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What is Collective Impact, anyway?  
Collective Impact (CI) is a problem-solving framework made up of conditions and principles that 
help complex initiatives drive positive social change. The framework itself doesn’t guarantee 
success, but it is based on years of research (grounded in practice) and provides useful tools for those 
working to create change. These conditions can be applied at different levels of precision. In other 
words, social initiatives using a CI framework sit on a range from: no/limited implementation to full 
implementation on each of the CI conditions.  
 

CI Conditions: Solid Implementation 
The CI conditions are the practices and systems that help an initiative get to impact. 
Common Agenda: The initiative has 
established a clear vision for change that includes 
a shared understanding of the problem, plans for 
to solving the problem, and the ultimate goal(s). 
Partners in the initiative are committed to the 
shared vision, goal, and strategies. 
 
Mutually Reinforcing Activities: One or 
more action plans have been adopted which 
describe specific, diverse, coordinated actions and 
roles partners can take to contribute to the 
collective approach. Structures and resources for 
supporting collective work are in place and there 
are signs they are driving action. Partners across 
the initiative are aligning strategies to drive the 
shared action plan and hold each other 
accountable. 
 
Continuous Communication: The initiative 
has created formal structures and practices to 
create consistent and open two-way 
communication among its internal and external 
audiences. Internal communications support 

effective initiative functions and collaboration. 
External communications inform and engage 
audiences in accessible, transparent, and 
culturally appropriate ways and provide enough 
opportunities for input and feedback. 
 
Shared Measurement System (SMS): The 
initiative has identified common indicators that 
partners agree will be used for tracking progress. 
The initiative has formal practices and system for 
collecting, storing, analyzing, and reporting valid 
and reliable data. Output/results of SMS are 
actionable for data use (timely, meaningful, 
relevant, sensitive to change, targeted to goal, 
etc.). 
 
Backbone Infrastructure: The initiative has 
established a well-functioning management 
structure with clear decision-making and 
authority. The initiative has designated person 
(s)/organization(s) with enough capacity and 
infrastructure to perform all the core backbone 
tasks. Backbone staff are seen as having the right 
skills and reliability to perform backbone tasks.
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The CI Best Practices 
A CI framework also includes principles—or best practices—that seem to be related to CI success 
and build off of each other. In other words, it isn’t the conditions alone that drive change—the 
principles must also be applied to initiatives. 

 Design and apply a focus on equity: Focus on systems and structures that create barriers in 
the first place. Develop strategies that improve outcomes for groups that are affected the most. 

 Include community members in the collaborative: Provide meaningful engagement and 
leadership/governance opportunities for people with lived experience. 

 Build a culture that fosters trust, respect, and relationships across participants: 
Understanding and alignment come from authentic, trusting relationships between all those 
involved in the work. 

 Customize for local context: Use local data, assets, and experience to come up with solutions 
that fit local needs. 

 Recruit and co-create with cross-sector partners: The more diverse partners at the table, 
the more opportunities there will be for leveraging expertise, resources, and relationships. 

 Use data to continuously learn, adapt, and improve: Solving problems effectively and 
sustainably requires a learning culture that incorporates sharing, infrastructure, and formal 
processes built around quality data. 

 Cultivate leaders with unique system leadership skills: Leaders equipped to drive 
change have strong facilitation, management, and convening skills that help foster a shared sense 
of a trust, meaning, and purpose.  

 Focus on program AND systems changes: Programs drive systems changes, but a focus on 
programming alone will only get you so far. Initiatives must keep their eye on the ball and track how 
systems are responding to the initiative.  
 

The conditions and principles listed above provide structured guidance for preparing for, and 
implementing, a collective impact agenda that effects sustainable social change. Initiative leaders 
and stakeholders must decide how to best apply the framework to their own work, within their own 
unique context. This requires intentionally cultivating a culture of learning and evaluation that can 
sustain the initiative throughout the stages of implementation. 

Spark Policy Institute works to help initiatives create this culture of learning. We have the tools 
and years of experience to help guide initiatives through strategic planning and learning cycles, 
no matter the initiative’s current stage of implementation. Contact us today to learn more! 


