


F–2



F–3

Using a Systems Change
Ap p roach to Bu i l d i n g

C o m m u n i t i e s

Pre p a red by

Be verly Pa r s o n s
In Si t e s

B o u l d e r, CO 

Pre p a red for

The Da n f o rth Fo u n d a t i o n
St. Louis, MO



F–4

© In Sites, Boulder, CO 1997



Contents

F–5

Acknowledgements . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–7
Abstract. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–9

Chapter I
Using Systems Change in Redesigning 
Communities in Response to Social Change. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–11

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–11
Resources . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–13

Chapter II
Competing Types of Social Systems . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–15

Community-Building System Choices . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–15
Further Readings on Community Building . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–21

Chapter III
Principles for Designing Today’s Social Systems . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–23

Systemic Approaches . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–23
Results-Oriented Approaches . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–24
Resident-Based Approaches . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–26
Composite Picture of Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–28 
Further Readings on Systems Thinking and Learning . . . . . . . . F–30 
Further Readings on Purpose and Results-Oriented Change . . . F–31
Further Readings on Resident-Based Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–32

Chapter IV
Selecting Stakeholders and Partners to Analyze the 
Status of Community Systems . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–33

What Is the “Community?” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–33 
Who Should Do the Analysis? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–35 
Readiness for Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–37 
Further Readings on Analyzing Community Systems . . . . . . . . F–39

Chapter V
Mapping the Status of Community-Based Systems Change . . . . . . F–41

Stages of Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–41
Levers of Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–48
Further Readings on Stages and Strategies of Change . . . . . . . . . F–56

Chapter VI
Assessing Community-Based Systems Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–59

Customizing the Analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–59 
Further Readings on Assessing Systems Change . . . . . . . . . . . . F–61

Figure 1 — The Foundation of Changing from 
Institutional to Community-Based Systems . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–29
Figure 2 — Continuum of Community-Building 
System Change. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . F–62



F–6



F–7

The way of conceptualizing the approach taken here has been shaped mainly
t h rough our work with the Da n f o rth Fo u n d a t i o n’s Po l i c y m a k e r s’ Program, the
Education Commission of the States, the W.K. Kellogg Fo u n d a t i o n’s Fa m i l i e s
and Neighborhoods In i t i a t i ve, and work with state, urban, and rural systemic
i n i t i a t i ves funded by the National Science Foundation. This work builds on the
thinking of many other people, most of whose work is re f e renced in the docu-
ment. Various Healthier Communities efforts across the country have also influ-
enced our thinking considerably.

This paper has been enriched by the comments of the following re v i ewe r s :
L l oyd Frandsen, Sid Ga rd n e r, Jane Ge r b e rding, Holly Ha l verson, Cornelius
Hogan, Sh a ron Johnson, Ann Kubisch, St e ven Kukic, Peter R. Lee, Ted Ma r b l e ,
and Linda Swe n s o n .

Amy Anderson (re s e a rch associate), Andra Nicoli, (re s e a rch associate), Ke i t h
Bromley (editor), and Carol Bosserman (eva l u a t i o n / a d m i n i s t r a t i ve assistant)
assisted in the preparation of this document.

This document was pre p a red under a grant from The Da n f o rt h
Foundation. The information and opinions provided herein are the sole re s p o n-
sibility of the author and do not re p resent agreement or positions of the
Da n f o rth Foundation, re v i ewers, or funding agents. Not for attribution or cita-
tion without permission from the Da n f o rth Foundation or In Si t e s .

In Sites is a Colorado-based non-profit 501(c)3 organization that conducts
re s e a rch and evaluation and provides technical assistance to educational and
social institutions/agencies and policymakers engaged in major change within
their social systems.

Acknowledgements



F–8



Abstract

This paper was designed to help people who have become discouraged on their
journeys tow a rd changing social systems within communities. This paper pro-
vides leaders and facilitators of community-change efforts with both a model for
change in social systems and a tool to work with others to analyze the status of
their change efforts. The redesign of social systems is an essential part of build-
i n g / rebuilding our communities to better support the well-being of childre n
and families. De e p, and often invisible, fundamental principles support these
systems, carrying assumptions so ingrained in us, we scarcely re c o g n i ze their
e x i s t e n c e .

T h ree types of systems—bureaucratic, professional, and community—are
i n t e rtwined in the social systems of a community. Cu r re n t l y, the balance tilts
t ow a rd a combination of the bureaucratic and professional, creating an institu-
tional focus. Gi ven today’s social conditions, this paper argues that the balance
needs to shift tow a rd a community-professional combination, grounded in the
assets and desires of the community.

T h ree fundamental principles appear important in rebuilding communities.
The first concerns systems thinking and learning, including looking at systems
h o l i s t i c a l l y, with changing, fluid relationships rather than unchanging entities.
The second principle emphasizes attention to the purposes of our systems and
the results they achieved. The third principle focuses on the rebuilding of com-
m u n i t y, grounded in the strengths, needs, hopes, and dreams of its re s i d e n t s .

This paper considers which community members should be invo l ved in
assessing the community’s status and orientation tow a rd systems change. Fo u r
g roups of people are highlighted: community residents, nonresidents with spe-
cial knowledge of the community, members of informal multipurpose social
units (such as family units or organized city blocks), and re p re s e n t a t i ves of sys-
tems established for a specific purpose such as education or health. This paper
examines: (a) the stages of change that individuals and groups go through as
they move from an institutionally centered system to a more community-based
system and (b) the “leve r s” for systems change—the mechanisms by which peo-
ple re c reate systems. 

The stages and levers of change serve as the bases for designing a C o n t i n u u m
of Community-Building Systems Change. The continuum is the tool a cro s s - ro l e
g roup uses to analyze the current status of systems change and to generate ideas
about next steps.

Fi n a l l y, this paper discusses how the continuum of change can be tailore d
to specific situations.
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Chapter I — Using Systems Change in
Redesigning Communities in 
Response to Social Change

I n t r o d u c t i o n
Ha ve you become discouraged on your journey tow a rd changing social systems
within communities to better meet the needs of today’s society? This paper pro-
vides leaders and facilitators of community-change efforts with a way of think-
ing about the process of changing a social system. It also contains a tool to help
them work with others to assess both the status of their change efforts and the
next steps. It addresses the formal and informal systems affecting children and
families within communities.

The primary purpose of designing or redesigning social systems in today’s
society is to help build communities that promote the well-being of childre n
and families. These are the core elements of our society. Community building
means strengthening the capacity of local residents, associations, and organiza-
tions to work individually and collectively tow a rd sustained community
i m p rovement. Community building invo l ves developing the capacity of neigh-
borhood residents to identify and gain access to opportunities and effect change
as well as developing leaders within the community.

Community building also focuses on the nature, strength, and scope of re l a-
tionships between individuals in the community and in organizations, gove r n-
ment entities, foundations, and other groups inside and outside the communi-
t y. T h rough this kinship, community builders can exchange and use informa-
tion, re s o u rces, and assistance. Or g a n i z a t i o n a l l y, community-building initia-
t i ves can develop the capacity of formal and informal institutions within the
community to provide goods and services effectively and can develop re l a t i o n-
ships between organizations within and beyond the community to maximize
re s o u rces and coordinate strategies.1

Each level of community building—from individuals to organizations—
re q u i res capacity building and the acceptance of the role of ongoing learner.
Building stakeholder capacities (both organizational and individual) and con-
necting these components is what community building is all about.
Community building is as much about how transformations occur as cre a t i n g
p roduct-oriented results. It is about increasing the capacities of individuals as
well as neighborhoods to create systems which work with them, not at them or
for them.

Considering T h ree Social Sy s t e m s
T h ree competing types of social systems are evident—the bureaucratic, pro f e s-
sional, and community models. Cu r re n t l y, our community systems are heavily
based on bureaucratic and professional models. As a result, systems are grow i n g
m o re distant from the realities, assets, and hopes of a community’s re s i d e n t s .

1 For further information on compre h e n s i ve community initiatives, see the work of the Aspen In s t i t u t e’s
Roundtable on Compre h e n s i ve Community In i t i a t i ves for Children and Fa m i l i e s .
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It is important to encourage greater consideration of the community model
in combination with the professional model. This new balance would empha-
s i ze the assets of a community’s residents and shift the role of professionals such
as educators and human-service and medical professionals to one of building on
the assets of the community rather than emphasizing needs.

T h ree Essential Pr i n c i p l e s
Basic principles or beliefs can reshape social systems within communities to bet-
ter support children and families. Deep and often invisible fundamental princi-
ples support these systems—the interlocking and interdependent parts —of our
s o c i e t y. Certain assumptions are typically so ingrained in us that we scarcely re c-
o g n i ze their existence. If we want our systems to change in fundamental ways,
it is necessary that these principles change.

T h ree fundamental principles are important in rebuilding communities. T h e
first concerns systems thinking and learning. This includes looking at systems
holistically—not only at the parts but also at the relationships between the
p a rts—as well as seeing that systems are ever changing This re q u i res that we see
o u r s e l ves as ongoing learners and adjusters of systems. The second principle
concerns the purposes of our systems (and the results expected from them). T h i s
purpose must be emphasized and, in many cases, redefined. The third principle
concerns reshaping community, grounded in the strengths, needs, hopes, and
d reams of its re s i d e n t s .

Defining the Community
In the change process, one must determine what constitutes a community and
who needs to be invo l ved in assessing the community’s status and orientation
t ow a rd systems change. We begin with an explanation of how to define the
community and then identify four groups to consider when determining who
will be invo l ved in the analysis: community residents, nonresidents with special
k n owledge of the community, informal multipurpose social units such as neigh-
borhood associations, and re p re s e n t a t i ves of purpose-based systems that have a
d i s t i n c t i ve purpose such as education, social services, health, economic deve l o p-
ment, physical and environmental arenas, and social justice.2

The focal point of the paper is a continuum of community-based systems
change. This continuum is a tool and a way of looking at (a) the stages of change
that individuals and groups go through as they move from the current configu-
ration of formal and informal systems to the desired systems configurations, and
(b) the “leve r s” for systems change. By this we mean the mechanisms by which
people can re c reate systems (for example, changing the methods of gove r n a n c e ,
reallocating financial re s o u rces, investing in the training and development of
people, and communications strategies).

This continuum of systems change helps people move forward to under-
take the next phase of their community systems change initiative.

2 He re a f t e r, these systems will be re f e r red to as “purpose-based systems.”
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R e s o u r c e s
T h roughout the paper, re f e rences to complementary materials are prov i d e d .
These re f e rences re p resent only a few of the many fine materials available. T h e
ones re f e renced tend to be key documents we used in developing this paper or
s h o rt, easy-to-read articles that might be given to community members.

In addition to the specific materials re f e renced, you are encouraged to con-
tact the following organizations to obtain their publication lists and talk with
key staff. Materials from these groups are seldom listed in the “Fu rt h e r
Re a d i n g s” sections of the paper because the numbers of re l e vant materials are
ve ry extensive. Re s o u rces from these organizations and/or re f e rences they can
p rovide to other groups will connect you to a full array of ideas for how to pro-
ceed with community-based systems change effort s .

Bush Center for Child De velopment and Social Policy 
310 Prospect St reet 
New Ha ven, CN 06510 
203 432-9944 • FAX: 203 432-9949 

Finance Project 
1341 G St reet, NW, Suite 820 
Washington, DC 20005 
202 628-4200 • FAX: 202 628-4205

Center for Collaboration for Children 
California State Un i versity at Fu l l e rton 
Fu l l e rton, CA 92834-6868 
714 773-2166 • FAX: 714 449-5235 

He a l t h c a re Fo rum 
425 Ma rket St reet 
San Francisco, CA 94105 
415 356-4300 • FAX: 415 356-9300

Center for the Study of Social Policy 
1250 Eye St reet, NW, Suite 503 
Washington, DC 20005 
202 371-1565 • FAX: 202 371-1472

Institute for Educational Leadership 
1001 Connecticut Avenue, NW, Suite 310 
Washington, DC 20036 
202 822-8405 • FAX 202-872-4050

Education Commission of the States 
707 17th St reet, Suite 2700 
De n ve r, CO 80202-3427 
303 299-3600 • FAX: 303 296-8332
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National Civic League 
1445 Ma rket St reet 
De n ve r, CO 80202 
303 571-4343 • FAX: 303 571-4404

Family Impact Seminar 
1100 Se venteenth St reet, NW, Suite 901 
Washington, DC 20036 
202 467-5114 • FAX: 202 223-2329

National Gove r n o r s’ Association 
444 N. Capitol St reet 
Washington, DC 20001-1512 
202 624-5300 • FAX: 202 624-5313 

Family Re s o u rce Coalition 
200 South Michigan Avenue, 16th Floor 
Chicago, IL 60604 
312 341-0900 • FAX: 312 341-9361

Roundtable on Compre h e n s i ve Community 
In i t i a t i ves for Children and Families 
The Aspen Institute 
345 East 46th St reet, Suite 700 
New Yo rk, NY 10017-3562 
212 697-1226 • FAX: 212 697-2258 
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Chapter II — Competing Types of Social Systems

When our efforts to create significant change in how people work and interact
within a community lag, it is often because the changes have been focused on
symptoms and superficial issues rather than fundamental characteristics that
shape community life. For the growing number of community-based initiative s
springing up around the country, we are learning that the needed changes lie
much deeper and are more interconnected than many initially assumed.

As we peel back the layers of our social systems, we see that many of the sys-
tems we have we re designed for a different set of conditions and circ u m s t a n c e s
than we find ourselves in today. The systems that worked in low-tech times with
smaller populations are not able to handle the increasing complexities re s u l t i n g
f rom new technologies and a larger and more diverse population. Our ways of
designing systems are closely tied to our history.

In a broad sense, three different systems (discussed below) are competing:
the bureaucratic, professional, and community models. The challenge we face is
understanding what these three system types are and determining when each is
most useful. T h e re is no perfect system. We need to keep adjusting our systems
to fit our purposes. Much of the community-building struggle centers on the
lack of clarity about these basic systems and how they can be integrated to sup-
p o rt a strong, vibrant environment for children and families. 

Community-Building System Choices
Consider these three system models:

• The h i e r a rchical, bureaucratic model uses top-down decision making
and has fixed rules and regulations. For many years, this model has been
the predominant approach for most organizations in this country. W h i l e
it is the appropriate approach in the case of policies that need to be con-
sistent—hiring practices and payroll management, for example—it tra-
ditionally has cove red a wide range of functions within a given system.
When workers feel like “numbers,” it is often because they are being
t reated from a bureaucratic model perspective .3

• The p rofessional model e vo l ved as a by p roduct of the development of the
s e rvice industry. The professional model relies on people with specialize d
k n owledge and skills. It defines “c l i e n t s” as those in need of a part i c u l a r
s e rvice or product and “p ro f e s s i o n a l s” as the experts who can prov i d e
what the clients need. 

For example, if the professional model is used in a school setting, edu-
cators are the professionals responsible for defining what students should
learn and for providing the evidence that teaching and learning have
been successful. In human services, social workers, psychologists, thera-

3The term “bure a u c r a c y” was originally used to neutrally describe a certain type of organizational stru c t u re .
Howe ve r, over time, it has taken on a negative connotation because of frequent misapplication. For furt h e r
information on this model as well as other variations of the professional model, see Mintzberg, H. (1979).
The St ructuring of Or g a n i z a t i o n s. En g l ewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, In c .
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pists, and others are those responsible for “t re a t i n g” a person with a
“n e e d . ”

At the core of both the bureaucratic and professional models is a
s t rong element of control outside the person serve d .

• The community model, by contrast, emphasizes consent. T h e
clients/beneficiaries in the professional model become active part i c i p a n t s
in decision making.

Applying this model to education, parents and students may take the
lead in identifying needs, working through choices, coming up with solu-
tions, and creating the conditions and environments they believe will
w o rk best in meeting the needs of all those invo l ved. The pro f e s s i o n a l s
would support their direction. In the case of social services, families and
communities define their needs, and professionals work in support i ve
roles to help them accomplish their goals and use their assets. This model
e m p h a s i zes interconnectedness as well as meaningful and pro d u c t i ve
w o rk for community re s i d e n t s .

As our society has moved away from bureaucratic organizations over the last
f ew decades, we have been moving tow a rd professional organizations and ser-
vices. T h e re is growing recognition that professionalism has its short c o m i n g s
and can actually undermine community building.

Each of these three models can operate simultaneously in a community, sep-
arately in some areas and overlapping in others. In the best-case scenario, each
model would be used when appropriate, with effective communication prov i d-
ing the necessary connections among all three within and among systems. A
major community-building issue is finding the appropriate balance betwe e n
p rofessional services and community-based caring and action.

The professional and community models warrant further consideration,
since the distinction between the two is crucial as groups develop their goals and
strategies for systems change. 

The Professional Model 
The premise of this model is that well-trained professionals can help society
ameliorate problems and challenges. Professionals become experts in certain dis-
ciplines or fields of study and, in medicine, human services, education, and
other fields, provide services to clients or beneficiaries. Special training is a key
definer of professional work. Professionals are typically also socialized into the
norms of their formal organizations/institutions and professional societies in
ways that benefit the profession and the organization. Professional institutions
s u r render considerable control over their choices of workers and ways of per-
forming work to outside institutions (e.g., universities) that train and certify the
p rofessionals. Professional practices increase the quality of the services prov i d e d .

Society is moving tow a rd “p ro f e s s i o n a l i z a t i o n” of services because of effi-
ciency and expected increase in quality. Ac c o rding to national statistics, in 1900,
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a p p roximately 10 percent of the work f o rce produced services while the re m a i n-
ing 90 percent produced goods. Cu r rent projections suggest that by the ye a r
2000, the service work f o rce will re p resent 90 percent of the employed work-
f o rc e .4 In some ways, this indicates that society is facing previously unsatisfied
need; in other ways, this indicates that professionals are assuming functions that
p reviously we re personal and community functions.

In his book, The Ca reless Society, author John McKnight expresses concern
that caring within communities has been transformed into a technical
p rocess—a service—that professionals are trained to perform on clients.5 He
b e l i e ves the evolution of bere a vement counseling illustrates this point. 

Be f o re the advent of bere a vement counseling, when a townsperson died,
friends and re l a t i ves came together to mourn. They met grief together as a com-
m u n i t y, offering physical and emotional support to the bere a ved family.

Then came bere a vement counseling. The counselor offered a method for
“p ro c e s s i n g” grief. A college diploma and professional license made the coun-
selor “c redible.” Many—trained in the use of innova t i ve tools and certified by
u n i versities and medical centers—seek this professional service out of habit. 

Now, when a townsperson dies, family and friends hesitate to go to the
b e re a ved family because these people believe that the bere a vement counselor
k n ows best how to process grief. Local clergy even seek technical assistance fro m
the bere a vement counselor to learn the correct form for dealing with grief. Bu t
as an unintended consequence, the grieving family misinterprets the absence of
family and friends as signs of their lack of caring.

With this story, McKnight illustrates that new professional expertise or tools
h a ve frayed the social fabric of community and undermined neighborly obliga-
tions and community ways of coming together. As citizens see pro f e s s i o n a l i ze d
s e rvices assume more community functions, citizens are beginning to doubt
their common capacity to care. As a result, citizens and communities have
become partially dependent on “c o u n t e rfeit caring”—human services—as a
substitute for their own knowledge, wisdom, and humanity in solving pro b l e m s
within their communities.

Ac c o rding to McKnight, society in general has grown frustrated with the
minor impact increasing numbers of professionals have on escalating social
p roblems and rapidly deteriorating families and communities. Society criticize s
the professional approach as inefficient, but the move tow a rd pro f e s s i o n a l i s m
was originally conceived as a more efficient way of dealing with social pro b l e m s .
Professionals are currently criticized for costing more money but pro d u c i n g
inadequate results. Professionals also are criticized as elitist, arrogant, and dom-
inant. Professionals may have the power to identify problems, create solutions,
implement them, and evaluate the efficacy of the treatment. But clients have
been stripped of personal opportunities to participate in this process because of
assumed lack of expert i s e .

4 See McKnight, John. (1995). The Ca reless Society: Community and Its Counterf e i t s. New Yo rk, NY: Ba s i c
B o o k s .

5 Many of the ideas in this chapter are based on the insights McKnight shared in The Ca reless Society:
Community and Its Counterf e i t s.
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A further criticism is that professionalism works to the detriment of society.
Professional dominance exe rts negative effects upon the problem-solving capac-
ities of the primary social stru c t u res of society: families, neighborhoods, churc h-
es/synagogues, and ethnic groups. The ultimate tragedy is that professionals can
c reate a cycle of dependence and impotence which may affect other social and
economic problems for which further professional treatment only creates deep-
er dependence. To justify the continuation of professional services, pro f e s s i o n a l s
may define “n e e d” as a deficiency within individuals and communities. In this
case, human-service tools can place people at risk for low self-esteem and low
s e l f - w o rth, pove rt y, and disempowe r m e n t .

The Community Model 
Unlike the professional model that focuses on eradicating the “n e e d” in families
and communities, the community model focuses on maximizing each person’s
existing capabilities. Individuals initiate capacity building and the pooling of
re s o u rces and power among members, rather than relying on outside people or
institutions. 

In this model informal community associations and stru c t u res are powe rf u l
vehicles for community decision making, critical dialogue, and opinion forma-
tion that influences the problem-solving capacities of community members.
“Community guides” act as counterpoints to credentialed, licensed pro f e s s i o n a l
s e rvice workers in communities. These guides are themselves members of a com-
munity and help other members navigate and make connections within the
c o m m u n i t y.

Instead of the professionals, community members are seen as pro b l e m
definers and problem solvers. The raw material of community is capacity,
because community interactions are built on the importance of each person. It
is the sum of community members’ capacities that re p resents the power of the
g ro u p, not deficiencies or needs.

The Professional and Community 
Collaboration Model 
Cu r re n t l y, the most promising model for a community’s social system is likely
one that brings together professionals and community to rebuild communities
and strengthen families, weaving in threads of bureaucracy or hierarchy  to pro-
vide a dependable, but flexible stru c t u re. Central to this model is ove rc o m i n g
the inherent tension between communities and institutions. The associations of
the community re p resent social tools that are unlike those of managed institu-
tions. 

For example, the stru c t u re of institutions is designed to control people. On
the other hand, the less formal stru c t u re of associations is the result of people
acting through consent. It is critical that people distinguish between these two
m o t i vating forces, because there are many goals that can be fulfilled only
t h rough consent, while in other cases controls pre s e rve justice and fairness.

In working out a combined bureaucratic, professional, and community
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model, it’s important to re c o g n i ze the differences between community associa-
tions and professional or other institutions.6

• In t e rdependence defines associations in communities. To weaken one
association weakens them all. For example, if the local church closes, sev-
eral self-help groups that meet in the church basement will lose their
home. If the American Legion disbands, several community fund-raising
e vents and the maintenance of the local ballpark will stop. Contrast these
e vents with the individualistic perception of service delive ry in human
s e rvices, education, and medicine where institutions have separate facili-
ties and operate independently of one another.

• In community environments, people acknowledge their tendencies to
make mistakes. But most institutions are designed to adhere to a vision
in which things can be done right and an orderly perfection can be
a c h i e ved. Clients, too, must meet this standard .

• In community associations, there is room for many leaders and room for
leadership capacity to deve l o p. This democratic stru c t u re assumes that
the best ideas come from the knowledge of the collected members of the
c o m m u n i t y. Ef f e c t i ve life in community associations incorporates all of
those weaknesses and re veals a unique community intelligence. Contrast
this with the hierarchical stru c t u re of institutions that re s e rves leadership
roles for a few.

• Associations can respond more quickly. They are not constrained by
institutional layers like planning committees, budget offices, administra-
tion, and so fort h .

• Because they are so interconnected, associations within communities can
often respond quickly and specifically to the needs of people who come
to them for help. In institutions, people often inherit labels, while in
associations, people are not defined by labels. Instead, their “s h o rt c o m-
i n g s” are accepted and dealt with.

• The informality of community associations allows for spontaneous, cre-
a t i ve solutions. Institutions often re q u i re those with cre a t i ve ideas to fol-
l ow channels and adhere to policy.

• Relationships in a community are individual and conducted face-to-
face. Institutions, on the other hand, have great difficulty deve l o p i n g
p rograms or activities that re c o g n i ze the unique characteristics of each
individual invo l ved. An institution’s high-level focus is not on building
relationships, but on remaining detached.

• Associations (and the community they create) are forums that encourage
c i t i ze n s h i p. Institutions, by virtue of their managed stru c t u res, typically
find it more difficult to act as forums for citize n s h i p.

• If it is care that families or individuals need rather than service, institu-
tions seldom satisfy that need. When care is needed, communities are
much more likely to produce and deliver it.

6 For more information on this, see McKnight (1995).
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Professional organizations and institutions might take several actions to
build a relationship with the community to potentially enhance community
c a p a c i t y. These actions include:

• re i n vesting re s o u rces to strengthen the local community economy and
income of individuals 

• w o rking with the community to create “community friendly” maps of
capacities and assets within the community—drawing on the institu-
tion's analytic capacities and information sourc e s

• educating community residents in the skills of their profession to allow
residents to be more self-sufficient and less dependent on pro f e s s i o n a l
s e rvices 

F u rther Readings on Community Building
He rzog, Ma ry Jean Ronan and Ro b e rt Pittman. (1995). “Home, Fa m i l y, and Community:

In g redients in the Rural Education Equation.” Phi Delta KAPPA N, Nove m b e r.
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This article discusses a need to leverage the existing strengths of rural communities to
c reate high-quality educational opportunities for all students. Sections of the art i c l e
include: problems in rural education; trends affecting rural schools; selected demo-
graphic, economic, and educational factors—1960-1990; and the strengths of ru r a l
c o m m u n i t i e s .

National Civic League. (1993). The Civic In d e x . New Yo rk, NY: National Civic League, In c .

The Civic Index is a guide which provides useful information on engaging the pub-
lic to improve the quality of life for the community as a whole. It discusses the chang-
ing roles of stakeholders, including a need for more volunteerism; how to build a
respect for civic invo l vement into our school and community life; and how to work
c o l l a b o r a t i vely tow a rd common goals. The emphasis is on building the civic infra-
s t ru c t u re of the community.

McKnight, John. (1995). The Ca reless Society: Community and Its Counterfeits. New Yo rk ,
N Y: Basic Books.

McKnight builds a case for focusing on the competence of communities and warns
of the dangers of over “p ro f e s s i o n a l i z a t i o n” of social services. T h ree chapters discuss
community building in depth. Community Organizing in the Eighties: Tow a rd a Po s t -
Alinsky Ag e n d a, (with John Kretzmann) discusses how the stru c t u re of neighborhoods
has changed considerably since the 1940s when Saul Alinsky was organizing com-
munities, yet the strategies for organizing communities have remained re l a t i vely con-
stant. McKnight presents new approaches to building the capacity of individuals and
organizations from within the community to develop the ability to meet their ow n
n e e d s .

Redefining Community defines communities as collective associations—formal and
informal—and how to build community by developing relationships across commu-
nity life. Re g e n e rating Community discusses the evolving roles and characteristics of
individual and institutional stakeholders within a community and the potential
s t ruggles these groups will encounter.

McKnight, John L. and John P. Kretzmann. (1993). Building Communities from the In s i d e
Out: A Path Tow a rd Finding and Mobilizing a Community’s As s e t s. Evanston, IL:
Center for Urban Affairs and Policy Re s e a rch, Neighborhood In n ovations Ne t w o rk ,
No rt h western Un i ve r s i t y.

This workbook is intended to help communities engage in the community building
p rocess. The workbook offers useful techniques for building capacity, mobilizing
re s o u rces, developing support i ve policies, and making connections/building re l a t i o n-
ships among stakeholders.

Se r g i ovanni, Thomas J. (1996). “Building Community in Schools.” Community Ed u c a t i o n
Jo u rn a l, Vol. XXII, Nos. 1 & 2.

This article describes the collapse of community that has occurred in our society and
offers suggestions for rebuilding pro d u c t i ve communities.

As discussed in the previous chapter, no one system is good or bad in and of
i t s e l f. The issue is how to design and combine systems to foster health at the
l e vel of community. In doing so, it is important to consider the operational
principles or values embedded within and across systems. T h ree guiding prin-
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Chapter III — Principles for 
Designing Today’s Social Systems

ciples appear especially important to consider in today’s social enviro n m e n t :

1) Taking a “systems thinking” perspective . This means looking at the
relationships and connections among parts of systems and across sys-
tems. The current and past tendencies have been to focus on isolated
systems and components of systems.

2) De t e rmining if systems are achieving results congruent with their
intended purpose. Many systems currently engage in activities that
f o l l ow the rules based on what worked in the past, whether or not the
systems produce desired results today or foster healthy re l a t i o n s h i p s
with the other systems that have grown up around them.

3) Emphasizing system changes that are driven by the perspectives of
community re s i d e n t s . Cu r re n t l y, professional service providers usu-
ally determine changes based on what they determine is best for
clients or for themselve s .

In the remainder of this chapter we describe each of these principles in
g reater detail.

Systemic Approaches
A design that considers the whole picture rather than just parts of it is a desir-
able system characteristic that communities seek today. That is, the approach is
systemic. This approach invo l ves considering the interrelatedness of parts with-
in a system. This approach also re c o g n i zes the stru c t u re within the stru c t u re and
a c k n owledges that the parts must interconnect. In fact, the definition of a sys-
tem is in the relationship of its part s .

While it may begin as a superficial assessment of parts interc o n n e c t i n g ,
c o m p re h e n s i ve systems thinking goes well beyond this point and analyzes pat-
terns of interrelationships and their dynamic movements — often “two steps
f o rw a rd and one step back” as decisions and changes are being made.7

Systemic thinking and action seek an holistic and sustainable improve m e n t
in the pattern of interrelationships between parts of a process or system—for
instance, the neighborhood. Each part of a neighborhood is influenced by the
actions and reactions of systems beyond it. Analyzing the patterns and building
linkages among systems and within components of systems re q u i res facilitation
skills, flexibility, and an ability to move between all levels, instead of focusing on
one. Analyzing and focusing also re q u i re an openness to change at all leve l s .

This is a dynamic, fluid, and ongoing process. This type of orientation is
often antithetical to the fundamental characteristics of many of the existing
social systems which are rigid and formally separated into isolated and discon-

7  This approach is different from some compre h e n s i ve community initiatives that look broadly at all the
components or separate systems of a community, but fail to focus on their interconnections and interac-
t i o n s .
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nected components with an orientation tow a rd addressing individual needs.

Systems thinking eventually leads to compre h e n s i ve change, but compre-
h e n s i veness is not the initial focus. Rather, the focus is on understanding the
i n t e rconnections, dynamics, and fundamental principles of the system, and how
to use these characteristics to lead to change across all community systems. On e
looks for patterns and natural dynamics to move desired changes from one sys-
tem to another. T h e re is an opportunistic quality to the process, instead of an
emphasis on “f o rc i n g” change.

Systemic thinking begins with strategic consideration involving the nature
of an undertaking and the central challenges or assumptions the undert a k i n g
poses. System thinking focuses on the patterns and cycles of interre l a t i o n s h i p s
among the key components of a system. Just as cycles dominate nature, so too
they dominate relationships among people and organizations. 

People go through stages of change as systems are changing. To isolate one
f rom another is unnatural. People create systems; systems are a reflection of peo-
ple. Systems thinking accepts that, but because of the number of interactions
and levels addressed, individuals, communities, and systems need considerable
time to act, react, and interact through the change pro c e s s .

Time alone, howe ve r, is not the only consideration. Systems thinking, plan-
ning, and action re q u i re ways of looking at the underlying stru c t u res that cre-
ate the cycles within re l a t i o n s h i p s .8 Systems thinking, planning, and action also
imply being in a mode of continual learning. Systems are dynamic. What used
to work may no longer today. As a result, we need ongoing ways to analyze sys-
tems. 

Results-Oriented Approaches
As we consider many of today’s social systems, we find that they often focus on
c a r rying out activities and delivering sets of services with the assumption that
c e rtain results will be achieved, but with little attention to whether the re s u l t s
actually are produced. Two patterns account for much of this behavior.

First, when systems we re originally established, they we re well-connected to
results. Howe ve r, over time conditions have changed, but the systems have con-
tinued on without adequate adjustments to those changing conditions.

Second, people have assumed that if they took certain actions, results would
automatically follow. The story of a man who got a new dog illustrates this.

One day, while walking his new dog, Jim ran into his neighbor, Bi l l .
Jim said, “Guess what? I taught my dog how to talk!” “Well, that is
i n c redible,” Bill said. “Ha ve him say a few words.” “Oh,” re p l i e d
Jim, “I just taught him. He didn’t learn.”

Si m i l a r l y, many of our systems perpetuate activities with the hope, but not
necessarily the evidence, that they are accomplishing desired re s u l t s .

8 For a detailed discussion of this, see Chapter 13 in Sense, P. M., et. al. (1994). The Fifth Discipline
Fi e l d b o o k. New Yo rk, NY: Do u b l e d a y.
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Gi ven the marked changes in today’s communities, it is essential to focus
explicitly on what a system will accomplish. In doing so, it is important to get
d own to authentic purposes and call into question actions that have become
habitual but are superficial. A purposeful, results-oriented system defines the
outcomes or results expected, then works backwards to design actions that dis-
play these results. The actions may need to be different for different people and
conditions. The commonality is around results, not the means of achieving
those re s u l t s .

As community systems move tow a rd a results orientation, these systems
often experience a tension re g a rding “p ro c e s s e s” and “p roducts.” For some peo-
ple, results are defined in terms of a “p ro d u c t” such as building a re c reation cen-
t e r, providing housing for someone in need, reducing the amount of litter on
the streets, or cleaning up a vacant lot. For others, the results they seek are
defined in terms of “p ro c e s s e s” such as building and strengthening re l a t i o n s h i p s
that serve as the basis for identifying and effectively carrying out tasks. 

Within community initiatives, there are often strong advocates of a pro c e s s
orientation and strong advocates of a product orientation. One group sees the
p rocess of community building as the most significant aspect. The other gro u p
sees the product as the most valuable. T h e re is typically an ongoing tug of war
b e t ween the two.

Ef f e c t i ve results-oriented systems focus on both processes and pro d u c t s .
Products of a community project—a new park, a gym, a housing deve l o p-
m e n t — a re important in creating a sense of achievement and legitimacy among
p a rticipants, outsiders, and the community as a whole. These visible achieve-
ments can be key to future funding for other projects and building pride and
inspiration based on achievement and ability. Products often are the measurable
successes desired by residents as well as funders. Yet all too often, these pro d u c t s
a re of short-term value, because community members do not have a sense of
ownership of them. It is crucial that these products grow out of re l a t i o n s h i p s
that have the potential to produce further pro d u c t s .

Such relationship-building processes are essential components of cre a t i n g
sustainable change. Process is essential to facilitating social networks and build-
ing capacity. Processes create the framew o rk of regular interaction which helps
d e velop and strengthen relationships. Neighbors working tow a rd positive
change in their communities build a learning process and an awareness of who
l i ves and works within the streets they occupy. This knowledge can be critical to
diagnosing and solving problems such as pove rt y, homelessness, crime, and gang
issues, and establishing the links that operate among them.

This is like making a cake. One needs all the ingredients (the products), but
one is not going to make a cake without certain processes—beating the sugar
and butter together, folding in the flour, and baking the cake in the oven. Both
p roducts and processes are essential.

Pe r s p e c t i ves on the importance of process or product often change within
an initiative. Pe r s p e c t i ves may shift because of feedback re g a rding implementa-
tion efforts, whether the initiative responds to critical community needs, which
social assets and funding are available, or the value other community members
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place on the efforts of their neighbors. As a result, when building a purposeful,
results-oriented approach, participants must carefully discuss the balance
b e t ween processes and pro d u c t s .

This balance is closely tied to the dynamic of short-term vs. long-term
results. Results-oriented initiatives that also incorporate systemic thinking strive
to achieve short-term results that inspire long-term change. Long-term change,
in turn, ultimately deals with basic problems and issues rather than symptoms.
Without systemic thinking, short-term results often are directed tow a rd symp-
toms. It can be ve ry valuable to address symptoms as long as that is not the end
of the work. Too often, howe ve r, once the symptoms are gone, people lose inter-
est in addressing the more fundamental pro b l e m s .

Resident-Based Approaches
The third fundamental assumption concerning the redesign of formal and
informal community systems is that the perspectives of residents shape the
changes made. Too often, service providers drive system changes, and commu-
nity residents are viewed as beneficiaries of services or as clients rather than the
ones who are key to improving the quality of life in the community. A com-
munity-building orientation is about increasing the capacities of individuals as
well as neighborhoods to create systems which work with them, not at them or
for them. Eve n t u a l l y, through these individuals in a group or groups, account-
ability develops, as does a method for the community to work to re g e n e r a t e
i t s e l f.

Cu r re n t l y, most communities’ formal systems are built around hierarc h i c a l ,
t o p - d own stru c t u res. These systems are often crisis- and pro b l e m - o r i e n t e d .
They focus on deficits, create dependent relationships, and are characterized by
competition. A community-building orientation promotes a sense of equal
p a rtnership between professionals and residents. This orientation focuses on the
assets of all members of the community and on pre vention of problems. It
builds interdependent, responsible, accountable re l a t i o n s h i p s .

On the whole, institutions typically don’t look to the community until they
need to gain support for their strategies. To achieve community-based systems
change, fundamental changes must happen and be driven at the community
l e vel (e.g., neighborhood schools). To keep the focus at the community leve l ,
the broader levels of the system (e.g., state departments of education) need to
s u p p o rt changes (desired by the community), lending expertise and perspective
in the process, rather than determining what they think is best for the commu-
n i t y.

The notion of resident-initiated capacity building is illustrated in the story9

of a community on Chicago’s west side:

A community of 60,000 people was largely poor and African
American—the majority dependent on we l f a re payments. Re s i d e n t s
had formed a vo l u n t a ry community organization that encompassed
an area where there we re two hospitals. These hospitals had not been
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accessible to the black residents in this neighborhood.

The community organization began a political struggle to “c a p-
t u re” the two hospitals. They we re successful in convincing the
b o a rd of directors of the hospitals to accept more neighborhood peo-
ple as patients and employ more community residents on their staffs.
After several years, the community organization assessed the health
status of the community. They found that although they had “c a p-
t u re d” the hospitals, there was no significant evidence that re s i d e n t s’
health had changed since the community had greater access to the
medical facilities in their neighborhood.

To determine the re s i d e n t s’ most common ailments, the com-
munity organization examined the hospital’s medical re c o rd s .
Examiners we re surprised to learn that the top reasons for seeking
medical treatment had little to do with disease. Ailments included
car accidents, interpersonal attacks, bronchial infections, dog bites,
and dru g / a l c o h o l - related problems. “Di s e a s e” was not the main
p roblem the hospitals addressed. Instead, the hospitals dealt with
maladies related to social problems. The residents in the communi-
ty organization re c o g n i zed that there we re social problems in their
communities, and the hospitals we re only treating the symptoms.

A group of concerned citizens from the community organization
a n a l y zed this information and used it to get to the root causes of
these social problems. Then, they developed a strategy for addre s s-
ing these problems in their communities. To reduce the number of
car accidents, residents investigated their neighborhood to learn
w h e re these accidents we re happening and why. With help from an
outside city-planning group that provided detailed data on neigh-
borhood traffic patterns, residents learned that most accidents
o c c u r red at the entrance to a department store parking lot. 
The group then petitioned the store owner to make changes. T h i s
g reatly reduced the number of accidents, and the number of people
in the neighborhood seeking medical treatment for related injuries.

To reduce the number of bronchial problems, residents learned
that good nutrition was a factor. Adequate fresh fruits and ve g e t a-
bles, especially in winter, we re too expensive for many residents. So
they sought solutions: growing their own fruits and vegetables. Si n c e
g a rdening space is limited in the city, residents built an experimen-
tal greenhouse on the flat roof of an apartment house. Citize n s
v i ewed the greenhouse as a tool to gain control of their own health,
but quickly citizens also discove red that it was an economic-deve l-
opment tool. The greenhouse increased their income, because they
n ow produced a commodity to use and sell. T h e re was another use
for the greenhouse, one that maximized the capacities of the com-
m u n i t y. The greenhouse trapped lost heat and turned it into an
asset, becoming an energy-conservation tool.

The community organization that spearheaded the gre e n h o u s e

9  This story is from McKnight, J. (1995).
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p roject also owned a re t i rement home for elderly members of the
c o m m u n i t y. The re t i rement home residents became regular plant
c a retakers. They became excited and re j u venated. They we re able to
use some of the knowledge they had learned as children and yo u n g
adults in rural areas, and the greenhouse became a tool to empowe r
older people in the community.

This story illustrates the hidden capacities within communities to define
and solve community-specific problems and maximize their skills and talents
t h rough a collective effort. It also illustrates how the community had a re s u l t s -
oriented appro a c h — i n vestigating whether the health of the people in the com-
munity improved. And finally, the expanded use of the greenhouse illustrates
the systemic nature of the change pro c e s s .

Composite Picture of Change
The previous perspectives present an overall picture of systems transitioning
f rom primarily bureaucratic and professional (with a touch of the community
model) to ones that are grounded in the community. These systems blend the
p rofessional and community models previously discussed with appro p r i a t e
t h reads of the bureaucratic model. This shift invo l ves moving from one set of
underlying principles to another, as depicted in Fi g u re 1, The Foundation of
Changing from Institutional to Community-Based Systems, below. 

The arrow between the two types of systems re p resent the strategies and ini-
t i a t i ves that a community develops to move from one type of system to anoth-
e r. The strategies and initiatives are multiple, and the pro g ress from one system
type to another is in interconnected and overlapping stages. 

Figure 1 — The Foundation of Changing from 
Institutional to Community-Based Systems

F u rther Readings on Systems 
Thinking and Learning
Gates, Christopher T. (1995/1996). “Making a Case for Collaborative Problem So l v i n g. ”

Community Education Jo u rn a l, Vol. XXII, Nos. 1 & 2, Fa l l / Wi n t e r.

Discusses how all over America, dedicated community problem solvers are finding new
ways of bringing together the public, private, and nonprofit sectors in collaborative
p roblem-solving effort s .

Sense, P.M. (1990). The Fifth Discipline. New Yo rk, NY: Do u b l e d a y / Cu r re n c y.

This book has become a classic. It describes and encourages systems thinking. T h e
author considers systems thinking as the “fifth discipline” that organizations need to
c u l t i vate to become learning organizations. The other disciplines are personal mastery,
s h a red vision, mental models, and team learning.
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Bu re a u c r a t i c / Pro f e s s i o n a l
Sy s t e m s

Ru l e s - Or i e n t e d

• Focused on short-term 
a c t i v i t i e s

• Focused on following ru l e s
• Conflicting, disjointed ru l e s

Pi e c e m e a l / Pa rt s - Or i e n t e d

• Isolated, disjointed systems
• Separate part s
• R i g i d
• St a t i c
• Task-oriented pro j e c t s

Se rvice De l i ve ry - Or i e n t e d

• Deficit focused
• Hi e r a rc h i c a l
• Crisis- and pro b l e m -

o r i e n t e d
• Mo n o c u l t u r a l
• C o m p e t i t i ve

C o m m u n i t y / Professional 
Sy s t e m s

Pu r p o s e / Re s u l t s - Or i e n t e d

• Purpose/mission drive 
c h o i c e s

• Pro c e s s / p roduct results are
va l u e d

• Long-term sustainable re s u l t s
a re sought

Sy s t e m i c a l l y - Or i e n t e d

• In t e rconnected systems
• Holistic orientation
• Fl e x i b l e
• D y n a m i c
• Evolving, compre h e n s i ve 

i n i t i a t i ve s

Community Bu i l d i n g -
Ori e n t e d

• A s s e t - f o c u s e d
• C o m m u n i t y / Professionals 

as equal part n e r s
• Pre ve n t i o n - o r i e n t e d
• In t e rd e p e n d e n t
• Ac c o u n t a b l e

St r a t e g i e s / In i t i a t i ves for Change

➜

So m m e rfeld, Meg. (1995). “A Community of Learners.” Education Week , 14, 25.
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This article discusses the Community Learning Centers (CLC) project, a systemic
school-change design in Minnesota. Examples from actual CLC schools will be help-
ful for communities that are interested in innova t i ve ways to create a local hub of
learning that engages multiple and diverse stakeholders.

W h e a t l e y, M.J. (1992). Leadership and the New Science. San Francisco,  CA: Be r re t t - Ho e h l e r
Pu b l i s h e r s .

Wheatley looks at organizations through the eyes of new science. This includes dis-
cussing relationships and nonlinear connections as the sources of new knowledge. In
this framew o rk, roles and stru c t u res are created from need and interest which nur-
t u re individual and team cre a t i v i t y, the basis of learning organizations. An inve n t i ve
and compelling book that looks at natural processes (such as “relational holism” in
quantum physics) that maintain integrity and then asks central questions concerning
organizational stru c t u re and processes in the same light.

F u rther Readings on Purpose and 
Results-Oriented Change
Dryfoos, Joy G. (1994). Fu l l - Se rvice Schools. San Francisco, CA: Jo s s e y - Bass Pu b l i s h e r s .

This book provides examples of how communities are redefining the purposes for
their schools and creating new types of social centers that fit the conditions of the
c o m m u n i t y. Integrated support services in schools which include health, mental
health, and social service agencies are discussed as the “w a ve of the future,” part i c u-
larly in improving the social environment of disadvantaged communities.
Pro j e c t s / i n i t i a t i ves are included.

The Family Criteria Task Fo rce. (1988). “A Strategy for St rengthening Families: Using Fa m i l y
Criteria in Policymaking and Program Evaluation.” Washington, DC: AAMFT
Re s e a rch and Education Fo u n d a t i o n .

This paper analyzes what can be done to ensure that policies are support i ve of fami-
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ly life. The paper underscores that the family is regularly affected by government pro-
grams and policies whether at the federal, state, or local levels. Howe ve r, the family
is seldom formally re f e r red to beyond rhetoric in policymaking and analysis. Pro g r a m
e valuation and policy analysis re g a rding family programs are discussed by acknow l-
edging the need for formal measurements of program outcomes and discussion of
h ow these measurements can be cre a t e d .

Raack, Lenaya. (1995). “An Ef f e c t i ve School Model.” City Schools: A Re s e a rch Ma g a z i n e
About Urban Schools and Communities, Volume 1, Number 3.

If schools are to affect students positive l y, schools must believe in students and that
all children can learn and flourish. T h e re must be an unwavering commitment to the
potential of students and to their academic needs and concerns. This article show s
h ow communities have rethought the purposes of their schools.

S c h a e f f e r, R.H. (1988). The Bre a k t h rough St ra t e gy. New Yo rk, NY: Harper & Row.

This book provides an approach to defining small units of change to achieve early
results and build momentum for long-term change.

Theobald, Paul and Paul Nachtigal. (1995). “ Cu l t u re, Community, and the Promise of Ru r a l
Education.” Phi Delta KAPPA N, Nove m b e r.

This article focuses on the need for the rural school to stop emulating the urban or
suburban school, and attend to its own place. Article sections include: industrializa-
tion: the name of the old game; ecology: the name of the new game; the promise of
rural education; and the task before rural educators. This article shows how the ru r a l
context is key to shaping the purpose and consequently the nature of the education
s y s t e m .

United Way of America. (1996). Measuring Pro g ram Outcomes: A Practical Ap p ro a c h.
Alexandria, VA: United Wa y.

This guide explains how to measure outcomes of United Way pro g r a m s .

Wo rk Group on Health Promotion and Community De velopment. (1995). Wo rk Gro u p
Evaluation Handbook: Evaluating and Su p p o rting Community In i t i a t i ves for Health and
De ve l o p m e n t. L a w rence, Kansas: The Schiefelbusch Institute for Life Span St u d i e s .

This handbook outlines a system to support and evaluate nearly 20 different com-
munity initiative s .

F u rther Readings on Resident-Based Change
C h r i s l i p, David, Carl Larsen. (1995/1996). “Collaborative Leadership: How Citizens and

Civic Leaders Can Make a Di f f e rence.” Community Education Jo u rn a l , Vol. XXII,
Nos. 1 & 2, Fall /Wi n t e r.

This book discusses and demonstrates how citizens and civic leaders can make a dif-
f e rence by serving as catalysts for collaboration.

C o rtes, Ernesto, Jr. (1995/1996). “Engaging the Community in Education Re f o r m . ”
Community Education Jo u rn a l, Vol. XXII, Nos. 1 & 2, Fa l l / Wi n t e r.

The author argues that the community needs to be included at the core of eve ry
e f f o rt to improve public education.

Heckman, Paul E. and Jean M. Peacock. (1995). “Joining Schools and Families in
Community Change: A Context for Student Learning and De velopment.” Ne w
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Schools, New Communities, Vol. 12, No 1, Fa l l .

As an ove rv i ew of the Educational and Community Change (ECC) Project in
Tucson, AZ, the authors describe several ideas and concepts that merge school and
community; give examples of activities that teachers, parents, and project staff have
c reated and implemented; and identify challenges and lessons learned.

Ma t h ews, David. (1995/1996). “Why We Need to Change Our Concept of Community
L e a d e r s h i p.” Community Education Jo u rn a l, Vol. XXII, Nos. 1 & 2, Fa l l / Wi n t e r.

For fundamental change to occur, community citizens have to act, says the author.
Large groups of people need to be engaged fully in the process. Ul t i m a t e l y, when cit-
i zens talk about leadership within their communities, these citizens are talking about
t h e m s e l ve s .

Thompson, Scott. (1995). “Creating Community Alliances: A Guide to Im p roving Pro j e c t
Ad vocacy and Dissemination.” New Schools, New Communities, Vol. 12 No. 1, Fa l l .

The author provides practical guidance for community initiatives interested in estab-
lishing local advocacy groups to support the pro g ress and visibility of their effort s .

Weiss, Ab by R. (1995). “The School-Community Connection.” New Schools, Ne w
C o m m u n i t i e s , Vol. 12, No. 1, Fall. 

Weirs shares the history of the School-Community Connection project, an effort
designed to make real differences in the lives of children and families by stre n g t h e n-
ing relationships with their communities. The author also provides descriptions of
the six schools that participated in the project and shares lessons learned in the imple-
mentation of these designs.

Who should analyze a community’s social systems to determine the next steps
in moving the whole set of community systems—formal and informal? How
can the principles discussed in the previous chapter become the normal
modes of operation in the community? The choices seem endless.

In this chapter, we first define “c o m m u n i t y” for purposes of this analysis.
Next, we focus on identifying people to analyze the status of system change
in the community.

What Is the “Community”?
Communities are often considered collections of friendships related to each
other by prox i m i t y. In actuality, a community is more than a place and more
than a series of friendships. Instead, it comprises various groups of people
who work together, face-to-face, in public and private life. The key feature of
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Chapter IV — Selecting Stakeholders and
Partners to Analyze the 

Status of Community Systems

community is its tendency tow a rd associations. The driving force behind the
formation and maintenance of community is not just the continuation and
expansion of familial ties, but the coming together of common citizens to form
both formal and informal associations that solve pro b l e m s .

Communities are comprised of individuals, associations, and institutions
—all of which have assets for community building. 

The associations that express and create “c o m m u n i t y” take several forms.
These associations can be re l a t i vely formal, with official names and officers elect-
ed by the members—like the American Legion, the local church bowling league,
or the local peace fellow s h i p.

A second type is not so formal. It usually has no officers or official name.
Nonetheless, it re p resents a gathering of citizens who solve problems, celebrate
t o g e t h e r, and enjoy a social compact. These associations include poker clubs,
coffee klatches, or neighborhood gatherings. Though they may not have a for-
mal name and stru c t u re, they are often sites of critical dialogue, opinion forma-
tion, information sharing, and decision making. These interactions influence
the values and problem-solving capacities of citize n s .

A third form of association is less obvious, because it typically occurs as an
enterprise or business. Howe ve r, much of this kind of association activity also
takes place in local restaurants, beauty parlors, barbershops, bars, hard w a re
s t o res, and other places of business. People gather in these places for interaction
as well as transaction.

Often, institutions have viewed communities and these three types of asso-
ciations as a collection of parochial, inexpert, unschooled, uniformed people.
Those accustomed to managed experiences and relationships can see communi-
ties as disord e red and inefficient. Yet, there is often a hidden order to commu-
nities and their associations created along six dimensions:1 0

• Ca p a c i t y — We build community associations on the strengths of each
community member. The sum of each person’s capacities re p resents the
p ower of the gro u p. This contrasts with the dominant pro f e s s i o n a l
model, focusing on the deficits or needs of communities and their mem-
b e r s .

• C o l l e c t i ve Ef f o rt — The essence of community is people work i n g
t o g e t h e r. One of the characteristics of community work is shared re s p o n-
sibility requiring many talents. Thus, a person labeled deficient by insti-
tutions can often find support in the collective capacities of a communi-
ty that can shape itself to the unique character of each person.

• In f o rm a l i t y — Community associations are critical elements of the
informal economy that keeps communities going. These associations also
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a re key to authentic relationships. When authentic relationships deve l o p,
a strong sense of caring also develops in communities. This informality
a l l ows for more flexibility in the community’s ability to incorporate both
the capacities and weaknesses of members.

• St o r i e s — In universities, people gather knowledge through studies. In
institutions, people gather knowledge through re p o rts. In communities,
people gather knowledge through stories. These community stories allow
people to reach back into their common histories and their individual
experiences for knowledge about defining problems and solving them.
Successful community associations resist efforts to impose the fore i g n
language of studies and re p o rts, because that language ignores their ow n
capacities and insights.

• C e l e b r a t i o n — Community groups constantly incorporate celebration,
p a rties, and social events into their activities. The line between work and
play is blurred, and the human nature of eve ryday life becomes part of
the way of work .

• Tragedy — One of the surest, most consistent strands of community life
is the explicit common knowledge of tragedy, death, and suffering.
Professionals and institutions have traditionally left little space for these
and have ignored them in their understanding of individual capacities
and deficiencies. Tragedy helps humans acknowledge their mort a l i t y, but
also helps them re c o g n i ze their capacities to surv i ve and thrive .

The institutions within a community range from private businesses to public
institutions such as schools, libraries, hospitals, social service agencies, police
and fire stations, and re c reational facilities. Such institutions are often the most
visible and formal aspect of a community’s stru c t u re .

To analyze the status of a community’s systems, we have used the term
“c o m m u n i t y” to refer to a group of people who are geographically located close
to each other and bound together in ways described above. This group is also
bound together by other types of public governmental systems, transport a t i o n
systems, and economic conditions.

A community constitutes a collection of people who are in the process of
c reating a collective va l u e — i m p roving their well-being. For purposes of both
analysis and change, the most useful unit, that is a “c o m m u n i t y,” is a subset of
a city or, in a rural area, a geographical area that encompasses several small
t owns, for example, a county. A unit of 10,000 people seems to be a re a s o n a b l e
s i ze .1 1

Who Should Do the Analysis?
Once you have identified your “c o m m u n i t y,” generate a list of the people poten-
tially invo l ved in the analysis. In our experience, the group size can va ry con-
s i d e r a b l y — f rom 12 to 15 people to 100 people. If a large group is invo l ve d ,
small groups would handle portions of the analysis.

10  These dimensions are drawn from McKnight (1995).
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When selecting people for the analysis, consider two purposes for the analy-
sis: product and process. The p roduct purpose is to obtain the information that
comes from the analysis. The p rocess purpose is to create a dialogue and share d
understanding of change within a key group of people whose commitment to
change undertaken in the community is necessary. 

By having this key group invo l ved in the analysis, the facilitator can become
acquainted with key people and gain insights into the identification of the peo-
ple who may be important to invo l ve in future phases of community change.
The facilitator can bring together people for this analysis without making a
long-term or specific commitment to their future invo l ve m e n t .

We will consider people with several different connections with the com-
munity: community residents, nonresidents with special knowledge, re p re s e n t a-
t i ves of social units within the community, and re p re s e n t a t i ves of purpose-based
public systems. Although it is difficult to determine all the types of people and
interactions of importance in the community, having a full range of stakehold-
ers and partners invo l ved in the analysis is important for generating meaningf u l
information and developing the broad base of knowledge and understanding
needed for fundamental systems change. Collective l y, the group will see how
one sector affects another in terms of underlying system stru c t u res in the com-
m u n i t y.

Community Residents 
At the core of the analysis and subsequent action are the residents of the com-
munity or neighborhood to be analyzed. You need a broad range of residents —
re p re s e n t a t i ves of the full age range, from youth to senior citizens, as well as re s-
idents invo l ved with the full range of social systems that operate within the com-
m u n i t y. When selecting residents to be invo l ved in the analysis, look for people
who are informal opinion leaders within the community. For this task, it may
be valuable to select people who have some familiarity with the language of sys-
tems. The other option is to spend time with the residents, familiarizing them
with the concepts to help them deflect intimidation from professionals in the
g ro u p.

No n residents with Special Knowledge 
The community may have been the focus of community-change efforts in the
past or have been invo l ved in studies. A re s e a rcher or facilitator invo l ved in such
an effort may have gained a special familiarity with the community that would
be valuable in the analysis.

In f o rmal Multipurpose Social Units 
“ Informal multipurpose social units” a re groups of individuals, such as family
members, neighbors who have organized themselves, or informal groups of vo l-
unteers who have banded together. Each of these “u n i t s”can be a key focus for
building strength and social capital.1 2

11 We hope to learn more about the appropriate size unit of analysis from your experiences. Using the catch-
ment area of the high schools appears to be a useful way to subdivide larger cities.
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Re p re s e n t a t i ves of Pu r p o s e - Based Systems 
Another way to view the community is to divide it into the purposes (e.g., edu-
cation, governance, and health) that often serve as the basis for defining sys-
tems—linking to ways of solving problems and realizing hopes and dre a m s .
Each purpose-based unit tends to have different (possibly overlapping) special-
i n t e rest groups invo l ved, and also different priorities and different professionals. 

When considering these groups, distinguish between organizations that
h a ve originated in the community and those that are an extension of a system
external to the community. For example, a social service agency that is an exten-
sion of state government operates and is viewed ve ry differently from a local
n o n p rofit service agency affiliated with a local church, yet both may be focused
on the same purpose, e.g., mental health.

Many purpose-based systems are formal bodies such as county, district,
state, and federal agencies that work within a stru c t u red public sector system
such as health, education, or human services. These systems are often highly
s p e c i a l i zed, with professionals and some nonprofessionals working within the
constraints of the system and offering services to the community, although the
s e rvice providers may frequently live outside the neighborhood. Others are local
associations, religious institutions, cultural organizations, and libraries that may
h a ve many more volunteers and nonpro f e s s i o n a l s .1 3

Tasks and product outcomes are typically defined around these units. And
within each unit, several different formal and informal systems may be operat-
ing. For our purposes, we have categorized the purpose-based systems into seve n
categories, recognizing that some of these categories ove r l a p :

• Social services and personal well-being — The systems in this catego-
ry may be governmental human services agencies as well as churches and
community-based organizations. The types of services provided encom-
pass spiritual well-being as well as social and emotional conditions.

• Education — Communities may have a wide range of educational insti-
tutions, but, minimally, each one has connections to the public school
system for K-12 education. Nearly all communities also encompass or
h a ve links to community colleges, technical colleges, and/or unive r s i t i e s .

• Health — The public health systems, hospitals, medical doctors, clinics,
c o m p l e m e n t a ry health practitioners (e.g., chiropractors, acupuncturists,
massage therapists, psychologists), and other private health-care
p roviders may be re l e vant groups to include.

• Economic development — A wide variety of groups invo l ved in eco-
nomic development may be considered: community development cor-
porations, chambers of commerce, large and small businesses and their

12 For more information on building social capital, see the National Civic League (1993). The Civic In d e x .
New Yo rk, NY: National Civic League, In c .
13 For excellent information on identifying the variety of associations, organizations, and institutions with-
in a community, see Kretzmann, J. P. and McKnight, J. L. (1993). Building Communities from the In s i d e
Out: A Path Tow a rd Finding and Mobilizing a Community’s As s e t s. Evanston, IL: No rt h western Un i ve r s i t y.
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associations, banks, ve n t u re capitalists, and others.

• Physical and environmental maintenance/revitalization — So m e
communities may have groups that emphasize maintaining or re v i t a l i z-
ing the visible assets of the community by building gyms, parks, and
housing; cleaning up vacant lots; or addressing air pollution and other
aspects of the environment. A local Community De ve l o p m e n t
Corporation, a public housing agency, or private sector investors may be
functioning within the community.

• Social justice — Police departments and the court systems may be key
p l a yers in the community.

• Gove rnance — Although all of the above categories encompass gove r n-
mental agencies, it is important to consider the overall governance stru c-
t u re, particularly emphasizing elected officials (the mayo r, city council
members, county commissioners, and the town clerk). 

Readiness for Change 
When selecting people within and across these and other categories, consider
that there may be distinct categories of people in terms of how they respond to
i n n ovations and new ideas.1 4 (The following numbers in parentheses indicate
the typical percentage of people who fall in each category re l a t i ve to an innova-
t i o n . ) :

In n ovators — In n ovators tend to be adve n t u rous, eager to try new ideas, and
u n t roubled by setbacks and incompleteness of ideas or methods. They net-
w o rk quickly outside their local circles. (About 3 perc e n t )

Early Adopters — Early adopters are a part of the local social system and
include local opinion leaders. Early adopters are not as far ahead of the ave r a g e
individual as innovators and are more trusted locally. (About 13 perc e n t )

Early Majority — Members of the early majority adopt new ideas just before
the average person and seldom hold leadership positions. They tend to delib-
erate at length before adopting an innovation and decide to adopt an innova-
tion later than innovators and early adopters. (About 34 percent) 

Late Majority — Members of the late majority adopt new ideas just after the
a verage person. They often don’t adopt until it is an economic necessity
and/or there is growing peer pre s s u re. They tend to have few re s o u rces and are
t h e re f o re more reluctant to take risks. (About 34 perc e n t )

Late Minority — Members of the late minority are the last to adopt an inno-
vation or may never adopt it. They are not opinion leaders. They tend to be
isolated and their points of re f e rence are in the past. (About 16 perc e n t )

When it comes to any given community, the pro p o rtion of people in the
various categories may be different than the figures given above. This is espe-

14 Eve rett Rogers has been accumulating this information for the last 30 years. For more information, see
Rogers, E. M. (1983). Diffusion of In n ova t i o n s. New Yo rk, NY: Macmillan Publishing Co.
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cially true in poor communities when change invo l ves some type of economic
risk. Mo re people are unable to take such risks and are more likely to be in the
late majority category. If a system is going to change on a large scale, large pro-
p o rtions of nearly all of these categories of people must be functioning under
the mode of the new system.

When selecting people to be part of the analysis team, many will come fro m
the early adopter category. Howe ve r, it may be useful to consider people fro m
the other categories to be sure that knowledge of the full spectrum of the com-
munity is present among the gro u p.

Using the ideas above, we suggest that the facilitator work with key gro u p s
and individuals to generate a list of possible people to invo l ve. It may be useful
to establish an informal advisory committee that chooses the selection criteria
and helps make the choices among possible participants. 

F u rther Readings on Analyzing Community Systems
Education Commission of the States. (1991). Re s t ructuring the Education Sy s t e m :

C o m m u n i c a t i o n . De n ve r, CO: Education Commission of the St a t e s .

This was written specifically to help schools develop communication plans, howe ve r,
the information provided will be helpful for any community and/or institution inter-
ested in learning how to effectively communicate with the public.

Ma t h ews, Fo r rest David. (1994). Politics for People: Finding a Responsible Public Vo i c e . Ur b a n a ,
IL: Un i versity of Illinois Pre s s .

This book discusses why communication, inclusiveness, and listening are critical to
building effective democracies.

Mo o re, G.A. (1991). Crossing the Chasm. New Yo rk, NY: Harper Bu s i n e s s .

Mo o re develops a continuum entitled the “Technology Adoption Life Cyc l e” which
contends that technology is absorbed into any given community in stages corre s p o n d-
ing to the psychological and social profiles of various segments within the community.
The thinking is similar to that of Rogers. This psychographic profile —combining psy-
chology and demographics—is used to market high-tech products by following the
users and/or nonusers identified as: innovators, early adopters, early majority, late
m a j o r i t y, and laggards. The patterns provide ideas of what one might expect in other
fields such as community work .

Rogers, E.M. (1983). Diffusion of In n ova t i o n s . New Yo rk, NY: Macmillan Publishing Co.

Diffusion is the process of disseminating new ideas through channels (formal and infor-
mal) in society. Diffusion can be seen as an act of social change. When new ideas are
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diffused and are adopted or rejected, the process creates a change in the social envi-
ronment. New ideas can be spread in a planned or spontaneous way. In this book,
Rogers synthesizes important findings from past re s e a rch, criticizes the work (which
includes his own), and charts new directions in diffusion re s e a rch and analysis.

We i s b o rd, Ma rvin R. (1995). Fu t u re Se a rch: An Action Pro g ram Guide to Finding Common
Ground in Organizations and Communities. San Francisco, CA: Be r re t t - Ko e h l e r.

This book encourages the use of a technique called “Fu t u re Se a rch Confere n c e s” for
bringing people together to achieve shared vision, bre a k t h rough innovation, empow-
erment, and collaborative action.

This chapter lays the gro u n d w o rk for use of a tool that determines the extent
and pro g ress of systemic change within a community. This kind of informa-
tion can be used to stru c t u re a new initiative or the next phase of an initiative
for continual pro g ress tow a rd the new types of systems desired for the com-
m u n i t y. A matrix relates the stages of the change process to various “leve r s” for
change that appear to be particularly important in keeping the change pro c e s s
m ov i n g .

This matrix or “Continuum of Community-Based Systems Change” pre-
sented in Fi g u re 2 (p. F–62) is designed as a tool for a community-change
facilitator to use with a cro s s - role group of people to assess the status of the
c o m m u n i t y’s change initiatives to date. Chapter VI explains how to modify
the continuum for your situation.

Change is an eve r - e volving process whose stages often have ambiguous
edges. T h e re is no one correct place to begin. Choices depend on the person-
alities of those interacting, the conditions people seek to change or cre a t e ,
and, of course, the context. The starting point for structuring an initiative
may be focused on individuals (e.g., leadership development), neighborhoods
(e.g., developing trust among residents), or within a formal system (e.g.,
reducing duplication and making human service agencies more accessible).
Pa rticipants may be building upon existing assets, responding to community
needs, mobilizing residents or professionals, targeting selected social systems,
or leveraging other types of change.

Re g a rdless of the starting point, these pockets of change must be gradu-
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Chapter V — Mapping the Status of
Community-Based Systems Change

ally intertwined if long-term and compre h e n s i ve change is ultimately to re s u l t .
The stages and levers of change presented in this chapter help groups find ways
to we a ve together actions that lead to long-term compre h e n s i ve change.

To simplify use, the continuum is presented in rows and columns. In re a l i-
t y, the stages and levers of change are much more cyclical and intertwined. Fi r s t ,
we describe the stages of change in the continuum, then the levers of change.
Each stage or lever includes an example.

Stages of Change
It takes considerable time to fundamentally change a system. Many people must
think and act differe n t l y. People and systems cannot be separated. As systems go
t h rough changes, so do the people invo l ved in making the systems work .
Although the process is complex and varies from community to community,
t h e re are six recognizable stages of the change process that communities and
individuals go through as they re c reate their social systems:1 5

• Maintenance of In s t i t u t i o n - Oriented Systems 

• Aw a reness (of the need for change) 

• Exploration (of new outcomes and ways of operating) 

• Transitioning (from the old to the new system) 

• Emerging New Fundamentals (of the new system) 

• Predominance of Community-Based Sy s t e m s

Within the description of each stage of change is a community example (in
italics) that illustrates what might be happening at this stage. The examples are
drawn from actual situations (or a composite of more than one situation).

Maintenance of In s t i t u t i o n - Oriented Systems 
In this stage, people expect to ove rcome problems and challenges by improv i n g
the approaches already in use rather than trying a new approach. The powe r
dynamics of dominant cultures and organizations are firmly held in place.
Eventually a few key people re a l i ze that if they continue to do what they have
always done, they will continue to get the same (unsatisfactory) results, no mat-
ter how hard they try.

Example: The local paper is criticizing the county social service agency
for being inefficient and not addressing the needs of clients. The agency
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head decides that all staff members should have time-management and
s t ress-management training. How staff members work with other agen-
cies remains the same.

T h e re may be a few small projects or efforts (probably led by people with
little power) that are attempting to change the systems. Howe ve r, it is likely that
t h e re are no initiatives in the community to address the interconnections among
systems (e.g., education, health, and human services). 

Aw a reness 
Key people in the community become increasingly aware that the efforts made
to improve services and their ideas about what works have made little or no dif-
f e rence in the life of the community. They begin to wonder whether there might
be some better approach, but they don’t know what to do next. T h e re is fear of
letting go of the familiar even though key players may re c o g n i ze it as essential.

Often in this stage, people feel guilty or unhappy about their perf o r m a n c e s
and begin to blame others. The emphasis is on what has gone wrong or is being
done poorly rather than on new possibilities. Getting past this blaming period
is critical to the development of new initiatives and alternative practices.
Howe ve r, it is not until the Transitioning stage that people begin to band
together and let go of the blame and anger.

During the Aw a reness stage, people in power often exhibit tokenism. T h e y
make efforts to include those they re a l i ze have been excluded, but their effort s
(conscious or unconscious) still ensure that the locus of power remains the same.
During this stage, people discuss small projects and begin to talk about collab-
oration, but there is still great distrust and lack of commitment to new ways.
People are just beginning to break free from their old paradigms of how the sys-
tems should work. They are only beginning to see other possibilities.

Ex a m p l e : The chamber of commerce has just published a re p o rt that
c r i t i c i zes the administration of the schools and local social service agen-
cies. Ac c o rding to the re p o rt, too much money is going into administra-
tion and not enough is reaching clients and students. The re p o rt identi-
fies five other cities that are decentralizing their bure a u c racies. T h e
chamber of commerce challenges the local schools and agencies to follow
example of these five cities. Key people begin to take notice of the inef-
f e c t i ve n e s s .

As people move through the Aw a reness stage and hear of new ways of doing
things and as tensions increase, people open to the possibility that change is
needed. This leads to the Exploration stage.

15  The stages presented here are congruent with other models of the stages of change, e.g., see Bridges, W.
(1991). Managing Tra n s i t i o n s : Making the Most of Change. New Yo rk, NY: Ad d i s o n - Wesley; and Land, G.
and Jarman, B. (1992). Breakpoint and Be yond. New Yo rk, NY: Harper Business. Howe ve r, the stages pre-
sented here are divided into more parts and have an emphasis on groups of people changing the systems
that shape their lives. These characteristics are based on our experiences and study of the stages related to
changing systems.
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Exploration 
During Exploration, communities pick up new ideas from many sources. It is
critical for people to see the change in action and hear about it from their peers.
For example, they visit communities experiencing success in their areas of inter-
est, have one-on-one conversations with various stakeholders, participate in
Internet discussion groups, attend conferences, establish study groups, watch
video tapes, etc. Community groups and organizations begin to talk about
banding together as they explore, but there are lots of turf issues and powe r
s t ruggles that occur as people begin to try these new roles and re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s
and to change their mental images of how they should be operating. For exam-
ple, a manager may feel useless and inferior as she re a l i zes she needs to be a sup-
p o rter rather than a director of people.

At the Aw a reness and the Exploration stages, conversations are extre m e l y
i m p o rtant. It is through these interactions that people learn and begin to change
their mental images of what is the “r i g h t” way to do things. The ground ru l e s
of effective dialogue become particularly important to make these conve r s a t i o n s
p ro d u c t i ve .1 6

Another key activity at the Exploration stage is for people at all parts of the
system to actually try out new approaches in as many arenas of the community
as possible based on personal interests and commitments which are key to moti-
vating change. It is also essential that all parts of the formal and informal sys-
tems of the community start to shake loose from their habitual and often
unconscious ways of operating. Unless change starts to happen at all levels of a
system (e.g., governance, leadership, management, workers), it is unlikely that
the work will lead to fundamental change in how any given system operates.
Instead, the foundations of the old systems will remain, and only a few inter-
esting projects will model the new assumptions without significantly challeng-
ing the dominant community systems.

Ex a m p l e : No n p rofit and gove rnmental social service agencies and
schools wrote a proposal and we re awarded funding from a national
foundation to develop a single-entry intake form for clients in the coun-
t y. These agencies and schools established a re s t ructuring committee with
re p resentation from each agency that would work together to develop the
f o rm and process. Once this effort was underw a y, the agencies and
schools moved on to a litera t u re review of case-management models and
concepts focusing on community and client assets rather than deficits.

Other initiatives focused on assets began to network with the agencies
and schools, and they identified others who shared a common vision
and philosophy. They are now ready to talk with county commissioners
about needed policy changes. Un f o rt u n a t e l y, their external funding is
about to expire, and the members of the group are ve ry concerned that
the top administrators of some key agencies got invo l ved just to get the
e x t e rnal money without a commitment to continue the support .

At the Exploration stage, people begin to understand new practices and

16 For more information on effective dialogue, see Senge, P. M. (1990). The Fifth Discipline. New Yo rk, NY:
Do u b l e d a y / Cu r re n c y.
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philosophies at a deeper more personal level. They re c o g n i ze the connection
b e t ween assumptions, beliefs, and daily practice. They re c o g n i ze incongru i t i e s
b e t ween current practice and the new beliefs and assumptions that they want to
d r i ve their operations.

A couple of precautions during this stage: Often, certain stakeholders will
latch onto one technique, thinking it is going to solve all of the problems of the
system. They may become strong advocates for the chosen approach and criti-
c i ze others for not using it. This undermines the environment of trust and
encouragement essential to move forw a rd. Also, people may try too many new
a p p roaches at a ve ry superficial leve l .

For example, a school may try to institute cooperative learning, but teach-
ers do not have time to train students in how to do it well. They make feeble
attempts and then declare it an ineffective approach, rather than realizing that
they have taken just one of many steps needed to use this method as it is intend-
e d .

This phenomenon links closely to the problem of people trying to use new
practices without challenging their fundamental beliefs about how systems need
to operate or how they view other people. For example, people in power attempt
to reach out to community members but still maintain their position of superi-
o r i t y. Community members view these attempts as tokenism and can become
h o s t i l e .

As people leave the Exploration stage and move tow a rd Transition, they are
often ove rwhelmed with all the choices and issues, yet they begin to see themes,
patterns, and connections among parts of the system. They are able to look
m o re deeply at the commonalties among promising practices and re c o g n i ze
their potential to make some of these practices a re a l i t y. They also come face-to-
face with issues of powe r, equity, trust, and re s p e c t .

The move from the Exploration stage to the Transition stage is typically the
biggest leap from one stage to another. One writer refers to this type of move as
“c rossing the chasm.”1 7 This is where deep commitment to a new set of under-
lying principles is re q u i red. Without this commitment, people will either get
caught in an endless loop of explorations or will re ve rt back to the old ways of
doing business.

Transition 
It is in the Transition stage that initiatives coalesce and new stru c t u res are put in
place that could begin to define the new connections. For example, existing
associations and organizations might agree jointly to fund a coordinator who
w o rks across associations/organizations to accomplish a particular purpose such
as coordinated services for childre n’s health and social needs. Such a position
may have been funded during the Exploration stage, but in the Ex p l o r a t i o n
stage, special funding—from a foundation—was used. In the Tr a n s i t i o n i n g
stage people are, at least in part, using their own funds.

Problems inevitably occur when people make the switch to the new system.



F–45

Ty p i c a l l y, they will hang on to some aspects of the old system until they are
c o m f o rtable with the new ways of doing things. Those who succeed re a l i ze they
d o n’t have the re s o u rces to do both and they need to make a choice between the
old and the new. 

Recognizing when one has to give up the old way and cling to the new is
t r i c k y. It invo l ves balancing what worked in the old way (rather than throw i n g
e ve rything out from the past or trying to keep all of both old and new) with
what is needed in the new context and deciding how to allocate re s o u rces to
s u p p o rt the change. Those tough decisions must be based on a deliberate com-
mitment to the new underlying assumptions that will anchor their systems—
for example, a commitment to shared and community-driven decision making
a round the priorities of a system rather than hierarchically based decisions.

Ex a m p l e : The school superintendent and the director of the county
social service agency have known each other awhile, but have not talked
about the changes that each was making to decentra l i ze decision mak-
ing to teachers and social workers re s p e c t i ve l y. The superintendent and
d i rector discove red the commonalties in their approaches during a con-
versation at a chamber of commerce panel with business leaders. T h e
superintendent will soon be taking a job with a larger district and has
asked for the support of business leaders and the social services dire c t o r
when she goes to the school board to make some policy changes that will
establish the new approaches for the long term. The business leaders also
talked about how the chamber and other influential people in the com-
munity might work with the school board to help ensure that the hiring
p rocess for the new superintendent includes criteria that results in the
hiring of someone who supports this same philosophy.

During this stage, outside sources typically supply some funding, howe ve r,
i n c reasingly large amounts will be reallocated from within the existing formal
and informal systems. For example, a community decides that sports uniforms
will no longer be paid for out of the school budget, instead those dollars will be
used for professional development and training for teachers and community
volunteers engaged in school activities.

The Transition stage is fragile. Often external funders pull out at the
Exploration stage, leaving people too vulnerable to weather the assaults of those
still holding on to their old power positions and perspectives. The Tr a n s i t i o n i n g
stage re p resents the dying of the old—letting go of past priorities and frame-
w o rk s .

Emerging New Fundamentals 
During this stage, players begin building the new in a consistent and commit-
ted fashion. It is like going beyond the periodic diet to a long-term new set of
eating habits and patterns. It is the time when those who may not have been

17 For more information, see Mo o re, G.A. (1991). Crossing the Chasm. New Yo rk, NY: Harper Bu s i n e s s .
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willing to commit up until now are convinced that this is the better way of
doing things or at least it is the one that will be rew a rded and expected.

About one-fourth or one-third of the people in any stakeholder group will
be quite comfortable with the new way of doing things and regularly use new
language and practices (e.g., shared decision making) at this stage. T h e re will be
pockets where efforts remain piecemeal. For example, in neighborhoods there
a re likely to be stakeholders whose assets have not been tapped (e.g., families
with multiple needs). This is the stage, howe ve r, where leaders within nearly all
stakeholder groups are confident in their abilities to build their communities
f rom within and to leverage outside re s o u rces to further their goals.

For example, in a school, funding to support community-based change
comes from its regular budget, showing it is committed and able to sustain this
e f f o rt .

Ex a m p l e : Six community agencies and organizations have been work-
ing as a collabora t i ve for five years. Funding for a single-entry intake
p rocess and for a liaison within each organization (a person who as part
of his/her regular job description works collabora t i vely with the com-
munity and other agencies) is a regular part of the budgeting process of
each agency. Re c e n t l y, the steering committee—comprised of primarily
agency re p re s e n t a t i ve—was changed. It is now comprised of 60 perc e n t
community residents served or affected by the agencies and 40 perc e n t
agency staff. The steering committee is now considering how agency and
organization services can better build the assets of the community. Last
ye a r, two agency leaders we re new. Both support the collabora t i ve work
and have continued funding even though they had some budgetary cut-
backs. Hospital liaisons are now talking to the collabora t i ve about how
they might work together. People throughout the state (and even beyo n d
state lines) who want to learn more about the collabora t i ve’s processes are
n ow visiting the collabora t i ve. 

Predominance of Community-Based Systems 
At this stage, key systems that shape the character of the community are gener-
ally operating according to the fundamental assumptions (results-oriented, re s-
ident-based, systemic) that we re sought as the basis for the community’s sys-
tems. This stage is called “Predominance of Community-Based Sy s t e m s , ”
because communities seldom, if eve r, have the new systems fully in place.

As communities approach their desired systems, they typically see some-
thing beyond that is even more desirable. 

It is like the story of the city man who went to the country looking for Jo e
Jo n e s’ house. He stopped at a farmhouse and asked the woman who answe re d
the door if she knew where Joe Jones lived. “Oh yes,” she said. “Just go three C’s
d own the road and turn left.” “T h ree C’s?” the city man asked. “What do yo u
mean?” “Well,” she said, “go as far as you can see, then do it again, then again,
and then you turn left.” Fre q u e n t l y, we get a vision as far as we can see based on
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what our current knowledge is. Then, as we get closer and closer, we see some-
thing over the horizon that is even more intriguing and seems more appro p r i-
ate. As the systems of a community reach this stage, the systems are most likely
ready to re c ycle through the whole continuum again, having learned a consid-
erable amount about the process of change.

At this point, systems are also more flexible and better able to incorporate
small changes with less dramatic shifts in thinking and action than the first time
designers worked through the process of fundamental redesign. At this point,
key people have shifted to a learning mode and have created what some refer to
as a “learning organization” or “learning community. ”

Because system change is a dynamic process, movement is constant— for-
w a rd and backward—along the continuum. People gradually develop a differ-
ent perspective of the world they work in or the community they are trying to
build. They re c o g n i ze the patterns of change and gain confidence that once they
h a ve worked through one set of issues or problems, they will be better pre p a re d
to face the inevitable next set. They don’t expect things to ever be perfect but are
i n c reasingly pre p a red to deal with the cycles of life.

Example: Most agencies and community organizations view collabo-
ra t i ve working relationships as essential, and community residents are
re g u l a rly invo l ved on the boards of many of the agencies. Major issues
a re now surfacing about how to rebuild businesses within low- income
n e i g h b o rhoods and what approaches to use for improving housing con-
ditions. Community leaders are realizing that long-standing racial and
economic issues are still not adequately re s o l ved, and new appro a c h e s
a re needed. Howe ve r, these leaders feel that they have a strong cadre of
c i t i zens connected with key organizations that have worked thro u g h
changes before and are positioned to address these tough issues.

Levers of Change
The process of changing multiple systems and the fundamental norms and
principles of a community is a daunting and often ove rwhelming task. How can
a community approach the task in a manageable way?

T h e re are certain “leve r s” for change that seem to be present in nearly all
system-change efforts. One dictionary defines a “leve r” as “a bar used to pry
something loose.” These levers for changing systems are entry points into sys-
tems that help to dislodge the systems from the principles and practices that
may have worked well in the past but no longer are adequate or appropriate for
n ew community conditions. Once systems are pried loose—“u n f ro zen,” as
some might say—they are pliable and easily re s h a p e d .

These levers, howe ve r, are integral parts of systems themselves. Thus, the
metamorphosis of these levers creates the new systems. The levers of change
look different and are used differently at each of the stages of change discussed
p re v i o u s l y. The eight levers addressed here are :

• Sh a red Principles and Norms 
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• Vision and Goals 

• Stakeholder Roles 

• Projects, Programs, and In i t i a t i ves 

• Human Capacity Building 

• Governance/Leadership 

• Communications/Ne t w o rking 

• Financial Re s o u rc e s

The levers are not mutually exc l u s i ve; they ove r l a p, but each provides a dif-
f e rent way of looking at the system. It is analogous to a kaleidoscope where each
turn gives a different view, and yet each is recognizable as a different view of a
common collection.

The transformation of each of these features of the community’s systems
results in systems that have the desired new characteristics. Re v i ew the follow-
ing descriptions of these levers, contrasting how they look within the old sys-
tems versus the new systems.

When considering these levers, one can apply them to individual systems
within a community or to a collection of systems. Typically people need to be
going back and forth, from thinking and working on particular systems (e.g.,
the dynamics among families in a neighborhood or a church, the human ser-
vices department, the public health department, or the education system) to
thinking and working on the interconnections and interfaces among formal and
informal systems.

Sh a red Principles and No rms 
In institution-oriented systems, common community norms may be those of
c o n f rontational style, short-term results, single-issue focus, top-dow n
social/organizational hierarc h y, one-way communication, dependency, and
competition for scarce re s o u rces. The basic principle is that systems are orga-
n i zed around activities, isolated from one another and hierarchically stru c t u re d ,
and focused on problems, needs, and deficits to work in an orderly and efficient
fashion to improve the community. (These characteristics may have been appro-
priate for the industrial age, for which they we re designed, but no longer are . )

The new community-based systems create common norms that are re s p e c t-
ful of other ideas rather than confrontational. And these norms display share d
l e a d e r s h i p, a focus on long-term capacity building rather than short-term crisis
i n t e rventions, and an expanded view of stakeholders.

These norms grow out of a new set of principles that serve as the founda-
tion for social systems: (a) a purpose and results-orientation both in terms of
p roducts and processes that contribute to the well-being of children and fami-
lies as well as the community at large (b) a focus on interconnectedness and
dynamic relationships (a systemic approach) and (c) an orientation to commu-
nity building, recognizing assets of all citizens and the importance of deve l o p-
ing shared responsibility and leadership with a sense of equality among all par-
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t i e s .

Ex a m p l e : The director of the Community De velopment Corpora t i o n
and the chair of the In t e rfaith Council in Summitville met during a
c o n f e rence on substance abuse pre vention sponsored by the gove rn o r.
They had not re c o g n i zed how focused they we re on deficits of the com-
munity and its residents. The concept of focusing on assets was re vo l u-
t i o n a ry for them. They agreed to start talking with a few key people
about this change in perspective and what it might mean for their work .
Soon the conversation expanded to many others. They began observ i n g
i n t e ractions among their staffs and others, and began taking note of the
subtle ways in which deficit thinking tended to shape behavior. T h e y
noted examples of behaviors that we re based on a focus on assets. T h e s e
s e rved as the basis for educational sessions held within the community.
O ver the course of three years, even outsiders began to notice something
d i f f e rent about interactions in the community and the amount of ow n-
ership building around the new housing project on the west side of
t ow n .

Vision & Goals 
Typical community systems, formal or informal, focus on and perpetuate activ-
ities that have proven to work in the past. Key people pay little attention to
changing conditions and contexts. Sh o rt-term strategies and successes are
rew a rded, without consideration of their long-term impact. Thinking is inward
rather than outward, with priority given to benefiting the organization or gro u p
itself rather than those it is intended to serve. In many cases this is done almost
u n c o n s c i o u s l y, since people in the system have little or no discussion of their
visions, purposes, and goals.

As systems move into new modes of operating, these systems focus on cre-
ating or re c reating a vision of their roles and purposes in the community, on
who should be invo l ved in determining this, and how to connect their daily
activities to this vision. System leaders focus on moving people tow a rd critical
analysis of problems and issues to understanding and addressing root causes.
They work tow a rd challenging the root causes head-on.

As a result, the goals that derive from the vision invo l ve flexibility, analysis
of pre vailing conditions/contexts, and re l e vant interventions based upon con-
t rollable factors. Since these conditions/contexts affect many services and peo-
ple, the move is tow a rd a cross-sector approach that is both client- and com-
munity-focused. As people work through the stages of change, clients and other
stakeholders become increasingly invo l ved in the creation of the vision and all
other levers a s they are the keys to real change. Personal commitment is high
because of invo l vement and respect for ideas of all groups and because the focus
is on the assets of clients and the community.

Ex a m p l e : An agency partnership began among a group of health, edu-
cation, and social services agencies serving 12 ru ral counties. A couple
of the agency heads wrote a grant that was funded to support the effort .
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When the funds actually arrived, the newly hired director of the part-
nership wanted to have all of the agency heads get together for a one-day
visioning session to be sure eve ryone shared the goals in the pro p o s a l .
Most of the agency heads we re not interested in such a gathering. Fi n a l l y
the partnership director began surveying the community on her ow n ,
with minimal interest from the partners, to determine what seemed to
be the major issues the partnership should addre s s .

After a year of meetings of the partnership, usually with poor atten-
dance and low interest, the partnership members began talking about
mission and vision statements. Se ve ral worked with people in their ow n
agencies to create an agency-level mission and vision statement. Tw o
years later, the partnership members agreed to a re t reat to rethink their
d i rection and create a vision statement and goals for the next phase of
the partnership. After three years, they re a l i zed that citizens had to be
i n vo l ved in the ye a rly re t reats they we re now having. The agencies we re
also gradually involving clients in the development of their vision state-
ments, and a new level of energy and commitment was emerging with-
in and across agencies as well as among those receiving assistance fro m
the agencies.

Stakeholder Roles 
In institutional systems (both formal and informal), people with powe r — p ro-
fessional staff (instead of beneficiaries), administrators (instead of fro n t l i n e
w o rkers), parents (instead of childre n ) — a re traditionally viewed as the key
stakeholders and the ones primarily invo l ved in decision making. Citize n s ,
clients, and workers who are at lower levels of the system hierarchies have little
or no invo l vement in the decision-making process. Decisions are “d e l i ve re d” to
the community and others, and support for the decision is taken for granted.

When community systems arise and reach the Predominance of
C o m m u n i t y - Based Systems stage, citizens, beneficiaries, and other stakeholders
become equal partners in decision making. They are empowe red thro u g h
i n vo l vement. Authority within systems is more distributed, and systems are
m o re interconnected through the overlap of stakeholder invo l vement across sys-
tems. A mutual respect evo l ves, with each seeing the other as making a va l u a b l e
c o n t r i b u t i o n .

Example: An s b u ry is an urban neighborhood that has experienced con-
tinual deterioration since the steel industry economy collapsed more than
20 years ago. Mo re and more people have become dependent on we l f a re ,
housing has deteriorated, and illegal dumping has filled vacant lots with
garbage. Ten years ago, a group of concerned citizens began to mobilize
c i t i zens to take action. They formed a neighborhood association that
obtained help from the city to take over vacant lots and re m ove the
garbage. It has been a painstakingly long process, but now agencies
whose boards had been largely comprised of people from outside the
n e i g h b o rhood have begun to bring residents on as board members. T h e
agencies are forming a collabora t i ve to develop communication, conflict
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resolution, community organization, and other skills among re s i d e n t
b o a rd members to give them greater control over their community.
Residents, outsiders, and agency personnel are developing mutual tru s t
and respect and are seeing that each has an important perspective .

Projects, Programs, and In i t i a t i ves 
Within institutional systems, projects and programs typically have a narrow
focus. They build upon old norms and assumptions and are isolated from other
p rograms despite similar goals or other related feature s .

Within community-based systems, projects, programs, and initiatives are
key levers during the change process. They keep the focus on desired re s u l t s .
They look for linkages—cross-agency and/or cross-community—and are likely
to have multiple purposes. They are designed for both short- and long-term
results and emphasize building human assets at the same time they are accom-
plishing visible community improvements (i.e., processes and products). T h e y
use the assets of persons within the community as well as those outside.
Evaluations look at a full range of results (in terms of process and product) and
help evo l ve the theory of change guiding the initiative .

Projects are likely to be embedded within broader initiatives that are defined
primarily by community-building assumptions—purpose and re s u l t s - o r i e n t e d ,
systemic, and resident-based. Smaller units within the community create spe-
cific projects that put these principles into practice.

Example: Many of the An s b u ry agencies we re started as specially fund-
ed projects. Some we re related to housing, some to youth deve l o p m e n t ,
some to substance abuse, etc. Each was focused on a segment of the com-
munity: youth, senior citizens, people with substance-abuse pro b l e m s .
Often these agencies competed with one another for foundation funding.
Tu rf protecting was the norm. A special funding opportunity arose that
re q u i red that organizations form collabora t i ves to apply. The agencies
began to look at how they could address bigger challenges by work i n g
t o g e t h e r. These agencies also began to look at longer-term goals and ways
to be flexible in their approaches both in making immediate changes in
their neighborhoods and also in positioning themselves for other chal-
lenges. 

As a result, they have mobilized residents to reclaim two parks from dru g
dealers, and now agencies are working on building economic opport u-
nities for neighborhood youth. These agencies refer to their collective
w o rk as the An s b u ry Ne i g h b o rhood In i t i a t i ve, with smaller pro j e c t s
coming and going as needed.

Human Capacity Building 
In predominantly institutional systems, there is a narrow view of re s o u rces with-
in the community. People look outside for community support and invest pri-
marily in programs and facilities rather than training and development of peo-
ple. Volunteerism is limited and unfocused. Job training programs are narrow-
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ly focused or outdated, and there is little encouragement tow a rd lifelong learn-
i n g .

In the new systems, building social capital is stre s s e d .1 8 Leadership is deve l-
oped through training and support. Volunteerism is used as a way to incorpo-
rate stakeholders and keep systems flexible and dynamic. Technical skills used in
community building are taught and practiced in the community-deve l o p m e n t
p rocess. Communities organize their own community-building activities. T h i s
s t rengthens the capacity of local people individually and collectively to nurt u re
and sustain positive community change.

Example: The unive r s i t y’s school of social work has been providing in-
s e rvice training for community agency personnel for many ye a r s .
Howe ve r, the movement was tow a rd professionals with increasing spe-
cializations and service categories. Churches and nonprofit organiza-
tions we re having more and more difficulty re c ruiting volunteers. Jo b
t raining pro g rams we re preparing people for nonexistent jobs.

Sp u r red by external funding that re q u i red a unive r s i t y - c o m m u n i t y -
agency partnership, a collabora t i ve was formed to re vamp social work
p re p a ration pro g rams within the unive r s i t y, in-service for agency per-
sonnel, and new training pro g rams for community residents. The uni-
versity faculty invo l ved in developing the proposal we re heavily focused
on a community-driven approach and worked out a balanced distribu-
tion of the funds among the part n e r s .

The partnership began its plan for developing human capacity build-
ing in the neighborhoods. They developed small collectives of agency,
u n i ve r s i t y, and resident members who did surveys of their part i c u l a r
a reas to find out what kinds of training and technical support the re s i-
dents wanted. Wo rking back from these areas, they developed a plan that
reshaped the role of the agency personnel in the community and the type
of education offered through the unive r s i t y. Agency personnel are learn-
ing how to work in support of building on resident assets to meet re s i-
d e n t - d e t e rmined needs. Un i versity students now spend time in the com-
munity learning to build relationships, rather than delivering “s e rv i c e s”
to clients.

Gove rnance/Leadership 
In the institutional approach, systems are defined hierarc h i c a l l y, with those at
the top of the hierarchy defining boundaries and making key policy decisions.
Individual community members are expected to implement but not be invo l ve d
in making policy decisions. T h e re is little or no cross-sector invo l ve m e n t .
Governance is defined separately for each formal system, and informal systems
go either unre c o g n i zed or undervalued. The purpose or mission of one system
s h ows little connection to other systems in the community. Efficiency is va l u e d
far more than participation. The focus is largely on the internal management of
each system. Learning is defined as something you did in school. Personal com-

18 For more information on building social capital, see the National Civic League (1993). The Civic In d e x.
New Yo rk, NY: National Civic League, In c .
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mitment is low. Governance is defined within formal systems with few, if any,
g overnance stru c t u res that cross systems. Little evaluation of the work of the sys-
tem is done, or it is done in a judgmental way that does little to promote new
thinking. Rather, evaluation is oriented tow a rd ensuring that people are “f o l-
l owing the ru l e s” and/or it is focused on individual pro j e c t s .

In community-based systems, distributed/shared decision making is val-
ued both within systems and across systems. Community residents and clients
participate in the decision-making process. Cross-sector involvement is advo-
cated. A redistribution of power, authority, and accountability occurs with
governing groups established with representation across formal and informal
systems. These governing groups create a web of connections that results in all
community stakeholders being involved in significant decision making and
policy making.

Governance and leadership are viewed as keeping the system responsive
to, and in tune with, the needs and vision of the community, rather than
micromanagement of the system. Evaluation is done with an emphasis on
learning and improvement and using data to make decisions. Evaluations are
also focused on looking at benchmarks of progress toward long-term goals
and providing information that helps governing bodies recognize adjustments
they need to make within and across systems to achieve their ultimate goals.
Rewards flow from community strength and creativity.

Example: Nine agencies that serve a ru ral 15-county area decided to
w o rk together to support a training center for child care work e r s ,
because providing quality child care is crucial to the economic deve l o p-
ment of the region. The heads of the agencies started out as the gove rn-
ing body for the center. Over the first two years, the director of the cen-
ter became invo l ved in a leadership pro g ram sponsored by the local
chamber of commerce. She is now getting small family child-care
p roviders invo l ved in the leadership pro g ram and in the gove rnance of
the center. Training pro g rams also are being developed to help people be
m o re effective board members. Community forums are being held to
g e n e rate more invo l vement of the residents in the operation of the tra i n-
ing center as well as in the agencies in the collabora t i ve. The leadership
p ro g ram, initially focused on business leaders, is now expanded to
include nonprofits, public agencies, and individuals who are seen as
having leadership potential within the community, although they are
not affiliated with a particular organization.

C o m m u n i c a t i o n s / Ne t w o rking 
In an institution-oriented system, the public is informed after decisions have
been made or a project has begun. One-way communication through pre s s
releases and speeches is the main method of communication. Dissemination of
information has little or no focus on how it benefits individuals or organiza-
tions, and is seen as a way of directing acceptance of policies rather than encour-
aging dialogue and coming to general agre e m e n t .
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In a community-based approach, communication is seen as a two-way stre e t
i n volving listening and understanding. T h e re is an immediate or direct infor-
mation flow. The public is a part of the decision-making process as well as the
dissemination effort. The public is clear on opportunities for participation in
decision making. Written materials are tailored to the audience. Two-way inter-
actions are pre f e r red. Formal and informal networking is a key part of the new
i n f r a s t ru c t u re. Regular community forums are offered where people can expre s s
points of view and brainstorm ideas, where professionals can offer appro p r i a t e
e x p e rtise—that is, where they can act as re s o u rces rather than superintendents
of re s o u rc e s .

Example: Until about five years ago, the local schools provided little
student perf o rmance information to the community. Because of a state
mandate, the schools began providing a re p o rt on student perf o rm a n c e ,
but the re p o rt contained the minimum information re q u i red by the
state. Press releases tended to focus mainly on the few positive areas of
p e rf o rmance and ignored the less-than-satisfactory situations. Soon, the
newspaper encouraged by a group of unhappy parents began to push for
m o re information. Tensions mounted. Fi n a l l y, an outside facilitator was
b rought in.

Guided by outside facilitators, a series of community forums was con-
vened. Residents we re asked to define the skills and knowledge they
wanted their students to have by the time they left high school.
Gra d u a l l y, the emphasis shifted from what was wrong to what was
d e s i red. A committee that included community members, teachers, par-
ents, administrators, and business people began developing a communi-
cation plan for the schools. This plan facilitates ongoing dialogue and
e xchange of views. Ne t w o rks among the neighborhoods served by each of
the four elementary schools are beginning to form .

Financial Re s o u rces 
In an institution-oriented system, categorical funding is typical, and the cate-
gories are defined at locations outside the community. T h e re is emphasis on
bringing in outside re s o u rces and maintaining past re s o u rce-allocation cate-
gories and patterns. In a community-based system, budgeting and funding is
d r i ven by the results sought. “Budgeting for re s u l t s” becomes the watchphrase.
De s i red results are defined, and then budgets are designated to achieve each of
the results. Some funds may be allocated specifically in ways that help to build
linkages across systems, providing better support to communities.

Example: A Mi d we s t e rn state legislature passed a bill that allowe d
pooling of funds for child we l f a re. This action was driven by a 40 per-
cent increase in children requiring foster care in the previous five ye a r s .
“ De c a t e g o r i z i n g” funds was seen as the best method to serve families
and children. Counties go through a process to be designated as a “d e c a t”
c o u n t y. A key feature of decategorization is that counties can carry
money over from year to ye a r, making decat a major incentive for coun-
ties. This approach moves money into long-term planning and helps to
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m ove to early intervention and investment in the future. Within decat
counties, results-oriented perf o rmance measures are being established
within pro g rams followed by budgeting based on these desired re s u l t s .
The state is also working on a way to calculate a Re t u rn On In ve s t m e n t
( ROI) for publicly funded pro g rams. The benchmarks and re s u l t s - o r i-
ented pro g ram perf o rmance measures are being implemented in select-
ed agencies this ye a r.

Each of these levers for change becomes a means by which an initiative or
p roject can help to move systems forw a rd from one stage of change to another.

F u rther Readings on Stages and 
Strategies of Change
Anderson (Parsons), B.L. (1993). “The Stages of Systemic Change.” Educational Leadership, 51,

1 .

This article presents an easy-to-read discussion of the stages and levers of change in the
education field. It presents a continuum of change similar to that presented in this
p a p e r, but focused only on education. A fuller discussion of the topic is presented in
Anderson (Parsons) B.L. (1993). A Fra m e w o rk for Understanding and Assessing Sy s t e m i c
C h a n g e . Fo rt Collins, CO: In Sites. 

Anderson (Parsons), B.L. and Cox, P.L. (1988). Configuring the Education System for a Sh a re d
Fu t u re: Collabora t i ve Vision, Action, Re f l e c t i o n . A n d ove r, MA: Regional Laboratory for
the No rtheast and the Is l a n d s .

This paper describes the importance of collaborative groups developing vision and
action plans followed by time to reflect on the consequences of their actions.

Bridges, W. (1991). Managing Transitions: Making the Most of Change. New Yo rk, NY:
Ad d i s o n - We s l e y.

Bridges describes what change does to employees and what employees in transition do
to an organization. He describes how to minimize the distress and disruptions that
occur during times of change.

Fl owe r, Joe and Norris, Ty l e r. (1994). “Sustaining the Ef f o rt: Building a Learning Community. ”
The He a l t h c a re Fo ru m’s Healthy Communities Action Kits, Module 4.

This article touches on many aspects of the continuum for community-based systems
change presented in this paper and provides helpful examples and advice for commu-
nities engaged in a change process. This article discusses: governance, stru c t u re, and
leadership; process; maintaining participation; re s o u rces; transferring knowledge and
capacity; measurement; and celebration.

Fullan, Michael. (1993). Change Fo rces: Probing the Depths of  Educational Re f o rm . Br i s t o l, PA :
Falmer Press. 

Change Fo rc e s focuses on educational reform and tackles the nonlinear and chaotic
n a t u re of the forces of change at all levels of society. It shows why we need a new mind-
set for contending with the real complexity of dynamic and continuous change. C h a n g e
Fo rc e s debunks many of the current myths about roles of vision and strategic planning,
site-based management, strong leadership, consensus, and accountability.

Fullan, M. and St e i g e l b a u e r, S. (1991). The New Meaning of Educational Change. New Yo rk ,
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N Y: Teachers College Press: Columbia Un i ve r s i t y.

Building on the previous work, The Meaning of Educational Change, this book ana-
l y zes the problem of finding meaning in change. It stipulates that if reforms are to be
successful, both individuals and groups must find meaning concerning what should
change as well as how to go about change. This book distills, from 30 years of
planned educational change, those experiences which provide lessons on how to cope
with and influence the change pro c e s s .

Ga rd n e r, John W. (1996). “School and Community.” Community Education Jo u rn a l , Vo l .
XXII, Nos. 1 & 2.

The article discusses the four main re s o u rces necessary for creating a sense of com-
munity: city government, the media, the schools, and the civic infrastru c t u re .

In Sites. (1995). Analysis of System Change in Education and Human Se rvices: A   Fa c i l i t a t o r’s
Gu i d e . Ft. Collins, CO: In Si t e s .

This is a team guide providing background readings, a detailed continuum, trans-
p a rencies, and handouts for use in explaining system change in state-level activities.

K a t zenbach, J.R., Smith, D.K. (1993). The Wisdom of Te a m s . New Yo rk, NY: Ha r p e r
Bu s i n e s s .

The authors believe that teams and performance are inextricably linked. Teams can
h a ve many purposes and forms. Characteristics of a “committed team” are identified
as a common purpose, a set of related performance goals, and an approach for which
they are mutually accountable. The focal point of the book is the section on team sto-
ries. These can be a stimulus for managers to use teams to their most fruitful adva n-
t a g e .

Land, G. and Jarman, B. (1992). Breakpoint and Be yo n d . New Yo rk, NY: Harper Bu s i n e s s .

Change itself has changed. Old rules mandated change of degree. Today we see
changes of kind. At breakpoint, the old rules no longer apply and can even create bar-
riers to success. Breakpoint and Be yo n d discusses how understanding the change
p rocess in nature and applying it to our lives and organizations can help us unrave l
many seemingly irreconcilable pro b l e m s .

Lipnack, Jessica and Je f f rey Stamps. (1993). The Te a m Net Fa c t o r. Essex Junction, V T: Ol i ve r
Wight Pu b l i c a t i o n s .

A Te a m Net invo l ves people working in small groups across boundaries that separate
functional expertise and command chains. The Te a m Net Fa c t o r p resents five princi-
ples in achieving a Te a m Net: unifying purpose, independent members, vo l u n t a ry
links, multiple leaders, and interactive leve l s .

Mo o re, Linda R. (1995). “A Lesson from the Field: Leadership Matters.” New Schools, Ne w
C o m m u n i t i e s , Vol. 12, No. 1.

The author shares her insights on why projects that connect schools and communi-
ties re q u i re skills in collaborative leadership.

Price Waterhouse Change Integration Team. (1995). Better Change. New Yo rk, NY: Irw i n
Professional Pu b l i s h i n g .

continued on next page…
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continued on next page…

A practical “tool kit” for managers working from the first stage of envisioning change
to implementing inclusive change efforts. This guide provides case studies as well as
checklists to give support and encouragement to those entering the change pro c e s s .

Rees, Fran. (1991). How To Lead Wo rk Te a m s . San Diego, CA: Pfeiffer.

Rees discusses power and the changing role of the manager (from ove r - re s p o n s i b i l i t y
to shared re s p o n s i b i l i t y, and from controlling to facilitating), myths about facilita-
tion, what is a leader-facilitator, and balancing managing with facilitating.

R i c h a rds, Ronald W. (1996). Building Pa rtnerships. San Francisco, CA: Jo s s e y - Ba s s
Pu b l i s h e r s .

As a re p o rt on developments in the Community Pa rtnerships with He a l t h
Professions Education initiative, this book illuminates new approaches to educating
p r i m a ry care practitioners by linking universities and communities. Illustrations of
various approaches to this partnership are identified in Hawaii, Ma s s a c h u s e t t s ,
Michigan, and Georgia, among others. The premise of this initiative is that, if give n
a p p ropriate tools, individuals, institutions, and communities can work together to
make changes in bridging the gap between the culture of communities and the aca-
demic culture of health education to create better multidisciplinary education in pri-
m a ry care .

Customizing the Analysis
Once the appropriate parties have been identified for the analysis, the next
step is to determine the method for actually conducting the analysis. It’s often
e f f e c t i ve to convene the group for a one-day work session. The session typi-
cally begins with the group discussing the concept of systems change and the
principles that they believe should guide the changes they make (as discussed
in Chapters II and III).

Next they discuss the types of systems and results that they believe are
desirable. In education, for example, the results for the beneficiary (student)
could be defined in terms of what students should learn and which skills they
should be able to use. In human services, customer results may be defined in
terms of changed conditions and skills for children, youth, individuals, and
families. These definitions are likely to be similar to the column of the con-
tinuum labeled “Predominance of Community-Based Sy s t e m s . ”

Next, participants use the continuum in small mixe d - role groups. Each
g roup is given an enlarged version of Fi g u re 2. Each group determines at what
stage(s) of change they think their systems are in re g a rd to the element being
a n a l y zed. T h e re are many ways to do this. It may be useful to have small
g roups analyze each of the purpose-based systems (as defined in Chapter IV)
within the community. In other cases, the groups may attempt to look more
holistically at the community’s systems. Another approach is to have differe n t
small groups work on each row of the continuum. The group may use sticky
notes or simply write on the continuum to indicate its assessment of the com-
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m u n i t y’s status.

Once the groups have completed their analyses, the group members use
sticky notes to indicate their analyses on a ve ry large (e.g., 4’ x 6’) version of
the continuum—a continuum outline—that is posted on the wall in the fro n t
of the room. The analyses give a visual picture of the full situation. This is, of
course, a ve ry rough approximation since the continuum may not fully fit the
g roup members’ situations. We have found, howe ve r, that it is usually close
enough, or people can make impromptu changes to make the analyses more
m e a n i n gful and provide many ideas about likely next steps in their commu-
nity-change effort s .

A separate document, Analysis of St a t e - L e vel System Change in Ed u c a t i o n
and Human Se rv i c e s , which In Sites pre p a red in 1995 for the Da n f o rt h
Foundation Po l i c y m a k e r s’ Program, gives a detailed example of a one-day
seminar that uses a state-level continuum of change in education and human
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Chapter VI — Assessing Community-
Based Systems Change

s e rvices. The guide includes sample handouts and transparencies that can be
modified to fit this new community-based continuum.

The basic idea is for the group to discuss each row of the continuum and
identify at which stage(s) of change they think their community as a whole or
p a rticular systems within the community are. Once the group members have
completed each row, they can see a pattern across the matrix. This pattern will
s h ow which leverage points within the systems have been most transformed and
which are lagging behind. This information is intended to generate cre a t i ve
ideas about how to redesign current initiatives to better take advantage of the
full range of leve r s .

The general principle in analyzing the community using the continuum is
that, within and across the rows of the continuum, the groups cannot get too
s p read out, otherwise, things start to disintegrate. Imagine that rubber bands
connect the various locations which the group members marked on the contin-
uum. If the rubber bands are stretched too far, they can bre a k .

On the other hand, there must be pioneers within and across groups to help
p ropel the whole system forw a rd (e.g., In n ovators) in an ongoing dynamic
t h rough the system. Howe ve r, there is no one right way to move institution-ori-
ented systems tow a rd new community-based configurations. In some cases,
policies may lead. In other cases, schools and human service administrators may
lead, and in yet others, churches or individual community residents may lead.
The key lies in deepening the dialogue and building relationships within and
among groups to improve the quality of implementation of desired changes and
to clarify the basic principles upon which the new systems re s t .

Once a group members have worked through the continuum described in
Chapter V, it is likely that they will find that their situations are not quite re f l e c t-
ed in the stages and/or the defined goal of their change processes as presented in
the final column of the continuum. If the group expects to use the continuum
for regular monitoring of their pro g ress, they may wish to develop their ow n
continuum that more accurately reflects their situations.

One process for modifying the continuum is to convene a mixed stake-
h o l d e r - a n d - p a rtner group to define what the community systems would be like
when functioning as desired in a certain number of years. The group will need
to achieve a reasonable balance of idealism and realism in defining the desire d
system, aware that this is an evo l u t i o n a ry process. They can define the best ve r-
sion of the system to date. After a few years, as they understand more of the
dynamics of change in context, they can redo the continuum or develop anoth-
er one as the sequel to the one they are working on.

For more information on tailoring a continuum to fit your specific needs,
contact In Sites, 1460 Quince Avenue, S101, Boulder, CO, 80304.

F u rther Readings on Assessing Systems Change
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Senge, P.M., et. al. (1994). The Fifth Discipline Fi e l d b o o k. New Yo rk, NY: Do u b l e d a y.

This nearly 600-page pragmatic guide shows how people are developing learning orga-
nizations based on the concepts in The Fifth Discipline. This guide is filled with practi-
cal suggestions and stories of how formal and informal organizations are re c re a t i n g
t h e m s e l ves. In developing the strategies to use as discussed above, teams are encouraged
to refer to Chapter 13 of The Fifth Discipline Fi e l d b o o k for a deeper understanding of
patterns of behavior that are common within and across systems, and how best to adjust
these patterns to keep moving the process forw a rd .
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vision & Goals

S h a r e d
P r i n c i p l e s /
N o r m s

A s s u m p t i o n s :
• A c t i v i t y - o r i e n t e d
• Isolated, rigid systems
• Service delivery-oriented
• H i e r a r c h i c a l
N o r m s :
• Confrontational, judgmental
• Competition 
• Top-down style
• P r o b l e m / c r i s i s - o r i e n t e d
• Separation of systems/services

Pockets of stakeholders:
• Recognize broader social / economic

issues impacting community
• Recognize need for cooperation 
• See new connections among people,

ideas, issues, problems
• Become conscious of dysfunctional

n o r m s
• Token steps toward new

n o r m s / a s s u m p t i o n s

• New norms consciously used in
designing and reviewing projects or
p r o g r a m s

• Extensive dialogue about norms and
underlying assumptions among people
developing action plans

• Little attention to local, state, or
national context of problem

• Focus on short-term successes and
s t r a t e g i e s

• Vision, goals more focused on 
benefiting organizations than citizens

• Limited personal commitment

• Recognition of need for a vision and
goals within org a n i z a t i o n s

• Strategic planning discussed
• Notion of shared vision and goals

across entities discussed
• Attention to development of mission

statements with citizen focus

• Separate entities establish vision and
goals with limited stakeholder 
i n v o l v e m e n t

• Short-term/immediate results used to
keep interest and motivation toward
v i s i o n

• Initial efforts to build shared vision
among compatible groups

• Vision/goals becoming citizen-focused

S t a k e h o l d e r
R o l e s

• Leaders, professional staff primarily
involved in decision making

• Decisions “delivered” to community
rather than community engaged in
decision making

• Public support taken for granted by
associations and org a n i z a t i o n s

• National or state reports on need for
broader stakeholder involvement 
discussed by leaders

• Controlled citizen input discussed
• Beginning recognition of the diversity

of stakeholder involvement

• Structured efforts (e.g., surveys) to
gather citizen and other stakeholder
i n p u t

• Dominant stakeholders begin 
involving previously neglected stake-
holders 

• Stakeholder groups become more
vocal 

P r o j e c t s ,
P r o g r a m s ,
I n i t i a t i v e s

• Built on narrowly focused org a n i z a-
tional norms

• Isolated within separate associations/
o rg a n i z a t i o n s

• Projects seen as ends in themselves
and focus on short-term result

• Discussion of cross-agency projects
with similar visions

• Beginning discussions of how to
design projects to reflect new 
assumptions or norms

• Projects begin connecting short-term
results with long-term visions

• Developing human capacity becomes
focus of many projects

• Collaborative projects and initiatives
e m e rg e

H u m a n
C a p a c i t y
B u i l d i n g

• Invest in the development of facilities/
programs rather than people

• Limited or unfocused
v o l u n t e e r i s m / p h i l a n t h r o p y

• Job training programs narrowly
focused and/or outdated

• Realize that relying on external
resources is not building community 
or internal capacity but instead 
dependency on others

• Realize importance of developing
human resources and capacity and
evaluating what assets already exist
within community

• Research and pilot methods for 
assessing the interests, skills, and
capacity of individuals and org a n i z a-
tions within the community (e.g., 
community resources audit)

• Networking within/across current 
systems and groups encouraged as a
way to build capacity

G o v e r n a n c e /
L e a d e r s h i p

• Leaders and managers define bound-
aries and make key policy decisions
(top-down) 

• Individual community members
expected to implement but not make
key policy decisions

• No cross-group or system governance
• Predominant orientation is to systems

e ff i c i e n c y

• Leaders recognize a need to involve
more stakeholders in decision-making

• Informal community leadership 
r e c o g n i z e d

• Collaborative initiatives discussed,
issues of their governance explored

• Collaborative initiatives designed with
little shift in power

• More people from community invited
to participate in key policy meetings
and give input

• Growing attention to policymaking
process, not just final policy

• Importance of systemic thinking 
r e c o g n i z e d

• New reform initiatives require greater
community governance

• Initiatives struggle with power issues

c o m m u n i c a-
t i o n s /
N e t w o r k i n g

• Inform public after decisions are made
and/or effort is moving forward

• One-way communication (e.g., press
releases, speeches)

• Information disseminated with little
regard for recipients’interests or
applicability of topic

• Recognize that early communication
with stakeholders is critical

• See need for targeted material

• Pilot new ways of soliciting 
information and feedback from 
community (e.g., community forums)

• Monitor successes and problems in
new communications, networking
m e t h o d s

• Networks of peers emerg i n g

F i n a n c i a l
R e s o u r c e s

• Emphasis on bringing in outside
resources (dependent)

• Resources used to support what has
been done in past

• Allocation categories determined
external to the community, activity—
rather than outcome-focused

• Recognize that dependency cycle
e x i s t s

• Need seen for new (internal) methods
for generating funding

• Looking at social assets of community
for resources (traditional/non-
traditional assets and funding groups)

• Special funds support new ways of
o p e r a t i n g

Figure 2—Continuum of Community-Building System Change 
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Figure 2—Continuum of Community-Building System Change 

vision & Goals

• Information regularly reviewed for
quality and applicability before 
d i s s e m i n a t i o n

• Two-way communication strategy is in
place with active participation from
diverse stakeholders

• Networks recognized as valuable 
communication vehicles

• Collaborative funding mechanisms 
in place so systems jointly support
shared vision and goals

• Resources regularly being allocated
based on results, systems thinking, 
and community building

• Developing internal capacity for 
generating assets and external 
supporting collaborations

• Resources increasingly allocated 
based on results, systems thinking, 
and community building

T r a n s i t i o n
Levers of
C h a n g e

Emerging New
F u n d a m e n t a l s

Predominance of New
Community-Based Systems➜ ➜➜

S t a g e s  o f  C h a n g e

S h a r e d
P r i n c i p l e s /
N o r m s

• Leaders make explicit existing norms
and their contrasts with desired norms

• Explicit, hard choices are made for
community-based norms/assumptions
rather than institutionally-oriented ones

• Spotty application of new norms 
within entities

• Key associations and org a n i z a t i o n s
consciously operate on some of the
new norms/assumptions

• Leaders attend to congruence of
actions with new norms/assumptions

Predominant assumptions:
• Results (process and product) oriented
• Systemic thinking, action
• Resident-based, community-building,

a s s e t s
Predominant norms:
• Shared leadership & responsibility
• Coordinated service/support
• F l e x i b l e
• M u l t i c u l t u r a l
• Long-term capacity building 
• Collaboration/equality 

• Broad-based stakeholder involvement
in vision and goal-setting initiates

• Continuing focus on citizen input in
stating vision, goals

• Vision links activities of associations
and organizations more closely to
desired results for citizens

• Continual shared vision development
seen as a major force for change

• Vision and goals include attention to
full range of community conditions
and formal and informal systems

• Movement beyond initial issues to
encompass more community needs 

• Extensive personal commitment
• Established process for developing

and refining shared community vision
that includes all stakeholders

• Vision/goals of separate entities 
complement one another and support
a shared vision

• Vision/goals more focused on well-
being of children and families than 
that of org a n i z a t i o n

S t a k e h o l d e r
R o l e s

• Community residents becoming very
vocal and involved in shaping vision,
making decisions

• Increasing number of opportunities for
citizen involvement across associa-
t i o n s / o rg a n i z a t i o n s

• O rganizational structures changing to
regularly incorporate broad range of
stakeholders in decision making and
a c t i o n

• E m e rging comfort with each other as
equal partners

• Rewards and incentives for 
participation in collaboratives are
infused into formal and informal 
s y s t e m s

• Key associations and org a n i z a t i o n s
have new policies about who their
stakeholders are and how they are to
be involved

• All stakeholders (not just profession-
als) are actively involved in critical
decision making and action roles

• Continual attention to public involve-
ment in dynamic systems

• Formal and informal systems net-
worked together through diverse
s t a k e h o l d e r s

P r o j e c t s ,
P r o g r a m s ,
I n i t i a t i v e s

• Projects seen as vehicles for develop-
ing new norms, human capacity

• Projects comfortably link short- and
long-term results

• Assumption-based initiatives develop
from projects

• Expanding pattern of cross-agency 
i n i t i a t i v e s

• Mechanisms to develop human 
capacity are basic to projects and 
i n i t i a t i v e s

• Projects become a way to change 
standard operating mode of agencies

• Projects seen as vehicles for develop-
ing new norms, human capacity

• Projects comfortably link short- and
long-term results

• Assumption-based initiatives develop
from projects

H u m a n
C a p a c i t y
B u i l d i n g

• Aresource map used to identify and
connect human and org a n i z a t i o n a l
capacities and interests with potential
community issues and/or projects

• More community-based ways of learn-
ing and doing becoming evident

• Emphasis on reflection, improvement

• Committed corps of volunteers
e m e rg e s

• Human resources increasingly utilized
on a regular basis

• Individual and group learning seen as
an ongoing and essential process

• Use of resources of community are
broadly evident

• Investment in the development of 
people as important as facilities and
p r o g r a m s

• Volunteerism and philanthropy are
leveraged to keep formal and infor-
mal systems flexible, dynamic

G o v e r n a n c e /
L e a d e r s h i p

• New stakeholders invited to give input
and make decisions

• Group recognizes a need for a facilita-
tor/coordinator to encourage open dia-
logue prior to decision making

• Shared responsibility and accountabili-
ty discussed

• Decisions made about new roles and
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s

• E m e rging comfort with new roles and
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s

• All stakeholders represented in making
important policy decisions

• Decisions made about how to hold
each other accountable

• Governance of collaborative initiatives
operating more smoothly; grounded in
community-based norms and 
a s s u m p t i o n s

• Collective decision making about key
policy issues (e.g., personnel, budget,
curriculum, service delivery, etc.)

• Residents in leadership and governing
p o s i t i o n s

• Redistribution of power and account-
ability across and within formal and
informal systems

• Participation, eff i c i e n c y, and 
production are balanced concerns for
the systems

c o m m u n i c a-
t i o n s /
N e t w o r k i n g

• Communication patterns begin to
develop that broaden dialogue and
support community-based ideas

• On-going refinement of methods
• Public debate on specific changes 

earn mixed support
• Greater recognition of community

diversity and need for diff e r e n t
involvement strategies

• Public aware of the wide range of
options for community participation

• Communication begins well before
decisions are made and continues
through implementation and review

• Written materials tailored to audience 
• Two-way communication is the norm 
• Formal and informal networking is

key part of infrastructure

F i n a n c i a l
R e s o u r c e s

• Collaborative decisions about resource
allocations across formal and informal
s y s t e m s

• Basic resources beginning to be 
allocated to new ways of operating

• Special funds strategically used to
solidify new ways of operating
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