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Nonprofits are Trying to Solve Wicked Problems
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System Map Source: Housing California, created by Scott Spann of Innate Strategies #SSIRInstitute



System Map Source: Housing California, created by Scott Spann of Innate Strategies 

"Collaboration: 
an unnatural act 

between
unconsenting adults"

- Joycelyn Elders
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Peace, food, conservation, health, economic development, and many others

Many Forms of Complex Collaboration
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1. Clarify Purpose

2. Convene the Right People

3. Cultivate Trust

4. Coordinate Existing Actions

5. Collaborate at the Systems Level

How to Make Complex Collaboration Work
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Santa Cruz Mountains Stewardship Network

#SSIRInstitute



1. Clarify Purpose
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2. Convene the Right People
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3. Cultivate Trust
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Santa Cruz Mts Stewardship Network, March '15

Parks

Land Trust

Organization Type

Marine & Water

Government

Open Space District

RCD

Recreation

Regulatory

Research

Tribal

Working Lands

#SSIRInstitute



Parks

Land Trust

Organization Type

Marine & Water

Government

Open Space District

RCD

Recreation

Regulatory

Research

Tribal

Working Lands

Santa Cruz Mts Stewardship Network, Sept '15
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4. Coordinate Existing Actions
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5. Collaborate at the Systems Level
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Santa Cruz Mtns Stewardship Network
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Santa Cruz Mtns Stewardship Network
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Santa Cruz Mtns Stewardship Network
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Santa Cruz Mtns Stewardship Network
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Santa Cruz Mtns Stewardship Network
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Leverage Points:

"Places in a system where a small shift 

in one thing can produce 

big changes in everything."



Santa Cruz Mtns Stewardship Network

#SSIRInstitute

N

Public 

Awareness
Commun-

ications

Science & 

Monitoring
Permitting

Responsible 

Cultivation
Stewardship 

Resources



Santa Cruz Mtns Stewardship Network

#SSIRInstitute

N

Commun-

ications

Science & 

Monitoring
Permitting

Responsible 

Cultivation
Stewardship 

Resources

L

L L

L

LL

Public 

Awareness



Santa Cruz Mtns Stewardship Network
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Santa Cruz Mtns Stewardship Network
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Complex Collaboration in Organizations
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UCSF Coordination of Care Network
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System Map Source: Housing California, created by Scott Spann of Innate Strategies 

"The fundamental insight of 21st

century physics has yet to 

penetrate the social world: 

relationships are more 
important than things."

- Peter Senge
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Return on 

Relationships

Strong 

relationships aren't 

a nice to have, they 

are a need to have

Return on Relationships
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The Tactics of Trust – SSIRWinter ’16
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The New Network Leader Series – SSIR
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convergeforimpact.com

connect@convergeforimpact.com
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1. Clarify Purpose

Purpose Statement:

How might the social sector adapt and 

evolve to most effectively to drive 

social and environmental change?



2. Convene the Right People

Present To Your Table:

1. Who are you? 

2. What do you do?

Discuss With Your Table:

Who's missing from this conversation?



3. Cultivate Trust

In Pairs:

What’s something you’re sitting on that you 

haven’t expressed fully? (A meaningful 

conversation you’d like to have with the 

group)

Discuss With Your Table:

What came up?



4. Coordinate Existing Actions

Present to Your Table:

What's something you're working on (or 

wrestling with) right now that you could use 

some help with?

Respond briefly if you see a potential opportunity 

to help or coordinate actions.

Discuss With Your Table:

Are there opportunities to coordinate existing 

actions?



5. Collaborate at the Systems Level

Discuss With Your Table:

• How might the social sector adapt and 

evolve to most effectively drive social and 

environmental change?

• What are potential leverage points?

• What's preventing us from doing this 

now?



Reflection

Present To Your Table (one sentence):

What’s is something important you 

learned today that’s going to help you in 

your work moving forward? 



"Acknowledge all those who give their lives 

in the pursuit of a high purpose, 

transforming the unbearable discrepancy 

between the way things are 

and the way things ought to be."

Richard Berger
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