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Collective Impact is not merely a new process that supports the same social sector 
solutions but an entirely different model of social progress.  The power of Collective 
Impact lies in the heightened vigilance that comes from multiple organizations looking 
for resources and innovations through the same lens, the rapid learning that comes from 
continuous feedback loops, and the immediacy of action that comes from a unified and 
simultaneous response among all participants.  
 
Collective Impact is the commitment of a group of actors from different sectors to a 
common agenda for solving a complex social problem. In order to create lasting solutions 
to social problems on a large-scale, organizations — including those in government, civil 
society, and the business sector — need to coordinate their efforts and work together 
around a clearly defined goal.   
 
According to research successful Collective Impact initiatives typically have five 
conditions that together produce true alignment and lead to powerful results: a common 
agenda, shared measurement systems, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous 
communication, and backbone support organizations. 

 

Common Agenda 
Take a close look at any group of funders and nonprofits that believe they are working on the same social issue, 
and you quickly find that it is often not the same issue at all. Each organization often has a slightly different 
definition of the problem and the ultimate goal. These differences are easily ignored when organizations work 
independently on isolated initiatives, yet these differences splinter the efforts and undermine the impact of the 
field as a whole. Collective Impact requires that these differences be discussed and resolved. Every participant 
need not agree with every other participant on all dimensions of the problem. 

 
Shared Measurement:  
Collecting data and measuring results consistently on a short list of indicators at the community level and across 
all participating organizations not only ensures that all efforts remain aligned, it also enables the participants to 
hold each other accountable and learn from each other’s successes and failures. 
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Mutually Reinforcement Activity: 
Collective Impact initiatives depend on a diverse group of stakeholders working together, not by requiring that all 
participants do the same thing, but by encouraging each participant to undertake the specific set of activities at 
which it excels in a way that supports and is coordinated with the actions of others. 

 

Continuous Communication: 
Developing trust among nonprofits, corporations, and government agencies is a monumental challenge. 
Participants need several years of regular meetings to build up enough experience with each other to recognize 
and appreciate the common motivation behind their different efforts. They need time to see that their own 
interests will be treated fairly, and that decisions will be made on the basis of objective evidence and the best 
possible solution to the problem, not to favor the priorities of one organization over another. 
 

Backbone Organization: 
Creating and managing Collective Impact requires a separate organization and staff with a very specific set of 
skills to serve as the backbone for the entire initiative. Coordination takes time, and none of the participating 
organizations has any to spare. The expectation that collaboration can occur without a supporting infrastructure 
is one of the most frequent reasons why it fails. 
 

 
 

Resources 
www.FSG.org 
Collective Impact Forum  
Winter 2011 • Stanford Social Innovation Review 
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