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A b o u t  t h i s  S e r i es

The Building Movement Project develops tools that 

help organizations align their social change princi-

ples with their social service practices. Our research 

and experience shows that relatively small shif ts in 

service provision can cause ripple effects; raising up 

constituent voice, fostering community cohesion and 

increasing engagement in advocacy efforts. This se-

ries highlights “5% shif ts”—as we are calling them—

that don’t rely on organizations completely changing 

course and reinventing themselves. We lif t up shif ts 

that are both simple and achievable, to inspire ser-

vice providers to adapt what works. 

These reports are structured to include both conceptual 

framing based on research and literature in the sector, 

as well as case studies of on-the-ground experiments 

initiated by organizations. They also include discussion 

materials and other resources to help staff and leaders 

reflect on the case examples and apply the lessons to 

their own organizations. We hope that organizations 

will take what is useful, build on their strengths, and 

exercise judgment and wisdom in tailoring these 

examples to make “5% shif ts” that fit their specific 

community and organizational contexts. 

We invite organizations to spread these lessons 

and learning throughout the nonprofit sector, and 

to reach out to BMP to share experiences or to 

request additional resources or coaching. Feel free 

to email BMP Co-Director Sean Thomas-Breit feld at  

sthomas-breit feld@demos.org. 

Thanks go to our team of authors and reviewers: 

Caroline McAndrews, Hai Binh Nguyen and Sean 

Thomas-Breit feld co-wrote this report; Frances 

Kunreuther provided important feedback.

T E R M S  O F  U S E :

You are free to share, use, remix and 
redistr ibute this work under the following 
condit ions:

•	You must at tr ibute the work in the 
manner specif ied by the author (i.e., 
“adapted from the works of Building 
Movement Project”), but not in any way 
that suggests that they endorse you or 
your use of the work.  

•	You may modify the work, provided 
that the at tr ibution legends remain on 
the work. I f you do adapt the work, let 
us know how you’re using i t by sending 
updates to info@buildingmovement.org 

•	If you al ter, transform, or build upon this 
work, you may distr ibute the resul t ing 
work only under the same or similar 
Creative Commons l icense to this one.

If you have any quest ions about these 
terms, please contact Sean Thomas -
Breit feld at sthomas -breit feld@demos.org 
or Building Movement Project 220 Fif th 
Ave, 2nd Floor New York, NY 10001.
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S
ervice agencies are of ten aware that the 

people they serve are slipping through the 

holes in the social safety net. Sometimes 

the dif ficulties faced by clients are due 

to the complex maze of governmental programs, and 

sometimes the challenge is that programs are not 

structured to address the complex constellation of 

factors contributing to their problems. Unfortunately, 

organizations can be stymied in their efforts to patch 

up the safety net by siloes (whether by population, 

geography, or issues) that make the provision of 

adequate care dif ficult. Since most communities have 

a wide range of groups aimed at addressing the needs 

of community members, coordination and partnership 

within and between organizations can be a powerful 

strategy for beginning to address some of the gaps in 

service delivery systems.

This report explores partnerships initiated in cities 

in two dif ferent parts of the country that are facing 

similar social and economic struggles: Detroit and 

Albuquerque. The economic and political problems 

of Detroit have received widespread media at tention, 

and many residents grapple with everyday concerns 

of living in a city with minimal resources. One major 

issue is summed up in the fact that Detroit has been 

labeled “a food desert.”1  Storehouse of Hope, a local 

food pantry, partnered with a growing urban garden 

to provide fresh produce to clients.  The partnership 

became a catalyst for new connections, relationships 

and forays into advocating on other issues impacting 

clients. Similarly, New Mexico recently fell to last place 

for child well-being in the 2013 KIDS COUNT Data 

Book.2  In Albuquerque (the state’s largest city), three 

organizations — Encuentro, New Mexico Immigrant 

Law Center, and Prosperity Works — collaborated 

to establish an individual lending program to help 

immigrants in the community get funds they need 

to pay the various application fees associated with 

the naturalization and citizenship process. They 

recognized that each group brought unique areas of 

expertise that complemented the other partners and 

leveraged those dif ferent strengths to help immigrants 

pursue their American dreams.

In the research on collaboration between social service 

agencies, the concept of “a continuum of services”3  

has been critical to establishing the impetus for 

organizations to work together. An earlier report 

in this series (“Advancing Community Level Impact”) 

profiled the Mutual Assistance Network of Del Paso 

Heights (MAN) in California that has a conceptual 

framework based on a continuum to cover the needs 

of clients across a wide variety of family conditions 

ranging from “unstable homes” to “stable but not 

thriving” and ultimately to “thriving homes” to broader 

community changes. In most cases, communities have 

distinct organizations targeting dif ferent levels on the 

continuum of services. However, many groups are 

figuring out how to knit their programs and services 

together.

There are several factors for organizations to keep in 

mind when they initiate efforts to coordinate services 

and partner across dif ferent organizations. The first 

maxim for organizations, leaders and staff is that 

“collaboration is a developmental process.”4  Second, 

leadership is an important precondition, but the leaders 

of partnerships do not need to be organizational 

directors. Collaboration can be sparked by leaders at 

any level (including, and sometimes especially, clients 

 I n tro   d u c tio   n  a n d  F r a me  w or  k : 
 Crossi   n g  O rga n iz atio   n a l  Bou  n da ries 

1	 Gallagher, Mari

2	 Annie E. Casey Foundation 4	R ivard, Jeanne C. and Joseph P. Morrisse

3	 Fitch, Dale.
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and grassroots members) who realize that they would 

be served by greater alignment. Third, the alignment is 

of ten expressed in a collective vision, the starting point 

for partnerships between organizations, which is also 

critical to sustaining collaboration over the long-term. 

In some very deep collaborations, there can be a 

lengthy and involved process of developing systems 

and practices requiring meetings and conversations 

that build relationships of trust, create shared 

procedures and philosophies, and develop agreed 

upon ways to communicate and work together. In some 

cases investments in new technologies — such as a 

pooled Voter Activation Network (special sof tware for 

organizations that do voter outreach) — have helped 

organizations coordinate and amplify their advocacy 

and community outreach efforts.  Breaking down 

the silos between service providers and the barriers 

between providers, advocates and organizers is critical 

to knit ting together and protecting a strong social 

safety net that helps individuals in need. Furthermore, 

fostering collaboration between organizations (and 

of tentimes even within organizations) can help bet ter 

identif y community level issues that a strong ecosystem 

of organizations can address together.

Questions for Reflection:

In what ways are services of your 

organization not designed or able to meet 

the full range of challenges faced by your 

clients?

What organizations in your community are 

doing work that might complement your own 

organization’s services and contributions? 

Organization’s strategies for responding to 

your social context?



3

 C a se   E x a m p l e  1: 
Lo c a l  Pa rtn ers   h i ps  for   He  a lth y  Foo  d

H o w  i t  w o r k s

Around the same time that Storehouse of Hope was 

opening its doors, a fledging church-based community 

organization — North End Christian Community 

Development Corporation — was finding that people in 

the same neighborhood wanted access to healthier foods.  

The CDC formed the Oakland Avenue Community Garden 

and began growing food on the vacant lots managed 

by the church. Before long, Northend Christian was 

able to pay stipends to unemployed individuals in the 

neighborhood to work on the farm, secured additional 

funding to build a greenhouse to extend the growing 

season, and started the weekly Oakland Avenue Farmers 

Market to sell its produce. 

Storehouse received fresh produce from Gleaners 

Community Food Bank, but distribution was uneven 

because without refrigeration they had to disperse the 

food quickly, leaving some families without fresh options. 

To address this gap, Storehouse sought additional funding 

to be able to purchase fresh fruits and vegetables from 

the Oakland Avenue Community Garden as it began to 

increase its growing capacity.

S
torehouse of Hope is a frontline food 

pantry formed through a collaboration 

of a community-based organization 

and church members who saw that 

their patchwork of soup kitchens and emergency food 

assistance was not enough to provide for the basic food 

needs of Detroit residents in the North End neighborhood. 

In just a few years, Storehouse has grown from a mobile 

pantry delivering boxes of food to a “client choice” 

pantry5  serving more than 1,800 families a year. Since 

the beginning, Storehouse has aimed to provide fresh and 

healthy fruits and vegetables, but like other emergency 

food assistance programs, its local distribution food 

bank offered mostly non-perishable packaged and dry 

goods. With the growth of urban agriculture in Detroit 

and an increased involvement of the Storehouse in the 

food access movement, Storehouse sought out a local 

community farm right in the neighborhood to provide 

more fruits and vegetables to its constituents.

In this case study, we highlight how the food pantry 

extended beyond traditional partnerships to work with a 

local farmer to better meet the needs of its constituents. 

This type of collaboration maximized existing pathways 

of service, strengthened relationships between institutions 

in the same geographical region, and expanded social 

impact. 

Backg   r o u nd

B efore     :

A food pantry offers mostly non-perishable 

food to its constituents.

5%  S h ift   :

Partnered with a local urban farm.

I m pac t:

The collaboration leads to delivery of 

fresh food twice a week, along with other 

unanticipated community-level benefits.

5	 “Client choice” is a model of emergency food distribution that 
enables clients to select their own food, unlike most pantries 
providing pre-packaged bags of food with no ability to select the 
items included. Client choice pantries enable clients to meet their 
personal dietary needs, and honor the agency and sense of dignity 
of clients. For more information on the “client choice” model, visit 
the Gleaners Community Food Bank of Southeastern Michigan 
at http://www.gcfb.org/site/PageServer?pagename=pg_clien-
tchoice, and download “On Your Way to Offering Client Choice: 
A Handbook for Food Pantries in New York,” developed by the 
Food Bank of the Southern Tier at http://foodbankst.org/index.
asp?pageId=55 
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munity Garden in order to bring solar panels to the 

greenhouse and further extend its growing season. 

None of these organizations would have been able to 

accomplish their goals on their own.

When key safety net institutions like Storehouse of 

Hope and the Oakland Avenue Community Garden 

work together, the impact extends beyond the indi-

vidual organizations and ripple out to the neighbor-

hood. By flexing its purchasing power locally at the 

Community Garden, Storehouse is putting its dollars 

to work to grow the number of jobs in the neighbor-

hood and increase its social impact. For Storehouse, 

supporting a local vendor means strengthening the 

neighborhood.

During the growing season, twice a week, the Community 

Garden drops off seasonal fresh fruits and vegetables that 

it has harvested in the morning for distribution that day 

or the day after. The Garden packages the vegetables 

according to the pantry’s direction. Storehouse is able to 

make custom orders to adjust to the needs of clients and to 

food, supplies it has already received that week. In this way, 

no fresh foods entering the pantry go bad or get wasted.

R e s p o n s e  &  Impac    t s

Many residents who go to Storehouse of Hope depend on 

the pantry to make it through the month. Now they can 

count on receiving fresher and healthier options harvest-

ed just hours before and right from their neighborhood. 

The partnership has proved to be a mutually ben-

eficial relationship. Storehouse is able to increase 

wholesome and nutritious food options to its constitu-

ents at the same time that the Oakland Avenue Com-

munity Garden can reach the most vulnerable popula-

tions in the community. In addition, one of the board 

members of Storehouse, Reverend Joan Ross of the 

Greater Woodward Community Development Corpo-

ration whose environmental mission overlaps with the 

Garden’s, is collaborating on a grant with the Com-
Questions for Reflection:

What values do you need to share with a 

potential partner who doesn’t do the same 

work or work in the same way that you 

do?  How would you discover or share those 

values?

Who are the local vendors and businesses 

you already work with? What other ways can 

you support each other’s work to improve the 

community? 

T h i n g s  to   Co  n si  d e R :

•	 Explore partnerships with unlikely local 

institutions.

•	 Leverage the strengths of each partner 

so that the partnership falls within the 

current scope of work for each.
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 C a se   E x a m p l e  2 : 
Pa rtn eri   n g  to  S u pp ort   I mmi   g r a nts’  Sav i n gs

H o w  i t  w o r k s

As part of its educational programs, Encuentro offers 

financial literacy classes and helps immigrants open 

Individual Development Accounts (IDAs), which are 

matched savings accounts that help people with 

modest means to save towards the purchase of a 

lifelong asset, such as a home or higher education. 

Meanwhile, NMILC’s lawyers frequently see immigrants 

who can’t afford to pay the steep fees associated with 

naturalization.8  In June of 2012, the Secretary of 

Homeland Security announced that certain people who 

came to the United States as children may request 

consideration of “deferred action” for a period of 

two years, subject to renewal, and would then be 

N
ew Mexico families face many 

significant challenges that are of ten 

compounded for immigrant families 

and mixed-status families (where 

members of the same family have dif ferent citizenship 

or immigration statuses). According to the 2013 Kids 

Count Data Book,6  the state has the highest percent 

(55%) of children with a parent who is not a U.S. 

citizen. Also, roughly a third of immigrants in the 

state live below the federal poverty line (the highest 

immigrant poverty rate in the country). New Mexico is 

already ranked last in the country for the well-being 

of children, but for immigrants and their families the 

health, education and economic barriers are even more 

dif ficult to overcome.7 Given these multiple challenges, 

a number of organizations are working together in 

order to help immigrants in the state.

Encuentro is an organization in Albuquerque, New 

Mexico that provides adult education and training 

services to Latino immigrants as an entry point to engage 

them and their families in social change. Encuentro was 

founded in 2010, the same year as the New Mexico 

Immigrant Law Center (NMILC), the state’s only provider of 

legal assistance to low-income immigrant families facing 

separation due to deportation and the other difficulties 

created by the country’s broken immigration system. 

Encuentro and NMILC are co-located in a building that 

also houses a grassroots immigrant-led organizing and 

advocacy group. 

This case study explores a partnership that Encuentro and 

NMILC formed with a third organization – Prosperity Works 

– to provide low-interest loans to help immigrants cover 

the fees associated with the complicated (and expensive) 

application process for naturalization and citizenship.

Backg   r o u nd

B efore     :

Organizations shared space but were 

not intentional about coordinating and 

collaborating on service delivery.

5%  S h ift   :

Developed a partnership to establish and 

administer individual loans.

I m pac t:

Clients gain value from the seamlessness of 

services and use the loans to cover important 

expenses.

6	 http://datacenter.kidscount.org/

7	I bid.

8	R esearchers at the Center for the Study of Immigrant Integration 
at the University of Southern California explored the obstacles to 
citizenship created by significant increases in the fees associ-
ated with the naturalization process in their report “Nurturing 
Naturalization: Could Lowering the Fee Help?” http://csii.usc.
edu/NurturingNaturalization.html 
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able to participate. The program’s success is also having 

a positive impact on the organizations, especially as 

they anticipate Congress finally passing comprehensive 

immigration reform that will make it possible for more 

immigrants to begin the naturalization process and 

become citizens. 

One of the program’s participants named “Guadalupe”10  

emigrated from Mexico, where she had been a teacher. 

Her husband at the time was already living and 

working in the U.S., so she and her sons joined him, 

set tling in Albuquerque. Af ter she and her husband 

divorced, “Lupe” began to volunteer for Encuentro and 

completed their financial literacy program, opening 

a bank account and beginning to save money to pay 

for books her sons needed for school. When the 

government’s deferred action program was announced, 

Lupe referred her teenage sons to apply for loans to 

cover the application costs. She can describe in detail 

the application process, the low interest rate, the total 

monthly payment amount each son pays, and how long 

it will take them to pay off the loan. But according to 

eligible for work authorization. The fees to apply 

for deferred action, employment authorization and 

the mandated biometric services are nearly $1,000.9  

With the financial burden of applying for citizenship 

in mind, Encuentro and NMILC decided to embark on 

a collaborative process to help immigrants secure the 

resources they needed to cover immigration fees.

Through a grant from a foundation to foster 

“collaborative impact,” Encuentro, NMILC and 

Prosperity Works – an intermediary organization that 

teaches local organizations how to develop and offer 

effective IDA programs – developed an individual 

lending program. Each partner had a distinct role in 

the program’s success. NMILC’s co-founder Jennifer 

Landau immediately saw the value of lending for 

immigrants, but admit ted “I don’t know that I would have 

come up with the financial literacy piece on my own.” 

Through Encuentro, participants gain an understanding 

of the United States’ financial systems (including the 

importance of credit ratings) and learn about the loan 

program. NMILC determines participants’ eligibilit y 

for various immigration programs, and Prosperity 

Works administers the loans. The three organizations 

also set up a loan commit tee that includes community 

members. The individual lending program is still very 

new, so only a handful of loans have been disbursed, 

but the model and partnership hold a lot of promise 

for similar efforts and continued collaboration.

R e s p o n s e  &  Impac    t s

The loan program of the three organizations has been 

greatly appreciated by the immigrants who have been 

T h i n g s  to   c o n si  d er  :

•	 Organizations often need to hold different 

kinds of information on clients, and may 

have different levels of confidentiality, 

depending on the services they provide.

•	 Embrace the opportunity for each 

organization to do what they do best.

9	T he U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s website 
for Citizenship and Immigration Services details the 
eligibility requirements, filing process and various fees 
on its website at http://www.uscis.gov

10	S ome personal details have been changed to protect 
her identity.
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Questions for Reflection:

Do you know of any clients who engage with 

both your programs and the programs of 

another organization? 

How might collaborating with other 

organizations improve outcomes for clients?

Lupe — who now sits on the program’s loan commit tee 

— the benefit of the loans goes beyond the fact that her 

sons will be able to get work permits and establish their 

credit histories. She said, “The impact is huge for them, 

they’re losing their fear … [this program] lets them 

dream and reach for more.” Lupe, who identifies as a 

community leader and is very involved in efforts to help 

other immigrants, also said that the coordination of 

services is magnificent: “Even though the work they do 

is dif ferent, each organization understands the needs 

of the community.”

Both Encuentro and NMILC have found a lot of value 

in partnering on the individual lending program 

and are looking ahead to more, and even deeper, 

partnerships. Ms. Landau reflected that the process of 

set ting up the loan program has made her think about 

her organization’s work more broadly: “helping people 

get legal status really has to do with economic stabilit y 

and their abilit y to participate in society fully.” She also 

believes that there is still potential for bigger impact 

and noted that the various organizations serving the 

immigrant community have yet to identif y how all of 

their services come together for one individual like 

Guadalupe. Andrea Plaza, the founder of Encuentro 

agrees: “Just sharing space isn’t enough. All of our 

organizations are struggling to just do our work, so 

adding collaboration on top can be challenging. We 

need more resources to engage with each other in an 

ongoing, strategic way.”
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6 0 - M i n ute    A g e n da  a n d  Dis   c ussio     n  Q uestio      n s

D i s c u s s i o n  G u i d e

Round of Introductions and Personal Reflection 15 min

Start with a round of introductions where people respond to the following statement: 

	  In what ways have you not been able to meet the full range of challenges faced by your clients? 

If time allows, ask for reflections on common themes or specific case stories/examples of when this is a result of how the 
organization is designed or structured.

 
Reflect on Your Organization’s Work in the Context of the Case Studies  20 min

Explore the organization’s current focus on working with other groups: 

What organizations in our community are doing work that might complement our services?

Do we currently work with any of these groups?  Are any of them different types of organizations (i.e. advocacy or 
organizing groups)?

 
Consider the possibilities for, and impacts of, shifting the organization’s focus towards crossing boundaries: 

How would a partnership with another local group mutually benefit our organizations? What would we gain by 
engaging in this partnership?  What would they gain?

What value or meaning might staff derive from engaging in new partnerships? How might it resonate with staff 
interests and commitments? How might it challenge staff?

Explore Systems and Structures to Support Crossing Boundaries  20 min

Consider the organization’s current structure:

	  
What staff relationships already exist with other local groups that could be built upon?

What formal partnerships already exist that could be expanded?

Explore ideas for crossing boundaries:

Identify up to three existing partnerships that could be expanded or strengthened to improve the community.

Brainstorm up to three new partnerships that could be explored.

Closing and Evaluation  5 min

Ask people to identify one thing they liked and one thing they would change about the conversation.

Close the discussion and thank people for their participation.

	 Note:  I f  there was energy about deve loping organizat ional  s t ra tegies for crossing boundaries,  invi te people to par-
t ic ipate in a fo l low-up meet ing, using the guide and worksheet  on the fo l lowing pages.

Hoped-For Outcomes:
•	 Explore the value and potential 

for working across organizational 
boundaries to address client and 
community needs as a whole

•	 Consider the internal systems and 
structures that could support this shift

Purpose of this Discussion:
Have participants reflect on the case 
studies and their own experiences, in order 
to explore opportunities and strategies to 
cross organizational boundaries.
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9 0 - M i n ute    A g e n da  a n d  Dis   c ussio     n  Q uestio      n s

F o ll  o w- Up  

D i s c u s s i o n  G u i d e

and    E x e r c i s e

Round of Introductions and Personal Reflection 10 min

Start with a round of introductions where people respond to the following prompt(s): 

	 (If any participants were not part of the first meeting, have them first reflect on this statement) In what ways 
have you not been able to meet the full range of challenges faced by your clients?

	 (For those who participated in the first meeting) What was one takeaway you had from our last discussion 
together? Why was it important to you?

	  
	N ote: You may want to write down answers to the second question on a f lipchar t for everyone to see and remember.

 
Introduce the Exercise 15 min

Explain that the goal of this exercise is to help participants consider how your organization can be part of a larger 
network addressing client and community needs along a continuum. 

Give each person a copy of the attached worksheet, along with the example created by Mutual Assistance Network of 
Del Paso Heights (MAN). 

Review the MAN example together as a group.  Things to highlight include:

	T he three stages MAN has identified at the bottom of the chart and think about comparable stages for your 
community.

	T he areas where MAN can act on its own as a service provider, and where it needs to partner with other 
organizations.

	T he “Community Change” box. Think about what these goals might be for your community and how your 
current services contribute to them.

Small Group Work  25 min

Break into small groups of about 3 or 4 people and ask each group to discuss and fill-in the attached worksheet. (NOTE: 
some services will span and apply to multiple stages)

As they work, ask them to think about the following questions:

	 What range of services would be needed to support individuals and families at each point along the continuum?

	 Who can provide those services in our community now?

	 Where are their gaps and how would we begin to fill them?

Hoped-For Outcomes:
•	 Develop a continuum of care model for 

your community

•	 Identify how programs and services 
can meet the needs and interests of 
community residents across a range of 
family conditions and circumstances

•	 Identify allies and partners who can be 
a part of this work

Purpose of this Discussion:
For those individuals who were particularly 
engaged or excited by the last meeting, 
you can use this agenda and worksheet 
to create a “continuum of care” model for 
your community.  This model includes the 
range of services that would be needed 
to support individuals and families at all 
stages, beyond what one organization 
alone could provide.  It is a way to begin 
identifying partners and allies in your 
community.
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Full Group Discussion  30 min

Have one or two groups present their continuum of care to the larger group.

As they present have each presenter highlight:

	 Any ‘A-ha!’ moments from the group discussion.

	 Where the group struggled.

After each presentation, have members of the wider group offer feedback, observations and comparisons to their own 
findings during the exercise.

After the selected groups have finished presenting, discuss together what the stages at the bottom of your continuum 
should be. Each stage should reflect the various states that individuals and families can be in from unstable to a thriving, 
strong community.  For example, in the MAN model the left-hand column is “unstable homes,” followed by “stable, but 
not thriving homes,” and finally “thriving homes”.

Have the group discuss:

	 What points along this hypothetical continuum does your organizational work currently address?

	 What other organizations do you know of that are addressing other points along the continuum?
	
	 Any common themes or recommendations they would make about incorporating this model into your current 

practice?

Closing and Evaluation  10 min

Ask people to share:

	S omething they learned, or a moment in the discussion that surprised them.

	O ne thing they liked and one thing they would change about the conversation.

Close the discussion and thank people for their participation.

C O N T I N U E D
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in addition to using these resources with your staff and 

volunteers, consider reviewing the case studies with 

existing or new partners in order to discuss shared 

values and potential aspects of your partnership 

together.

You can build staff teams that consist of members 

from each organizational partner in order to develop 

stronger ties between groups and allow for leadership 

experiences at all levels of your staff.

An additional exercise that can be useful when 

beginning a new partnership or considering expanding 

an existing relationship is the sharing Values exercise, 

which can be found at:

www.buildingmovement.org/pdf/sharing_Values.pdf.

this tool can be used to explore what is important to 

each of you, and what values need to be shared in 

order to move ahead.

addITIOnal 
TOOlS and 

USES
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