Key Elements for Success

ustainability is a critical issue for the
vast varray, of community initiatives
that promote healthy. children, strong
families, and safe communities. These

initiatives, which encompass every-
thing from state or community—Wide system building
efforts to local direct service programs, face similar
challenges. Due to time-limited grants and narrow
categorical funding streams, program developers must
constantly search for new: funding that will enable
them to continue and/or expand on their initiatives.
Repeatedly, program developers, community organ-
izers, political leaders or others who invest resources
in community initiatives ask the question, “How do
we build a stable base of support to sustain effective

initiatives over time?”

Many stakeholders involved in building these com-
munity initiatives pursué the answer to the above
question by focusing solely on developing fiscal
resources that will continue to support their efforts.
And although long-term sustainability planning must
necessarily include a focus on funding, it depends
upon much more than just maintaining sufficient fis-
cal resources. Sustaining an initiative over time also
requires a combination of nonfiscal resources from
the initiative itself and the broader community.
Necessary internal resources include: leadership from
management and board members; access to technical

expertise from within the organization; and the
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existence of strong administrative and financial man-

agement systems. Critical external resources include:

support from policymakers, the public, or other key

stakeholders; access to technical expertise from outside -

the organization; and engagement of community-based

organizations, parents, or other community members.

While much attention is focused on sustainability
planning as an activity set apart from others, the work
of sustainability planning is, in fact, central to the
management of a successful initiative. The key ele-
ments of sustainability are the factors that contribute
to the successful development and day-to-day opera-
tion of an initiative. Yet, as anyone running an
initiative knows, success and sustainability do not
happen automatically. They are the result of a com-
plex process and hard work.

To address the broad array of issues associated with

the support and continuation of effective’ community

initiatives, The Finance Project created a sustainability
framework that outlines several key elements impor-
tant for achieving loﬁg—term program stability and
success. Developed, refined, and retested over time,
this conceptual framework provides a context for
those involved in building community initiatives to
begin to think about how to plan for sustainability in
both the short- and the long-term. It borrows from
the experiences of those who manage community
initiatives, as well as the expertise of those who create
policies for these initiatives. It is a compilation of vari-
ous principles and strategies used by effective initiatives.
However, the strategies that individual initiatives use to
achieve sustainability often vary depending on the
social, political, economic and even geographic factors
in their communities. For instance, a particular initiative
may focus more of its efforts on bolstering certain ele-
ments of Sustainability and less on others. It all depends
on the needs of the individual initiatives and their



communities at a given time. The sustainability frame-
work is able to address these variations because it is a
dynamic, rather than static, model that must be applied
to the unique needs and circumstances of individual

community initiatives.

This strategy brief presents The Finance Project’s
cight-part sustainability framework. It is intended to
help policymakers, program developers and other
stakeholders at both state and community levels iden-
tify the basic resources needed and address the
. strategic decisions necessary to sustain promising
comprehensive community initiatives. This brief is
designed to assist a range-of stakeholders, regardless of
their initiatives’ programmatic focus. This includes
those who are involved with community develop-
ment programs, early childhood programs, youth
development programs, out-of-school time programs
or any other type of community-based program that
serves the needs of children and families.

Achleving Sustainability: Elght Critical
Elements for Success

_This section describes the eight elements that consti-
tute the sustainability framework. These elements are
critical for achieving a stable base of fiscal and nonfis-
cal resources that, in turn, can help lead to long-term
sustainability of community initiatives. Although each
element is important, initiative leaders and stakehold-
ers will need to determine the “critical mass” of
elements that must be in place for their particular
program to continue and thrive. While initiatives will
have unique goals and strategies for developing the
needed resources that will help achieve sustainability,
the following components are key to most successful
initiatives and can help guide efforts to develop both
short- and long-~term sustainability strategies.

In brief, the eight elements are:

1. Vision: Having a clear-cut objective that articu-
" lates how an initiative’s programs or activities will
improve the lives of children, families and communities

is one of the most important and basic steps involved

in achieving sustainability. Without articulating these
objectives and developing a plan for achieving them,

no initiative can be truly viable.

2. Results Orientation: Demonstrating program
success through measurable results (e.g., established
indicators and performance measures) is crucial for

building support from key stakeholders in the com~

munity. Stakeholder support, in turn, increases the .

likelihood of program continuance.

3. Strategic Financing Orientation: Developing a
strategic financing orientation is critical for program
leaders. It enables them to identify the resources they
need to sustain their activities and then develop
strategies to bring these resources together to achieve

their goals.

4. Adaptability to Changing Conditions:
Adjusting to changing social, economic, and political
trends in the community enables initiatives to take
advantage of various opportunities that can help to
achieve sustainability. Making these adjustments also
allows initiatives to identify and overcome any exter-

nal threats that could obstruct program continuance.
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5. Broad Base of Community Support:

Achieving a broad base of community support means
determining who within the community loves an ini-
tiative, who needs it and who would care if it were
gone. Often, when an initiative is able to build a broad
base of supporters who care about it and believe it is

vital, fiscal and non-fiscal support will follow.

6. Key Champions: Rallying leaders from busi-
nesses, faith-based institutions, government and other
parts of the community who are committed to an
initiative’s vision and are wil]ing to use their power
and prestige to generate support for that program will
help to ensure long-term stability.

7. Strong Internal Systems: Building strong
internal systems, such as fiscal management, account-
ing, information, personnel systems and governance
structures, enables an initiative to work effectively and
efficiently. Establishing these systems also allows ini-
tiatives to document their results and demonstrate

their soundness to potential funders.

8. Sustainability Plan: Creating sustainability
plans helps initiative developers and managers clarify
where they want their initiatives to go in the future.
They provide benchmarks for determining whether
initiatives are successfully reaching their goals. They also

help policymakers, opinion leaders and investors decide

whether and how to support certain initiatives.

Collectively, these-elements are key to achieving a sta-
ble base of resources for community-based initiatives.
Althouigh all of the elements are important, it is not
imperative to have all eight fully in place to achieve
sustainability. The emphasis placed on each element
and/or amount of time dedicated to a particular ele-
ment will vary according to the needs and resources
of the individual initiative or community. For exam-
ple, initiative leaders may not need to dedicate much
time to establishing an identity within the communi-~
ty because they have already cultivated a very broad
base of community support. However, they may need
to focus a considerable amount of time on shoring up
their internal systems. In addition, there is no prede-
termined order in which these elements should be
pursued, although some do naturally occur before
others. For instance, it is important to have a clear
vision before deciding what financing strategies are
most appropriate. But, other elements are not sequen-
tial and will need to be pursued simultaneously. For
example, initiative leaders will need to cultivate rela-
tionships- with key community leaders not as a last
step, but rather in conjunction with efforts to devel-
op financing strategies and build a broad base of

community support.

The remainder of this brief examines each of the ele-
ments of the sustainability framework in detail, first
by defining the element and then illustrating strate-
gies for developing and strengthening it. The brief
also provides examples of how specific initiatives have
successfully implemented efforts to achieve one or
more elements of sustainability. And finally, the brief
presents considerations for decision makers who are

working to achieve long-term stability and success.

1. Vision

Possessing a clear and compelling vision of what an
initiative intends to achieve is the first step toward

getting there. If the vision is well conceived and if
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there is buy-in from initiative leaders, staff and the

community, supporters of that initiative can and will
go to great lengths to bring it to realization.Vision is
what keeps initiatives moving forward, even in the
face of discouraging odds. But if vision is lacking or
there is insufficient buy-in, no amount of additional

‘resources will be able to generate support.

The process of developing a vision involves numerous
factors. To start, initiati\}e leaders and stakeholders
need to determine the specific results that they would
like to achieve in the short-term and into the future.
They must also understand how the initiative cur-
rently fits within the larger community and agree on
how it should fit in the years to come. This requires
examining the community’s needs and determining

whether and how their initiative meets those needs.

Considerations:

% Defining an initiative’s particular niche—what dis-
tinguishes it from others and how it works in
conjunction with others—is key to formulating a
vision and getting members of the community to

buy into that vision.

% It is important to encourage the involvement of
' program leaders and stakeholders in the process of
creating or clarifying a vision. Engaging a broad
range of community partners will increase the
likelihood of support.

% The ability of initiative leaders and staff, as well as
other relevant stakeholders; to articulate the initia-
tive’s vision is crucial to ensuring that the vision is

shared and supported by the community.

# Developing a shared vision takes time, but it often

becomes the glue that holds initiatives together



and keeps them moving forward. Initiative leaders should invest the time necessary to reach consensus and

formulate a shared vision.

2. Results Orientation

Around the country, initiative leaders have
increasingly begun to focus on providing
services that produce good results for chil-
dren, families and communities. This
national orientation toward results
reflects the need of policymakers, pro-
gram developers and community leaders
to demonstrate that the programs and
services that they create and offer to
children and families have their intended

impact, are effective in terms of cost, and

are worthy of continuation.

In order to demonstrate results, initiatives must develop indicators and performance measures that track the
progress of their work. They are used by successful initiatives to monitor whether their efforts are productive and
their funds are well spent. The process of regularly measuring progress toward goals can provide program leaders
and potential funders with information on what works for whom, under what circumstances, within what time
frames, and with what costs. By measuring progress toward goals, program leaders can also establish accountability
within the community and to existing or potential funders,
showing that they. use limited resources effectively.!

Considerations:

+# More often than not, initiatives work in tandem with schools,
families and other community-based organizations to improve
results for the people they serve. Therefore, individual initia-
tives should not be held solely accountable for global results
such as improving students’ overall academic performance. It is
important that initiative leaders set realistic expectations for
program activities and outcomes that demonstrate how their

activities contribute to overall community results.

# Developing indicators with interim goals allows programs to

show progress over time and to determine if they are on the

right track.

‘Being results oriented is more than simply collecting and analyzing data—it involves using data to continu-

ously improve the program’s activities. Data should be constantly analyzed to determine if the program is

moving in a direction that will help it to achieve its mission.

3% Sharing results with the community and funders requires that initiative leaders develop channels of communication

such as publishing newsletters, submitting stories to local newspapers and organizing events to spread the word



about program activities. Sharing the news about
positive outcomes can help to garner support from

members of the surrounding community.

3. Strategic Financing Orientation

In' many cases, the outcomes that leaders seek for
children, families and communities cannot be
achieved without bringing together resources in new
ways.? Having a strategic financing orientation means
that initiative leaders know what they want to sustain,
what resources they need to sustain their activities
and how to access those resources; and have identified
strategies to put those resources together in order to

achieve their goals.

To dcveiop a strategic financing orientation, initiative
leaders should consider a range of financing options.
These options may include the following: making the
best use of existing resources (monetary and in-kind);
maximizing available sources of funding from public
and private sources; creating more flexibility in exist-
ing categorical funding; generating new resources by

engaging public and private sector partners; and

-advocating for new state and local revenue sources.

Strategic financing also requires that initiative leaders
create a diversified portfolio of fun&ing sources that
are aligned with specific purposes. For example, cap-
ital financing, service subsidies, staff support,
management infrastructure and evaluation may each
call for different sources of support. A diversified
funding portfolio that includes public and private
sources also can provide a buffer from inevitable

changes in funders’ fiscal priorities.

Considerations:

% Initiative leaders need to take account of changing
“fiscal needs over the life cycle of their programs.
Decisions about which sources and strategies to
pursue should be based on a careful analysis of
short- and long-term funding needs.

% Typically, successful initiatives incorporate multiple
funding sources that cut across traditionally sepa-~
rate services and programs. Making the most of
available funds requires combining public and pri-
vate sector resources in innovative ways to create a

funding portfolio of specialized and flexible



short-term and long-term funding that is focused on the community’s needs and priorities for children,

youth and families.

4 One of the most important principles of effective financing is to recognize that the resources necessary to build
and sustain community programs may come in a variety of forms and from many sources. In-kind resources,
including volunteer staff, contributed space, donated equipment and technical support, are just as valuable as fund-
ing and can significantly extend the total resources a community has to invest in children, youth and their families.




4. Adaptability to Changing
Conditions

The world is constantly changing. Political leaders
and programs come and go, neighborhoods and pop-
ulations chanéé and so do the priorities of
communities and initiatives that serve children and
families. Policy changes ate often a reflection of a shift
in priorities. Therefore, in this rapidly changing envi-
ronment, it is important that initiative leaders be aware

of changes that may have an effect on their activities.

Adaptability to changing conditions involves strategic
thinking about trends in.the field and the communi-
ty served. The most successful initiatives are those
whose leaders are adept at anticipating, influencing
and effectively responding to new opportunities or
threats in their environment (e.g., those who are able

to take advantage of developing resources or those

who survive negative circumstances such as a reces-
sion or a political transition). This involves keeping
abreast of current research in the field and data on the -
economic, demographic and social conditions of the
community. It also means using that research to con-
tribute to and help shape policy at the local, state and
national level. An initiative’s ability to track, contribute
and adapt to changing policy environments, and posi-
tion itself to respond to national, state and local decision

makers’ priorities, is critical to sustainability.’

Considerations:

% Programs can keep abreast of changing policy
developments with limited time and effort by join-
ing coalitions with other groups that serve children
and families, signing onto listservs that disseminate .
up-to-date information, and subscribing to rele-

vant publications.




% Successful initiatives do not wait until new policy
developments arise to adapt to them. Those initia-
tives that weather the winds of change plan for
those changes far in advance. Engaging in.a strate-
gic planning. process that involves examining an
array of poséiblé obstacles and opportunities that
the initiative may encounter in the future will help

leaders adapt to those conditions as they arise.

5. Broad Base of Community
Support

Broad-based community support is vital to the long-
term sustainability of community initiatives. These
programs are much more likely to achieve their pur-
poses when stakeholders actively support their goals
and activities. Stakeholders include local business,
political and community leaders, as well as others
with a vested interest in children’s well-being. Most
importantly, because children, youth and families are
the ultimate recipients of services offered by these pro-
grams, their support of and participation in
community-based initiatives is critical to their

continued existence.

In order to achieve a broad base of community sup-
port, initiatives must establish a strong identity in the
community. This involves opening the initiative’s
doors to the neighboring areas and providing oppor-
tunities for interested parties to become more familiar
with the initiative’s mission and activities. For exam-
ple, initiatives sometimes organize open house events
as a vehicle to allow commuinity members to become
more knowledgeable about their missions and activi-
ties. Nurturing a positive relationship with the media
to spread the word about the. initiative will also
ensure that it maintains a high profile within the
community. Other useful approaches to garner and
maintain a broad base of community support include:
involving business executives and other local leaders
in the governance of the initiative; and engaging
stakeholders in the planning, implementation and

evaluation of program activities.

The power of broad-based community support can-

not be underestimated. In many instances, the
community has come to the rescue of a popular ini-
tiative, rallying to prevent funding cuts or to support
increases in funding amounts. When the community
views an initiative as a vital support and expresses that

view clearly and strategically, funding will often follow.

Considerations:

# Initiatives can find new voices of support in the
community by working in partnership with other
community organizations that serve the same pop-
ulation, Working in partnership with these
organizations not only increases a program’ visi-
bility in the community, but also demonstrates
how it effectively collaborates with organizations

that share its vision.

%- Initiative leaders should think creatively about how
community members can best support the initia-
tive’s work and make contributing easy. To facilitate
community involvement and support, initiative
leaders should be clear about what they want com-
munity members to contribute and play to their
strengths. For example, community leaders might
suggest that lawyers offer pro bono legal services,
contractors provide time and materials, and physi-

cians donate "health-screening services.



# Developing leadership skills among parents and other stakeholders who can advocate for policies and services
is a proactive strategy for building community support for programs.These are often the most outspoken mem-

bers of the community and can be initiatives’ greatest advocates.

6. Key Champions

Key champions are leaders from business, faith-based institutions, government and other individuals from the
community who are committed to a program’s vision and are willing to use their power and prestige to gener-
ate support and focus community resources and energy. Champions can bring visibility to initiatives by obtaining
media attention through public service announcements, press conferences, letters to the editor and opinion

pieces. They can also recruit other leaders to invest time and resources into an initiative.

Key champions can be vital forces in generating public will, garnering increased resources from public and private
sources, and convincing state and local governments to establish supportive public policies. Advocates who lend their

voices and clout in support of an initiative can make the difference between long-term success and failure.

Considerations:

4 It is important for initiative leaders to be strategic when calling upon champions. Selections should be based
on the audience that the initiative is attempting to reach. For example, if initiative leaders want to reach busi-

ness leaders, then they might seek a champion from the business community. If the target audience is



neighborhood mothers, then initiative leaders
might seek an outspoken mother from the -com-
munity. Based on this decision, initiative leaders
can devise an outreach plan to engage these key
champions and also a follow-up plan to maintain

their support.

% Many key champions are people who have some-

thing in common with the cause for which an

initiative stands. Researching the backgrounds and

interest of high profile community leaders may

enable an initiative to find the hook that will get
those leaders involved in an initiative’s activities

and maintain their active engagement over time.

# When attracting key champions, initiative leaders

should keep in mind that champions can bring
more than just monetary benefits to a program.
Often the visibility that key champions bring to
initiatives can be much more valuable than the

money that they contribute.

7. Strong Internal Systems

Quality programs cannot exist without strong inter-
nal systemS. Strong internal systems establish policies
and procedures that are based on generally accepted
standards and best practices. These systems help to
insure that the programs delivered are of high quality
and meet the needs of the community and partici-
pants. Such systems include accounting and auditing
procedures, procurement and personnel procedures,
information systems, governance structures and man-
agement systems. Strong internal systems are also
necessary to maintain accountability and quality con-
trol over work. Through careful documentation of
work quality, good internal systems can help demon-
strate to program supporters that initiatives have
effective leadership and high quality staff: who can
achieve the goals that they have set for themselves.

Maintaining good internal systems also requires the
support and dedication of talented management, staff

and board. Support for these systems is often garnered



when all parties involved understand and accept their
roles and responsibilities for maintaining the systems.
Therefore, communication processes should be put in
place to ensure that staff, management and board
members are kqpt informed of the current status of
internal financial and administrative affairs and are

also alerted to emerging concerns.

Considerations:

# Data from internal systems can provide the infor-
mation needed to constantly refine an initiative
and its services. By regularly monitoring informa-
tion and data, changes can be made to continually
strcngtheﬂ efforts. Régularly scheduled meetings
between initiative leaders, administrative staff and

financial managers can alert initiative leaders to

any impending financial or administrative prob-
lems. In the same way, internal audits, conducted
by an initiative’s staff, can help to identify areas and

courses of action for improvement.

# Policies and procedures are important tools of

communication between initiative leaders and staff
members. Typically, these policies and procedures
are presented to staff in the form of an employee
handbook, procedural manual or other written
resources that provide essential information for
organizational operations. In order to ensure that
staff understand their responsibilities, it is essential
that initiative leaders provide them with clearly

written and concise handbooks and other guides.

% Management information systems can facilitate the

jobs of financial managers and administrators.
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There is an array of MIS packages available to per-

form numerous administrative and financial
management tasks. However, these systems, like
other administrative support systems, can be costly.
Initiative leaders should carefully review the selec-
tion of packages available before choosing the one
that best fits their initiative’s needs.

8. Sustainability Plan

The final element in the sustainability framework is
the sustainability plan. A sustainability plan brings
together all of the elements previously addressed in
this framework. It is a clear, sensible, convincing plan
for putting together the key resources that are neces-
sary for a program or initiative to continue. Good
sustainability plans help the developers of programs
and initiatives clarify where they are and where they
want to go. They help policymakers, opinion leaders
and investors decide whether and how to get on
board. They help key audiences understand what the
injtiative is and why it is needed. They give program

managers a road map for where they are going and
benchmarks for determining whether they are suc-

cessfully reaching their goals.

Developing a2 good sustainability plan involves
sketching out a long-term map of what initiative
leaders want to accomplish. This map should include -

strategies to obtain resources that will support the ini-

" tiative. It should also identify challenges and obstacles

that an initiative might encounter as it works to attain
its goals, as well as strategies that may help to over-

come these challenges.

Considerations:

# Issues of sustainability should be addressed as early
in the life of an initiative as possible. Putting
together a sustainability plan at the inception of an
initiative is the ideal time; however, very rarely is
this possible. The adage “better late than never” is
very applicable to the development of sustainabili-

ty plans.

% Developing a sustainability plan is a lot like devel-
oping a business plan. Starting a business requires a
clear concept of how to creatively meet a market
need and a plan for developing the resources to do
it profitably. Creating and sustaining a promising
community program or initiative similarly requires
a clear concept of how to effectively address the
critical needs of families and children and how to
marshal the resources to make it happen. Each ini-
tiative has its own problems and opportunities and
each must address distinct issues—much as each

business venture does.

% The process of planning for sustainability is not
complete once a sustainability plan has been devel-
oped. The plan should not be placed on 2 shelf to
gather dust. By nature, sustainability plans are
dynamic, rather than static, documents and should
be continuously reviewed and revised to reflect the

changing conditions in which initiatives operate.






Conclusion
Sustainability is a challenge for all programs and initiatives:that serve children, youth and families. Many programs

‘that show promise in the start-up phase eventually fade away.because they are unable to tap into and make the

best use of the fiscal and community resourcés that could enable them to flourish. However, among the programs
that do flourish, there are several common elements that lead to their success: a well-articulated vision of what
initiative leadérs want to achieve; the ability to document and demonstrate an initiative’s success; the ability to
adjust to changing social, economic and political trends in the community; support from policymakers and the
public; the ability to identify and tap into necessary monetary and in-kind resources; the existence of strong
administrative and fiscal management systems; the involvement of community-based organizations, parents or
other stakeholders; and the existence of a clear, sensible and convincing plan for putting together the key resources

that are necessary for an initiative to continue.

With thoughtful attention to the range of necessary resources outlined in this framework and a plan for securing
those resources, comprehensive community initiatives can significantly increase their chances of achieving long-

term success and stability.

Endnotes

1. For more information on results, indicators, performance measures and logic models, see The Finance Project’s
publications including: Using Results to Improve the Lives of Children and Families: A Guide for Public-Private Child
Care Partnerships by Sara Watson (2000) and A Guide to Successful Public-Private Partnerships for Out of School Time
and Community School Initiatives by Sharon Deich (2001).

2. For a fuller discussion and guide to The Finance Project’s framework of financing strategies, see Thinking
Broadly: Financing Strategies for Comprehensive Child and Family Initiatives by Cheryl D. Hayes (2002).

3. For an example of states’ responses to a new funding opportunity, see The Finance Project’s Adapting to Changing

Conditions: Accessing State Tobacco Revenue for Out-of School Time and Community School Initiatives, by Carol Cohen
and Victoria Wegener (2000). ’
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