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How Can Nonprofits, Governments, and
Businesses Work Together?
By Chris Aycock

C

ollective impact describes numerous organizations and sectors working together with a common vision to solve social problems. How can we
create more jobs in our community? How can we
lower obesity rates and create healthy communities? How
can we decrease poverty? How can we get more teenagers to graduate from high school?
To many people, questions like the above seem to be
impossible to address. But the exciting news is that many
communities in North Carolina and in the United States
are working together across sectors to overcome the
most difficult social problems. Associations, other nonprofits, governments, businesses, health providers, faith
partners and others are collaborating under the same
vision and common goals. Collective impact is difficult and
can fail, but it also is a proven way to conquer social problems that often cannot be solved in other ways.
This article reflects the work of The Aycock Group with
a particular focus on real examples from the current
Randolph County Wellness Collective Initiative. Leaders in
Randolph County have been working for over a year on
decreasing obesity, and creating a culture of health with
The Aycock Group facilitating the project. The project
is using the A%/e Change Model developed at Michigan
State University by Pennie Foster-Fishman, Ph. D. and Erin
Watson Ph.D.
The purpose of this article is to address the following two
questions:
1. Advantages of collective impact — how can it change
communities?
2. Challenges to collective impact, and strategies to
overcome?

Leaders of Randolph County Wellness
Collective Initiative
The collective impact project in Randolph County is broadly guided by The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s
Health framework. It includes representation from
Randolph Hospital, Randolph Hospital Community
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Health Foundation, United Way
of Randolph County, Partnership
for Children, Randolph County
Health Department, Randolph
County Division of Social Services,
Asheboro City Schools, Randolph
County School System, churches,
city and county government,
YMCA, Chamber of Commerce, A3
Wellness Group, businesses and
other community agencies.

Devin Griffith, Vice
President, Care
Continuum and
Support Services
Randolph Hospital

Advantages of Collective
Impact, How Can it Change
Communities?
Addresses Root Causes of
Problem
Root causes are deep enough in
the chain of outcomes to make a
real difference. This means what it
sounds like: not solving problems
by picking off some leaves, but
by getting to the root of the tree.
Solutions to large social problems
are related to root causes that cannot usually be seen by individual
organizations. The community as
a whole has to identify the core
causes, because they are found
throughout the system. True system change will not happen until
strategies are successfully implemented to address root causes.
Devin Griffith, Vice President, Care
Continuum and Support Services
Randolph Hospital explains:

Lisa Hayworth,
Executive Director,
the Randolph County
Partnership for
Children

Sam Varner, Wellness
Coordinator, Randolph
County Government

Rev. Barry Morris,
Director of Spiritual
Care at Randolph
Hospital

“By working across sectors on a common vision and at
a grassroots level, root causes of social or health problems are more adequately addressed and incorporated
into action plans. This mitigates only having “pockets”
of change that are often “siloed” and instead focuses
on ways to drive changes at the population level.”

Takes Away Silos, Collective Impact Not
Isolated Impact
When working to solve social issues such as poverty,
poor health outcomes, or lack of economic growth, organizations in communities often each work in isolation or
in limited coordination. Social problems are often too
large to be addressed by organizations working in isolation or even limited coordination. Leadership, strategy,
funding and implementation have to be coordinated
community wide to have lasting impact.
Lisa Hayworth, Executive Director of the Randolph
County Partnership for Children, believes that “collective impact is the opposite of isolated impact. It brings
together diverse leaders, groups, and organizations to
tackle society’s most daunting challenges.”
Build on Strengths
Collective impact does create new structures and methods, but when worked on correctly people learn more
about what each organization is already providing to the
community. Then with this knowledge they find better

ways to combine efforts and create results. This is very
valuable, but not always as easy as it may seem. Often
systems have to be revised, policies have to be changed,
resources have to be shared, and new funding models
have to be developed. This is difficult work, but work that
can lead to positive outcomes.
“One of the first aha moments for me was when I actually learned what other agencies were doing in our county”, points out Barry Morris, Director of Spiritual Care at
Randolph Hospital.

Challenges to Collective Impact and
Strategies to Overcome?
Challenge: How to Keep Busy Volunteers Engaged
“The biggest challenge to our work in Randolph County
has been that everyone is volunteering their time. Busy
professionals are challenged to take on another initiative for the good of our community. The good news is that
(continued on page 31)
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many have stepped up to the challenge”, Barry Morris
explains.
Strategies to Overcome
1. Train multiple leaders and rotate leadership so that
the knowledge base is spread out.
2. Depending on the communities resources, hire a paid
part time or full time coordinator. If resources allow
hire a small team of paid staff.
3. Build relationships with existing groups to share staff
and resources. Build from what exists.
Challenge: Difficult to Track Progress
When solving large social problems, it is difficult to track
progress as larger results take time.
Strategy to Overcome
Create and track small wins. Small wins are any action
that causes system change. (Pennie Foster-Fishman).
The Randolph County Wellness Collective Initiative in its
work to decrease obesity has created many small wins
that serve as good examples.
Small wins examples from the Randolph project:
X Randolph Hospital vending machines will have 50%
healthy choice selections.

Challenge: Difficult to Stay Focused on Vision
Long term collective impact projects can, like other larger efforts, loose focus. It is important to keep the focus
on the vision. (Pennie Foster-Fishman) “The challenges
to collective impact are making sure that we are all
focused on the vision and our framework to build incremental and lasting changes”, Devin Griffith explains.
Strategies to Overcome
1. Keep the vision present and upfront
2. Link progress, small wins, and results to the vision
3. Use the vision to organize your work
Sam Varner, Wellness Coordinator for Randolph County
Government, points out the importance of vision as
it relates to working with the County on the strategic
plan. “I think one goal is a more synergistic larger scale
collaboration between the County and the Wellness
Collaborative, a big win for the County and its residents”.

Conclusion
Garnering the commitment, knowledge and energy of
multiple organizations through collective impact takes
clear initiative and a common commitment. With this,
real system level change can be made across a community to address and improve results in tackling the large
social problems of our day such as poor health, poverty,
lack of education and economic stagnation. a

X Initiative

leaders, Superintendent and City Manager
began work on summer fitness camp.

X Partnership

for Children, and schools, finding ways to
transform outdoor learning in schools.

X Active

engagement of initiative members in the
County’s strategic plan with a strong voice.

X General

approval to build a Fitness Facility for the
Sheriff’s Office.

X Café

Con Pan roundtable for Latino community on
health and wellness.

X Backpack

Buddies created a healthier donation list to
go to children in need

X Family

group focus leading to the Partnership for
Children spearheading a Photovoice project.

Chris Aycock, President
The Aycock Group
www.theaycockgroup.com
chris@theaycockgroup.com
Chris is a consultant who works
with nonprofits, governments and
communities. He has extensive
experience in capacity building,
strategic planning, board development, retreats, collective impact, and economic development strategic planning. Chris is trained, skilled and experienced in many
nationally respected facilitation approaches including:
The Skilled Facilitator (Roger Schwarz and Associates,
Inc.) and Technology of Participation (The Institute of
Cultural Affairs).
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