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S
ix years ago, when I met Karen Ortiz, 
vice president of early-grade suc-
cess initiatives at Helios Education 

Foundation, I quickly realized that she was 
one of the most courageous and passionate 
early childhood advocates of our time. She 
was championing the Arizona Early Childhood 
Alliance, a statewide collaborative effort with 
the goal of developing an integrated early child-
hood system to help children succeed and to 
transform educational and health outcomes.

Most of the collaborative’s members had 
previously worked together on early childhood 
issues, and understood and trusted each other. 
The collaborative had been functioning for two or 
three years and was making excellent progress, 
with thoughtful, strategic objectives and priorities.

Ortiz knew, however, that to make a dramatic 
change in the lives of Arizona children, and to pivot 
from strategy to action, the collaborative would 
require a new type of leadership: one owned by 
several community organizations and stakeholder 
groups representing nonprofits, foundations, 
government agencies, and local businesses that 
embraced the shared outcome of early child-
hood success. She knew that a shared culture 
was necessary to achieve their desired results.

Enter culture-building, or the practice of 
building trust, aligning a group to believe in 
the change, defining ways of working or sets of 
behaviors that will lead to the desired results, 
and creating the space to take risks, innovate, 
and give and receive feedback to productively 
evolve the culture.

BUILDING CULTURE IS CRITICAL

Ortiz was right. As the late management guru 
Peter Drucker once said, “Culture eats strategy 
for breakfast.” Research backs up his assertion 
in business, as well as in large-scale change. 
In 2011, Community Wealth Partners (where 
I serve as president) set out to understand why 
some social change efforts achieve dramatic 

Cocreating a Change- 
Making Culture
When collaboratives get intentional about culture, they  
can more quickly and more effectively tackle social problems 
at the magnitude at which they exist. 
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impact on a problem while others do not. A 
subsidiary of the national nonprofit Share Our 
Strength, Community Wealth Partners supports 
foundations and nonprofits nationwide in solv-
ing problems at the magnitude at which they 
exist by partnering with leaders and communi-
ties to design and implement bold strategies, 
strengthen their capacity to make change, and 
learn and evaluate their efforts along the way.

We drew insights from various transfor-
mational initiatives, including the anti-malaria 
movement, which contributed to a 66 percent 
reduction in malaria deaths across Africa between 
2000 and 2015; and the anti-smoking move-
ment, which led to a 50 percent decrease in the 
smoking rate among US youth between 1997 
and 2011. Our research isolated the elements 
most common among initiatives that achieved 
transformational change. In every instance, cul-
ture—one that is deeply understood and lived 
by stakeholders and connects specific behaviors 
to specific results—emerged as a necessary 
element in achieving transformational results.1 

Culture involves the articulation and consis-
tent, long-term promotion of the values, norms, 
and daily behaviors that allow people, organiza-
tions, and communities to align their actions in 
a disciplined way that contributes to progress. 
Culture is the great accelerant or deterrent of 
progress because complex human beings make 
change. Yet, culture is present, whether or not 
we are explicit about recognizing and develop-
ing it. Culture, therefore, is as much a part of 
the large-scale change process as developing 
strategies, engaging stakeholders, securing 
capital, and other work. If collaboratives are 
to truly transform communities, funders must 
finance collaboratives’ culture-building efforts. 

Many collaborative leaders have begun to 
embrace culture as a critical part of their efforts, 
but culture is complex and difficult work. It 
requires leaders of diverse groups to be vulner-
able with each other, be open to change—within 
themselves and within their organizations—and 

be honest about how power dynamics can dis-
tract us from what matters, or deter the pace 
of change. Therefore, culture work can help 
us deal with interpersonal dynamics between 
leaders, and relations among organizations 
and within the community. 

COCREATING PARTNERSHIP 
PRINCIPLES

Our research and experience suggest that, while 
no two cultures will be the same, the primary 
characteristics of change-making cultures are 
transparency, authenticity, collaboration and part-
nership, racial and gender equity and inclusion, 
continuous learning and improvement, openness 
to risk and change, and, ultimately, outcomes. 
Rather than working in isolation, these values, or 
subsets of them, work dynamically to reinforce 
each other and create a stronger whole.

How can a collaborative develop such a 
culture? A first step is to facilitate a conversa-
tion about partnership principles—the core 
values that are the bedrock for collaboration, 
guiding how participants will interact with each 
other. They need to be clear, brief, and few in 
number (no more, say, than five), so that people 
can remember them easily. For example, they 
might include respectful dialogue, trusted 
partnerships, or equity and inclusion. While 
they should support all interactions, they will 
become particularly important in moments 
of conflict or heightened power dynamics; 
acknowledging them explicitly can help groups 
productively work through tense times. 

After establishing principles, the next task 
is articulating the behaviors, or specific actions, 
that demonstrate how the principles are lived 
out and how they will lead to the group’s desired 
results. The most important outcome of these 
steps is a commitment by all collaborators 
to hold themselves and others in the group 
accountable to what has been established. 

To facilitate commitment and accountabil-
ity, the discussion can begin with this question: 
What are the behaviors we expect of our part-
ners and to which we are also willing to hold 
ourselves accountable? For example, one of 
the principles that Ortiz’s collaborative created 
was “respectful dialogue.” One of the associ-
ated behaviors was to “seek first to understand 
and then to be understood.”

Answering this question reinforces a cocre-
ative process, which is essential in building the 
deep commitment and longevity needed for 
individuals to take aligned action and sustain 
the work of solving social problems. This process 
helps collaborators recognize that in working 
together, they are building a culture that utilizes Sara Brenner is president of Community Wealth Partners. P
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the talents and values of the different entities 
involved and is distinct from each participant’s 
own organizational culture.

The most effective collaborative cultures 
manage through the challenges when cultures 
collide and form a shared sense of identity and 
belonging that helps them to address common 
roadblocks, such as the speed of decision mak-
ing and action, the level of transparency desired 
and allowed, and the willingness to take risks. 
Cocreating the collaborative’s culture also allows 
the group to harness and utilize the unique con-
tribution of each participant and more easily 
identify distinct roles, which leads to more effec-
tive working relationships and greater progress. 
Nascent collaborative groups are often tempted 
to set up complex structures. Yet these efforts 
require much higher levels of trust. Starting small 
can be a more effective alternative. What’s 
more, it can help collaborative efforts build a 
critical baseline of trust.

For example, Newman’s Own Foundation 
supported food access and nutrition-focused 
grantees in establishing a collaborative, hypoth-
esizing it would lead to better programmatic 
results. The grantees formed a learning network 
to foster trust and collaboration, and strengthen 
their leadership and outcomes. Preliminary find-
ings demonstrate promising and unexpected 
outcomes: Collaborative members all reported 
benefits from participation, and two-thirds are 
formally collaborating with each other outside 
of the learning network.

ADDRESSING POWER DYNAMICS

To build a healthy change-making culture, 
collaboratives are adopting new practices and 
processes to recognize, equalize, and man-
age power dynamics. These power dynamics 
inevitably exist between funders and grantees, 
as funders hold the checkbook and the power 

that often comes with it. But power dynamics 
can also emerge around race, gender, sexual 
orientation, class, and other identities. However 
unintentional and unwanted power dynamics 
may be, they require our attention because they 
are a central part of what holds back progress. 
To make progress, we need to welcome those 
hard conversations, not just acknowledging 
the elephant in the room but inviting it into the 
work and offering it a seat at the table.

The Arizona Early Childhood Alliance looked 
to shift power dynamics by creating a flexible 
shared-leadership structure. It created roles for 
three co-leaders and set up a system whereby 
the individuals filling these roles could change 
on a rotating basis, which enabled different 
organizations to lead as the group shifted focus 
to different priorities and advocacy issues. Other 
funder collaboratives have adopted a one-vote 
policy allowing all funders, regardless of the size 
of their grant or their power, to have the same 
influence in decision making.

While some may avoid addressing power 
dynamics for fear of damaging relationships, 
those hard conversations actually build trust. 
Delving into conversations about power dynam-
ics requires vulnerability and risk taking, ulti-
mately helping build intimacy, grow trust, and 
strengthen relationships. While these methods 
do not eliminate funder-to-grantee or funder-
to-funder power dynamics, and they certainly 
don’t remove systemic race and gender power 
dynamics, they do invite conversations that 
can create greater trust and more productive 
working relationships, precisely because they 
allow for an explicit acknowledgment of the 
power dynamics that are present. 

CULTURE IS A JOURNEY

Creating a change-making culture isn’t a onetime 
task. Collaboratives must continually nurture their 

culture, intentionally modeling the behaviors they 
value, giving new members of the collaborative 
the opportunity to shape the culture, and devel-
oping mechanisms to recognize situations when 
the culture is not being upheld, discuss them 
safely, and move to resolve tensions.

A collaborative’s culture will be tested as it 
responds to new dynamics, evolves its strate-
gies, and engages new stakeholders. In our 
work with collaboratives, we’ve found it helpful 
to deliberately revisit the culture as often as 
every three years, to ensure that it is leading 
to the collaborative’s desired results. As Kelly 
Giordano, managing director of Newman’s Own 
Foundation, says, “Collaboration is a process, 
not a static state.”

As for Ortiz and the Arizona Early Childhood 
Alliance, the culture-building process has proved 
fruitful. As of this writing, the collaborative has 
75 members representing 40 organizations. It 
recently hosted an early childhood advocacy 
day at the state Legislature, successfully pre-
serving funding for the Move On When Reading 
program, which resulted in a $20 million fund-
ing increase as well as increases to childcare 
assistance and other human services programs. 
It has also designed recommendations for the 
Arizona Department of Economic Security 
to improve the reauthorized Child Care and 
Development Block Grant and developed an 
indicator and goal for Expect More, Arizona’s 
early childhood indicator tool that establishes 
statewide, mutually agreed-upon measures of 
educational progress.

The alliance has also confronted and eased 
challenges. Just this year, the group faced confu-
sion about the roles and responsibilities of task 
force and subcommittee participants. However, 
the cultural norms established by the group 
helped them follow a clear decision-making 
process, resolve the confusion, defuse the ten-
sion, and move on productively. While the work 
can still be messy at times, the alliance’s culture 
and flexible leadership structure has helped the 
collaborative establish a unified platform that 
incorporates diverse voices and drives change 
in Arizona’s policies, programs, and services.

We all—foundations, nonprofits, govern-
ments, and corporations alike—have a role to 
play in creating the cultures that will facilitate 
the type of change we want to see in the world. 
If we do this well, we will have a better chance 
of building healthy communities and a just, 
equitable society. 
NOTE

1	 Amy Celep, Sara Brenner, and Rachel Mosher-Williams, 
“Internal Culture, External Impact: How a Change-Making 
Culture Positions Foundations to Achieve Transformational 
Change,” Foundation Review, vol. 8, no. 1, 2016. 

Ten Steps to Build and Maintain Culture
1. Use a cocreative process that engages 
all partners in the articulation of values and 
behaviors that drive results.

2. Start with a powerful question: “What 
are the behaviors you expect of your 
partners and to which you’re also willing to 
hold yourself accountable?”
3. Address and manage power dynamics 
as part of the work.
4. Integrate the principles into all meetings, 
such as with a reminder or creating time for 
praising those who uphold the principles.
5. Create space for members of the collab-
orative to provide feedback to each other on 
specific behaviors and to have open, respect-

ful conversations about areas of conflict.

6. Invite new members of the collaborative 
to inform the culture. You may even want 
to ask all participants to sign an agreement 
to uphold the principles.

7. Include the principles in agreements.

8. Integrate the principles into your exter-
nal communications.

9. Establish a process to evaluate how well 
the collaborative is living the culture and to 
celebrate the culture.

10. Create space every few years to revisit 
the values and behaviors that are most 
needed to achieve results.
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