOH�TVDDFTT��Note: refer to Appendix A for additional 
suggestions on how to structure your appreciative inquiry session.  
�
Phase 1 – Inquire  
5IJT�QIBTF�IFMQT�FTUBCMJTI�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�EFWFMPQ�VOEFSTUBOEJOHT�PG�TVDDFTT�BOE�JEFOUJGZ�UIF�CFTU�PG�UIF�
QBTU���UP�CVJME�PO�UIF�GVUVSF��
Best time to use:  
8IFO�TUBLFIPMEFST�BSF�DPNJOH�UPHFUIFS�UP�EJTDVTT�XIBU�TVDDFTT�XPVME�MPPL�MJLF�JO�UIFJS�XPSL��
Implementation Guidelines:  
%FUFSNJOJOH�B�TQFDJGJD�BOE�GPDVTFE�UPQJD�JT�FTTFOUJBM�UP�UIF�TVDDFTT�PG�UIF�"*�FYFSDJTF��1JDL�one topic�GPS�
EJTDVTTJPO�BOE�DSBGU�B�stage setting introductory paragraph�BOE�interview guide��1BSUJDJQBOUT�HFU�JOUP�QBJST�
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	QSFGFSBCMZ�XJUI�TPNFPOF�UIFZ�EPO�U�LOPX�BOE�IBWFO�U�XPSLFE�XJUI
�BOE�JOUFSWJFX�FBDI�PUIFS�GPS��o���
NJOVUFT�EFQFOEJOH�PO�UIF�UJNF�BWBJMBCMF
��5IF�JOUFSWJFX�HVJEF�UZQJDBMMZ�JODMVEFT�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�UZQFT�PG�
RVFTUJPOT�SFMFWBOU�UP�UIF�"*�UPQJD�	TFF�"QQFOEJY�#�GPS�TBNQMF�RVFTUJPOT
���

�� Best or Peak Experience:  3FGMFDU�GPS�B�NPNFOU�BOE�SFNFNCFS�B�UJNF�XIFO�[insert topic]�BOE�JU�
XBT�FYDJUJOH�FGGFDUJWF�BOE�NFNPSBCMF��*O�GBDU�SFNFNCFSJOH�UIJT�UJNF�GJMMT�ZPV�XJUI�QSJEF�BOE�
KPZ��%FTDSJCF�UIJT�FYQFSJFODF�BOE�UIF�RVBMJUJFT�UIBU�NBEF�JU�TP�TBUJTGZJOH�BOE�TVDDFTTGVM� 
- 8IBU�XBT�JU�BCPVU�UIJT�FYQFSJFODF�UIBU�NBEF�JU�TP�NFNPSBCMF �
- 8IBU�XFSF�UIF�DPOEJUJPOT�UIBU�NBEF�UIJT�FYQFSJFODF�TP�TVDDFTTGVM �
- 8IBU�EJE�ZPV�EP�UP�NBLF�JU�TP�TVDDFTTGVM �8IBU�EJE�PUIFST�EP �
- 8IBU�EP�ZPV�UIJOL�XBT�UIF�SPPU�DBVTF�PG�UIJT�TVDDFTT �

�� Values:  8IBU�EP�ZPV�WBMVF�NPTU�BCPVU�CPUI��
- :PVSTFMG �
- 5IJT�UPQJD �

�� Three Wishes:��*G�ZPV�IBE�UISFF�XJTIFT�UIBU�XPVME�FOTVSF�B�NPSF�TVDDFTTGVM�FYQFSJFODF�MJLF�UIF�
POF�ZPV�KVTU�EFTDSJCFE�XIBU�XPVME�UIFZ�CF �

�
5IF�RVBMJUZ�PG�UIF�TUBHF�TFUUJOH�JOUSPEVDUJPO�BOE�QFBL�FYQFSJFODF�RVFTUJPOT�JT�FTTFOUJBM�GPS�QSPNPUJOH�SJDI�
TUPSJFT�WFSTVT�TPVOE�CJUFT��5IF�GPMMPXJOH�HVJEFT�TIPVME�CF�TIBSFE�XJUI�QBSUJDJQBOUT:�

• #F�IPOFTU�BCPVU�ZPVS�TUPSZ���
• 3FNFNCFS�UIBU�UIFSF�JT�OP�SJHIU�PS�XSPOH�TUPSZ��USZ�OPU�UP�DIBOHF�ZPVS�TUPSZ�BT�ZPV�IFBS�XIBU�

PUIFST�BSF�TBZJOH��
• #F�SFTQFDUGVM�PG�FBDI�PUIFS�T�TUPSJFT��MJTUFO�IBSE�BT�ZPVS�QBSUOFS�JT�TIBSJOH�IJT�PS�IFS�TUPSZ��UBLF�

OPUFT��
• #F�NJOEGVM�PG�UJNF�SFTUSJDUJPOT�BOE�BMMPX�FWFSZPOF�UIF�PQQPSUVOJUZ�UP�TIBSF�UIFJS�TUPSJFT�BOE�

PQJOJPOT���
• 3FTQFDU�UIF�QSJWBDZ�BOE�DPOGJEFOUJBMJUZ�PG�PUIFST�JO�UIF�HSPVQ��XF�BTL�UIBU�ZPV�OPU�TIBSF�XIBU�

JOEJWJEVBMT�TBZ�JO�UIJT�NFFUJOH�PVUTJEF�UIJT�HSPVQ��
�
0ODF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�IBWF�JOUFSWJFXFE�FBDI�PUIFS�UIFZ�KPJO�UXP�PS�UISFF�PUIFS�QBJST�	GPSNJOH�HSPVQT�PG�TJY�
PS�FJHIU
��&BDI�QFSTPO�JO�UIF�DJSDMF�TIBSFT�IFS�PS�IJT�QBSUOFS�T�TUPSZ�JO�2 minutes or less��4PNFPOF�JO�UIF�
HSPVQ�TIPVME�CF�BTTJHOFE�UIF�UJNF�LFFQFS�SPMF�UP�FOTVSF�FWFSZPOF�IBT�UIF�TBNF�BNPVOU�PG�UJNF�UP�UFMM�
UIFJS�TUPSJFT��5IF�HSPVQ�JT�JOTUSVDUFE�UP�MJTUFO�GPS�UIFNFT�JO�UIF�TUPSJFT�BT�UIFZ�BSF�UPME��
"GUFS�BMM�PG�UIF�TUPSJFT�IBWF�CFFO�TIBSFE�UIF�HSPVQ�	PG�TJY�PS�FJHIU
�EJTDVTTFT�UIF�UIFNFT�UIFZ�WF�IFBSE�BOE�
OPUFT�UIFN�PO�B�GMJQDIBSU�QBHF�	UISFF�UP�GJWF�UIFNFT�JT�UZQJDBM�CVU�NPSF�DBO�CF�PGGFSFE�JG�EFTJSFE
��
0ODF�BMM�PG�UIF�UIFNFT�IBWF�CFFO�GMJQDIBSUFE�FBDI�HSPVQ�SFQPSUT�PVU��5IF�GBDJMJUBUPS�BTLT�UIF�MBSHF�HSPVQ�
i8IBU�EP�ZPV�TFF�BDSPTT�UIF�GMJQDIBSUT�	UIFNFT
 w��)F�PS�TIF�XPVME�UIFO�GBDJMJUBUF�B�DPOWFSTBUJPO�BCPVU�
XIBU�XBT�TVSQSJTJOH�XIBU�UIF�BDUJWJUZ�BOE�JUT�PVUDPNFT�SFJOGPSDFE�BOE�BOZ�PUIFS�PCTFSWBUJPOT��
 
Ensuring Success – Important Facilitation Guidelines 

• 5P�QVU�QBSUJDJQBOUT�iJO�UIF�NPPEw�UP�SFGMFDU�PO�BO�FYQFSJFODF�GJSTU�SFBE�UIF�GSBNJOH�QBSBHSBQI�
PVU�MPVE��5IFO�QSPWJEF�UIFN�XJUI��o��NJOVUFT�UP�UIJOL�UP�SFNFNCFS�BOE�UP�XSJUF�EPXO�B�GFX�
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OPUFT�UP�IFMQ�UIFN�UFMM�UIF�TUPSZ��.PTU�PG�VT�DBOOPU�QVMM�B�DPIFSFOU�TUPSZ�PVU�PG�UIF�CMVF�TP�JU�T�
JNQPSUBOU�UP�QSPWJEF�UIJT�RVJFU�UJNF�GPS�QBSUJDJQBOUT�UP�SFDBMM�UIFJS�QFBL�FYQFSJFODFT��"GUFS�UIJT�
SFGMFDUJPO�UJNF�JOTUSVDU�QBSUJDJQBOUT�UP�QBJS�VQ�BOE�TIBSF�UIFJS�TUPSJFT��

• "TL�MJTUFOFST�UP�KVTU�MJTUFO�UP�UIFJS�QBSUOFS�T�TUPSZ�BOE�OPU�UP�USZ�UP�UFMM�UIFJS�PXO�TUPSZ�BU�UIF�TBNF�
UJNF���JU�T�OPU�B�EJBMPHVF��8IFO�SPMFT�BSF�TXJUDIFE�UIFZ�DBO�UFMM�UIFJS�PXO�TUPSZ��

• "TL�MJTUFOFST�UP�MJTUFO�IBSE���XJUI�DVSJPTJUZ�GPDVT�BOE�BVUIFOUJD�JOUFSFTU��UIFZ�DBO�BTL�QSPCJOH�
RVFTUJPOT�UP�HBJO�DMBSJUZ�BOE�EFFQFS�VOEFSTUBOEJOH��"OE�SFNJOE�UIFN�UIBU�UIFZ�XJMM�CF�UFMMJOH�
UIFJS�QBSUOFS�T�TUPSZ�TP�UBLJOH�B�GFX�OPUFT�XJMM�IFMQ��

• *G�TPNFPOF�UIJOLT�TIF�EPFTO�U�IBWF�B�TUPSZ�UP�UFMM�FOTVSF�IFS�UIBU�UIF�TUPSZ�DBO�CF�TNBMM���JU�DPVME�
IBWF�CFFO�B�NPNFOUBSZ�FYQFSJFODF��3FNJOE�UIFN�UIBU�JU�T�B�UJNF�XIFO�UIFZ�GFMU�QSPVE�FYDJUFE�
FNFSHFE�BOE�IBQQZ�BCPVU�XIBU�UIFZ�XFSF�TFFJOH�PS�GFFMJOH��
�

Phase 2 – Imagine  
5IJT�QIBTF�FOHBHFT�QBSUJDJQBOUT�JO�FOWJTJPOJOH�UIF�GVUVSF�CBTFE�PO�UIF�CFTU�PG�UIF�QBTU�PS�DP�HFOFSBUJOH�B�
EFTJSFE�WJTJPO�PG�UIF�GVUVSF��

Best time to use: �
8IFO�EFWFMPQJOH�B�WJTJPO�BOE�TUSBUFHJD�EJSFDUJPO��UP�BMJHO�IPQFT�ESFBNT�BOE�BTQJSBUJPOT��UP�GJOE�
DPNNPOBMJUZ�BOE�BHSFFNFOU�BT�QSFQBSBUJPO�GPS�NPWJOH�GPSXBSE��UP�EFWFMPQ�HVJEJOH�QSJODJQMFT��UP�
HFOFSBUF�JEFBT�BCPVU�BEEJUJPOBM�TUBLFIPMEFST�GPS�FOHBHFNFOU��

Implementation Guidelines:  
5IJT�QIBTF�SFRVJSFT�EFWFMPQJOH�B�TDFOBSJP�UIBU�JT��������PS�FWFO����ZFBST�GSPN�OPX��*O�UIJT�TDFOBSJP�BMM�
PG�UIF�IPQFT�ESFBNT�BOE�XJTIFT�	BOE�CFTU�QBSUT�PG�UIF�QBTU�BT�JEFOUJGJFE�JO�UIF�QBSUJDJQBOUT��TUPSJFT
�IBWF�
DPNF�UP�GSVJUJPO��"GUFS�SFBEJOH�UIF�TDFOBSJP�UP�UIF�HSPVQ�	MFU�UIFN�MJTUFO�BOE�TUBSU�UP�JNBHJOF
�QSPWJEF�UIF�
GPMMPXJOH�JOTUSVDUJPOT���

• 3FGMFDU�JOEJWJEVBMMZ�GPS��o��NJOVUFT��KPU�EPXO�TPNF�UIPVHIUT��
• 4IBSF�ZPVS�JEFBT�XJUI�UIF�PUIFST�BU�ZPVS�UBCMF��Speak in the present tense as if the future were now�

	UIJT�JT�DSJUJDBMMZ�JNQPSUBOU�UP�UIF�TVDDFTT�PG�UIJT�BDUJWJUZ
�	��o���NJOVUFT�EFQFOEJOH�PO�UIF�UJNF�
BWBJMBCMF�BOE�IPX�NVDI�EJTDVTTJPO�NJHIU�CF�QPTTJCMF
��

• %JTDVTT�BOE�GMJQDIBSU�UIF�UIFNFT�SFQSFTFOUFE�JO�ZPVS�WJTJPOT�	��o���NJOVUFT
��
• 0O�B�TFQBSBUF�QJFDF�PG�GMJQDIBSU�QBQFS�ESBX�B�QJDUVSF�PG�UIF�UIFNFT�OPUFE�PO�UIF�GMJQDIBSU�QBQFS�

	�o���NJOVUFT
��
• &BDI�HSPVQ�SFQPSUT�UIFJS�UIFNFT��UIF�MBSHFS�HSPVQ�EJTDVTTFT�TJNJMBSJUJFT�EJGGFSFODFT�BOE�

JNQMJDBUJPOT�	��o���NJOVUFT�EFQFOEJOH�PO�TJ[F�PG�HSPVQ�BOE�BNPVOU�PG�EJTDVTTJPO�EFTJSFE
��

Ensuring Success – Important Facilitation Guidelines 
• 5P�BDIJFWF�UIF�HPBMT�PG�UIJT�QIBTF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�.645�TQFBL�JO�QSFTFOU�UFOTF��*G�QBSUJDJQBOUT�BSF�

OPU�EPJOH�UIJT�QPMJUFMZ�BTL�UIFN�UP�EP�TP��
• 4JODF�UIF�HPBM�JT�GPS�QBSUJDJQBOUT�UP�FOHBHF�JO�B�generative�DPOWFSTBUJPO�BCPVU�UIFJS�JNBHJOFE�

GVUVSF�MJTUFO�JO�PO�UIFJS�DPOWFSTBUJPOT�UP�FOTVSF�UIBU�UIFZ�BSF�CVJMEJOH�PGG�PG�POF�BOPUIFS�T�

'4( �



DPNNFOUT���UIBU�UIFZ�BSF�DP�DPOTUSVDUJOH�UIFJS�WJTJPO�JO�OFX�FYQBOTJWF�BOE�QSPWPDBUJWF�XBZT��
5IJT�BDUJWJUZ�TIPVME�OPU�CF�QFPQMF�KVTU�UISPXJOH�PVU�JEFBT�POF�BU�B�UJNF��

• 5P�FOTVSF�UIBU�EJGGFSFOU�LJOET�PG�MFBSOFST�DBO�TFF�UIFJS�WJTJPOT�SFGMFDUFE�JO�UIF�TZOUIFTJT�DPOTJEFS�
VTJOH�WJTVBM�BOE�UBDUJMF�NFUIPET�JO�BEEJUJPO�UP�UFYU�	XIJDI�XPVME�CF�PO�B�GMJQDIBSU�QBHF
��.PSF�
JOOPWBUJWF�XBZT�DPVME�JOWPMWF�IBWJOH�UIFN�CVJME�TPNFUIJOH�XJUI�NBOJQVMBUJWFT�	F�H��-FHPT�QJQF�
DMFBOFST�UJOLFS�UPZT
�PS�VTJOH�TUJDLFST�DPMPSFE�NBSLFST�TUJDLZ�OPUFT�BOE�PUIFS�DSBGU�NBUFSJBMT�UP�
DSFBUF�BOPUIFS�WJTVBM�SFQSFTFOUBUJPO�PG�UIFJS�WJTJPOT��

�
Phase 3 – Innovate  
5IJT�QIBTF�GPDVTFT�PO�USBOTMBUJOH�UIF�WJTJPO���UIF�UIFNFT�GSPN�UIF�*NBHJOF�QIBTF���JOUP�SFBMJUZ�UP�
HFOFSBUF�DPODSFUF�BOE�JOOPWBUJWF�JEFBT�GPS�MJWJOH�JO�UIF�EFTJSFE�GVUVSF��

Best time to use: �
8IFO�B�DPNNJUNFOU�UP�BDU�PO�UIF�WJTJPO�IBT�CFFO�BHSFFE�UP�BOE�OPX�JU�T�B�NBUUFS�PG�BSUJDVMBUJOH�UIF�
OFDFTTBSZ�DIBOHFT���

Implementation Guidelines:  
1BSUJDJQBOUT�BSF�QSPWJEFE�XJUI�B�CSJFG�PWFSWJFX�PG�XIBU�B�TPDJBM�BSDIJUFDUVSF�NFBOT�BOE�XIBU�JT�FYQFDUFE�
JO�UIJT�QIBTF��5IFZ�BSF�UIFO�BTLFE�UP�SFGMFDU�JOEJWJEVBMMZ�BOE�UIFO�JO�QBJST�PS�USJBET�UP�EFWFMPQ�UISFF�UP�
GJWF�QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�	J�F��QPTTJCJMJUZ�TUBUFNFOUT
�XSJUUFO�JO�QSFTFOU�UFOTF�UIBU�XPVME�CSJOH�UIF�
WJTJPO�JOUP�SFBMJUZ��5IFTF�NBZ�CF�QBSBHSBQIT�PS�JOEJWJEVBM�TFOUFODFT�BOE�TIPVME�CF�BDUJPO�PSJFOUFE�BOE�
TUSFUDI�UIF�TUBUVT�RVP��5IF�QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�TIPVME�CF�HSPVOEFE�JO�UIF�TUPSJFT�XJTIFT�BOE�
JNBHJOJOHT�QBSUJDJQBOUT�EFWFMPQFE�JO�1IBTFT���BOE����1BSUJDJQBOUT�BSF�BTLFE�UP�XSJUF�FBDI�QSPWPDBUJWF�
QSPQPTJUJPO�PO�B�TUJDLZ�OPUF�	���NJOVUFT
��

8IJMF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�BSF�EPJOH�UIJT�UIF�GBDJMJUBUPS�MBCFMT�B�TFSJFT�PG�GMJQDIBSU�QBHFT�XJUI�UIF�UIFNFT�UIBU�IBWF�
FNFSHFE�GSPN�UIF�QSFWJPVT�UXP�QIBTFT��"T�QBSUJDJQBOUT�GJOJTI�XSJUJOH�UIFJS�QSPQPTJUJPOT�UIFZ�QMBDF�UIFN�
PO�UIF�GMJQDIBSU�QBHFT�UIBU�NBUDI�UIF�UIFNF�PG�UIFJS�QSPQPTJUJPO��

8IFO�UIJT�JT�BMM�EPOF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�BSF�JOWJUFE�UP�WJFX�BMM�UIF�QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�PO�UIF�GMJQDIBSU�
QBHFT��5IF�GBDJMJUBUPS�NJHIU�SFBE�TPNF�PS�BMM�PG�UIFN�BT�XFMM��5IF�GBDJMJUBUPS�NJHIU�BMTP�BTL�QBSUJDJQBOUT�GPS�
UIFJS�SFBDUJPOT�UP�BOE�UIPVHIUT�BCPVU�XIBU�XBT�HFOFSBUFE��

*O�DPOTUSVDUJOH�QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�UIF�UBTL�JT�UP�EFTDSJCF�XIBU�JT�OFFEFE�UP�DSFBUF�UIF�DPOEJUJPOT�
GPS�UIF�GVUVSF�TUBUF��5IF�CFHJOOJOH�QPJOU�JT�UP�DPOTJEFS�UIF�DVSSFOU�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�DPNNVOJUZ�T�
BSDIJUFDUVSF�UIBU�JT�UIF�TPDJBM�BOE�UFDIOJDBM�FMFNFOUT�UIBU�NBLF�VQ�UIF�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�DPNNVOJUZ��
5ZQJDBM�FMFNFOUT�PG�UIF�TPDJBM�BSDIJUFDUVSF�JODMVEF��

• 4USBUFHZ�� � �
• 4PDJFUBM�QVSQPTFT� � �
• $PNNVOJDBUJPO�
• -FBEFSTIJQ� � � �
• 4USVDUVSFT� � � �
• 4ZTUFNT�
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• $VMUVSF�� �  
• 7BMVFT� � �  
• $PNQFUFODJFT 
• 4UBGG�QFPQMF� � � �
• 3FMBUJPOTIJQT�
• #VTJOFTT�QSPDFTTFT� �
• 3FTVMUT� � � �
• .BOBHFNFOU�QSBDUJDFT�

*U�JT�JNQPSUBOU�UP�OPUF�UIBU�BU�UIJT�TUBHF�UIFSF�JT�VTVBMMZ�B�HSFBU�EFBM�PG�FYDJUFNFOU�BOE�NPNFOUVN�JO�UIF�
SPPN��5IF�GVUVSF�BOE�IPX�UP�QSPDFFE�BSF�DPNJOH�JOUP�GPDVT�BOE�XIBU�TFFNFE�JNQPTTJCMF�FBSMJFS�JT�OPX�
QPTTJCMF��5IVT�JU�T�DSJUJDBM�UIBU�UIF�XPSL�GSPN�UIJT�QIBTF�DPOUJOVF�JOUP�1IBTF���XIFSF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�	BOE�
PUIFST�UIFZ�JOWJUF�JOUP�UIJT�XPSL
�BDUVBMMZ�DPNNJU�UP�NBLJOH�UIF�QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�iDPNF�BMJWF�w�
�
Ensuring Success – Important Facilitation Guidelines 
5FMM�QBSUJDJQBOUT�UIBU�JU�T�JNQPSUBOU�UP�NBLF�TVSF�UIBU�UIF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�BSF�BMJHOFE�XJUI�UIF�WJTJPO	T
�BOE�
BSF�QSPWPDBUJWF���UIFZ�HP�CFZPOE�UIF�TUBUVT�RVP��"OE�UIFZ�TIPVME�OPU�CF�DIBMMFOHJOH�XIFUIFS�TPNFUIJOH�
JT�QPTTJCMF��5IJT�QIBTF�JT�BCPVU�NBLJOH�UIF�WJTJPO�NPSF�DPODSFUF�BOE�BDUJPOBCMF�BOE�UIFSFGPSF�TIPVME�CF�
XSJUUFO�BT�JG�UIF�GVUVSF�XFSF�OPX��&ODPVSBHF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�UP�UIJOL�IBSE�BCPVU�XIBU�XPVME�CF�IBQQFOJOH�JG�
UIFJS�WJTJPO�XFSF�B�SFBMJUZ��

0ODF�UIF�QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�BSF�XSJUUFO�PO�TUJDLZ�OPUFT�QBSUJDJQBOUT�TIPVME�QMBDF�UIFN�PO�B�TUJDLZ�
XBMM�PS�B�TFSJFT�PG�CMBOL�GMJQDIBSU�QBHFT��*G�QPTTJCMF�UIFZ�TIPVME�CF�MBCFMFE�BOE�HSPVQFE�CZ�DPNNPO�UIFNF�
	F�H��7BMVFT�4USVDUVSFT�3FMBUJPOTIJQT
���

5P�EFCSJFG�UIF�GBDJMJUBUPS�TIPVME�SFBE�FBDI�PG�UIF�QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�UP�UIF�XIPMF�HSPVQ�NPWF�
UIPTF�UIBU�BSF�OPU�DBUFHPSJ[FE�BDDVSBUFMZ�BOE�SFNPWF�BOZ�PCWJPVT�EVQMJDBUJPOT��#F�TVSF�UP�JOWJUF�UIF�
HSPVQ�UP�BEE�BOZ�GJOBM�QSPQPTJUJPOT�UIBU�NJHIU�IBWF�TVSGBDFE�EVSJOH�UIF�SFQPSU�PVU��
�
Phase 4 – Implement  
*O�UIJT�QIBTF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�DSFBUF�DPNNJUNFOUT�UP�JNQMFNFOUBUJPO�XIJMF�NBJOUBJOJOH�MFBSOJOH�DFMFCSBUJOH�
TVDDFTTFT�BOE�JEFOUJGZJOH�UIF�OFYU�DZDMFT�PG�BGGJSNBUJWF�UPQJDT�BOE�BQQSFDJBUJWF�JORVJSZ����

Best time to use: �
8IFO�UIF�QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�IBWF�CFFO�EFWFMPQFE�BOE�QBSUJDJQBOUT�BSF�SFBEZ�UP�NPWF�GPSXBSE�JO�
NBLJOH�UIFN�B�SFBMJUZ��

Implementation Guidelines: 
*U�T�JNQPSUBOU�JO�UIJT�QIBTF�UP�FOTVSF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�LFFQ�UIF�WJTJPO�BT�B�ESJWJOH�GPSDF�JO�UIFJS�XPSL�BOE�UBLF�
SFTQPOTJCJMJUZ�GPS�BDUJOH�PO�UIFJS�DPNNJUNFOUT��5IJT�JT�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�DSJUJDBM�BT�B�SBGU�PG�DIBOHFT�XJMM�MJLFMZ�
CF�PDDVSSJOH�TJNVMUBOFPVTMZ�BT�B�SFTVMU�PG�UIF�"*�QSPDFTT���

8IJMF�UIJT�QIBTF�DBO�CF�BDDPNQMJTIFE�JO�TFWFSBM�XBZT�POF�JT�UP�JOWJUF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�UP�SFGMFDU�PO�BMM�PG�UIF�
QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�BOE�UP�TFMFDU�POF�PS�NPSF�UIBU�XPVME�CF�EFTJSBCMF�GPS�UIFJS�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�PS�
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DPNNVOJUZ�	BOE�SFMFWBOU�UP�UIFJS�POHPJOH�XPSL
��#FJOH�BCMF�UP�TFMG�TFMFDU�UIF�QSPWPDBUJWF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�
JOEJWJEVBMT�BSF�NPTU�JOUFSFTUFE�JO�BOE�QBTTJPOBUF�BCPVU�JT�DSJUJDBM�UP�UIJT�QIBTF���5IFZ�XPVME�UIFO�EJTDVTT�
OFYU�TUFQT�GPS�JNQMFNFOUBUJPO�BOE�EFWFMPQ�BDUJPO�PS�QSPKFDU�QMBOT�UIBU�JODMVEF�PUIFST�UIFZ�XPVME�SFBDI�
PVU�UP��5IJT�DPVME�CF�GPMMPXFE�XJUI�B�MBSHF�HSPVQ�EFCSJFGJOH�XIFSF�QFPQMF�WPMVOUFFS�UP�TIBSF�XIBU�UIFZ�
IBWF�EJTDVTTFE�BOE�QMBOOFE��

Ensuring Success – Important Facilitation Guidelines 
• *OWJUF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�UP�TJHO�VQ�UP�XPSL�PO�UIF�QSPQPTJUJPOT�UIBU�UIFZ�BSF�NPTU�FYDJUFE�BCPVU��/PU�

FWFSZPOF�IBT�UP�XPSL�PO�BMM�BTQFDUT�PG�UIF�WJTJPO��&ODPVSBHF�UIFN�UP�CFHJO�EFWFMPQJOH�BO�BDUJPO�
QMBO�XJUI�DMFBSMZ�BSUJDVMBUFE�BDUJPOT�UJNFMJOFT�BOE�SFTQPOTJCJMJUJFT��

• *OWJUF�QBSUJDJQBOUT�UP�SFBDI�PVU�UP�PUIFST�OPU�JO�UIF�SPPN�UP�XPSL�XJUI�UIFN�PO�NBLJOH�UIF�
QSPQPTJUJPOT�B�SFBMJUZ��
�

&ODPVSBHF� QBSUJDJQBOUT� UP� DFMFCSBUF� BDDPNQMJTINFOUT� BMPOH� UIF� XBZ� �� UIJT� XJMM� CF� JNQPSUBOU� GPS�
NBJOUBJOJOH�NPNFOUVN�BOE�DPNNJUNFOU�UP�UIF�WJTJPO��
�
NEXT STEPS 

"U�UIF�DPODMVTJPO�PG�UIF�BQQSFDJBUJWF�JORVJSZ�TFTTJPO�DPOTJEFS�QSPWJEJOH�QBSUJDJQBOUT�XJUI�B�DMFBS�
PWFSWJFX�PG�OFYU�TUFQT��'PS�FYBNQMF���

• *G�QBSUJDJQBOUT�EJE�OPU�DPNQMFUF�BMM�GPVS�QIBTFT�ZPV�NBZ�XJTI�UP�TIBSF�JOGPSNBUJPO�BCPVU�XIFUIFS�
PS�XIFO�UIFZ�XJMM�DPOUJOVF�UIF�BQQSFDJBUJWF�JORVJSZ�QSPDFTT���

• *OGPSN�QBSUJDJQBOUT�BCPVU�IPX�UIF�JOGPSNBUJPO�BOE�JOTJHIUT�TIBSFE�EVSJOH�UIF�TFTTJPO�XJMM�CF�
VTFE�BOE�XJUI�XIPN�UIFZ�XJMM�CF�TIBSFE���
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APPENDIX A. ADDITIONAL FACILITATION GUIDELINES 

Room Set-Up 
• 3PVOE�UBCMFT�UIBU�TFBU��o��

Materials Needed 
• 'MJQDIBSU�QBQFS�GPS�FBDI�UBCMF�
• .BSLFST�
• �w�Y��w�TUJDLZ�OPUF�QBET�
• *OUFSWJFX�HVJEFT�BOE�PUIFS�IBOEPVUT�BT�OFFEFE�

Ground Rules 
• "MM�JEFBT�BSF�WBMJE�
• &WFSZUIJOH�JT�DBQUVSFE�	GMJQ�DIBSUT�1$
�
• -JTUFO���SFBMMZ�MJTUFO�
• 0CTFSWF�UJNF�GSBNFT�
• 4FFL�DPNNPO�HSPVOE�BOE�BDUJPO�
• %JGGFSFODFT�BOE�QSPCMFNT�BSF�BDLOPXMFEHFE���CVU�OPU�XPSLFE�PO�
• $POGJEFOUJBMJUZ�o�6OEFSTUBOE�UIBU�XIBU�QBSUJDJQBOUT�TBZ�JT�QBSU�PG�B�QSPDFTT�

Group Member Roles 
• &BDI�TNBMM�HSPVQ�NBOBHFT�JUT�PXO�EJTDVTTJPO�EBUB�UJNF�BOE�SFQPSUT��)FSF�BSF�UIF�SPMFT�GPS�TFMG�

NBOBHJOH�UIJT�XPSL��3PMFT�TIPVME�CF�SPUBUFE��%JWJEF�UIF�XPSL�BT�ZPV�XJTI��
�� %JTDVTTJPO�'BDJMJUBUPS���&OTVSFT�UIBU�FBDI�QFSTPO�XIP�XBOUT�UP�TQFBL�JT�IFBSE�XJUIJO�UIF�UJNF�

BWBJMBCMF��,FFQT�HSPVQ�PO�USBDL�UP�GJOJTI�PO�UJNF���
�� 5JNFLFFQFS���,FFQT�HSPVQ�BXBSF�PG�UJNF�MFGU��.POJUPST�SFQPSU�PVUT�BOE�TJHOBMT�UJNF�SFNBJOJOH�UP�

QFSTPO�UBMLJOH��
�� 3FDPSEFS���8SJUFT�HSPVQ�T�PVUQVU�PO�GMJQ�DIBSUT�VTJOH�TQFBLFS�T�XPSET��"TLT�QFPQMF�UP�SFTUBUF�MPOH�

JEFBT�CSJFGMZ��
�� 3FQPSUFS���%FMJWFST�SFQPSU�UP�MBSHF�HSPVQ�JO�UJNF�BMMPUUFE���

Characteristics of Great AI Questions 
• "SF�TUBUFE�JO�UIF�BGGJSNBUJWF��
• )FMQ�GPSHF�B�QFSTPOBM�DPOOFDUJPO�CFUXFFO�UIF�JOUFSWJFXFS�BOE�JOUFSWJFXFF��
• #VJME�PO�UIF�BTTVNQUJPO�UIBU�iUIF�HMBTT�JT�IBMG�GVMMw�	SBUIFS�UIBO�IBMG�FNQUZ
��
• (JWF�B�CSPBE�EFGJOJUJPO�UP�UIF�UPQJD��5IFZ�HJWF�SPPN�UP�iTXJN�BSPVOE�w�
• "SF�QSFTFOUFE�BT�BO�JOWJUBUJPO�UP�UFMM�TUPSJFT�SBUIFS�UIBO�BCTUSBDU�PQJOJPOT�PS�UIFPSJFT��
• 7BMVF�iXIBU�JT�w�5IFZ�TQBSL�UIF�BQQSFDJBUJWF�JNBHJOBUJPO�CZ�IFMQJOH�UIF�QFSTPO�MPDBUF�FYQFSJFODFT�JO�

UIF�QBTU�PS�QSFTFOU�UIBU�BSF�XPSUI�WBMVJOH��
• $POWFZ�VODPOEJUJPOBM�QPTJUJWF�SFHBSE��
• &WPLF�FTTFOUJBM�WBMVFT�BTQJSBUJPOT�BOE�JOTQJSBUJPOT���
• %SBX�PO�QFPQMF�T�MJGF�BOE�XPSL�FYQFSJFODF��
• 4VHHFTU�BDUJPO��  
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APPENDIX B. SAMPLE APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY QUESTIONS 

• "T�ZPV�SFGMFDU�PO�ZPVS�FYQFSJFODF�XJUI�UIF�QSPHSBN�UFMM�NF�B�TUPSZ�BCPVU�B�IJHIQPJOU��
• "U�XIBU�QPJOU�JO�UJNF�EJE�ZPV�GFFM�NPTU�BMJWF �
• 8IFO�EJE�ZPV�LOPX�JU�XBT�XPSLJOH �)PX�EJE�ZPV�LOPX�JU �
• 8IFO�EJE�ZPV�GFFM�NPTU�TVDDFTTGVM�JO�UFSNT�PG�ZPVS�DPOUSJCVUJPOT�UP�UIF�QSPKFDU �
• 5IJOLJOH�BCPVU�ZPVS�EFQBSUNFOU�T�DPOUSJCVUJPO�UP�UIF�NJTTJPO�PG�UIF�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�XIBU�IBWF�ZPV�

EPOF�UP�NBLF�UIF�CJHHFTU�EJGGFSFODF �
• 8IBU�BSF�UIF�NPTU�PVUTUBOEJOH�NPNFOUT�PS�TUPSJFT�GSPN�UIJT�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�T�QBTU�UIBU�NBLF�ZPV�NPTU�

QSPVE�UP�CF�B�NFNCFS�PG�UIJT�PSHBOJ[BUJPO �
• 8IBU�BSF�UIF�UIJOHT�UIBU�HJWF�MJGF�UP�UIF�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�XIFO�JU�JT�NPTU�BMJWF�NPTU�FGGFDUJWF�BOE�NPTU�JO�

UVOF�XJUI�UIF�PWFSBSDIJOH�WJTJPO �
• 8IBU�BSF�XF�EPJOH�UIBU�TIPVME�CF�QSFTFSWFE�BT�XF�NBLF�DIBOHFT �
• 8IBU�XFSF�NBKPS�NJMFTUPOFT�BMPOH�UIF�XBZ �
• 8IBU�LFQU�ZPV�HPJOH�BOE�XIBU�XBT�OVSUVSJOH�UP�ZPV �
• $BO�ZPV�UIJOL�PG�JODJEFOUT�PS�UJNFT�UIBU�XFSF�FYIJMBSBUJOH�GPS�ZPV �
• 8FSF�UIFSF�UJNFT�XIFO�ZPV�TBJE�UP�ZPVSTFMG�i5IJT�JT�XPSLJOH�UIJT�JT�XPSLJOH�w�8IBU�XBT�IBQQFOJOH�

EVSJOH�UIPTF�UJNFT ��
• *G�ZPV�DPVME�IBWF�XBWFE�B�NBHJD�XBOE�BOE�UIF�QSPKFDU�XPVME�IBWF�UVSOFE�PVU�FYBDUMZ�BT�ZPV�IBE�

QMBOOFE�XIBU�XPVME�JU�MPPL�MJLF �
• 8IFSF�NJHIU�ZPV�IBWF�QMBOUFE�TFFET�UIBU�NBZ�TQSPVU ��8IBU�XPVME�UIJOHT�MPPL�MJLF�JG�UIFTF�TFFET�EJE�

TQSPVU�BOE�HSPX �8IBU�DBO�ZPV�EP�UP�GVSUIFS�TVQQPSU�UIJT�HSPXUI �
• -PPLJOH�BU�ZPVS�FOUJSF�FYQFSJFODF�DBO�ZPV�SFDBMM�B�UJNF�XIFO�ZPV�GFMU�NPTU�FYDJUFE�BCPVU�XIBU�ZPV�

XFSF�EPJOH �8IBU�XFSF�ZPV�EPJOH �8IP�FMTF�XBT�JOWPMWFE �
• 8IBU�JT�UIF�CFTU�UFBN�FYQFSJFODF�ZPV�WF�FWFS�CFFO�JOWPMWFE�XJUI �
• 8IBU�XPVME�CF�UISFF�XJTIFT�ZPV�IBWF�GPS�UIJT�QSPHSBN�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�DPNNVOJUZ �
• %FTDSJCF�B�UJNF�XIFO�ZPV�GFMU�MJTUFOFE�UP��8IBU�XBT�IBQQFOJOH�JO�UIF�HSPVQ �
• %FTDSJCF�B�UJNF�XIFO�TPNFPOF�XFOU�PVU�PG�IJT�PS�IFS�XBZ�UP�EP�TPNFUIJOH�GPS�ZPV��8IBU�NBEF�JU�

QPTTJCMF �
• *G�ZPV�DPVME�USBOTGPSN�UIF�XBZT�JO�XIJDI�ZPV�EP�ZPVS�XPSL�XIBU�XPVME�JU�MPPL�MJLF�BOE�XIBU�XPVME�

JU�UBLF�UP�IBQQFO �
• 5FMM�NF�BCPVU�B�UJNF�XIFO�ZPV�XFSF�GPSDFE�UP�EP�NPSF�XJUI�MFTT�BOE�UIF�SFTVMUT�FYDFFEFE�ZPVS�XJMEFTU�

FYQFDUBUJPOT��8IP�XBT�JOWPMWFE �)PX�XFSF�UIF�SFTVMUT�BDIJFWFE �8IBU�EJE�FBDI�QFSTPO�TQFDJGJDBMMZ�
EP�PS�DPOUSJCVUF �

• 8IFO�ZPV�UIJOL�PG�B�UJNF�XIFO�ZPV�DPMMBCPSBUFE�XJUI�BOPUIFS�HSPVQ�BOE�EJE�TP�TVDDFTTGVMMZ�XIBU�
DPNFT�UP�NJOE �8IBU�DJSDVNTUBODFT�BMMPXFE�UIF�DPMMBCPSBUJPO�UP�PDDVS �

• 5IJOL�BCPVU�B�UJNF�XIFO�ZPV�GFMU�JODSFEJCMZ�XFMM�TVQQPSUFE�CZ�TPNFPOF�PS�B�HSPVQ�PG�QFPQMF�GSPN�
BOPUIFS�PSHBOJ[BUJPO��5FMM�NF�BCPVU�UIBU�UJNF�  
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APPENDIX C. SELECTED REFERENCES AND RESOURCES 

#BSSFUU� '�� +�� �� 'SZ� 3�� &�� 	����
�� Appreciative Inquiry: A Positive Approach to Building Cooperative 
Capacity��$IBHSJO�'BMMT�0)��5BPT�*OTUJUVUF��

#SPXOF�#MJTT�	����
��What is Appreciative Inquiry?�*NBHJOF�$IJDBHP��
#VTIF�(��3����,BTTBN�"��'��	����
��i8IFO�JT�"QQSFDJBUJWF�*ORVJSZ�USBOTGPSNBUJPOBM �"�

NFUB�DBTF�BOBMZTJT�w�
�The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science�41	�
����o�����

$PPQFSSJEFS� %�� -�� �� 4SJWBTUWB� 4�� 	����
��"QQSFDJBUJWF� *ORVJSZ� JO� PSHBOJ[BUJPOBM� MJGF�� $PPQFSSJEFS�%���
	����
���1PTJUJWF�JNBHF��QPTJUJWF�BDUJPO��5IF�BGGJSNBUJWF�CBTJT�PG�PSHBOJ[BUJPO���*O�4��4SJWBTUWB���%��-��
$PPQFSSJEFS�	&ET�
��Appreciative management and leadership,����������4BO�'SBODJTDP��+PTTFZ�#BTT��

$PPQFSSJEFS� %�� -�� ��8IJUOFZ� %�� 	����
�� Appreciative Inquiry: A Positive Revolution in Change�� 4BO�
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Landscape Review: High Impact Grantmaking Models

Reference (Example 
Name)

Website Link Description Model(s) (Responsive, Strategic, Proactive, 
Initiative, Collaboration)

Challenge/Opportunity
Identification and Analysis

Incourage Community 
Foundation 

https://incouragecf.org/ Community Foundation in Central Wisconsin that has 
evolved from a traditional responsive funder to a 
community development leader deploying a number of 
different resources. "Incourage has evolved in response 
to community need from a traditional grantmaker into a 
values-led, resident-centered and place-based 
organization stewarding and connecting all forms of 
resources or capital – moral, social, human, intellectual, 
reputational, financial and natural – toward a powerful 
shared vision: a community that works well for all people."

~Responsive, with parameters (Reponsive to 
novel ideas; "What If" grants for bringing 
neighbors together; and "Bridge Grants" for 
orgs facing unforeseen emergencies  
~Strategic 
~Proactive 
~Initiative 
~Collaborative (national partners: Ford, 
Knight, etc). 

Community Survey: 
https://incouragecf.org/lead/community-survey-2017/

Strategy Map: 
https://incouragecf.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/11/Incourage-Strategy-Map-11-29-
16.pdf

Shaped by Guiding Principles, Values and anchor vision 
(North Star): "Realizing a community that works well for 
everyone" 

See detailed impact and collaborative initiatives on—
Economic Growth: https://incouragecf.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/12/Economic-Growth-Impact-Paper-
FINAL.pdf
Downtown Development: https://incouragecf.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/12/Downtown-Development-Vermont Community 

Foundation 
https://www.vermontcf.org/ Community Foundation with multiple grantmaking and 

other programs throughout the state of Vermont; their 
innovative/transformative vehicle is impact investing; 
since 2001, 5% of their investments have been directed 
to Vermont companies. They have become a model for 
other foundations. 

n/a (to the example innovation) "The Foundation’s board and staff realized that if grants 
were helping to make the state more healthy and vibrant, 
so could local investments."

Unaswered question: How was this opportunity identified 
and prioritized?

Arizona Community 
Foundation 

https://www.azfoundation.org/ Their innovative and/or or transformation-seeking 
vehicles include
~The Community Impact Loan Fund, offering loans to 
nonprofit projects at or below market rate, and creating a 
continuing cycle of charitable capital. 
~The New Arizona Prize, an innovation-oriented 
philanthropic prize competition with a focus on water 
issues: One prize went to a fresh public consciousness-
raising idea, one to an entrpreneurial intervention, and 
one to a public art project 
~The Affordable Housing Fund, which provides zero 
interest loans to nonprofit housing developers for 
predevelopment 

~Responsive (though all competitive grants 
currently available are under an identified 
strategy/issue area)
~Strategic 
~Proactive
~Initiatives 
~Collaboration (for e.g., with LISC for the 
Affordable Housing Loan Fund, with Republic 
Media and Morrison Institute for Public Policy 
for the prize competition). 

Website includes general statement about seeking 
alignment of areas of greatest need with donor interests. 
Unsure of how they develop their understanding of 
opportunities and challenges and go about prioritization. 
Have commissioned some research related to their issue 
areas. 

Wealthworks https://www.wealthworks.org/ Launched with initial support from the Ford Foundation 
and continued by national partners including the Aspen 
Institute Community Strategies Group, Wealthworks's 
framework provides a comprehensive approach to 
regional wealth building, with a focus on non urban 
and/or rural areas. 

~Initiatives  ~Collaboration Designed to complement / address limitations of traditional 
economic development by valuing and leveraging an 
area's underutilized assets and connecting them with 
viable market opportunities, creating wealth that is locally 
owned, controlled and invested, and engaging a wide 
range of partners. 

Anchor vision: "Building lasting wealth means growing 
multiple capitals—a strong sense of community, good 
infrastructure, a well-trained workforce, unspoiled natural 
beauty, and inclusive and open government."

Landscape Review: High Impact Grantmaking Models



Landscape Review: High Impact Grantmaking Models

Reference (Example 
Name)

Website Link Description Model(s) (Responsive, Strategic, Proactive, 
Initiative, Collaboration)

Challenge/Opportunity
Identification and Analysis

Greater Cincinnati 
Foundation 

https://www.gcfdn.org/ Programs of interest include: 
~ All-In Cincinnati, an initiative to develop growth 
equitable strategies to achieve broad economic inclusion. 
All-In Cincinnati will develop a concrete plan to identify 
and advocate for regional policy to create conditions that 
benefit everyone, especially people in low-income 
communities and communities of color.
~Family Indendence Initiative, direct support to lift single 
women-headed households out of poverty. 
~Impact Investing (cultivate donor-investors for specific 
social impact vehicles/projects)

~(Responsive/Strategic—competitive 
application processes)
~Initiatives
~Collaboration:
PolicyLink (All In Cincinatti)
GreenLight Fund (Family Independence 
Initiative)
Collective Impact Backbone Orgs (see 
https://www.gcfdn.org/Investing-in-Our-
Community/Collective-Impact)

?

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation

https://www.siliconvalleycf.org/strateg
ic-initiatives

Programs of interest include their cross-sector "Strategic 
Initiatives," which currently include: 
~The Big Lift, a Collective Impact 
gov/biz/edu/NPO/foundation collab focused on 3rd grade 
reading outcomes
~Silicon Valley Regional Fund, focused on land use, 
housing and transportation; and public engagement in 
same
~Community Leadership Project, focused on capacity 
building for individual leaders and orgs
~SJ Learns, focused on expansion and innovation of 
regional afterschool programs, in collab with gov

~Initiatives  ~Collaboration ?



Landscape Review: High Impact Grantmaking Models

Reference (Example 
Name)

Website Link Description

Incourage Community 
Foundation 

https://incouragecf.org/ Community Foundation in Central Wisconsin that has 
evolved from a traditional responsive funder to a 
community development leader deploying a number of 
different resources. "Incourage has evolved in response 
to community need from a traditional grantmaker into a 
values-led, resident-centered and place-based 
organization stewarding and connecting all forms of 
resources or capital – moral, social, human, intellectual, 
reputational, financial and natural – toward a powerful 
shared vision: a community that works well for all people."

Vermont Community 
Foundation 

https://www.vermontcf.org/ Community Foundation with multiple grantmaking and 
other programs throughout the state of Vermont; their 
innovative/transformative vehicle is impact investing; 
since 2001, 5% of their investments have been directed 
to Vermont companies. They have become a model for 
other foundations. 

Arizona Community 
Foundation 

https://www.azfoundation.org/ Their innovative and/or or transformation-seeking 
vehicles include
~The Community Impact Loan Fund, offering loans to 
nonprofit projects at or below market rate, and creating a 
continuing cycle of charitable capital. 
~The New Arizona Prize, an innovation-oriented 
philanthropic prize competition with a focus on water 
issues: One prize went to a fresh public consciousness-
raising idea, one to an entrpreneurial intervention, and 
one to a public art project 
~The Affordable Housing Fund, which provides zero 
interest loans to nonprofit housing developers for 
predevelopment 

Wealthworks https://www.wealthworks.org/ Launched with initial support from the Ford Foundation 
and continued by national partners including the Aspen 
Institute Community Strategies Group, Wealthworks's 
framework provides a comprehensive approach to 
regional wealth building, with a focus on non urban 
and/or rural areas. 

Landscape Review: High Impact Grantmaking Models
Evaluation and Tracking Stakeholder & Community Engagement

?Unsure. (Big learning emphasis) ~Facilitated community engagement in redesign of Tribune 
building: 
https://incouragecf.org/lead/tribune-building/

~Prioritize funding for resident engagement and capacity 
building for participation 

~Community Picnic 

~Small board model (four individuals) is intended to enable 
broad resident engagement: "Incourage shares information 
in many ways and receives guidance from the community 
through many sources, including its extensive network of 
volunteers, participants in Incourage committees (see 
question below), community engagement activities, 
community forums, and community-wide surveys."

?

? Prize competition development included consultation with 
experts representing political, policy, business, nonprofit, 
entrepreneurial, and academic interests. 

? Emphasis on cross-sector engagement



Landscape Review: High Impact Grantmaking Models

Reference (Example 
Name)

Website Link Description

Greater Cincinnati 
Foundation 

https://www.gcfdn.org/ Programs of interest include: 
~ All-In Cincinnati, an initiative to develop growth 
equitable strategies to achieve broad economic inclusion. 
All-In Cincinnati will develop a concrete plan to identify 
and advocate for regional policy to create conditions that 
benefit everyone, especially people in low-income 
communities and communities of color.
~Family Indendence Initiative, direct support to lift single 
women-headed households out of poverty. 
~Impact Investing (cultivate donor-investors for specific 
social impact vehicles/projects)

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation

https://www.siliconvalleycf.org/strateg
ic-initiatives

Programs of interest include their cross-sector "Strategic 
Initiatives," which currently include: 
~The Big Lift, a Collective Impact 
gov/biz/edu/NPO/foundation collab focused on 3rd grade 
reading outcomes
~Silicon Valley Regional Fund, focused on land use, 
housing and transportation; and public engagement in 
same
~Community Leadership Project, focused on capacity 
building for individual leaders and orgs
~SJ Learns, focused on expansion and innovation of 
regional afterschool programs, in collab with gov

Evaluation and Tracking Stakeholder & Community Engagement

? ~Transformational Giving is of interest as a donor 
engagement tool/process toward transformative ends 



Landscape Review: High Impact Grantmaking Models

Reference (Example 
Name)

Website Link Description

Incourage Community 
Foundation 

https://incouragecf.org/ Community Foundation in Central Wisconsin that has 
evolved from a traditional responsive funder to a 
community development leader deploying a number of 
different resources. "Incourage has evolved in response 
to community need from a traditional grantmaker into a 
values-led, resident-centered and place-based 
organization stewarding and connecting all forms of 
resources or capital – moral, social, human, intellectual, 
reputational, financial and natural – toward a powerful 
shared vision: a community that works well for all people."

Vermont Community 
Foundation 

https://www.vermontcf.org/ Community Foundation with multiple grantmaking and 
other programs throughout the state of Vermont; their 
innovative/transformative vehicle is impact investing; 
since 2001, 5% of their investments have been directed 
to Vermont companies. They have become a model for 
other foundations. 

Arizona Community 
Foundation 

https://www.azfoundation.org/ Their innovative and/or or transformation-seeking 
vehicles include
~The Community Impact Loan Fund, offering loans to 
nonprofit projects at or below market rate, and creating a 
continuing cycle of charitable capital. 
~The New Arizona Prize, an innovation-oriented 
philanthropic prize competition with a focus on water 
issues: One prize went to a fresh public consciousness-
raising idea, one to an entrpreneurial intervention, and 
one to a public art project 
~The Affordable Housing Fund, which provides zero 
interest loans to nonprofit housing developers for 
predevelopment 

Wealthworks https://www.wealthworks.org/ Launched with initial support from the Ford Foundation 
and continued by national partners including the Aspen 
Institute Community Strategies Group, Wealthworks's 
framework provides a comprehensive approach to 
regional wealth building, with a focus on non urban 
and/or rural areas. 

Landscape Review: High Impact Grantmaking Models
Forms of Support/How Resources 
Allocated 

Implementation and Admin 

~Grants
~Impact investments
~Purchasing strategy 
~Advocacy 
~Capacity building (includes 
leadership network w/ adaptive 
leadership & consultant facilitator 
database)
~Public-Private-Philanthropic 
Partnerships
~Resident engagement 

~Impact Investing: 5% of funds 
invested in Vermont companies since 
2001
Authors of Community Foundation 
Field Guide to Impact Investing:
https://missioninvestors.org/resources/
community-foundation-field-guide-
impact-investing

~0 interest loans to nonprofits and 
nonprofit housing developers 
~Prize awards (in addition to 
competitive grants) 

Building/deploying/leveraging the 8 
forms of capital: 
https://www.wealthworks.org/sites/def
ault/files/resources/theeightcapitals.pd
f

1. Consider wealth building (including 
assets, needs of those at margins, and 
8 forms of capital)
2. Identify a market opportunity 
3. Construct a value chain 
(relationships managed across the 
chain by coordinating entity) 



Landscape Review: High Impact Grantmaking Models

Reference (Example 
Name)

Website Link Description

Greater Cincinnati 
Foundation 

https://www.gcfdn.org/ Programs of interest include: 
~ All-In Cincinnati, an initiative to develop growth 
equitable strategies to achieve broad economic inclusion. 
All-In Cincinnati will develop a concrete plan to identify 
and advocate for regional policy to create conditions that 
benefit everyone, especially people in low-income 
communities and communities of color.
~Family Indendence Initiative, direct support to lift single 
women-headed households out of poverty. 
~Impact Investing (cultivate donor-investors for specific 
social impact vehicles/projects)

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation

https://www.siliconvalleycf.org/strateg
ic-initiatives

Programs of interest include their cross-sector "Strategic 
Initiatives," which currently include: 
~The Big Lift, a Collective Impact 
gov/biz/edu/NPO/foundation collab focused on 3rd grade 
reading outcomes
~Silicon Valley Regional Fund, focused on land use, 
housing and transportation; and public engagement in 
same
~Community Leadership Project, focused on capacity 
building for individual leaders and orgs
~SJ Learns, focused on expansion and innovation of 
regional afterschool programs, in collab with gov

Forms of Support/How Resources 
Allocated 

Implementation and Admin 

~Targeted initiatives are three to six 
years in length



Introduction to Asset-Mapping 

Kretzmann and McKnight 

2003 

Every single person has capacities, abilities and gifts. Living a good life depends on whether 

those capacities can be used, abilities expressed and gifts given. If they are, the person will be 

valued, feel powerful and well-connected to the people around them. And the community around 

the person will be more powerful because of the contribution the person is making. 

Each time a person uses his or her capacity, the community is stronger and the person more 

powerful. That is why strong communities are basically places where the capacities of local 

residents are identified, valued and used. Weak communities are places that fail, for whatever 

reason, to mobilize the skills, capacities and talents of their residents or members. 

While the raw material for community-building is the capacity of its individual members, some 

communities have failed to understand this. One of the reasons this basic resource is 

undeveloped in weak communities is because the community has come to focus largely on the 

deficiencies rather than the capacities of its members. This deficiency focus is usually described 

as a concern about the needs of local members. And these needs are understood to be the 

problems, shortcomings, maladies and dilemmas of people. 

It is clear that every individual has needs or deficiencies. It is also clear that every individual has 

gifts and capacities. This fact reminds us of the glass of water filled to the middle. The glass is 

half full and it is half empty. Local residents, likewise, have capacities and they also have 

deficiencies. However, the part of people that builds powerful communities is the capacity part 

of its members. Therefore, the basic information needed to develop strong communities is an 

inventory of the capacities of its residents. 

Unfortunately, in some communities local residents have come to mistakenly believe they can 

build their community by an inventory of deficiencies. The common name for this deficiency 

inventory is a “needs survey.” It is basically an effort to count up the emptiness in an individual 

or a neighborhood. The problem is that this information is not useful for community-building 

because it deals with people as potential clients and consumers. To be powerful, a community 

must have people who are citizens and producers. 

Think of a carpenter who has lost one leg in an accident years ago. Clearly, he has a deficiency. 

However, he also has a skill. If we know he has a missing leg, we cannot build our community 

with that information. If we know he has a capacity as a wood worker, that information can 

literally build our community. 

Mapping Individual Capacities: An Inventory 

In order to focus on the capacities of community members, it may be necessary to use a new tool 

that does not focus on needs. This tool is called a Capacity Inventory. 

This particular Capacity Inventory was designed to identify the abilities of people in two older 

Chicago neighborhoods. Therefore, it is merely an example of one approach to identifying what 

local citizens can contribute to community-building. However, it has demonstrated its usefulness 

in communities across North America where it has been adapted for various groups, associations 

and neighborhoods. 

The Capacity Inventory is divided into four parts. Look over each part before reading the 



following description. 

Part I -- Skills Information 

This section lists many skills people have learned at home, in the community or at their 

workplace. It is important to point out to people taking the inventory that it is more than a list of 

skills learned on paying jobs. Many people have valuable skills learned outside the workplace 

and these skills are often valuable to neighbors, community groups and employers. They can also 

be the basis for starting a new business. 

The list was developed based upon the particular skills reported by lower income people in two 

inner-city neighborhoods. Therefore, the list should be understood as simply an example. It can 

be shortened or added to depending on the particular people being inventoried. For example, a 

very different list might be developed if school parents are being interviewed to determine what 

additional classes they could teach in the evening, what they could contribute to the operation of 

their children's school or what skills they could help young people develop. 

Similarly, a different list might be developed based upon capacities of seniors in the 

neighborhood. What particular gifts can they offer, no matter how physically limited? 

At the conclusion of the list of skills is a section called Priority Skills. Here, the person being 

interviewed is asked to identify their best skills as listed in questions A and B. This is usually the 

most important information in this section, because the person with the skills is usually best able 

to assess their own abilities. And, they are most likely to feel confident about these skills. 

Therefore, they are more likely to be willing to contribute them to the community or sell them in 

the marketplace. 

These Priority Skills are the foundation of community building. Therefore, identifying and 

mobilizing these skills is the basic work of leaders, associations and local institutions that are 

building on the assets of the neighborhood. 

Part II -- Community Skills 

This section identifies the kinds of community work the person has participated in and then asks 

what kind of work they would be willing to do in the future. The work the person is willing to do 

in the future is the "raw material" for community building. Connecting these potential gifts with 

local community groups is vital work for local leaders and asset building organizations. 

The particular list of activities in this section is only one example. It should be amended or added 

to as appropriate in the neighborhood where it is used. 

Part III -- Enterprising Interests and Experience 

This part seeks two kinds of information. First, it determines whether the person has considered 

starting a business. Second, it asks if they presently are engaged in a business of any kind. 

In asking questions about business, it is important to emphasize that your group is interested in 

any kind of business activity. It could be babysitting, selling perfume to neighbors, sewing, 

repairing broken windows, lawn care, etc. Often, people will not call this activity a business. 

Therefore, the interviewer should make clear that any money-making activity is of interest. This 

is because most small businesses grow step-by-step and often, the most important step is the first 

one–the sale of any goods or services. 

This leads to the most important information in Part III for asset developing leaders and groups. 



This information is the answers to questions A4 and B5. 

Question A4 identifies the barriers the person feels prevent them from starting some kind of 

enterprise. Helping remove these barriers is the work of asset developing leaders and groups. 

Question B5 identifies the factors that could build the person's current business. Helping deal 

with these factors is the role of local leaders and groups committed to developing local capacities 

and assets. 

Part IV -- Personal Information 

The items listed are the minimum information usually necessary for follow-up. However, other 

information may be added if it is useful in developing the capacities of the person. 

Additional Advice for Groups Using the Capacity Inventory 

The wording of the Capacity Inventory is for use when one person is interviewing another person 

to gather the information. However, some groups have revised the wording so that the Inventory 

can be given to a person who will fill out the answers themselves. Also, the Inventory has been 

given to groups of people, each of whom fills it out at the same time. This allows one person to 

explain what to do and to answer questions while many people are filling in the information. 

At first glance, the Inventory may seem to be very long. It may be necessary therefore, to cut it 

back and revise it for the individuals using it. However, it may be best to try to gather all the 

information possible and see whether people interviewed actually object. Often, people will 

provide a great deal of information if they feel the interviewer is genuinely interested and the 

answers will be used to help them or their community. 

One problem that may be encountered in using the Capacity Inventory is that some people may 

feel it asks some questions that are too personal or private. This may be especially the case in 

regard to the questions about business interests and activities. Therefore, those who use the 

inventory must be sensitive to these concerns and tell people that they should not answer any 

questions they do not care to answer. 

A few of the groups who have used the Capacity Inventory have told the person interviewed that 

the information will be kept confidential. However, they found that they couldn't use the 

information for capacity development because of this promise. They could only use the 

information for a general study summarizing numbers of skills or capacities. Unfortunately, this 

information is of little practical use to the people being interviewed and may contribute to their 

frustration or anger because they were "studied" rather than helped or given an opportunity to 

contribute. 

This leads to the most important advice about using the Capacity Inventory. We have found there 

are two basic questions that determine whether the Capacity Inventory is a useful development 

tool. 

First, is its basic purpose to gather information about a specific person in order to help that 

person contribute to the community, develop employment or businesses? Will the information 

help this person–Mary Jones–give her gifts, contribute her talents or increase her income? The 

purpose of the Inventory is to help a particular person contribute. If the information is not 

primarily used for this purpose, Mary Jones may feel "used" and her time wasted. This result will 

weaken the community by alienating people who often feel they are being uselessly "studied" by 

outsiders. 



Therefore, it should be emphasized that the Capacity Inventory is not designed to do a study of 

neighborhood residents that will primarily result in tables and charts showing numbers of skills, 

activities and enterprises. If this kind of study is the primary outcome, the inventory will not lead 

to its basic purpose as a tool for developing the capacities of local residents. 

The second basic question is to ask what will be done with the information collected from Mary 

Jones in order to help her to contribute her gifts, skills and capacities and develop her income or 

enterprise? This question should be answered in detail before beginning the inventory. 

Therefore, the groups involved in asking the questions should first have a plan that outlines how 

they will: 

Connect Mary Jones' skills to other residents, associations, institutions or enterprises. 

Connect Mary Jones' community skills to local community groups or activities. 

Connect Mary Jones to individuals, groups, programs or financing that will assist her in 

creating or developing an enterprise. 

In summary, the information in each of these four sections is not useful until local individuals, 

leaders, associations or organizations act to enable the capacities to be used. Community 

development is the process by which local capacities are identified and mobilized. This 

mobilization mainly involves connecting people with capacities to: 

other people 

local associations 

local businesses 

local institutions 

capital and credit. 

Therefore, growing community power requires local groups focused upon connecting people's 

capacities so they can be useful. 



How to Use a Capacity Inventory 

Kretzmann and McKnight 

2003 

 

In many communities, the natural ways of the local people and their associations and 

institutions constantly connect local capacities. For example: 

Neighbors have a tradition of helping each other by trading their skills. Mary repairs a 

dress while Sue watches her children. 

A local association of religious men combines their construction skills and builds a 

community center. 

A neighborhood school involves the local students in using the environmental 

knowledge they've gained to do a study for city council of whether a local pond is 

polluted. 

In addition to these natural developments, other communities have intentionally used 

tools like the Capacity Inventory to identify local citizen talents. Then these groups have 

become active in making the necessary connections to mobilize the capacities. Some 

examples: 

A neighborhood organization interviewed over 100 local residents and found many 

women who had worked in hospitals, hotels or cared for sick and elderly people. 

Many of these women had families and were unemployed. They wanted to work part-

time. The association brought them together and they formed a "company" to sell 

their services as home health care providers. There was great demand for their 

services and over 80 women were connected to neighbors needing community care. 

This connection met a community need and increased the income of the women. 

A group of residents of a public housing project organized and became powerful 

enough to gain control of their buildings. Their association took over the management 

and finances of the project. As a result they were able to employ residents to carry out 

the maintenance functions such as painting rooms, fixing broken windows, running a 

Laundromat, etc. In order to exercise their new-found power, they needed to know 

which residents had the necessary skills to do the work of maintenance and 

management. They used a Capacity Inventory to gather this information and their 

association connected residents to the new job opportunities that improved the quality 

of the local buildings. 

A local association in a neighborhood collected information from local residents 

regarding skills that could be used at a job. Then they did an inventory of the kinds of 

jobs available at all local employers. They then created a brokerage effort connecting 

people with skills to employers needing skills. 

It is significant to note two common characteristics of each of these efforts. First, a local 

group acted as a connecter. Second, the local group took people as they were and 

mobilized their existing capacities. They did not start with the idea that the local people 

needed to be trained, educated or treated. Instead, they started with the idea that 

capacities were there and that the community-building task was to identify capacities, and 



to connect them to people, groups and places that can use the capacities. 

Does Everyone Have Capacities? 

There are some people who seem to be without any gifts or capacities. They may appear 

to be like an empty glass. And so they get called names–names like mentally retarded, 

ex-convict, frail elderly, mentally ill, illiterate, and gang member. These are names for 

the emptiness some people see in other people. They are labels that focus attention on 

needs. 

One effect of these labels is that they keep many community people from seeing the gifts 

of people who have been labeled. The label often blinds us to the capacity of the people 

who are named. They appear to be useless. Therefore, these labeled people often get 

pushed to the edge of the community, or they are sometimes sent outside the community 

to an institution to be rehabilitated or receive services. 

Nonetheless, every living person has some gift or capacity of value to others. A strong 

community is a place that recognizes those gifts and ensures that they are given. A weak 

community is a place where lots of people can't give their gifts and express their 

capacities. 

In weak communities there are lots of people who have been pushed to the edge or exiled 

to institutions. Often, we say these people need help. They are needy. They have nothing 

to contribute. The label tells us so. 

For example, "She is a pregnant teenager. She needs counseling, therapy, residential 

services, special education." But also, "She is Mary Smith. She has a miraculously 

beautiful voice. We need her in the choir. She needs a record producer." 

Her label, pregnant teenager, tells of emptiness and calls forth rejection, isolation and 

treatment. Her name, Mary Smith, tells of her gifts and evokes community and 

contributions. 

Communities growing in power naturally or intentionally identify the capacities of all 

their members and ensure that they are contributed. However, the most powerful 

communities are those that can identify the gifts of those people at the margins and pull 

them into community life. 

The following sections of this chapter describe how the gifts of various kinds of people 

have been identified and connected to the community's life. Included are descriptions of 

how neighborhoods grew more powerful because they identified and connected the 

special gifts and capacities of: 

people who are developmentally disabled 

people surviving on welfare 

young people and elderly people 

people with artistic gifts 

There are many other kinds of people with community contributions to make. Therefore, 

the following sections are merely examples of the thousands of possibilities for local 

individuals to contribute and develop their gifts, skills and capacities. The task of 

community builders is to expand the list of potential giftgivers and create methods to 

connect those gifts to other individuals, local associations and institutions. 



The Capacity Inventory 

 
This copyright material may be reprinted with the following attribution: "Reprinted with 

permission of John P. Kretzmann and John L. McKnight, pp. 19-25, from Building 

Communities from the Inside Out: A Path Toward Finding and Mobilizing a Community's 

Assets, Evanston, IL: Institute for Policy Research (1993)." 
 

Hello. I'm with (local organization's name). We're talking to local people about their skills. With 
this information, we hope to help people contribute to improving the neighborhood, find jobs or 

start businesses. May I ask you some questions about your skills and abilities? 

Part I -- Skills Information 

Now I'm going to read to you a list of skills. It's an extensive list, so I hope you'll bear with me. I'll 
read the skills and you just say "yes" whenever we get to one you have.  We are interested in all 

your skills and abilities. They may have been learned through experience in the home or with 

your family. They may be skills you've learned at church or in the community. They may also be 
skills you have learned on the job. 

 

Health 

Caring for the Elderly ________ 
Caring for the Mentally Ill ________ 

Caring for the Sick ________ 

Caring for the Physically Disabled or Developmentally Disabled ________ 
 

Now, I would like to know about the kind of care you provided. 

Bathing ________ 
Feeding ________ 

Preparing Special Diets ________ 

Exercising and Escorting ________ 
Grooming ________ 

Dressing ________ 

Making the Person Feel at Ease ________ 
 

Office 

Typing (words per minute) ________ 

Operating Adding Machine/Calculator ________ 
Filing Alphabetically/Numerically ________ 

Taking Phone Messages ________ 

Writing Business Letters (not typing) ________ 
Receiving Phone Orders ________ 

Operating Switchboard ________ 

Keeping Track of Supplies ________ 

Shorthand or Speedwriting ________ 
Bookkeeping ________ 

Entering Information into Computer ________ 

Word Processing ________ 
 



Construction and Repair 

Painting ________ 
Porch Construction or Repair ________ 

Tearing Down Buildings ________ 

Knocking Out Walls ________ 

Wall Papering ________ 
Furniture Repairs ________ 

Repairing Locks ________ 

Building Garages ________ 
Bathroom Modernization ________ 

Building Room Additions ________ 

Tile Work ________ 
Installing Drywall & Taping ________ 

Plumbing Repairs ________ 

Electrical Repairs ________ 

Bricklaying & Masonry ________ 
Cabinetmaking ________ 

Kitchen Modernization ________ 

Furniture Making ________ 
Installing Insulation ________ 

Plastering ________ 

Soldering & Welding ________ 
Concrete Work (sidewalks) ________ 

Installing Floor Coverings ________ 

Repairing Chimneys ________ 

Heating/Cooling System Installation ________ 
Putting on Siding ________ 

Tuckpointing ________ 

Cleaning Chimneys (chimney sweep) ________ 
Installing Windows ________ 

Building Swimming Pools ________ 

Carpentry Skills ________ 

Roofing Repair or Installation ________ 
 

Maintenance 

Window Washing ________ 
Floor Waxing or Mopping ________ 

Washing and Cleaning Carpets/Rugs ________ 

Routing Clogged Drains ________ 
Using a Handtruck in a Business ________ 

Caulking ________ 

General Household Cleaning ________ 

Fixing Leaky Faucets ________ 
Mowing Lawns ________ 

Planting & Caring for Gardens ________ 

Pruning Trees & Shrubbery ________ 
Cleaning/Maintaining Swimming Pools ________ 

Floor Sanding or Stripping ________ 

Wood Stripping/Refinishing ________ 



Food 

Catering ________ 
Serving Food to Large Numbers of People (over 10) ________ 

Preparing Meals for Large Numbers of People (over 10) ________ 

Clearing/Setting Tables for Large Numbers of People (over 10) ________ 

Washing Dishes for Large Numbers of People (over 10) ________ 
Operating Commercial Food Preparation Equipment ________ 

Bartending ________ 

Meatcutting ________ 
Baking ________ 

 

Child Care 

Caring for Babies (under 1 year) ________ 

Caring for Children (1 to 6) ________ 

Caring for Children (7 to 13) ________ 

Taking Children on Field Trips ________ 
 

Transportation 

Driving a Car ________ 
Driving a Van ________ 

Driving a Bus ________ 

Driving a Taxi ________ 
Driving a Tractor Trailer ________ 

Driving a Commercial Truck ________ 

Driving a Vehicle/Delivering Goods ________ 

Hauling ________ 
Operating Farm Equipment ________ 

Driving an Ambulance ________ 

 
Operating Equipment & Repairing Machinery 

Repairing Radios, TVs, VCRs, Tape Recorders ________ 

Repairing Other Small Appliances ________ 

Repairing Automobiles ________ 
Repairing Trucks/Buses ________ 

Repairing Auto/Truck/Bus Bodies ________ 

Using a Forklift ________ 
Repairing Large Household Equipment (e.g., refrigerator) ________ 

Repairing Heating & Air Conditioning System ________ 

Operating a Dump Truck ________ 
Fixing Washers/Dryers ________ 

Repairing Elevators ________ 

Operating a Crane ________ 

Assembling Items ________ 
   



Supervision 

Writing Reports ________ 
Filling out Forms ________ 

Planning Work for Other People ________ 

Directing the Work of Other People ________ 

Making a Budget ________ 
Keeping Records of All Your Activities ________ 

Interviewing People ________ 

 
Sales 

Operating a Cash Register ________ 

Selling Products Wholesale or for Manufacturer (If yes, which products?) ________ 
Selling Products Retail (If yes, which products?) ________ 

Selling Services (If yes, which services?) ________ 

How have you sold these products or services? ________ 

Door to Door ________ 
Phone ________ 

Mail ________ 

Store ________ 
Home 

   

Music 

Singing ________ 

Play an Instrument (Which one?) ________ 

   

Security 

Guarding Residential Property ________ 

Guarding Commercial Property ________ 
Guarding Industrial Property ________ 

Armed Guard ________ 

Crowd Control ________ 
Ushering at Major Events ________ 

Installing Alarms or Security Systems ________ 

Repairing Alarms or Security Systems ________ 

Firefighting 
 



Other 

Upholstering ________ 
Sewing ________ 

Dressmaking ________ 

Crocheting ________ 

Knitting ________ 
Tailoring ________ 

Moving Furniture or Equipment to Different Locations ________ 

Managing Property ________ 
Assisting in the Classroom ________ 

Hair Dressing ________ 

Hair Cutting ________ 
Phone Surveys ________ 

Jewelry or Watch Repair ________ 

  

Are there any other skills that you have which we haven't mentioned? 

   

Priority Skills 

  

When you think about your skills, what three things do you think you do best? Which of all your 

skills are good enough that other people would hire you to do them? Are there any skills you 
would like to teach? What skills would you most like to learn? 

Part II -- Community Skills 

Have you ever organized or participated in any of the following community activities? 
  

Boy Scouts/Girl Scouts ________ 

Church Fundraisers ________ 

Bingo ________ 
School-Parent Associations ________ 

Sports Teams ________ 

Camp Trips for Kids ________ 
Field Trips ________ 

Political Campaigns ________ 

Block Clubs ________ 
Community Groups ________ 

Rummage Sales ________ 

Yard Sales ________ 

Church Suppers ________ 
Community Gardens ________ 

Neighborhood Organization ________ 

Other Groups or Community Work? ________ 
  

Let me read the list again. Tell me in which areas you would be willing to participate in the 

future. 



Part III -- Enterprising Interests and Experience 

Business Interest 

  
Have you ever considered starting a business? Yes _____No _____ 

If yes, what kind of business did you have in mind? 

Did you plan to start it alone or with other people? Alone _____Others _____ 
Did you plan to operate it out of your home? Yes _____No _____ 

What obstacle kept you from starting the business? 

 

Business Activity 

  

Are you currently earning money on your own through the sale of services or products?  

Yes _____No _____ 
   

If yes, what are the services or products you sell? Whom do you sell to? How do you get 

customers? What would help you improve your business? 

   

Part IV -- Personal Information 

   

Name_____________________________ 

  

Address _____________________________ 

  

Phone _____________________________ 

  

Age _____________________________ 

Sex: F_____ M_______ 



Note: The materials in this toolkit were adapted from FSG’s work with the Community Center for 
Education Results (CCER), Health and Wellness Alliance for Children, and Silicon Valley ALLIES 
Collective Impact Initiatives.  They are licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivs 3.0 
Unported License.  

	

 
 
 
Tools for Steering Committees 
 
 
What Is a Steering Committee? 
 
The Steering Committee is a group comprised of cross-sector community partners representative of the 
relevant ecosystem that provides strategic direction for the Collective Impact initiative and champions its 
work.  Alternative terms for this group include Advisory Group, Advisory Council, and Leadership Table. 
 
How to Use This Toolkit 
 
The following resources are intended to serve as tools for the formation of a Steering Committee.  Their 
development was informed by FSG’s experience working with a variety of organizations.  The tools have 
been generalized to be applicable across contexts; however, because no two collective impact efforts are 
the same, these resources should be considered a starting place to be tailored to the unique circumstances 
of each initiative. 
 
What Tools Are Included 
 
This toolkit includes the following resources: 

• Guide for Identifying Steering Committee Members – to aid in the identification and selection 
of appropriate Steering Committee members 

• Description of Steering Committee Member Responsibilities – to provide an overview of the 
role of the Steering Committee and the responsibilities of its members 

• Steering Committee Governance Agreement – while optional, having Steering Committee 
members sign this agreement can indicate commitment to their role and responsibilities 

• Sample Steering Committee Meeting Agendas – to provide guideline objectives for a series of 
six Steering Committee meetings; the number and specific content of meetings should be tailored 
to the context of each Collective Impact initiative 

• Discussion Guides – to be used during the first and second Steering Committee meetings to help 
members share their personal motivations, identify key challenges and opportunities in the local 
environment, envision long-term initiative goals, and develop a common agenda. 

 
For more information, please contact info@collectiveimpactforum.org. 
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Guide for Identifying Steering Committee Members 
 
When identifying potential members of the Steering Committee, it is important to be thoughtful and 
deliberate, consider actors across a variety of sectors, and keep in mind that there are multiple ways to 
involve different participants beyond the Steering Committee.  The sample stakeholder matrix below 
illustrates a variety of ways you can think about involving different types of stakeholders (e.g., 
government, nonprofits, businesses) in a combination of different roles (e.g., Steering Committee, 
Working Groups). In addition to selecting individuals based on their institutional roles, consider both 
formal and informal sources of power within communities, and remember that you are crafting a group of 
actors that will need to work well together.  
 

Sample Stakeholder Matrix 
 Government Nonprofits Business Philanthropy Existing 

Collaborations 
Target 

Populations 

Steering 
Committee       

Working 
Groups       

Champions       

Interviewees       
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Responsibilities of Steering Committee Members 
 
Guidance, Vision, and Oversight 

• Develop and refine Common Agenda for change, including  problem statement, goal(s), and 
guiding principles 

• Use data to inform strategy development and learning 
• Track progress of work using agreed-upon indicators at Steering Committee and working group 

levels 
• Make connections between working groups to ensure coordination and efficiency 
• Interact with the backbone entity on strategy, community engagement, and shared measurement 

Leadership 
• Consider how your individual organization or those in your network can align with the Common 

Agenda 
• Serve as a vocal champion of the collective impact effort in the community 

Process 
• Participate in-person in regularly scheduled meetings (every 4-6 weeks) 
• Review pre-read materials prior to meetings and come prepared for engaged discussion, active 

listening, and respectful dialogue 
• Commit to year-long membership in the Steering Committee 
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Steering Committee Governance Agreement 
 
As a Steering Committee Member of the <Insert Name of Initiative Here>, I agree to: 

• Adopt and support the <Initiative> goal: 
o <Insert detailed description of initiative goal> 

e.g., “Our goal is to double the number of students in our county who are on track to 
graduate from college or earn a career credential by 2020.  We are committed to nothing 
less than closing the unacceptable achievement gaps for low income students and 
children of color, and increasing achievement for all students from cradle to college and 
career.”   

• Provide strategic guidance, vision, and oversight for the <Initiative Name>, including: 
o Developing and refining the Common Agenda for change, including the problem, 

goal(s), and guiding principles 
o Using data to inform strategy development learning 
o Tracking progress of the work using agreed-upon indicators at Steering Committee and 

Working Group levels 
o Making connections between Working Groups to ensure coordination and efficiency 
o Interacting with the backbone entity on strategy, community engagement, and shared 

measurement 
• Provide leadership by: 

o Considering how my own organization or those in my network can align to the 
Common Agenda 

o Serving as a vocal champion of the collective impact effort in the community 
• Play an active role by: 

o Participating in-person at the regularly scheduled meetings (every 4-6 weeks) 
o Reviewing pre-read materials prior to meetings and coming prepared for engaged 

discussion, active listening, and respectful dialogue 
o Committing to year-long membership of the Steering Committee 

 
Signature:     _______________________________________________ Date: ____________ 
          
 
Printed Name:  _______________________________________________________________________ 
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Sample Steering Committee Meeting Agendas 
 
These meetings are intended to begin after the Steering Committee (SC) has been formed and members 
have committed to participation.  Note that it often takes communities several months to recruit Steering 
Committee members in advance of beginning this process. 

Meeting 1 
Objectives: Build rapport, understand the proposed initiative, and develop a shared vision. 
Duration: Between 4 hours and a full day retreat. This agenda is designed for 4.5 hours 
Note: It is good practice for the backbone (or facilitator if the backbone is not yet in place) to conduct 
one-on-one interviews with all Steering Committee members prior to the first meeting. In addition, 
Steering Committee meetings may be held in a consistent location, or can rotate so that different members 
of the SC “host” the meeting each month and have an opportunity to share their promising practices.  
<Insert Meeting Date and Time> 
<Insert Address of Meeting Location> 
 

I. Introduction – 15 minutes 
a. Welcoming Statements 
b. Overview of the Day 

 
II. Why It’s Important for Me to Be Here Today – 35 minutes  

• See associated Discussion Guide on page 10 
 

III. Setting Our Intention – 30 minutes 
a. Discussion of Proposed Initiative and summary of pre-meeting interviews 
b. Overview of the Collective Impact Approach and Examples 
c. Initiative Structure and Planning Timeline 
 

IV. Scanning the Environment – 35 minutes 
• See associated Discussion Guide on page 11 
 

V. Break – 15 minutes 
 

VI. Envisioning the Future – 2 hours 
• See associated Discussion Guide on page 12 
 

VII. Summary and Next Steps – 15 minutes 
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Meeting 2 
Objectives: Identify the principles of the initiative and define the Common Agenda. 
Duration: 3 hours 
<Insert Meeting Date and Time> 
<Insert Address of Meeting Location> 
 

I. Welcome and Introduction – 10 minutes 
a. Welcoming Statements 
b. Overview of the Day 

 
II. Collective Impact Review – 15 minutes 

 
III. Identifying Our Principles – 20 minutes 

• The objective is to lead the group in a discussion to articulate guiding principles for the 
initiative, answering the question, “What are the core beliefs that will serve as the 
foundation for our work?” 

 
IV. Defining Our Common Agenda – 2 hours 

• The objective is to reaffirm the group’s understanding of the problem, define a vision for 
the initiative, and begin to name specific outcomes. 

• See Resources for Defining a Common Agenda on page 13 
 

V. Summary and Next Steps – 15 minutes 
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Meeting 3 
Objectives: Refine the Common Agenda, present success stories from across the field, and understand 
system change levers. 
Duration: 3 hours 
<Insert Meeting Date and Time> 
<Insert Address of Meeting Location> 
 

I. Welcome and Introduction – 10 minutes 
a. Welcoming Statements 
b. Overview of the Day 
 

II. Overview of Common Agenda, as designed to date – 45 minutes 
• The objective is to review and refine the Vision, Principles, and Outcomes generated 

during Meeting 2 
 

III. Success Stories – 20 minutes 
• Share stores from other successful collective impact efforts in the field 
 

II. Discuss Desired Future State of the System and Change Levers – 1.5 hours 
• Share and discuss baseline data on the current state of the system and target outcomes 
• Discuss each phase along the initiative continuum.  For example, a workforce 

development-focused effort could discuss: a) Participant Entry, b) Education and 
Training, and c) Career Entry and Advancement. 
 

III. Summary and Next Steps – 15 minutes 
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Guidance for Subsequent Meetings  
The next several meetings, roughly through the end of the initiative’s first 9 – 12 months, can take a 
variety of formats, depending on the content of the work, strength of trust and relationships, and the 
expertise of the group.  Suggested objectives for these meetings include: 

• Quick-Win Brainstorming 
o Identify potential small pilots or “quick wins”; these are an important part of an initiative 

beginning to work together 
• Development of Working Groups 

o Identify the scope of the Working Groups (i.e., focus, objectives, roles and 
responsibilities) 

o Recruit participants for each Working Group 
• Selection of Indicators 

o In some cases, indicators are selected by the Steering Committee; in other cases, Working 
Groups identify indicators, which are then approved by the Steering Committee 

• Planning for Evaluation 
o Identify evaluation needs and, if appropriate, hire a third-party evaluator 

• Articulation of External Communications Messages 
o Develop talking points and “elevator pitch” for Steering Committee members to 

champion the initiative within the community 
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Discussion Guides 
 

Why Is It Important for Me to Be Here?  
Given <Insert Initiative Name>’s purpose (see below), what excites you about <Insert Initiative Name> 
and motivates you to join the Steering Committee?  How does our work relate to your values and core 
professional motivations?  

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
  

<Insert Information on Initiative Goal> 
E.g., the overarching goal is to connect English-Learner adults to high-need regional career pathways 
through a structured and coordinated multi-sector network across workforce development, education, 
business and labor, community-based organizations and support services.  

It is important for me to be here today because:  
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Scanning the Environment 
(Sample from a workforce development initiative) 
 
Current Assets 
What current strengths, assets and innovations should we build on?  

• Other initiatives 
• Best practices  
• Existing partnerships / collaborations 
• Sector Strategies 

 
Challenges and Opportunities 
What are the major trends, challenges and opportunities in the political, economic, social and 
technological context? This is a crucial foundation for our crafting a shared vision and strategy.  

 

Please jot down a few key ideas:  

 

 

 

 

 

  

Prompt categories: 

• Needs and experiences of target 
population 

• Policy opportunities and 
constraints – regional 
collaboration, funding and 
performance incentives 

• Workforce needs and economic 
trends 

• Institutional connectivity 
• Social services (transportation, 

child care) 
• Policy barriers and opportunities 
• Funding  
• Demographics 
• Technology 
• Service innovations and best 

practices 
• Data systems 
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Envisioning the Future 
It is January 2023, and you have been asked to speak at a press conference about the success of the 
<Insert Initiative Name> initiative and how it <insert note on progress towards overarching goal>. 

What does success look like and feel like for our region? 
What are the major outcomes and results we’ve achieved?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What were some of the key improvements we made to 
achieve this success?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What was our role as the leaders of <Insert Name of 
Initiative> in creating or inspiring these outcomes and 
changes?  

 

 

  

Consider outcomes and success for: 

• Target population group 
• Receiving community members 
• Businesses 
• The provider system 
• Community vitality 
• Public support 
• Economic health 

Consider strategies/priorities related to: 

• Program design and innovation 
• Collaboration and system alignment 
• Funding 
• Technology 
• Policy change 
• Human resources and development 
• Outreach and awareness 
• Support services 

Consider areas such as: 

• Innovation 
• Communication and awareness 
• Sustainability 
• Implementation 
• Advocacy 
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Developing a Common Agenda 
The framework below provides a sample template structure for a Collective Impact Common 
Agenda, supported by a vision statement, specific outcomes, strategies to achieve those 
outcomes, and principles to guide the work. It can take several months to come to consensus on 
this full set of components, but providing this structure up front can help participants in the 
collaborative see the framework that will be created over the course of a series of planning 
meetings. 
 

 
 
 
Brainstorming the Principles, Vision, and Outcomes  
 
Small Group Discussion 
 

• Break into small groups 
• Recap of the problem (10 minutes) 

o Review the problem discussed last meeting 
• Vision (20 minutes) 

o Each person will write their vision for others to see and we will discuss, working toward 
consensus in the small group on a vision statement 

• Outcomes (15 minutes) 
o Generate a list of outcomes, organized by outcomes for the English learner, Employers, 

and System outcomes 
• Summary and Prepare for Report Back (5 minutes) 

Common Agenda Structure
Vision Statement: What is 
our “Passionate Purpose”?

Strategies: What strategies 
can our collaborative 
undertake that will lead to 
the desired outcomes?

Outcomes: What outcomes 
would we want to see to 
know that our vision will 
become a reality? 

Principle

Vision

Outcome

Principles: Which core 
values will guide our work as 
we take action on our 
strategies?

Outcome Outcome Outcome

Strategies

Principle Principle Principle
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Large Group Discussion 
 

• As a group discuss the following questions: 
1. What themes are emerging? 
2. Where are the areas of consensus? 
3. Where do we need further discussion? 

• Through this conversation, the group will come together to work toward consensus on a vision 
and generate a list of outcomes. 



Setting a Common Agenda 

2014 
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This document provides a summary of a collective 
impact common agenda, one of the five principles of 
collective impact.  
 
The following slides contain relatively straightforward 
examples, but it should be known that coming to the 
common agenda is rarely straightforward. The 
process is highly complex, requires extensive 
iteration and input from the community (including a 
broad set of stakeholders), and evolves over time.  
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Common Agendas Often Contain Three Components 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vision: Across New York State, the 
juvenile justice system promotes youth 

success and ensures public safety 

Source: FSG Interviews and Analysis 

Community safety and quality 
of life 

Community & Youth Outcomes 

Just and fair to youth 

Components of System Excellence 

System 
Governance 

and 
Coordination 

     Effective 
Continuum of 

Diversion, 
Supervision, 
Treatment, 

and 
Confinement 

1 2 

High level goal: 

Specific sub-
goals: 

Key levers for 
advancing the 

common agenda: 
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Developing a Common Agenda Requires Creating Boundaries 
for the Initiative and Developing a Strategic Action Framework 

• “What’s in” and “What’s out”: 
Establishing boundaries for what issues, 
players, and systems to engage in the 
project is essential to its successful 
execution 

• No Set Playbook: Determining boundaries 
is a situation-specific judgment call  

• Loosely-Defined and Malleable: 
Boundaries change over time and 
subsequent analysis or activity may draw in 
other issues, players, or systems  

• Apply to Geography: Discerning 
geographic boundaries requires same type 
of judgment (e.g., city, state, national or 
global engagement) 

• Molding the “Mental Model”: The strategic 
action framework shapes the strategic 
thinking of the group, helps determine 
allocation of scarce resources, and guides 
monitoring and evaluation 

• Flexibility: The framework must be flexible 
to changes in project hypothesis 

• Key Components: 
• Description of problem (informed by 

research)  
• Clear goal for change 
• Portfolio of key strategies 
• Set of principles to guide group’s 

behavior 
• Approach to evaluation 

Creating Boundaries Developing a Strategic Action 
Framework 

While the project boundaries and strategic action framework must be clearly 
defined, they also require flexibility to adjust to changing project dynamics 

Source: Channeling Change: Making Collective Impact Work, 2012 
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In Setting Boundaries for a Project, the Critical Component Is 
Determining Where Partners Can Have the Greatest Impact 

Setting Boundaries Example: Teen Substance Abuse in Staten Island, New York* 

Youth Unemployment 

Domestic Violence 

Parental & Youth Social Norms 

Prevention Activities 

Treatment Activities 

School Completion 

Advocacy 

State Level 

Local Level 

Alcohol 

Mental Health 

Parental Neglect & Endangerment 
Access 

Prescription Drugs 

Methamphetamines 

*Source: Channeling Change: Making Collective Impact Work, 2012; FSG Interviews 

Tobacco 
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NYJJ’s Steering Committee Agreed on High-Level Outcomes 
and Components of an Excellent Juvenile Justice System 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vision: Across New York State, the juvenile justice system promotes youth success 
and ensures public safety 

Source: FSG Interviews and Analysis 

Community safety and quality of life 

Youth Outcomes 

Just and fair to youth 

Services to meet youth 
development needs 
Successful reintegration 
of youth 

Community Outcomes 

Victims have a voice  
in the process 

Delinquent acts 

Components of System Excellence 

System 
Governance and 

Coordination 

     Effective 
Continuum of 

Diversion, 
Supervision, 

Treatment, and 
Confinement 

Accountability of 
System and 

Organizations 
Within the 

System 

Shared Data and 
Information 

Driven Decisions 
and Policy 

1 2 3 4 
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The Road Map Project (Seattle) 

“The Road Map Project’s goal is 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.   

 

We are committed to nothing less than 

closing the unacceptable achievement gaps 
for low income students and children of 

color, and increasing achievement for all 
students from cradle to college and career.” 
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RE-AMP’s Goal is an 80% Reduction in Global 
Warming Pollution in the Midwest by 2030 

This specific, ambitious, and shared goal helps motivate partners 
and drive greater cohesion between members 

THE PROCESS THE GOALS 

Steering Committee 

Clean Up Coal 
Working Group  

RETIRE OLD COAL 

STOP NEW COAL 

80% 
Reduction in 

Global 
Warming 

Pollution by 
2030 

PARTICIPATING 
ORGANIZATIONS 

 Media 
Center 

INCREASE ENERGY EFFICIENCY 

INCREASE NEW CLEAN ENERGY 

FUNDER Working Group 

Working group reports and online platform promote transparent 
process and continuous communication 

1 Synthesis at 
Each Level 

2 Information 
Combined 

3 Analyze      
and Plan 
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Further Common Agenda Examples (1 of 3) 

• Problem Definition: Malaria kills 1 M+ 
annually, most in sub-Saharan Africa, where 
it leads as cause of death for children; 
although many had worked towards fighting 
malaria, coordinated action was needed  

• Solution: The RBM Partnership launched in 
1998 to provide a coordinated global 
response to malaria. In 2005, RBM wrote the 
Global Malaria Action Plan with common 
goals of malaria control: (1) scaling-up for 
impact (SUFI) of preventive and therapeutic 
interventions, (2) sustaining control over time 
 

Common Agenda 
Implementing strategies 
of the Global Malaria 
Action Plan (GMAP) 

• Problem Definition:  In 2005, realization 
among leaders that region faced challenges 
in crime, workforce quality, competitiveness, 
and education 

• Solution: Ambitious roadmap and solid 
public / private partnership necessary to 
make progress in economic prosperity and 
quality of life through four connected 
initiatives: (1) economic development, (2) 
education, (3) public safety, and (4) 
government efficiency 

Economic development 
Ensuring  efficient 
government 

Making communities  
safe 

Increasing college 
attainment 

               Memphis Fast Forward 

Common Agenda 
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Further Common Agenda Examples (2 of 3) 

• Problem Definition: In 1990s, Chicago high 
rises were infamous as most dangerous 
places to live in within the U.S.  

- In 2000, CHA began $1.6 billion, 15-
year plan to replace high rises with 
mixed-income developments. New 
residents needed skills for economic 
and personal growth 

• Solution: Opportunity Chicago established 
urgency for helping 5,000 residents prepare 
for and find work in 5 years and created 
partnership for doing so 

Can public housing offer 
connections to work? 

Can connections to work 
transform public housing? 

• Problem Definition: In 1993, realization that 
Lafayette River’s infamous pollution and use 
as dumping ground for waste needed 
addressing 

• Solution: The Elizabeth River Project, was 
formed to restore the river’s environmental 
quality through government, business and 
community partnerships. Goals are: (1) 
swimmable river, (2) healthy river life, and (3) 
citizens making a difference 

3 Goals for Lafayette River 
Restoration 

1. A Swimmable River 
2. Healthy River Life 
3. Citizens Making a Difference  

Common Agenda 

Common Agenda 
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Further Common Agenda Examples (3 of 3)  

• Problem Definition: In 2006, Worcester 
served 2,000 homeless adults, 10-20% 
chronically homeless. Past attempts to 
use Housing First model unsuccessful  

• Solution: Five non-profits came together 
with funding from The Health Foundation 
of Central Massachusetts to end adult 
chronic homelessness in Worcester using 
collaborative Housing First model (offering 
permanent homes as first step, followed 
by community-based support) 

Common Agenda 

Only a Home Ends Homelessness 
HOME AGAIN 

• Problem Definition: 8,200 young 
Philadelphians drop out of school annually, 
increasing federal spending on support 
services, as well crime 

• Solution: Project U-Turn established to 
understand, focus public attention on and, 
resolve Philadelphia's dropout crisis 

Common Agenda 

Educational Options & 
Stakeholder Involvement 
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About the Collective Impact Forum

The Collective Impact Forum, an initiative of FSG and 
the Aspen Institute Forum for Community Solutions, 
is a resource for people and organizations using the 
collective impact approach to address large-scale 
social and environmental problems. We aim to increase 
the effectiveness and adoption of collective impact by 
providing practitioners with access to the tools, training 
opportunities, and peer networks they need to be 
successful in their work. The Collective Impact Forum 
includes communities of practice, in-person convenings, 
and an online community and resource center launching 
in early 2014. 

Learn more at collectiveimpactforum.org

About FSG

FSG is a nonprofit consulting firm specializing in strategy, 
evaluation, and research. Our international teams work 
across all sectors by partnering with corporations, 
foundations, school systems, nonprofits, and governments 
in every region of the globe. Our goal is to help companies 
and organizations—individually and collectively—achieve 
greater social change.

Working with many of the world’s leading corporations, 
nonprofit organizations, and charitable foundations, FSG 
has completed more than 600 consulting engagements 
around the world, produced dozens of research reports, 
published influential articles in Harvard Business Review 
and Stanford Social Innovation Review, and has been 
featured in The New York Times, Wall Street Journal, 

Economist, Financial Times, BusinessWeek, Fast Company, 

Forbes, and on NPR, amongst others. Learn more about 
FSG at www.fsg.org.

http://www.collectiveimpactforum.org
www.fsg.org


1

02

07 Introduction

07 The Importance of Learning in the Collective Impact Context

10 Performance Measurement and Evaluation are Essential to  
 Ongoing Learning

13 Using the Framework for Performance Measurement and  
 Evaluation of Collective Impact Efforts to Organize, Focus,  
 and Plan for Effective Evaluation

18 Planning for Performance Measurement and Evaluation

20 Conclusion

Executive Summary

Part 1: 
Learning and Evaluation 
in the Collective Impact 

Context

Table of Contents

22References



2

This guide’s three 
goals are to: 

Overview of the Contents

As collective impact has gained traction across 
the globe, demand has grown for an effective  
approach to evaluating collective impact 
initiatives that meets the needs of various 
interested parties. Collective impact 
practitioners seek timely, high-quality data that 
enables reflection and informs strategic and 
tactical decision making. Funders and other 
supporters require an approach to performance 
measurement and evaluation that can offer 

evidence of progress toward the initiative’s goals 
at different points along the collective impact 
journey. 

The Guide to Evaluating Collective Impact 
responds to these needs by offering practitioners, 
funders, and evaluators a way to think about, 
plan for, and implement different performance 
measurement and evaluation activities.

The guide does not focus on evaluating individual organizations’ programs.

Executive Summary

 e Discuss the role of continuous learning and adaptation in the 
collective impact context.

 e Present a framework for how to approach performance 
measurement and evaluation.

 e Offer practical guidance on how to plan for and implement a 
variety of performance measurement and evaluation activities at 
the initiative level, at different points in the initiative’s lifetime.
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I 01 I 02 I 03 The guide is divided 
into three parts: 

Learning and Evaluation 
in the Collective Impact 
Context

This section describes the 
importance of continuous learning 
and presents an evaluation 
framework to guide the design of 
different performance measurement, 
evaluation, and learning activities. 
The purpose of the framework is 
to help readers conceptualize an 
effective approach to performance 
measurement and evaluation, 
given their initiative’s stage of 
development and maturity. 

Assessing Progress  
and Impact 

This section offers guidance on how 
to plan for and implement a variety 
of performance measurement 
and evaluation activities aimed at 
assessing an initiative’s progress, 
effectiveness, and impact. It includes 
sample performance indicators, 
evaluation questions, and outcomes 
for collective impact initiatives in 
different stages of development, 
as well as advice on how to gather, 
make sense of, and use data to 
inform strategic decision making, 
how to communicate evaluation 
findings, how to choose and work 
with evaluators (when desired), and 
how to budget for evaluation.

This part of the guide also includes 
four mini-case studies. 

Supplement: 
Sample Questions,  
Outcomes, and Indicators

The final section includes a larger 
set of sample evaluation questions, 
outcomes, and indicators. 

 

Each part of the guide is available as a free 
download on the Collective Impact Forum  
(collectiveimpactforum.org), an online community 
and centralized set of resources on collective 
impact. We encourage all interested users to 
share their feedback and experiences with the 
guide in the Collective Impact Forum's online 
community. We are particularly interested in 
readers’ reflections about how they have used 

the guide, as well as their suggestions for 
additional questions, outcomes, or indicators 
that other practitioners may wish to consider. 
We also encourage readers to upload their own 
performance measurement and evaluation 
documents (e.g., findings, reports, presentations) 
to share with the field. 

http://www.collectiveimpactforum.org
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About Collective Impact 

Collective impact (CI) occurs when a group of actors from different sectors commit to a  
common agenda for solving a complex social or environmental problem. More than simply  
a new way of collaborating, collective impact is a structured approach to problem solving  
that includes five core conditions:

Once these conditions are in place, a CI initiative’s work is organized through what we have 
termed “cascading levels of collaboration.” As described in a recent post on the Stanford Social 
Innovation Review blog,1 this loose structure typically includes the following:

An oversight group, o"en called a Steering 
Committee or Executive Committee, which 
consists of cross-sector CEO-level individuals 
from key organizations engaged with the issue, 
as well as representatives of the individuals 
touched by the issue. This group meets regularly 
to oversee the progress of the entire initiative.

Working groups focused on the initiative’s 
primary strategies. (More complicated initiatives 
may have subgroups that take on specific 
objectives within the prioritized strategies.) 
Working groups typically develop their own 
plans for action organized around “moving the 
needle” on specific shared measures. Once plans 
are developed, the working groups come together 
on a regular basis to share data and stories about 
progress, as well as challenges and opportunities, 
and to communicate their activities to other 
partners affected by the issue, so that the circle 

of alignment can grow. Although each working 
group meets separately, effective coordination 
by the backbone can ensure coordinated 
action among hundreds of organizations that 
simultaneously tackle many different dimensions 
of a complex issue.

The backbone function (as defined above) provides 
periodic and systematic assessments of progress 
attained by the various working groups and 
then synthesizes the results and presents them 
back to the oversight committee that carries the 
sustaining flame of the common agenda.

A graphical representation of the CI Theory of 
Change is included as Appendix A. 

For more information about the collective impact 
change process, please visit the Collective Impact 
Forum at www.collectiveimpactforum.org.

Participant activities must be differentiated 
while still being coordinated through a mutually 
reinforcing plan of action.

Consistent and open communication is needed 
across the many players to build trust, assure 
mutual objectives, and create common motivation.

Creating and managing collective impact 
requires dedicated staff with specific skills 
to coordinate participating organizations 
and agencies.

Collecting data and measuring 
results consistently across all 
participants ensures that efforts 
remain aligned and participants hold 
each other accountable.

SHARED 
MEASUREMENT 

SYSTEM

All participants have a shared vision 
for change, including a common 
understanding of the problem and a 
joint approach to solving it through 
agreed upon actions.

COMMON 
AGENDA

MUTUALLY 
REINFORCING 
ACTIVITIES

BACKBONE 
FUNCTION

CONTINUOUS 
COMMUNICATION

http://www.collectiveimpactforum.org
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Key Takeaways from Part One

Parts One and Two of this guide describe the importance of continuous learning in the context  
of collective impact and offer practical advice on how to plan for and implement a variety of 
performance measurement and evaluation activities aimed at assessing an initiative’s progress,  
effectiveness, and impact over time. Key takeaways from Parts One and Two include the following.

1. Continuous learning is critical to collective impact success.

In order for CI initiatives to be successful, their 
leaders must understand that collective impact 
is not a solution, but rather a problem-solving 
process. This process requires leaders to remain 
keenly aware of changes in context, conditions, 
and circumstances; to embrace curiosity and 
seek opportunities for learning; to openly share 

information and observations with others; 
and, most importantly, to willingly adapt their 
strategies quickly in response to the ever-
evolving environment. This is what it means to 
embrace continuous learning, which we believe 
is critical to CI success. 

2. Collective impact partners should adopt a two-part approach to measuring progress and 
evaluating effectiveness and impact. 

To understand what progress an initiative is 
making, CI partners can develop a performance 
measurement system that tracks a set of early 
performance indicators and incorporates data 
from the initiative’s shared measurement system. 

To understand how and why the initiative is making 
progress, CI practitioners and funders can use 
different approaches to evaluation, depending 
on their initiative’s stage of development. 

3. The collective impact change process typically involves three stages of development, each 
of which requires a different approach to performance measurement and evaluation. 

The Framework for Performance Measurement 
and Evaluation of Collective Impact Efforts 
illustrates, at a conceptual level, a sequence of 
stages that CI initiatives typically pass through 
in their pursuit of social or environmental 
change. These include the following:

The initiative’s early years are typically focused 
on understanding context and designing and 
implementing the initiative. This includes 
establishing the five core conditions of 
collective impact, as well as the coordinated 
implementation of multiple programs, activities, 
and campaigns, according to the initiative’s 
overarching strategy or theory of change.

• Recommended approach to performance 
measurement: CI partners should agree on a 
set of early performance indicators to track 
their progress in establishing key elements of 
the initiative’s infrastructure. 

• Recommended approach to evaluation: 
Developmental evaluation, aimed at helping CI 
partners understand their initiative’s context 
and learn more about how the initiative is 
developing. 

The work of evaluating a CI initiative’s context 
and carefully assessing the quality of its design 
and implementation in its early years is critically 
important and should not be dismissed as mere 
focus on process. The successful reorganization 
and alignment of the system of actors that are 
addressing a problem is itself an important 
outcome of the CI change process.

The initiative’s middle years, in which CI 
partners should expect to achieve some 
significant changes in patterns of behavior (e.g., 
changes in professional practice, changes in 
individual behavior) and in the way systems 
operate (e.g., changes in cultural norms, funding 
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flows, public policy). These changes serve 
as the gateway to the initiative’s ultimate, 
population-level outcomes and are thus an 
important area of focus for both performance 
measurement and evaluation.

• Recommended approach to performance 
measurement: CI partners should use data 
from their initiative’s shared measurement 
system to determine if, where, and for whom 
the initiative is making progress.

• Recommended approach to evaluation:  
Formative evaluation to help CI partners refine, 
improve, and fine-tune this work, as well as 
developmental evaluation to explore newer 
aspects of the initiative.

The initiative’s later years, in which CI partners 
should expect to achieve meaningful, measurable 
change with regard to the initiative’s ultimate 
goal(s). At this time, the initiative may be ready 
for a summative evaluation to assess its impact, 
merit, value, or significance. 

4. Performance measurement and evaluation bring indisputable value to a collective impact 
initiative and should be given sufficient financial and logistical support. 

We strongly encourage CI partners to carefully 
plan for how performance measurement and 
evaluation can support their work, and we urge 
all funders to embed support for evaluation 
into every CI initiative’s budget from the very 
beginning.

We strongly encourage CI partners to carefully  
plan for how performance measurement and evaluation  
can support their work, and we urge all funders to  
embed support for evaluation into every CI initiative’s  
budget from the very beginning.
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Introduction

Since the publication of the article “Collective Impact” in the Winter 2011 edition of Stanford 
Social Innovation Review, collective impact has gained tremendous traction as an approach 
to achieving large-scale, sustainable change. For some, the term “collective impact” aptly 
describes the collaborative work they have been doing for years. For others, the collective impact 
framework provides a structure that helps strengthen their existing efforts. And yet for many 
others, the collective impact concept is a call to action to work differently—to bring organizations 
together across sectors to rigorously and collectively address a stubborn problem.

As a wave of collective impact (CI) initiatives 
becomes more established, the pressing question 
on many people’s minds is shi"ing from “How 
do I launch a collective impact initiative?” to 
“How can we better understand our initiative’s 
effectiveness and impact?” 

This is not an easy question to answer. A"er 
all, the problems that CI initiatives seek 
to address—problems like poor health and 
education outcomes, persistent unemployment, 
environmental change, and many others—are not 
simple problems, and collective impact does not 
offer neat or easy solutions. Rather, CI initiatives 
engage practitioners and funders in a long-term, 
messy, and unpredictable process of complex 
problem solving. In this context, CI partners need 
an approach to performance measurement and 
evaluation that is as responsive and flexible as 
the initiative itself.

Traditional approaches to evaluation, in which 
an individual organization is held accountable 
for effectively implementing a specific program 
or intervention, cannot offer CI partners the 
robust support they need to track their progress, 
improve their effectiveness, and adapt their 
strategy over time. A different approach is 
needed.

Part One of this guide explains the importance 
of continuous learning in the CI context and 
presents an evaluation framework to help 
guide the design of different performance 
measurement, evaluation, and learning activities. 
This framework is intended to help readers 
understand what an effective approach to 
performance measurement and evaluation might 
look like at different phases of the initiative’s 
development and maturity. 

The Importance of Learning in the Collective Impact Context 

The lack of simple solutions to complex problems 
requires partners in a CI initiative to accept that 
the CI change process is emergent in nature.2 
That is to say, successful CI initiatives typically 
evolve as they progress: as problem definitions 
become more specific and contextual variables 
become better understood, the initiative’s 
interventions become more targeted, successes 
become more sustainable, and change becomes 
more tangible. 

Maintaining momentum in this ever-evolving 
context requires constant vigilance and 
adaptation. To be successful, CI partners 
must be keenly aware of changes in context, 
conditions, and circumstances. They must lead 
with curiosity, always striving to understand 
what is working and what is not, and seeking 
opportunities for improvement. They must 
commit to sharing their observations with each 
other, assessing their options together, and 

Part One:
Learning and Evaluation in the Collective Impact Context
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adapting their collective efforts as necessary to 
achieve greater impact. 

In other words, they must embrace a culture of 
continuous learning. 

In the context of collective impact, continuous 
learning is as much a behavior and disposition 
as it is a philosophy and practice. For those 
working in complex, dynamic, and emergent 
environments such as CI, learning is:

As this definition makes clear, learning is 
an active and applied process: its goal is not 
learning for the sake of learning, but learning 
for the sake of improved effectiveness. 

In the context of CI, where strategic decisions are 
o"en made by groups of people, it is important 
to put in place structures and processes that 
support group and organizational learning. The 
learning processes described in Table 1 can help 
CI partners share and explore new information, 
insights, ideas, curiosities, and concerns.4 These 
processes can be embedded in CI initiatives in a 
variety of ways, as described in Table 2.

Being intentional about learning means creating 
the space and time for individuals and groups 
to reflect on their experiences and practice, and 
to share that learning with others so that new 
learnings can be created that further the goals of 
the CI initiative.

LEARNING PROCESS DESCRIPTION

Reflection • Creating space, slowing down, paying attention, creating new patterns 
of thinking, creating alternative interpretations, creating new theories 
of action

Dialogue • Participants working together toward common understanding, finding 
common ground, re-examining all positions, admitting that others’ 
thinking can improve on one’s own, searching for strengths and value in 
others’ positions, listening to understand

Asking Questions • Seeking clarification, probing assumptions, reasons, and evidence, 
illuminating viewpoints and perspectives, probing implications and 
consequences, questioning the questions (Socratic questions)

Challenging Assumptions • Asking questions (testing assumptions, values, and underlying beliefs), 
surfacing mental models, seeking evidence, understanding inferences

Seeking Feedback • Asking for and providing feedback on experiences, assumptions, 
perceptions, and actions

Table 1:  
Learning Processes

“The use of data and insights from a variety of information-gathering 
approaches— including evaluation—to inform decision making 

about strategy. Strategic learning occurs when organizations or groups 
integrate data and evaluative thinking into their work and then adapt 

their strategies in response to what they learn. Strategic learning makes 
intelligence gathering and evaluation a part of a strategy’s development 

and implementation, embedding it so that it influences the process.” 3 
(emphasis added)



9

“You cannot be accountable if you do not learn. 
And you need to know how well you live up to 
performance expectations in order to learn. The 
tug-of-war between learning and accountability is 
nonsensical. They need each other. Understanding 
effectiveness requires both.”5 

Partners in a CI initiative, including funders and 
practitioners, do not have to choose whether to 
focus on accountability or learning—they should 
attend to both. While there are different kinds of 
accountability (e.g., political, moral, relational, 
legal), the following definitions are most useful 
for considering accountability within a collective 
impact initiative:

• An obligation or willingness to accept 
responsibility or to account for one’s actions;6 
and,

• The responsibility of program staff to provide 
evidence to stakeholders and sponsors 
that a program is effective and conforms 
to its coverage, service, legal, and fiscal 
requirements.7 

Within the CI context, accountability is particularly 
important for ensuring that resources are used 
properly and that implementers work toward the 
goals they’ve been funded to achieve.

At the same time, CI implementers might also 
consider the notion of strategic accountability, 
which focuses on the extent to which individuals 
and organizations act as effectively as possible. 
This type of accountability is about feeling 
committed to one’s ideas and strategies as well 
as to the internal mission (rather than, or in 
addition to, funders or other stakeholders).8 

Accountability within a CI effort might show up in 
the ways in which:

• Partners hold themselves accountable 
to each other. Do they follow through on 
commitments, bring their best selves to the 
work, and collaborate genuinely?

• Partners hold themselves and others 
accountable (mutual accountability) to the 
common agenda. Are they visibly committed 
to the agreed upon vision and goals? Are 
they seeking ways to find synergies and 
commonalities among partners?

• Partners are committed to collecting and 
using data to make informed decisions along 
the way.

• Funders engage in appropriate and meaningful 
ways, and commit to securing adequate 
funding to support the initiative’s success. 

Accountability is not a bad thing, though it has 
often been associated with the notion of distrust, 
whereas learning is believed to be built on trust 
and relationships. As political scientist Arthur 
Lupia suggests: “Accountability needs to shift 
from achieving predetermined results on a 
predetermined plan to demonstrating the capacity 
to achieve results in dynamic environments.”9

The performance measurement and evaluation 
approaches recommended in this guide seek to 
support CI partners in making this shift to using 
data in the service of learning and accountability.

What’s the best way to balance the desire  
to learn with the need for accountability? 
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Performance Measurement and Evaluation are  
Essential to Ongoing Learning

The quality of a CI initiative’s continuous learning process depends in part on a consistent flow 
of quality data and information. Ongoing performance measurement and evaluation activities 
supply much of this data and information. 

Performance measurement is “the ongoing 
monitoring and reporting of [initiative] 
accomplishments and progress toward 
pre-established [outcomes].”10 The process of 
measuring performance typically involves 
gathering data on a CI initiative’s activities 
(known as inputs) and the direct results of those 
activities (known as outputs). For example, a 
workforce development initiative might track 
inputs such as the types of workforce training 
programs offered by participating providers, 
as well as outputs, such as the number of 
unemployed people who participated in each 

program and the percentage of trainees who 
completed the program. 

In the context of collective impact, performance 
measurement also includes the use of a shared 
measurement system (SMS), which gathers and 
maintains quantitative data on a set of shared 
indicators. CI partners use the SMS to track 
progress toward an initiative’s ultimate goals. 
These systems o"en include data on inputs and 
outputs, as well as data related to the initiative’s 
short- and long-term outcomes. For example, the 
SMS for the workforce development initiative 
mentioned above might monitor a short-term 
outcome, such as the number of trainees who 

Learning within Groups  
(e.g., Steering Committees, working groups)

• Setting aside time (consistently) at each Steering 
Committee or working group meeting to discuss 
what partners have learned through the day-to-day 
work of the initiative and any relevant implications 
for practice.

• Encouraging participants at all meetings to ask 
questions, surface assumptions and mental models, 
and to seek understanding before dismissing or 
judging ideas or suggestions.

• Inviting outside speakers on various relevant topics 
to bring in new ideas or perspectives for groups to 
consider.

• Bringing in data from the Shared Measurement 
System or other research and evaluation activities to 
co-interpret and develop insights and recommended 
action steps.

Learning across all members of a collective 
impact initiative 

• Conducting an Appreciative Inquiry exercise to 
discover examples of what is going particularly well 
in the CI initiative, why this is happening, and ideas 
for amplifying and building on these successes.

• Periodically surveying group members to sense 
where energies are, what concerns exist, and 
what topics are in need of attention. This would 
then be followed by bringing the analyzed data to 
participants to reflect upon and discuss.

• Hosting Learning Convenings to focus on key 
topics as a means for developing deeper insights 
and understandings of challenging content areas, 
across the community. These might include 
residents, systems leaders, subject matter experts, 
organization development professionals and/or 
government officials.

• Holding an annual retreat to reflect on what has 
been learned over the past year. The retreat should 
include various small and large group exercises and 
discussion opportunities.

Table 2:  
Strategies to  
Embed Learning
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reported finding a job a"er completing the 
training program, and a longer-term outcome, 
such as the employment rate in a target 
geographic region. 

Evaluation, for the purposes of this paper, 
is defined as the systematic collection of 
information about the activities, effects, influence, 
and impacts of programs or initiatives to 
inform learning, decision making, and action. 
Evaluation findings can help improve CI partners’ 
understanding of the data gathered through their 
performance measurement and SMS activities. 
In addition, evaluation can give CI partners 
increased confidence in making decisions and 
taking action. The design of an individual 
evaluation—including the questions asked, 
the outcomes and indicators explored, and the 
data collection methods used—depends on the 
purpose and goals of the CI initiative.

Shared measurement and evaluation are 
complementary activities: 

1. Data collected through a shared measurement 
system can contribute to a variety of 
evaluation efforts. For example, quantitative 
data from the shared measurement system 
can complement qualitative data collected 
from interviews, focus groups, and surveys. 

2. Data from a shared measurement system 
may influence the design of a CI evaluation 
by leading partners to focus on certain 
questions or outcomes. For example, if 
partners observe minimal progress on 
an important indicator, they may choose 
to explore a question about the relevant 
strategy as part of their evaluation. 

3. Because shared measurement is one of the five 
CI conditions, it may serve as the object or 
focus of an evaluation. For example, partners 
in a CI initiative may want to evaluate the 
ways in which the shared measurement 
system is designed and implemented, as well 
as what improvements might be needed to 
make the process of data input, access, and 
use more effective.

The data generated by performance measurement 
and evaluation activities should lead to insights 
and learning, and should boost CI partners’ ability 
to make informed judgments as the initiative is 
implemented. 

A common challenge facing CI partners 
interested in learning about their progress and 
impact is what exactly they ought to measure or 
evaluate, and when. The framework presented 
in the following section is intended to help 
practitioners, funders, and evaluators manage 
this challenge by exploring the ways in which 
CI partners can use performance measurement 
and evaluation to promote learning and inform 
strategic decision making throughout an 
initiative’s lifetime.

The data generated by performance 
measurement and evaluation activities 

should lead to insights and learning, 
and should boost CI partners’ ability 
to make informed judgments as the 

initiative is implemented. 
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Figure 1:  
A Framework for Performance Measurement and Evaluation of Collective Impact Efforts
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Using the Framework for Performance Measurement and  
Evaluation of Collective Impact Efforts to Organize, Focus, and  
Plan for Effective Evaluation 

The Framework for Performance Measurement and Evaluation of Collective Impact Efforts 
(Figure 1) maps the key components of the CI change process over time (i.e., context, initiative 
design and implementation, intermediate outcomes, and ultimate impact), and illustrates the 
relationships within, between, and among these components. The framework serves as the basis 
for a more detailed discussion of CI performance measurement and evaluation.

The evaluation framework illustrates, at a 
conceptual level, a sequence of stages that CI 
initiatives typically pass through in their pursuit 
of social or environmental change. This is not to 
say that progress is predictable, though. At times, 
an initiative may generate significant momentum 
and quickly achieve several goals, while at other 
times, progress will be slow and incremental. 

The purpose of this graphic is not to delineate 
markers of annual progress, but rather to help 
the reader conceptualize key inflection points 
in an initiative’s maturity and identify potential 
areas of focus for performance measurement and 
evaluation over an initiative’s lifetime. 

Context, represented by the grey shaded 
area, is illustrated as the environment in 
which a CI change process takes place. 

Context encompasses everything that influences 
the ways in which and the extent to which an 
initiative is successful. Contextual factors help 
shape the initiative’s early structure and continue 
to influence its progress and development 
throughout its lifetime. 

Context also includes three critical conditions 
that serve as gateways to the CI journey. 
These “preconditions for success”11 include a 
sense of urgency about the problem, strong 
leadership from one or a few champions, and the 
availability of sufficient financial resources to 
support the initiative’s work. These conditions 
are prerequisites for a successful CI initiative, 
signaling that stakeholders are ready to engage 
in this type of complex change process.* 

Beyond the preconditions, many other aspects of 
a CI initiative’s context can significantly influence 
the speed and ease with which the initiative 
achieves its goals (e.g., economic conditions, 
demographics, a community’s history and 
culture, political will, recent news events, popular 
culture, the political environment, media focus, 
and local laws and policies, among other factors). 
For this reason, CI partners should be especially 
attentive to following the ways in which context 
is shi"ing, changing, and adapting in ways that 
are contributing to or hindering the initiative’s 
efforts. 

Evaluation can support partners in identifying 
and understanding how changes in context might 
influence their initiative’s progress and what the 
implications are for the initiative’s design and 
implementation.

Collective Impact Design and 
Implementation depicts the five core 
conditions of CI (common agenda, shared 

measurement, mutually reinforcing activities, 
backbone infrastructure, and continuous 
communication, as defined in the Executive 
Summary) as well as the initiative’s learning 
culture and overall capacity. 

In the context of collective impact, a learning 
culture is defined as one in which people 
know how to learn and “freely share what they 
know and are willing to change based on the 
acquisition of new knowledge.”12 Capacity refers 
to the financial resources, staff, knowledge, skills, 
expertise, and infrastructure necessary for the 
initiative to pursue its work as planned. 

* The Collective Impact Forum (www.collectiveimpactforum.org) recently published a short readiness assessment 
focused on these three pre-conditions.

1

2

http://www.collectiveimpactforum.org
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The design and implementation of the CI initiative 
is typically the primary focus of CI partners’ work 
during the initiative’s early years. Table 3 lists some 
sample outcomes of partners’ efforts to establish the five 
core conditions of collective impact. (These outcomes are 
discussed in greater detail in Part Two. The Supplement 
includes a list of sample indicators for each of the sample 
outcomes.)

Evaluation provides a helpful way to explore these 
early outcomes because it allows CI partners to 
better understand how and why, or the extent to 
which, elements of the CI process are designed 
and implemented. Evaluation can also explore the 
relationships among different core conditions, such as 
the extent to which data from the shared measurement 
system are being distributed across the initiative or 
used by the initiative’s leadership to adjust overall 
strategy. Evaluation can also assess the extent to which 
the backbone infrastructure is effectively guiding 
partners through the CI process. Finally, CI partners can 
focus an evaluation on the extent to which partners are 
successfully implementing the programs and activities 
they have agreed to as part of the shared plan of action, 
or the extent to which these programs and activities are 
mutually reinforcing.

Intermediate outcomes include to changes in 
patterns of behavior and the way targeted 
systems operate. These shi"s in the way people, 

organizations, and institutions function and interact 
are typically prerequisites to achieving a CI initiative’s 
ultimate goal. For example, in order to achieve an 
ultimate goal related to improved education outcomes, 
a CI initiative must o"en first shi" the flow of funding 
to public schools, improve the connections among 
school systems and other institutions in the education 
system, and/or change the behavior of parents, teachers, 
and other educators. Typically, CI initiatives gain 
traction in addressing patterns of behavior and systems 
operations in their middle years, a"er the key elements 
of the initiative are firmly in place but before partners’ 
activities have begun to show progress in achieving 
population-level outcomes. 

A core tenet of collective impact is the belief 
that the lack of common purpose among many 
different nonprofits, businesses, community 
leaders, and government agencies is a major 
obstacle to solving social problems. When 
each organization defines the problem and 
sets its own agenda independently from the 
others, differences are amplified, knowledge is 
suppressed, and the alignment of resources is 
obstructed in ways that impede the pursuit of 
effective solutions. 

In this context, it is important to recognize that 
the reconfiguration of organizations into a more 
aligned and coordinated system through a CI 
initiative is itself a powerful short-term outcome. 
This new configuration does not necessarily solve 
the initiative’s targeted social problem, but it 
fundamentally changes conditions on the ground 
to permit new solutions to emerge and effective 
practices to spread rapidly in ways they could not 
before. In this way, even subtle improvements 
in alignment and coordination are critical to the 
ultimate impact a CI initiative seeks to achieve 
and to its sustainability over time. 

The work of evaluating a CI initiative’s context 
and carefully assessing the quality of its design 
and implementation is often misunderstood (and 
dismissed) as mere focus on process. We believe, 
though, that the successful reorganization 
and alignment of the system of actors that are 
addressing a problem is itself a monumental 
achievement and an important outcome of the CI 
change process.

Reconsidering the  
Value of Process 

3
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 DESCRIPTION

Common Agenda • The development of the common agenda has included a diverse set 
of voices and perspectives from multiple sectors (including input from 
community members in many CI initiatives)

• Partners have achieved a common understanding of the problem 

• Partners have come to consensus on the initiative’s ultimate goal(s) 

• Partners have committed to solving the problem using an adaptive 
approach with clearly articulated strategies and agreed upon actions.

Backbone Infrastructure • The backbone infrastructure effectively guides the CI initiative’s vision 
and strategy

• The backbone infrastructure ensures alignment of existing activities 
and pursuit of new opportunities toward the initiative’s goal

• The backbone infrastructure supports the collection and use of data to 
promote accountability, learning, and improvement.

Mutually Reinforcing Activities • Partners have developed and are using a collective plan of action

• Partners are coordinating their activities to align with the plan of action 

• Partners have filled gaps and reduced duplication of efforts

Shared Measurement • The process of designing and managing the shared measurement 
system is participatory and transparent

• Quality data on a set of meaningful indicators is available to partners in 
a timely manner

• Sufficient funding and resources are available to support the 
technology platform, training, and technical support

Continuous Communication • Structures and processes are in place to engage CI partners, keeping 
them informed and inspired

• Structures and processes are in place to engage the CI initiative’s 
external stakeholders, keeping them informed and inspired

Table 3: 
Sample Outcomes 
Related to Collective 
Impact Design and 
Implementation

High-level goals related to changes in patterns of 
behavior include:

• Changes in individual behavior: changes in 
behavior among members of the target 
population (e.g., diet, work habits, attendance)

• Changes in professional practice: changes in the 
way formal actors (e.g., medical care providers, 
educators, social workers) and organizations /
institutions approach their work

High-level goals related to changes in systems 
include:

• Changes in funding: shi"s in the flows of funds, 
improved alignment of existing resources, and 
increased funding for CI-related activities

• Changes in cultural norms: changes in social 
patterns and expectations of the way people 
behave

• Changes in public policy: changes in laws, 
regulations, and ordinances relevant to the CI 
initiative’s goals
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Typically, a CI initiative’s shared measurement 
system will track several outcomes and indicators 
related to these types of intermediate outcomes. 

To complement this performance measurement 
data, CI partners can use evaluation to better 
understand how and why the CI initiative is 
achieving its interim outcomes. For example, 
partners may wish to learn about the extent 
to which a targeted system (e.g., education, 
health) makes different decisions about policies, 
programs, and resource allocations; or the ways 
in which formal actors (e.g., teachers, medical 
professionals) make changes in their work 
that align with the goals of the CI initiative. In 
addition, evaluation can explore the degree to 
which and the ways in which changes in systems 
influence changes in professional practices or 
individual behavior, and vice versa. 

Part Two includes a sample set of intermediate 
outcomes and indicators. A subset of these is 
provided in Table 4. 

Impact refers to the long-term, 
population-level changes a CI initiative 
seeks to achieve. While some CI 

initiatives will begin to make progress on their 
ultimate outcomes during their middle years, 
many require several more years of concerted 
effort before they begin seeing significant 
changes on population-level outcomes. 

During the initiative’s late years, its shared 
measurement system can provide invaluable 
data to inform CI partners about what progress is 
being made toward their ultimate goals. To better 
understand how or why progress is being made, 
though, CI partners will need the more nuanced 
data and insights offered by evaluation. Similarly, 
if partners seek to understand which aspects of 
the CI process are most effective, for whom, and 
why, performance measurement alone may not 
be sufficient.  

One of the hallmarks of the collective impact approach is 
its broad-based engagement of different organizations and 
individuals who are in some way connected to a given problem. 
This typically involves a mix of actors from the public and private 
sectors, as well as representatives from advocacy organizations, 
social service agencies, universities, and other institutions. In 
addition to these “experts” and individuals in formal leadership 
positions, it is critical that CI initiatives thoughtfully engage the 
people whose lives are most directly and deeply affected by the 
targeted problem. This work is often referred to as “community 
engagement.” 

Efforts to engage community members (some of whom will 
be the initiative’s ultimate beneficiaries) can contribute to a 
successful CI initiative by helping partners:

• Understand the problem from the perspectives of individuals 
who live with it each day

• Co-create solutions that are rooted in lived experience and 
have the potential for significant uptake

• Refine the CI initiative’s evolving goals, strategies, and 
indicators 

• Expand the initiative’s reach, by increasing awareness, 
building the will for action, and improving the adoption of best 
practices

• Build community capacity to lead and sustain change 

CI initiatives use many different strategies to engage community 
members and their intended beneficiaries. For example, in the 
education sector, Project U-Turn created a 30-member youth 
advisory board called the Youth Ambassadors to provide insight 
and direction to the initiative’s Steering Committee. Members 
of this board help conduct research with their peers, provide 
training for community members, and advocate at the city level 
to advance the initiative’s goals. Another education-focused CI 
initiative, the Road Map Project, engaged community members 
in several different ways. In one approach, the backbone 
organization developed a small grants program to provide up to 
$5,000 to grassroots and community stakeholders to support 
neighborhood projects that aligned with the initiative’s goals. 
These investments helped build local capacity to participate in 
the initiative while growing the Road Map Project’s network and 
building support for its goals.

The Role of  
Community Engagement in 
Collective Impact Initiatives 

4
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SAMPLE OUTCOMES SAMPLE INDICATORS

Individual behavior – 

The CI initiative is influencing 
changes in awareness/knowledge 
related to the desired behavior 
change

• Individuals report increased awareness of the issues surrounding the 
desired behavior change

• Individuals report improved knowledge of the desired behavior change 

Funding flows – 

Public funding in the targeted 
issue area/ system targeted by 
the CI initiative is increasingly 
aligned with the goals of the CI 
initiative

• Overall public funding (federal, state, or local government) for the 
targeted issue area or system has increased 

• Existing public resources are directed toward evidence-based 
strategies in the targeted issue area/system 

• New public resources are committed to evidence-based strategies in 
the target issue area/system

Policy change – 

The CI initiative is strengthening 
the base of support for CI policy 
goals

• Increased public involvement in an issue

• Increased breadth of partners in support of an issue

• Increased media coverage

• Public opinion changes to support of CI messages/goals

Table 4: 
Sample Outcomes and 
Indicators Related 
to Intermediate 
Outcomes

Evaluation can be used to explore the links 
between and among a CI initiative’s strategy 
and activities, changes in systems and 
behavior, and progress toward ultimate goals. 
For example, an evaluation of an education 
initiative could assess how local or state 
policymakers are responding to the CI initiative 
or how well the CI initiative is adapting in 
response to recent changes in standardized 
testing policy. Evaluation can also help CI 
partners better understand the extent to which 
certain behavioral or systems changes (e.g., 
changes to a public school funding formula) 
are contributing to the initiative’s success in 
achieving certain ultimate outcomes. And, 
evaluation can help assess the extent to which 
the outcomes of the initiative (including the 
implementation of the CI process) are likely to 
be sustained over time. Finally, CI partners can 
use eval uation to understand the ripple effects of 
their work on other stakeholders and systems.

If CI partners seek to understand 
which aspects of the CI process are 
most effective, for whom, and why, 

performance measurement alone may 
not be sufficient.
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Planning for Performance Measurement and Evaluation

There are many opportunities to use performance measurement and evaluation to gather 
data and promote learning over a CI initiative’s lifetime. The goal of measurement and 
evaluation, though, is not to explore everything. Rather, it is to provide CI partners with the 
specific information they need at a given point in time in order to understand their initiative’s 
effectiveness and make well-informed decisions about its strategy and activities. Of course, 
CI partners consider dozens of important decisions over the lifetime of a CI initiative—for 
example, decisions regarding the initiative’s structure, strategic direction, choices regarding 
resource allocation, and communications. As a result, a CI initiative’s approach to using various 
performance measurement and evaluation activities will likely evolve over its lifetime. 

During a CI initiative’s first two or three years, 
it is o"en unreasonable to expect significant 
progress against the common indicators included 
in the initiative’s shared measurement system. 
During this time, CI partners are primarily 
focused internally, on building relationships; 
designing, developing, and implementing the 
initiative’s infrastructure (e.g., strategic action 
plans, working group structures, even the shared 
measurement system itself); and taking collective 
action toward their goals. During these early 
years, we suggest that CI partners agree on a set 
of early performance indicators to track their 
progress in establishing key elements of the 
initiative’s infrastructure. (A sample set of these 
indicators is presented in Part Two of the guide, 
and a longer list is included in the Supplement.) 

As a CI initiative matures and its core conditions 
become more established—and as partners begin 
to implement the programs and strategies defined 
in the action plan—the initiative should begin 
to see progress toward its intended outcomes. 
The common indicators included in the shared 
measurement system should track this progress 
over time, offering CI partners timely data about 
if, where, and for whom their initiative is making 
a difference.

At various points in the initiative’s lifetime, most 
CI partners will also need insight into how, to 
what extent, and why the initiative is or isn’t 
progressing. By providing data that helps answer 
these critical questions, evaluation serves as 
an important complement to performance 
measurement. Depending on an initiative’s stage 
of development, CI partners may wish to use 
one or more different approaches to evaluation, 
including developmental evaluation, formative 
evaluation, or summative evaluation (see Table 
5). Each of these approaches can help frame and 
focus an evaluation. 

Importantly, the three approaches to evaluation 
are not mutually exclusive. Given the non-linear 
nature of the CI change process, it is likely, 
perhaps even inevitable, that certain aspects 
of an initiative will warrant a developmental 
evaluation at the same time that other aspects 
warrant a formative evaluation. For example, 
an initiative in its middle years may be ready 
for a formative evaluation of one or more of its 
intermediate outcome areas, while its relatively 
new shared measurement system is better suited 
to a developmental evaluation. 
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Developmental  
Evaluation

Formative 
Evaluation

Summative 
Evaluation

EARLY — MIDDLE YEARS MIDDLE YEARS LATE YEARS

Stage of CI 
Development

CI initiative is exploring 
and in development

CI initiative is evolving 
and being refined

CI initiative is stable and 
well-established

What's 
Happening?

• CI partners are assembling 
the key elements of their 
initiative, developing 
action plans, and exploring 
different strategies and 
activities

• There is a degree of 
uncertainty about what  
will work and how

• New questions, challenges, 
and opportunities are 
emerging

• The initiative's key 
elements are in place and 
partners are implementing 
agreed upon strategies and 
activities

• Outcomes are becoming 
more predictable

• The initiative's context is 
increasingly well-known 
and understood

• The initiative's activities are 
well established and are 
not changing

• Implementers have 
significant experience and 
an increasing amount of 
certainty about "what 
works"

• The initiative is ready for a 
determination of impact, 
merit, value, or significance

Key Strategic 
Question

What needs to happen? How well is it working? What difference did it 
make?

Table 5:  
Three Approaches  
to Evaluation

Part Two of this guide provides detailed guidance for collective impact practitioners and funders, 
as well as evaluators, on when and how to use these different approaches to performance 
measurement and evaluation. 
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Conclusion

At its core, CI evaluation is about learning: learning how to “do” CI—how to communicate and 
collaborate across sectors, forge new relationships, set shared goals, assess progress together, 
and use data to make decisions—and learning how to generate momentum, shift systems, 
change behavior, and, ultimately, solve a problem more effectively. For CI practitioners and 
funders seeking to address large-scale social or environmental problems, this means that 
learning can’t be an isolated event. It must be a continuous process that provides relevant, 
credible, and useful information to inform strategic decision making. In effect, this means that 
performance measurement and evaluation must be an integral part of any CI initiative. While 
these activities require time and resources, they are essential components of effective collective 
impact implementation and are critical to reaching the outcomes that practitioners and funders 
are focused on achieving. As such, we implore CI practitioners and funders to carefully consider 
the value of strong performance measurement and evaluation activities when determining their 
staffing and budget levels.

We hope Part One of this guide has provided a 
useful introduction to the ways in which well-
designed performance measurement, evaluation, 
and learning activities can help drive collective 
impact success. In the early years, we encourage 
CI practitioners and funders to embrace the 
importance of measuring progress toward 
process-oriented outcomes and to celebrate even 
seemingly small victories, such as improved 
communication among key stakeholders or the 
willingness to share data across institutional 
lines. These understated achievements are the 
building blocks of sustainable change. 

As an initiative moves into its middle years, 
we encourage CI partners to carefully measure 
progress toward intermediate outcomes, such 
as improved public policies, shi"s in funding 
flows, and changes in patterns of behavior, among 
other things. These types of changes in targeted 
systems are critical to long-term collective 
impact success. 

Finally, of course, a CI initiative’s performance 
measurement and evaluation activities in its later 
years should focus on the initiative’s progress 
toward its ultimate goal.

Part Two of the guide builds on the foundation 
laid in this document, offering collective impact 
practitioners, funders, and evaluators detailed 
guidance on how to plan for and implement 
a variety of performance measurement and 
evaluation activities at different stages of a CI 
initiative’s development. Part Two includes 
sample performance indicators, evaluation 
questions, and outcomes for collective impact 
initiatives in different stages of development, as 
well as advice on how to gather, make sense of, 
and use data to inform strategic decision making, 
how to communicate evaluation findings, how to 
choose and work with evaluators (when desired), 
and how to budget for evaluation.

We welcome readers’ comments, feedback, and 
suggestions regarding this guide and its application 
to real-life CI evaluation on the Collective Impact 
Forum (collectiveimpactforum.org), an online 
community and collective impact resource center.
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Overview of the Contents

As collective impact has gained traction across 
the globe, demand has grown for an effective  
approach to evaluating collective impact 
initiatives that meets the needs of various 
interested parties. Collective impact 
practitioners seek timely, high-quality data that 
enables reflection and informs strategic and 
tactical decision making. Funders and other 
supporters require an approach to performance 
measurement and evaluation that can offer 

evidence of progress toward the initiative’s goals 
at different points along the collective impact 
journey. 

The Guide to Evaluating Collective Impact 
responds to these needs by offering practitioners, 
funders, and evaluators a way to think about, 
plan for, and implement different performance 
measurement and evaluation activities.

Executive Summary

This guide’s three 
goals are to: 

The guide does not focus on evaluating individual organizations’ programs.

 e Discuss the role of continuous learning and adaptation in the 
collective impact context.

 e Present a framework for how to approach performance 
measurement and evaluation.

 e Offer practical guidance on how to plan for and implement a 
variety of performance measurement and evaluation activities at 
the initiative level, at different points in the initiative’s lifetime.
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I 01 I 02 I 03 The guide is divided 
into three parts: 

Learning and Evaluation 
in the Collective Impact 
Context

This section describes the 
importance of continuous learning 
and presents an evaluation 
framework to guide the design of 
different performance measurement, 
evaluation, and learning activities. 
The purpose of the framework is 
to help readers conceptualize an 
effective approach to performance 
measurement and evaluation, 
given their initiative’s stage of 
development and maturity. 

Assessing Progress  
and Impact 

This section offers guidance on how 
to plan for and implement a variety 
of performance measurement 
and evaluation activities aimed at 
assessing an initiative’s progress, 
effectiveness, and impact. It includes 
sample performance indicators, 
evaluation questions, and outcomes 
for collective impact initiatives in 
different stages of development, 
as well as advice on how to gather, 
make sense of, and use data to 
inform strategic decision making, 
how to communicate evaluation 
findings, how to choose and work 
with evaluators (when desired), and 
how to budget for evaluation.

This part of the guide also includes 
four mini-case studies. 

Supplement: 
Sample Questions,  
Outcomes, and Indicators

The final section includes a larger 
set of sample evaluation questions, 
outcomes, and indicators. 

 

Each part of the guide is available as a free 
download on the Collective Impact Forum 
(collectiveimpactforum.org), an online community 
and centralized set of resources on collective 
impact. We encourage all interested users to 
share their feedback and experiences with the 
guide in the Collective Impact Forum's online 
community. We are particularly interested in 
readers’ reflections about how they have used 

the guide, as well as their suggestions for 
additional questions, outcomes, or indicators 
that other practitioners may wish to consider. 
We also encourage readers to upload their own 
performance measurement and evaluation 
documents (e.g., findings, reports, presentations) 
to share with the field. 

http://www.collectiveimpactforum.org
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About Collective Impact 

Collective impact (CI) occurs when a group of actors from different sectors commit to a  
common agenda for solving a complex social or environmental problem. More than simply  
a new way of collaborating, collective impact is a structured approach to problem solving  
that includes five core conditions:

Once these conditions are in place, a CI initiative’s work is organized through what we have 
termed “cascading levels of collaboration.” As described in a recent post on the Stanford Social 
Innovation Review blog,1 this loose structure typically includes the following:

An oversight group, o"en called a Steering 
Committee or Executive Committee, which 
consists of cross-sector CEO-level individuals 
from key organizations engaged with the issue, 
as well as representatives of the individuals 
touched by the issue. This group meets regularly 
to oversee the progress of the entire initiative.

Working groups focused on the initiative’s 
primary strategies. (More complicated initiatives 
may have subgroups that take on specific 
objectives within the prioritized strategies.) 
Working groups typically develop their own 
plans for action organized around “moving the 
needle” on specific shared measures. Once plans 
are developed, the working groups come together 
on a regular basis to share data and stories about 
progress, as well as challenges and opportunities, 
and to communicate their activities to other 
partners affected by the issue, so that the circle 

of alignment can grow. Although each working 
group meets separately, effective coordination 
by the backbone can ensure coordinated 
action among hundreds of organizations that 
simultaneously tackle many different dimensions 
of a complex issue.

The backbone function (as defined above) provides 
periodic and systematic assessments of progress 
attained by the various working groups and 
then synthesizes the results and presents them 
back to the oversight committee that carries the 
sustaining flame of the common agenda.

For more information about the collective impact 
change process, please visit the Collective Impact 
Forum at www.collectiveimpactforum.org.

Participant activities must be differentiated 
while still being coordinated through a mutually 
reinforcing plan of action.

Consistent and open communication is needed 
across the many players to build trust, assure 
mutual objectives, and create common motivation.

Creating and managing collective impact 
requires dedicated staff with specific skills 
to coordinate participating organizations 
and agencies.

Collecting data and measuring 
results consistently across all 
participants ensures that efforts 
remain aligned and participants hold 
each other accountable.

SHARED 
MEASUREMENT 

SYSTEM

All participants have a shared vision 
for change, including a common 
understanding of the problem and a 
joint approach to solving it through 
agreed upon actions.

COMMON 
AGENDA

MUTUALLY 
REINFORCING 
ACTIVITIES

BACKBONE 
FUNCTION

CONTINUOUS 
COMMUNICATION

http://www.collectiveimpactforum.org
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Key Takeaways from Part Two

Part Two of the Guide to Evaluating Collective Impact offers practical advice on how to plan 
for and implement a variety of performance measurement and evaluation activities aimed at 
assessing an initiative’s progress, effectiveness, and impact. Key takeaways from this part of the 
guide are:

1. Collective Impact partners should use a combination of different performance 
measurement and evaluation activities to assess and understand their progress as the 

initiative develops and matures. (Please refer to the Framework for Designing and Conducting 
Performance Measurement and Evaluation of Collective Impact Efforts on the next page.)

In an initiative’s early years, when partners 
are focused on design and implementation, the 
guide offers a set of sample early performance 
indicators that can help determine whether or not 
the initiative is on track for success. In addition, 
CI partners can use developmental evaluation 
to understand how the initiative is developing 
and adapting, what is working well, and what 
elements require greater attention, among other 
questions. 

CASE STUDY:  The Missouri Foundation for Health 
is using developmental evaluation to support the 
design and implementation of a new collective 
impact initiative focused on reducing rates of infant 
mortality. 

In an initiative’s middle years, when it should 
achieve some significant success related to its 
intermediate outcomes, CI partners can use 
data from the shared measurement system to 
determine if, where, and for whom the initiative 
is making progress. If CI partners wish to dig 
deeper into questions of how and why the 
initiative is making progress, they may wish to 
implement a formative evaluation. The guide 
offers a set of sample outcomes and indicators 
that CI partners may wish to use to measure their 
progress and evaluate their effectiveness in the 
middle years. 

CASE STUDY: Partners for a Competitive 
Workforce’s shared measurement system 
integrates data from participating providers 
and state workforce agencies, allowing the 
initiative’s leaders to track progress over time, 
compare performance across providers, and 
identify opportunities for learning and continuous 
improvement. 

CASE STUDY: The Road Map Project in Seattle 
and King County, Washington, is using formative 
evaluation to better understand its effectiveness 
and impact to date, as well as to make well-
informed adjustments to its strategy going 
forward. 

In an initiative’s later years, CI partners may seek 
to take stock of the initiative’s accomplishments 
and understand its long-term impact on targeted 
issues or populations. Information from the 
shared measurement system can inform this 
learning process by contributing longitudinal 
data on the initiative’s achievements and 
challenges. To better understand the extent to 
which and how the initiative’s ultimate outcomes 
have been achieved, and the extent to which 
the CI effort contributed to these outcomes, CI 
partners may wish to commission a summative 
evaluation. 

CASE STUDY: Vibrant Communities, a 
pan-Canadian collective impact initiative focused 
on capacity building for poverty reduction, used 
summative evaluation to understand its ultimate 
outcomes and discover lessons learned through 
its work.
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Social-Political-Economic Context

Early Years

Time and Impact

For whom, 
how, and why?

What
progress?

What’s
happening?

Middle Years Late Years

t
?

?

Early performance indicators

Developmental evaluation

Systems and Behavior Change
Outcomes and Indicators

CI Design and ImplementationCI Design and ImplementationCI Design and Implementation

CI Process
Outcomes and Indicators

Ultimate Goal
Outcomes and Indicators

Shared measurement system indicators

Formative evaluation

Intermediate Outcomes

Impact

Summative evaluation

Figure 1:  
A Framework for Designing and Conducting Performance Measurement and Evaluation  
of Collective Impact Efforts

For an expanded view of the “What’s happening?” section of the framework above,  
please refer to Figure 1 on page 12 of Part One of the Guide to Evaluating Collective Impact.
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2. Collective Impact partners must be intentional about the process of collecting data, 
making sense of data, using data to inform decision making, and communicating findings. 

When determining the best methods to use 
in gathering data (whether quantitative or 
qualitative) about an initiative’s progress and 
impact, CI partners should carefully consider 
what they seek to learn and the extent to which 
each method can offer high quality, relevant data. 

Once data have been collected and analyzed, 
CI partners should resist the urge to jump 
right to making recommendations. To take full 
advantage of the data’s content, and to ensure 
that it contributes to real learning, CI partners 

should invest sufficient time in analyzing data, 
interpreting it, and making judgments about it 
before developing recommendations. 

Communicating the findings and 
recommendations from any learning activity 
requires CI partners to make several thoughtful 
and strategic choices, such as: what findings will 
be shared, with whom, when, and in what format. 
CI partners may find it helpful to consider these 
choices during the design phase of a performance 
measurement or evaluation activity.

3. There are many ways to manage the design and implementation of an initiative’s 
performance measurement system and/or evaluation. 

Collective impact partners can manage these 
processes in four ways:

•  Develop an internal evaluation position 
(full or part-time) within the Backbone 
infrastructure to manage the CI initiative’s 
performance measurement and evaluation 
activities (possibly including the shared 
measurement system).

• Rely on individuals who are part of the CI 
initiative to design and conduct the evaluation 
(internal team).

• Use an internal team but provide it with 
support from an external third-party evaluation 
consultant.

• Hire an outside, third-party evaluation 
consultant to design the evaluation in 
consultation with CI partners and then conduct 
the evaluation.

CI partners may also wish to combine internal 
and external resources by, for example, hiring 
a professional external evaluator to serve as a 
coach to an internal evaluation team.

4. Performance measurement and evaluation bring indisputable value to CI initiatives and 
should be given sufficient financial support. 

While it is difficult to predict the size of an 
appropriate evaluation budget for different 
types of CI initiatives in different stages of 
development, the value these evaluations bring 
to CI practitioners and their funders is significant. 
We strongly encourage CI partners to carefully 
plan for how performance measurement and 
evaluation can support their work, and we urge 
all funders to embed support for evaluation 
into every CI initiative’s budget from the very 
beginning.
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1. Presents a more detailed evaluation framework focused on the use of different approaches to 
performance measurement and evaluation at different points in a CI initiative’s lifetime.

2. Shares four mini-case studies of how CI initiatives have used performance measurement and 
evaluation to assess progress, inform decision making, and evaluate impact.

3. Offers practical guidance on how to plan for and implement a CI evaluation, including how to 
gather, make sense of, and use data to inform decision making, how to communicate findings, 
how to choose and work with evaluators, and how to budget for evaluation.

Introduction

Part One of this guide introduced the reader to the three phases of a CI initiative’s change 
process and explored the ways in which performance measurement, evaluation, and learning 
activities can support CI partners in making decisions throughout an initiative’s lifetime. The 
purpose of Part Two of the guide is to offer CI practitioners, funders, and evaluators detailed 
guidance on how to plan for and implement a variety of performance measurement and 
evaluation activities. This section of the guide aims to answer such questions as:

• How can I know if the initiative is making 
good progress, especially if it has not yet 
begun to achieve its interim or ultimate 
outcomes?

• What outcomes and indicators should I 
consider using to track the initiative’s progress 
or evaluate its effectiveness at different points 
in time?

• How can I better understand why some of the 
indicators in our shared measurement system 
are or are not moving?

• What resources (human, financial, or other) 
does the initiative need to ensure high-quality 
performance measurement and evaluation?

To answer these questions, Part Two of the guide 
includes sample evaluation questions, outcomes, 

and indicators for CI initiatives in different stages 
of development, as well as mini-case studies that 
illustrate how four diverse CI initiatives have 
used performance measurement and evaluation 
to support their work. Finally, this part of the 
guide offers advice on how to gather, make sense 
of, and use data to inform strategic decision 
making, how to communicate evaluation findings, 
how to choose and work with evaluators (when 
desired), and how to budget for evaluation.

THIS SECTION:

Part Two: 
Assessing Progress and Impact
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Collective Impact Initiatives Often Require Multiple Approaches to 
Performance Measurement and Evaluation 

The question of how to assess the progress and impact of a CI initiative is inextricably linked 
to data availability and to the question of what information CI partners need to make good 
decisions. Of course, there are many important decisions to be made over the lifetime of a 
CI initiative—for example, decisions regarding the initiative’s structure or strategic direction, 
resource allocation and communications, and specific tactics and activities, among others. As 
a result, a CI initiative’s approach to using various performance measurement and evaluation 
activities will likely evolve over its lifetime. 

Figure 1, the Framework for Designing and 
Conducting Performance Measurement 
and Evaluation of Collective Impact Efforts, 
illustrates at a conceptual level several different 
approaches to performance measurement and 
evaluation that may be relevant at different 
stages of an initiative’s development. 

The orange and teal bars running along the 
bottom of the graphic reference two approaches 
to performance measurement: early indicators 
of progress and the initiative’s shared 
measurement system. Both of these approaches 
offer CI partners useful data on the initiative’s 
progress. The shared measurement system, as 
described in Part One of this guide, uses a set 
of common indicators to track an initiative’s 
progress toward its desired outcomes. This 
information becomes invaluable to CI partners 
once the core conditions of their initiative are in 
place and practitioners have begun to implement 
their programs and strategies—in other words, 
when CI partners can reasonably expect to 
see progress toward intermediate or ultimate 
outcomes. 

In the initiative’s first two or three years, 
though, it is o"en unreasonable to expect to see 
progress against the indicators featured in the 
shared measurement system. During this time, 
CI partners are focused internally on building 

relationships and designing, developing, and 
implementing the initiative’s infrastructure 
(e.g., strategic action plans, working group 
structures, even the shared measurement 
system itself). To aid partners in assessing their 
initiative’s progress during these early years, this 
guide offers some sample early performance 
indicators focused on the quality of an 
initiative’s design and implementation. 

The question of how to assess the 
progress and impact of a CI initiative 

is inextricably linked to the question of 
what information CI partners need to 

make good decisions.
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Figure 1:  
A Framework for Designing and Conducting Performance Measurement and Evaluation  
of Collective Impact Efforts

For an expanded view of the “What’s happening?” section of the framework above,  
please refer to Figure 1 on page 12 of Part One of the Guide to Evaluating Collective Impact.
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A strong performance measurement system 
offers CI partners access to timely data about if, 
where, and for whom a CI initiative is making 
progress. While these data are invaluable to CI 
practitioners and funders, most CI partners will 
also need to know how, to what extent, and why 
the initiative is or isn’t progressing. By providing 
data that helps answer those critical questions, 
evaluation serves as an important complement 
to performance measurement. Depending on an 
initiative’s stage of development, CI partners may 
wish to use different approaches to evaluation, 
including developmental evaluation, formative 
evaluation, or summative evaluation (see Table 
1). Each of these approaches can help frame and 
focus an evaluation.

The three evaluation approaches are not 
mutually exclusive. Given the non-linear nature 
of the CI change process, it is likely, perhaps even 
inevitable, that certain aspects of an initiative 
will warrant a developmental evaluation at 
the same time that other aspects warrant a 
formative evaluation. For example, an initiative 
in its middle years may be ready for a formative 
evaluation of one or more of its intermediate 
outcome areas, while its relatively new shared 
measurement system is better suited to a 
developmental evaluation. 

Therefore, at any given time, an evaluation 
could include both developmental and formative 
evaluation activities. 

Developmental  
Evaluation

Formative 
Evaluation

Summative 
Evaluation

EARLY — MIDDLE YEARS MIDDLE YEARS LATE YEARS

Stage of CI 
Development

CI initiative is exploring 
and in development

CI initiative is evolving 
and being refined

CI initiative is stable and 
well-established

What's 
Happening?

• CI partners are assembling 
the key elements of their 
initiative, developing 
action plans, and exploring 
different strategies and 
activities

• There is a degree of 
uncertainty about what will 
work and how

• New questions, challenges, 
and opportunities are 
emerging

• The initiative's key 
elements are in place and 
partners are implementing 
agreed upon strategies and 
activities

• Outcomes are becoming 
more predictable

• The initiative's context is 
increasingly well-known 
and understood

• The initiative's activities are 
well established and are 
not changing

• Implementers have 
significant experience and 
an increasing amount of 
certainty about "what 
works"

• The initiative is ready for a 
determination of impact, 
merit, value, or significance

Key Strategic 
Question

What needs to happen? How well is it working? What difference did it 
make?

Table 1:  
Three Approaches  
to Evaluation
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Selecting Evaluation Questions

While the type of evaluation chosen for a CI 
initiative is influenced mainly by the initiative’s 
stage of development, the scope and focus of the 
evaluation are determined by partners’ most 
pressing information needs and questions. A 
good evaluation will provide detailed answers 
to these critical questions when they matter 
most. Focusing evaluation in this way requires 
discipline: partners should remember that more 
is not always better. By concentrating on “need 
to know” questions versus those that are just 
“nice to know,” partners can ensure that their 
evaluation will provide the actionable guidance 
they need to make tangible improvements in 
their work. (It is worth keeping in mind that 
the time and resources required to complete an 
evaluation grow in proportion to the number of 
questions that are posed.) 

Good evaluation questions are typically 
open-ended, allowing evaluators to explore a 
wide range of potential factors, influences, and 
drivers. And just as any strategy includes both 
high-level goals and more specific objectives, 
evaluations o"en include both strategic 
questions, which reflect the evaluation’s purpose 
and scope, and more precise, targeted questions, 
which are linked to specific outcomes and 
measurable indicators.

Collective impact evaluations focus on different 
strategic questions depending on the initiative’s 
stage of development. More advanced CI 
initiatives, which typically include multiple 
working groups and coordinated streams of 
activity, may find it useful to explore all three 
types of questions, while CI initiatives that 
are just starting out may choose to focus on 
contextual and/or implementation questions. 

Once CI partners have identified the high-level, 
overarching questions that will guide their 
evaluation, the next step is to determine the 
outcomes and associated indicators that will be 
used to evaluate progress. These outcomes and 
indicators are tied to specific learning questions, 
as the Supplement shows.

Good evaluation questions are typically open-ended, 
allowing evaluators to explore a wide range of 
potential factors, influences, and drivers.
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Table 2: 
Sample Strategic 
Questions 

1. Questions about a collective impact initiative’s context explore how external 
conditions or factors influence a CI initiative’s design or progress.  
Sample questions in this category include:
• To what extent is there a sense of urgency 

around the issue, champions who are willing 
to make a commitment to addressing the issue 
through a collective impact approach, and 
funding to support the work? 

• To what extent and in what ways does the CI 
initiative tap into the strengths and assets of 
the community(ies)?

• What cultural, socioeconomic, and 
political factors influence the design and 
implementation of the CI initiative? How and 
why do these factors influence the progress of 
the CI initiative?

2. Questions about a collective impact initiative’s design and implementation are more 
specific and zero in on the effectiveness of key elements in the CI change process. 
Sample questions include: 
• To what extent and in what ways is the CI 

initiative designed to incorporate all five of the 
core conditions?

• Which of the conditions are gaining the 
most momentum, and where is the initiative 
experiencing significant challenges? 

• To what extent and in what ways does the CI 
initiative evolve in response to progress or 
challenges in achieving outcomes? Why does it 
respond and adapt in specific ways?

3. Questions about the collective impact initiative’s outcomes and impact explore the 
extent to which and the ways in which a CI initiative has achieved its goals and affected 
people and systems in its target geography.  
Sample questions in this category include: 
• To what extent and in what ways do the 

various systems (e.g., education, health) make 
different decisions about policies, programs, 
and the use of resources as they relate to the 
goals of the CI initiative?

• To what extent has the CI initiative achieved its 
ultimate outcomes? How and why have these 
occurred?

• What aspects of the collective impact work had 
the greatest impact on the initiative’s success 
(or failure)?

• What difference has the CI initiative made on 
its stakeholders and their capacity to address 
complex problems?

Additional sample strategic questions are included in the Supplement. 



14

Assessing Progress Throughout an Initiative’s Lifetime

Early Years

The early years of a CI initiative—which may 
span one, two, or even three years—are o"en 
characterized by a high degree of energy, an 
emphasis on relationship building, and a focus 
on establishing the initiative’s core structure and 
processes. During this time, it can be challenging 
for CI practitioners and funders alike to know if 
they are “on track” for success—in other words, if 
their initiative’s design and early implementation 
are likely to lead to progress on their desired 
outcomes. 

Our work with dozens of CI initiatives across the 
country suggests that there are some important 
early performance indicators that CI partners 
can track during this start-up phase. These early 

indicators track a number of “success factors” 
related to the design and implementation of 
the CI initiative. Table 2 offers a few sample 
indicators across the various elements of the 
CI design and implementation process, focused 
on areas where the CI initiative should see 
some evidence of progress in its first 12 to 18 
months. (The Supplement includes a longer list 
of sample early performance indicators.) Note 
that unlike most indicators in an initiative’s 
shared measurement system, the majority of the 
indicators below are qualitative and will require 
interviews, surveys, focus groups, or other 
qualitative data gathering methods.

CI ELEMENT INDICATORS

Common Agenda • The initiative’s Steering Committee (or other leadership structure) includes voices 
from all relevant sectors and constituencies

• Members of the target population help shape the common agenda 

• Partners and the broader community understand and can articulate the problem

• Geographical boundaries and population targets are clear for all partners

• Partners use data (qualitative and quantitative) to inform selection of strategies and 
actions

Backbone 
Infrastructure 
(BBI)

• The initiative’s Steering Committee (SC) or other leadership structure includes 
a diverse set of voices and perspectives from multiple, relevant sectors and 
constituencies

• Backbone staff (BB staff) are respected by important partners and external 
stakeholders

• Partners look to the BBI and SC for initiative support, strategic guidance, and 
leadership

• BBI provides project management support, including monitoring progress toward 
goals and connecting partners to discuss opportunities, challenges, gaps, and overlaps

• BBI convenes partners and key external stakeholders to ensure the alignment of 
activities and pursue new opportunities

• SC regularly reviews SMS data on progress toward goals and uses it to inform 
strategic decision making

Table 3: 
Sample Early 
Performance 
Indicators of Effective 
Design and 
Implementation
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Table 3: 
Sample Early 
Performance 
Indicators of Effective 
Design and 
Implementation 
(continued)

CI ELEMENT INDICATORS

Shared 
Measurement 
System (SMS)

• Partners understand the value of the shared measurement system

• Partners understand how they will participate in the shared measurement system 

• A participatory process is used to determine a common set of indicators and data 
collection methods

• Partners agree to a data sharing agreement that supports ongoing collaboration

• The system includes a common set of indicators and data collection methods that can 
provide timely evidence of (a lack of) progress toward the CI initiative’s outcomes

• Partners commit to collecting the data as defined in the data plan 

• Partners know how to use the SMS

• Partners contribute high-quality data on a common set of indicators in a timely and 
consistent manner

Mutually 
Reinforcing 
Activities

• An action plan clearly specifies the activities that different partners have committed 
to implementing

• Working groups (or other collaborative structures) coordinate activities in alignment 
with the plan of action

• Partners have clear approaches/goals for their own contribution to their working group

• Partners understand the roles of other working groups and how these support the 
common agenda

• Partners’ activities change to better align with the plan of action

Continuous 
Communication

• Working groups (or other collaborative structures) have regular meetings

• Members of working groups or other collaborative structures attend and participate 
actively in meetings 

• Partners communicate and coordinate efforts regularly (with and independently of 
backbone staff)

• The CI initiative engages external stakeholders in regular meetings and integrates 
their feedback into the overall strategy

Initiative Capacity • Sufficient operating support is available to enable the initiative’s backbone 
infrastructure to fulfill its responsibilities 

• CI initiative has influencers and champions that command the respect of a broader set 
of stakeholders and can bring stakeholders to the table 

• CI initiative has supporters who can champion the strategy with the broader 
community 

• Leadership of the CI initiative comes from multiple sectors that are able to shift both 
public and private funds

Learning Culture • Learning structures and processes are embedded in the work of the CI initiative

• Decision-making processes are open and transparent

• Partners feel included in major decision-making processes

• Partners regularly seek feedback and advice from one another

• Partners trust each other 

• People of different cultures and backgrounds feel respected and heard within the CI 
initiative
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The data gathered on these early performance indicators can 
help CI partners understand the progress they have made 
toward the creation of a high-performing CI initiative. To 
complement this data and provide deeper insight into the 
quality and effectiveness of the initiative’s early efforts, CI 
partners may wish to undertake a developmental evaluation.2 
This type of evaluation can help CI partners explore the 
following types of questions: 

1. What is developing or emerging as the CI initiative 
takes shape?

2. What about the CI process merits more attention or 
changes?

3. How should the CI initiative adapt in response to chang-
ing circumstances?

4. What seems to be working well and where is there early 
progress?

5. How are relationships developing among CI partners? 

6. How are various parts of the system (different partners) 
or the larger environment responding to the collective 
impact initiative? 

7. What have emerged as some unintended effects or con-
sequences of the CI initiative?

Answers to these high-level questions can provide 
information to help partners learn and make decisions 
in the very early stages of their CI work. Developmental 
evaluation requires a very hands-on approach; working 
closely with those who are designing and implementing 
the CI effort, developmental evaluators are responsible for 
collecting data through informal and formal means, quickly 
analyzing it, and sharing the results with stakeholders. The 
best developmental evaluators are flexible and responsive 
“critical friends” who help CI implementers discern what 
they need to learn more about, collect that information, 
and facilitate learning from the findings in “real-time.” This 
process can offer funders and other CI partners important 
insights into an initiative’s responsiveness to changing 
conditions, the speed with which the effort is gaining 
traction, and CI partners’ success in learning from their 
practice.

Determining the outcomes and indicators an 
evaluation will focus on is one of the most 
important steps in the evaluation design process. 
Typically, each outcome is linked to multiple 
indicators, providing evaluators with the flexibility 
to choose the most relevant and cost-effective 
indicators and enabling CI partners to develop a 
robust understanding of their progress toward 
achieving each outcome. 

This guide offers many sample outcomes and 
indicators that CI partners can use to assess 
their progress, effectiveness, and impact (see 
Tables 2 and 3A-3E, and the Supplement). We 
do not advise CI partners to attempt to track all 
of the outcomes and indicators identified in this 
document. Partners should seek to evaluate only 
those outcomes and indicators that will provide 
actionable information about the initiative’s 
progress and boost partners’ confidence in 
moving the initiative forward. (It is worth keeping 
in mind that the time and resources required to 
complete an evaluation grow in proportion to 
the number of outcomes and indicators that are 
explored.)

The following criteria may help narrow down the 
list of outcomes and indicators to focus on: 

1. Timing—Is this the right time to measure this 
outcome/indicator? Is it likely that we will 
learn something about this at this stage of the 
CI initiative?

2. Feasibility—How easy will it be to collect 
data on this outcome/indicator? Are the data 
sources accessible?

3. Capacity—Do we have the personnel and 
financial resources to commit to collecting 
data on this outcome/indicator?

Guidance on Selecting 
Outcomes and Indicators
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Every year in the state of Missouri, approximately 
600 infants do not live to see their 365th day.3 Infant 
mortality is a particularly significant challenge 
among the state’s large African American population, 
where the rate of infant mortality (11.8 per 1,000 
live births) is double the rate among non-Hispanic 
white infants (5.9).4 Two areas of the state that have 
disproportionately high concentrations of African 
American residents thus account for one third of all 
infant deaths. These areas are the city of St. Louis 
and an area called the Bootheel, which includes the 
state’s six southeastern-most counties.5 

The Missouri Foundation for Health (MFH) is an 
independent philanthropic foundation dedicated 
to improving the health of the uninsured and 
underserved in 84 Missouri counties and the city of 
St. Louis. In 2012, MFH prioritized infant mortality 
as one of its four initiatives and decided to focus its 
efforts in two distinct regions: St. Louis (an urban 
area) and the Bootheel (a rural region). 

The need to address the rate of infant mortality in 
these two communities was already well-known; 
many local nonprofits, hospitals, universities, and 
other institutions already administered small-scale 
programs. The problem, of course, was that these 
many stand-alone programs did not add up to 
substantial change. MFH decided that it needed 
a new approach and committed to championing 
the design and launch of collective impact 
initiatives in both regions. In the Bootheel area, 
MFH’s first step was to identify two organizations 
involved in infant mortality and child and maternal 
health, and work with them to facilitate a collective 
impact planning process. MFH encouraged the two 
organizations, which had a history of working on the 

same issues in the same place but not necessarily 
in the same way, to co-create the emergent CI 
initiative’s backbone infrastructure and begin laying 
the groundwork for the development of a Common 
Agenda.* 

To support its grantees in developing a CI initiative, 
MFH has made available a range of resources, 
including hands-on support from the MFH staff; 
a public health expert who offers content-based 
technical assistance; a learning coach who provides 
training, workshops, and site visits to build grantees’ 
skills, capacities, and knowledge base; and two 
developmental evaluation (DE) coaches from the 
Spark Policy Institute and the Center for Evaluation 
Innovation. The DE coaches support MFH program 
staff members and grantees in using DE to 
improve the design and implementation of their 
emergent CI initiatives. The foundation decided to 
use DE coaches rather than dedicated evaluators 
because it wished to build the capacity of MFH staff 
and Bootheel grantees to use DE on their own in the 
initiative’s later years.

The DE coaches began by offering training on the 
developmental approach to evaluation: what kinds 
of questions it can answer, how data collection 
works, and how findings are fed back into decision 
making. They also provided examples of DE in 
action in other CI initiatives. They conducted a quick 
survey of the backbone staff during the training to 
understand the staff’s readiness for developmental 
evaluation. This information helped to guide the 
overall DE approach. 

Next, the coaches worked with the backbone 
organizations to uncover their first learning 

* Note: MFH also provided a planning grant to an existing organization in St. Louis to support similar activities. There are important 
differences in the design of the two infant mortality initiatives, and, thus, their approach to developmental evaluation. For purposes of 
clarity and brevity, this vignette focuses mainly on the work in the Bootheel region.

How Developmental Evaluation Is 
Supporting the Launch of a Collective 

Impact Initiative to Address Infant Mortality
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question. As is typical for many CI initiatives in 
their very early stages, the grantees decided to 
focus on better understanding how key contextual 
factors and cultural dynamics influenced their 
problem definition and strategy development. Their 
learning question was: “What does the problem 
of infant mortality look like from the perspective 
of different stakeholders in our region, including 
within the two different grantee organizations?” 
By exploring this question though DE, grantees 
hope to uncover some of the tensions that underlie 
their efforts to address infant mortality (e.g., 
expectations of mothers and medical care providers, 
racial disparities in access to and quality of prenatal 
care) and grapple with the implications of these 
tensions for the design of their collective impact 
initiative. The backbone organizations generated 
this question early in December and requested the 
beginnings of an answer by early January so that 
they could inform a major planning retreat. This 
episode highlights one of the evaluation needs often 
seen in a CI initiative—the ability to move quickly, but 
still collect meaningful and accurate information.

The data collection methods used for this learning 
cycle include surveys of staff at each Bootheel 
grantee organization, as well as interviews with a 
diverse range of key informants in the region. These 
interviews will seek to understand stakeholders’ 
perceptions of the factors that contribute to high 
infant mortality rates, the barriers that limit 
progress, and the relative importance of infant 
mortality compared to other public health issues in 
the region.

This approach to uncovering new questions and 
answering them within the timeline needed for 
decisions will be repeated at least quarterly—more 
often, if needed. While the developmental evaluation 
coaches conduct the first round of data collection 
and analysis, the evaluation will gradually transition 
so that the grantees take responsibility for collecting 
and using their own data with coaching support. 
Even in the first round, three grantee staff members 
participated in designing the survey and interpreting 
the results. They also presented the findings to the 
rest of the backbone staff. The coaches helped each 
participant prepare and discussed the experience 
with the foundation staff and grantees, but were 

not part of the process of presenting and using 
the findings. This practice allowed the grantees 
and foundation to take ownership of the evaluation 
process while still receiving the support they 
needed to use developmental evaluation in the early 
stages of their CI initiative.

Participants hope that this structured approach 
to understanding and managing perceptions (both 
among grantee staff members and among external 
stakeholders) will help build trust and open lines of 
communication, which are critical to the initiative’s 
long-term success. They further hope that the 
first DE cycle will improve staff and grantees’ 
understanding of what DE is and how it can help 
inform and improve the emerging initiative’s work 
going forward. 

For more information:

About MFH’s work in infant mortality:  
www.mffh.org

About the Center for Evaluation Innovation:  
www.evaluationinnovation.org/

About the Spark Policy Institute:  
www.sparkpolicy.com/

Sources:

• Interview with Tanya Beer, Associate Director,  
The Center for Evaluation Innovation,  
December 2013. 

• Correspondence with Kathleen Holmes,  
Program Director, Missouri Foundation for 
Health, February 2014.
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Middle Years

A CI initiative’s middle years are a critically 
important time in which the initiative should 
achieve significant successes regarding its 
intermediate outcomes. These outcomes, related 
to changes in patterns of behavior and systems, 
serve as the foundation for the initiative’s pursuit 
of its ultimate population-level outcomes. As 
a result, some CI initiatives begin to achieve 
traction toward ultimate outcomes during these 
middle years. 

Tables 4A–4E offer a set of sample intermediate 
outcomes that CI initiatives may seek to achieve 
in these years and suggest some indicators that 
CI partners can use to track progress toward these 
outcomes. (The Supplement offers a longer list of 
sample intermediate outcomes and indicators.)

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Formal actors and organizations 
demonstrate increased 
responsiveness to community 
needs

• Formal actors/organizations better understand the population they 
serve and are better able to address their needs 

• The population or issue(s) targeted by the CI initiative are viewed as a 
priority among system actors

• The population or issue(s) targeted by the CI initiative receive greater 
attention from system actors

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The CI initiative is influencing 
changes in awareness/knowledge 
related to the desired behavior 
change

• Individuals report increased awareness of the issues surrounding the 
desired behavior change

• Individuals report improved knowledge of the desired behavior change 

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Social and cultural norms that 
govern individual behaviors evolve 
to support the behavior change 
goals of the CI initiative 

• Media messages support desired behavior targeted by the CI initiative 
(PSAs, television/radio/newspaper messages, blogs)

• Social media messages support desired behavior targeted by the 
CI initiative (e.g. messages, conversations, or campaigns on social 
networking sites such as Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, or Pinterest)

• The public narrative surrounding the targeted issue area/system 
includes language and messaging that support the goals of the CI 
initiative; formal actors/organizations better understand the population 
they serve and are better able to address their needs 

Table 4a: 
Sample Outcome 
and Indicators 
Related to Changes in 
Professional Practice

Table 4b: 
Sample Outcome  
and Indicators 
Related to Changes in 
Individual Behavior

Table 4c: 
Sample Outcome  
and Indicators  
Related to Changes in  
Cultural Norms
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OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Public funding in the targeted 
issue area/system targeted by the 
CI initiative is increasingly aligned 
with the goals of the CI initiative

• Overall public funding (federal, state, or local government) for the 
targeted issue area or system has increased 

• Existing public resources are directed toward evidence-based 
strategies in the targeted issue area/system 

• New public resources are committed to evidence-based strategies in 
the target issue area/system

• Public funding is increasingly designed to allow for program innovation 
and experimentation in the targeted issue area/system

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The CI initiative is strengthening 
the base of support for CI policy 
goals

• Increased public involvement in an issue

• Increased action taken by champions of an issue

• Increased breadth of partners in support of an issue

• Increased media coverage

• Increased awareness of the CI’s messages among public and key policy 
stakeholders

• Public opinion changes to support of CI messages/goals

Table 4d: 
Sample Outcome  
and Indicators  
Related to Changes in 
Funding Flows

Table 4e: 
Sample Outcome  
and Indicators  
Related to Changes in 
Public Policy

During these pivotal middle years—which 
may span an initiative’s third or fourth year 
through its sixth, seventh, tenth, or twel"h, 
depending on its scale and scope—CI partners 
can use data from the shared measurement 
system to determine if, where, and for whom 
the initiative is making progress. For example, 
Partners for a Competitive Workforce (PCW) 
uses its shared measurement to track progress 
toward its ultimate goal of boosting the regional 
employment rate.
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Partners for a Competitive Workforce (PCW) is 
a workforce development initiative in the Ohio- 
Kentucky-Indiana tri-state region. The initiative’s 
mission is to meet employer demand by enhancing 
the skills of its current and future workforce. PCW 
has been charged with leading the effort to meet 
the region’s “Bold Goal” for 90 percent of the 
regional labor force to be gainfully employed by 
2020. Partners in the initiative include employers, 
chambers of commerce, workforce boards, 
educational institutions, service providers, labor, 
and other community volunteers. The initiative 
is funded by a range of local, state, and national 
organizations, including the Greater Cincinnati 
Foundation, the United Way, Proctor & Gamble, and 
the National Fund for Workforce Solutions.

PCW evolved into a collective impact initiative 
through a long history of collaborative, cross-sector 
efforts to address regional workforce challenges. 
Initially launched in 2008, the initiative has prompted 
significant changes in workforce-related systems, 
such as streamlining funding flows and improving 
data-sharing policies (see evaluation framework). 
PCW has also made progress toward the ultimate 
goal of boosting the regional employment rate. Over 
the past six years, it has trained more than 7,800 
people for in-demand jobs. Of these, more than 
6,300 subsequently found a job and nearly 4,600 
kept their job for at least a year. 

The Shared Measurement System at Work 

The development and ongoing use of the initiative’s 
shared measurement system (SMS) has been a 
critical component of its success to date. The bones 
of the system were put in place by the Southwest 
Ohio Region Workforce Investment in 2007, using 
the G*STARS platform. Today, about 30 regional 
service providers participate in the SMS, directly 
inputting data on their clients’ demographics, 
as well as the types of services offered to each 
client. In addition, PCW established data sharing 
agreements with government agencies in Ohio and 
Kentucky, allowing the initiative to access state 
unemployment insurance data. This data, which 
includes information on individuals’ employment 
status and current income, enables PCW to track 
key outcomes, including hourly wage and job 
retention.* The system currently includes more 
than 100,000 unique client records. 

The SMS includes three categories of performance 
measurement:6 

• Demographics: Age, gender, race, county, zip 
code, barriers,** education level, criminal record

• Services: Total served, intake organization, and 
services provided (e.g., occupational training, 
supportive services, job search, soft skills 
training)

• Outcomes: Credentials, job placement, industry 
of placement, hourly wage, 6-month retention

PCW’s former executive director, Ross Meyer, 
describes the purpose of the initiative’s shared 
measurement system as “understand[ing] overall 
effectiveness and gaps in services…. [T]he point 
is to generate learning so we can work toward our 
collective goals.”7 

How PCW Uses its  
Shared Measurement System

*  Note: Due to state privacy policies, PCW has only indirect access to this data. (In Ohio, only the initiative’s evaluator 
has direct access to the data. In Kentucky, G*STARS’s provider, AGS, pulls the relevant information from the state’s 
database into the initiative’s shared measurement system.)

**  This category includes a list of twelve possible “barriers to employment” that all providers track. 
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The data collected through the shared measurement 
system allows partners to reflect on questions such 
as:

• Who is being served (i.e., demographics and 
location)?

• Where are the gaps in services?

• Which barriers are clients facing?

• Which barriers are associated with lower 
placement/retention rates?

• Which services are associated with better 
placement/retention rates?

Since participating providers all input the same 
types of data, staff members at PCW’s backbone 
organization are able to compare providers’ 
performance and facilitate information-sharing. 
Janice Urbanik, PCW’s current executive director, 
described how access to comparative performance 
data helped improve performance among a group 
of six providers focused on the construction trades: 

“I was able to generate graphs on measures such 
as number of participants and completion and 
employment rates across agencies. That was a 
really powerful tool because it showed all of us 
which organizations were performing well and 
which ones were struggling. And that provided 
an incentive to the lower performing providers to 
figure out how to do their work better.” 8 

PCW supported this peer learning process by 
convening participating providers on a regular basis 
to reflect on their work and share information and 
experiences. Urbanik notes that this process of 
evidence-based continuous improvement is critical 
to PCW’s ability to drive community-level change.

PCW’s shared measurement system has been 
operational for several years, but it has not 
remained static. Partners continue to refine the 
definitions of key terms and look for opportunities 
to improve consistency in data collection and 
reporting. In addition, PCW is actively working on the 
development of a dashboard reporting mechanism, 
which would allow the initiative to quickly and simply 
communicate its progress to external stakeholders.

Lessons Learned

Ross Meyer has referred to the development of the 
shared measurement system as a “major challenge” 
for the initiative.9 This is not unusual among CI 
initiatives, because the process of identifying shared 
measures often reveals important differences in 
partners’ goals and definitions of success. 

In the PCW context, many organizations in the 
region, including funders, initially used different 
approaches to measuring key workforce outcomes. 
(For example, some organizations measured job 
retention at three months, others at six months, and 
still others at a year or more.) “The key [to launching 
the shared measurement system],” Meyer notes, 
“was coming to agreement on the outcomes 
and definitions we wanted to track…. The actual 
technical side was much less of a challenge.”10 
Encouraging funders to adopt common measures 
was a particularly important step, since their 
reporting requirements had a trickle-down effect on 
providers’ and other partners’ data collection efforts.  

For more information:

About Partners for a Competitive Workforce (PCW):  
www.competitiveworkforce.com

About FSG Case Study on the development of 
PCW: www.fsg.org/casestudiesCI

Sources: 

• “Collecting and Using Common Data to Drive 
System-Wide Continuous Improvement.” 
Presentation by Sherry Kelley Marshall and 
Ross Meyer to National Association of Workforce 
Boards. March 2012. 

• Interview with Ross Meyer,  
Former Executive Director, PCW, June 2013.

• Interview with Janice Urbanik,  
Current Executive Director, PCW, January 2014.
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Shared 
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CI partners who seek to better understand how 
or why their initiative is advancing toward 
its goals may wish to conduct an evaluation 
to complement the data collected through 
their shared measurement system. During an 
initiative’s middle years, it is likely that an 
evaluation would include both developmental 
and formative approaches. The developmental 
evaluation would help explore newer aspects 
of the initiative (e.g., emergent strategies or 
structures). The formative evaluation would help 
CI partners refine, improve, and fine-tune their 
work by exploring questions like: 

1. How can the CI initiative enhance what is 
working well and improve what is not? 

2. How well is the CI initiative adapting in re-
sponse to changing circumstances and what 
can it do to adapt more effectively?

3. What outcomes are being achieved, for 
whom, and at what level?

4. What effects or changes are beginning to 
show up in the various systems?

5. What is getting in the way of future progress 
and how can this be managed or addressed?

6. What are the implications of what we are 
learning for the design of our shared mea-
surement system (e.g., should we refine, 
eliminate, or add indicators?)?

The process of implementing a formative 
evaluation sometimes involves engaging CI 
partners directly in data collection and other 
evaluative activities. Other CI initiatives choose 
to hire a third-party evaluator to provide 
additional expertise or capacity and/or to serve 
as a neutral observer. The primary roles of the 
formative evaluator are: to work collaboratively 
with CI partners to determine the most pressing 
evaluation questions, using relevant and credible 
data collection methods; to work with the 
partners to make sense of the findings; and to 
communicate and report the findings and key 
insights using multiple methods with various 
audiences. Depending on the needs and interests 
of the CI partners, learning conversations around 
the evaluation findings typically occur two to 
three times per year.
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The Road Map Project (RMP) is a collective impact 
initiative aimed at dramatically improving student 
achievement in the low-income communities of 
South Seattle and South King County, Washington. 
Launched in June 2010, the initiative’s goal is to 
double the number of students who are on track to 
graduate from college or earn a career credential 
by 2020, and places a specific focus on closing 
the achievement gap for low income students and 
students of color. The initiative is now in its third 
year and is transitioning from a focus on initiative 
design and implementation to a focus on early 
systems and behavior change outcomes.

The Road Map Project has carefully woven 
performance measurement and evaluation into 
its approach from the beginning. Within months of 
starting up, the initiative had organized four working 
groups (Early Learning, Community Supports, K–12 
Education, and Postsecondary Education) tasked 
with engaging community members and reviewing 
existing research to identify a set of indicators 
for the initiative’s shared measurement system 
(SMS). Once the indicators were selected, the RMP 
commissioned a Baseline Report to provide “a point 
of departure” against which project members could 
measure their progress on key indicators. The 
report was published in November 2011. 

The following year, the initiative published its first 
annual report card, which shared “the most recent 
data on the project’s Indicators of Student Success 
and, where possible, [showed] trends and results 
relative to baselines and targets.”11 The report 
revealed a decline in third grade reading levels 
across all racial and ethnic groups—a signal to the 
Road Map Project of the need to intensify efforts to 
improve rates of early literacy. 

As the Road Map initiative entered its third year, 
one of its primary funders, the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation, together with leaders from the 
Community Center for Education Results (CCER), 
a nonprofit that performs the Road Map Project’s 
backbone function, decided to begin a three-year 
formative evaluation. The evaluation was designed 
to complement the initiative’s SMS by helping Road 
Map Project partners understand how and why 
their efforts were making a difference, as well as to 
uncover actionable insights that could inform future 
decisions. The RMP hired Education Northwest, an 
applied research and evaluation firm, to design and 
implement the evaluation. 

The following questions guide the evaluation: 

1. In what ways does the RMP use its core 
strategies (data mobilization, public will and 
commitment, and aligned funding) to catalyze 
organization and systems change in the region?

2. How is the RMP being implemented?  
Sample sub-questions include: 

• What roles do community-based 
organizations, educational institutions, public 
sector agencies, business partners, and 
community members play in the RMP?

• What specific action plans are being developed 
and deployed by the implementation work 
groups and the RMP as a whole?

• Are sufficient supports (through 
communication, facilitation, etc.) provided for 
the work to occur and to develop networks 
and collaboration?

3. What changes are occurring across the South 
Seattle and South King County region and within 
individual organizations as a result of the RMP?  

How the Road Map Project  
Is Using Performance Measurement  
and Formative Evaluation
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 Sample sub-questions include:

• Are policies and actions more aligned—in 
school and out—to RMP outcome indicators 
and long-term goals?

• Are public and private funders allocating 
resources and deploying funding mechanisms 
in different ways? If so how?

4. What progress has been made on the outcome 
indicators and the overall attainment goals of 
the RMP? In closing achievement gaps across 
the region?

To answer these questions, Education Northwest 
collected quantitative and qualitative information 
using a variety of evaluation methods and 
approaches. First, the team conducted online 
surveys with RMP’s organizational partners (defined 
as individuals who are engaged directly in the RMP 
work) and with RMP’s broader stakeholders (defined 
as individuals who are less directly involved but have 
an interest in the initiative’s outcomes). The team 
also conducted interviews with nearly 50 people 
who represented different RMP stakeholder groups 
(e.g., advocacy, funder, early learning, K–12). Finally, 
members of the evaluation team attended various 
RMP meetings throughout the data collection 
period. 

The evaluation team is sharing its findings with 
stakeholders through informal meetings and 
check-ins, monthly phone calls with CCER and the 
Gates Foundation, semi-annual progress reports, 
“year in review” reports, and a final report at the end 
of the three-year period.

While the first year of data collection is just being 
completed, the information gathered through 
the learning process has already influenced the 
RMP’s strategy and activities. For example, early 

findings from surveys and interviews revealed that 
several RMP working groups, while useful, could 
be even more effective if they had greater clarity 
of purpose and a better understanding of how RMP 
governance is organized. As a result, the RMP’s 
leadership focused its annual retreat on clarifying 
its own purpose and developing ways to be more 
strategic and focused on guiding and monitoring 
implementation. 

For more information:

About the Road Map Project and CCER:  
www.roadmapproject.org/

About Education Northwest:  
educationnorthwest.org/content/about

FSG Case Study on the development of the Road 
Map Project: www.fsg.org/casestudiesCI

Sources:

• Road Map Project website:  
www.roadmapproject.org

• Education Northwest Evaluation Plan  
(March 1, 2013)

• Interview with Christopher Mazzeo,  
Director of Evidence Use and Policy,  
Education Northwest, December 2013. 

• Correspondence with Lynda Peterson,  
Associate Director, Community Center for 
Education Results, October 2013. 

• Correspondence with Mary Jean Ryan,  
Executive Director, Community Center for 
Education Results, January 2014.
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Later Years

In a collective impact initiative’s later years, CI 
partners may seek to take stock of the initiative’s 
accomplishments and understand its long-term 
impact on targeted issues or populations.* 
Information from the shared measurement 
system can inform this learning process by 
contributing longitudinal data on the initiative’s 
achievements and challenges. In particular, data 
from the SMS can reveal trends in key indicators 
and can help partners understand the staying 
power of the initiative’s earlier accomplishments.

To better understand how and to what extent 
the initiative’s ultimate outcomes have been 
achieved, as well as the extent to which the 
CI effort contributed to these outcomes, CI 
partners may wish to commission a summative 
evaluation. This evaluation could focus on the 
following kinds of questions:

1. What about the CI process has been most 
effective, for whom, and why?

2. To what extent has the CI initiative achieved 
its ultimate outcomes? 

3. How has the work of the CI Initiative contrib-
uted to improving its targeted outcome(s)? 

4. What ripple effects did the CI initiative have 
on other parts of the community/system?

5. What difference did the CI initiative make?

Summative evaluations are typically conducted 
by third-party evaluators, given their scope and 
the importance of external validation. These 
evaluations may be commissioned to last for 6 
months to a year, and they typically result in a 
final written report. Many summative evaluations 
(and some developmental and formative 
evaluations) produce a public-facing report to 
share reflections and lessons learned.

*  We recognize that many, perhaps most, CI initiatives are committed to fundamentally changing the way people and 
systems in their targeted geographies address pressing problems. In a sense, this can mean that the CI initiative 
never truly ends. For the purposes of this discussion, though, we refer to the initiative’s “later years” as the final one 
to two years of formal, organized activity and funding for the initiative’s core infrastructure. 
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Vibrant Communities (VC) was a pan-Canadian 
initiative that helped 13 communities expand their 
capacity for strategic poverty reduction. The key 
approach was a set of five principles, which included 
collaboration across sectors, comprehensive 
thinking and action, building on community assets, 
and a long-term process of learning and change. 
While the initiative’s launch pre-dated the formal 
concept of collective impact, its work embodies 
many of the same principles. In fact, VC sponsors 
and local partners designed the national initiative 
together as a way to develop a bold new way to 
“turn the needle on poverty” through a process of 
experimentation, trial, and error. 

Over a ten-year period from 2002 to 2011, Vibrant 
Communities involved thousands of participants and 
organizations from its 13 communities and inspired 
the development of 164 initiatives that touched 
the lives of an estimated 170,000 households. 
Vibrant Communities was established through the 
partnership of three national sponsors—Tamarack: 
An Institute for Community Engagement; the 
Caledon Institute of Social Policy; and the J.W. 
McConnell Family Foundation—as well as a series 
of local communities across the country. 

The initiative used developmental and formative 
evaluation. It also developed a number of internal 
mechanisms to monitor results from local efforts 
(VC by the Numbers), identify and distill lessons 
from across communities (e.g., performance 
stories), and encourage local reflection on strategy 
(e.g., annual theory of change reflection events). The 
project sponsors contracted with CAC International 
to complete two interim assessments of the project; 

these focused extensively on interviews with local 
communities and used the findings to adjust (even 
restructure) many of the national supports provided 
to communities. 

In 2010, the VC project concluded with a two-year 
“end-of-campaign evaluation,” as mandated 
by its sponsors. Designed to be a summative 
account of the initiative, this assessment focused 
on (1) understanding the local outcomes of the 
initiatives, and (2) discovering lessons learned 
about collaborative, comprehensive approaches; 
the sustainability of local efforts; and the best ways 
to support VC-like approaches through funding 
and policy.12 Vibrant Communities’ funders hoped 
that the evaluation’s findings would contribute to 
building an even stronger foundation for place-based 
poverty reduction in Canada in the future.

VC hired Imprint Consulting to work with an 
internal team to develop the evaluation plan. Over 
a seven-month period, this team poured over 
volumes of existing data and research on VC and 
collaborated with VC partners, funders, and experts 
in the field of poverty reduction to identify the 
following evaluation questions:13 

What is the VC model?

• Is VC a model? Is it replicable (or what 
components are replicable)? If yes, how?

• Is the effort to create this complex local 
governance/collaboration in a community worth 
what you get in return?

• What are the implications for other funders/
governments for supporting this kind of 
approach?

How Vibrant Communities Used 
Performance Measurement and Evaluation 

Throughout Its Lifetime 
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What is the model’s performance with respect to 
poverty reduction?

• Was the poverty reduction effect stronger in 
some communities? If yes, is it possible to 
articulate why?

What is the experience of applying the VC 
model?

• What are the lessons about stimulating and 
supporting collaboration in communities?

• What are the key lessons about engagement 
with government, low-income residents, and the 
business community?

• What are the benefits of supporting a peer 
learning community as part of the initiative?

To answer these questions, the evaluation team 
collected data from numerous documents and 
databases, including the initiative’s outcome 
tracking system, and conducted interviews, 
surveys, and focus groups. They also used the Most 
Significant Change approach to locate stories about 
the nature of change.* 

The team’s findings were published in two reports 
that are available on the Vibrant Communities 
website. The first report (2011) focused on 
documenting VC’s outcomes and assessing the VC 
approach to poverty reduction. The second report 
(2012) explored the effectiveness of VC’s system 
of national supports (e.g., coaching, funding, the 
learning community, and the dissemination of 
learning). 

A key finding from the first report concerns the 
effectiveness of the collective impact approach in 
addressing complex problems: 

“[C]omplex issues need a different kind of 
traction, which a [Vibrant Communities] approach 
supports…. [C]ommunities using a VC approach 
are able to attract significant resources, engage 
a broad and diverse range of multi-sector 
leadership, raise the profile and understanding of 
poverty, and introduce innovative solutions. This 
contributes to a community’s ability to influence 
substantive public policies related to poverty, 
strengthen links and coordination of responses to 
poverty, and shape private-sector practices.”14 

Vibrant Communities’ first ten years were so 
successful, in fact, that the initiative is currently 
scaling up to additional cities and communities 
across Canada. The findings and recommendations 
published in its two summative evaluations serve 
as a critical source of learning for these new 
communities.

Sources:

• Tamarack Institute website:  
http://tamarackcommunity.ca/

• “Tamarack: An Institute for Community 
Engagement. Evaluating Vibrant Communities 
2002–2010.” White paper, Waterloo, Ontario: 
Tamarack, 2010.

• “Tamarack: An Institute for Community 
Engagement. Inspired Learning: An Evaluation of 
Vibrant Communities’ National Supports.” White 
paper, Waterloo, Ontario: Tamarack, 2012

• FSG case study: http://www.fsg.org/tabid/191/
ArticleId/979/Default.aspx?srpush=true

*  The Most Significant Change technique is a technique used for evaluating complex interventions. It uses a partici-
patory approach to uncover stories of significant change, and then facilitates discussion of those stories among 
targeted stakeholders. This technique is designed to identify the ways in which an intervention has most significantly 
affected targeted populations.  For more information, see: Davies, Rick, and Jess Dart. "The Most Significant Change 
(MSC) Technique: A Guide to Its Use." n.d. http://www.mande.co.uk/docs/MSCGuide.pdf (accessed Dec. 18, 2013).
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Guidance for Implementing a Collective Impact Evaluation

The guidance and examples presented above are 
intended to assist CI partners in clarifying the 
scope and purpose of their evaluative activities. 
The section below builds on this foundation 
to offer readers practical advice on how to 
implement a CI evaluation. This section addresses 
a number of commonly asked questions 
regarding the collection and use of data, the 
development and dissemination of findings, and 
key considerations for working with evaluators 
and budgeting for evaluation. We hope the 
advice offered on these important topics will aid 
CI partners in making well-informed decisions 
about the design and implementation of their CI 
evaluations. 

Collecting Data 

CI partners have many options to choose from 
when determining the best methods to use in 
gathering high-quality data (whether quantitative 
or qualitative) about their initiative’s progress 
and impact. These include commonly used 
methods, such as document review, surveys, 
interviews, and observation, as well as newer 
methods, including social network analysis and 
systems mapping. Of course, no single method 
is perfect; each has distinct strengths and 
weaknesses and can offer more or less useful 
data, depending on what a user seeks to learn. 
Table 4 briefly describes some commonly used 
data collection methods and their advantages and 
disadvantages.

Determining which methods are best suited for 
an initiative’s learning goals requires careful 
consideration and collaboration among CI 
partners (and any external evaluators). The 
following factors can help guide this decision-
making process: 

• The questions CI partners wish to answer

• The need or interest in qualitative or 
quantitative data 

• The number of data sources (e.g., people or 
documents)

• The accessibility and geographical coverage of 
the data sources

• The degree of certainty needed to make 
decisions (e.g., using more than one method 
and including data from multiple sources) 
increases the likelihood the findings are valid 
(trustworthy)

• The extent to which the data collection 
methods are culturally sensitive and responsive 
to the evaluation context

• The time available to collect the data

• The level of skills and knowledge needed to 
collect quality data

• The size of the evaluation budget 
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Table 5:  
Advantages and 
Disadvantages of 
Commonly Used Data 
Collection Methods

EXAMPLE TYPES ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

Records & Documents

• Records: Participation rates, 
transcripts, election records

• Documents: Grantee reports, 
meeting minutes, annual reports, 
press releases

• Databases: Census data,  
BLS website

 + Easy and often cost effective

 + Unobtrusive

 + Credible

 + Data on quantity or frequency

 − May not always be available

 − Review can be time consuming

 − May be incomplete

 − May require complex analysis

Observation

• Full and Partial Participant

• Non-Participant

• Written notes, videos, drawings, 
photographs can be used by 
observer to record observation

 + Data easy to collect

 + Allows evaluator to observe 
patterns across several 
observations

 + Provides context

 − Evaluator’s bias could interfere

 − Need several to ensure solid 
patterns

 − Can be costly and 
time-consuming

 − Training required

Surveys

• Attitude or Opinion Surveys

• Behavioral or Skill Surveys 

• Employee Satisfaction or 
Organizational Climate Surveys 

• Knowledge Surveys

 + Easy to administer

 + Easy to aggregate data

 + Efficient

 + Helps to establish relationship 
with stakeholders

 − Take time to develop

 − Varied interpretation of 
questions

 − Participation bias

 − Forced responses can be 
inhibiting

 − Open responses take time  
to analyze

Interviews

• Individual In-Person Interviews

• Telephone Interviews

• Focus Group Interviews

 + Can probe for details

 + Can uncover unexpected info

 + Group interaction during  
focus groups can enrich quality 
of data

 − Expensive compared to online 
survey

 − Requires skilled interviewer

 − Scheduling logistics

 − Interviewer’s biases

Tests

• Paper

• Simulation exercises

• Computer-Based

 + Scored objectively

 + External validity

 + Can test large numbers  
of people

 + Can obtain results quickly

 − Complex and time consuming  
to develop

 − More summative than formative
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EXAMPLE TYPES ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

Social Media

• Blogs

• Wikis

• Twitter

 + Variety of sources for data

 + Up-to-date information

 + Relatively inexpensive

 − Quality and accuracy 
inconsistent

 − Data biased or incomplete

 − May only represent sample  
of population with technology 
access

Social Network Analysis

• Uses data from:  
Questionnaires, Interviews, 
Observations, and Archival Data

 + Identifies various aspects of 
network reach

 + Identifies relationships between 
and among actors

 + Identifies missing relationships 
and growth areas

 + Tracks changes in networks 
over time

 − Dependent on having quality 
data

 − Captures a moment in time 
snapshot

 − Focuses on the interactions 
between actors, not the actors 
themselves

 − Doesn’t illuminate why 
connections exist or don’t and 
are stronger/weaker

System Mapping

• Graphical representations

 + Helps plan for and evaluate 
system change efforts

 + Represents reality and clarifies 
complexity

 + Can be easily understood

 + Situates initiative within greater 
context

 + Can provide guidance for future 
data collection 

 − May only reflect the 
perspectives of those who’ve 
developed it

 − Is a static representation 

 − Difficult to capture all actors 
and relationships 

 − Doesn’t describe the quality of 
relationships

Table 5:  
Advantages and 
Disadvantages of 
Commonly Used Data 
Collection Methods 
(continued)

Making Sense of Data

Collecting data for the shared measurement 
system and various evaluation studies results 
in a lot of information. While it is important to 
analyze this data appropriately and thoroughly, 
the data is only data (i.e., numbers, pictures, and 
words) until it is ascribed some kind of meaning. 
We cannot overstate how important it is for CI 
partners to allocate sufficient time to the sense-
making process. 

The sense-making process involves reflecting 
on and discussing the meanings of analyzed 
data. This means that the data brought to the 
sense-making process should be in the form 
of descriptive statistics (e.g., frequencies, 
percentages, mean, standard deviation, range), 

and/or synthesized qualitative data (e.g., 
from interviews, focus groups, documents, 
photographs, video, websites, observation) that 
has been analyzed for themes and patterns 
and may include quotes and examples. Before 
analyzing any data, it is important to consider the 
key evaluation questions, the kinds of analyses 
that are appropriate for the data collected, and 
aspects of that analysis that will be meaningful 
to the intended users. 

It is o"en tempting to look at a set of analyzed 
data (e.g., mean scores or frequencies for 
survey items) and jump right to making 
recommendations. Doing so, however, not only 
reduces the opportunity to consider possible 
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meanings and alternative explanations for 
the responses, but it may also lead to faulty 
conclusions. This can diminish decision makers’ 
confidence in the findings, or, worse, cause 
CI partners to make unwarranted changes. To 
take full advantage of the data’s content and to 
ensure that it contributes to real learning, the 
following questions may be helpful in guiding 
the sense-making process from analysis to 
recommendations:

Analysis—How can we aggregate, show differences 
and relationships, and find patterns and themes in 
the data?

• What kind of data have we collected?  
(e.g., interviews produce qualitative data, 
Likert or rating scales on surveys produce 
quantitative data)

• What would we like to know from this data? 
(e.g., how many, what percentage, what themes 
are reflected, what relationships exist between 
variables?)

• What is the best way to represent this data 
once it is analyzed to help us understand its 
meaning? (e.g., tables, charts, other graphics)

Interpretation—What does the analyzed  
data mean? 

• What do we individually and collectively think 
the analyzed data suggests or signifies?

• What does this analyzed data explain? What 
doesn’t it explain?

• What inferences are we making about the data, 
and how do our previous experiences influence 
our interpretations?

Judgment—Are these findings good or bad? 

• Do our interpretations of the findings suggest 
that something needs to change, be different, or 
stay the same?

• What is our opinion of how things are going 
based on these findings? To what extent do we 
agree with our judgments?

Recommendations—What should we do to enhance 
the effectiveness of the CI initiative as a result of 
what we’ve learned? 

• What implications are there for how we do our 
work and what we should continue doing or do 
differently?

• What action steps should we take to enhance, 
amplify, change, adapt, or improve the CI work?

• What timeline should we establish for making 
any necessary changes?

• Who should be involved in making any 

necessary adaptations or changes?

To ensure that the interpretations, judgments, 
and recommendations are grounded in the 
realities of the CI work, and that the lessons 
learned from the sense-making process are 
credible, it is critically important that CI partners 
and other stakeholders be involved in the above 
processes. This might be guided by an external 
evaluator or by internal staff, if they are able to 
facilitate this part of the evaluation process.

Using Data to Support Strategic  
Decision Making15 

Acting on an evaluation’s findings and 
recommendations—that is, doing something 
based on lessons learned from the data—is called 
“using the findings.” Evaluation should not be 
conducted unless there is a clear intention to 
use the findings for learning or change. 

There are three primary ways in which findings 
from evaluation efforts can be used. Considering 
each one helps in determining the most 
important evaluation questions and the potential 
intended users of the findings.

• Instrumental—This type of use refers to 
lessons’ immediate and tangible application 
to the CI initiative and it is the most frequent 
way in which evaluation findings are used. 
For example, an evaluation might show that 
current forms of communication to engage 
partners are not effective in keeping partners 
motivated and informed. As a result of the 
evaluation findings, the Steering Committee 
may change the frequency and format of 
communications to the CI partners. 
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• Conceptual—This type of use, also called 
“enlightenment,” refers to the ways in which 
the evaluation findings actually change our 
ways of thinking about the issue, the CI work, 
each other, and/or the community. The “use” 
is really about developing new insights and 
understandings that may have no immediate 
tangible effects, but could contribute to the 
ways in which conversations are framed 
or decisions are made. In other words, the 
evaluation findings are used to change 
our minds or mental models. In the MFH 
infant mortality initiative described earlier, 
the evaluators hope to help participating 
organizations test their assumptions about 
how different stakeholder groups think 
about the drivers of infant mortality and the 
interventions that are most likely to make a 
difference.

• Political/symbolic/persuasive—This type of use, 
when used for legitimate purposes (as opposed 
to misuse) involves using the evaluation 
findings to persuade others to think or do 
something, to lobby for additional resources, 
and/or to provide evidence of progress to key 
decision makers, influencers, and funders. 
An example of this type of use is when a CI 
partner submits an evaluation report to a 
funder for accountability purposes and to make 
claims about the work to date. 

Communicating Findings16 

The insights generated from the shared 
measurement system and various evaluation 
efforts can be used to inform a variety of 
stakeholders about the collective impact 
initiative’s development, progress, and impact. 
How and when to communicate and report 
evaluation findings to potential users involves 
making thoughtful and strategic choices.

The first thing to consider is with whom findings 
will be shared. In addition to implementers and 
funders involved directly in the initiative, other 
relevant stakeholders might include those who:

• Sponsor, commission, or fund the evaluation

• Are in a position to make decisions based on 
the results (e.g., policymakers, funders)

• Have provided information/data (e.g., 
community members, beneficiaries)

• Are interested in the CI initiative (advocates 
and critics)

• Have a right to the evaluation findings

• Might be affected by the use of the evaluation’s 
results (e.g., working group members, steering 
committee, community members)

Once CI partners have determined their key 
audiences, they must determine what to share 
and when to share information with others. 
Many CI initiatives publish quarterly or annual 
reports (e.g., scorecards, dashboards) that contain 
year-to-date data from their shared measurement 
systems. These brief reports allow community 
members and other interested stakeholders to 
observe an initiative’s progress on key indicators 
and monitor its improvement over time. For 
example, the Magnolia Place Community 
Initiative, a comprehensive community change 
initiative in a five square mile area of Los 
Angeles, publishes a quarterly Community Data 
Dashboard that charts progress over time on key 
indicators and provides a snapshot of progress on 
several other important measures. The two-page 
Magnolia Place Community Dashboard (available 
at www.magnoliacommunityinitiative.org) is 
designed to “mobilize residents, providers, and 
policymakers to take effective actions to improve 
outcomes and conditions for families.”17 

An evaluation may include a greater number or 
range of communications than an initiative’s 
annual SMS report card. For example, throughout 
an evaluation’s implementation, partners 
could choose to distribute information about 
upcoming evaluation activities, provide updates 
on the progress of the evaluation, and inform 
stakeholders about key lessons and findings that 
emerge during the evaluation. Once an evaluation 
is completed, CI partners can use various 
communication strategies to build awareness and 
support for the CI initiative, to support change 
and improvement within the initiative, and/or to 
show results and demonstrate accountability. 

Being thoughtful and intentional about choosing 
a format for sharing the information also ensures 
that the key messages are clearly understood. 

www.magnoliacommunityinitiative.org
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This is important for several reasons: 1) people 
process information differently, so various 
formats will appeal to different kinds of learners; 
2) people have varying levels of time they are 
willing to devote to reading or listening to 
evaluation findings, 3) depending on the level 
of desired learning for stakeholders, different 
formats are more or less effective in engaging 
stakeholders in learning about results, and 4) 
each of the possible formats has budgetary 
implications (some are easy to produce with 
existing resources, while others may require 
additional support, such as a graphic designer or 
videographer).

There are several alternatives to using the 
traditional evaluation reports to communicate 
the lessons CI partners have learned from 
an evaluation and its findings. One way to 
choose a format is to consider the level of 
interaction desired between stakeholders and the 
information. For example, if little interaction is 
needed, then methods such as written reports, 
emails, learning briefs, website communications, 
news releases and newsletters may be good 
options. The annual “report cards” that many CI 
initiatives publish are good examples of this type 
of communications method. 

To complement the traditional written reporting 
methods described above, CI partners can 
host interactive experiences, such as working 
sessions to discuss a report’s findings or 
individual or small group conversations, and use 
collaborative forms of technology (e.g., webinars, 
teleconferences, online hangouts, and chat 
rooms). Finally, partners could consider using 
communications methods that are designed to 
create interaction, depending on how they are 
designed and facilitated. These include in-person 
presentations, at conferences and community 
meetings, video presentations (e.g., YouTube), 
and social media (e.g., blogs, Twitter, Facebook), 
as well as posters that can hang in different 
locations.

Assembling the Right Learning and  
Evaluation Team 

The effort to cultivate and sustain a strong 
learning culture within a CI initiative requires 
time and dedication. As discussed throughout this 
guide, the process of designing a performance 
measurement system or evaluation involves 
making many strategic choices (e.g., what 
indicators a shared measurement system will 
track, what questions an evaluation will answer, 
and what data collection methods will be used). 
And once the design work is complete, the 
implementation process involves gathering 
data (o"en in stages); reflecting on the data 
and making sense of it through analysis, 
interpretation, and judgment; and developing 
recommendations. 

CI partners across the country are experimenting 
with a range of approaches to managing these 
processes. One emerging best practice is the 
establishment of a standing “data committee” 
comprised of volunteer data experts. This 
committee can help select shared measures 
and evaluation questions, ensure agreement 
on the definition of key terms, help assess the 
utility of different data collection methods, and 
support the sense-making process, among other 
things. Members of the data committee serve 
in an advisory capacity; they are not typically 
responsible for designing or implementing 
evaluations. 

Some CI initiatives have developed an internal 
evaluation position (full or part-time) within 
the backbone infrastructure to provide support 
similar to the data committee, described above. 
In addition to managing the CI initiative’s 
performance measurement and evaluation 
activities, though, the individual in this position 
is also sometimes responsible for implementing an 
evaluation.

Many CI initiatives seek the support of external 
evaluators, either instead of or, o"en, in addition 
to internal evaluation resources. There are 
advantages and disadvantages associated with 
both internal and external evaluation teams. 
Choosing among these options depends on a 
number of factors, as the table below summarizes.
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INTERNAL CI  EVALUATOR (TEAM) EXTERNAL CI  EVALUATOR (TEAM)

Advantages • Likely to bring a deep understanding of 
the CI work and its community and/or 
context 

• Likely to have developed trust with 
partners and, possibly, funders

• Likely to have a more intuitive 
understanding of different audience’s 
information needs

• Likely to be less costly

• Likely to have depth of evaluation 
knowledge and skills, as well as 
experience evaluating systems change 
initiatives 

• Can bring an outside perspective; likely 
to be less biased when interpreting 
data; can be viewed by funders as more 
independent 

• More likely to have significant capacity 
if a larger team is needed

Disadvantages • May lack deep evaluation knowledge 
and skills, but engaging in evaluation 
could be an opportunity to build these 

• May not be able to be neutral or 
objective when asking questions and/
or analyzing and interpreting data and 
findings 

• May lack the capacity to fully commit to 
all of the evaluation activities if juggling 
other CI and/or work responsibilities 

• Likely to be more costly 

• Likely to require time (perhaps 
significant time) to get up to speed with 
the initiative’s goals and strategies, as 
well as its culture and context (if not 
local)

• May require time to develop trust 
among CI partners

Table 6:  
Relative advantages of 
internal and external 
evaluation teams

O"en, CI partners choose to combine internal 
and external resources by, for example, hiring 
a professional, external evaluator to serve as a 
coach to an internal evaluation team. As a coach, 
the evaluator would bring evaluation expertise 
and guidance as needed. This could be done by 
phone, email, or a few key meetings. To further 
support an internal evaluation team, an external 
evaluator could provide capacity building 
workshops and webinars on various evaluation 
topics to increase the team’s knowledge and skills 
about effective evaluation practice. 

Regardless of whether an internal or external 
evaluation team is chosen, it is important that 
those taking responsibility for the evaluation’s 
design and implementation are qualified to 
produce credible and useful findings. 

Good evaluators share three characteristics: 

• They are competent professionals, as 
demonstrated by, for example, cultural 
competence, respect for confidentiality, and 
commitment to the Program Evaluation 
Standards.18 

• They have relevant evaluation experience 
and strong skills with data collection 
instruments, quantitative and qualitative data 
analysis, and facilitation and coaching.

 And most importantly:

• They are willing to be good partners to the 
CI initiative, by, for example, understanding 
what collective impact is and what the partners 
and funders are trying to achieve; working 
collaboratively to develop (and modify) an 
evaluation plan; and being flexible, responsive, 
and nimble, responding to stakeholders’ 
evolving information needs as they emerge.
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An important consideration when hiring an 
external evaluator is the extent to which you also 
want the evaluator to provide technical assistance 
(TA) on collective impact. This might be 
especially important in the early years of the CI 
effort when the five conditions are just beginning 
and partners would benefit from TA to help them 
navigate their way. If the TA provider is not the 
initiative’s evaluator, then it is recommended that 
they find ways to work together, so that the TA 
provider can learn from the evaluator, and vice 
versa.

Budgeting for Evaluation

The question of how much to budget for formal 
evaluation is o"en asked. Unfortunately, there is 
no specific dollar amount or formula to determine 
how much to expend on assessing the progress 
and impact of a collective impact initiative. 
Nonetheless, it is possible to identify the factors 
that most significantly influence costs and to offer 
guidance on how to weigh those factors. 

Figure 2 identifies two of the most significant 
factors that influence the cost of evaluation: 
the scope of the evaluation (including its focus 
area(s) and time period) and the composition of 
the evaluation team. A small-scale evaluation 
conducted by one or two evaluators may cost 

$10,000 to $100,000. On the other hand, a 
complex, multi-year evaluation carried out by a 
team of evaluation consultants can cost well over 
a million dollars. (This is similar in scale to the 
costs associated with evaluating many large-scale 
social change programs, such as the Harlem 
Children’s Zone.)

In addition to scope and team composition, 
the following factors, which can vary greatly 
depending on the goals of an evaluation, directly 
influence the size of the budget: the number 
of evaluation questions posed, the number 
of outcomes to be explored, the number of 
collection methods used, the number of data 
sources included, the location or accessibility 
of data sources, the amount of time needed to 
conduct the evaluation, and the amount of travel 
and communications expenses. In addition, 
while it is almost always a good idea to design 
and conduct an evaluation in participatory and 
collaborative ways, there are costs associated 
with engaging others. These can include costs 
associated with incentives, honoraria, facility 
rental, refreshments, and the time it takes 
to schedule, plan, design, and facilitate an 
interactive session (e.g., bringing stakeholders 
together to make sense of emerging findings). 

While it is difficult to predict the size of an 
appropriate evaluation budget for different 
types of CI initiatives in different stages of 
development, the value these evaluations bring to 
CI practitioners and their funders is indisputable. 
As Grantmakers for Effective Organizations has 
written: “When you look at evaluation as a means 
of learning for improvement … investments in 
evaluation seem worthwhile because they can 
yield information needed for smarter and faster 
decisions about what works.”19 As such, we urge 
CI partners to carefully plan for how evaluation 
activities can inform and support their initiative 
throughout its lifecycle, and we encourage 
all funders to embed support for evaluation 
into every CI initiative’s budget from the very 
beginning.

 Figure 2:  Key Drivers of Evaluation Expenses

Team Composition
(size and expertise)

Scope of Evaluation
(time and content)

$

$
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Conclusion

At its core, collective impact evaluation is about learning: learning how to “do” CI—how to 
communicate and collaborate across sectors, set shared goals, assess progress together, and 
use data to make decisions—and learning how to generate momentum, shift systems, change 
behavior, and, ultimately, solve a complex problem more effectively. For CI practitioners and 
funders seeking to address large-scale problems, this means that learning can’t be an isolated 
event. It must be a continuous process that provides relevant, credible, and useful information 
to inform strategic decision making. In effect, this means that performance measurement and 
evaluation must be an integral part of any CI initiative. 

We hope that the guide has effectively addressed 
CI partners’ key questions about how to plan for 
and implement a variety of evaluative activities 
aimed at assessing their initiative’s progress, 
effectiveness, and impact.

Additional guidance on potential evaluation 
questions, outcomes, and indicators is included in 
the Supplement to this report.

We welcome readers’ comments, feedback, and 
suggestions regarding this guide and its application 
to real-life CI evaluation on the Collective Impact 
Forum (collectiveimpactforum.org), an online 
community and collective impact resource center.
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Overview of the Contents

As collective impact has gained traction 
across the globe, demand has grown for an 
effective approach to evaluating collective 
impact initiatives that meets the needs of 
various interested parties. Collective impact 
practitioners seek timely, high-quality data that 
enables reflection and informs strategic and 
tactical decision making. Funders and other 
supporters require an approach to performance 
measurement and evaluation that can offer 

evidence of progress toward the initiative’s goals 
at different points along the collective impact 
journey. 

The Guide to Evaluating Collective Impact 
responds to these needs by offering practitioners, 
funders, and evaluators a way to think about, 
plan for, and implement different performance 
measurement and evaluation activities.

Executive Summary

This guide’s three 
goals are to: 

The guide does not focus on evaluating individual organizations’ programs.

 e Discuss the role of continuous learning and adaptation in the 
collective impact context.

 e Present a framework for how to approach performance 
measurement and evaluation.

 e Offer practical guidance on how to plan for and implement a 
variety of performance measurement and evaluation activities at 
the initiative level, at different points in the initiative’s lifetime.
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I 01 I 02 I 03 The guide is divided 
into three parts: 

Learning and Evaluation 
in the Collective Impact 
Context

This section describes the 
importance of continuous learning 
and presents an evaluation 
framework to guide the design of 
different performance measurement, 
evaluation, and learning activities. 
The purpose of the framework is 
to help readers conceptualize an 
effective approach to performance 
measurement and evaluation, 
given their initiative’s stage of 
development and maturity. 

Assessing Progress  
and Impact 

This section offers guidance on how 
to plan for and implement a variety 
of performance measurement 
and evaluation activities aimed at 
assessing an initiative’s progress, 
effectiveness, and impact. It includes 
sample performance indicators, 
evaluation questions, and outcomes 
for collective impact initiatives in 
different stages of development, 
as well as advice on how to gather, 
make sense of, and use data to 
inform strategic decision making, 
how to communicate evaluation 
findings, how to choose and work 
with evaluators (when desired), and 
how to budget for evaluation.

This part of the guide also includes 
four mini-case studies. 

Supplement: 
Sample Questions,  
Outcomes, and Indicators

The final section includes a larger 
set of sample evaluation questions, 
outcomes, and indicators. 

 

Each part of the guide is available as a free 
download on the Collective Impact Forum 
(collectiveimpactforum.org), an online community 
and centralized set of resources on collective 
impact. We encourage all interested users to 
share their feedback and experiences with the 
guide in the Collective Impact Forum's online 
community. We are particularly interested in 
readers’ reflections about how they have used 

the guide, as well as their suggestions for 
additional questions, outcomes, or indicators 
that other practitioners may wish to consider. 
We also encourage readers to upload their own 
performance measurement and evaluation 
documents (e.g., findings, reports, presentations) 
to share with the field. 

http://www.collectiveimpactforum.org
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About Collective Impact 

Collective impact (CI) occurs when a group of actors from different sectors commit to a  
common agenda for solving a complex social or environmental problem. More than simply  
a new way of collaborating, collective impact is a structured approach to problem solving  
that includes five core conditions:

Once these conditions are in place, a CI initiative’s work is organized through what we have 
termed “cascading levels of collaboration.” As described in a recent post on the Stanford Social 
Innovation Review blog,1 this loose structure typically includes the following:

An oversight group, o"en called a Steering 
Committee or Executive Committee, which 
consists of cross-sector CEO-level individuals 
from key organizations engaged with the issue, 
as well as representatives of the individuals 
touched by the issue. This group meets regularly 
to oversee the progress of the entire initiative.

Working groups focused on the initiative’s 
primary strategies. (More complicated initiatives 
may have subgroups that take on specific 
objectives within the prioritized strategies.) 
Working groups typically develop their own 
plans for action organized around “moving the 
needle” on specific shared measures. Once plans 
are developed, the working groups come together 
on a regular basis to share data and stories about 
progress, as well as challenges and opportunities, 
and to communicate their activities to other 
partners affected by the issue, so that the circle 

of alignment can grow. Although each working 
group meets separately, effective coordination 
by the backbone can ensure coordinated 
action among hundreds of organizations that 
simultaneously tackle many different dimensions 
of a complex issue.

The backbone function (as defined above) provides 
periodic and systematic assessments of progress 
attained by the various working groups and 
then synthesizes the results and presents them 
back to the oversight committee that carries the 
sustaining flame of the common agenda.

For more information about the collective impact 
change process, please visit the Collective Impact 
Forum at www.collectiveimpactforum.org.

Participant activities must be differentiated 
while still being coordinated through a mutually 
reinforcing plan of action.

Consistent and open communication is needed 
across the many players to build trust, assure 
mutual objectives, and create common motivation.

Creating and managing collective impact 
requires dedicated staff with specific skills 
to coordinate participating organizations 
and agencies.

Collecting data and measuring 
results consistently across all 
participants ensures that efforts 
remain aligned and participants hold 
each other accountable.

SHARED 
MEASUREMENT 

SYSTEM

All participants have a shared vision 
for change, including a common 
understanding of the problem and a 
joint approach to solving it through 
agreed upon actions.

COMMON 
AGENDA

MUTUALLY 
REINFORCING 
ACTIVITIES

BACKBONE 
FUNCTION

CONTINUOUS 
COMMUNICATION

http://www.collectiveimpactforum.org
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Key Takeaways from Parts One and Two

Parts One and Two of this guide describe the importance of continuous learning in the context  
of collective impact and offer practical advice on how to plan for and implement a variety of 
performance measurement and evaluation activities aimed at assessing an initiative’s progress,  
effectiveness, and impact over time. Key takeaways from Parts One and Two include the following.

1. Continuous learning is critical to collective impact success.

In order for CI initiatives to be successful, their 
leaders must understand that collective impact 
is not a solution, but rather a problem-solving 
process. This process requires leaders to remain 
keenly aware of changes in context, conditions, 
and circumstances; to embrace curiosity and 
seek opportunities for learning; to openly share 

information and observations with others; 
and, most importantly, to willingly adapt their 
strategies quickly in response to the ever-
evolving environment. This is what it means to 
embrace continuous learning, which we believe 
is critical to CI success. 

2. Collective impact partners should adopt a two-part approach to measuring progress and 
evaluating effectiveness and impact. 

To understand what progress an initiative is 
making, CI partners can develop a performance 
measurement system that tracks a set of early 
performance indicators and incorporates data 
from the initiative’s shared measurement system. 

To understand how and why the initiative is making 
progress, CI practitioners and funders can use 
different approaches to evaluation, depending 
on their initiative’s stage of development. 

3. The collective impact change process typically involves three stages of development, each 
of which requires a different approach to performance measurement and evaluation. 

The Framework for Designing and Conducting 
Performance Measurement and Evaluation of 
Collective Impact Efforts (Figure 1 on page 7) 
illustrates, at a conceptual level, a sequence of 
stages that CI initiatives typically pass through 
in their pursuit of social or environmental 
change. We refer to these stages as the 
initiative’s early, middle, and late years. 

The initiative’s early years are typically focused 
on understanding context and designing and 
implementing the initiative. This includes 
establishing the five core conditions of 
collective impact, as well as the coordinated 
implementation of multiple programs, activities, 
and campaigns, according to the initiative’s 
overarching strategy or theory of change.

• Recommended approach to performance 
measurement: CI partners should agree on a 
set of early performance indicators to track 
their progress in establishing key elements of 
the initiative’s infrastructure. 

• Recommended approach to evaluation:  
CI partners should consider using 
developmental evaluation to better 
understand their initiative’s context and learn 
more about how the initiative is developing. 

The work of evaluating a CI initiative’s context 
and carefully assessing the quality of its design 
and implementation in its early years is critically 
important and should not be dismissed as mere 
focus on process. The successful reorganization 
and alignment of the system of actors that are 
addressing a problem is itself an important 
outcome of the CI change process.
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In an initiative’s middle years, CI partners should 
expect to achieve some significant changes in 
patterns of behavior (e.g., changes in professional 
practice, changes in individual behavior) and in 
the way systems operate (e.g., changes in cultural 
norms, funding flows, public policy). These 
changes serve as the gateway to the initiative’s 
ultimate population-level outcomes and are thus 
an important area of focus for both performance 
measurement and evaluation.

• Recommended approach to performance 
measurement: CI partners should use data 
from their initiative’s shared measurement 
system to determine if, where, and for whom 
the initiative is making progress.

• Recommended approach to evaluation:  
CI partners can use formative evaluation to 
help refine, improve, and fine-tune this work, 
as well as developmental evaluation to explore 
newer aspects of the initiative.

In an initiative’s later years, CI partners should 
expect to achieve meaningful, measurable change 
with regard to the initiative’s ultimate goal(s). At 
this time, CI partners may seek to take stock of 
the initiative’s accomplishments and understand 
its long-term impact on targeted issues or 
populations. 

• Recommended approach to evaluation: 
Information from the shared measurement 
system can contribute longitudinal data on 
the initiative’s achievements and challenges. 
To better understand how and to what extent 
the initiative’s ultimate outcomes have been 
achieved, and to what extent the CI effort 
contributed to these outcomes, CI partners may 
wish to commission a summative evaluation. 

Part Two of the guide provides mini-case studies 
of how four CI initiatives have used performance 
measurement and evaluation to assess progress, 
inform decision making, and evaluate impact.

4. Performance measurement and evaluation bring indisputable value to a collective impact 
initiative and should be given sufficient financial and logistical support. 

We strongly encourage CI partners to carefully 
plan for how performance measurement and 
evaluation can support their work, and we urge 
all funders to embed support for evaluation 
into every CI initiative’s budget from the very 
beginning.

Part Two of the guide offers a short list of sample 
strategic questions, outcomes, and indicators that 

CI partners can consider using to define the scope 
and focus of their performance measurement and 
evaluation activities.

This Supplement offers a longer list of sample 
strategic questions, outcomes, and indicators.

We strongly encourage CI partners to carefully  
plan for how performance measurement and evaluation  
can support their work, and we urge all funders to  
embed support for evaluation into every CI initiative’s  
budget from the very beginning.
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Social-Political-Economic Context

Early Years

Time and Impact

For whom, 
how, and why?

What
progress?

What’s
happening?

Middle Years Late Years

t
?

?

Early performance indicators

Developmental evaluation

Systems and Behavior Change
Outcomes and Indicators

CI Design and ImplementationCI Design and ImplementationCI Design and Implementation

CI Process
Outcomes and Indicators

Ultimate Goal
Outcomes and Indicators

Shared measurement system indicators

Formative evaluation

Intermediate Outcomes

Impact

Summative evaluation

Figure 1:  
A Framework for Designing and Conducting Performance Measurement and Evaluation  
of Collective Impact Efforts

For an expanded view of the “What’s happening?” section of the framework above,  
please refer to Figure 1 on page 12 of Part One of the Guide to Evaluating Collective Impact.
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Offers guidance on selecting the questions, outcomes, and indicators that an initiative’s 
evaluation may focus on. 

Provides a set of sample evaluation questions, outcomes, and indicators that CI partners may 
wish to consider when selecting early indicators of progress or planning for an evaluation. 

Sample Strategic Questions

Questions about a collective impact initiative’s context
• What cultural, socioeconomic, and 

political factors influence the design and 
implementation of the initiative? How and why 
do these factors influence progress?

• What systems is the CI initiative attempting to 
affect and what factors may influence changes 
in those systems?

• To what extent is there a sense of urgency 
around the issue, champions who are willing 
to make a commitment to addressing the issue 
through a collective impact approach, and 
funding to support the work? 

• To what extent and in what ways does the CI 
initiative tap into the strengths and assets of 
the community(ies)?

Questions about a collective impact initiative’s design and implementation
• To what extent and in what ways is the CI 

initiative designed to incorporate all five of the 
core conditions?

• Which conditions are gaining the most 
momentum, and where is the initiative 
experiencing significant challenges?

• To what extent and in what ways are learning 
processes and structures embedded in the 
ongoing work/activities of the CI initiative?

•  To what extent and in what ways is the CI 
initiative evolving in response to progress or 
challenges in achieving outcomes? Why is it 
responding and adapting in specific ways?

• What else is needed to continue supporting the 
initiative’s progress?

THIS SECTION:

Supplement: 
Sample Questions, Outcomes, and Indicators
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Questions about a collective impact initiative’s outcomes and impact 
• To what extent and in what ways are the 

various systems (e.g., education, health) 
making different decisions about policies, 
programs, and the use of resources as they 
relate to the goals of the CI initiative?

• To what extent and in what ways are social and 
cultural norms evolving in ways that support 
the goals of the CI initiative?

• To what extent has the initiative achieved its 
ultimate outcomes? How and why have these 
occurred?

• What has contributed to or hindered the 
achievement of the CI initiative’s goals?

• What aspects of the work had the greatest 
impact on the initiative’s success (or failure)?

• What difference has the initiative made on 
its stakeholders and their capacity to address 
complex problems?

• What are key lessons learned for the field 
about engaging in collective impact?

Sample Outcomes and Indicators

Once CI partners have identified the strategic 
questions that will guide their evaluation, the 
next step is to determine the outcomes and 
associated indicators that will be used to 
evaluate progress. These outcomes and indicators 
are tied to specific learning questions, as 
described below. For purposes of this discussion, 
we use the following definitions:

Outcomes are “Changes or benefits resulting 
from activities and outputs. Short-term outcomes 
produce changes in learning, knowledge, attitude, 
skills, or understanding. Intermediate outcomes 
generate changes in behavior, practice, or 
decisions. Long-term outcomes produce changes 
in condition.”2 

Indicators “provide evidence that a certain 
condition exists or certain results have or 
have not been achieved. Indicators enable 
decision-makers to assess progress toward the 
achievement of intended outputs, outcomes, 
goals, and objectives.”3 

Typically, each outcome is linked to multiple 
indicators, providing evaluators with the 
flexibility to choose the most relevant and cost-
effective indicators and enabling CI partners to 
develop a robust understanding of their progress 
toward achieving each outcome. 

The following pages offer a set of sample 
outcomes and indicators that CI partners may 
wish to consider when selecting early indicators 
of progress or planning for an evaluation. Bolded 
indicators are identified as early performance 
indicators that CI partners may wish to focus on 
during the initiative’s early years. 
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Common Agenda

All participants have a shared vision for change, including a common understanding of the 
problem and a joint approach to solving it through agreed upon actions.

To what extent do CI partners and other relevant stakeholders have a shared 
vision for change, including a common understanding of the problem and a 
joint approach to solving it through agreed upon actions?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The development of the common 
agenda has included a diverse set 
of voices and perspectives from 
multiple sectors 

• The initiative’s Steering Committee (or other leadership structure) 
includes voices from all relevant sectors and constituencies 

• Members of the target population help shape the common agenda 

• Community members are aware of the CI initiative’s goals and activities 

Partners have achieved a common 
understanding of the problem

• The group’s understanding of the problem is informed by data

• Partners and the broader community understand and can 
articulate the problem

Partners have come to consensus 
on the initiative’s ultimate goal 
and committed to a shared vision 
for change

• Geographical boundaries and population targets are clear for all 
partners

• Partners accurately describe the goals of the initiative

Partners have committed to 
solving the problem using an 
adaptive approach with clearly 
articulated strategies and agreed 
upon actions

• Partners use data (qualitative and quantitative) to inform selection 
of strategies and actions

• Partners show commitment to the elements of the common agenda

• Partners demonstrate flexibility and willingness to adapt strategies and 
tactics in the face of new information, successes, or challenges
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Backbone Infrastructure*

Creating and managing collective impact requires dedicated staff and strong leaders who 
possess a specific set of skills to serve as the backbone for the entire initiative and coordinate 
participating organizations and agencies.

Has the CI initiative established an effective backbone infrastructure and 
governance structure?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The initiative’s steering committee 
(SC) or other leadership structure 
has been established 

• SC includes a diverse set of voices and perspectives from multiple 
relevant sectors and constituencies 

An effective backbone function 
has been identified or established

• Backbone (BB) staff effectively manage complex relationships 

• BB staff demonstrate commitment to the CI’s vision 

• BB staff are both neutral and inclusive

• BB staff are respected by important partners and external 
stakeholders 

To what extent and in what ways does the backbone infrastructure  
provide the leadership, support, and guidance partners need to do their  
work as planned?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The backbone infrastructure (BBI) 
effectively guides the CI initiative’s 
vision and strategy 

• BBI effectively engages SC members in issues of strategic importance

• BBI and SC build a common understanding of the problem that needs 
to be addressed

• The SC makes clear and timely decisions on matters of strategic 
importance 

• BBI and SC serve as thought leaders/standard bearers for the 
initiative 

• BBI builds and maintains hope and motivation to achieve the 
initiative’s goals 

• BBI celebrates and disseminates achievements of CI partners 
internally and externally 

• Partners look to the BBI and SC for initiative support, strategic 
guidance, and leadership

* The term “backbone infrastructure” refers to staff members who perform backbone functions, members of the initiative’s 
Steering Committee (or other leadership structure), and influential champions.
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Backbone Infrastructure (continued)

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The backbone infrastructure 
ensures alignment of existing 
activities and pursuit of new 
opportunities toward the 
initiative’s goal

• BBI provides project management support, including monitoring 
progress toward goals and connecting partners to discuss 
opportunities, challenges, gaps, and overlaps 

• BBI convenes partners and key external stakeholders to ensure 
alignment of activities and pursue new opportunities

• BBI creates paths for and recruits new partners so they become 
involved

• BBI seeks out opportunities for alignment with other efforts

The backbone infrastructure 
supports the collection and use 
of data to promote accountability, 
learning, and improvement

• SC regularly reviews data from the shared measurement system 
(SMS) on progress toward goals and uses it to inform strategic 
decision making

• BBI aggregates SMS data across the CI initiative and shares progress 
reports, lessons, and trends with partners and relevant external 
stakeholders

• BBI visibly and vocally communicates the importance of the shared 
measurement system for the CI

When relevant, the backbone 
infrastructure supports the 
development of policy goals and 
ways to achieve them

• BBI has developed a policy/advocacy agenda in collaboration with CI 
partners

• BBI equips partners for effective advocacy (e.g., providing talking 
points, identifying windows of opportunity)

• BBI reaches out to policymakers and builds relationships

The backbone infrastructure is 
helping to align sufficient funding 
to support the CI initiative’s goals

• New resources from public and private sources are contributed to the 
CI initiative

To what extent and in what ways does the backbone infrastructure engage 
community members and other key stakeholders to ensure broad-based 
support for the initiative?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The backbone infrastructure has 
built public will, consensus, and 
commitment to the goals of the CI 
initiative 

• There is a perceived sense of urgency and a call to action among 
targeted audiences

• Community members are engaged in CI-related activities

• A variety of communications are used to increase awareness and 
garner support for the CI initiative 
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Mutually Reinforcing Activities

Participant activities must be differentiated while still coordinated through a mutually reinforcing 
plan of action.

To what extent and in what ways are partners’ activities differentiated,  
while still coordinated through a mutually reinforcing plan of action?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Partners have developed and are 
using a collective plan of action 

• An action plan clearly specifies the activities that different 
partners have committed to implementing

• The plan evolves over time in response to learning about the CI’s 
successes, challenges, and opportunities 

Partners are coordinating their 
activities to align with the plan of 
action 

• Working groups (or other collaborative structures) are established 
to coordinate activities in alignment with the plan of action

• Partners have clear approaches/goals for their own contribution 
to their working group

• Partners understand each other’s work and how it supports the 
common agenda

• Partners understand the roles of other working groups and how 
these support the common agenda

• Partners collaborate within and across working groups

• Partners hold each other accountable for implementing activities as 
planned

Partners have filled gaps and 
reduced duplication of efforts

• Partners identify and implement new strategies or activities to address 
gaps or duplication

Partners have (re)allocated 
resources to their highest and 
best use in support of the CI 
initiative

• Partners’ individual activities are changing to better align with the 
plan of action

• Funders of partner organizations align their resources to support the 
plan of action
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Collecting data and measuring results consistently across all participants ensures that efforts 
remain aligned and participants hold each other accountable. 

To what extent and in what ways are partners engaged in using the shared 
measurement system (SMS)?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Partners understand the value of 
the shared measurement system

• Partners understand the value of the shared measurement system

• Partners understand how they will participate in the shared 
measurement system 

• Partners feel a collective accountability for results 

The process of designing 
and managing the shared 
measurement system is 
participatory and transparent

• A participatory process is used to determine a common set of 
indicators and data collection methods 

• Partners continually re-assess indicators, data collection methods, 
and approaches to sharing findings as needed

• Partners agree to a data sharing agreement that supports ongoing 
collaboration 

To what extent and in what ways does the shared measurement system’s 
design and implementation support learning? (e.g., enable CI partners to 
collect data and measure results consistently, to ensure that efforts remained 
aligned and to enable partners to hold each other accountable)?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The shared measurement 
system has been designed to 
track progress toward the CI’s 
outcomes 

• The system includes a common set of indicators and data 
collection methods that can provide timely evidence of (a lack of) 
progress toward the CI initiative’s outcomes

• The system provides a sufficient range of useful and timely reports

The shared measurement system 
is well-designed and user friendly

• Partners find the system’s interface to be intuitive and user friendly 

• The system allows users to customize fields as appropriate 

• The system can adapt to changes in measurement priorities and 
approaches as the initiative evolves

Shared Measurement
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OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Quality data on a set of 
meaningful indicators is available 
to partners in a timely manner

• Partners commit to collecting the data as defined in the data plan 

• Partners have the capacity to collect and input quality data

• Partners know how to use the SMS

• Partners contribute quality data on a common set of indicators in a 
timely and consistent manner

Partners use data from the shared 
measurement system to make 
decisions

• Partners have confidence in the quality of the data 

• Partners regularly analyze and interpret data, synthesize findings, and 
refine plans as a collective

• Partners use data to guide their own organizations’ decision-making 
processes

• Partners share lessons learned and how these lessons inform their 
practice

To what extent does the SMS have the resources and capacity needed to 
operate as planned?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Sufficient funding and resources 
are available to support the 
technology platform, training, and 
technical support 

• The SMS platform functions reliably

• The SMS platform ensures appropriate confidentiality

• Partners know how to use the SMS 

• High-quality technical support is provided to users when they need it 

Shared Measurement (continued)
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Consistent and open communication is needed across the many players and among external 
stakeholders to build trust, assure mutual objectives, and create common motivation.

To what extent and in what ways does cross-initiative communication help 
to build trust, assure mutual objectives, and create common motivation?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Structures and processes are 
in place to engage CI partners, 
keeping them informed and 
inspired

• Working groups (or other collaborative structures) hold regular 
meetings

• Members of working groups or other collaborative structures 
attend and participate actively in meetings 

• Partners communicate and coordinate efforts regularly (with and 
independently of backbone staff)

• Partners regularly seek feedback and advice from one another

• Timely and appropriate information flows throughout the cascading 
levels of linked collaboration 

• Partners publicly discuss and advocate for the goals of the initiative 

Structures and processes are in 
place to engage the CI initiative’s 
external stakeholders, keeping 
them informed and inspired

• The CI initiative engages external stakeholders in regular 
meetings and integrates their feedback into the overall strategy

• The CI initiative regularly communicates key activities and progress 
with external stakeholders 

Continuous Communication
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Collective impact learning culture refers to the ways in which learning is embedded in the  
CI initiative.

To what extent and in what ways does the CI initiative’s context support 
learning, experimentation, dialogue, and reflection?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The CI initiative has established a 
culture of experimentation

• Partners are open to exploring new ideas and approaches

• Partners design and implement new approaches to advance their 
shared goals

• Partners adapt best practices from other fields/geographies to advance 
their shared goals

The CI initiative has established 
structures and processes to  
support ongoing learning

• Learning structures and processes are embedded in the work of 
the CI initiative

• Partners regularly make time for group reflection and discussion 

• Partners openly and regularly share observations, lessons, setbacks, 
challenges, failures, and best practices with one another

• Partners raise questions and clarify assumptions and beliefs

The CI initiative has established a 
culture of openness, transparency, 
and inclusion 

• Decision-making processes are open and transparent

• Partners feel included in major decision-making processes

• The CI initiative actively solicits and acts on feedback from community 
members and other external partners

The CI initiative has established 
a culture of trust, respect, and 
humility among partners

• CI meetings provide participants with a sense of psychological safety

• Partners openly share their setbacks, challenges, and failures with one 
another

• Partners regularly seek feedback and advice from one another

• Partners trust each other

• People of different cultures and backgrounds feel respected and 
heard within the CI initiative 

• Partners collaborate with each other 

• Partners feel supported and recognized in their CI related work

Collective Impact Learning Culture
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Collective impact capacity refers to the interstitial elements that keep the CI process moving 
forward (e.g., funding, human resources).

To what extent does the CI initiative have the resources and capacity it 
needs to implement its work as planned?

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The CI initiative has sufficient 
financial resources to do its work 
as planned 

• Sufficient funding is available over a multi-year period to support 
the CI initiative’s work 

• Sufficient operating support is available to enable backbone staff and 
the initiative’s leadership to fulfill their responsibilities 

• Funding received by the CI initiative is responsive to the strategies 
and approaches used by the CI initiative (e.g., innovative/experimental 
programs may require more flexible funding streams) 4 

The CI initiative has sufficient 
people and skills to do its work as 
planned

• Backbone staff and initiative leadership are skilled in strategic visioning

• Backbone staff and initiative leadership are skilled in problem solving

The CI initiative has the 
partnerships and support it needs 
to do its work as planned 

• CI initiative has influencers and champions that command 
the respect of a broader set of stakeholders and can bring 
stakeholders to the table 

• CI initiative has supporters who can champion the strategy with 
the broader community 

• Leadership of the CI initiative comes from multiple sectors with 
the ability to shift both public and private funds 5

The skills and capacities of 
participating organizations have 
improved 

• Participating organizations report greater technical expertise related to 
the CI initiative’s goals

• Participating organizations’ constituents report improvements in 
performance or effectiveness 

• Participating organizations report improved management and 
administrative capacity 

Collective Impact Capacity
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To what extent and in what ways are formal actors and organizations/ 
institutions making changes in their work as it relates to the goals of the  
CI initiative? 

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Professional education and 
standards are evolving to support 
the goals of the CI initiative 

• Professional education/training are more aligned with the goals of CI 
initiative

• Professional standards are more aligned with the goals of CI initiative

Formal actors and organizations 
demonstrate increased 
responsiveness to community 
needs

• Formal actors/organizations better understand the population they 
serve and are better able to address their needs 

• The population or issue(s) targeted by the CI initiative are viewed as a 
priority among system actors

• The population or issue(s) targeted by the CI initiative receive greater 
attention from system actors

Formal actors and organizations 
have improved service delivery 
capacity

• Formal actors/organizations adopt practices prioritized by the CI 
initiative 

• Formal actors/organizations have increased knowledge related to the 
goals of the CI initiative

• Formal actors/organizations have increased skills related to the goals 
of the CI initiative 

• Formal actors/organizations have increased capacity to use data to 
drive decision-making and program improvement

• Formal actors/organizations serving the target population report 
increase in staff motivation 

Organizational and institutional 
policies evolve to support the 
goals of the CI initiative

• Formal and informal policies within organizations change or are 
adopted to support goals of the CI initiative

• Individual/organizational/institutional performance incentives are more 
aligned with the goals of CI initiative

Behavior Change: Professional Practice
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To what extent and in what ways are individuals changing their behavior as it 
relates to the goals of the CI initiative? 

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The CI initiative is influencing 
changes in awareness/knowledge 
related to the desired behavior 
change

• Individuals report increased awareness of the issues surrounding the 
desired behavior change

• Individuals report improved knowledge around the desired behavior 
change 

The CI initiative is influencing 
changes in attitudes/beliefs 
towards the desired behavior 
change 

• Individuals view the issues/goals of the CI initiative with increased 
importance, relevance, and/or a sense of urgency

• Individuals express attitudes or beliefs that support the desired 
behavior change

The CI initiative is influencing 
changes in individuals’ willingness 
to engage in the desired behavior 
change 

• Individuals report increased willingness/intention to engage in the 
desired behavior change

• Individuals report increased belief that they have the ability to make a 
change in their behavior/situation

The CI initiative is influencing 
changes in individual behavior 

• Individuals demonstrate or report engaging in the desired action or 
behavior (can be a one-time, e.g. enrolling in a program, or sustained 
change in behavior, e.g. recycling)

Behavior Change: Individual Behavior
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To what extent and in what ways are the flows of philanthropic and public 
funding shifting to support the goals of the CI initiative? 

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Philanthropic funding in the 
targeted issue area/system is 
increasingly aligned with the goals 
of the CI initiative 

• Overall philanthropic funding for the targeted issue area or system has 
increased 

• Existing philanthropic resources are directed toward evidence-based 
strategies in the targeted issue area/system 

• New philanthropic resources are committed to evidence-based 
strategies in the targeted issue area/system

• Philanthropic funding is increasingly designed to allow for program 
innovation and experimentation in the targeted issue area/system 

Public funding in the targeted 
issue area/system targeted by the 
CI initiative is increasingly aligned 
with the goals of the CI initiative 

• Overall public funding (federal, state, or local government) for the 
targeted issue area or system has increased 

• Existing public resources are directed toward evidence-based 
strategies in the targeted issue area/system 

• New public resources are directed toward evidence-based strategies in 
the target issue area/system

• Public funding is increasingly designed to allow for program innovation 
and experimentation in the targeted issue area/system

Philanthropic and public funders 
leverage funding for the targeted 
issue area/system through 
partnerships and collaborative 
funding efforts

• Grantmakers participate in funding collaboratives to leverage 
resources toward the targeted issue area/system (as relevant)

• Philanthropic and public funders engage in public-private partnerships 
to direct resources toward the targeted issue area/system

Systems Change: Funding Flows
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To what extent and in what ways are social and cultural norms evolving in 
ways that support the goals of the CI initiative? 

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

Social and cultural norms that 
govern individual behaviors are 
evolving to support the behavior 
change goals of the CI initiative 

• Media messages support desired behavior targeted by the CI initiative 
(e.g., PSAs, television/radio/newspaper messages, blogs)

• Social media messages support desired behavior targeted by the 
CI initiative (e.g., messages, conversations, or campaigns on social 
networking sites such as Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, or Pinterest)

• Entertainment media references or models desired behavior targeted 
by the CI initiative (e.g., television or movie characters model desired 
behavior) 

• The public narrative surrounding the targeted issue area/system 
includes language and messaging that support the goals of the CI 
initiative 

Systems Change: Cultural Norms
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What progress is being made on the CI initiative’s advocacy and public  
policy goals? 

OUTCOMES INDICATORS

The CI initiative is strengthening 
alliances around CI policy goals 

• Increased number of partners supporting an issue

• Improved alignment of partnership efforts

• Stronger or more effective alliances

The CI initiative is strengthening 
the base of support for CI policy 
goals

• Increased public involvement in an issue

• Increased action taken by champions of an issue

• Increased breadth of partners in support of an issue

• Increased media coverage

• Increased awareness of the CI’s messages among public and key policy 
stakeholders

• Changes in public will in support of CI messages/goals

Progress is being made toward 
the development of policy in 
alignment with the CI initiative’s 
policy goals

• Policy proposals are developed, informed, or vetted by CI initiative 
stakeholders 

• Relationships with policy developers (decision-makers/legislators) are 
strengthened

Public policy or components of 
the CI initiative’s policy agenda 
have been adopted

• Public policy is passed that supports CI initiative’s goals at the local, 
state, or national levels (e.g. ordinance, ballot-measure, legislation)

Policy/policies are implemented 
in alignment with the CI initiative’s 
policy goals and principles

• Policies have adequate funding to be implemented 

• Policies are implemented equitably for the CI initiative’s target 
population 

Policy/policies are being enforced 
and/or maintained in alignment 
with the CI initiative’s goals 

• Policies are upheld or maintained by government institutions (judicial, 
executive, or legislative branches) 

• Efforts to erode or eliminate policy/policies are blocked 

Policies are blocked that are not 
in alignment with the CI initiative’s 
goals 

• Decision-makers and key policy stakeholders are aware of negative 
consequence or impacts of targeted policy 

• Policy/policies are kept off the policy agenda of key policy stakeholders 

• Policy/policies are not adopted

Systems Change: Advocacy and Public Policy
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Introduction

For collective impact initiatives, the backbone support is a critical component 
of the infrastructure that enables these collaborative, multi-sector efforts to 
advance systems-level change. It is also one of the most unique elements of 
collective impact, distinguishing the approach from several other forms of  
collaboration. 

Since 2011, FSG and the Collective Impact Forum have studied and supported 
collective impact efforts and have developed perspectives and recommendations 
regarding the purpose, function, structure, leadership, and selection process 
required for backbone supports to be effective. In addition, through experienc-
es across many collective impact initiatives at varying stages of maturity, we 
have documented a set of advice for funders interested in supporting backbone 
capacity. 

The Backbone Starter Guide summarizes the collective impact approach and 
highlights the major ideas and learnings that have been previously published by 

FSG and the Collective Impact Forum. 
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Overview of  
Collective Impact

Collective impact has emerged as a powerful and innovative approach to solving 
social problems and is a paradigm shift for how to create social change. Complex 
social problems are affected by large and interdependent systems that no single 
organization can change alone. 

1 John Kania and Mark Kramer, “Collective Impact,” Stanford Social Innovation Review, Winter 2011.

With the collective impact approach, 
cross-sector leaders come together and 
strategically organize all of  the relevant 
groups in a community to accomplish 
a population-wide outcome. Collective 
impact is defined as “the commitment 
of  a group of  cross-sector actors to a 
common agenda for solving a complex 
social problem.”1

Collective impact initiatives are char-
acterized by five core elements which 
have been distilled from studying the 
experiences of  successful cross-sector 
collaboratives. All five elements are 
consistently present—in forms adapted 
and customized for the local context—
to effectively facilitate cross-sector 
collaboration and the resulting popula-
tion-level impacts. These five elements 
are:

1. Common agenda: All partici-
pants share a vision for change that 
includes a common understanding 
of  the problem and a joint approach 
to solving the problem through 
agreed-upon actions.

2. Shared measurement: All partici-
pants agree on how to measure and 
report on progress, with a short list 
of  common indicators identified to 
drive learning and improvement.

3. Mutually reinforcing activities: A 
diverse set of  stakeholders, typically 
across sectors, coordinate a set of  dif-
ferentiated, mutually reinforcing set 
of  activities.

4. Continuous communication: All 
players engage in frequent, structured 
communication to build trust, assure 
mutual objectives, and create com-
mon motivation.

5. Backbone support: An inde-
pendent, dedicated staff  provides 
support and key functions for the 
sustained operation of  the collective 
impact initiative. (For more detail on the 
core functions of  the backbone entity, see 
The Backbone Support below.)

No element is more important than 
the others; rather, a collective impact 
effort needs all five to effectively drive 
long-term, population-level changes in a 
given topic or area of  focus. 

With all five elements in place, collec-
tive impact efforts can greatly accelerate 
the pace of  change and drive deep 
and lasting social impact. For example, 
Project U-Turn in Philadelphia, Penn-
sylvania, brought together hundreds of  
groups in a collective impact initiative 
that has steadily increased graduation 
rates. In New York state, a group of  
cross-sector leaders has catalyzed a 

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/collective_impact
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juvenile justice collective impact effort 
that has resulted in a 45 percent drop in 
the number of  incarcerated youth over 
the past 3 years, with no decrease in 
public safety. Finally, the Strive Partner-
ship in Cincinnati, Ohio, has achieved 
such strong results improving academic 
and career success for young people 
that a network of  sites is replicating the 
Strive approach in dozens of  communi-
ties throughout the country.2

Principles of Practice for 
Collective Impact

Over time, as collective impact initia-
tives have developed and matured, their 
experiences have informed a set of  
principles of  practice that help to de-
fine how collective impact initiatives are 
implemented to result in successful sys-
tems change. Although many of  these 
principles are not unique to collective 
impact, the combination of  the five ele-
ments and these practices contributes to 
meaningful population-level change.3

The principles of  practice include the 
following: 

• Design and implement the initiative 
with a priority placed on equity

• Include community members in the 
collaborative

• Recruit and co-create with cross- 
sector partners

• Use data to continuously learn, 
adapt, and improve

2 FSG interview with Project U-Turn website; New York State Office of Children and Families; Strive-
   Together website.

3 Sheri Brady and Jennifer Splansky Juster, “Collective Impact Principles of Practice: Putting Collective  
  Impact into Action,” Collective Impact Forum blog.

4 Ibid.

• Cultivate leaders with unique system 
leadership skills

• Focus on program and system strat-
egies

• Build a culture that fosters relation-
ships, trust, and respect across 
participants

• Customize for local context4

More detail on each principle of  
practice can be found on the Collective 
Impact Forum blog. 

Structure for a Collective 
Impact Initiative

Collective impact is structured to foster 
shared leadership and create multiple 
avenues for engagement across stake-
holders in a given system. 

• At the highest level, the Steering 
Committee is composed of  cross- 
sector leaders, decision-makers, and 
community members who provide 
strategic direction, champion the 
effort, and align their own organiza-
tion’s work to the common agenda. 

• The backbone provides dedicated 
staff  to support the collective impact 
initiative. (The Backbone Support provides 
more detail on the backbone and its role.) 

• Working groups of  cross-sector 
partners are formed around specific 
elements of  the common agenda. 

• Working group members typically 
represent affected populations, 
entities that implement related 
services and solutions, govern-
ment agencies, and other relevant 
partners who together design, align, 
and implement a related set of  
strategies. 

The collective impact structure has 

The combination of the five elements and 
these practices contributes to meaningful  

population-level change

http://projectuturn.net/
https://www.strivetogether.org/
http://collectiveimpactforum.org/blogs/1301/collective-impact-principles-practice-putting-collective-impact-action
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formal members but seeks to work 
with other stakeholders and community 
representatives beyond its members. 
For example, the number of  formal 
members is limited to keep the  
logistics manageable, but certain  
strategies may require working groups 
to seek additional partners from 
community organizations, other 
stakeholders, or affected populations. 
These partners can play a critical role 
in implementing strategies and provid-
ing input to the initiative. For example, 
a local private-sector employer, who 
is a member of  a working group on 
workforce development, might form 

a coalition of  other employers who 
are willing to adopt a certain practice 
or goal in alignment with the working 
group’s strategies and the common 
agenda. This engagement with addition-
al stakeholders is helpful for cultivating 
engagement and shared ownership of  
outcomes across the community. 

As collective impact initiatives evolve, 
so will the structure of  the initiative. 
Specifically, the focus and composition 
of  working groups often evolve as work 
progresses, context changes, success-
es are achieved, and challenges are 
encountered.

Figure 1
Example Structure of Collective  
Impact Effort—Early Matters in  
Houston, Texas

Backbone

Steering Committee

1. Early Childhood 
Education uality

. Family Education
and Support

3. indergarten to 
3rd Grade

4. Legislative and 
Other Policy

. ealth System 
Support

Communications Data

Business 
Advisory Council

Foundation 
Advisory Council

Working
Groups

Informal 
Groups of 
Experts

Advisory 
Councils

FSG interviews and analysis with Early Matters.
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The Backbone  
Support

For each collective impact effort, a backbone support infrastructure is needed 
to foster the cross-sector communication, alignment, and collaboration required 
to achieve population-level systems change in the area of focus. Backbones are 
specific to the site and the population that the effort hopes to impact. 

5 Kania and Kramer, 2011.

6 Fay Hanleybrown, John Kania, and Mark Kramer, “Channeling Change: Making Collective Impact      
  Work,” Stanford Social Innovation Review, Winter 2012. 

This section provides more detail on 
the purpose and function of  the back-
bone; the structure, staffing, and budget 
of  the backbone; the process to select 
a backbone at each site; leadership; and 
the backbone’s focus on equity. 

The Backbone’s Purpose 
and Functions

“The expectation that collaboration can occur 
without a supporting infrastructure is one of  
the most frequent reasons why it fails. The 
backbone organization requires a dedicated 
staff  separate from the participating organi-
zations who can plan, manage, and support 
the initiative through ongoing facilitation, 
technology and communications support, data 
collection and reporting, and handling the myr-
iad logistical and administrative details needed 
for the initiative to function smoothly.”5

As described in Kania and Kramer’s 
2011 article “Collective Impact,” the 
backbone is the support infrastructure 
for a collective impact initiative. To suc-
ceed in playing this support role, back-
bones need to have dedicated capacity; 
that is, staff  will not be effective if  they 
try to add the role of  the backbone on 
top of  existing responsibilities. In some 
cases, select staff  may be part-time or 

certain roles may be shared across  
multiple people, but the backbone 
requires capacity that is solely dedicated 
to the collective impact effort. 

Through study of  effective collective 
impact efforts, FSG has identified 
six essential functions for backbone 
support:6 

1. Guiding vision and strategy: The 
backbone team works together with 
the Steering Committee to provide 
data, prioritize opportunities for 
action, and adapt to changing context 
and systems in the overall vision and 
strategy of  the effort. It is critical 
that the backbone prioritizes equity 
in its efforts to guide the vision and 
strategy, thereby ensuring that Steer-
ing Committee and working group 
members keep equity at the center of  
their strategies and actions. 

2. Supporting aligned activities: The 
backbone facilitates dialogue between 
partners, provides direct support for 
Steering Committee and working 
group meetings as needed, and gen-
erally helps to coordinate the actions 
across the effort.

3. Establishing shared measurement 
practices: The backbone manages 

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/channeling_change_making_collective_impact_work
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/channeling_change_making_collective_impact_work
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data collec tion among partners and 
supports the use of  data for learning 
and evaluation of  the effort.

4. Cultivating community engage-
ment and ownership: The back-
bone cultivates broad relationships 
throughout the community in 
coordination with the Steering Com-
mittee and working group members, 
seeking to build an inclusive effort 
that authentically engages and fosters 
ownership within the community 
over the long term. 

5. Advancing policy: As the collective 
impact effort matures, the backbone 
often plays a role supporting a policy 
agenda that impacts large systems and 
institutions in support of  the effort’s 
overall goal.

6. Mobilizing resources: The back-
bone plays a key role in developing 
resources for the initiative’s sus-
tainability, including fundraising for 
the backbone itself  and recruiting 
volunteers or other non-monetary 
support for the initiative. Backbone 
staff  can also coordinate or support 
the fundraising efforts of  members 
of  the collective impact initiative.

Backbone entities most often support 
all of  these functions to some degree, 
although a backbone’s priorities tend 
to shift over time. For instance, often 
as backbones are launched, they focus 
on guiding vision and strategy, support-
ing aligned activities, and establishing 
shared measurement systems. As they 
mature and develop, backbones may 
expand their focus to include func-
tions such as mobilizing resources 
and advancing policy.7 For instance, 
the Roadmap Project in South King 
County, Washington, is focused on 
doubling the number of  students on 
track to graduate from postsecondary 
education and closing the achievement 

7 Shiloh Turner, Kathy Merchant, John Kania, and Ellen Martin, “Understanding the Value of Backbone  
 Organizations in Collective Impact,” Stanford Social Innovation Review (article adapted from the     
 original four-part blog post), 2012.

8 FSG interviews with Seattle Roadmap Project.

9 FSG interview with Susan Dawson, director of E3 Alliance.

gap for students in grades K-12. As its 
work matured, the Project assembled 
a Community Network and Advocacy 
Council to focus on policy efforts. Be-
cause of  this strategic focus, the Project 
successfully changed institutional pol-
icies at local community colleges, state 
policy for kindergarten standards, and 
city funding for education (for example, 
the Project helped ensure approval of  
Seattle’s 2011 Families and Education 
Levy that resulted in the commitment 
of  $230 million over 7 years to improve 
educational outcomes from cradle to 
career).8

Successful backbones also employ 
key approaches to enable their work: 
building relationships among initiative 
members, creating focus and urgency 
around the initiative’s central issue or 
goal, framing issues to present both 
opportunities and challenges, and using 
evaluation as a tool for learning and 
marking progress. Backbones must 
ensure coordination and accountability 
among members to foster and preserve 
the trust needed to achieve large-scale, 
collective change. Susan Dawson, 
director of  the E3 Alliance in Austin, 
Texas, underscored the importance of  
relationships and data in her work: “We 
[influence] by having the right people at 
the table and having the best data.”9 

Despite their important role in col-
lective impact, backbones must often 
remain “behind the scenes” to pro-
mote collective ownership among 
the initiative’s members and partners. 
By supporting the work of  members, 

“We [influence] by having the right people at 
the table and having the best data.”
—Susan Dawson, Director, E3 Alliance

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/understanding_the_value_of_backbone_organizations_in_collective_impact_1
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/understanding_the_value_of_backbone_organizations_in_collective_impact_1
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highlighting their successes, and authen-
tically attributing or sharing credit with 
partners, backbones foster shared lead-
ership. Cheryl Moder of  the San Diego 
County Childhood Obesity Initiative ex-
plained, “The more successful you are, 
more people want to be a part of  the 
effort, and the more you need to bend 
over backwards to give credit to your 
partners. It’s very easy to make mistakes 
regarding partner recognition.”10

When considering the role and func-
tions of  the backbone, it can be helpful 
to examine what the backbone does not 
do. The backbone:

• does not set the group’s agenda. 
Rather, it collates the input from 
different members to collectively 
build and maintain focus around the 
common agenda as defined by the 
Steering Committee with input from 
the community. 

• does not drive or independently 
determine the solutions. Rather,  
it supports the Steering Committee 
and working group members as they 
align the activities within their respec-
tive organizations with the common 
agenda. 

• requires funding to operate but does 
not receive all of  the funding for 
the initiative. Funding must neces-
sarily also be directed toward imple-
mentation of  services, innovation, 
advocacy, or other types of  activities 
that the partners advance in service 
of  the collective effort’s goal. 

• is not self-appointed. The Steering 
Committee, often in consultation 
with other key community stakehold-
ers, selects the backbone.

Structure of a Backbone 
Entity

There is no one way to structure  
the backbone. The structure and  

10 David Phillips, “Lessons Learned from Our Conversations with Experienced Backbone Leaders,”  
    Collective Impact Forum blog, August 2016.

11 Hanleybrown, Kania, and Kramer, 2012.

staffing for the backbone depend on 
the context, the needs, and the resourc-
es available. The Steering Committee 
and key partners for the collective 
impact effort should together deter-
mine the best structure, site, and staff  
for the backbone. Fay Hanleybrown 
and colleagues confirm this flexible 
approach to backbone design: “Each 
structure has pros and cons, and the 
best structure will be situation-specific, 
depending on the issue and geography, 
the ability to secure funding, the highly 
impor tant perceived neutrality of  the 
organiza tion, and the ability to mobilize 
stakehold ers.”11

When structuring the backbone, the 
Steering Committee and its key part-
ners must consider several interrelated 
questions:

• Does it make sense to select an exist-
ing organization to house the back-
bone or create a new organization? 

• If  selecting an existing organization, 
should the selection process be open 
or closed? 

• How much capacity does the back-
bone need? How many full-time 
employees?

• Who will the staff  report to? 

• Is the organizational home also where 
the staff  are located? Or does it make 
sense to split the fiscal agent from the 
physical location?

• Who will fund the backbone infra-
structure (e.g., salaries, benefits, oper-
ating expenses) in the short term? In 
the long term? 

Type of Organization

Many different types of  organizations 
can play the backbone role or house the 
backbone staff. Funders (i.e., private 
foundations, community foundations, 
United Ways), nonprofit organizations, 

http://collectiveimpactforum.org/blogs/1021/lessons-learned-our-conversations-experienced-backbone-leaders
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government agencies, universities, or a 
combination of  these can be effective 
choices. Figure 2 outlines the pros and 
cons of  different types of  organizations 
serving in the backbone role.  

Staffing and Budget

Structuring of  staff  positions for the 
backbone is a flexible process and de-
pends on the local context and  
resources. For many backbones, 

especially in the early stage of  devel-
opment, the staff  is lean. Capacity can 
be added over time in accordance with 
the progression of  the initiative and its 
resources. For example, StriveTogether, 
a national network of  collective impact 
initiatives that support cradle-to-career 
education and workforce efforts, has 
simplified the initial staffing require-
ments for a backbone to three roles: 
executive director, facilitator, and data 

Figure 2
Pros and Cons of 
Different Types 
of Organizations 
as the Backbone

TYPES OF  
BACKBONES DESCRIPTION EXAMPLES PROS CONS

Funder-
Based

One funder initiates 
CI strategy as plan-
ner, financier, and 
convener

United Way of Salt Lake; 
Salt Lake City, UT

• Ability to secure 
start-up funding and 
recurring resources

• Ability to bring others 
to the table and lever-
age other funders

• May lack broad buy-in 
if CI effort seen as 
driven by one funder

• Potential perceived 
lack of neutrality

New  
on ro t

New entity is creat-
ed, often by private 
funding, to serve as 
backbone

Community Center 
for Education Results 
(CCER); Seattle, WA

• Perceived neutrality 
as facilitator and 
convener

• Potential lack of 
baggage

• Clarity of focus

• Lack of sustainable 
funding stream and 
potential questions 
about funding prior-
ities

• Potential competition 
with local nonprofits

i ng  
on ro t

Established non-
profit takes the lead 
in coordinating CI 
strategy

Educate Texas; Rio 
Grande Valley, TX

• Credibility, clear 
ownership, and 
strong understanding 
of issue

• Existing infrastructure 
in place if properly 
resourced

• Potential “baggage” 
and lack of perceived 
neutrality

• Lack of attention to 
the CI initiative if 
poorly funded

Government Government entity, 
either at local or 
state level, drives CI 
effort

Shape Up Somerville; 
Somerville, MA

• Public sector “seal of 
approval” 

• Existing infrastructure 
in place if properly 
resourced

• Bureaucracy may 
slow progress

• Public funding may 
not be dependable

Shared 
Across  

e  
Organi- 

on

Numerous organiza-
tions take owner-
ship of CI wins

Magnolia Place; Los 
Angeles, CA

• Lower resource  
requirements if 
shared across multi-
ple organizations

• Broad buy-in,  
expertise

• Lack of clear account-
ability with multiple 
voices at the table

• Coordination chal-
lenges, leading to po-
tential inefficiencies

Backbone of 
Backbones

Senior-level 
committee with 
ultimate decision- 
making power

Memphis Fast Forward; 
Memphis, TN

• Broad buy-in from 
senior leaders across 
public, private, and 
nonprofit sectors

• Lack of clear account-
ability with multiple 
voices

Hanleybrown, Kania, and Kramer, 2012.
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manager.12 Based on this three-person 
structure, Figure 3 shows the six func-
tions of  the backbone, as well as sample 
roles and activities for each backbone 
staff  member. 

As backbones grow and develop, addi-
tional staff  may be needed. Additions 
should be dictated by the particular 
needs of  each collective impact initia-
tive and might include a second facilita-
tor, a person with community engage-
ment expertise, a fundraiser, or a person 
with external communications skills. 

Initial annual budgets for backbone  
operations typically range from 
$400,000 to $600,000 for the first few 
years. The most significant expense is 

12 Kania and Kramer, 2011.

13 FSG interviews and analysis.

staff  salaries, followed by additional 
costs for data management systems, 
communications, community engage-
ment, and office/administrative needs. 
If  partners can offer in-kind contri-
butions (e.g., office space or shared 
IT systems), this annual budget may 
be reduced. As the backbone matures 
and the initiative expands, additional 
costs such as third-party evaluation 
support and additional staff  may be 
added. Although budgets vary depend-
ing on available resources and staffing 
needs, more established and sufficiently 
resourced backbones tend to operate 
on annual budgets in the $500,000-
$750,000 range.13

Figure 3
Sample Functions, Activities, and 

Roles for Backbone Staff

Turner, Merchant, Kania, and Martin, 2012.

Guide Vision and 
Strategy

• Build a common understanding of the problem 

• Serve as a thought leader / standard bearer for the 
initiative

• Ensure common agenda is updated as needed as  
strategy unfolds 

Advance Policy • Advocate for an aligned policy agenda

• Stay on top of policy developments that impact the 
effort

Mobilize Resources • Mobilize and align public and private resources to  
support initiative’s goals (and the backbone itself)

Build Community 
Engagement

• Create a sense of urgency and articulate a call to action

• Support community member engagement activities

• Produce and manage communications (e.g., news 
releases, reports)

Support Aligned 
i e

• Coordinate and facilitate partners’ continuous  
communication and collaboration (e.g., run taskforce 
meetings) 

• Recruit and convene partners and key external  
stakeholders

• Seek out opportunities for alignment with other efforts

• Ensure taskforces are being data driven

Establish Shared 
Measurement  

r e

• Collect, analyze, interpret, and report data

• Catalyze or develop shared measurement systems

• Provide technical assistance for building partners’  
data capacity

Ex
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Backbone Leadership 

The leadership displayed by the back-
bone staff  (and particularly the director 
at the helm) is critical to the success 
of  any collective impact initiative. As 
Hanleybrown and colleagues indicat-
ed in their 2012 article, “Backbone 
organizations must maintain a delicate 
balance between the strong lead ership 
needed to keep all parties together and 
the invisible ‘behind the scenes’ role 
that lets the other stakeholders own the 
initiative’s success.”14 

Backbones function best when they 
use a systems-oriented and adaptive 
approach to leadership. According to 
Senge, Hamilton, and Kania (2015), 
three core capabilities distinguish sys-
tem leaders:

• They see the greater system, even 
those aspects or elements that are 
less visible from the leader’s partic-
ular vantage point, and they help 
other people understand the greater 
system and the complexity of  which 
they are a part;

• They foster a reflective and gener-
ative type of  dialogue that leads 
to greater clarity, understanding of  
difference, and innovation; and

• They shift collective focus from reac-
tive problem-solving to co-creation 
of  the future.15 

Kania and Kramer (2011) have de-
scribed this leadership orientation in 
different terms: “In the best of  circum-
stances, these backbone organizations 
embody the principles of  adaptive 
leadership: the ability to focus people’s 
attention and create a sense of  urgency, 

14 Hanleybrown, Kania, and Kramer, 2012.

15 Senge, Hamilton, and Kania, “The Dawn of System Leadership,” Stanford Social Innovation Review,  
    Winter 2015.

16 Kania and Kramer, 2011.

17 FSG interview with Ross Meyer, Partners for a Competitive Workforce.

18 FSG interviews and analysis.

19 FSG interview with Liz Weaver, Tamarack Institute.

the skill to apply pressure to stakehold-
ers without overwhelming them, the 
competence to frame issues in a way 
that presents opportunities as well as 
difficulties, and the strength to mediate 
conflict among stakeholders.”16 Ross 
Meyer, the former backbone leader of  
Partners for a Competitive Workforce, 
remarked, “I think backbone leaders 
require a diverse skill set. The most 
important skills are listening, facilitat-
ing, developing relationships and trust 
with individuals and partners, being able 
to communicate a compelling vision…
and the ability to execute toward that 
vision.”17

Leadership must be collaborative and 
relationship-oriented in a collective im-
pact effort, which often requires leaders 
who are both politic and humble. Suc-
cessful backbone leaders have also been 
described as visionary, charismatic and 
influential communicators, results-ori-
ented, and focused but adaptable.18 Liz 
Weaver, vice president of  the Tama-
rack Institute, has worked closely with 
many backbone leaders and was herself  
a backbone leader of  the Hamilton 
Roundtable in Ontario, Canada. She 
reflected that leaders need to focus not 
only on relationship-building but also 
on inclusive conversations. “You have 
to go slow to go fast,” she says. “Too 
often we only talk to the people that we 
know…Until you bring those people 
in that you don’t know, you’re going to 
have the same conversation that you’ve 
had all the time.”19

“Backbone leaders require a diverse skill set.”
—Ross Meyer, Former Backbone Leader, Partners for a  
Competitive Workforce

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_dawn_of_system_leadership
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As the work develops, successful 
backbone leaders continue to place 
importance on navigating the inter-
personal dynamics of  partnership and 
collaboration. For example, Chekemma 
Fulmore-Townsend of  Project U-Turn 
includes key stakeholders before reports 
are released: “We vet the data with 
leaders in the system [before releasing 
important reports]. Of  all the things we 
do to advance partnerships and align to 
the common goal, vetting reports with 
system leaders prior to publication is 
the most powerful approach we have.”20

E3 Alliance Director Susan Dawson 
added that to fulfill the three roles of  a 
systems leader, “[The backbone needs] 
to speak multiple languages, because 
you have to understand that often the 
languages of  the different sectors are 
semantically very different. We need to 
relate and connect with all of  them.”21 
To generate deep dialogue and co-create 
future solutions, the backbone leader 
must be able to speak fluently with all 
partners across the system, which may 
require communication that can reach 
across and build bridges among differ-
ent sectors or partners. Importantly, 
different organizations within a given 
category—funders for example—may 
focus on different perspectives, inter-
ests, or language. Gabriel Guillaume at 
LiveWell Colorado captured this sen-
timent when he commented, “Know-
ing how to speak to different types 
of  funders is really important. Some 
funders want to hear the ‘collective’ side 
of  collective impact, such as how part-
nerships are forming. But others want 

20 Phillips, 2016.

21 FSG interview with Susan Dawson, E3 Alliance.

22 Phillips, 2016.

to hear the ‘impact’ side, such as what 
are you accomplishing and your return 
on investment.”22

Selection of Backbone 
Support

The process for selecting the backbone 
support requires careful consideration 
and design for the local context. Back-
bone supports are neither self- 
selected nor predetermined, which 
could diminish the trust, transparency, 
and credibility of  the backbone as a fair 
and honest broker among the effort’s 
partners. Rather, the Steering Commit-
tee develops a process through which 
committee members and key stakehold-
ers provide input and select the struc-
ture, staffing, and partner to provide 
local backbone support to the collective 
impact initiative. 

Depending on the local context, 
initiatives may choose an open, semi-
open, or closed selection process. The 
benefits of  the open selection process 
include its transparency, ability to build 
the initiative’s credibility among stake-
holders, and openness to a wide breadth 
of  organizations with different skill 
sets (including those beyond the most 
prominent or well-resourced organiza-
tions, which may not always be the best 
choice to promote inclusion and equity 
in the initiative). The cons of  an open 
process include its typically longer time 
frame and potentially contentious Steer-
ing Committee discussions regarding 
selection. 

Communities that place a premium on 
inclusion often choose to design an 
open and transparent selection pro-
cess to further foster trust. An open 
process can be particularly helpful for 
building trust in communities where a 
certain population or group may feel 
historically marginalized. However, a 
more closed selection process can make 

“Until you bring those people in that you don’t 
know, you’re going to have the same  

conversation that you’ve had all the time.”
—Liz Weaver, Vice President, Tamarack Institute
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sense in certain cases. For instance, in 
communities with more limited resourc-
es, there may only be one organization 
that has the size and capacity to house 
the backbone staff. In such a context, 
that one organization is the obvious 
choice and an open selection process is 
therefore unnecessary.

Equity as a Focus for the 
Backbone 

Given the nature of  the backbone’s 
support for the collective impact effort, 
one of  the backbone’s critical roles is to 
reinforce the effort’s focus on equity23 
and inclusion. The backbone staff  must 
begin its commitment to equity and 
inclusion by examining its own internal 
practices, structures, and staff—paying 
great attention to equity and intersec-
tionality. The backbone’s authenticity 
and credibility in the community related 
to issues of  equity depend on this 
“equity mirror” to examine its internal 
operations.24 

Backbone staff  should reflect the 
community’s diversity. Factors such as 
economic class, gender, race, ethnicity, 
language, and lived experience may be 
important to consider when selecting 
staff  to serve as the backbone for the 
collective impact effort. As Junious Wil-
liams and Sarah Marxer (2014) wrote, 
“To ensure that a deep commitment to 
racial, economic, and other forms of  
equity is built into an initiative, back-
bone organizations need to have cred-
ibility with the communities most af-
fected by inequities, staffing that reflects 
the diversity of  those communities; the 
skills and resources to engage commu-
nities and develop leadership and power 
within them, and the humility to follow 
that leadership as it emerges.”25

23 According to PolicyLink’s “Equity Manifesto,” equity is defined as “Just and fair inclusion into a society  
    in which all can participate, prosper, and reach their full potential.”

24 Paul Schmitz, “The Culture of Collective Impact,” Collective Impact Forum blog, October 2014.

25 Junious Williams and Sarah Marxer, “Bringing an Equity Lens to Collective Impact,” Collective Impact  
    Forum blog, September 2014.

This ability to represent the community 
is critical for many of  the backbone’s 
core functions—including guiding the 
vision and strategy and in building com-
munity engagement and ownership. The 
backbone must ensure that the Steering 
Committee and working groups design 
their strategies with a focus on the most 
vulnerable or most in need. To support 
the Steering Committee and work-
ing groups in designing and targeting 
strategies with attention to equity and 
intersectionality, the backbone can help 
present quantitative and qualitative data 
that reveal disparities and achievement 
gaps. The backbone can also bring in 
diverse voices and lived experiences as 
input to the collective impact effort, 
helping members to understand the 
various and overlapping identities that 
impact equity and the need for targeted 
services, solutions, and innovations. 

The backbone will also be the key actor 
gathering community input, developing 
broad engagement and ownership, and 
guiding the Steering Committee and 
working groups in their community en-
gagement. As such, the backbone staff  
must have the cultural competency to 
work with leaders across the structures 
and roles of  the effort, from leading 
business representatives to government 
actors to individuals with lived experi-
ence in a certain issue or system.  

Given its important role ensuring  
an equity focus in the collective impact 
initiative, the backbone should  

“Backbone organizations need to have  
credibility with the communities most  
affected by inequities.”
—Junious Williams and Sarah Marxer

http://collectiveimpactforum.org/blogs/38876/culture-collective-impact
https://www.collectiveimpactforum.org/blogs/34176/bringing-equity-lens-collective-impact
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consider several important equity- 
focused questions:

• How do we effectively integrate 
community voice into institu-
tion-heavy collective impact 
efforts?

• How do we authentically and 
meaningfully involve communities 
who have historically been exclud-
ed from decision-making processes?

• How do we engage stakeholders in 
sensitive conversations about race, 
class, and culture without driving 
away those who need to sit at the 
problem-solving table?

Each collective impact effort will un-
doubtedly face its own specific ques-
tions, challenges, and opportunities as 
it addresses equity. Across collective 
impact efforts, approaching equity 
and community engagement with an 
asset-based mindset will best position 
the backbone to work productively with 
diverse members of  the community.  
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Role of the Funder 
in Supporting  
the Backbone’s  
Sustainability

In addition to the performance of the backbone itself, the ecosystem of partners, 
funders, and community stakeholders can support the success of the backbone. 
Funders in particular can play a strong role in supporting the sustainability of the 
backbone’s critical infrastructure for a collective impact initiative. 

26     Turner, Merchant, Kania, and Martin, 2012.

The Greater Cincinnati Foundation 
developed a strategic role supporting 
multiple collective impact initiatives, 
including the Strive effort described 
above. The Foundation’s experience 
supporting Strive and many other col-
lective impact efforts in the Cincinnati 
area revealed several roles for funders 
as they seek to support the financial 
sustainability of  the backbone:26 

• First, and most straightforward, 
funders can support the backbone 
with unrestricted funding. In the 
experience of  many collective impact 
efforts, raising funds to support the 
backbone can be more difficult than 
raising funds for the programs and 
services among partners, but the 
backbone infrastructure to support 
collective efforts is no less critical to 
achieving significant, systems-level 
change. 

• Funders can also offer other supports 
for the backbone―including advice 
and technical assistance around evalu-
ation and learning or the creation and 

support of  a community of  practice 
across backbones. 

Funders can play a very important role 
beyond funding as champion and advo-
cate, helping collective impact efforts to 
engage local funders and other partners 
from the beginning. Often, one or more 
major funders may support the initial 
launch of  the collective impact effort 
and then help to recruit other sup-
porters—preferably local institutions 
such as community foundations, local 
funders, or anchor institutions such as 
universities or hospitals. In different 
scenarios, funders may approach this 
critical champion role in different ways. 
For instance, the Aspen Institute’s Op-
portunity Youth Incentive Fund (OYIF) 
serves as a mechanism to provide 
financial support to more than 20 local 
collective impact efforts to improve 
employment for young people who are 
not in school and not employed. In  
this case, OYIF developed a pooled 
funding mechanism that re-grants to 
the distinct local collective impact  
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efforts but requires local matching 
funds in order to receive the grant. In 
this way, OYIF incentivizes each col-
lective impact effort to pursue funding 
from local donors and helps to leverage 
that local funding as incentive for those 
donors.27 

27 FSG interviews and analysis.

Thinking beyond financial sustainability, 
funders can support the long-term suc-
cess of  the backbone by embracing a 
flexible and evolving function, support-
ing key capacities (e.g., data systems, 
communications) at the moment in 
the backbone’s maturity when they are 
needed. Figure 4 above summarizes 
how the role of  funders can evolve as a 
collective impact initiative matures.

Adapted from FSG’s study of collective impact collaborations.

    EARLY STAGE     MIDDLE STAGE     MATURE STAGE

• Fund data collection/ 
research to make the 
case for collaboration

• Encourage grantees  
and stakeholders to 
collaborate

• Encourage other funders 
to join the effort/align 
with other funders

• Use convening power to 
draw key stakeholders to 
the table

• Broker relationships 
to create open lines of 
communication between 
stakeholders

• Participate on a Steering 
Committee

• Fund backbone  
infrastructure

• Fund shared  
measurement systems

• Fund trainings to 
increase stakeholder 
expertise in key collective 
impact skill sets

• Fund research on  
evidence-based practices

• Encourage grantees 
and other stakeholders 
to align evaluation to 
shared measures

• Convene community 
stakeholders

• Participate on working 
groups or Steering  
Committee

• Align funding with the  
common goals/measures  
of the effort

• Continue to fund backbone 
infrastructure and shared 
measurement systems

• Fund discrete initiatives  
identified through the effort

• Provide content expertise

• Continue to encourage  
grantees and other  
stakeholders to align  
evaluation to shared  
measures

• Align/coordinate strategy 
with other funders

• Participate on working 
groups or Steering  
Committee

Figure 4
The Role of Funders
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Conclusion

Backbone support is critical infrastructure for successful collective impact  
efforts. Without a dedicated backbone performing core functions to support  
the cross-sector collaboration of diverse partners, collective impact will not 
succeed. Thus, careful consideration is necessary when designing and structuring 
the backbone, selecting backbone staff, and allocating the backbone’s capacity 
across six core functions during each phase of a collective impact effort.  
Sustained funding for the backbone is also important to provide continuity,  
stability, and support needed for the effort’s members and partners to achieve  
a shared goal. 
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The Collective Impact Forum exists to meet the demands of those who are practicing collective 
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