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PART ONE:
COMMUNITY
AT THE CORE
OF A THEORY
OF CHANGE
Collective Impact is all the rage.
In my field, everyone is studying
it, doing it, and lauding its virtues.
Its birth is sourced from an article
written a few years back in the
Stanford Social Innovation Review
by John Kania and Mark Kramer.
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The brilliance of this initial article, simply titled,
Collective Impact, isn’t because it’s full of new ideas
or because the authors identified a way of working
no one had considered before. Instead, their article
offers an approach to large-scale collaboration that is
in effect a convergence of proven practice that they
found in various places along the broad and complex
landscape of social challenges.
They offered a design for others to consider, much like
architects do by mixing together their creativity and
skill with all they can learn and glean from the minds,
imaginations, and experience of others.
MODELS REQUIRE SKEPTICISM
It’s my nature to see all models and “prescriptions”
as incomplete and rich with possibilities for failure.
That doesn’t mean we don’t need models; however,
I suggest the chances for success with just about any
model improve with skepticism and inquiries about
what-ifs that might jam up the wheels of progress.
Before going any further, here is the official, brief
definition of Collective Impact:
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Collective Impact is the commitment of a group of
actors from different sectors to a Common Agenda
for solving a complex social problem.
In order to create lasting solutions to social
problems on a large-scale, organizations —
including those in government, civil society, and the
business sector — need to coordinate their efforts
and work together around a clearly defined goal.
Collective Impact is a significant shift from the
social sector’s current paradigm of “isolated
impact,” because the underlying premise of
Collective Impact is that no single organization
can create large-scale, lasting social change alone.
There is no “silver bullet” solution to systemic social
problems, and these problems cannot be solved by
simply scaling or replicating one organization or
program. Strong organizations are necessary but
not sufficient for large-scale social change. i

It’s not too hard to nod one’s head up and down as one
reads this definition. It makes sense. We know single
organizations or even governments on their own won’t
bring about large-scale change. We know that even the best
of programs won’t cut it either, even if we replicate them
here and there, if not everywhere.

I have no doubt Kania, Kramer, and their colleagues get
this point; they do mention public will, for example, as
one necessary activity when they write about backbone
organizations, but as a definition the one in the left column
suggests that the theory of change behind Collective Impact
is all about – or at least primarily about – institutional
changes in how organizations, businesses, and governments
collaborate to achieve big results.
A DIFFERENT THEORY OF CHANGE

I wonder if the theory of change required has to be
more focused on the community as a whole taking on
responsibilities for problems and their solutions, with a
pronounced emphasis on engaging citizens in collective
action efforts. On the surface, such a theory might sound a
tad simplistic or too broad to have legs, but I suggest such a
theory of change is a compelling response to our collective
habit to see “someone else” or “some other sector or
group” as owning an issue or a solution.
While I am the first to admit that we need governments
that are more focused on serving the majority of citizens,
it is also true that people in general see governments as
being ordained, through elections, to be the body that
creates prosperity, improves our health and well-being,
keeps taxes down, and on and on. We expect governments
to own our problems, and when they don’t perform to our
expectations they become our perfect scapegoats.

WHAT ABOUT PUBLIC PARTICIPATION?
Our affirming head nodding should not stop us from
analyzing the definition, especially to see if anything big
might be missing. The big miss for me is a lack of mention
of formative and ongoing public participation in largescale change. The definition’s focus on bigger and better
institutional collaboration is only part of the picture. After
all, large scale change is about benefiting the public in the
final analysis, not institutions.
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Of course, it is facile to think that we, as citizens, are divorced

I have used the metaphor of the “pendulum swing” in

from all that ails us. In fact, the very actions or inactions of

other pieces I have written. Within the context of my field

community as a whole are prime players in the health and

of work, I define it as “the tendency to abandon current

well-being of society, not to mention our economy.

models and practice to adopt a new idea or model without
sufficient attention being paid to the impact of doing so.”

When a critic of an organization like mine that houses the

One might also equate this to what is often referred to as

homeless tells me society is wasting time and money on

the “bandwagon effect.”

our efforts because homelessness still exists, such criticism
is also saying that solving homelessness is a programmatic

We have experienced this before with outcome

responsibility. Even worse, the criticism implies that if everyone

measurement and Carver’s model of board governance,

can’t be helped, no one should. That said, the central message,

to name two. Broader or more general concepts also have

which is a sad one, is that such critics don’t see themselves as a

swung the pendulum far beyond its equilibrium point.

part of the problem, much less part of the solution.
Collaboration is a prime example. We have so many on the
THE COMMUNITY OWNS THE BIG PICTURE

bandwagon that nearly everything is called collaboration

For Collective Impact to work, we need to overcome our

these days. Funders demand it as a matter of course.

engrained biases that segment roles and responsibilities in

Everyone espouses its merits whether or not evidence

such a manner that, in effect, no one is responsible for the

of success is proven or even strongly apparent. And

big picture. The potential of Collective Impact as a break-

unfortunately too many who claim to be partners and

through model for big change is dependent on the ability of

collaborators fail to practice their claims.

communities to move beyond traditional sector mindsets
which tend to be more polarizing than unifying.

I am writing this piece because I want Collective Impact
to be a successful model or framework of practice. I don’t

The potential of Collective Impact is far more profound

care that it is a blending together of current best and

than being a major innovation about how to do large-

emerging practice.

scale collaboration. It offers community the opportunity
to become the driver of change rather than a space

My sense is that how Kania and Kramer iii have crafted a

within which divergent interests compete -- often to such

set of principles into a cohesive, compelling, integrated

degree that we tolerate, if not celebrate, a winner-loser

framework is where the value of their work lies. The

environment. It offers the opportunity for people and

challenge is in the practice, I believe, more so than in

organizations to rally around a We approach to problem-

rationalizing the model.

solving, solution-building, to life itself as a collective.
That said, with every innovation (which is what I believe
EXPLORING COLLECTIVE IMPACT

Collective Impact is), we are faced with implementing it

A past issue of The Philanthropist features a range of

within the context of our current reality.

excellent articles on Collective Impact. Whether you are
just getting your feet wet with this model or a seasoned
practitioner, it’s worth a

read. ii

What follows in this series is my thinking about how our
current context or environment could subdue the potential of
Collective Impact and render it far less fruitful than it can be.
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PART TWO:
COMMON
AGENDA
CHALLENGES
Kania and Kramer describe the five
conditions of Collective Impact as
follows: iv

1

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.

2
3
4

Shared Measurement: Collecting data and
measuring results consistently across all
participants ensures efforts remain aligned and
participants hold each other accountable.

5

Mutually Reinforcing Activities: Participant activities
must be differentiated while still being coordinated
through a mutually reinforcing plan of action.
Continuous Communication: Consistent and
open communication is needed across the many
players to build trust, assure mutual objectives, and
appreciate common motivation.
Backbone Support: Creating and managing
Collective Impact requires a dedicated staff and
a specific set of skills to serve as a backbone for
the entire initiative and coordinate participating
organizations and agencies.

There are numerous examples of Common Agendas being
developed in addition to the ones identified by Kania and
Kramer in their article in the Stanford Social Innovation
Review. The call for a shared vision is of course easier said
than done. Besides, a shared vision may not automatically
produce the most appropriate or impactful vision.
OVERCOMING BIASES

Collective Impact invariably requires multi-sector participants,
and all of them operate with sector-influenced and sectorbiased perspectives. The risk is that the pursuit of a Common
Agenda becomes watered down by too many compromises.
We see this all the time. It’s why, for example, we continue
to set minimum wages that do not provide for basic living,
much less facilitate equitable participation in the economy.
I also wonder if we have such an inadequate minimum
wage because none of those who determine what it will be
earn a minimum wage. If they did, their decisions might be
somewhat affected, don’t you think?
DIVERSITY PRODUCES MULTIPLE TRUTHS

The formation of a “common understanding of the
problem” requires more attention, unbiased research and
investigation, and a shared desire for the truth. In the work
I do with others to end poverty and homelessness in our
community, we come across others whose views and
understanding of poverty are quite disparate from ours.
Some see poverty as primarily a social problem that is
chiefly sourced in individual failings. Others tend to narrowly
define it as a problem with social and political values and
systems. There are those who see poverty tied to an
economy that is structured to work for the minority of
those who are wealthy.
We need to be cautious that we don’t become
reductionists when attempting to define and understand
complex social problems. For example, to define poverty
strictly or primarily in financial terms would ignore the
psycho-social impacts of isolation, racism, lack of access to
services or opportunities and so forth.
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Some might argue that poverty is far more of a cultural
phenomenon that has little to do with how much money
one makes. In effect the causes and impacts of poverty are
connected to all of these perspectives and experiences.
Complexity by its nature cannot be simply understood. If
communities are serious about ending poverty they must
welcome the community’s own diverse experiences of it.
Effective collective action will require people and
institutions engaging one another with multiple truths,
adapting perspectives and moving through biases to craft a
common direction.
COLLECTIVE IMPACT’S CORE CHALLENGE

The promise of Collective Impact will fall short of becoming
a substantive, positive force in communities if we think it
can be achieved by just focusing on innovating programs or
adjusting systems and policies. We do that sort of thing all the
time and things still aren’t how we want them to be.
The core challenge of implementing Collective Impact is
changing who we are and what we believe and most of all
what keeps us in our comfort zone.
The biggest barrier to Collective Impact could very well be
that we have become victims of comfort. We prefer to make
and accept changes that aren’t too dramatic or that don’t
“cost” us too much.

The biggest barrier to
Collective Impact could
very well be that we have
become victims of comfort.

THREE TYPES OF CHANGE

Basically, there are three types of changev to consider:
Incremental Change
This involves making minor adjustments to modestly
improve an existing approach, function, product, or service.
Often, such change is about changing task-focused actions,
not necessarily how we think about such tasks.
As well, incremental change tends to be connected to
quantifiable measures, as in changes that produce more
widgets or that increase quality by a certain percentage.
In the context of “learning,” incremental change primarily
involves single loop learning. vi
Reformist Change
Reformist change goes beyond changing tasks to changing
how the parts of a system interact. Such change challenges
our thinking, involves adapting or reinventing mental
models that in turn lead to changes in how we act and do
things. Reformist change tends to move past single loop to
double loop learning.
Whereas incremental change tends to be more localized
around specific actions or processes as well as people,
reformist change is broader in scope and impacts a
greater number of participants or stakeholders.
Transformational Change
Transformational change involves recreating or creating new
systems.We move to transformational change when we
cannot find the answers we need by making changes within
the system.
Akin to triple loop learning, transformational change
involves seeking or creating new ways of seeing things;
it calls for deconstructing what we know and take for
granted in order to engage in learning and re-learning.
More than any other type of change, transformational
change challenges our respective identities and
the fundamental associations we hold between the
environment and our place in it.
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We tend to be okay with incremental change because

Most people will take on incremental change without much

making minor adjustments or adaptations does not threaten

resistance; in fact, many will celebrate its benefits. Reformist

the status quo, much less our identities; it does not require

change will most always involve camps of those for it and

any substantive personal change in how we see our fit within

against it. It tends to have legs when either those with power

our environment.

make it happen or there is a sufficient number of people
willing to venture in a new or changed direction, despite the

Reformist change, which is more dramatic of course, is more

outcries and resistance of others.

challenging because reform often calls for adjusting some
of our biases and habits and tends to have us questioning
key elements or dynamics of the systems we work and live
within. The innovations brought about by reform are riskier,
more provocative, but still not so big and vast that we, as
individuals, must grapple with making major changes to
who we are, how we see our professions, or even what we
believe to be guiding principles.
Transformational change not only points toward a new world
rich with uncertainty, it actually can impact our historicity.

If caterpillars could
envision the consequence
of spinning their cocoon,
do you think at least some
of them might hesitate?
Transformational change
hits the core of who we
are, what we do, and why
we do it. We come out the
other end different from
who we were.

Transformational change is the hard nut to crack. If
caterpillars could envision the consequence of spinning their
cocoon, do you think at least some of them might hesitate?
Transformational change hits the core of who we are,
what we do, and why we do it. We come out the other
end different from who we were. When we talk about
Common Agendas, we sometimes refer to creating winwins for everyone.
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Think about charity. Millions of Canadians give to charity and

In order for communities
to effect large-scale
change, a good number
of people will not only
have to redefine their
own self-interest, they
will more likely than not
have to sacrifice some
aspects of their life and
good fortune to do so.

doing so does not challenge them to reassess their identity. In
fact, we might say giving to charity helps to inform who we are.
We want our money to be used to help others who need a
cure or a home, a way to escape violence and so forth.
Here’s the thing. We express charity within our comfort
zone. I am not saying we couldn’t spend the money
elsewhere, but most of us do not give until it hurts, if you
know what I mean. We donate a portion of our excess and
I would be the first to say we all should do that. My guess
is, however, that down deep we all know what we give will
help some but not end large scale social problems.
And here’s the thing about sacrifice. If those with far more
than they need are not willing to sacrifice a significant portion
of their largesse to eradicate poverty and homelessness, then

We say, for example, that ending poverty is a good thing for

our decision to stay the course is, in effect, sacrificing those

all of us. We can rally behind that because no one desires

who are poor and have no place to live. If we agree to tackle

poverty. No one really wants others to be homeless.

a large social problem but believe we can do so without

However, fault lines appear in the win-win landscape once

materially impacting us as individuals, our solutions, not to

we get into the details of the changes each of us will have

mention our Common Agenda, will be significantly curtailed.

to make to end the suffering of others in our community.
This, I suggest, is the paramount question regarding how
I think we all know that to set a Common Agenda we

to truly develop a Common Agenda around large-scale

need to compromise. And while we fear that we might

social problems: are we willing to sacrifice of ourselves in

compromise everything into watered down, go nowhere

substantive ways to achieve that agenda?

strategies, the challenge we face is actually much larger and
more profound than compromising well.

If investing more of our treasure to effect social change isn’t
a big enough challenge, perhaps we also need to change

SACRIFICING SELF-INTEREST

how we make our charitable decisions as a community. A

In order for communities to effect large-scale change, a good

wicked question is to what extent can Collective Impact

number of people will not only have to redefine their own

occur in a society where charitable giving is based on

self-interest, they will more likely than not have to sacrifice

individual decisions that may or may not contribute toward

some aspects of their lives and good fortune.This involves

the achievement of a community’s Common Agenda?

more than venturing out of one’s comfort zone; it means

It would seem necessary that as our communities move

leaving it, turning around and folding it up and putting it on the

more and more toward Collective Impact activities, how

shelf as a historical reminder of who we once were.

large scale Common Agendas are financed through
governments and funders as well as through the donations
of individuals will require some structural rethinking.
7
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TRANSFORMING FUNDING INSTITUTIONS

COLLABORATIONS AND PARTNERSHIPS COST

I believe that a key motivation for engaging in Collective Impact

If the motivation for large-scale collaborations is to save

is to work with one another to advance mutual understanding,

money, we need to give our heads a good shake. Currently,

identify common aspirations, and craft new and innovative

most communities are not doing enough – certainly not

approaches to making big change in our communities. In other

doing enough collectively – to tackle large-scale social

words, proponents of Collective Impact aren’t pitching it as a

problems like homelessness, poverty, racism, family violence

way to further entrench the status quo in the future.

and so on. By not doing enough, I do not mean there aren’t
a lot of well-run services delivering good results. Bottom

Fundamental to the potential of any Collective Impact

line is that the community’s investment in addressing social

endeavour is not only resources to fuel the activity but the

problems is inadequate.

right systems to deliver that fuel. It is difficult to imagine
how current funding practices will result in truly resourcing

The truth is that we need to invest more money in new

large-scale collaborative efforts as fully as they should

and different ways to accomplish more – and investment in

or could. Here’s a few examples of challenges funding

Collective Impact initiatives is one of those new/different ways.

institutions must address to do their part in achieving the

It is attractive in its ability to bring players together to leverage

impacts they say they wish to.

resources and maximize results, but Collective Impact is not a

FUNDERS SHOULD GET CLEAR ABOUT
THEIR ROLE(S)

One of my big frustrations are with those funders who
promote relationships with funded organizations as
partnerships when in fact they do not really behave
like a partner. There is nothing wrong with just being a
good or great funder, nothing wrong with being a funded
organization, but if we wish to use the word “partner” then
let’s be partners, which is a very different relationship than
what typically exists with funders.
BIG CHANGE REQUIRES COMMITMENT

People and organizations from across sectors are not going
to form large-scale collaborations to achieve big results in
nice and tidy 12 month components. The current widespread practice of funding programs on an annual basis
lacks commitment. Even more troubling is when funders
indicate a long-term commitment to community impact
and to “partnering” with agencies and then somehow
imagine such impact and partnering can be realized through
requests for proposals every year.

cost-management strategy; it needs to be resourced.
COLLECTIVE IMPACT REQUIRES FOCUSED FUNDING

Funders often tend to provide thin or scattered and
incomplete funding to funding recipients. By “thin or
scattered” I mean they have too many priorities and fund
so many different organizations and initiatives that the
impact of their funds on any one issue is diluted. Thin
funding rarely, if ever, leads to fully funding anything or, if full
funding is provided, the commitment is not long-term.
This leaves organizations to work with many funders
engaged in the same thin approach to investment in
order to piece together what is required to do the work.
Unfortunately, different criteria, rules, reporting, politics and
so on result in much too much time answering too many
masters whose concern for their piece of the program or
initiative being funded is their primary interest, more so
than the whole of the effort. It’s inefficient, but more so it
does not reflect the notion of shared aspirations, Shared
Measurement, and mutually reinforcing activities – all
important conditions of Collective Impact.
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I understand the push and pull that funders experience

Funding representatives have told me that they won’t fund

from their constituents, whether the constituents that

administration costs because they expect me to raise those

governments need to please or donors that want funders

dollars “elsewhere.” Of course, there is no “elsewhere,”

like United Way to address everything and then some.

other than soliciting individual donors to pay our utility bill

However, if funders continue to rationalize how they invest

or garbage pick-up costs. Not really what should be driving

dollars in the same ways they always have, what are the

charitable giving, is it?

prospects for large- scale collaborations to achieve big
impacts? Does anyone really believe communities can

In terms of supporting administration costs, funders

move the needle on big issues and problems through thin,

typically contain such support within an arbitrarily

scattered, and incomplete funding?

determined administration allotment. For many funders
the magic number is 15%. Others will pay for building

CARE ABOUT THE WHOLE, NOT JUST PROGRAMS

occupancy costs of the programs they fund and then

I know this will upset a few of my funder colleagues; so

reduce administration funding to 10% or less. In my

let me be as clear as I can be here. I am not suggesting

many years, not one funder, when reviewing their funding

funders have no regard for the organizations they fund

relationship with my organization, has ever asked if their

or the people in them. I believe funders strive for good

funding of administration costs is adequate.

relations with funded organizations as a general rule.
What I am saying is that funding systems are focused on

I have heard funders defend what they do to cover

programs and services or projects; they are focused almost

administration costs by referring to what other funders

entirely on the piece of the organization that funders are

do, as if that constitutes best practice. In effect it could

interested in, little more.

very well mean that we have a systemic problem here that
no one is addressing because everybody is doing what

In terms of financial support, current practice of funders

everybody else is doing.

generally is to provide funding that in effect supports
lower wages for the non-profit sector. This is not

Such practice results in funded organizations piecing

only because of unfortunate public and institutional

together the various administrative funding amounts,

perceptions that non-profit employees deserve less than

restrictions, rules, and so forth into a program. The

for-profit employees, but in no small way is also attributed

percentage figures set by funders has no basis in fact; I am

to the piece-meal approach to funding programs and

aware of no study or research that indicates otherwise.

services. No one funder is the funder and as such the
many funders involved do not take on due responsibility

The overall result is unstable or unreliable funding, a lack

for the whole of what they are supporting.

of collective interest by funders, much less commitment, to
appropriately fund the human resources in the organizations
they support, while also working collectively as funders to
maximize programmatic impact, while minimizing myriad
administrative and reporting requirements.
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Continuing the fragmented ways funders operate and
fund non-profit agencies and groups, and being okay with
underfunding organizations and underpaying the staff
charged to deliver big impacts, is akin to a kind of class
system that has no place, I suggest, in the collective work
of doing good.
The transformational nature of Collective Impact requires
transformational practice of all the players engaged in such
collaborative work.
In particular, big changes in how such work is funded
and suppor ted are fundamental to bringing community
together to address long-standing issues over an
extended period of time.
A small minority of funders are engaged in reviewing and
changing not only their practice but also their focus or
purpose. We need more of it!

WHAT DOES ALL OF THIS HAVE TO
DO WITH COLLECTIVE IMPACT?

Simply this: to create and sustain
large-scale collaborative efforts
we require healthy, stable players
and what I call “appropriate equity
of concern” for one another.
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PART THREE:
COMMON
AGENDA
CHALLENGES
EXAMPLE: HOUSING FIRST

In my community, many proponents of the Housing
First approach to ending homelessness know in their
hear ts and minds that the current Housing First services
will not house all homeless people, but they still state
publicly that we are winning the war and that we will
end this terrible blight.
We know it will take more than what we are doing. The
inference the public might make is that Housing First
programs will end homelessness, which is unfortunately a
wrong inference. It is wrong in that housing insecurity and
homelessness exist because our communities are not fully
addressing these problems.
In Alberta, the funding of local Housing First programs
comes to local communities through seven “community
benefit organizations” located in seven cities. These seven
cities have a website and if you meander through it, you
will find evidence of a Common Agenda.
I am a proponent of Housing First, and the agency I lead
is a major provider of Housing First services. However,
there are criticisms of how the model is managed across
the various cities. Service providers are contracted to
provide services according to methods and practices
required by the organizations managing the funding,
whether or not the actions required are agreed upon
across the cities or among service providers.

Can service providers influence some of the practices?
Sure. But I suggest not to the degree that Kania and
Kramer might anticipate in their Common Agenda
condition. In my community, there is not always
agreement on practice or measures or how funding is
provided and framed.
While the local Housing First providers do cooperate in
the delivery of services, as well as address process and
system issues, they are, in effect, contracted agencies more
so than partners.
To be honest, I am not sure a full-fledged partnership
would work; at the very least it would slow us down due
to the varied lenses each player looks through, not to
mention disparate organizational cultures and the varied
relationships each agency has with one another, and with
other service providers. That said, sharing a Common
Agenda does not automatically mean all the players must
become partners.
COLLECTIVE IMPACT IS ALSO EXCLUSIVE
IN SCOPE

As good as Housing First is, it only works for a cer tain
type of homeless person, namely the chronically
homeless. Why? Because we have structured it that way.
The model in and of itself may not be exclusionary,
but its implementation is; there is not sufficient
funding being invested to address the entire homeless
population in Alber ta.
This means if you are newly homeless, you won’t receive
Housing First assistance, and if your needs are too acute,
you will also be deemed ineligible for help. We are left
with this dichotomy: a model that solves homelessness for
many and simultaneously excludes as many, if not more.
I am not offering this as a criticism, but rather pointing
to a common reality that faces all initiatives including big,
Collective Impact efforts: ultimately the lack of sufficient
investment requires criteria and rules that include some
and exclude others.
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WE NEED BIG SUCCESSES AND SMALL
SUCCESSES

What may have happened in my community is that
Housing First efforts have been so successful within
their intake parameters that they overshadow all of the
other initiatives that are required but as of yet have not
been fully implemented (if at all) but must occur to end
homelessness overall.

As well, singular or smaller efforts that fill the gaps left
unaddressed by Housing First initiatives are not necessarily
seen by funders to be of the same value because they are
not as collaborative or as capable of large-scale results. In
other words, the resources going into Housing First are so
large and vast that fewer resources are available for nonHousing First initiatives, or that funders are of the opinion
that enough is being accomplished.

Very little is being done to prevent homelessness, which
is a key strategy, identified in my community’s ten year
plan. Bissell Centre, where I am the CEO, is prototyping
an eviction prevention initiative called the Community
Bridge. It has prototype levels of funding from a number
of community funders and while current performance is
encouraging, it is more of a lone effort than part of an
overarching prevention strategy.

In my community we are starting to see collaborations
that go beyond the current, collective practices of Housing
First teams. For example, a large scale collaboration arose
a couple of years ago to address the complex needs of
heavy users of service among the homeless population.
These would be a small number of homeless people who
are “so chronic” they are perpetually using police and
ambulance services, as well as emergency wards.

Not enough is taking place to finance a sufficient stock of
affordable and supportive housing, another stated desire of
the plan. Municipalities are not reforming barriers caused
by bylaws and long, complicated approval processes, much
less leading the way to promote and design an appropriate
inclusionary zoning system -- or, if they are, their efforts
appear to have a lack of urgency.

This collaboration, involving the Edmonton Police, Alberta
Health, the City of Edmonton, various funders, and a
range of service providers, is seeking new, innovative ways
to meet the needs and situations of this small segment
of the homeless population. Improving their health and
well-being, decreasing their use of expensive emergency
services, and getting them into appropriate housing are
among the goals. This is good news in terms of having
another complementary Collective Impact initiative that
can address and support the individuals who fall through
the gaps of Housing First collective efforts.

We need more constructive conversations about
NIMBYism, in particular in terms of needing to truly
understand the aspirations and concerns of residents
around social issues and solutions.
Too often, social housing developers are seen, and at times
are experienced, as groups who do not adequately care
about how their programs impact residents, and residents
are accused of not caring enough about those who are
disadvantaged. The polarization is palpable and must be
ameliorated.
The Common Agenda of Housing First has become so
prevalent that I wonder if the volume of its success and
position in the community overwhelms the voices of those
who are correctly pointing at what else needs to be done.

My worry is that our
endorsement of Collective Impact
could isolate those working on
the edges of Collective Impact
initiatives -- the lone innovators,
the outliers working on different
approaches, and those who might
criticize those fundamentals of
the Collective Impact model that
everyone else is committed to.
12
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That said, I suggest we need to be careful that a
community’s endorsement of Collective Impact does not
isolate those working on the edges of Collective Impact
initiatives -- the lone innovators, the outliers working on
different approaches, and those whose efforts might offer
fundamentally different perspective on collaborative work.
Our enthusiasm about Collective Impact ought not
quell interest in or enthusiasm about other models, even
contrarian models. After all, none of us want Collective
Impact to end up transforming one status quo into a new
status quo, do we?
The irony here is that while Collective Impact is about
bringing many together to address a common vision,
it could also bias policy makers toward the desires
of the Collective Impact initiative and consequently
away from other impor tant initiatives. Funders could
end up turning away from those initiatives that are
not enshrined within a Collective Impact model
because they are viewed as not as impor tant or not as
collaborative.
Another caution is that major funders over-invest their
inadequate pools of dollars in Collective Impact and become
disinterested in, or unable to support, other initiatives.
This does not mean we should avoid large-scale, multisectoral impact initiatives. Rather, as we create and nurture
this impact model, we need to ensure we don’t ignore,
much less damage, or cause hardship for, other types of
initiatives that are critical to building and sustaining better
lives and communities.

Notwithstanding these worries, the formation of a
Common Agenda for Collective Impact calls for the
following to actually work:
• Authentic inclusion of the community in developing
the Common Agenda. By inclusion, I mean more
than focus groups, town halls, and surveys. I mean
leadership and participation in the work must also be
drawn from the community, not just institutions.
• The provision of data, information, and other
research that is unencumbered by ideological biases.
Coming up with the right framework of information
is a challenge but worth the effort. Once the data
is there, that’s when we can share our stories about
what the data means. Yes, our biases will surface then,
but better to address them using such unencumbered
data, than to start with information laden with
positional, political, and sector-specific interests.
• Sufficient attention paid to readying ourselves for the
big implications that Collective Impact will have on
our organizations, systems, and on individuals. If people
show up at the table believing everyone else will need
to change and sacrifice, but not them, the potential of
successful Collective Impact will be diminished.
• Sufficient commitment of resources, and the
development of new or innovative funding
approaches are both necessary to move past the
current tendency of many funders to inadequately
fund initiatives, to seek cost-savings as a primary
objective, and to attempt to hold too much control
over the initiative.
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PART FOUR:
SHARED
MEASUREMENT
CHALLENGES
Mark Cabaj’s article, “Evaluating Collective Impact: Five
Simple Rules, ” in The Philanthropist vii is apropos here. He,
too, believes Collective Impact is a promising framework
for community change, and his simple rules add substantive
value to the condition of Shared Measurement.
Cabaj stresses the importance of having measures that
promote learning and allow for adjusting strategy along
the way, not necessarily an easy task for large-scale
initiatives with many players.

He tells us:
This requires [participants] to embrace three interrelated ideas about complexity, adaptive leadership,
and a developmental approach to evaluation. If they
do not, traditional evaluation ideas and practices
will be the “tail that wags the dog” and end up
weakening the work of Collective Impact. viii
Understanding Shared Measurement this way is a critical
condition of success for Collective Impact initiatives.
Our sector’s current approach to evaluation is often
mired in convoluted outcome measurement approaches,
summative reports on what happened, and the pursuit of
measures that are difficult if not impossible to attribute to
any one source.

As well, as a consultant who has done quite a few
evaluations, I find that it is not uncommon for the
organizations sponsoring the evaluation to resist findings
that are anything less than laudatory or that contradict
the ideologies they bring to the table.
MEASURING THE COMMON AGENDA

If we don’t get the Common Agenda right, Shared
Measurement will likely face many perils. It is the Common
Agenda that sets the vision and direction of the work, and
that work obviously requires more than words on paper. If
there is not sufficient thought and buy-in involved in setting
the agenda, participants will have a difficult time agreeing
on Shared Measurements.
In fact, if the struggle to set Shared Measurement is
significant, this likely points to a need to revisit the agenda
rather than coerce shared measures out of a group that is
not on the same page about the purpose and vision.
SHARED MEASUREMENT OF REALISTIC OUTCOMES

Our collective fixation on outcomes has often created
unrealistic expectations of services. For example, funders of
employment programs often want to know if the person
who went through the program is still employed one year
later (or longer). I understand the desire for such an outcome,
but the expectation is not only unrealistic, it is unfair.
First, we all know the challenges of attribution. To what
extent can an organization claim their efforts or programs
achieved the outcome desired? That question is hard
enough to answer, but another reasonable question is at
what point is the service provider no longer responsible for
future changes in an individual’s life?

If the struggle to set Shared
Measurement is significant, this likely
points to a need to revisit the agenda
rather than coerce shared measures out
of a group that is not on the same page
about the purpose and vision.
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People move around; they get married; some become
ill or disabled; and others slip back into old habits (e.g.
addiction). Such factors can contribute to them losing
a job. Still others are laid off for no reason of their own.
Of course, we may wish to know that a person that goes
through an employment program increases their resiliency
and is able to bounce back quicker than they used to, but
resiliency is much harder to measure. So we go with the
more simple way of measuring success, which is rife with
problems and too often leaves us with wrong conclusions.
My employment program example is a microcosm of the
big challenge of setting and measuring realistic outcomes,
much less doing so in a shared way.
EVALUATION AND LEARNING

Evaluation that promotes, if not incites, learning, and that
leads to shifting practice as well as adjusting the very model
we are implementing are, as Cabaj clearly articulates, vital
components of a Shared Measurement approach.

This means replacing the paradigm of predetermined solutions and ‘plan the work and work
the plan’ stewardship with a new style of leadership
that encourages bold thinking, tough conversations
and experimentation, planning that is iterative and
dynamic, and management organized around a
process of learning-by-doing. ix

While I encourage you to read his piece, I want to
highlight and expand upon a few more points from Cabaj’s
provocative article.
SHARED MEASUREMENT DOES NOT MEAN ONESIZE-FITS-ALL MEASURES

The very diversity of the players involved requires “multiple
designs.” It could mean that everyone is participating in
measuring everything, even though they don’t, themselves,
need or want to measure everything. In this context,

Shared Measurement could mean more work for
everybody, requiring more resources than they would need
if going it alone. One key question is: will funders support
increased costs of Collective Impact or will they continue
with the current practice of under-funding outcome
evaluation, not to mention the very programs attempting
to achieve the identified outcomes?
LARGE SCALE COMMUNITY CHANGE WILL
NECESSARILY CALL FOR SYSTEMS CHANGE

Measures must be identified that help point to what
system and policy changes are required. Those who
are the gatekeepers of systems must be involved in the
initiative from the get-go. I am not sure that many high
ranking government officials or ministers are going to
welcome, much less participate in, identifying and assessing
such measures. As much as we may sing the Collective
Impact song, the agendas of funders, service providers,
governments, and businesses are not homogeneous
and are often in conflict. Just how feasible is it for those
dependent on funding to speak out for changes from those
who provide the funding? Clearly, this requires address
during the development of a Common Agenda.
WE HAVE TO RECOGNIZE THAT THE FOCUS
THESE MEASURES PROVIDE CAN ALSO BECOME
BARRIERS

They can become barriers to innovation, wild ideas, and
speculative investigations of new or different ways to act
on the Common Agenda. One of the major criticisms
I have of our sector’s dogmatic approach to outcome
evaluation is that it turns our minds away from what can’t
be “proven” or “measured.” It can close eyes and minds to
the prospect of innovations that by nature are unproven.
Even as we raise the flag of innovation to inspire us, we
pledge allegiance to evidence-based practice, which in turn
can limit innovative exploration.
OFTEN COLLECTIVE ACTION IS STYMIED BY OUR
DESIRE TO OVER-UNDERSTAND BEFORE WE ACT

We always seem to want one more definition of poverty
or feel the need to debate the causality of this or that.
Agreeing on Shared Measurement can, as Cabaj points
out, stymie acting while we fruitlessly pursue the “perfect
measurement system.”
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The more people in a room, the more information people
seem to want, which not only slows things down but can
create information overload that handcuffs our thinking
and ultimately our capacity to act. On the surface, my
point here may be seen as contradicting my call earlier
for “unencumbered” research. What we research and
investigate must flow from a concentrated, collaborative
effort to identify the research questions, not just send out
emails with a dozen attachments of research suggested by
various members of the collective.
MEASURES ARE MORE INTENTIONAL THAN
REFLECTIVE OF A PREDICTABLE FUTURE

Complex challenges do not have predictable solutions
or outcomes that can be identified fully or with certainty.
This is a major challenge because we find comfort in
predictability and typically wish to avoid the risk of
failure. Setting outcomes as rigid expressions of what is
being pursued may be a barrier to understanding how
impact actually unfolds.
THE BATTLE BETWEEN BEING SUCCESSFUL
AND BEING INNOVATIVE

Funders, governments, and service providers want to deliver
what succeeds. Who doesn’t, of course, but the appetite
for innovation and its inherent risks seems far less than one
experiences in the private sector. Governments don’t want
to tell voters of failed innovations. Neither do funders like
United Way. And often, neither do agencies like mine that
fundraise a large portion of their budget. Service providers
may be less likely to offer up novel ideas in an environment
where everyone wants a high chance of success at low risk.

If we aren’t prepared to appropriately
resource the evaluation of shared
measures, we will end up with what
prompted us to create measures in
the first place: not knowing what is
really happening and working.

Many talk about the importance of failure as a part of
innovation. We come up with catchy phrases like “failing
forward” but our funding and operational practices as a
sector are still more risk averse than open to new (and
unproven) possibilities.
Even when we do invest in innovation, the dollars are often
smaller than they should be. Unfortunately, too often once
an innovation is proven, funders of the innovation expect
“someone else” to carry the ball into scaled up operations.
How come? Why is it our support of successful innovative
prototypes, for example, seems to become circumspect
once it is ready for a full-scale launch?
GOOD OUTCOME MEASUREMENT REQUIRES
ADEQUATE INVESTMENT

Any type of evaluation costs money and the time of
those who know how to do evaluations. For most
organizations subjected to outcome measurement
requirements of funders, the cost of fulfilling such
obligations has been downloaded to them, with
insufficient, if any, financial support.
Often funders believe evaluation efforts should be
included in the administrative fees they pay for programs.
Saying it is so is not defensible rationale of course.
One of the core messages I infer from Cabaj’s article is
that we require a radical mindset shift about evaluation.
This is especially true when it comes to funding. I
understand why funders impose certain measures, but
such impositions do not necessarily meet the principle of
Shared Measurement.
Shared Measurement will be hard enough to engineer
and implement, even with adequate resources. Getting
chintzy with the money will, at best, give us a callow
understanding of what we accomplished. If we aren’t
prepared to appropriately resource the evaluation of
shared measures, we will end up with what prompted us
to create measures in the first place: not knowing what is
really happening and working.
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PART FIVE:
MUTUALLY
REINFORCING
ACTIVITIES
THE CHALLENGE OF MUTUALLY
REINFORCING ACTIVITIES

Collective Impact initiatives do require this, as does any
effective collaborative venture, but such initiatives also
take place within an environment of differentiation and
competition for resources.
Common Agendas about large-scale change do not render
smaller agendas unnecessary or somehow inferior. As well,
just as individual organizations or collaborations with limited
membership can seemingly have disparate or fragmented
agendas, is it not possible that large scale community change
efforts can also be seen to work against one another?
Common Agendas about how to grow the economy can
conflict with other Common Agendas that aim to end
poverty. How the community approaches addressing teen
pregnancy varies widely, given ideological differences about
birth control, sex education in schools, and societal biases
about females and males.

Somehow, we need to craft Collective Impact agendas and
actions that can co-exist with differences, whether sourced
in cultural, religious, political, ethical, or intellectual influences.
For example, collective action to end poverty in a
community can’t just focus on changing things for the
poor. Higher welfare benefits, lowering transportation
and housing costs through subsidies, and increasing free
or subsidized access to quality food are needed, but such
changes are about improving how welfare works for the
disadvantaged. That won’t end poverty.
Collective action to end poverty must include figuring out
how the economy can work for the majority of citizens and
setting that as a goal will take a fair amount of cross-sector
pursuit of shared knowledge and understanding about how
economies work and don’t work for various populations,
as well as a refreshed perspective on how the economy
should actually work.
Collective Impact initiatives must do more than frame
and act on Common Agendas; they must recognize their
own limitations and what they are excluding from their
agenda that others are acting on. If they don’t, I fear that
our well-intentioned Common Agendas will contribute to
divisiveness and polarization.
Figuring out what to do together is obviously tied to how
well we have identified and designed the Common Agenda.
Our mutually reinforcing activities must be engaged
iteratively with mutually informing understandings of issues,
solutions, and actions.

I don’t mention these to suggest Collective Impact
approaches are not worth it. My concern is that by seeing
Collective Impact as the answer for what ails us, we end up
turning our minds and hearts away from other initiatives
that run contrary to our common ideology.
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PART SIX:

THE CHALLENGE
OF CONTINUOUS
COMMUNICATION
Communication is a common challenge identified within
and between organizations, across sectors, with funders and
donors, and of course with recipients of service.
Despite the existence of many robust communication
platforms and tools, we tend to stick to long-standing and
often ineffective communication tools: meeting minutes,
memos, and emails. Sometimes we will launch a website
but unless we integrate engagement tools and/or deploy
collaborative communication tools like wikis, we will end up
with static websites that serve primarily as sources of static
communication and a clearinghouse of reports, best practice,
and so forth, as if to suggest that all people need to do is
read this stuff to understand what is going on.
As a consultant I have been involved with a number of
big collaborations and in each of them we deployed
wiki technology to allow dynamic information exchange,
engagement of participants in idea building, user generated
resources, and real time access to contact information which
can be updated any time by those members of the collective.
Without exception, the promise of such technology was not
achieved. When I asked why, many said they preferred email
or face to face contact. It’s not that such personal preferences
are wrong, but such traditional communications are inefficient
and time-consuming, especially if we are seeing them as our
only or primary options.

This will sound like stating the obvious but if we want
“better” communication, we will only achieve it if we actually
change how we communicate. To say, “I prefer emails” ends
up meaning “I prefer to communicate less effectively than I
could if I changed how I do things.”
Without a centralized, organized way to store and grow
Collective Impact information and progress, how will new
members get up to speed? Certainly not by accessing all the
emails they were not around previously to receive.
Another often cited reason for not engaging in new
technologies is that people just don’t have the time to
learn about them and then use them. I suggest that if
we want to make time for Collective Impact, we must
make time to learn how to communicate more fully, more
comprehensively, and at a much faster rate than traditional
methods allow and support.
COMMUNICATION IS A LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE

Collective Impact and Continuous Communication both
require personal and professional changes in how we think,
learn, and engage. If leaders don’t understand how to deploy
helpful technologies, then they must involve and take leadership
from those that have the know-how to make and sustain
platforms and tools that promote and support Continuous
Communication across a diverse grouping of stakeholders.
Of course knowing how to use a hammer does not
automatically mean that we are building the right stuff, being
efficient, or working together well. In addition to attaining
the discipline to communicate continuously, we must be
disciplined to communicate clearly, on topic, and in ways
that promote learning, understanding, and the advancement
of our intent or goals. I receive up to 300 emails per day. I
have to make quick judgments about what to read because
frankly I cannot read everything.
At least 25% of the emails I receive are never opened
because their subjects and preview text dissuade me from
doing so. Another 25% are too long and ramble over a
topic rather than offer structured, concise communication.
Other emails that contain only the invitation to open the
attachment often result in being closed. If the sender can’t
bother giving me a clue about what they are sending me,
why should I open the attachment?
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It is not that we don’t communicate. It’s that we
communicate poorly, incompletely, and without due
attention to motivating readership. Emails have become
something we just whip off and send.
Twitter, for all of the inane-ness it offers, is also a tool for
serious communication because it forces us to explain
ourselves concisely. We opt in for such messages; emails
just arrive whether we want them to or not. Give me the
gist of your message in 140 characters, include a link, and
if I am interested in finding out more, I will click it. Don’t
send me everything all the time; it won’t get read.
VARIOUS TYPES OF “COMMUNICATION”

Perhaps we need to differentiate between the various
types of “communication.” For example, some say that
communication is typically biased toward imparting one’s
perspective on another. In other words, it is a type of
persuasion. Communication strategies are deployed to
position an argument, idea, or an organization, and in such
cases the communication is not really about engagement in
a two-way exchange of ideas.
In this light, we may wish to consider “continuous dialog” as
part of the mix. Dialogue is a practice developed by David
Bohm and others that focuses on the “shared exploration
towards greater understanding, connection, or possibility.” x
Dialogue’s emphasis on shared exploration fits nicely
with the intention to create a Common Agenda or
Shared Measurements.

While “communication” and its variations like “debate”
are more focused on getting others to adopt what one
party thinks or believes, dialogue is more focused on
understanding one another, and our environment, and is
guided by the following: xi

• We talk about what’s really important to us.
• We really listen to each other. We are intentional
about understanding one another’s views, ideas,
and experience.
• We say what’s true for us without making each
other wrong.
• We see what we can learn together by exploring
things together.
• We avoid monopolizing the conversation. We make
sure everyone has a chance to speak.

Dialogue begins by seeking a divergence of opinion, ideas,
knowledge and experience. Its quest for shared exploration
and understanding is less about reaching a quick or
“efficient” resolution and more focused on identifying or
creating choices we all understand. Understanding our
choices is vital to determining a Common Agenda and the
other conditions of Collective Impact.
At some point, divergence leads us to a process of
convergence. This evolution is depicted in the diagram
on the next page.
The implication here is that various forms of
“communication” are required and there is a decision point
when the group consciously shifts from an emphasis on
divergent thinking and exploration to one of convergence
in order to get to an agreed upon course of action.
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PART SEVEN:
THE
CHALLENGE
OF BACKBONE
SUPPORT
Is this fifth condition of Collective Impact an absolute
condition? Is it really the case that “Creating and managing
Collective Impact requires a dedicated staff and a specific
set of skills to serve as a backbone for the entire initiative” xii
(emphasis mine)? Isn’t the fundamental question something
like: how will the administrative and functional aspects of a
Collective Impact initiative be supported and delivered?

That said, clearly there are times when a backbone
organization makes sense, and I have been involved
in a number of initiatives where such an organization
existed. The success of said organizations varied. In one
major initiative I helped design, there was a clear need
for a backbone organization but those involved in the
collaborative seemed to have had other ideas. I am not
saying their ideas were wrong; I am saying that there
is more than one way to skin a cat. We need to build
from clear and comprehensive questions about how to
proceed, and not fall prey to a one-size-fits-all model or
element of a model.
Isn’t the fundamental question something like: how will
the administrative and functional aspects of a Collective
Impact initiative be supported and delivered?
Another concern is that we will start using “backbone
organization” so generically that anyone can just announce
that’s what their organization is, without any substantive
evidence, much less systems, methods, and resources in
place to actually serve as one.
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Lead agencies of a collaboration are not necessarily
backbone organizations. Nor are funders, especially
not, I suggest, for the initiatives they fund. Backbone
organizations require a certain distance from the other
collaborative players; otherwise their biases and their
own agendas will likely get in the way.
I think backbone services are so important and crucial to
successful large-scale actions that we should be wary of
the organization or funder that self-appoints themselves as
a collaboration’s backbone provider.
At the very least, the question of a more democratic
process of determining this vital function should be raised
and addressed.
In an article titled, “Understanding the Value of Backbone
Organizations in Collective Impact” xii John Kania and
others offer:

Backbone organizations essentially pursue six
common activities to support and facilitate Collective
Impact which distinguish this work from other types
of collaborative efforts. Over the lifecycle of an
initiative, they:
1. Guide vision and strategy
2. Support aligned activities
3. Establish Shared Measurement practices
4. Build public will
5. Advance policy
6. Mobilize funding

I affirm these six activities as long as each Collective Impact
group makes them their own. What I mean is that each
group has to ask what each of the six elements means to
them, and how they should frame their work and behaviour.

If, for example, processes are not in place for the members
of the collaborative to decide on vision and strategy,
the “guiding” assistance could turn into the backbone
organization determining or unduly influencing direction.
Supporting aligned activities necessitates more
conversation and understanding as well. Aligned activities
also require prioritization and a plan of how they should
flow out over time, and a decision which can be addressed
currently or sequentially. And someone, an individual or
a group, should likely monitor things to ensure that the
activities are being addressed in an equitable manner.
I have already said a lot about Shared Measurement. It will
be tough to do, so at the very least backbone support
needs to include stellar facilitation skills and tools, and
likely a reasonable capacity to undertake some research,
whether directly or as a knowledgeable sponsor.
As mentioned before, building public will requires more
than focus groups and occasional public meetings or
conferences. Public support and action are critical for large
scale change initiatives.
I sense that this element is somewhat akin to building a
movement, but here’s the hard part when it comes to
movements. They take on a life of their own. The catalysts
of a movement cannot control those engaged in a
movement. Public will and action manifest in dramatically
different ways, and most of us working in the field of
human services are nervous about giving up control.
The uncontrollable nature of movements should likely be
on people’s minds in the early days of building a Common
Agenda; however, it is also poses challenges in terms of
communication, Shared Measurement, and so on.
Advancing policy and mobilizing resources are needed too,
of course. The challenge will be to advance policy that is
not thinned down by so many compromises that it is easy
for policy makers to accept and then continue on with, at
best, only minor change.
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CLOSING THOUGHTS

My perspective on Community Collective Impact
has evolved, as has my appreciation for it as a model.
I was resistant in the early days of its emergence.
Since then it has been good to see the founders
and proponents of Community Collective Impact
continue their work to refine it and deepen our
collective understanding of its potential.

If we are prepared to change personally and often
dramatically, then Collective Impact offers us wonderful
potential for our communities. While I do not believe
practice makes perfect, I do very much believe that it is
the practice of ideas that can create or limit change and
impact. It’s up to all the players to determine which they
prefer – transformational practice or merely a reiteration
of an unacceptable status quo.

That said, large scale change is
complex and cannot be achieved
by following a formula approach to
doing it or a mindset that ignores or
sidesteps the personal ramifications
of Collective Impact, such as the
changes we will each have to make
and sustain within ourselves and
within our institutions, to actually do
what we are all saying we want to do.
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