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In 2015, the leaders of Medicine Hat, asmall city of
60,000 on the Canadian prairies, declared that they
had eliminated chronichomelessness. While
admitting theirlimited influence on many of the
driversthat create homelessness —such as poor
jobs, mental health, family breakdown, or high-
priced housing—they had developed a system that
can place someone in an affordable house, with an
array of supportservices, within 10days of beingon
the street. Emboldened by this success, Medicine
Hat is now turningits attention to eliminating food
insecurity and poverty.

The citizens of this prairie city are not alone in their
effortsto “move the needle” on complexissues.
Across Canada there are hundreds of community-
wide initiatives to end homelessness, reduce
poverty, improve early childhood development
outcomes, increase high school graduation rates,
and strengthen community safety. Thereare
thousands more across the world.
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Many of them are inspired andinformed by the
Collective Impact (Cl) framework. Cl was coinedin
2011 by John Kaniaand Mark Kramer of FSG
Consulting. Their Stanford Social Innovation Review
article of the same name distils some of the key
ingredients of successful community efforts to
move “from fragmented action and results” to
“collective action and deep and durable impact.”
These ingredients (or “conditions”) are acommon
agenda, shared measurement, mutually reinforcing
activities, continuous communication, and
backbone support.!

The article’s effect onthe field of community
change has been electric. The innovators whose
work the article described praised its distillation of
the key elements of an approach to community
change. Paul Born, a collectiveimpact pioneer, said:
“Kaniaand Kramerunderstood the work we were
doingso well,and described it so effectively, that
they essentially laid outanew operating system for
community change.” Jay Connor, an early
practitionerand coach forcommunity-wide
collaboration, noted: “l am grateful to FSG for what
they have done. We have been tryinginour own
way to describe these ideasforso many years,
tryinginour own way to explainitclearly. We can
spend more time doing the hard work on the
ground.”

The article excited early adopters even more.
Countless community organizations, government
agencies, philanthropies, and socially minded
businesses embraced Clin hopes thatitmighthelp
themto make deep and durable changesinthe
social, economic, and even environmental
challengesfacing theircommunities. Tom Wolff, an
experienced coalition builder (and vocal criticof Cl),
credited the response asa “revolution”in the way
that governments and funders thought aboutand
approached community change.
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FSG and other Cl advocates have done much to
expand and elaborate the original five conditions
describedinthatfirstarticle. They have laid out
whattheyfeel are the pre-conditions for Cl, the
phases of the approach, a variety of key practices
(e.g., strategy, governance, funding, evaluation),
and more recently, eight key principles of practice.
The Collective Impact Forum, an online community
administered by FSG, is one of the world’s most
comprehensive resources on community change
and a platform for practitionersto share and build
knowledge, skills, and tools forthe work. Cl isnow a
permanent—even dominant— part of the landscape
of community change.

AN EVOLUTION IN THE REVOLUTION

We believe thatit’stime foran evolutioninthe
revolution. While the CEO of one philanthropic
organization arguesthatsupportand buy-inforCl is
now at “fever pitch,” there are two compelling
reasons foradvocatesto find ways to upgrade — not
simply elaborate upon—the framework.

First, there has been enough experimentation with
Cl, by diverse communities working on diverse
issuesindiverse settings, toshedlightonits
limitations. These include: insufficient attention to
the role of community in the change effort; an
excessivefocus onshort-termdata; an
understatement of the role of policy and systems
change; and an over-investmentin backbone
support.” Our colleague Mark Holmgren warns
that if these limitations are not taken seriously, the
field may experience a “pendulum swing” away
from collective change efforts. "

The response of the FSG team to the feedback has
been excellent. They have welcomed the critiques
on the Cl Forum, admitted the framework’s
shortcomings, and worked diligently with others to
addressthemor expand onareas that deserve
elaboration. Theirrecently released “principles of
practice for collective impact,” forexample, address
many concerns about the framework. As Karen
Pittman, head of the Forum on Youth Investment,
noted: “Kania, Kramerandthe FSG team get high
marks in my book forbeing consistentlyopento
adaptingtheirtheoryto betterreflect practice.”
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Yet the criticisms continue torollin. Anditis good
that they do. Like all frameworks, Cl reveals a great
deal about how people tackle toughissues atscale,
butissimply unable to capture the full complexity
of the work. It isimportantforthose who have
devotedtheirlives to community change to point
out where these gaps orweaknesses lie, because
the stakesinvolved are so high.

Secondly, inthe rushto embrace Cl, manyin the
field have ignored the less well-packaged and
promoted frameworks of community change
developed by otherorganizations and practitioners.
Some of these include the Bridgespan group’s work
on Needle Moving Collaboratives, the Aspen
Institute’s work on Comprehensive Community
Initiatives and the grassroots Turning Outward
model of the Harwood Institute. Y Each of these
approachesisbasedon solid experience and
research, and offers (slightly) alternative
perspectives on community change. They deserve
to be taken seriously. Many of the observations and
strategiesinthese community change approaches
can be woveninto effective Climplementation.

Are Cl'slimitations significant enough to warrant
throwingitaway? No. The framework has too much
“roughly right” and istoo successful in expanding
the field of those who want to work togetherto
build stronger communities.

The correct response isto move beyond simply
fine-tuning the original framework and begin
upgradingitto reflectimportant criticisms and
limitations. Hardware and software developers
relentlessly upgrade their operating systems to
reach the nextlevel of capability and performance.
So too should we look to upgrade the design and
implementation of the Cl framework.

The task cannot be leftto FSG alone. The
organizationanditsleaders have been exemplaryin
incorporating new learnings. However, the
framework’s redevelopmentis simply too much
work for one organization—and it disempowers the
rest of the field. If Clisgoingto get tothe nextlevel,
community change practitioners and those who
supportthem muststep up and partnerin building
the framework’s nextiteration.
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COLLECTIVE IMPACT 3.0

We are willingtodo our share. This articleis the
first of a series which willlay outa number of
upgradesto the Cl framework.

We call it Collective Impact 3.0, a term that
emerged duringourannual Clsummitin Vancouver
in 2015. At that event, we described the evolution
of Clin terms of three phases. The 1.0 phase refers
to the days priorto 2011 whendiverse groups
spontaneously prototyped Cl practices without
reference tothe patternsidentified by FSG. The

2.0 phase spansthe five yearsfollowing Kaniaand
Kramer’s article. Many communities adopted the Cl
framework laid out there, and FSG made diligent
efforts to track, codify, and assess this second
generation of Clinitiatives. Inthe third phase,
Collectivelmpact 3.0, the pushisto deepen,
broaden and adapt Cl based on yetanother
generation of initiatives.

Who are we to offer Collective Impact 3.0? We at
Tamarack have been knee-deep in community
change initiatives formore than 20 years, including
the sponsorship of Vibrant Communities, an
evolving network of prototypical Clinitiatives
focused on poverty reduction. Tamarack made Cl
one of itstop five themes. Ourstaff and associates
have beeninvolvedinscores of Cl effortsacross
North Americaand beyond.

We are committed to the basicstructure of Cl,
whichinourview has “good bones.” However, we
want to reframe many of the basicideasand
practices due to the limitations of the original
framework, the insights of otherframeworks, our
own experience, and FSG’s own work.

We donot believethat what we produce will be the
onlyiteration of Cl, or the best one. Like everyone
else, we are prisoners of ourown experience and
limitations. We do hope, however, thatour
contribution adds to the next generation of the Cl
framework and encourages other practitioners to
do the same. Our field needs diverse voices and
perspectives moving forward.
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FIRST THINGS FIRST: REVISITING THE
FOUNDATIONS

This article, the firstin our 3.0 series, revisits the
foundational elements of the Cl framework. This
includesanew lookat the Leadership Paradigm

which underliesit, aswell as ClI’s five conditions.

From | To

The Leadership Paradigm

Management | Movement Building
The Five Conditions

Common Agenda Community Aspiration
Shared Measurement Strategiclearning
Mutually Reinforcing High Leverage Activities
Activities

Continuous Inclusive Community
Communication Engagement
Backbone Containersfor Change

Some of these shifts are significant and some are
modest. All broaden the original elements laid out
in Kaniaand Kramer’s 2011 article.

FROM A MANAGERIAL TO A MOVEMENT-
BUILDING PARADIGM

Al Etmanski and Vickie Cammack, two of Canada’s
most celebrated social innovators, have developed
a simple philosophy to guide theirefforts: “Act like
an organization, but think like amovement.” i
Would-be change-makers must tend to the day-to-
day tasks of research, raising money, planning, and
management. Butthe chancesthat theirefforts
will achieve scale improve dramatically if the work
isundergirded with relationships basedona
common vision and value —relationships that span
diverse organizations, sectors, and political
affiliations.

In a managementapproach, the leaders of
institutions responsible foradomain —such as
health, education, or criminal justice —come
togethertofind ways to get better outcomes than
they mightachieve independently. Whilethey may
consultwiththe broader community onthe nature
of the problemand how it might be addressed,
they perceive themselvesto be primarily
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responsible fordeveloping and implementing new
responsestoanissue. Asa result, Cl participants
employingamanagerial approach typically (but
not always) focus onimproving existing systems
through such measures as data-sharing,
coordination of services, and jointaction on policy
or regulation barriers.

The management approach can generate results.
In the case of Strive in Cincinnati (the example that
FSG usedtoillustrate Cl), educationalinstitutions
and community agencies agreed to organize their
activitiesaround acomprehensive “cradle to
career” framework with 60key measures. They
have succeeded in getting dozens of organizations
to align theirefforts and producedascore of
innovations. Cumulatively, these have resulted in
improvementsin reading and math scores, high
school graduationrates, and post-secondary
enrollmentand completion. *

In a movement-building approach, by contrast, the
emphasisisonreforming(even transforming)
systems where improvements alone will not make
a difference. Movement-building leaders bring
togethera diverse group of stakeholders, including
those notin traditional institutions or seats of
power, tobuild a vision of the future based on
common values and narratives. Movements “open
up peoples’ hearts and minds to new possibilities,”
“create the receptive climate fornew ideas to take
hold,” and “embolden policymakers” and system
leaders.* Movements change the ground on which
everyday political life and management occur.

Participants of the End Poverty Edmonton initiative
state clearly that they are creatinga movementto
end— notreduce — local poverty withina
generation.*Toachieve this, one of theirgame-
changing prioritiesisto eliminate racism, including
a powerful six-point plan to support reconciliation
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.
Racism, participants assert, is at the root of the
difficulty that many residents experience when
securing adequate housing, education, human
services, andincome. This bold commitment has
clearedthe way for the community to pursue some
atypical initiatives. One is traininglocal police and
safety officials toimprove theircultural literacy
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and reduce the stigmatization of racialized groups.
More importantly, thisinitiative also challenges all
the city’s residents to become actively involvedin
dozens of little ways. It’stoo early to judge
whethertheirgamble will pay off. Buttheir
prospectsforlarge-scale impactnow seemso
much greater, it’s hard not to be impressed.

Thisis notto say that a management orientation to
Clisincapable of changing systems. Between 2010
and 2014, hundreds of organizationsin New York
state came togethertoreformits broken criminal
justice system. Youth who committed even minor
offences encountered an array of programs and
regulations sodisconnected andill-designed as to
increase, notdecrease, the likelihood that the
young person would re-offend orcommitan even
more serious crime. Through a variety of
innovations (onebeingthe requirement that
youngoffenders are servedinlocal day programs,
not residential programsin another part of the
state), the number of youthin custody fell by 45
percentwithoutanincrease inyouth crime.
Buoyed by these successes, state leaders are now
workingon a bill that will raise the criminal age of
responsibility from 16 to 18, a key move to reduce
the number of youth exposed tothe harsheredges
of the adultsystem. ™

It’s possible to pointto several othersuccessful Cl
effortsled by mainstream institutions. Even so, we
feel thatthe chances for impact are dramatically
betterif would-be changemakers explicitly bring to
theirwork a movement-building orientation. Why?
Because when people operate from a management
paradigm, theiremphasistendsto be onimproving
systems ratherthan changingthem. Asa
consequence, participants typically are suspicious
of bold measures. Insome cases, theyresistor
block transformative ideas because theirinstinctis
to preserve the systemsthey manage. As Eric
Bonabeau, CEO of Icosystems, observes:
“Managers would ratherlive with a problem they
can’t solve thanwith a solutionthey can’t fully
understand orcontrol.” "

Compare, forexample, how the leaders of two
major Canadian cities approached the challenge of
ending poverty. Inone western city, several
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reputable non-profitleaders made the case that
reducing wage inequity and introducinga
guaranteed annual income should be key features
of the poverty reduction plan. Key philanthropic
leaders co-convening the plan’s development
vetoedtheidea. It wasallegedthatsuch measures
were unlikely to gain widespread supportina
community that celebrates “pulling yourself up by
your bootstraps.” Moreover, they risked alienating
several of the funder’s generous conservative
contributors. In Hamilton, on the otherhand, the
chair of the poverty roundtable declared that
poverty was a publichealth crisis on the scale of
SARS. A guaranteed annual income and living wage
policies, he said, wereas key to poverty reduction
inthe 21st century as the abolition of slavery and
child labourwere inthe 19th century. Ratherthan
alienate local leaders, the call to action has
inspired them. The municipality, the Chamber of
Commerce and local school board have signed on
as livingwage employers. <V

Mainstream leaders are rightto heed the interests
of the organization they are paid to operate. But
we believethatbroad, deep, and durable changes
incommunitiesare more likely when Cl
participants embrace a movement-building rather
than a managerial approach to theirwork. By
approachingClin the same way youwoulda
movement, we are farmore likely to “shift
boundaries forwhatissocially acceptable and
politically expected.”*

UPGRADING THE FIVE CONDITIONS

In their2010 article, Kaniaand Krameridentify
five conditions that communities must fulfill in
orderto get fromisolated impact (where
organizations operate independently and scale is
achievedthrough the growth of individual
organizations) to collective impact. These are:
agreementona common agenda; the
development of a shared measurement approach;
leveraging resources through mutually reinforcing
activities; building continuous communications;
and a backbone structure to mobilize the collective
effort.
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Although we reaffirm that these conditions are
“roughlyright,” we believe they are too narrowly
framed to capture how successful Cl actually
operates, particularly efforts that are explicitly
embeddedinamovement-buildingapproachto
community change. The following section
describes how we would upgrade each of the five
conditionsand why.

FROM CONTINUOUS COMMUNICATION TO
AUTHENTIC COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

One of the biggest critiques of the earlier version
of the Cl frameworkisits apparent failure to put
community at the centre of the change process.
While FSGin noway setout to diminish the role of
community inthe work, there appearstobe a
strong emphasis on “CEO-level cross-sector
leaders” in some of the early articles. *

The case for authenticandinclusiveinvolvement
of a broad spectrum of system stakeholders,
particularly those most affected by complexissues,
isoverwhelming. Itallows participants to draw on
“360-degree insight” into the nature of the
problems and how they might be addressed. It
creates a broaderconstituency forchange —so
critical inany effortto disruptand change systems.
It cultivates broad ownership and long-term
commitmenttothe change process whichis
essential whenthe initial excitement begins to flag
and the going gets tough. Most importantly, the
ideathat those most affected by anissue should
participate fully in attemptstoaddressit (aka
“Nothingabout us withoutus!”)isa fundamental
democraticand moral principle.

Robustcommunity engagementis back-breaking
work. It takes time to map out which stakeholders
to invite tothe table, skill to create good
opportunities to engage peopleat each stage of
the change process, and confidence and humility
to navigate the inevitable conflicts between
participants who differintheirvalues, interests,
and power. Tamarack has been working onthe
craft of community engagementforovera decade.
Some of that experience is capturedin Paul Born’s
books, Community Conversations (2012) and
Deepening Community (2014). As central as
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community buildingis, we stillfeellikewe are
merely scratchingits surface.

The FSG team has since more than made up for
thisinitial omission. In 2015, Kaniaand Kramer’s
fourtharticle inthe Cl seriesfocused on the
importance of equity and argued thatinclusionin
the change process of the people most affected by
an issueis “imperative.”™ More recently, of their
Eight Collective Impact Principles of Practice, three
concern equity, the inclusion of community
members, and relationship, trust, and respect. FSG
isworking with organizations thathave along
historyinthese issuesto promote these principles
to Cl efforts across the world.

The original article on Cl identified “continuous
communication” as a condition for mobilizing
stakeholders, building trust, and structuring
meaningful meetings and work. Somehow,
“continuous communication” hardly seems to
convey all the work that is involved. Why not call a
spade a spade? Authenticand inclusive community
engagementis, withoutadoubt, a condition for
transformational impact and thereforea condition
for CI3.0.

FROM COMMON AGENDA TO SHARED
ASPIRATION

Jay Connorisfond of quotingan exchange
betweenajournalistand Francis Ford Coppola, the
movie directorfamed for The Godfatherand other
hits. When asked to explain the difference
between what made agood movie versus abad
one, Coppolaresponded, “Inagood movie,
everyone is making the same movie.” i

Kaniaand Kramer quite rightly point out that many
participants who profess to be workingona
common problem are in fact working with
different perspectives on the nature and root
causes of that problem and how it might be
resolved. Sothe resultsthey generate are likely to
be fragmented, not collective. Atrue common
agendarequiresleadership to bring key
stakeholders together; toreview the key data
whichinformsthe problemorissue;todevelopa
shared vision forchange; and to determine the
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core pathways and strategies that will drive the
change forward. Thisis more thana simple
planning exercise. Indeed, it requires would-be
collaboratorstofind (or create) common ground
despite theirvery different values, interests, and
positions.

As much as we believe thisto be true, afocus ona
community aspiration can have an even more
powerful impact when creatinga broader
movementforchange. Thisrequires participants to
develop outcomesthatare based on community
values sufficiently ambitious that they cannot be
realized through business as usual. Asolid
community aspiration can also create the kind of
“bigtent” underwhich a wide range of participants
can pursue the interdependent challenges
underlying tough issues. (See sidebaron Perverse
Consequences).

Take, for example, the Hamilton Roundtable for
Poverty Reduction. Formedin 2002, itdrew
members fromthe city’s business, government,
and voluntary sectors, and community leaders with
the lived experience of poverty. After extensive
consultationsinthe broader community,
Roundtable leaders concluded that “poverty
reduction” would not mobilize the energies of a
large and diverse network of people. Instead, they
calledforthe effortto embrace a bolder
aspiration: “Make Hamilton the Best Place to Raise
a Child.” They consequently organized a
framework around five critical points of
investment (from early learning and parenting to
employment) that engaged dozens of networks
and organizations.

The aspiration was contagious. In October 2005,
Hamilton’s major paper, the Spectator, announced
that itwould make poverty coverage a priority. It
published afront page that was blank except for
one statement: “The stories have been removed
from this page to remind us that nearly 100,000
children, women and menlive in povertyin
Hamilton, peoplewhose stories rarely make the
front page. We’re going to change that.” ** Soon
afterwards, city council embedded the words “Best
Place to Raise a Child” in Hamilton’s mission
statementand a local marketing expert praised the



COLLECTIVE IMPACT 3.0 | AN EVOLVING FRAMEWORK FOR COMMUNITY CHANGE

aspiration forits ability to inspire community-wide
action.*™ By 2011, a Nanossurvey reported that
80 percent of respondents felt that municipal
investmentin poverty reduction should be the
city’snumberone priority. [t was a result that
startled the veteran pollsteradministering the
survey. “There are very few issues that you get 80
percent of anybody to agree on,” he remarkedin
surprise.

THE PERVERSE CONSEQUENCES OF NARROWLY
FRAMED AGENDAS

Focusing on one slice of a complex problem may
make the challenge less overwhelming and improve
the chances of developing a shared agenda. It may
also have some perverse consequences.

Take, for example, the efforts to reduce malaria and
HIV, two leading causes of child mortality in the
developing world. Spearheaded by the generous
support and relentless leadership of the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation, international donors for
the last decade have focused on developing and
deploying high-impact vaccinations. While their
efforts have saved millions of lives, they have created
other problems. Funders, governments, and health
organizations have diverted so many human and
financial resources from other types of medical care,
nutrition, and education that there has been a sharp
jump in more common ailments, such as birth sepsis,
diarrhoea, and asphyxia. One report described how
some patients walked nine hours to clinics to get their
HIV and malaria medications, only to vomit them
back up due to hunger and fatigue. In some countries,
malaria and HIV rates have begun to climb again.

In response, many international funders have
adjusted their effort to focus on a bigger aspiration,
“broader, integrated child survival,” and have
broadened their strategies to focus on prevention and
treatment of diseases and on strengthening the entire
health care delivery system. *xi

FROM SHARED MEASUREMENT TO STRATEGIC
LEARNING

“Developingashared measurement system
isessential to collective impact. Agreement
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on a common agendais illusory without
agreementonthe ways success will be
measured and reported. Collecting dataand
measuring results consistently on ashortlist
of indicators at the community level and
across all participating organizations not only
ensuresthatall effortsremainaligned, italso
enablesthe participantsto hold each other
accountable andlearn from each other’s
successesand failures.”

This sums up one of the most popular conditions of
Cl. It has generated the greatest experimentation
across Cl initiatives.

Five yearslater, we’ve discovered agreat deal
aboutthe mechanics of developing shared
measurement systems, and have concluded we
still have along way to go. " One of the biggest of
these insightsis that Cl participants have more
success with shared measurementif they treat
them as one part of a largersystem of learning and
evaluation.

Consider, forinstance, the different measurement
approachestaken by General Motors and Toyota in
the 1980s and 1990s. General Motors was a data-
heavy and report-heavy organization. Itemployed
sophisticated systemsto gather, analyze, and
developthick reports forseniormanagers. Toyota,
on the otherhand, emphasized management
practicesthat were data-light and learning-heavy.
It chose to focus on a few select measures, real-
time feedback loops, and floor-level decision
making. ™ While the performance gap between
the companies hasrecentlyclosed (dueinparttoa
worrisome decline in Toyota’s once-vaunted
quality control), researchers and business leaders
creditthe different evaluation and measurement
processes forToyota’s consistently better
outcomesinearlieryears.

A robustlearningand evaluation processiseven
more critical in community-wide change efforts.
Unlike the relatively routinized nature of an
automotive productionline, social innovators are
tryingto change the dynamicand complex systems
that underlie social problems. They want
measurement systems that (a) provide real-time
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feedback onthe multiple outcomes expressedin
theirtheory of change or strategy; (b) are
manageable; (c) have robust processes forsense-
making and decision-making; and (d) can co-evolve
with theirever-changing strategies. Cl participants
are known sometimes to rush rightinto shared
measurementwith the question, “What should
and could we measure together?” Unfortunately,
without firsthaving laid the foundations for
strategiclearning, they find themselves wrapped
up in messy, frustrating, tail-chasing processes
with slim prospects for producing useful data.

The experiences of the many 10-year plansto end
community homelessnessillustrate the point.
These initiatives are able to employ relatively
sophisticated homelessness management
information systems (HMIS). Thisisdueinpartto a
well-developed “Housing First” philosophy that
identifies the key outcomes whose measurement
deserves extraattention. Most of the groups have
alsodeveloped good processesforusingthe data
to informdecisions about their overall strategy.
Notonly have these resulted in adaptationsto the
Housing First model, they have prompted many to
recognize theirneed todevelop entirely new
modelsforthe prevention of homelessness.
Community-based initiatives to end homelessness
are exemplarsinstrategiclearningand data use.

A formal shifttoa strategiclearningapproach,
whichincludesshared measurementasa
componentratherthana central feature of the
process, should be straightforward. It willappeal
to more experienced community builders to know
that measures are only part of learning. It also will
be welcomed by evaluators who wantto build
measures foroutcomes that matter— social
innovators will use the feedback, ratherthan
consignitto the shelf.

Happily, much of the groundwork foradoptinga
strategiclearningstance in Clinitiatives has
already beenlaid. The Atlantic Philanthropies and
the Centerfor Evaluation Innovation, the pioneers
of the approach, feature multiple toolsand
examplesontheirwebsites. FSGhas produceda
comprehensive, easy-to-use, and solid resource on
building strategiclearning systems. The next
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generation of Cl practitioners would dowellto
adoptand adapt these frameworks.

FROM MUTUALLY REINFORCING ACTIVITIES TO
A FOCUS ON HIGH-LEVERAGE AND
LOOSE/TIGHT WORKING RELATIONSHIPS

Of the five conditions, “mutually reinforcing
activities” isourfavourite. It so elegantlycaptures
the need of Cl to add up to more than the sum of
its parts.

Yet, as elegantasit is, the focus on mutually
reinforcing activities has two limitations. The first
isthat it may unintentionallyencourage Cl
participantstofocus on areas that offergreat
opportunities for cooperationratherthan the
greatestopportunitiesforresults. Thisis nicely
captured by two practitioners, Peter Boumgarden
and John Branch. Intheirarticle, “Collective Impact
or Collective Blindness,” they remark:

“While we do not doubt the benefits of
collaboration, we argue that ‘collective
impact’ overand above competition often
resultsin coordinated but misdirected
effort.” i

Cl participants must see beyond collaboration and
instead focus on strategies thatfocus on “high
leverage” opportunities forchange. They must
committo a systemicreading of the complex
systemsthey are tryingto change, and to makinga
realisticassessment of where local actors have the
knowledge, networks, and resources to make a
difference.™ i Finding this “sweet spot” where
these twointersectis noteasy.

Justask the thousands of Cl participants working
hard to replace fragmented programs for
vulnerable families with more holistic,
coordinated, and accessible services. The two most
typical strategies, co-locating of services and case
management methods, offer excellent prospects
for cooperation: they are relativelyeasy to
implementand “don’trequire co-locators to give
up funds, authority or turf”. > It turns out that
theyare alsolow leverage: whilefamilies benefit
from having servicesin one place and an advocate
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willingto help them navigatethem, the majority of
programs still operate with inflexible eligibility
criteria, offer cookie-cutter supports, and are so
poorly coordinated that accessingthemisa full-
time job. With few exceptions, thesestrategies
have not resultedin better outcomes for struggling
families. The higherleverage strategyisfor policy
makers and funders to decentralize responsibility
for program designto regional and local
organizationsand hold them accountable for
broad —rather than discrete —outcomes. While
these measures are more far more likely to lead to
comprehensive, flexible, and quality services, along
with betterresults forfamilies, theyconsistently
meet with resistance from people within the
systems because they are messy and require shifts
inpowerand resources. ™

The second limitation of astrongemphasison
mutually reinforcing activitiesisthatitseemsto
exclude the periodicnecessity to allow participants
to pursue independent —even competing—
pathwaysto a common goal. In the case of
Tillamook County, Oregon, for example, health
organizations, education groups, and faith-based
organizations settled onacommon aspiration to
eliminateteen pregnancy. But they could not
agree on a common strategy. Asa result, each
pursueditsown unique path. Publichealth
advocates promoted safe sex. Educators focused
on increasingliteracy on sexuality. Faith-based
organizations preached abstinence. The
cumulative result of their efforts was a 75 percent
reductioninteen pregnancyin 10 years. * Why?
Because different strategies triggered different
outcomes fordifferent groups of vulnerable
familiesandteens.

Pursuing different pathways is particularly
productive when social innovators are unclear
aboutthe nature of the problemtheyare tryingto
address. Inthese situations, it makes good sense
for people tofanoutand try different approaches.
In the case of Opportunities 2000, a pioneering Cl
efforttoreduce Waterloo Region’s poverty levels
to the lowestin Canada, non-profit organizations
worked togethertoadvocate the creation of a
fundto investininnovative waystoreduce
poverty. They thenappliedto accessthe fund
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through competitive bidding, with many non-
profits participatingin multiple proposals. This not
onlyresultedinarange of innovative responses,
including Canada’s first head-hunting service for
working poorimmigrants and the country’s first
Individual Development Accounts, butalsoan
increase inthe monthlyincome of nearly 1,600
low-income families.

The late Brenda Zimmerman, aworld experton
managing complex systems, concluded that one of
the key attributes of successful social innovators
was theirability to know when and how to “mix
cooperation with competition.” > This flies in the
face of conventional wisdom, which suggests that
collaborationis always the bestresponse. Soit
may well be that conventional wisdomisabarrier
to whatappearsto be a critical condition of
CollectiveImpact 3.0: a focus on high-leverage
strategies, and permission to participants that they
work as loosely or as tightly as the situation
requires.

FROM BACKBONE SUPPORT TO A CONTAINER
FOR CHANGE

Backbone support, Cl’s fifth condition, was warmly
received by veteran community builders and
changemakers.

“Creatingand managing collective impact
requires aseparate organization and staff
witha very specificset of skillstoserve as
the backbone forthe entire initiative.
Coordination takestime, and none of the
participating organizations has any to spare.
The expectation that collaboration can occur
withouta supportinginfrastructure is one of
the most frequentreasons why it fails.” ¥

This simple statement reaffirms what community
builders have been saying since the 1960s: work on
community change across organizational and
sectoral boundaries must be placed firmlyinthe
centre —rather than onthe side — of participants’
desks. Itwarrants an investment of extraresources
inan intermediary or coordinating body whose job
it isto see to the day-to-day work of collaboration.
Even Cl’s outspoken critics acknowledge how the
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framework has encouraged practitioners and
understoinvestgreatertime, energy, an

fund t t tert d
inancial resourcesinto ensurin issupportisin
f | t th t
place_xxxv

The renewed emphasis on backbone support has
alsoledto a much better understanding of the
infrastructure required for community change. This
includes an elaboration of the various roles that
the backbone group can play (e.g., guiding the
creation of a vision and strategy, mobilizing
funding, and advancing policy) aswell asthe
governance structures, funding models, and
leadership styles required to support them. ¥
These insights representsignificant steps forward
inpractice infive shortyears.

PLENTY OF MISTAKES, TOO

Cl practitioners have made plenty of mistakes in our
newfound exuberance for backbone supports.

In many instances, people have been confused by
what backbone support involves. It simply means to
appoint one or more organizations to fulfill various
essential functions, sometimes with extra financial
resources. Instead, the term has been taken for a
recommendation to create specialized organizations
from scratch. This may lead to investing substantial
time and energy in creating and managing a new
legal body. It also increases the risk that leading
organizations feel less ownership and responsibility
for the change effort. They let the “the new
organization” run the show.

In other cases, well-meaning Cl leaders working on
different challenges (including poverty, homelessness
and early childhood development) have created their
own boutique backbone groups. This has spread thin
what few human and financial resources are
available for backbone work. It has also served to
strengthen silos and impede joint action across the
boundaries of such artificial domains.

Tamarack staff will explore these — and other —
missteps in backbone practices in a future article on
Cl 3.0.

While these capture the “outer game” of change,
the nextgeneration of Cl practitioners needs to
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turn its attentionto creatinga “strong container”
to assist Cl participants with the inner game of
personal change. Putsimply, astrong containeris
where social innovators can:

“... transformtheirunderstandings [of the
systemthey are tryingto change], the
relationships [with othersin the systems]
and theirintentions [to act]. The boundaries
of this containerare setso that the
participants feel enough protectionand
safety, aswell asenough pressure and
friction, to be able to do theirchallenging
WO rk." XXXVii

Building astrong containerrequires paying
attentiontoa variety of dimensions of backbone
stewardship. Some of the more importantones are
the following:

e The mobilization of adiverse group of
funders, backbone sponsors, and
stewardship arrangementsthat
demonstrate cross-sectoral leadership
on theissue.

e Thefacilitation of the participants’ inner
journey of change, including the
discovery and letting go of theirown
mental models and cultural/emotional
biases, required forthemto be opento
fundamentally new ways of doing things.

e Processesto cultivate trustand empathy
amongst participants sothey can freely
share perspectives, engage in fierce
conversations, and navigate differences
inpower.

e Usingthe manydilemmasand paradoxes
of community change —such as the need
to achieve short-term wins while
involvedinthe longer-term work of
system change — as creative tensions to
drive people toseek new approachesto
vexing challenges without overwhelming
them.

10
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e Timelynudgestosustainaprocess of
self-refueling change that can sustain
multiple cycles of learning and periodic
dropsin momentumand morale.

It isdifficultto overestimate the importance of
creating a containerforchange. Some argue that it
ismore importantthan “charismaticleadership,
technical expertise, oreven funding.” **ii Others
argue that the critical “soft stuff” is more difficult
to manage than the “hard stuff” of research,
planning, and program design. Peter Sengenotes:

You cannot force commitment. Whatyou
can doisnudge a little here, inspire alittle
there, and provide arole model. Your
primary influenceisthe environmentyou
create,

The Energy Futures Labin Alberta demonstrates
the value of creating that kind of environment. It’s
an effortto help actors inthe province’s export-
oriented, oil-and gas-dominated energy sectorto
“accelerate the transition to a carbon-constrained
future” that iseconomically vibrant, socially
equitable, and environmentally sustainable. The
designteaminvested significanttime and energy
layingthe effort’s foundations:

e Aformal commitmenttocreate a radical
middle positioninthe polarized
mainstream debate overthe energy
system (e.g., “economy versus the
environment,” “resource development
versus community well-being”).

e Thecreation of a backbone group
comprising five diverse organizations —
an energy company, a key government
department, two well-respected
environmental non-governmental
organizations, and an outstanding
leadership developmentinstitute with
growingexpertise in Aboriginal
leadership.

e Therecruitmentofa “whole system
team” of participantswhoare a
microcosm of the diverse values,
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interests, and perspectives of the energy
system’s current stakeholders,and the
engagement of their organizations,
networks, and the broaderpublic.

Havinglaid this groundwork, the backbone team
worked diligently to create space for Lab
participantstolearn more about the energy
system, themselves, and other participants. They
carried out “deepinterviews” with Fellows to
surface theirhopes, aspirations, and fears of
energy transition; facilitated structured
conversations about social and political narratives
that shape people’s perspectives on toughissues
and how to empathize with alternative viewpoints;
sponsored learningjourneys to explore different
parts of the energy system fromaworm’s-eye
view, and systems-mapping sessions to look at the
same systemsfrom a bird’s-eyeview; and
facilitated methods fordialoguethatallowed
people to have unspeakable conversations (e.g.,
can Albertans really maintain this standard of living
ina carbon constrained future?). ™

The commitmentto buildingastrong containerhas
paid off. The participants signed theirnamestoan
op-ed piece inamajor newspaperthatadvocated
cross-sectoral leadership to shape —ratherthan
endure —the energy transition already in progress.
They crafted a vision document with 11 “pathways
to energy systeminnovation” that theyintendto
upgrade once it has beentested with scores of
networks and organizations across the province.
There are nearlyadozenteams developing
prototypesto test breakthroughtechnologies,
policies, and business models that comprise the
Lab’s portfolio of promisinginitiatives. As one
veteran of sustainability activism commented:
“The commitmentand the progress of this diverse
group have been simply remarkable.” ¥

Bill O’Brien, awell-regarded business leader,
noted: “The success of an intervention depends on
the innerconditions of the intervenor.” ¥ In the
same vein, the success of the next generation of Cl
initiatives depends on the ability of backbone
teamsto create the strong containers forchange
that support participantsto digdeep when tackling
stubbornsocial challenges.

11
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CONCLUSION

Thejury isstill out on the ability of Cl efforts to
generate deep, wide, and sustained impacton
tough societal challenges. Intheirstudy of 20 years
of comprehensive community initiatives, the top-
drawerresearchers of the Aspen Institute’s
Roundtable on Community Change concluded that
while there have been animpressive number of
successful changesin policy and system changes,
alongwith innovative programs, “fewif any
[initiatives] were ableto demonstrate widespread
changesin child and family well-being or
reductionsinthe neighbourhood poverty rate.” ¥

The Cl framework has breathed new life into the
weary efforts of many long-standing community
change initiatives. It hasalso dramatically
increased the number of new and aspiring
changemakers. Forall that, the exemplary stories
of impact (like Medicine Hat’s successin
eliminatinghomelessness, orthe slow but steady
improvement of academicoutcomesin the
environs of Cincinnati) are still the exception
rather thantherule.

The success of this nextgeneration of community
change efforts depends, in part, on the willingness
of Cl participants not to settle for marginal
improvements to the original version of the Cl
framework. Instead, they must take on the
challenge to continually upgrade the approach
based on ongoinglearning of whatit takes to
transform communities. The Clapproachis —and
always will be —unfinished business.

In this article, we’ve laid out what we feel are
foundational elements of a Cl 3.0 framework. Qur
core argumentisthat Cl efforts are more likely to
be effective when their participants operatefroma
movement-building paradigm. Itisimpossible fora
leadership table compromised of 20to 40 leaders
— no matter how committed and influential —to
tackle issues and make deep and durable change
on theirown. Itrequiresthe engagement,
commitment, and investment of an entire
community striving to be the bestit can be and
willing to make whatever changes to community
systems—and itsown behaviours —that are
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necessary to build safe, prosperous, inclusive, and
sustainable communities.

Thisis only the beginning. In subsequent articles
we planto weighinonother elements of the
approach, namely:

e PreconditionsforCl

e PhasesofCl

e Principlesof practice for Cl

e Aselectionof key practices (e.g.
governance, shared measurement).

We encourage othersto do the same. While there
isno sure-fire recipefor community change, there
are patterns of effectiveideasand practices that
can improve the probabilities of success. Inaworld
that seemsabit more fragile, disruptive, and
anxiousthannormal, we need all hands on deck to
uncover, frame, and share those patterns. It’ll
make it easierto create newspaperheadlines like
those now appearinginthe local papers of
Medicine Hat.
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