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How to Use the Practice Guide

Community-based organizations are at the heart of local change. They know their 

neighborhoods, understand the nuances of community needs, and hold the relationships 

that make transformation possible. Yet, many small grassroots organizations (<$1 million 

annual budgets) face barriers such as limited capacity, imbalanced power dynamics, and 

the need to navigate complex systems, which can make collaboration challenging.

Purpose and Organization

The Effective Collaboration & Equitable 
Partnerships: A Practice Guide for 
Community Organizations was designed to 
support organizations in partnering with 
confidence, clarity, and effectiveness. 
Whether you’re working with community 
members most impacted by your mission, 
larger nonprofits, funders, or public 
agencies, this guide offers resources, 
tools, reflection prompts, and practices 
to strengthen your collaborative efforts. 
Utilize what applies to your needs and 
return to it as your organization evolves.

The Practice Guide is organized into three sections that build on one another:

Set the Stage for Success:   

Increase awareness of power dynamics, understand your ecosystem,  
and enter partnerships with purpose.

Strengthen Collaboration Skills:   

Build the interpersonal and organizational skills needed for inclusive collaboration.

Build Equitable Partnerships:   

Learn strategies for distributing decision-making power, accountability,  
and capturing long-term impact.

Throughout the guide, you’ll find the following color-coded sections:

Reflect & Discuss:  Prompts for individual reflection and/or to spark dialogue  
within or across organizations

Resource:  Spotlights of evidence-informed models and frameworks to  
deepen understanding

Practice:   Tips and strategies that help support application of key concepts

3

2

1

How to Use the Guide

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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ENOUGH Capacity Building Series 
Executive Summary

I N T R O D U C T I O N

From July to October 2025, Montgomery County Collaboration Council for Children, Youth and Families 
(Collaboration Council) partnered with Embody Lib, LLC to design and deliver a capacity-building training series 
focused on effective collaboration and equitable partnership development.

The Collaboration Council, which serves as the Local Management Board (LMB) in Montgomery County, aimed 
to build the capacity of high-poverty communities and community-based organizations to work in partnership 
to design and implement strategies that increase economic mobility and reduce child poverty in support of 
the ENOUGH Initiative. Maryland’s ENOUGH Initiative aims to reduce childhood poverty in the state through 
community-led solutions that create thriving families and communities. 

Embody Lib facilitated a capacity-building training series for a cross-sector cohort of community organizations, 
combining reflection, skill-building, and hands-on tools to help participants identify, form, and sustain equitable 
partnerships. Each session included customized materials such as guides, reflection prompts, templates, and 
resource lists to extend learning beyond the series. Through culturally responsive facilitation, co-design, and 
adaptive learning, the project fostered a more connected and prepared ecosystem of organizations advancing 
equity and community-oriented solutions to the well-being of children and families affected by childhood 
poverty in Montgomery County.

Executive Summary

The Governor’s Office for Children funded this 
project under award number LMBC-2025-0016. 
All points of view in this document are those of 
the author and do not necessarily represent the 
official position of any State or Federal agency.

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/
https://collaborationcouncil.org/
https://www.embodylib.com/
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Setting the Stage  
for Success

S E C T I O N  1

Understand social dynamics, structural power, and how they shape your 
positionality in collaboration efforts and community partnerships. →
Map your community ecosystem to shift from a competitive to a 
collaborative perspective. →
Enter partnerships with purpose and reciprocity to foster a mutually 
beneficial mindset and create a strong foundation for equity. →

1

2
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Takeaway: Organizations that are self-aware of their proximity 
to power (and intentionally share decision-making) build more 
trusting relationships with their communities and achieve 
greater success in collaborative efforts.

Reflect & Discuss

•	 Take a moment to list some of your social identities. Think about 
which ones most influence how you show up in your work. 

•	 How do your social identities influence your understanding of 
what it means to build trust, share decision-making power, or 
effectively collaborate with community partners?

Understand Social Dynamics,  
Structural Power, and Positionality
Every community operates within social hierarchies, or systems that 
decide who holds power, who has access to opportunities, and whose 
experiences are most represented. These hierarchies are reinforced 
by laws, institutions, and cultural norms that define what’s 
considered “normal.” As a result, some groups have more influence 
and fewer barriers, while others face greater limitations.

Social groups and organizations closer to structural power often 
have great control over decisions, resources, and narratives. Those 
farther from power may encounter more barriers but have deeper 
community connections, lived experience, and cultural wisdom that 
are equally valuable in collaborative work. 

Our social identities—such as race, gender, class, ability, or nationality—
shape how we move through the world and how others relate to us. 
These overlapping identities form our positionality, or where we stand 
in relation to power. Understanding positionality helps organizations 
recognize how they are perceived, whose voices are centered or 
overlooked, and how trust is built or eroded in partnerships.

Reflecting on social dynamics is about building awareness. 
Recognizing how power operates allows organizations to act 
with intention, share decision-making, and embed equity into the 
collaborative process.

Section 1: Set the Stage

S E C T I O N  1

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/


6Effective Collaboration & Equitable Partnerships: A Practice Guide for Community Organizations    |    collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding

How to Use the Guide

Executive Summary

Section 1: Set the Stage

Section 2: Strengthen

Section 3: Build

Resources

Reflect & Discuss

Map your Community Ecosystem
Every organization operates within a larger ecosystem—an 
interconnected web of people, organizations, cultures, histories, 
resources, and systems. Like an ecological system, each element 
influences the others. Some are long-standing and deeply rooted, 
while others are emerging or evolving, but all are connected.

Mapping your community ecosystem helps reveal how relationships, 
power, and resources flow through your environment. It clarifies 
where your organization fits within the broader landscape, identifies 
opportunities for collaboration, and highlights areas where 
alignment or repair is needed.

Community Ecosystem Mapping is more than a visual exercise—it’s 
an invitation to shift our mindset. By viewing your organization as 
part of a living network rather than an isolated actor, it helps us 
see community partners as necessary for collaboration (rooted in 
abundance) rather than competition (which is rooted in scarcity). 
This perspective helps prevent duplication, acknowledges historical 
and cultural context, and encourages partnerships that honor 
existing assets and community wisdom.

•	 Where do your organization’s greatest strengths and gaps lie?

•	 How does your organization’s positionality shape how you 
engage with others in this ecosystem?

Assets
(physical space, data sets, 
funding, time, knowledge)

Relationships
(community members, 

partners, funders, coalitions)

Systems & 
Institutions

(healthcare, educations, 
government, economy)

Section 1: Set the Stage

S E C T I O N  1

Takeaway: Adopting an ecosystem mindset enables 
organizations to see the full picture—revealing underutilized 
assets, overlapping efforts, and where this alignment can 
enable them to work collectively toward shared goals.

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/
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Community Ecosystem Mapping Worksheet

•	 Who are your most frequent partners, 
collaborators, or funders?

•	 What communities do you serve, and how 
are they engaged in decision-making?

•	 Which relationships are missing that 
you’d like to build?

•	 What systems (education, healthcare, 
government, economy) most influence 
your work?

•	 How does each system support or limit 
your goals?

•	 What tangible resources does your 
organization contribute (e.g., data sets, 
funding streams, physical space)?

•	 What skills, cultural knowledge, and social 
capital do you bring?

•	 Where do you hold power or influence—
and where don’t you?

Use this worksheet to identify the key relationships, systems, and assets that shape your organization’s partnerships and 
collaboration efforts. Your responses will form the foundation of your community ecosystem map.

After you discuss your responses with your team, draw a CIRCLE around relationships that you want to build more 
meaningful relationships with. Place an asterisk * next to assets where you hold the most power or influence. You can use the 
tool on page 21 to develop an action plan to strengthen these relationships.

Relationships

Systems & 
Institutions

Assets

Practice Section 1: Set the Stage

S E C T I O N  1

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/
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Reflect & Discuss

Takeaway: Partnerships thrive when they are based on mutual 
respect and shared investment and benefit. Clarity of purpose, 
transparency about power dynamics, and recognizing 
the value of non-financial assets create trust and set the 
foundation for equitable collaboration.

S E C T I O N  1

Enter Partnerships with Purpose  
and Reciprocity
Before formalizing any partnership, it’s essential to take the time, 
both internally at your organization and with your potential partner, 
to clarify your intent, values, and desired impact. Having these 
conversations early builds alignment, reduces the risk of conflict 
later, and establishes trust from the start.

Equitable partnerships are grounded in transparency, shared 
purpose, and mutual benefit. This means moving beyond 
transactional arrangements to relationships that honor the unique 
strengths each partner brings—whether that’s funding, lived 
experience, networks, or cultural knowledge.

Before entering a formal partnership, here are some 
questions to discuss internally across your organization and 
even with your potential partner:

•	 Why do we want to enter this partnership?

•	 What values guide our organization’s work?  
How do they align with our partner’s?

•	 What resources and influence do we each bring?  
(funding, staff, lived experience, networks)?

•	 How can we acknowledge and address power imbalances?

•	 How will we know if the partnership is successful?

Equitable Partnerships...

	9 Start small. Pilot a short-term collaboration before 
committing to a long-term agreement.

	9 Lead with untraditional (but valuable) assets. Community 
trust, volunteer networks, and local expertise are powerful 
contributions to any partnership.

	9 Negotiate shared support. Advocate for stipends for 
community members, shared administrative roles, or 
contract “backbone” partners to balance the workload.

	9 Build feedback loops. Schedule regular check-ins to share 
what’s working, what’s shifting, and what needs adjustment.

	9 Share decision-making. Ensure that all partners have a 
voice in how pivots or course corrections are made.

Section 1: Set the Stage

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/
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Strengthen  
Collaboration Skills

S E C T I O N  2

Design a consensus-building process to develop solutions that benefit the collective. →
Leverage tension and conflict for growth, clarity, and building trust in partnerships. →
Cultivate opportunities for cross-generational collaboration where age differences are  
seen as assets rather than barriers. →
Plan gatherings that promote inclusion and psychological safety. →
Consider the cultural context and have awareness when giving and receiving feedback. → 

1

2

3

4

5
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Practice

Co-Create Solutions Through a Consensus 
Building Process (Part 1)
Consensus ≠ Full Agreement.

Consensus means reaching a decision that 
everyone can live with—one that advances the 
greater good, even if it’s not everyone’s first 
choice. It’s about collaboration, not unanimity.

Effective Consensus-Building...

	9 Begins with clarity of purpose and context, 
defining the issue, desired outcome, and why 
reaching consensus matters.

	9 Creates inclusive spaces that welcome 
diverse perspectives and ensure accessibility 
for every participant.

	9 Selects conversation formats and deci-
sion-making tools that fit your group’s needs 
and goals.

Use this checklist to assess your group’s current stage of readiness for  
building consensus.

Stage 1: We have built a strong foundation

	� You have a shared understanding of the issue and the group has a clearly 
defined problem or decision to address.

	� There is stakeholder representation, meaning all voices and perspectives 
that could be affected by the decision are included and actively engaged.

	� There is broad agreement on the value of having a shared vision and a set 
of guiding values.

Stage 2: We have trust and psychological safety

	� There is a commitment to navigating and addressing difficult topics. The group 
is prepared to have candid, sometimes uncomfortable conversations.

	� There are norms around having constructive & generative dialogue. There 
are agreed-upon ground rules for respectful listening, raising concerns, and 
addressing conflict.

Stage 3: We have everything in place to make a decision

	� The group has set aside enough meeting time, information, and facilitation 
support to work through the decision.

	� Members are ready to aim for a decision that supports the greater good, 
even if it’s not everyone’s first choice

Section 2: Strengthen

S E C T I O N  2

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/
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Co-Create Solutions Through a Consensus 
Building Process (Part 2)
When you have everything in place to make a decision, the next 
step is to decide on the format of your conversation. Here are two 
conversation formats you might want to consider:

Deliberative Dialogue
•	 What it is: A facilitated process that encourages collective 

thinking rather than debate. It creates space to explore the 
historical and structural context of an issue and uncover the 
values and trade-offs behind different perspectives.

•	 Best for: complex, value-laden, or contentious topics

Appreciative Inquiry
•	 What it is: A strengths-based approach that focuses on what’s 

working well and builds from success. It follows a common 
five-step “5D” process: 

	— Define: Articulate the desired outcome

	— Discover: Explore and share positive experiences

	— Dream: Envision a possible future

	— Design: Develop concrete plans and actions

	— Deliver: Implement the plans, continuously monitoring progress

•	 Best for: Clarifying existing strengths, generating new ideas, and 
envisioning future possibilities collaboratively.

Once the conversation is well underway and you are ready to make 
some decisions, you can use one or more of the following models to 
reach consensus. 

Decision-Making Models
Decision Making Matrix 

How it works: The group identifies multiple options and 
evaluates each against a set of weighted criteria. Scores are 
tallied to reveal the most strategic or aligned choice.

Levels of Agreement

How it works: The group uses a scale or spectrum to express 
their level of agreement. Members share where they stand and 
work through concerns until a collective decision emerges.

Dotmocracy or “sticker voting”

How it works: All options are displayed, and each participant 
receives a set number of “votes” to place beside their 
preferred choices. Votes are counted, and the top options 
move forward for selection or discussion.

Takeaway: Building consensus is a deliberate, inclusive, and 
cooperative process in which all partners feel safe sharing 
perspectives, raising concerns, and developing solutions 
that benefit the collective.

Section 2: Strengthen

S E C T I O N  2
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Resource

Leverage Tension & Conflict as a Catalyst 
for Growth 
Tension doesn’t necessarily signal failure; it signals 
information. It reveals where dialogue, alignment, and 
care are needed. In collaborative work, especially 
when addressing systems change, conflict is both 
natural and inevitable.

When engaged intentionally, tension can spark 
creativity, accountability, and collective growth. Rather 
than avoiding conflict, organizations can view it as a 
pathway to understanding and a necessary part of 
building equitable partnerships across differences in 
power, culture, and perspective.

Holding space for disagreement strengthens 
relationships. When managed with care, tension 
becomes an opportunity to deepen trust and enhance 
collaboration.

Takeaway: Conflict reveals what matters most. 
When we approach tension with curiosity and 
compassion, it becomes a powerful catalyst for 
growth, clarity, and equitable partnerships.

Understanding Disagreement through the Values 
Iceberg (A CoCreative Framework)
This Values Iceberg, developed by CoCreative, a consulting firm, helps 
unpack what lies beneath disagreement. By exploring each layer, groups can 
uncover common ground and move toward shared values.

•	 Positions: Preferred solutions or actions.

•	 Interests: What each party wants to achieve.

•	 Values: Core beliefs driving those interests.

•	 Polarities: Seemingly opposite values that are actually interdependent  
over time.

Developing Conflict Intelligence 
(by Peter T. Coleman, the Director of the Morton Deutsch International 
Center for Cooperation and Conflict Resolution at Columbia University)

Conflict Intelligence or CIQ, is the ability to navigate conflict with awareness, 
empathy, and adaptability across four levels:

•	 Self: Recognize your triggers, biases, and conflict style.

•	 Social: Listen deeply and create space for excluded voices.

•	 Situational: Assess context and choose the right response (dialogue, 
mediation, co-design).

•	 Systemic: Identify and address the root causes of conflict to disrupt inequity.

Section 2: Strengthen

S E C T I O N  2

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/
https://www.wearecocreative.com/_files/ugd/08f617_25e844f146594a9298320f122af80e2e.pdf
https://www.wearecocreative.com/
https://direct.mit.edu/ngtn/article/40/1-2/5/123561/Navigating-Firestorms-The-Imperative-of-Conflict
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Reflect & Discuss

•	 What messages about “good” community 
work did you learn in your life or career?

•	 What can your generation teach others 
about care, accountability, or collaboration?

•	 Where do you see tension or disconnect 
between generations in your current work?

Successful Cross-Generational Collaboration
In community-based work, collaboration often spans multiple generations—each shaped by distinct historical moments, 
technologies, and core values. These differences influence how we define trust, lead initiatives, communicate, and respond 
to conflict. Understanding these patterns helps us approach partnerships with curiosity and respect rather than judgment 
and stereotypes. 

Takeaway: Cross-generational collaboration 
thrives when differences are seen as assets 
rather than barriers. By embracing each 
generation’s unique strengths, organizations 
cultivate empathy, creativity, and a shared 
sense of purpose.

Practice

Successful Cross-Generational Collaboration...

	9 Challenges cultural assumptions: Formality and traditional  
professionalism can feel exclusionary to younger staff.

	9 Accommodates digital gaps: Communication preferences vary—create 
space for multimodal, asynchronous collaboration.

	9 Acknowledges language and values differences: Terms like “service delivery,” 
“mutual aid,” or “collective” reflect deeper value systems worth exploring.

	9 Leverages power tensions as learning: Ask, “What challenged you here? What 
might that discomfort be pointing to?” to turn tension into understanding.

	9 Flips the narrative: Use asset-based framing to recognize each generation’s 
unique strengths and wisdom.

	9 Incorporates Values-Aligned Dialogue

	— Reflective Listening
“What I’m hearing is… Did I get that right?”
“Before we respond, let’s paraphrase what we heard to surface shared values.”

	— Bridge Language
“What I hear you valuing is…”
“In my experience, we approached this differently—can we explore both?”
“How can we create space for both structure and flexibility here?”

Section 2: Strengthen

S E C T I O N  2
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Safe Gatherings
Creating spaces where participants feel seen, heard, respected, and safe to engage requires careful planning 
and execution. Use the following checklist to design gatherings that promote inclusion and psychological safety. 
Refer to this tool throughout the gathering process to reflect on accessibility, equity, and group dynamics.

Before the Gathering 

Set up an Inclusive Environment 

	� Ensure all spaces (physical and virtual) are accessible: lighting, seating, captioning, 
interpretation, restroom access, emergency exits, and tech readiness.

	� Provide clear instructions for joining virtual sessions (links, time zones, and  
tech support).

	� Use materials and visuals that reflect racial, cultural, age, ability, body size, and 
gender diversity.

	� Co-create community agreements to set shared expectations for engagement.

Lead with Clarity & Transparency

	� Share the purpose, agenda, logistics, and engagement expectations in advance.

	� Clarify participant roles, decision-making power, and how input will be used.

	� Invite participants to co-shape the process—adjust the agenda or methods based 
on group needs.

Cultivate Psychosocial Safety 

	� Open with messaging that encourages curiosity and respect for others. 

	� Acknowledge power dynamics and the historical context of the gathering place. 

	� Build in time for relationship-building activities and informal check-ins to foster trust.

Practice
Section 2: Strengthen

S E C T I O N  2

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/
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During the Gathering

Use Facilitation Best Practices

	� Model vulnerability—acknowledge limits,  
invite feedback, and share reflections.

	� Offer multiple modes of participation: speaking, writing, drawing, 
polls, chat, or breakout rooms.

Engage All Voices

	� Rotate facilitation roles or leadership responsibilities when 
possible.

	� Use small groups or breakout rooms to increase participation.

	� Intentionally invite and support the participation of 
marginalized or underrepresented voices.

Navigate Tension & Discomfort

	� Frame mistakes as opportunities for learning and growth.

	� Include breaks and pauses to support emotional regulation

	� Normalize discomfort while addressing harm with 
accountability, repair, and care.

After the Gathering

Close the Feedback Look

	� Collect feedback (anonymous and direct) and share  
what you heard.

	� Document key learnings, challenges, and suggestions  
for next time.

	� Communicate how decisions are made, next steps,  
and how participant input informs outcomes.

Sustain Relationships

	� Follow up with appreciation and personal outreach  
when appropriate.

	� Share back meeting outcomes, results, and impact  
with transparency.

	� Honor all agreements, timelines, and commitments made.

Incorporate Process Improvement 

	� What evidence showed participants felt safe and engaged?

	� Whose voices were missing, interrupted, or overshadowed?

	� How did you model vulnerability, accountability, or trust?

	� What will you do differently next time?

Plan Inclusive and Psychologically  
Safe Gatherings (Continued)

Practice
Section 2: Strengthen

S E C T I O N  2

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/


16Effective Collaboration & Equitable Partnerships: A Practice Guide for Community Organizations    |    collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding

How to Use the Guide

Executive Summary

Section 1: Set the Stage

Section 2: Strengthen

Section 3: Build

Resources
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Receiving Feedback Well

	9 Regulate Yourself. Take a deep breath, roll your shoulders  
or ground yourself before responding. 

	9 Reframe ‘Criticism’. Remember that feedback about your 
behavior or impact does not reflect your worth. 

	9 Recognize the Investment. Being receptive to thoughtful, 
concrete feedback strengthens trust in the relationship. 

S E C T I O N  2

Give and Receive Feedback with  
Cultural Awareness
Giving and receiving feedback looks different across cultures. In some 
communities, feedback is direct and explicit (low-context), while in 
others it’s indirect and relational (high-context). Neither approach 
is better; they simply reflect different ways of showing respect, care, 
and accountability. The key is to engage with curiosity and adapt your 
approach to fit the context of the relationship.

In High Context Cultures...
•	 Communication is implicit and relationship-centered; trust builds 

slowly and personal space is shared.

•	 Nonverbal cues—like tone, body language, or pauses— 
carry significant meaning.

•	 Feedback may be offered indirectly to preserve harmony or respect.

In Low Context Cultures...
•	 Communication is explicit, direct, and outcome-oriented; 

individual autonomy is valued.

•	 Relationships form quickly, and time or schedules are  
tightly regulated.

•	 Feedback tends to focus on performance or results rather than 
relationships.

Takeaway: Remember that feedback is one data point. And 
when it is offered with care and cultural awareness, it provides 
clarity and builds trust.

Resource

The CSAW Framework, developed by the Management Center, is 
an effective four-step model for providing clear feedback with care:

1.	 Connect and Get Consent. Ask: “Is now a good time to give 
feedback?”

2.	 Share Observations & Impact. Be specific and name the 
effect it had on you, the project, and so on. 

3.	 Ask Questions: Invite reflection and diverse perspectives.

4.	 Wrap Up. Confirm next steps and offer support.

Section 2: Strengthen

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/
https://www.managementcenter.org/resources/better-feedback-with-csaw/
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Building Equitable 
Partnerships

S E C T I O N  3

Choose a partnership agreement format that fits your needs to lead with 
transparency, reduce risk, and support sustainable collaboration. →
Develop meaningful outcomes that reflect community impact to share 
ownership over the results. →
Create partnership action plans to stay aligned with, responsive to, and 
accountable to the communities we serve in order to build equity and trust. →
Share decision-making power and move beyond transitional community 
engagement by sharing power. →
Navigate transitions and pivots with care to protect relationships and sustain 
trust during times of uncertainty. →

1

2

3

4
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Choose an Agreement Format that 
Reflects Your Needs
When entering formal partnerships, it’s important 
to choose an agreement format that fits your 
organization’s capacity, goals, and level of trust 
with your partners. Not all agreements are created 
equal—each offers different levels of clarity, 
commitment, and legal enforceability. Selecting the 
right one helps ensure transparency, accountability, 
and alignment across all parties involved.

On the right are the four most common types of 
nonprofit partnership agreements, along with when 
to use them and what to watch out for.

If you are unsure which agreement is the best fit:

•	 Start with an MOU to ensure alignment of 
values and intent. 

•	 Transition to an MOA or SOW as partnership 
details become concrete.

•	 Use a Legal Contract when funds, risk, or 
compliance require legal protection.

Agreement Type What it is: Best for:

Memorandum of 
Understanding 
(MOU)

 A non-binding agreement 
outlining broad goals, 
expectations, and shared 
intent.

Early-stage collaborations, 
interagency coordination, 
or staff-level partnerships.

Memorandum of 
Agreement  
(MOA)

A structured agreement 
specifying roles, actions, 
and resources; may be 
legally binding.

Partnerships involving 
shared deliverables, 
funding, or defined respon-
sibilities.

Statement of Work  
(SOW)

A detailed outline of 
deliverables, roles, 
timelines, and performance 
expectations.

Clarifying scope and 
responsibilities before or 
alongside a contract.

Legal Contract A legally binding document 
defining rights, responsi-
bilities, and enforceable 
terms.

High-stakes collaborations 
involving funding, liability, 
or intellectual property.

Takeaway: Selecting the right agreement format builds clarity and trust from the 
start. Align the structure of your partnership to lead with transparency, reduce 
risk, and support sustainable collaboration.

S E C T I O N  3
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Developing Outcomes that Reflect Community Impact 

Move Beyond SMART to SMARTIE Outcomes 
•	 While developing SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time bound) 

outcomes has become common practice, SMARTIE adds Inclusive and Equitable, 
meaning outcomes should intentionally engage those most impacted and address 
power imbalances.

Balance Hard and Soft Indicators
•	 Hard indicators: Quantitative measures such as improved health outcomes or 

higher employment rates—often used by funders.
•	 Soft indicators: Qualitative changes like confidence, agency, belonging, or 

perception of safety, which reveal why programs succeed or struggle.
•	  Using both provides a more cohesive picture of impact.

Use Leading and Lagging Indicators Strategically
•	 Leading indicators track early progress and signal when pivots may be needed  
(e.g., participation rates, policy proposals, volunteer growth).

•	 Lagging indicators show long-term outcomes (e.g., policies enacted, improved 
health outcomes, reduced crime).

•	 Combining both helps measure immediate progress while staying aligned with 
long-term goals.

Co-Develop Outcomes with the Community
•	 Outcomes are most meaningful when they reflect what the community values and 

how they experience change.

•	 Host listening sessions or story circles to learn how residents define success.

•	 Train community members in Participatory Action Research (PAR) to collect and 
interpret data that inform shared outcomes.

Outcomes describe the changes that 
result from your hard work: changes 
in behavior, knowledge, relationships, 
policies, or material conditions. The most 
meaningful outcomes are those that 
reflect community priorities, not just the 
metrics funders want. 

Developing meaningful outcomes 
requires that we think outside of the box 
in how we traditionally define success. 
When outcomes are co-created with 
communities, they tell a richer story—one 
that honors the power of the process as 
much as the results. This approach helps 
ensure that partnerships not only measure 
change but also strengthen trust,  a sense 
of belonging, share decision-making power, 
and prioritize accountability.

Takeaway: Meaningful outcomes 
should embed metrics that reflect 
inclusion and equity. By balancing 
quantitative and qualitative 
measures and co-developing 
goals with those most impacted, 
organizations move beyond reporting 
data to capturing impactful change.

Develop Outcomes that Reflect 
Community Impact

1

2

3

4

Section 3: Build
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Reflect & Discuss

Takeaway: Partnership action 
plans incorporate accountability 
mechanisms into your collaborative 
efforts. By clarifying roles, 
embedding feedback loops, and 
making pivoting easier, they 
strengthen trust, transparency, and 
alignment with partnership goals. 

The Difference Between a Work Plan and an Action Plan

Work Plan (often external or funder-facing)
•	 Outlines goals, activities, timelines, responsible parties, deliverables, and outcomes.

•	 Focuses on outputs (what will be produced) but often misses the “so what?” that 
connects to community impact.

Action Plan (for internal or shared accountability)
•	 Breaks strategies into sequenced steps with clear ownership, timelines, and resources.

•	 Defines shared ownership by naming who has decision-making rights, how conflict will  
be managed, and how progress will be reviewed.

•	 Built to adapt as conditions, relationships, or priorities evolve.

Developing an action plan for your 
partnerships can help ensure that deci-
sion-making power is shared, roles are 
clarified early, and accountability measures 
are in place. Make your action plan accessible 
to everyone to support pivots if needed, 
communicate change effectively, and ensure 
that all partners are held accountable to one 
another and to their communities.

Partnership action plans are mechanisms 
you can leverage to help foster trust and 
transparency. They clarify who is responsible 
for what, when, and how, while embedding 
feedback loops that keep relationships 
equitable and progress measurable.

Build Partnership Action Plans That  
Drive Equity and Trust

Discuss with your team. Does your Partnership Action Plan…

	9 Assess alignment and leverage partner strengths, gaps, and readiness?

	9 Engage community stakeholders through transformative, not token, engagement?

	9 Give community members a measurable influence on priorities and decision-making?

	9 Build feedback loops into planning, implementation, and evaluation?

	9 Share regular updates on how input was incorporated—or why it wasn’t?

	9 Include ongoing quality and process improvement checks?

	9 Invest time, commitment, and resources, knowing that it results in deeper trust and 
stronger outcomes?

Section 3: Build
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Step 1. Define your Outcome
What specific, measurable change would demonstrate success 
toward your group’s goal? Example: Increase after-school program 
enrollment by 25% among middle school students by June.

Step 2. Identify 2-3 Strategies
What approaches or methods will help you achieve this outcome?
Reminder: Strategies are the ‘how’, provide a guiding framework rather 
than exact steps, and incorporate equitable and asset-based approaches.

Examples of Strategies:
	— Partner with parent-teacher associations to help promote after-school 
programs.

	— Recruit youth ambassadors to share program benefits with their peers.

Step 3. Develop Action Steps
Select one of your strategies. Break it down into specific, time 
bound tasks. Assign who will be responsible for ensuring the task 
is completed, and by when. Example: The outreach coordinator will 
host an informational session for parents by February 15th.

What is your action step 
or task?

Who is 
responsible?

When should  
it be completed?

Practice

1

2

3

Respond to the following prompts to develop a detailed action plan with key strategies and action steps.

Section 3: Build
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Three Frameworks that Support Shared  
Decision-Making

1.	 Participatory Action Research (PAR): A collaborative 
research model where community members act as co-
researchers, not subjects.  They help design questions, 
collect and interpret data, and turn findings into action.  
Example: Residents in a low food access area co-lead a 
study on access barriers and advocate for local investment.

2.	 Collective Impact: Brings multiple stakeholders together 
around a shared agenda, common metrics, and continuous 
learning.  Power is distributed through designated backbone 
organizations that coordinate collaborative efforts.

3.	 Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD): Centers 
community strengths and resources rather than deficits. 
Power is shared by honoring what people already know, 
own, and contribute. Example: A housing nonprofit 
supports tenant associations to lead policy advocacy.

Takeaway: Sharing decision-making power can transform 
your community engagement efforts. Power shared is power 
multiplied, offering long-term opportunities for building trust, 
accountability, and sustainability.

Nonprofit organizations often hold structural power through 
funding, data, and institutional networks, and resources that can 
unintentionally reinforce hierarchy. Without thoughtful design, 
collaborations risk becoming tokenistic or extractive, sidelining the 
very communities they aim to serve.

Sharing decision-making power enhances collaborative efforts by 
encouraging co-creation. It builds trust, strengthens credibility, and 
ensures that solutions are sustainable because they’re grounded in 
the lived experiences of those most impacted. 

Distribute Power Through Shared 
Decision-Making

Optimizing Shared Decision-Making

	9 Close the feedback loop. Explain how community input 
shapes decisions and share results transparently.

	9 Reduce barriers. Provide stipends, childcare, meals, and 
transportation to ensure equitable participation.

	9 Create real structures for power. Establish advisory 
boards or steering committees with decision authority,  
not just input.

	9 Fund community leadership. Invest in mentorship, training, 
and flexible funding so leadership can expand outward 
rather than stay centralized.

Section 3: Build
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Reflect & Discuss

Takeaway: Change is inevitable, but leading with 
transparency, preparation, and care helps organizations 
navigate transitions in ways that protect trust and 
strengthen long-term partnerships.

Forces beyond our control, such as changes to federal policy, funding 
cuts, and grant delays, can disrupt even the most well-planned 
partnerships. Transitions are an inevitable part of organizational 
life, and how we prepare and respond matters. Whether they stem 
from leadership changes, shifting funder priorities, or new program 
goals, thoughtful planning and transparent communication can help 
protect relationships and sustain trust during times of uncertainty.

Most Common Reasons for Transitions
•	 Funding cycles & uncertainty: Grants end; priorities shift.

•	 Leadership/staff turnover: Planned or unplanned—always 
affects relationships.

•	 Strategic shifts: New directions from funders or internal strategy.

•	 Programmatic changes: Target population, scope, or delivery 
method evolves.

S E C T I O N  3

Respond to Transitions and Pivots 
with Care

Handling Transitions and Disruptions 
with Care

	9 Engage in scenario & risk planning. Work with your board, 
advisors, or partners to imagine “what if” scenarios. Use 
financial modeling or scenario mapping to plan.

	9 Be transparent in your communications. Share regular 
updates with staff, funders, and community members. Even 
hard news builds credibility when delivered with honesty.

	9 Preserve institutional knowledge. Document key 
processes, funder communications, and community 
relationships to ensure continuity.

	9 Prioritize staff well-being. Acknowledge the emotional 
and practical impacts of change. Adjust workloads, provide 
support, and make space for collective reflection.

•	 How does your organization prepare for change?

•	 What’s worked well—and what’s been most challenging?

•	 What practices could preserve dignity and transparency 
during transitions?

•	 How might you build redundancy so that knowledge and 
relationships remain strong over time?

Section 3: Build
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  Setting the Stage 

GCPE Social Justice Resource Guide. (n.d.). Understanding power, 
privilege, and intersectionality. Pratt Institute Libraries. https://
libguides.pratt.edu/gcpe-social-justice-resource-guide/
deij-primer/understanding-power-privilege-intersectionality

The Urban Institute. (2024, March). Exploring individual and 
organizational positionality: A tool for equity in community engagement 
and collaboration. https://www.urban.org/research/publication/
exploring-individual-and-institutional-positionality

Visible Network Labs. (2025, April 9). What is community asset 
mapping? A strength-based approach to community development. 
https://visiblenetworklabs.com/2025/04/09/what-is-communi-
ty-asset-mapping/

 

  Strengthening your Collaboration Skills

Alberta Community Development. (2006, October 27). Building 
consensus [Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=K7zTsmGe3IQ

Center for Appreciative Inquiry. (n.d.). The generic processes of 
appreciative inquiry (5D model). https://centerforappreciativeinquiry.
net/resources/the-generic-processes-of-appreciative-inquiry-5ds/

Resources for Continued Learning 
and Strengthening Your Practice

CoCreative. (n.d.). Values Iceberg Framework. https://www.weareco-
creative.com/_files/ugd/08f617_25e844f146594a9298320f122a-
f80e2e.pdf

CoCreative. (n.d.). Working with Conflict [Webinar]. YouTube.  
https://youtu.be/b2oiTIm0Fo0?si=-_RAlHvrRYZBc2nt

Coleman, P. T. (2024). Navigating firestorms: The imperative of 
conflict intelligence (CIQ). Negotiation Journal, 40(1–2), 5–22. 
https://direct.mit.edu/ngtn/article/40/1-2/5/123561/Navigat-
ing-Firestorms-The-Imperative-of-Conflict

Deliberative Dialogue. (n.d.). Deliberative dialogue. PubMed Central 
(PMC). https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4749889/

Movement Strategy Center. (2023, June 1). Addressing and accepting 
conflict for stronger movements. https://movementstrategy.org/blog_
post/addressing-and-accepting-conflict-for-stronger-movements/

TechTello. (2021, August 23). High context culture vs low context 
culture: Communication design for avoiding uncertainty. https://www.
techtello.com/high-context-culture-vs-low-context-culture/

The Management Center. (n.d.). Give better feedback with CSAW. https://
www.managementcenter.org/resources/better-feedback-with-csaw/

The Management Center. (n.d.). CSAW worksheet. https://docs.
google.com/document/d/17-cujzTbtIyTTg6eNLKIze_0qtI1VtGe-
6fG7upCIu3c/edit?usp=sharing
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  Building Equitable Partnerships 

Campbell Institute. (n.d.). Practical guide to leading indicators: Metrics, 
case studies & strategies. https://www.thecampbellinstitute.org/
wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Campbell-Institute-Practi-
cal-Guide-Leading-Indicators-WP.pdf

Center for Victim Research. (n.d.). Participatory action research (PAR) 
[Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4eRKpPI9Rkk

ChangeLab Solutions. (2012, January 17). Understanding MOUs and 
contracts: What’s the difference? https://www.changelabsolutions.
org/sites/default/files/MOU-vs-Contracts_FINAL_20120117.pdf

Council on Social Work Education. (n.d.). Asset-based community 
development (ABCD). https://www.cswe.org/CSWE/media/Diversi-
ty-Center/2-Module-2_Asset-Based-Community-Development_2.pdf 

Delaware Alliance for Nonprofit Advancement (DANA). (2025, 
May). Scenario planning practice guide. https://delawarenonprofit.
org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/DANA-AAA-Scenario-Plan-
ning-May-2025-1.pdf

National Council of Nonprofits (NCN). (n.d.). Federal funding risk 
checklists, legal FAQs, and advocacy resources. https://www.councilof-
nonprofits.org/

National Council of Social Service. (n.d.). Overview of the collective 
impact framework – Module #2 [Video]. YouTube. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=XvppUwURy6A

Nature Reviews Methods Primers. (2023). Participatory action 
research (PAR). https://eprints.lse.ac.uk/118822/1/Cornish_PAR_
author_copy_ACCEPTED_version.pdf

Nurture Development. (n.d.). Asset-based community development 
(ABCD). https://www.nurturedevelopment.org/asset-based-com-
munity-development/

Urban Institute. (2022). Boosting upward mobility: A planning guide 
for local action. https://upward-mobility.urban.org/sites/default/
files/2022-12/Boosting_Upward_Mobility-A_Planning_Guide_for_
Local_Action_Corrected.pdf

Resources

https://collaborationcouncil.org/capacitybuilding/
https://www.thecampbellinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Campbell-Institute-Practical-Guide-Leading-Indicators-WP.pdf
https://www.thecampbellinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Campbell-Institute-Practical-Guide-Leading-Indicators-WP.pdf
https://www.thecampbellinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Campbell-Institute-Practical-Guide-Leading-Indicators-WP.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4eRKpPI9Rkk
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/sites/default/files/MOU-vs-Contracts_FINAL_20120117.pdf
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/sites/default/files/MOU-vs-Contracts_FINAL_20120117.pdf
https://www.cswe.org/CSWE/media/Diversity-Center/2-Module-2_Asset-Based-Community-Development_2.pdf
https://www.cswe.org/CSWE/media/Diversity-Center/2-Module-2_Asset-Based-Community-Development_2.pdf
https://delawarenonprofit.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/DANA-AAA-Scenario-Planning-May-2025-1.pdf
https://delawarenonprofit.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/DANA-AAA-Scenario-Planning-May-2025-1.pdf
https://delawarenonprofit.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/DANA-AAA-Scenario-Planning-May-2025-1.pdf
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XvppUwURy6A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XvppUwURy6A
https://eprints.lse.ac.uk/118822/1/Cornish_PAR_author_copy_ACCEPTED_version.pdf
https://eprints.lse.ac.uk/118822/1/Cornish_PAR_author_copy_ACCEPTED_version.pdf
https://www.nurturedevelopment.org/asset-based-community-development/
https://www.nurturedevelopment.org/asset-based-community-development/
https://upward-mobility.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-12/Boosting_Upward_Mobility-A_Planning_Guide_for_Local_Action_Corrected.pdf
https://upward-mobility.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-12/Boosting_Upward_Mobility-A_Planning_Guide_for_Local_Action_Corrected.pdf
https://upward-mobility.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-12/Boosting_Upward_Mobility-A_Planning_Guide_for_Local_Action_Corrected.pdf

	ENOUGH Capacity Building Series Executive Summary
	How to Use the Practice Guide
	Setting the Stage 
for Success
	Understand Social Dynamics, 
Structural Power, and Positionality
	Map your Community Ecosystem
	Community Ecosystem Mapping Worksheet
	Enter Partnerships with Purpose 
and Reciprocity

	Strengthen 
Collaboration Skills
	Co-Create Solutions Through a Consensus Building Process (Part 1)
	Leverage Tension & Conflict as a Catalyst for Growth 
	Successful Cross-Generational Collaboration
	Plan Inclusive and Psychologically 
Safe Gatherings
	Give and Receive Feedback with 
Cultural Awareness

	Building Equitable Partnerships
	Choose an Agreement Format that Reflects Your Needs
	Develop Outcomes that Reflect Community Impact
	Build Partnership Action Plans That 
Drive Equity and Trust
	Action Planning in Practice 
	Distribute Power Through Shared Decision-Making
	Respond to Transitions and Pivots with Care
	Resources for Continued Learning and Strengthening Your Practice


