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I

n the 1990s, comprehensive community initiatives
(CCIs) arose as an ambitious strategy to address the
needs of residents of poor communities. They intended
to go beyond the achievements of existing communitybased organizations, notably social service agencies and
community development corporations (CDCs), by concentrating resources and combining the “best” of what had
been learned from social, economic, physical and civic development in order to catalyze transformation of distressed
neighborhoods. In contrast to other community initiatives
that focused on one intervention at a time—e.g. the production of affordable housing units—CCIs adopted a comprehensive approach to neighborhood change and worked
according to community building principles that value resident engagement and community capacity building.
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With the goal of learning from these experiences, The
Aspen Institute Roundtable on Community Change is currently completing a review of 43 major CCIs and related
community change efforts from the last two decades.1
About $1 billion in philanthropic dollars has been invested in these initiatives and when the broader universe of
similar place-based community change efforts, especially
federal government investments, is included, the total investment exceeds $10 billion. Understanding the factors
that contribute to high quality design, effective implementation, and improved outcomes can help us to identify key
lessons and implications for the next generation of community-based work. This article summarizes these lessons
and provides a framework for thinking about place-based
investing going forward.
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CCI accomplishments in the programmatic arena–that
is, activities focusing on human, physical and economic
development–have been mixed. On the positive side, the
quantity and quality of programs to support low-income
families increased in most of the target neighborhoods.
CCIs successfully assembled and implemented “best practices” and “programs that work” in areas such as workforce development, family services, and education. As a
result, many of the initiatives showed improvements in
the wellbeing of individual residents who participated in
programs in their target neighborhoods. Some CCIs produced physical change in their neighborhoods as a result
of housing production and rehabilitation carried out by
place-based CDCs, non-profits, and for-profit housing developers. Those CCIs were able to show related positive
outcomes such as increased property values and reduced
crime. Community-based actors also succeeded in sparking commercial development, often working in partnership with local government and developers to plan retail
spaces and commercial corridors with stores, restaurants,
services, entertainment and other businesses that serve the
residents’ needs and help stabilize the community.
By and large however, place-based efforts have had
difficulty stimulating economic development, as too many
of the forces that drive economic activity are outside of
the control of neighborhood actors. Some CCIs found
ways to connect neighborhood residents to economic opportunities in the larger region through, for example, sectoral employment programs, transportation strategies that
link workers to jobs, and efforts to organize residents to
ensure that they obtain jobs in major industrial or civic
development projects in their locale. A more ambitious
approach to economic revitalization would aim to ensure
that low- and moderate-income neighborhoods get their
share of the economic spoils of the larger region, which
would also work to reduce structural and racial inequities.
Experience on this front is only just emerging, and this will
be a focus for next-generation work.

Investments to Strengthen
Community Capacity
Programmatic outcomes are not the only goal of community change efforts. CCIs also aim to mobilize citizens
and their connections to one another, foster their ownership of the work, identify and build on their assets, and
strengthen their civic capacity. This dimension of the work
generally goes by the term “community building,” and its
goal is to create stronger and more resilient communities.
The CCIs of the last two decades have generally undertaken four types of community building investments:
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Investments to Improve Human, Physical,
and Economic Development in Poor
Neighborhoods

developing individual leadership; increasing organizational capacity; increasing social capital and a sense of
community among residents; and increasing civic capacity and voice. Virtually all of the efforts reviewed by the
Aspen Roundtable can point to accomplishments on the
community building front. While much harder to measure
quantitatively, qualitative data and the conviction expressed by those who are engaged in the work provide
powerful evidence of these increases in capacity at the
local level. CCIs demonstrated increased neighborhood
capacity in the form of stronger leadership, networks or
organizations, and/or improved connections between the
neighborhood and external entities in the public, private
and non-profit sectors.
For some in this field, community building outcomes
are valid indicators of success in their own right. This constituency places a high value on strengthening the participatory democratic process among the most disempowered
and alienated members of society. For others, community
building is a means to an end. They argue that if improvements in programmatic outcomes do not follow, then community building is only about “process” and “feel-good”
strategies, which could divert resources and time away from
direct poverty reduction efforts. While many are tempted to
gloss over this distinction and accept that the work is about
both community building and tangible outcomes, this issue
is an unresolved source of contention in the field. Exacerbating this long-standing schism is an absence of empirical
evidence demonstrating that increases in community capacity lead to improved outcomes at the individual, family
or community level. Such evidence would require sophisticated demonstration research and evaluation which, to
date, funders have been unwilling to invest in.

Investments to Generate Policy and
Systems Change
In addition to their direct interventions at the neighborhood level, CCIs also aim to spark policy and systems
reform in ways that could yield positive returns for their
neighborhood over the long term. One hope was that
community change efforts could break down the silos of
categorical funding streams and integrate services across
different sectors such as housing and education. Experience to date shows that community-based efforts partially
compensated for, but did not solve, the problems of siloed
public and private funding. At present, there are examples
of successful co-location of activities, a small number of
which have the potential to be implemented with enough
intensity to test whether synergy among programs can
be sparked. Yet in many cases, organizations engaged in
place-based work must still contend with the complicated
matrix of funding sources and agencies that work in the
anti-poverty arena.
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There are two ways in which community change efforts
succeeded in changing policies or systems. One indicator
was funding levels. The presence of an organized, legitimate and effective community intervention in a neighborhood increased its visibility and influence, helping to leverage new public, private and philanthropic resources.
The other example of policy and systems change came
from powerful partnerships between communities and institutions that had access, leverage and influence in the
public sector. As a result, some initiatives built in a twopronged strategy where the community work occurred
locally and a separate line of work focused on policy and
systems change. In this view, systems change is better
done by actors who have better access to the policy reform
process including advocates, special commissions, and
other entities with civic capacity.

Where Is the Field at This Moment?
Despite these accomplishments at the programmatic, community and system levels, most of the CCIs have
not produced the degree of community transformation
envisioned by their designers. For example, few, if any,
were able to demonstrate widespread changes in child
and family well-being or reductions in the neighborhood
poverty rate. The reasons for this can be attributed both
to “theory failure” and “implementation failure.” On the
theory side, it appears that it was overly optimistic to
expect that a relatively modest amount of philanthropic
or government dollars (usually about $1-3 million per
year) was enough to catalyze a series of events that could
build on each other and lead to major improvements in
well-being for the poorest people in the most distressed
communities within a limited time frame (usually about
7-10 years). On the implementation side, issues such as
weak capacity resulting from long-term underinvestment,
the difficulty of balancing “process” and “product” objectives, the challenge of managing multiple relationships
and activities, and inconsistent or abbreviated funding
often stood in the way of sustainable community change.
As a result, the actual programmatic effort did not achieve
the necessary dose or scale.
Nevertheless, policymakers, philanthropists, practitioners, and community residents continue to put a high
value on “place” as an organizing principle for social and
economic change for a number of reasons, which include:
administrative and jurisdictional expediency; the fact that
poverty is spatially concentrated, especially for people
of color; and growing evidence about how community
factors affect outcomes for individuals. Indeed, over the
course of the last 10-15 years, the landscape of community change work has grown and diversified in many important and welcome ways. Most significant is that new
kinds of public and philanthropic funding have become
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available and more institutional actors are taking on this
work including CDFIs, banks, anchor institutions (such as
hospitals or universities), and new local family and health
conversion foundations. These institutions have expanded
the range of connections, leverage, and capacity available
to poor communities, and have created opportunities for
powerful and innovative work going forward.
It is critical at this point in the field’s development for
practitioners, analysts, policymakers and funders to be as
clear as possible about what community change efforts
can and cannot accomplish, what structures and actions
are most effective, and what needs to changed for future
place-based work to be more successful.

Progress Requires Better Alignment of
Mission, Action, Capacity, Collaboration
and Learning
Recent community change efforts have applied best
practices from social services and human development
programs; they have taken advantage of government incentives and private sector development expertise to undertake housing and other kinds of physical development;
they have been both pragmatic and creative as they seek
strategies to increase assets, income, employment and
economic activity; and they have benefited from decades
of experience in effective community building, organizing,
and engagement. Their challenge has been to weave these
pieces together in a way that maximizes each contribution
so that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.
The efforts that stand out as exemplary have been the
ones that aligned all pieces of their work and ensured that
they reinforced each other. Our review suggests five dimensions of alignment associated with success.

Clarity about Mission, Desired Outcomes,
and Operating Principles
Ensuring all actors are in agreement about the core
purpose of the work is critical. This might seem an
obvious, or perhaps even trivial, conclusion to draw, but
in the context of a comprehensive initiative that covers
many programmatic domains, requires multiple partners,
and has many accountability pathways, this has been a
significant challenge. Answering even the most fundamental question about community change efforts–what
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. . . having agreement among all
stakeholders about the work that will
be approached is key to creating and
maintaining focus.

would “success” look like?–has turned out to be problematic. Too often, the goals sought by community change interventions are poorly defined at the outset, often defined
too broadly or abstractly. Sometimes the lack of clarity is
purposeful so that the initiative will resonate with a wide
variety of stakeholders and they will invest in it. Moreover,
because the work is tailored to community circumstances
and is purposely developmental and emergent, clarity
presents both a conceptual and practical challenge. That
said, having agreement among all stakeholders about the
work that will be approached is key to creating and maintaining focus. This could include identifying core values or
philosophy or developing an overarching goal that guides
practice and decision-making. A common framework and
vision provides participants with shared language and a
focused set of goals around which to engage people and
interests, both inside and outside the community.

Intentionality in Action
Where community interventions invested deliberate
program effort, they counted program successes and improved outcomes. CCIs that did not make deliberate investments or that made assumptions that investments in
one domain would have spill-over effects in others, did
not improve outcomes. Thus, better educational outcomes
require work in the schools; improvements in neighborhood conditions require investment in physical revitalization; increased community capacity requires direct investment in leadership, organizations, and access to power.
Even when an intervention aims to increase a less tangible
outcome, such as social capital, investments must be intentional and not simply the hoped-for by-product of other
strategies. Again, this lesson may seem readily apparent,
but the problem becomes acute in an initiative that works
across multiple dimensions and aims for comprehensiveness. The objective is to bring a comprehensive lens to the
work while still implementing targeted and high quality
programs in the various sectors.

Assessing and Building Capacity
The theory underlying community change efforts is
based in systems thinking, which views the strands of
community life as interconnected and interdependent.
The challenge has been that any resulting design, especially of CCIs, requires significant capacity to implement–
capacity that under-resourced organizations in distressed
neighborhoods often do not have. In retrospect, too many
of the CCIs and other place-based change efforts stumbled
on implementation. Therefore, goals must be assessed in
light of actual capacity to implement, and if that capacity is weak, there are two options: goals must be scaled
back, or investments must be made to build the capacity
to do the work. When ambitious time frames for change
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are overlaid on top of these highly complex interventions,
they can set the initiative up for failure.
Capacity building is often one of the purposes of community change efforts, but oftentimes it is focused on
helping an organization build the capacity to implement
a particular initiative. Future work should move beyond
this narrow definition of capacity and instead focus on a
broader mission of building the capacity of a community
more generally to set agendas, gain access to resources,
and respond to community needs. Foundations are likely
to be the source of the most flexible funding for capacity
building activities whereas public funds are likely to be
more circumscribed for programmatic activities. Practitioners must aim for a creative blending of the two.

Effective Management of Partnerships and
Collaborations
Managing a community change effort requires managing a complex web of relationships among residents,
funders, intermediaries, neighborhood organizations,
public sector agencies, private sector financial institutions,
and consultants. Aligning all of these actors is largely about
building relationships and understanding self-interest, and
can be impeded by many things: the lack of real or perceived self-interest; cultural, historical, racial, or legal barriers; or the direct personnel and institutional costs associated with making the relationships effective. To overcome
such obstacles, a range of actors must expend significant
time as well as political, social, and economic capital.
They must literally and metaphorically “subsidize” the relationships, sectors and interests until new habits of thinking, acting, and collaborating enable alignment to occur
more naturally. Usually, intermediaries or brokers are required to build relationships, raise money, remove both
political and practical obstacles, and move information
back and forth. Such intensive, targeted, and prolonged
brokering can lead to lasting change for poor communities by altering the way key individual and institutional
actors see their interests, their relationship to one another,
and the range of possible strategies they can engage in
collaboratively. It is a fundamental way to get the most
out of place-based work. Successful brokering can change
perceptions as well as systems, and play a decisive role in
how resources are allocated.
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Learning and Adapting along the Way
Learning is a continuous process; it requires a commitment to support people to reflect on their work in ways
that can lead to ever-improving performance. Evaluation
in community change work has been increasingly viewed
as a means to enhance real-time learning and decisionmaking, refine strategy, and institute midcourse corrections. Soliciting the opinions and priorities of multiple and
diverse stakeholders in developing key evaluation questions cultivates ownership of the learning process and increases the likelihood that results will be useful, relevant
and credible for potential users. The iterative process of
learning and doing helps to position evaluation as a tool
for improving practices and nurturing change at every
level. No longer an outsourced function, it becomes the
collective responsibility of all stakeholders. In order to
support this process, funders and evaluators must often
work hard to provide sufficient resources and structures
to support learning, and to create a culture that values
candid dialogue and analysis and embraces the idea of
learning while doing.

Conclusion
When the first CCIs were created more than two
decades ago, their designers understood that alignment
of their many parts would be the critical step in generating meaningful change in poor communities. The assumption was that a “comprehensive” approach to neighborhood change would generate the necessary alignment in
programs and strategies, and that “community building”
would generate the necessary alignment among stakeholders. As it has turned out, alignment has been harder
to achieve than was anticipated. It does not automatically result from a one-time community planning process
or from a foundation-sponsored initiative. The alignment
that is needed is about fundamental ways of working and
addresses goals, activities, capacities, relationships and
learning priorities. It also needs regular recalibration as the
work proceeds. As with most ambitious change endeavors,
we start with a hope for an efficient and direct route to our
goals, only to find that there is no easy path or short-cut. As
a result, it is critical to identify lessons as we go along and
incorporate them into the next round of work.
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